MISLEADING QUESTIONS IN PRESS CONFERENCES:
PETER DOOCY AND JENNIFER PSAKI CASE STUDY

1. INTRODUCTION

Questions constitute a primary communicative practice in all types of social interactions
(Gialabouki & Pavlidou, 2019). Furthermore, it is well known that questions can be more
or less coercive depending on their syntactic modulation (Bull, 1984; Danet et al., 1970;
Gnisci and Bonaiuto, 2003). In other words, a question can leave much freedom to its
answer, or it can constrain the answering space allowing even only for a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’.
Therefore, it could legitimately be assumed that the more a question is coercive, the more
well suited it will be to mislead. However, whether or not this is the case will be tested in
this paper. The two leading research questions are

(1) which are the main strategies used to mislead with questions,
and (i) to what extent they show a dependency on the question’s coercive degree.
In other terms, do coerciveness and misleading potential rely on each other?

Concretely, this paper aims to address these questions by investigating the role of
questions and the act of questioning in political press conferences. Two interviews (in
press conferences) of the Fox News journalist Peter Doocy to the White House Press
secretary Jennifer Psaki will be analyzed. The adopted framework heavily relies on the
Question Under Discussion approach (Roberts, 2012), as this provides valuable insights
to identify what is actually at stake and, therefore, relevant, even if it is not explicitly
uttered.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW: QUESTIONS IN POLITICAL INTERVIEWS

Questions are defined by Heritage (2002) as forms of social action aimed at seeking
information accomplished by means of interrogative syntax. Crucially, they can also
become vehicles of other instances other than seeking information, and their key role can
be well appreciated in political interviews. Within journalism, the particular design of
questions in interviews contexts is conditioned by specific journalistic tasks and goals,
also defined according to the audience preference (Clayman, 2010). In this section, I will
start by outlining in which ways these limitations are expressed in terms of coerciveness
by providing an overview or a typology of questions (Section 2.1.), which will be used as
the starting point of this paper. Right after that, I will continue elaborating the key
concepts of implicatures and presuppositions in the framework of the QUD (Section 2.2.),
and I will finish this overview with the definition and application of the concept of
misleading (Section 2.3.).

2.1. A typology based on coerciveness

Gnisci and Bonaiuto (2003) suggests that questions vary according to the degree they
coerce or constrain the answer on the basis of evidence provided by Danet et al. (1970).
The authors define coerciveness as the extent to which the questioner can impose their
interpretation on the evidence through the syntactic manipulation of the question form
(Gnisci & Bonaiuto, 2003). The variable of ‘coerciveness’ is relevant when building a
questions typology, as it allows it to be conceived as a continuum used to interpret the



activity of questioning. Moreover, it links questions to power and control (Gnisci &
Bonaiuto, 2003). Using very coercive questions results in the imposition of the
questioner’s perspective and in restricted narrative freedom for the respondent, also in
terms of answer’s size (answers to yes-no questions have a reduced answer space if
compared to broad wh- questions). On this basis, coerciveness is defined as the degree to
which the questioner can impose their interpretation on the evidence by means of question
form (cf. Danet et al., 1976; Woodbury, 1984). The typology created by Gnisci and
Bonaiuto (2003) building on Bull (1984) containing seven types of identified questions
is illustrated below.

1) Declaratives: uttered as statements, declaratives are the most coercive type of
question because they state facts rather than seeking information. They can
become interrogatives thanks to the rising intonation (which could also be
decreasing, depending on the language).

2) Tag-questions: declaratives becoming interrogatives through the adjunction of a
tag.

3) Yes-no questions: questions that can be only answered with either ‘yes’ or ‘no’.

4) Disjunctives: questions which present two or more options as possible answers.

5) Narrow wh-questions: questions introduced by interrogative words seeking for
specific information.

6) Broad wh-questions: interrogatives introduced by interrogative words looking for
general information.

7) Indirect questions: phrases with a subordinate expressing indirectly a request for
information.

2.2. Question Under Discussion as a framework

The Question Under Discussion (QUD), firstly proposed by von Stutterheim & Klein
(1989), is a way to characterize how a sentence fits in its context. As Benz & Jasinskaja
(2017) defined, each sentence in discourse addresses a QUD by answering it or bringing
up another question towards answering that QUD. It was initially thought of as a general
approach to the analysis of discourse structure. However, it has been proved useful in
analyzing various linguistic phenomena. Its uses range from sentence-level effects (i.e.
information structure, accentuation patterns induced by focus and background, and the
interpretation of focus-sensitive operators) to discourse applications. Among the latter,
one should mention studies on the semantics of discourse particles and connectives and
the growing experimental evidence for QUD in discourse structuring and interpretation
(see, e.g. Zondervan, 2009, 2010; Clifton & Frazier, 2012; Cummins & Rohde, 2015).

2.3.1. QUD and presuppositions

The lexical and anaphoric accounts offer two significant explanations for presuppositions
and their projective behaviour. The former assumes that it is a lexical property of the
embedding operator whether or not embedded content projects, and it is derived from
examples involving factive verbs. The latter assumes that presuppositions have to be
given in common ground, and if they are not available there, they have to be
accommodated. It derives its strongest motivation from examples involving definites. In
the context of QUDs, questions and focus phrases are also assumed to carry
presuppositions. QUDs come into play by defining what is at issue (Potts, 2005): a
proposition is at-issue relative to a QUD, if it contextually entails a partial or complete



answer to the QUD. This account covers both the classic instances of presupposition and
Potts’s conventional implicature, as will be explained next.

2.3.2. QUD and implicatures

QUDs are relevant to the theory of conversational implicature in several respects. First
(as it was mentioned before), they do include conversational implicatures themselves.
Secondly, discourse is structured by a hierarchy of explicit or implicit QUDs which define
the sentence topic (van Kuppevelt, 1996). Implicatures are semantically inferred from the
topic—focus structure, i.e. they are inferred only if the implicature trigger is part of the
focused phrase.

2.3.3. QUD and the question-answer relationship

Previous studies on the understanding of the semantics of questions and the question-
answer relationship (such as Hamblin, 1973; Karttunen, 1977; Groenendijk & Stokhof,
1984; Krifka, 2001; van Rooij, 2003; Groenendijk & Roelofsen, 2009) provide a formal
foundation for QUD-based theories.

What makes QUD a theoretical construct is its ability to connect the linguistic and the
pragmatic side of discourse. In fact, questions reflect what is relevant at each point in
discourse and can be seen as a conceptualization for discourse goals of the speakers that
stand in a systematic relation to their domain-level goals (Benz & Jasinskaja, 2017).

2.4. The concept of misleading — an account for a definition of misleading

The definition of misleading that will be used in this paper follows Viebahn’s (2021)
commitment-based approach. The pivotal point of this approach is that liars take on a
commitment that misleaders avoid but also points out differences between the key notions
by themselves (idem, 2021). Lying must be intentional, while misleading does not need
to be intentional; and lying is communicative, while things other than communicative
acts, such as evidence, can be misleading. In the author’s words, “the relevant distinction
is thus between lying and performing an intentionally misleading communicative act”
(idem, 2021: 291).

Therefore, misleading requires to the speaker the non-committal speech-act of
suggesting. It does not need to be intentional nor communicative since it is a broader term
than lying.

3. METHODOLOGY

In order to address the above-stated questions, two interviews in press conferences of the
Fox News journalist Peter Doocy to the White House Press secretary Jennifer Psaki were
analyzed. They were extracted from Fox News YouTube channel; specifically, the
following two videos were used:

= Peter Doocy asks Psaki about White House refusal to give migrant numbers (Fox
News, 2021a)

»  Peter Doocy grills Psaki on Biden’s latest vaccine requirement (Fox News,
2021b).



These were selected on the basis of their topic, as they both cover current issues (Covid-
19 health crisis and migrant policies in the United States of America), and due to length
constraints, as they were long enough to hold an appropriate number of questions. As for
the format, press conferences make a concise and restricted area of research since they
undergo communication rules which establish a defined turn-system (i.e. participants’
right to take the floor) (Gialabouki & Pavlidou, 2019). On the contrary, this distinction
can become blurred in other types of interaction as everyday dialogues, and participants’
roles are not well distinguished. In addition, turn-systems could be used to mislead and
carry the interviewee in a specific direction given the importance of asking the right
questions (as they essentially represent an 'impoverished' form of communication).
Furthermore, these systems restrict the journalists’ question activity and limit the space
for building their narratives. Lastly, within journalism, questions’ design conflates a
series of tasks and goals that the journalist needs to achieve to obtain the answer they
want from the interviewee to satisfy the audience’s expectations, and not only the
interviewee’s (Clayman, 2010).

The collected examples were selected according to the questions’ typology provided by
Gnisci & Bonaiuto (2003), depending on their coercive degree. However, only the
following five out of their seven questions were considered:

3) Disjunctives
4) Narrow wh-questions
5) Broad wh-questions

1) Declaratives
2) Yes-no questions

Tag questions were found to be not representative of Doocy’s speech, and indirect
questions were too similar to declaratives most of the times, and thus the latter were
chosen for the sake of clarity and feasibility (considerably reducing the scope). The
obtained sample was composed by 3 examples from Fox News (2021a) and 2 from Fox
News (2021b).

All the questions were individually analyzed, focusing on the underlying QUD,
implicatures, inferences and presuppositions they trigger through their propositional
content (i.e. the material explicitly uttered in the question, which excludes
presuppositional meanings). To do so, below each question, I listed the underlying
components and checked whether or not they were misleading and how they were
misleading. The structure I followed, which can be seen in each example throughout the
paper, was: 1. Example, 2. Misleading element: implicatures, inferences and/ or
presuppositions, and 3. QUD.

In a nutshell, the scope of this analysis is to show which role is played by components
that do not surface in the sentence structure and how they can make an apparently
straightforward question a misleading one.

4. ANALYSIS

4.1. No explicit question

Example (Fox News, 2021a)

Doocy: Just because you keep using Title 42 to defend this administration’s immigration
policies that is a Trump era regulation. You guys came in saying that Trump era
immigration policy was very inhumane.



Misleading element: False Implicature (q)

If you use a Trump era regulation, your administration is as inhumane as Trump
administration.

Title 42 is not in line with Trump immigration policy, but a pandemic regulation approved
during the Trump era. Therefore, it can be considered a Trump era regulation in terms of
timeframe, but not in terms of political ideology since it was approved due to the
emergency.

oubD

Do you agree with the fact that your administration is as inhumane as Trump
administration?

What do you think of what I said?

This type of question format can be associated in some respects to the declarative
questions found in Gnisci and Bonaiuto’ s typology (2003), in the sense that apparently,
rather than seeking information, it states facts from the speaker’s point of view. In this
way, the journalist can introduce elements that favour them and put the addressee in a
difficult position when it comes to the answer, resulting in misleading. However,
declarative questions are usually characterized by final rising intonation and a question
mark, and here these two aspects are not present. Therefore, a better definition for this
format would be a ‘non-explicit question’. This will be now analyzed in more detail with
respect to the above example.

Firstly, Doocy states that Title 42 is a Trump administration policy. However, as Psaki
points out in her answer, Title 42 is a pandemic regulation and the fact that it was
approved while Trump was President does not make it attributable to his policies. The
conversational implicature is built on this false overlapping:

p = you (democrats) say that Trump Era immigration policies are inhumane, and
you keep using them.

q = your administration is inhumane as the Trump Era administration (according
to you, democrats).

According to Meibauer (2014), Doocy implicated g by stating p. Of course,
one might object that Doocy might not have actively believed g to be false, but it can be
assumed that a journalist like him is well informed on the topics he wants to argue against.
On the other hand, following Bach (2005), one might argue that ¢ is not necessarily an
implicature, as Doocy might not have meant it. For an implicature to be considered as
such, it needs to be part of what the speaker wants to convey. In this case, g could more
likely be an inference made by the audience. It is also essential to consider that in contexts
such as public debates or press conferences, the journalist is not asking questions
according to their own beliefs, but instead, on behalf of the audience they want to
convince (Clayman, 2010). On such a basis, one could be inclined to conclude that Doocy
indeed implicated g.

However, the question that Psaki needs to answer is not conveyed through this declarative
utterance and its implicature (or inference). Such a question can be identified as Question
Under Discussion (Roberts, 1996): what really is at stake and needs an answer is not
necessarily what is stated explicitly but rather an underlying question that links the parts
of a dialogue. Only by correctly identifying it, the answer will be successful. In this case,
starting from ¢, the following QUD is whether Psaki would or not agree with what has
been stated (explicitly or implicitly) by Doocy. The QUD is not misleading by itself but,



since it is rooted in a false conversational implicature, it is, of course, misleading: in this
sense, this question design can be helpful for the journalist to ‘prepare the ground’ as they
prefer, in a way that the question will be unavoidably affected by the false or misleading
element preceding it.

4.2. Yes-no question

Example (Fox News, 2021a)

Doocy: Has president Biden ever been to the Southern border?

Psaki: In his life?

Doocy: Yes

Psaky: 1 will have to look back in my history books and check the times he has been to
the Southern border.

Misleading element: false presupposition (1- Doocy)
Not visiting the Southern border would make Biden a bad president
false presupposition (2- Psaki)

Checking the times in the History books presupposes that there was
at least one visit of Biden to the Southern border

oubD
Is Biden a bad president? / Do you think Biden is a bad president?

Gnisci and Bonaiuto (2003) typology considers this type of question extremely coercive,
as it restricts the answer space to a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’. However, it can be noticed that the
misleading potential of this question is not related to its coercive degree, but rather to the
false implicature that Doocy suggests. It is worth noticing that this presupposition
strongly relies on the context and on the common knowledge that the audience (and Psaki)
are assumed to have, concerning the duties/ the ideal of a good president. Therefore,
answering ‘no’ would implicitly confirm this presupposition leading to a loss of
credibility of the President himself and his administration. In this way, the question
becomes even more coercive through the power of the additional meaning of the
presupposition. However, it is not the coerciveness degree making the question
misleading, but rather the meaning carried by the presupposition. Once again, the
presupposition raises the actual QUD, making it a misleading question.

In addition, Psaki seems to avoid the coerciveness of the question by formulating another
question which allows her to avoid the presupposition suggested by Doocy.
Consequently, her answers allow the audience to assume that Biden has been to the
Southern border at least one time: she has to check these ideal history books, which
presupposes that something about Biden visiting the border has to be present. However,
by not answering with a yes or no, she suggests this inference to the audience, without
being directly responsible. Crucially, this strategy turns out to be misleading itself, since
Psaki suggests something that might not be entirely true without taking the responsibility
of saying a lie (Viebahn, 2021).

4.3. Disjunctive question

Example (Fox News, 2021a)



Doocy: Is this an issue of not knowing or is this an issue of more people are being released
into the US than are being sent out?
Psaki: That is certainly not the issue [...]

Misleading element: presupposition

If the issue was that releasing more immigrants than the ones that are being sent
out, such issue would be a bad thing.

As it is known, a typical propaganda topic of the right-wing is that immigrants being
released in the country are dangerous.

oubD
Is the WH unprepared to deal with this issue, or is the WH allowing something damaging
for the country to happen?

The journalist questions the White House Press Secretary Jennifer Psaki concerning the
number of migrants present in the US. According to Gnisci & Bonaiuto (2003) typology,
this is a disjunctive question since it provides two or more alternatives as possible answers
for the respondent. With yes-no questions, they are considered the most coercive type
after declaratives. The answer space is constrained in terms of the type of sought
information, as it allows the journalist to imply that there is an issue, and the only doubt
is about its nature. Only two possibilities are provided concerning the latter, making the
question significantly coercive since it does not allow the respondent to get away with a
third option completely. Although the question seems relatively straightforward
regarding its seeking information, it has a relevant underlying misleading component. On
the one hand, if the issue consists of ‘not knowing’ , the White House (WH) would be
held accountable for inaccuracy regarding a considerable problem of the country.
Therefore, it can be concluded that the expression ‘not knowing’, triggers the
presupposition that the WH is unprepared to deal with such issue. On the other, the
expression ‘more people are being released into the US’ presupposes that someone is
allowing this to happen, strongly hinting at the inference that it is the WH itself allowing
this. The presupposition finds its strength in the typical right-wing propaganda topic
shared by its voters that ‘illegal immigrants are bad for the country and US citizens’. In
other words, stating that more people are being released presupposes, for that category,
that something bad is happening and that the administration is allowing this to happen.
The result would be that the WH is a non-trustworthy institution. Interestingly, even if
Psaki refuses both options, this does not allow her to be effective in her answer.

4.4. Wh-questions

4.1 Example (Fox News, 2021a)

Doocy:We have already looked in the morning and we cannot find any record of him
[Biden]visiting the border as President, vice-president, senator or even as a concerned
citizen. Why would that be?

Psaki: 1 can check and see when the last time or when he may have been, but tell me more
about what you’re asking [...]

Misleading element(s): implicature

The reason for not finding recordings of Biden’s visits to the
Southern border, is that Biden has never visited the Southern
border.



presupposition

If Biden has never visited the Southern border not even as a citizen,
he has no credibility is dealing with this issue as a president.

oubD
Why would Biden have credibility if he has not even visited the Southern border?

The question is composed of two parts: a declarative part and a wh-question. Being a
broad wh-question, the latter should be minimally coercive (Gnisci & Bonaiuto, 2003).
In this case, Doocy is uttering what we can assume to be a truthful sentence (he has found
no record of Biden) but, with the why-question, he is implicating something false, namely
that since he has found no records, Biden has never been to the Southern border, as
absolute truth. Therefore, the wh-question becomes a rhetoric one, even if it is open, as it
seems to suggest its own answer, or at least to trigger it in the audience's mind.
Furthermore, on this implicature is built the presupposition that if he has never been there,
he is not a good president and has no credibility. It follows that the actual QUD is
something on the lines of ‘Given this, why should Biden have credibility in dealing with
this issue?’.

4.2 Example (Fox News, 2021b)

Doocy: Why is it that you’re trying to require anybody with a job or anybody who goes
to school to get a Covid 19 vaccine but you’re not requiring that of migrants that continue
walking across the southern border into the country?

Psaki: [paraphrased] The objective is to vaccinate as much as it’s humanly possible.

Misleading element: presupposition

People who respect the law have less freedom (they are treated worse/they have
less consideration) than illegal people in the country.

ouD

Why are people who respect the law not free to decide while people who are out of the
law are? / Why does the government treat better people who do not respect the law than
people who respect their social duties?

Question (4.2) is categorized as a narrow wh-question, since it looks for missing
information that has not been previously expressed (Gnisci & Bonaiuto, 2003). The wh-
part unifies two different portions: (i) ‘why who goes to school and who has a job needs
a vaccine’, (i) while migrants do not need a Covid-19 vaccine?’. Crucially, the
propositional content of the question does not carry any open judgment: the wh-question
does not express points of view apparently, as it only seeks explanation for a specific state
of things. Interestingly, the two portions seem to be mirrored, but (ii) is controversial.
Migrants who continue walking through the Southern border carries a strong
presupposition based on a shared knowledge of the audience, since it is well known that
there is an ongoing problem with immigration through the Southern border. Therefore,
the assumption is that ‘they do that illegally and therefore do not respect the law’ which
is, once again, a common topic of the right wing’s propaganda. This is presupposed even
though Doocy does not explicitly mention it. By doing so, he can make the audience infer
that the government allows illegal migrants to have freedom of choice whereas ‘ordinary’
people do not. Then, the underlying QUD is ‘why does the government treat better people
who do not respect the law than people who respect their social duties?’. The presupposed
meaning is so strong to be very difficult to cancel. Moreover, the use of but further



suggests a contrast between the two portions of the sentence: as a conventional
implicature, it enforces the presupposition that there is a discrepancy in treatment between
immigrants and citizens in the audience's eyes. As a result, Psaki would need to answer
the propositional content and show how Doocy’s dilemma created through the
presupposition followed by the inferred content is fallacious. In this sense, it can be
observed how a wh-question, although considered to be less coercive, can be effectively
used to mislead: under a seeking-information impartial appearance, it can be strongly
misleading through the presuppositions triggered by its components.

5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Throughout this research, what can be observed is that all types of questions that have
been analyzed, despite their coercive degree, can be used to mislead effectively.
Interestingly, the QUD was affected by these misleading elements, as it was changing
depending on those elements and consequently becoming misleading.

In all the examples that have been examined, the misleading element was always either
an implicature (example 1) or, more likely, a presupposition (examples 2, 3, 4.2) which
can be sometimes built on a false implicature (example 4.1). These results can answer the
first research question (i.e. ‘which are the main strategies used to mislead with questions?’
) since the most used strategy in the collected sample seems to be the false presupposition.
This happens because the misleading effect is often not realized through the question’s
syntactic structure, but through its underlying components that do not even surface.
Furthermore, it has been shown that false implicatures and false presuppositions allow
the journalist to commit only to the semantic content of their question, because
implicatures can quickly become inferences received by the audience, and
presuppositions are not part of what the speakers utter. In this way, the addresser’s
responsibility for the message that is conveyed by the audience is much reduced. In fact,
as Viebahn (2021) points out, misleading is based on suggesting something that does not
even need to be communicative, which makes this act a non-committal one.
Consequently, it becomes much more difficult to hold someone accountable for
misleading than lying.

Regarding the second part of the research question (i.e., ‘do coerciveness and misleading
potential rely on each other?’), it has been shown that wh-questions are misleading
without being coercive. The analysis of (4) has shown that wh-question(s) are very
commonly used by Doocy to mislead, while being categorized as some of the least
coercive (Gnisci & Bonaiuto, 2003). In (2), the coercive yes-no question is the least
misleading among all the examples. This also suggests that a question can be highly
coercive without being misleading. A wh-question made misleading through a false
presupposition creates a new QUD which can be more coercive than the previous one.
Therefore, one might argue that coerciveness and false presuppositions directly influence
each other while misleading. Moreover, two levels of meaning are maintained: the
presuppositional one and the explicit one of the wh-part. One can choose to reply to only
one level, but it will be clear to the audience that a part of the question has been left out
once a false presupposition has been triggered. While not being coercive and offering the
opportunity to give different answers, wh-questions carrying a false presupposition can
become more misleading than a coercive declarative, which displays all its challenging
components on the surface. This supports the point made through the analysis, that
misleading strategies seem to work on a different level than the coercive dimension.



Because the coerciveness and misleading components are independent of each other, the
syntactic structure is not directly useful to encode the misleading component of a
question. Instead, the syntactic structure is directly related to the coercive degree. One
helpful way to categorize misleading questions could be based on how much the triggered
presupposition is deniable or not. Therefore, the variable would be the strength of the
false presupposition. Very misleading questions will have non-deniable presuppositions,
whereas deniable presuppositions or implicatures would characterize weakly misleading
ones. Example (1) is not effectively misleading because the false presupposition builds
on an easily dismissed overlapping. On the other hand, the other examples’
presuppositions, although differing from each other (some being more contextual and
some being more directly related to the uttered material), reveal themselves very effective
in misleading.

Concerning future research directions, it would also be helpful to investigate misleading
questions according to the Information Structure (IS) to check how different questions
display different Focus (foci) and how this affects the interaction question-answer and
the power of triggered presuppositions.
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