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Abstract

The present work examined the extent to which evaluations of actions could be biased by the strategic use of euphemistic
(agreeable) and dysphemistic (disagreeable) terms. Across multiple studies, we demonstrate that evaluations of actions
are made more favorable by replacing a disagreeable term (e.g., torture) with a semantically related agreeable term (e.g.,
enhanced interrogation) in an act’s description. Notably, the influence of these terms was reduced (but not eliminated)
when actions were described in a less ambiguous (i.e., more detailed) manner. Despite their influence, participants
judged both agreeable and disagreeable action descriptions as largely truthful and distinct from lies, and judged agents
using such descriptions as more trustworthy and moral than liars. Overall, the present findings suggest that a strategic
speaker can, through the careful use of language, sway the opinions of others while avoiding many of the reputational
costs associated with less subtle forms of linguistic manipulation (e.g., lying).

3850
In J. Culbertson, A. Perfors, H. Rabagliati & V. Ramenzoni (Eds.), Proceedings of the 44th Annual Conference of the Cognitive Science
Society. ©2022 The Author(s). This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY).




