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What happens when speakers “dodge” questions by answering different questions? In three experiments we demonstrate and explore

listeners’ surprising failure to notice such dodges. Successful question dodging exploits two features of interpersonal communication:

listeners’ limited attention, and what Grice termed “Cooperative Assumptions” underlying communication. We suggest dodge

detection strategies.
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Barak Obama with the same interviewer performed when Obama 
was a candidate (i.e., not in power) or the president-elect (i.e., in 
power). The excerpts were cut from actual interviews by a research 
assistant blind to the hypotheses.  Importantly, any information that 
could allow participants to know Obama’s position at the time of 
the interview was removed (i.e., any sentence or action mention-
ing or implying he was a candidate or a president at the time of the 
interview). After viewing a series of excerpts, participants rated 
Obama’ warmth and competence (α = .91 and α = .87, respectively; 
items from Cuddy et al., 2008). Obama was judged warmer when 
candidate than when president, p < .01, but more competent when 
president than when candidate, p <.01 regardless of participants’ 
political affiliations, and despite the fact participants did not know 
whether Obama was president or candidate when the interview was 
produced. Thus, powerlessness (power) might foster communicator 
warmth (competence). 

Experiment 3: Communicator’s effectiveness as a function of 
Recipient Power. Our last experiment provides experimental evi-
dence of the effectiveness of powerful and powerless communicators 
against different populations. That is, we reasoned that changes in 
power may not only affect communicators but also recipients’ sensi-
tivity to certain aspects of the communication in the same direction. 
Put differently, what states of high (low)- power foster at the deliv-
ery stage might also be what high (low)-power recipients weigh at 
the reception stage. If true, powerless communicators might be more 
effective against powerless recipients since those are particularly 
sensitive to warmth. In contrast, powerful communicators might be 
more effective against powerful recipients since those are particu-
larly sensitive to competence.   

Undergraduates were assigned to a 3 (communicators’ power: 
baseline, low, high) × 3 (recipients’ power: baseline, low, high) be-
tween subject design. Both communicators’ and recipients’ power 
was manipulated as in experiment 1. Communicators wrote a per-
suasive message promoting their university. These messages were 
then randomly presented to recipients who judged the message on 
three dimensions: persuasiveness, competence, and warmth. Re-
sults revealed high-(low-) power recipients found high-(low-) power 
communicators more persuasive than low-power (high-power) and 
baseline communicators. Among baseline recipients, there was no 
effect of power on persuasion. In addition, regardless of recipients’ 
power, high-power communicators were judged as more compe-
tent than both baseline and low-power communicators. In contrast, 
regardless of recipients’ power, low-power communicators were 
judged as warmer than both baseline and high-power communica-
tors. Further analyses revealed competence (95% CI = .072; .703), 
but not warmth (95% CI = -.051; .198) mediated the effect of com-
municator’s power on persuasiveness. In contrast, low-power recipi-
ents found that warmth (95% CI = -.223; .152), but not competence 
(95% CI = -.641; -091) mediated the effect of communicator’s power 
on persuasiveness. 

Discussion. These experiments offer a framework for under-
standing how power affects the communication and reception of per-
suasive messages, and suggests temporary states of power unilater-
ally shift one’s expression and sensitivity to competence and warmth 
leading powerless and powerful communicators to yield effective 
communication, but for different reasons. Implications for social 
policy and political communication will be discussed.

The Artful Dodger: Answering the 
Wrong Question the Right Way 

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Many in public life seek to master the artful dodge, frequent-

ly attempting to wriggle out from answering questions they would 
rather avoid. Though perhaps most grating when performed by poli-
ticians, question-dodging occurs in a wide array of other contexts 
as well: from corporate executives avoiding reporters’ requests for 
their expectations for the next fiscal quarter, to employees sidestep-
ping their bosses’ questions as to why they are late for the third 
straight day, to spouses evading their partners’ inquiries as to their 
whereabouts the previous evening. Among relevant marketing and 
consumer domains, consider the public relations officers who deal 
with tough questions from consumers, regulators, and the media in 
the aftermath of product-safety crises; tactics in customer relation-
ship management (CRM) for pacifying clients even when unable to 
actually solve their substantive problems; or a salesperson skillfully 
evading questions about the true value of buying dealership rust-
proofing for new car, or about the accident history of a used one.

But are such attempts to dodge successful? Most importantly, 
what determines whether a dodge is successful – when a speaker’s 
answer to the wrong question goes unnoticed, and therefore unpun-
ished?  In the experiments that follow we show that dodges succeed 
when speakers respond to a question by responding with answers 
that seem to address the question, but which in fact address an en-
tirely different, though similar, question. For instance, a politician 
in a debate asked about the illegal drug problem in America whose 
answer stresses the need for universal healthcare has engaged in a 
successful dodge if listeners have both forgotten that she was even 
asked about drugs, and evaluate her highly. Indeed, we show that in 
some cases, speakers end up better off by answering the wrong ques-
tion well than the right question poorly. 

 Experiment 1. We asked participants to listen to a brief excerpt 
from a debate between two politicians.  For the second politician, 
we varied the question asked – about healthcare, the illegal drug 
problem, or the War on Terror – but this politician always gave the 
same answer about healthcare.  Thus we varied whether the politi-
cian answered the question asked (about healthcare), a similar ques-
tion (the drug problem), or a dissimilar question (the War on Terror).  
As predicted, results showed that when the politician answered a 
similar question, participants forgot the original question – a suc-
cessful dodge – and rated him highly; in contrast, when the politi-
cian answered a dissimilar question, participants noticed the effort 
to dodge and penalized him accordingly. Overall, speakers could get 
away with dodging questions without punishment when answering a 
question similar to the one asked.  In everyday life, of course, people 
usually attempt to dodge questions when they are not prepared with 
a good answer to the question asked – for example, when an em-
ployee’s boss pops into her office unannounced to inquire as to her 
lateness, leaving her to stammer through a poorly phrased answer.  

Experiment 2. In experiment 2, we compared the efficacy of 
dodging questions by answering a similar question to bumbling 
through an answer to the actual question.  Results showed that pro-
viding a good answer to a similar question resulted in evaluations 
similar to providing a good answer to the actual question (replicating 
experiment 1); most interestingly, providing a good answer to a simi-
lar question resulted in higher interpersonal ratings than answering 
the actual question poorly. How might we improve people’s abil-
ity to detect dodges?  Interestingly, television networks have taken 
steps to curtail politicians’ efforts to dodge questions during political 
debates by posting the question asked of politicians for the duration 
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of their answers. We tested the efficacy of this procedure in the next 
experiment.

Experiment 3. Participants watched the same excerpt as in ex-
periment 1; as before, we varied the question asked of the second 
politician – about healthcare or the illegal drug problem – and the 
politician always answered about healthcare. In addition, however, 
we also added two conditions which were identical to these, except 
that in both versions, the text of the question remained on the screen 
while the politician answered; here, we expected participants to no-
tice the effort to dodge.  As in experiments 1 and 2, without the aid 
of the question on the screen, dodging by answering a similar ques-
tion was quite successful. In contrast, participants who were aided 
by having the actual question on the screen were nearly as good at 
remembering the actual question as those who heard the politician 
answer the actual question.

Discussion. These results suggest that the emerging strategy 
used by television networks to increase viewers’ ability to recall the 
original question does in fact increase the detection of dodges.  In 
many real-world situations, however, similar interventions are un-
likely to be feasible: it would be difficult to ask an acquaintance or 
salesperson to hold up a sign indicating what question he was meant 
to be answering, for example. Accordingly, increasing dodge detec-
tion in everyday social and consumer interactions may be no easy 
task.  At the same time, intervening to reduce the incidence of suc-
cessful dodging is essential if we wish to reverse the results from our 
second experiment, and ensure that those who answer the right ques-
tion with substance are preferred over those who answer the wrong 
question with style.

The Persuasive Power of Contradicting Oneself

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
When people seek to persuade others, or gain their support, they 

often do so by conveying a consistent message, or repeating their ar-
guments and opinions. Indeed, past research suggests that, compared 
to stating an argument or expressing an opinion just once, repeating 
that argument or opinion can make it seem more valid or true (Begg 
et al., 1992), which can give it more persuasive impact (Moons et 
al., 2009). Despite the intuitive appeal of this strategy, and empirical 
support for its potential value, we explore the possibility that un-
der some conditions contradicting oneself (e.g., initially opposing 
something and then later supporting it) can offer a persuasive advan-
tage. In particular, we test the hypothesis that some message sources 
are more persuasive when they deliver conflicting rather than con-
sistent messages.  The rationale is that, assuming recipients trust the 
source of a message, that source can induce the perception that he or 
she gathered new information by contradicting him- or herself.  As 
a consequence, message recipients can be induced to process more 
deeply via contradictions, which promotes persuasion in response to 
strong arguments. We investigate this notion across 3 experiments.

Experiment 1. Participants were randomly assigned to receive 
different kinds of advice. In every condition, they were told to imag-
ine that they had sought medical advice from a friend regarding a 
suspicious mole on their arm. In the conflicting advice condition, 
the friend was initially reassuring (saying that there is no reason to 
worry), but then changed his mind a few days later (saying that on 
second thought, it would be a good idea to remove the mole in order 
to conduct a biopsy). In the time 1 advice only condition, the friend 
initially suggested that it would be a good idea to remove the mole to 
conduct a biopsy.  In the time 2 advice only condition, the friend rec-
ommended the biopsy after a few days. The rationale for getting the 
biopsy was identical across conditions. We varied merely the timing 

of this recommendation, and whether it had been preceded by differ-
ent advice.  Results indicated that participants found the advice more 
compelling and were more likely to remove the mole in the conflict-
ing advice condition than in either of the one-time advice conditions, 
which did not differ from one another. 

Experiment 2.  Next, we sought to replicate this effect in a dif-
ferent setting, and explore the underlying mechanism.  All partici-
pants received advice (or a persuasive recommendation) twice, but 
we varied whether it was consistent or conflicting. Undergraduate 
students read about a friend who offered his opinion about a new uni-
versity policy on two different occasions. In the consistent message 
condition, the friend expressed a positive opinion on both occasions 
in which the topic was raised, elaborating on his opinion and the 
arguments in favor of the policy on the second occasion. In the con-
flicting message condition, the friend expressed an initial negative 
opinion followed by a change of mind a week later, at which time he 
elaborated on his opinion and the arguments in favor of the policy. 
To permit a test of processing differences, we also manipulated argu-
ment strength such that the friend offered strong or weak reasons to 
implement the policy on the second occasion. Results indicated a 
significant interaction between message consistency and argument 
strength on attitudes. Argument strength had a greater effect on atti-
tudes in the conflicting message condition than in the consistent mes-
sage condition, consistent with the notion that conflicting messages 
can stimulate greater processing. Viewed differently, under strong 
but not weak argument conditions, the conflicting message produced 
more favorable attitudes than did the consistent message. Moreover, 
this processing difference stemmed from participants’ perception 
that the source of the message had gathered new information be-
tween the first and second time he offered his opinion. 

Experiment 3.  In experiment 3, we sought to show that a con-
flicting message would only foster increased processing when the 
source was trusted. The rationale was that only when people trust 
the source should they make favorable attributions (to acquiring new 
information) based on the contradictory messages. Here we used 
the same core paradigm as in experiment 2, but we manipulated the 
trustworthiness of the source prior to the delivery of the message. 
As predicted, there was a three-way interaction between message 
consistency, trustworthiness, and argument quality. This three-way 
interaction involved 2 two-way interactions of opposing patterns. 
Under high trust conditions, we replicated the effects from experi-
ment 2. Under low trust conditions, we found a significant message 
consistency × argument quality interaction but in the opposite form. 
In this case, the argument quality effect was significant in the con-
sistent message condition but not in the conflicting message condi-
tion. Thus, contradicting oneself before offering strong arguments 
can promote persuasion under high trust conditions, but it backfires 
under low trust conditions.  Consistent with our information process-
ing perspective, these effects were mediated by thought favorability.

Discussion. In summary, conventional wisdom and past re-
search suggest that if a persuader seeks to change someone’s attitude, 
he or she would benefit from delivering a consistent and/or repeti-
tive message. In contrast, our research suggests that contradicting 
oneself, or changing one’s mind, can sometimes offer a persuasive 
advantage. Our findings are consistent with an information process-
ing account, suggesting that a conflicting message can grab atten-
tion and increase message processing under some conditions. This 
increased processing, in turn, can promote persuasion when strong 
arguments have been presented. Implications for understanding nu-
merous counterintuitive means of influencing attitudes and behavior 
will be discussed. 


