
 

 
 

May 2019 Squeal Award: the Pentagon 
 

The following are a few examples of the types of Pentagon projects that could use more 
taxpayer scrutiny: 
 

(1) Puppy Personalities 
 
 Dogs wag their tails, lick, and bark to express their excitement when greeting humans or 
other dogs.  Wolves, the wild canine relatives of dogs, are not as affectionate. 
 

So why are dogs so doggone friendly?1  
 
To find an answer, researchers fetched financial support from a $209,000 Office of 

Naval Research grant as well as additional funding from the National Institutes of Health and 
National Science Foundation.2 

 
The “sociability” of 18 domesticated dogs of various breeds—including boxers, golden 

retrievers, Jack Russell terriers, miniature poodles, pugs, and miniature schnauzers—and 10 
captive gray wolves was rated by measuring the amount of 
percentage of time each animal spent seeking attention from a 
human versus trying to open a box containing a piece of sausage.3 
 

The researchers report, “the key difference we observed was 
that adult dogs were more likely to engage in prolonged or 
exaggerated contact with humans than adult wolves.”4 
 

The social scores were then paired with the results of DNA 
testing, which identified differences in three genes that could be the 
reason dogs are so much friendlier.5  
 

“Despite the difficulty in finding human-socialized wolves to 
use as subjects, the authors said they would like to study larger 
samples in the future.”6 

 
Americans would probably prefer that 

Washington stop throwing their tax dollars to the 
wolves. 

Doggy DNA may be the reason dogs are so doggone 
friendly, according to a study that fetched support from 

three government agencies including the DoD. 
 



 

(2) Trek-nology 
 
 Can objects, including people, be transported from one location to another in a blink of 
an eye? 
 

The Air Force paid $25,000 to study the physics of teleportation,7 a theoretical concept 
involving “the instantaneous and or disembodied conveyance of objects through space,” other 
dimensions, and “parallel universes.”8   
 

If this sounds like science fiction, that is because it is: Think Captain Kirk giving the 
command, “beam me up!” to Scotty when he needs to be transported back onboard the 
Starship Enterprise in Star Trek. 

 
The popular sci-fi series is even referenced in the report detailing the study’s findings:  

“Space colonists will need quick transport to get from Earth to their new home planet.  Instead 
of using conventional transportation to expedite travel the space explorer, military personnel or 
space colonist and/or their equipment go into the ‘Teleporter’ (a.k.a. ‘Transporter’ in Star Trek 
lingo) and are ‘beamed down’ or ‘beamed over’ to their destinations at light speed.”9 
 

The report notes, “modern hard-core SciFi literature, with the exception of the ongoing 
Star Trek franchise, has abandoned using the teleportation concept because writers believe 
that it has more to do with the realms of parapsychology/paranormal (a.k.a. psychic) and 
imaginative fantasy than with any realm of science.”10 
 

Regardless, the study claims, “data exists to suggest” that psychic teleportation—the 
instantaneous movement from place to place using mind powers— “is quite real and that it is 
controllable.”11 
 

The report recommends spending $7.5 million to develop the teleportation Trek-nology 
that would allow space explorers to boldly go where no man has gone before.12 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

The Air Force paid $25,000 for a “Teleportation Physics Study,” that 
claims “data exists to suggest” psychic teleportation—the 

instantaneous movement from place to place using mind powers—
is “quite real and that it is controllable.”1 

 



 

(3) The Doughnut Distraction 
 

Ever been distracted by a carrot?  How about a doughnut? 
 

Doughnuts, pizza, and ice cream are about twice as distracting as carrots, apples and 
salads, according to a study funded from a $3.9 million Department of Defense grant with 
additional support provided by the National Science Foundation.13 14  Healthy foods are no 
more distracting than inedible items like lava lamps and footballs.15   

 
The study participants were given “a complicated computer task” and as they worked, 

pictures of various types of foods and other items “flashed in the periphery of the screen.”16 
 

While all the 
pictures were 
distracting, the images 
of junk food were 
particularly distracting.  
“We showed them 
carrots and apples, and 
it slowed them down.  
We showed them 
bicycles and thumb 
tacks, and it slowed 
them down.  But when 
we showed them 
chocolate cake and hot 
dogs, these things 
slowed them down 
about twice as much,” 
explains one of the 
researchers.17 

 
 

Dollars to doughnuts, most Americans could have predicted these findings and could 
find better ways to spend defense dollars. 

 
The researchers did find a possible cure for the doughnut distraction, however.  After 

eating two “fun sized” candy bars, “people found junk food no more interesting than kale.”18 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cupcakes and doughnuts are much more distracting than healthy food or 
objects that are not meant to be eaten, according to a study funded by the 

Department of Defense and National Science Foundation. 
 



 

(4) Spidey Sense 
 

Spider-Man is alerted to impending danger by a 
tingling sensation he refers to as his “Spidey Sense.”  This 
superhuman premonition that enables the web slinger to 
outmaneuver villains and dodge bullets was acquired when 
Peter Parker was bitten by a radioactive spider.  

 
Calling it “More than a Feeling,” the Office of Naval 

Research (ONR) is spending $3.85 million investigating 
“Spidey Sense.”19  The initiative is exploring whether such an 
extrasensory power exists and if it can be tapped in real 
life.20   

 
The Spidey Sense project is “an initial effort,” and the 

four-year project could be “expanded into a longer 
program.”21  An ONR program officer explains, “First, we 
have to understand what gives rise to this so-called ‘sixth 
sense.’  Can we model it?  Is there a way to improve it 
through training?”22   
 

“Official Defense Department literature” refers to the intuitive ability of premonition 
“when people ‘know’ without knowing how they know”23 as “sense-making,” rather than 
extrasensory perception (ESP), to avoid being associated with the supernatural.24 

 
 It may be just a premonition, 
but spending taxpayer money to 
acquire comic book inspired super 
powers doesn’t make sense. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Spider-Man is alerted to imminent danger by a tingling sensation 
he refers to as his “Spidey Sense” (top right).  The Navy is spending 

$3.85 million investigating if such a sixth sense can be tapped 
outside the pages of comic books (above).1 

 



 

(5) Cheating Robots 
 

“You totally cheated!  You’re not allowed to cheat. You’re the robot.”25 
 
That outburst was from a Yale student playing the children’s game “Rock-Paper-

Scissors” against a robot programmed to cheat.26 
 
In all, 60 human participants, mostly Yale 

undergraduate and graduate students, were 
individually pitted against a humanoid robot 
named Nico in 20 rounds of the game.27  The 
tournament was funded by Defense Advanced 
Research Projects Agency (DARPA) and the 
National Science Foundation.28 

 
Nico was designed to play the game by 

mimicking human hand motions representing a 
rock, paper, or scissors.  “To play, the robot raises 
and lowers its arm four times, and makes a gesture 
immediately after lowering its arm for the fourth 
time: ‘Rock, paper, scissors, shoot!’ After each 
round, the robot announces the result: ‘Yes, I win,’ 

‘Aw, you win’ or ‘We have tied this round.’”29 
 
Unknown to the human participants, the robot was being controlled from a remote 

location by a programmer who made the robot cheat by either announcing the incorrect result 
(always in the robot’s favor) or by changing its throw to the winning gesture.30 

 
The human players 

were “more likely to consider 
the verbal cheat as a 
malfunction and the action 
cheat as a cheating 
behavior.”31  Humans also 
attempted to have more 
social engagement with the 
robot by trying to speak with 
it when it cheated, but also 
developed “unfavorable 
character attributions to the 
cheating robot.”32   

 
The take away from the study:  Cheating makes machines seem more human.33 

 
Hardworking Americans, however, may find that spending taxpayer money to create 

cheating robots does not compute. 

Yale students played Rock-Paper-Scissors with 
a robot, as part of a project supported by the 
Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency 

and National Science Foundation. 

A robot was taught how to play Rock-Paper-Scissors, then 
programmed to cheat. 
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