
t a m i n g  t e r g i v e r s a t i o n

The Art of  the Dodge

D
uring this year’s presidential 
campaign, the candidates will 
face many questions they do not 
want to answer. In most cases, 

they will do what poli-
ticians usually do: talk 
about something else. 

Every politician dodg-
es questions, but only 
sometimes are they able 
to do so without any-
body noticing. Recent 
research by Todd Rog-
ers, a behavioral scien-
tist, social psychologist, 
and assistant profes-
sor of public policy at 
the Harvard Kennedy 
School, sheds light on 
the circumstances and 
techniques that allow 
politicians to wriggle 
away from difficult sub-
ject matter.

Rogers hoped to de-
termine “ under what 
conditions people are 
able to get away with 
dodging a question, and 
under what conditions 
listeners can be empow-
ered to help detect when 
this kind of question-
dodging occurs.”

He and his research partner, Michael I. 
Norton, an associate professor in the mar-
keting unit of Harvard Business School, 
devised a series of simple experiments to 

determine when people detect a dodge 
and when they don’t. After prerecording a 
speaker answering a question about uni-
versal healthcare, they attached the same 

answer to three separate 
questions—the original 
one about healthcare, 
another about illegal 
drug use, and a final one 
about the war on terror. 
Then they showed the 
three tapes to separate 
groups of subjects and 
asked them to assess 
the truthfulness of the 
speaker.

Their results, pub-
lished in the Journal 
of Experimental Psychol-
ogy, showed that “art-
ful dodging” depends 
on subtlety. When the 
speaker gave a response 
about healthcare to a 
question about illegal 
drug use—which sounds 
similar but is in fact 
quite unrelated—his au-
dience found him just as 
trustworthy as did the 
group who heard him 
answer a question about 
universal healthcare. (In 
fact, when quizzed af-
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Light-Up 
Neurons

A 
new tool developed in the lab 
of Adam Cohen, Loeb associate 
professor of the natural sciences, 
may illuminate neuroscience re-

search: it allows neurons to light up as they 
fire. “For decades, people have wanted a 
way to look at a neuron and tell what it’s 
doing,” Cohen says. But just as we can’t see 
electricity coursing through a telephone 
wire, there’s been no good way to watch 
electrical signals move across neurons.

Until now. Cohen’s team used a protein 
from a Dead Sea microorganism that nor-
mally absorbs sunlight and converts it 
into electricity. “A few years ago, I won-
dered if it was possible to run [similar 
proteins] in reverse,” he says, “so instead 
of taking in light and generating electric-
ity, we could use it to sense electrical en-
ergy in a cell and convert that into a de-

tectable optical signal.” MIT researcher 
Ed Boyden recently conducted research 
that involved placing the gene that ex-
presses this protein in an animal neuron, 

terward, almost none of the subjects in the 
drug-use scenario could remember exactly 
what question had been asked.) Only when 
the speaker responded to a question about 
the war on terror with an answer on health-
care did the subjects notice the dodge. 

Rogers believes there are two reasons 
for this inability to detect subtle evasions. 
The first, he says, is that humans simply 
have a limited attention span. Poor at-
tention is universal to all “humans and all 
animals that we manage to study,” he says. 
“Though we don’t realize it, we go through 
our lives detecting just the gist of what’s 
going on. Even if we wanted to pay careful 
attention to each answer, we would have 
a limited capacity” to do so. A second, re-
lated reason is that paying attention to a 
speaker involves taking in an overwhelm-
ing amount of information. When watch-
ing a presidential debate, for example, 

viewers are consider-
ing not only the ques-
tions and answers but 
also the speakers’ body 
language, facial expres-
sions, and overall lik-

ability. This adds 
yet another level 
of cognitive chal-
lenge, making it 
more difficult to 
remember whether 
a given answer is a specific response to the 
question asked.

Rogers does think there are ways to 
minimize “artful dodging” in political dis-
course. Television producers and documen-
tary filmmakers, for example, can actively 
remind audiences of what was asked by 
displaying the text of questions right on the 
screen while the candidate answers. In one 
study, he reports, “We posted the text of 
the question on the screen, and everybody 
detected what was going on”—even in the 
case of subtle dodges. Another approach, 
employed during recent Fox/YouTube Re-
publican debates, is to ask the audience 
to use social media to grade the candi-
dates on their responses. “At the beginning  
of the debate, the moderator asked view-
ers to tweet whether the person answered 
the question they were asked,” Rogers 
says. “Asking the audience to hold the  

speakers accountable is a very cool idea.”
Yet Rogers is quick to point out that 

dodging isn’t necessarily a bad thing, at least 
on a personal level. For 
instance, avoiding direct 
answers to questions can 
be useful in precarious 
social situations when 
other people’s feelings are 
at stake. But in politics, 
Rogers thinks, dodging 
should be kept to a mini-
mum. “I don’t think that 
dodging is lying,” he says, “but I think it’s a 
problem for democracy.” vpeter saalfield
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Genetic alterations allow  
researchers to observe the electrical 
firing of a neuron (pink) as a flash of 
light, detectable by specially  
modified optical microscopes.

Visit harvardmag.com/
extras to see a  
video of the artful 
dodge in action.

Every politician dodges questions,  
but only sometimes are they able to 
do so without anybody noticing.

I m a g e  b y  D a n i e l  H o c h b a u m  a n d  A d a m  C o h e n

What techniques do 
you employ to dodge 
questions? How do 
you prevent someone 
else from dodging 
them? Discuss with 
other readers at www.
harvardmag.com/
artful-dodge.
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