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Equivocation

There are other alternatives to blatant truth-telling, Y{Vl]on face Wi
difficult disclosure choices, communicators can—and oftep do._ t

equivocation; statements that are not literally false but cleve
unpleasant truth (Bello, 2005). ;
pThc value of equivocation becomes clear when you consider th,,
tives, Consider the dilemma of what to say when you've bet‘n given
wanted present—an ugly painting, for example—and the giver askg wh
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think of it. How can you respond? On one hand, you need to chogge be oy

telling the truth and lying, At the same time, you have a choice ()fWhe
make your response clear or vague. Figure 3.4 dxspl.ays these choices.

The underlying point of equivocal messages is usually underst,
their recipients. One study (Bello & Edwards, ZOQS) explgrcd how r,
ers interpreted equivocal statements, such as a friend calling your
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“interesting” instead of saying “You messed up.” Besides regarding g,

equivocal statements as more polite, the recipients had no trouble
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ing the intended meaning—that the speech was poor, to use cur example,
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Given the advantages of equivoc:tion, it not
surprising that most people usually ++ill chooge to
equivocate rather than tell alie. In a s es of experi.
ments, subjects chose between telling a face-saviy
lie, the truth, and equivocating (Bavelas et al,
1990). Only 6 percent chose the lie, and betwee
3 percent and 4 percent chose the hurtful truth.
By contrast, over 90 percent chose the equivocd
response. People may say they prefer truth-telling
to equivocating, but given the choice, they usually
finesse the truth (Robinson et al.,, 1998).

Some forms of equivocation rely on telling
partial truths (Rogers et al., 2017). Imagine th
you had promised to be home right after work but
instead went out for drinks with coworkers. Upon
arriving home late, you might justify your tard
ness by saying, “One of my work friends needed ©
talk about a personal problem.” Even if your happ)
hour conversation included such a discussion, thi
technically honest statement is clearly an act©

deception.




