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This paper examines the attributes of questions asked during televised political 
interviews in Japan. It details the type, style, and mode of questions posed during 
broadcast programs to national- and local-level politicians, and nonpoliticians, 
including experts in different areas. Based on data gathered during 2012–2013 
from three interview programs, the paper provides criteria for identifying ques-
tions and distinguishing them from other expressions, differentiates the diverse 
types of questions, and proposes new criteria to analyze interviewers’ questions. 
Furthermore, the paper replicates and modifies the “Theory of Equivocation” 
to examine how Japanese interviewees cope with the communicative problems 
posed to them during televised political interviews and the effects of these ques-
tions on the interviewees’ replies.
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1.	 Introduction

Televised political interviews aim to test public officials and subject-matter experts 
on policy issues and questions of concern to the general public. These interviews 
enable the interviewers – journalists, social critics, or scholars and researchers 
from different fields – to ask questions and challenge answers. Through question-
ing, interviewers may disagree with, argue, criticize, or otherwise confront inter-
viewees. Often, however, these interviews take the form of rule-governed speech 
situations that rely on specified rituals (Baym, 2007), highlighting image, emo-
tion, and style rather than reflecting rational debate (Deluca & Peeples, 2002). 
Although interviewers continue to search for answers that delve deeper, television 
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can provide a perfect climate for politicians seeking to avoid answering tough 
questions and trying to speak to the “overhearing audience” (Heritage, 1985) at 
home. Politicians utilize various techniques to hedge and equivocate in response 
to questions fired at them in order to communicate their planned party messages 
and designed policies (Bull et al., 1996; Feldman, Kinoshita, & Bull, 2015).

This paper focuses on the attributes of questions asked during televised po-
litical interviews in a particular political culture, that of Japan. It endeavors to 
detail the type, style, and mode of questions posed during broadcast programs 
to national-level politicians (members of the Diet, Japan’s bicameral legislature), 
local-level politicians, and nonpoliticians, including experts in different areas. 
Based on data collected during 14 months from three interview programs, the pa-
per first provides criteria for identifying questions and distinguishing them from 
other expressions. Next, it replicates previous research methods to differentiate 
the diverse types of questions, and proposes new criteria to analyze interview-
ers’ questions. Finally, the paper examines the effects of these questions on the 
interviewees’ replies. Detailing broadcast political interviews in Japan is of special 
relevance because of the linguistic and communicative mode used in this coun-
try. These include nonlogic, taciturnity, ambivalence, situational logic, emotional-
ity, subjectivity, and particularity characteristics; the use of cautious and indirect 
speech or “the art of the abdomen” (haragei) to sense others’ mood before ventur-
ing an opinion in order to achieve a consensus of opinion and harmony and to 
avoid disagreement; and the hierarchy-oriented language, depending on the rela-
tionship between the partners engaged in a conversation, in this case interviewers 
and interviewees (Feldman, 2004). All these cultural communications tendencies 
may affect the interaction between the individuals participating in the interview 
and the nature of their verbal behavior, in turn determining not only the frame 
and content of televised interviews but also the nature and scope of the informa-
tion disseminated to the public.

2.	 Methodology

2.1	 The Interviews

The study detailed here is based on 194 live interviews (145 with politicians, 49 
with nonpoliticians) broadcast over a period of 14 months (May 2012 – June 
2013) on three nationally-broadcast television programs: Puraimu Nyūsu1 (Prime 

1.  In Japanese vowels can either be short or long; a diacritical mark, e.g. ō, ū, ē, or ā over the 
vowel indicates that it is a long vowel.
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News; 147 interviews), Shin Hōdō 2001 (New Broadcast 2001; 25 interviews), and 
Gekiron Kurosufaya (Gekiron Crossfire; 22 interviews). Questions were mainly 
posed by prominent journalists, who also functioned as moderators of the wider 
discussion. Scholars or experts in areas such as public policy or economics (re-
ferred to as komenteitā or “commentators”) often participated in the interviews 
and contributed their own questions. Interviews were not scripted, but interview-
ees had a general idea of what they were going to be asked.

The sample of 194 interviews consisted of 133 interviews with national politi-
cians from all the political parties represented in the Diet.2 For comparison pur-
poses, there were 12 interviews with local politicians (e.g., governors of Tōkyō 
and Ōsaka), and 49 with nonpoliticians (e.g., subject-matter experts and retired 
politicians). Interviews took place either in small groups or one-on-one, with 
preference for selecting the latter wherever possible, in order to focus primarily 
on question-response sequences between interviewer and interviewee. Only ques-
tions asked by the moderators or “commentators” were included in this study.

The mean duration of the interviews was 24 minutes, 36 seconds, with a mean 
of 26.2 questions per interview. In total, 5,084 questions were analyzed based on 
the criteria detailed below.

2.2	 Procedure

Interviews from the three programs were recorded using a DVD recorder. A ver-
batim transcript was made of each selected interview. Two coding sheets were de-
vised for analyzing the structure and verbal content of the interviews: one for the 
interviewees’ responses (see Feldman et al., 2015), and the second for interviewers’ 
questions. The latter coding sheet is at the heart of the discussion in this paper, 
which begins first with the identification of questions posed during the interviews.

2.3	 Detailing questions and their configuration

(1)	 Identifying questions
The first major task of the study was to identify questions and distinguish them from 
other utterances.“Questions” were regarded as utterances made by interviewers in 

2.  The sample consisted of Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), 61 members; the Democratic Party 
of Japan (DPJ), 38; Japan Restoration Party, 7; the Kōmei Party, 6; Your Party, 6; People’s Life 
Party, 3; Japanese Communist Party, 3; the Social Democratic Party, 2; the People’s New Party, 1; 
the New Renaissance Party, 1; the Sunrise Party of Japan, 1; Tax Cuts Japan, Anti-TPP, Nuclear 
Phaseout Realization Party, 1; New Party Daichi – True Democrats, 1; Green Wind, 1; and one 
unaffiliated politician. On the selection of these interviews see Feldman et. al., 2015.
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order to elicit information or opinions from interviewees. Questions may or may 
not utilize interrogative syntax. Consider the following example from an interview 
between journalist Tahara Sōichirō3 and Prime Minister Abe Shinzō, as the dis-
cussion focuses on relocating the U.S. Marine Corps’ Air Station to the Henoko 
district, Okinawa Island. Prime Minister Abe is asked about a formal request by 
the central government for an offshore land-fill project necessary to implement 
the Henoko relocation plan (questions are italicized): 

Tahara: In general, a popular topic [among] the public, or should I say in the mass 
media, is whether the [official] request to reclaim land off the coast of Henoko will 
be made before or after the election for the Upper House [planned for July]. What 
are your thoughts in this regard?

Abe: Either way, this is a collective security issue, so probably the people of 
Futenma want it to be resolved as soon as possible. So, I’m not going to think 
about the Upper House’ election. This is not to say that it’s going to be done before 
it; it’s something that I should decide on without considering it [the election].

Tahara: To do it as quickly as possible.

Abe: Yes, in spite of this, what is also important is that there has been a loss of trust 
[on the part of the citizens of Okinawa Prefecture]. So to rebuild this trust, I think 
we must sweat � (Gekiron Kurosufaya, March 9, 2013).

In this sequence, the first question takes an interrogative form and ends with ris-
ing intonation. In the second question, Tahara requests to clarify that he under-
stood correctly Abe’s contention that the issue of relocating the US Marine Corps’ 
Air Station should be resolved, as the local residents hope, as soon as possible. 
Even though there was no interrogative syntax in the remark, Abe took it as a 
question and replied accordingly. This is an example of a declarative question that 
is not even accompanied by rising intonation, although its function is clearly to 
elicit a response.

Some questions, usually asked at the beginning of an interview, were merely 
“small talk” to make interviewees “comfortable” upfront. These included “softball” 
questions, i.e., non-challenging questions that function as greetings before the ac-
tual interview begins and often invite interviewees to brag about themselves or 
their work. The following exchange between Shimada Ayaka and Nakada Hiroshi, 
Acting Chairperson of the Japan Restoration Party (or JRP)’s Policy Research 
Council, is an example: 

Shimada: Um, Mr. Nakada, this morning you asked questions in the [Diet] House 
of Representatives’ Budget Committee, didn’t you?

3.  Personal names are given in the Japanese order, i.e. family name first. 　
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Nakada: Yes, after a long time of not asking � (Puraimu Nyūsu, February 8, 2013).

We considered these types of questions to be greetings and therefore excluded 
them from analysis.

In all, the total number of identified and analyzed questions was 5,084, dis-
tributed across the television programs as follows: Puraimu Nyūsu 3,868 (76.1%); 
Shin Hōdō 2001 957 (18.8%); Gekiron Kurosufaya 259 (5.1%). The high proportion 
drawn from the first program reflects the fact that it is broadcast five days a week 
for almost two hours per day.

A detailed description of the nature and pattern of the questions follows.

(2)	 Classifying questions based on syntactic expression

In line with Jucker’s (1986: Ch. 5) approach, this research classifies interview ques-
tions into two large groups according to their syntactic expression. The first con-
sists of prefaced questions and the second of non-prefaced questions.

(i)	� Prefaced questions

In most cases, these are prefaced by a main clause in which the main prepositional 
content of the question appears in indirect form in a subordinate clause (in non-
prefaced questions there is no such preceding main clause). This group includes 
questions such as “What do you think?” “What do you feel?” “Are you saying …?” 
and, “Can I ask you …?”
	 Consider the following example to illustrate this category of questions: 

Suda Tetsuo (interviewing Katayama Satsuki of the Liberal Democratic Party, or 
LDP): Ms. Katayama, let me ask you a question. Um, regarding parents and chil-
dren, [concerning] a child or siblings, in light of the fact that social insurance 
benefit payouts are rapidly increasing, and as has [just] been indicated, there are 
parents who can’t fulfill their duty to support [their children], what do you think 
in this regard about [the possibility of] obligating [the children’s] relatives to sup-
port the children? � (Shin Hōdō 2001, June 3, 2012).

(ii)	� Non-prefaced questions

The second group consists of non-prefaced questions, which may be further subdi-
vided according to whether or not they take interrogative syntax: (a) Interrogative 
syntax appears in three basic question forms: (1) yes/no questions; (2) interroga-
tive-word questions, or the WH-questions, i.e. questions that start with what, why, 
who, when, where, or how; and (3) disjunctive or alternative questions; (b) Non-
interrogative syntax questions include declaratives, imperatives, or moodless ques-
tions (i.e., those that lack a finite verb).
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(a)	� Interrogative questions

The first category of interrogative questions is yes/no questions, or questions that 
“seek a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ response in relation to the validity of (normally) an entire pred-
ication” (Quirk et al., 1972: 52, cited in Jucker, 1986: 109). Responding with “Yes,” 
“No,” or any other clearly affirmative or negative reply (using words or expres-
sions such as “certainly,” “of course,” “not at all”) is seen as constituting a reply. 
Interrogative questions also include WH-questions. The third category of inter-
rogative questions is disjunctive or alternative questions that pose the interviewees 
with a choice between two or more alternatives. If the interviewee chooses one of 
the alternatives, then this can be seen as constituting a reply. It is also possible to 
present an additional alternative, which can be regarded as a reply. If the inter-
viewee does not choose between the alternatives offered by the interviewer, nor 
offers another alternative, then response is regarded as a non-reply. Consider the 
following example: 

Tahara (interviewing Ōsaka City’s mayor and JRP Representative Hashimoto 
Tōru): [As we just discussed] a while ago [about] the amendment of the constitu-
tion, specifically, would you change Article 9 [or] wouldn’t you change it? �(Gekiron 
Kurosufaya, April 6, 2013).

(b)	� Non-interrogative syntax questions

This category includes declaratives, imperatives, or questions lacking a finite 
verb(i.e., moodless questions). They are identical in form to declarative statements 
in writing, but are generally spoken with a final rising, questioning intonation 
(Quirk et al., 1985). Some declarative questions may not even be accompanied 
by rising intonation, but the expression still clearly functions to elicit informa-
tion. Consider the following excerpt from an interview with Defense Minister 
Morimoto Satoshi as the discussion focused on the Japanese constitution: 

Tahara: It [the constitution] doesn’t talk [specifically] about the right to self-de-
fense. Article 9, in any case, stipulates that [Japan] should not conduct war, and 
will not use any force. In the second column [of this article], it stipulates that, in 
order to achieve what is written in the previous paragraph, [Japan] will not have 
land, sea, or air forces, but somehow it left open a little hole, I think it’s a kind of 
devious constitution.

Morimoto: Well, unn, this is [one] theory to read [the constitution] in this way, 
but basically because [Japan is] a sovereign state, it has, naturally, as a sovereign 
nation, the right to exercise self-defense. [We have] the idea that it has just the 
right to exercise it � (Gekiron Kurosufaya, July 21, 2012).
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As this example illustrates, even though the interviewer (Tahara) does not explic-
itly invite the interviewee to respond to his declarative remark, and the remark is 
not even accompanied by a rising intonation, the interviewee (Morimoto) per-
ceives the utterance as a request for his thoughts about the interviewer’s way of 
looking at the constitution and offers a response. This is an example of not only 
a moodless indirect question that invites a response but also of a question that is 
grammatically incomplete, as detailed below.

(3)	 Distinguishing the syntactic structure of questions

In addition to identifying and classifying questions based on syntactic expressions, 
this study also replicated Jucker’s (1986:126 ff) research method in examining co-
hesive ties that exist between questions and the answers preceding them. During 
interviews, interviewers assess the responses given by interviewees to determine 
whether they have answered the question or hedged it. If interviewers consider the 
response to be an answer, they can either expand on the same topic or shift to a 
new topic, called “topic extension” and “topical shift” respectively. An interviewer 
who views the response as a non-answer can follow up with a “reformulation” 
or a “challenge.”

(i)	� Topic extension

“Topic extension” refers to a situation in which an interviewer raises a minor impli-
cation of a prior statement in order to encourage an interviewee to reconfirm and/
or expand on prior remarks. Consider the following example from an interview 
with Yamada Masahiko, former Minister of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries: 

Sorimachi: …Since the LDP [won control of Japan from 1955], the prime minister 
has changed annually, and in the three years under the Democratic Party of Japan 
(or DPJ) administration, there have been already three prime ministers, so [now] 
that it is the fourth year, perhaps a fourth prime minister [may assume office] and 
the like. Obviously, I think, there will be criticisms [if this happens]; what do you 
think about this?

Yamada: Indeed such criticism will surface, but at this moment we have to make a 
radical reform of the DPJ, this is what has to be done.

Sorimachi: Where did it [the functioning of the DPJ] go wrong? Did the problem 
lie with [former prime minister] Hatoyama Yukio’s administration?

Yamada: During the Hatoyama administration, we had government-led politics 
rather than bureaucrat-initiated politics. We did as much as was needed.

Yagi: Earlier you mentioned a transformation of the party. What type [of reform] 
will it be? � (Puraimu Nyūsu,September 5, 2012).
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(ii)	� Topical shift
When shifting the topic, the interviewer doesn’t relate back to the preceding an-
swer but rather brings up a new aspect of the general topic under discussion. 
Consider the following example from an interview with Prime Minister Noda 
Yoshihiko as the topic of discussion shifted from energy and nuclear power to the 
conflict between Japan and China over disputed islands: 

Suda: Now, Mr. Prime Minister, regarding energy measurements. This [issue] is 
also attracting attention. Hmm, it is understood that your administration has 
launched a policy of [using] zero nuclear power plants by 2040. Meanwhile, er, 
you have resumed construction of nuclear power plants in Ōma [in Aomori 
Prefecture] and in Shimane [Prefecture]. This, as has been said [here], is a con-
tradiction. Well, would you consider clarifying this [contradiction] in the nuclear 
power plant [policy] for the 2030s in the [DPJ’s] manifest?

Noda: …(reply)

Yoshida: That means it is likely you are going to achieve zero [nuclear power] 
perhaps in 2040 or 2050?

Noda: …(reply)

Suda: Mr. Prime Minister, in the end is the goal really zero?

Noda: It should be zero if we are to have an independent society. This is the goal. 
… based on firmly established safety standards, judgment should be made by the 
new [Nuclear] Regulatory Commission. This is how things are.

Suda: Recently, six surveillance vessels sent by the Chinese government simulta-
neously entered the Territorial waters around the Senkaku Islands. Mr. Noda, do 
you have any ideas about how to strengthen effective control [around the Islands], 
for example by creating a harbor, and whether there are various other proposals 
[in this regard]. What is your view? � (Shin Hôdô 2001, September 16, 2012)

(iii)	Reformulation
An interviewer “reformulates” when he or she accurately restates an interviewee’s 
declared position, with the implication that the preceding answer was not ade-
quate and needs clarification or expansion. Consider the following extract from 
an interview with Kakizawa Mito from the Your Party, in which Hirai Fumio, the 
interviewer, tried to recap Kakizawa’s reply to Suda’s question to confirm his un-
derstanding of the situation: 

Suda: I will now ask Kakizawa from Your Party, is it possible [for your party] to 
merge with the JRP? This [topic] has also become a focus of the news.
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Kakizawa: I very much looked forward to having this issue decided before appear-
ing on this program, but, well, it is up to [their] policies; policies are important.

Hirai: [It sounds like] depending on [JRP] policies a merger is possible.

Kakizawa: Depending on [their] policies � (Shin Hōdō 2001, November 25, 2012).

Hirai’s question also illustrates another case of a moodless question not accom-
panied by rising intonation that is also grammatically incomplete, as discussed 
below.

(iv)	�Challenges
Interviewers sometimes directly challenge an answer by making explicit the pos-
sible implications or presumptions of the answer, with the goal of testing some 
aspect of the interviewee’s intentions, actions, or attitudes. Consider the following 
example from an interview with Kasai Akira of the Japan Communist Party: 

Sorimachi: Mr. Kasai, in order to eliminate [Japan’s] military functions [as you 
suggest] we would need to abolish all of the American military bases in Japan. So, 
for example, how would we handle national security? Do we have to protect our 
own country by ourselves?

Kasai: This should be done by cultivating diplomatic power.

Sorimachi: Do you [mean to say we] can protect Japan without maintaining mili-
tary power? � (Puraimu Nyūsu,November 22, 2012).

(4)	 Examining the pragmatic means of weight reduction

This study further followed Jucker (1986:126ff) in examining two ways in which 
interviewers could challenge an interviewee’s point of view without appearing to 
violate the required perception of neutrality: quotation of critics and questions ac-
companied by accounts. In the former case, interviewers based their questions on 
actual or hypothetical critiques by an interviewee’s opponents (political or other), 
or cited other actual or potential challengers. Drawing on the words of others al-
lows interviewers to openly disagree without appearing to do so personally (e.g., 
Holt & Clift, 2007). As an illustration, consider the following extract from an 
interview with Oshima Tadamori of the LDP, wherein the interviewer (Tahara) 
bases his view on newspaper reports: 

Tahara: You just talked about political realignment and about Mr. Ibuki [Bunmei, 
a former LDP Secretary-General], and most newspapers now welcome this politi-
cal realignment. That is, many newspapers have written that [Prime Minister] Abe 
will leave the LDP and team up with the JRP. Are you in favor of such a move?
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Oshima: First, I don’t think [Prime Minister] Abe will go that far and so on, and 
will do this.

Tahara: Wasn’t it reported in the newspapers [that he plans to do so]?

Oshima: Even though it was reported in the newspapers I don’t think it [will] hap-
pen. � (Gekiron Kurosufaya, August 25, 2012)

In the case of questions accompanied by accounts, the interviewers provide their 
logic or opinions as the basis for challenging questions. The following extract from 
an interview with LDP President Tanigaki Sadakazu is an example: 

Tahara:So today I would like to say, and I will say it clearly, because every citizen 
of this country can express criticism toward the DPJ, we have already had enough 
of this [criticism]. Because the LDP [as a party in the opposition] always criticizes 
the DPJ in the Diet [as well as elsewhere], I feel we have had enough of this. Now, 
what I would like to hear [from you] is what [the LDP] is going to do [in regard to 
these areas of criticism] if the LDP regains [political] power � (Gekiron 
Kurosufaya, May 19, 2012).

(5)	 Identifying grammatically complete and incomplete questions

Additionally, the study differentiated between grammatically complete questions 
and questions that are incomplete. Questions categorized as grammatically com-
plete follow the syntactic Japanese rule that a question particle ka must be attached 
to the end of the sentence accompanied by rising intonation. Grammatically in-
complete questions, considered less formal, less direct, and friendlier utterances, 
lack the Japanese particle ka but project turn-yielding despite their incomplete 
structure. An example of a grammatically incomplete question was found in an 
interview with Igarashi Fumihiko of the DPJ: 

Yagi: So did [the legislation] depend on the attitude of Mr. Koshiishi [Azuma, the 
DPJ Secretary-General]? What do you think Mr. Igarashi?

Igarashi: The prime minister has said that he will risk his political career to do that 
[early passage of bills needed to raise the consumption tax], so the employees [the 
political party’s staff] had to follow [his instructions], even though it was not a big 
task. This is how I view it.

Sorimachi: So Mr. Koshiishi may have been [serving] a braking [function]; there 
are various ways to view [this issue]. Unexpectedly it may seem as if [Prime 
Minister] Noda entrusted Mr. Koshiishi with carrying out his real intentions.

Igarashi: I think it can also be seen that way.

Sorimachi: In that sense, Mr. Koshiishi didn’t go against the prime minister but 
actually sympathizes with the prime minister [and is working in partnership 
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with him] by playing a deterring role [is that so?]. These things will eventually 
become more known.

Igarashi: He is an experienced [politician], we do not know anything � (Puraimu 
Nyūsu,June 7, 2012).

Although the interviewer’s last two questions lacked the particle ka and were thus 
grammatically incomplete, they still yielded replies from the interviewee.

(6)	 Identifying questions that seek personal opinions versus prevalent views within a 
group

Last, the study distinguished further between questions that explicitly sought 
from interviewees (1) personal, private information such as their own opinions, 
thoughts, beliefs, and feelings, as opposed to questions that sought (2) informa-
tion, ideas, or views of a group that the interviewee belonged to, e.g., political par-
ties and government ministries. In other words, the study differentiated between 
questions posed to interviewees according to the required perspective – personal 
perspective or that of a social or political group. The general assumption was that 
politicians would be asked to share the viewpoints of their groups, while nonpoli-
ticians would be asked for their private, personal views; but this was not always 
the case. Consider for example a question by Sorimachi to Izumida Hirohiko, 
Niigata Prefecture’s Governor, where he is clearly invited to offer his own, private 
take on an issue: 

Sorimachi: Where should they [nuclear power experts] be brought from? Do you 
have any idea? I would like to hear [your opinion]
� (Puraimu Nyūsu, May 8, 2012).

In contrast, in the following example, the interviewer seeks information from the 
interviewee, Matsuno Yorihisa, in his capacity as a leader who knows the ins and 
outs of his political group, the JRP: 

Sorimachi: Well, regarding the JRP’s decision-making processes, its mechanisms 
are not so clear to me, so I would like to ask about this. There is a Diet members’ 
delegation, right? In Ōsaka I think you have the Ōsaka Prefectural government 
committee’s delegation. In this regard, to coordinate activities in electoral districts 
[with other political parties], or when selecting candidates and the like for the 
JRP as a whole, do the local and national-level delegations discuss the options as 
equals? � (Puraimu Nyūsu, October, 30, 2012).

(7)	 Subject of enquiry/response

In addition to the above six forms of classifications, the coding sheet included 
two questions to identify those key topics at the center of the interview and the 
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issues at stake in each question-response: The first question was, “What is the main 
content of the question about?” The second question was, ”What is the main con-
tent of the response about?” Each of these two questions were sub-divided (and 
coded) in respect to six criteria which are detailed below, all mutually exclusive, on 
the content of the questions and answers (e.g., Feldman, Kinoshita, & Bull, 2016). 
Notably, there was not even one case in which the subjects of enquiry and response 
differed in terms of these criteria:

	 (1)	� Knowledge of a certain topic or a fact or lack of it (mainly requesting 
responses to WH-questions – what, where, who, why, when, and how).

	 (2)	� Human affairs/ significant others (i.e., others’ performance at work, 
impressions on their activities, evaluation of their ability, characteristics, 
personality, attitudes, and thoughts, and human relationship).

	 (3)	� Political and social institutions (e.g., impressions, opinion, and judgments 
on the activities, attitudes, views, thoughts and ideas within political parties, 
party factions, and the media).

	 (4)	� Political process (i.e., involving procedures of decision-making and course of 
action in the government, the bureaucracy, and between political parties).

	 (5)	� Political commitment (promises regarding courses of action, pledges, and 
public obligation).

	 (6)	� Issues (opinions, stances, and views on policy issues, on social, economic, 
political and other problems and topics on the public agenda).

If category “(6) Issues” was selected, the research coders had to answer an open-
ended question: “What is the issue (problem, or topic) at the core of the question/
response sequences?” The raters identified the issues at the focus of the discussion 
between the interviewers and the interviewees and listed them one by one. It was 
later clustered in related categories as detailed below.

2.4	 Examining Responses

To analyze interviewees’ responses the study used the “Equivocation Theory” 
(Bavelas et al., 1990). The theory regards equivocation as a form of indirect com-
munication, ambiguous, contradictory, and tangential, which may also be incon-
gruent, obscure, or even evasive (Bavelas et al., 1990, p. 28), and underlines the 
four dimensions of sender, receiver, content, and context. However, whereas in 
the Bavelas et al. procedure raters are asked to mark on a straight line the degree 
of equivocation for each dimension, in this study each dimension was assessed 
on a 6-point Likert-type scale. “Neutral” was not included in these six possible 
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responses, in order to force the rater to make a selection on the relative degree of 
equivocation. The following modifications were made:

1.	 Sender. Assessed by the question: “To what extent is the response the speaker’s 
own opinion (intention)? To what extent is the response the speaker’s own 
ideas?” The response scale ranged from (1) “It is obviously his or her per-
sonal opinion/ideas, not someone else’s,” to (6) “It is obviously someone else’s 
opinion/ideas.”

2.	 Receiver. Assessed by the question “To what extent is the message addressed to 
the other person in the situation?”  Because the original Bavelas et al. (1990) 
scales were devised for the analysis of dyadic conversations, the intended re-
ceiver is always clear. However, when the scale is extended to broadcast news 
interviews, the issue of multiple receivers arises. Thus, when an interviewee 
responds to a question, it is not always clear whether the intended receiver is 
the interviewer, another interviewee, the general public, a particular segment 
of the public, or another political entity, the latter three of whom can be re-
ferred to as the “overhearing audience” (Heritage, 1985). To address this issue 
the coding sheet included the following question: “To what extent is the mes-
sage addressed to the person(s) who asked the question?” i.e. the interviewer 
(either the moderator or the commentators). Possible recipients were assessed 
on a six-point scale, ranging from (1) “Obviously addressed to the moderators 
or the commentators” to (6) “Addressed to other people.”

3.	 Content. Assessed by the question “How clear is the message in terms of 
what is being said?” The six options aimed to evaluate the various degrees 
of equivocation ranged from (1) “Straightforward, easy to understand, only 
one interpretation is possible,” to (6) “Totally vague, impossible to understand, 
no meaning at all.”

4.	 Context.The question used to assess this dimension was, “To what extent is 
this a direct answer to the question?” (Bavelas et al., 1990). The six options 
ranged from (1) “This is a direct answer to the question asked,” through (6) 
“Totally unrelated to the question.”

2.5	 Coding

Each question identified in this study was coded and examined in light of the vari-
ous categories explained above. Coding related to the first six types of questions was 
conducted initially by a well-trained undergraduate student. Any problems that 
arose during coding were resolved immediately through discussion with the main 
author. An inter-coder reliability study of a sample of 300 questions was conducted 
with another undergraduate. His analysis was performed independently of the 
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main coder and resulted in a high level of agreement: the sample showed a Cohen’s 
(1960) kappa of 0.87 for interview questions based on syntactic expression;0.85 for 
the syntactic structure of the questions; 0.97 for quotation of critics/questions accom-
panied by accounts; 0.97 for grammatically complete/incomplete questions; 0.96 for 
questions that seek individual opinion versus views as the representative of a group; 
0.72 for the subject of enquiry/response; and 0.79 for the 19 issues (see below). The 
Pearson’s correlation coefficients were 0.72 (for the sender dimension), 0.73 (re-
ceiver), 0.85 (content), and 0.82 (context), all significant at the p < .001 level.

3.	 Results

The frequency of each category of interview questions in relation to two distinct 
groups of interviewees – politicians (distinguished further between national and 
local level politicians) and nonpoliticians – is shown in Table 1.

It should be noted that four of the question types (prefaced, Yes-No, WH-, 
and disjunctive/alternative) take interrogative syntax, whereas the moodless type 
(declarative and indirect) does not. As such the results show clearly that an over-
whelming majority (99%) of the 5,084 questions asked of all interviewees em-
ployed interrogative syntax. The most frequently employed interrogative formats 
were prefaced questions (58%), followed by Yes/No interrogatives (32%), Wh-
interrogatives (5%), and Disjunctive/alternative interrogatives (about 4%). Only 
1% of the questions were non-interrogative, and the most frequent form of these 
was the declarative type.

The table also reveals that these proportions did not vary much across in-
terviewee types (i.e., Diet members, local level politicians, and nonpoliticians), 
nor based on coalition or opposition affiliation. Prefaced questions accounted 
for between 57% and 58.4% and non-prefaced questions accounted for between 
41.6% to 43% of all questions across groups. This demonstrates uniformity in the 
style of questions posed to interviewees, which did not significantly vary in ac-
cordance with their status in the administration or their professional background 
and expertise.

Table 2 shows that close to 73% of the questions were topic extension and about 
9% were topical shift. In other words, interviewers found 82% of the interviewees’ 
replies to be satisfactory. Only 18.5% of the questions were classified as either ask-
ing for more clarification (reformulation, 13.5%) or confronting an interviewee 
regarding the answer to a previous question (challenge, 5%).
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The proportion of satisfactory responses (i.e., topical shift and topic extension com-
bined) was almost identical for politicians and nonpoliticians (81.5% and 81.4% 
respectively) indicating that interviewers treated members of both groups similar-
ly, regardless of their political or professional skills and experience. However, in-
terviewers had different strategies for dealing with unsatisfactory responses from 
politicians and nonpoliticians. The larger proportion of reformulations following 
nonpoliticians’ answers was attributed to interviewers’ desire to simplify the jar-
gon and technical terms experts used in their replies so that they would be better 
understood by the audience. The relatively high proportion of challenges to an-
swers given by politicians demonstrated interviewers’ efforts to invite politicians 
to defend or justify their actions or attitudes. A comparison between politicians 
on the national and local levels reveals almost the same inclination on the part 
of interviewers regarding topic extension and challenge.Yet, in contrast with lo-
cal level politicians, when posing questions to Diet members interviewers tended 
to use relatively more reformulations (10.8% and 12.7% respectively) and fewer 
topical shift (11.6% and 8.9% respectively), especially when interviewing coalition 
parties’ members.

Table 3 presents several features regarding the content of information required 
from interviewees. First, it reveals that interviewers relied less on quoting third 
parties (in only 5.9% cases), usually news media, and more on their own percep-
tions of events (94.1%) as the basis for questioning politicians and nonpoliticians 
alike. Second, the table indicates that televised interviews contained more ques-
tions that were grammatically incomplete (without the particle ka) with a slightly 
higher percentage of incomplete questions (51.6%) directed at politicians in gener-
al. Third, it shows, as perhaps could be expected, that politicians were asked more 
often (in 96.6% of the questions posed to them) to reveal thoughts and opinions 
of groups with which they were affiliated (e.g., a political party, a party faction), 
while subject-matter experts nonpoliticians were asked more (56.7%) about their 
personal views and experiences. Thus, whereas the questions posed to politicians 
and nonpoliticians were almost identical in regard to stance and grammar, there 
was a clear divergence regarding the required perspective, i.e. whether interviewers 
requested a personal perspective versus that of a social or political group.

Last, Table 4 focuses on subjects of enquiries and responses. The data were ini-
tially divided into issues (2,753 of the 5,084 questions, 54.2%), and non-issues 
(2,331, 45.8%) as detailed in the methodology section. The table reveals that 
majority of the questions posed to members of both groups of politicians and 
nonpoliticians were about issues. However, nonpoliticians were asked relatively 
more questions about issues (60.5% of their questions) than politicians (51.9%). 
Interviewers were more interested in hearing experts’ professional views on select-
ed issues on the political, economic and social agenda, and politicians’ thoughts on 
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and assessments of non-issue themes, e.g., evaluation of the performance of other 
politicians and officials, their reasoning on the working of the administration and 
other political institutions. A closer look reveals that coalition parties’ members 
were presented more than politicians from the opposition camp with questions 
related to political issues (61.9% and 38.1% respectively). Opposition parties’ 
members, in turn, were asked more than their colleagues from the coalition camp 
on non-issues themes including their election promises and the evaluation of the 
performance of the administration (62.9% and 37.1% respectively). There were no 
significant differences in the proportion of question (issues and non-issues) posed 
to politicians from the local and national levels.

Finally, the analysis focused on the effects of the questions on the interviewers’ 
responses, revealing that the style, structure, and nature of questions significantly 
affect the way interviewees respond to questions. Tables 5 through 7 detail sepa-
rately the way Diet members, local level politicians, and nonpoliticians handled 
the questions posed to them.

First and foremost it should be noted that significantly different patterns of 
response were found across the different televised programs, for both national 
and local level politicians. In Shin Hôdô 2001 the content dimension obtained a 
significant negative coefficient, indicating that members of both political groups 
tended to reply in an easy to understand fashion to questions, but for the context 
dimension the coefficient has a positive significance, implying that those politi-
cians didn’t reply to the questions themselves. In contrast, in Gekiron Kurosufaya, 
the content dimension of these politicians’ replies to questions has a significant 
positive coefficient, indicating that their replies were not clear; the context dimen-
sion, with a negative coefficient, denotes however they provided direct answer to 
the questions. In addition, when replying to questions they were asked on Shin 
Hôdô 2001, national level politicians (Table 5) addressed interviewers (significant 
negative coefficient on the receiver dimension) whereas the same members tended 
to address other people and institutions rather than the interviewers when reply-
ing to questions in Gekiron Kurosufaya (the receiver dimension obtained a signifi-
cant positive coefficient). Nonpoliticians, for their part (Table 7), tended during 
interview sessions on Gekiron Kurosufaya to address interviewers (receiver) and to 
present their replies in an easy to follow manner (content), but neither presented 
their own views (sender) nor provided direct replies to questions (context).

Second, the variable of LDP administration (in this study refers to the period 
since the December 17, 2012 election, after which the LDP regained control over 
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Japan, until the end of the study, June 30, 2013)4 indicates that during this season 
politicians on both the national and local levels as well as nonpoliticians did not 
tend to disclose their opinion when replying to questions (a significant positive 
coefficient on the sender dimension), politicians did not address the interview-
ers (positive coefficient on the receiver), yet local politicians and nonpoliticians 
provided full replies to the questions they were asked (a significant negative coef-
ficient on the context dimension).

Third, regarding the variable of Government party (Table 5) that assessed the 
extent to which members of the ruling coalition parties reply to questions: The 
significant negative coefficient on the sender dimension, and the significant posi-
tive coefficients on the content and the context dimensions reveal that when their 
political parties controlled political power, ruling party members, either from the 
DPJ or the LDP, disclosed their own views and opinion but their responses during 
interviews were neither clear nor a direct replies to the questions.

Forth, Tables 5 through 7 reveal that when members of the three groups were 
asked questions regarding the non-issue related item knowledge/facts of events, 
they had no trouble at all to provide complete replies (context dimension). On this 
topic Diet members and nonpoliticians demonstrated similar attitudes as both ad-
dressed the interviewers (receiver), and presented easy to understand replies (con-
tent) yet didn’t disclose their own thoughts and ideas (sender).

Fifth, the syntactic structure of the questions affected the responses yielded 
from both national level politicians and nonpoliticians. Faced with questions that 
were categorized as topic extension, topic challenge, and reformulation, Diet mem-
bers (Table 5) tended to disclose their opinion, addressed the interviewers, and 
provided easy to understand replies. But in the case of the first two (topic extension 
and topic challenge) they equivocated regarding the context and thus tended not to 
answer the question. As for nonpoliticians (Table 7), topic extension yielded clear 
replies (content), disclosing their opinion and thoughts (sender), and addressing 
the interviewers (receiver). When faced with challenge type of questions, nonpoli-
ticians tended to equivocate in their replies (context), but revealed their thoughts 
(sender) and addressed the interviewers (receiver). Nonpoliticians didn’t equivo-
cate on any of the dimensions when faced with reformulation of questions. They 
disclosed their thoughts, addressed the interviewers, and their replies were clear 

4.  Interviews were broadcast both before and after the general election of 16 December, 2012 
for the Lower House of the National Diet. Since September 2009, majority of seats in this House 
had been held by the DPJ and its coalition partner, the People’s New Party. However, the elec-
tion resulted in a disastrous defeat for the DPJ and an overwhelming victory for the LDP and its 
partner the Kōmei Party; they won a majority in the House, and consequently established a new 
coalition administration.
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and complete. Local politicians (Table 6) demonstrated more complex patterns of 
response. When faced with topic extension, they tended to address the interview-
ers (receiver) and their replies were clear (content). When faced with challenge, the 
content of their replies was clear but they didn’t answer the questions. Once the 
interviewer reformulated their questions, local politicians provided clear replies 
(content) and tended also to address the interviewers (receiver).

Sixth, when the questions included quotation from others, such as the news 
media, Diet members, local politicians, and nonpoliticians tended to address 
unanimously other people rather than the interviewers (receiver). In addition, 
local level politicians didn’t reply to the questions (context), and nonpoliticians 
didn’t provide easy to understand replies (content). Diet members who were pre-
sented with less formal questions (Grammatically Incomplete) tended to both dis-
close their opinion and thoughts (sender) more and to offer clearer responses (con-
text), while local politicians under the same circumstances tended to address the 
interviewers (receiver). Asked about their own ideas and opinion (Representatives’ 
Opinion), local politicians tended to address others rather than the interviewers 
(receiver), to speak unclearly (content), and to avoid replying to the questions di-
rectly (context). Nonpoliticians, on the other hand, tended to reveal both their 
personal opinions (sender) and to directly address the interviewers (receiver).

Confronted with yes/no questions, all interviewees tended to address their re-
plies to the interviewers (receiver) and to reply in easy to understand terms (con-
tent). In addition, Diet members and nonpoliticians alike provided full replies 
(context). In contrast, neither politicians nor nonpoliticians replied to the alterna-
tive questions they were asked (context).

Finally, regarding political and social issues, Diet members tended to equivo-
cate on all the four dimensions when asked about such issues as the constitution, 
energy & nuclear power, and the increase in consumption tax. They equivocated 
to a less degree when asked about the economy, the economic policies of Prime 
Minister Abe Shinzō (sender, receiver, and context), Diet management (receiver, 
content and context), public opinion (sender, content and context), foreign policy 
(sender and receiver), and government performance (receiver and content). Local 
politicians equivocated notably on reconstruction efforts (received, content and 
context), on energy & nuclear power (receiver and context), and intra-party politics 
(sender and context). Nonpoliticians tended to equivocate when asked on foreign 
policy (sender, receiver, and content), national security (sender and context), the 
constitution (sender and receiver), reconstruction efforts (sender and receiver), in-
tra party politics (content and context), parties’ policy (receiver and context), and 
consumption tax (content and context).
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4.	 Discussion

Perhaps the most significant result of this study is that interviewers in Japan ap-
proached both politicians and nonpoliticians alike in a calm and friendly manner 
rather than probing in a confrontational or argumentative way. Nevertheless, in-
terviewees still showed difficulties responding to questions, tending to equivocate 
instead of providing full and clear responses.

To begin with, the fact that the majority of questions (approximately 58%) 
posed to both politicians and nonpoliticians were prefaced questions implies that 
interviewers frequently asked open-ended questions that allowed interviewees 
flexibility in describing and explaining events and issues in the polity. These results 
contrast with Bull‘s (1994) report that the majority of the questions (71.5%) di-
rected at British politicians by interviewers were either closed yes/no or declarative 
questions. Bull’s results, in which only 23.2% of questions posed were open-ended, 
suggest that televised interviews in the UK transmit political information through 
a conflictual communication style. Conversely, the current study indicates that 
televised interviews in Japan prefer to transmit information through a calm and 
gentle communication style, that avoids placing pressure on interviewees.

Furthermore, the high proportion of topical shift or topic extension questions 
posed to both politicians and nonpoliticians (81.5% and 81.4% respectively) not 
only shows that interviewers took the same stance toward interviewees from both 
groups, but also leads to the conclusion (following Jucker, 1986: 133) that inter-
viewers were not very aggressive or insistent. If they had been, they would have 
used more reformulation or challenging questions to probe for more detail or to 
pressure interviewees into clarifying their positions. Thus, by being gentle rather 
than assertive and persistent in their questioning, by refraining from challenging 
interviewees directly, and by allowing interviewees flexibility in presenting their 
viewpoints and opinions on social and political activities and issues, Japanese in-
terviewers usually propelled interviews forward by extending or shifting the topic 
of discussion rather than by challenging interviewees’ stated positions in order to 
provoke debate. This amiable interview environment was further illustrated by 
the frequent use of grammatically incomplete (i.e., lacking the questioning par-
ticle ka) and therefore gentler and less formal questions. In the formal, honorific, 
hierarchy-oriented Japanese language this communication style reduces status dif-
ferentials between conversation participants and therefore also the formality of the 
discussion. The flow of information through televised interviews, whether politi-
cal or not, was therefore conducted by and large tranquilly and casually, marked by 
an exchange of opinion in which interviewers shared their own ideas and assess-
ments of events along with their questions, rather than relying on outside sources 
to back up their arguments.
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Identifying the type of interview questions and the manner in which they were 
asked, the study further examined the extent to which these factors affected the 
way interviewees handled the questions posed to them, i.e., the interviewees’ re-
plies along the four dimension (sender, receiver, content, and context) of equivoca-
tion. Three distinct features were noted in this regard.

First, the attitudes interviewees take in replying to questions are affected by 
the nature of the televised interview program itself; the timing of the interview; 
and the political position of the interviewees. Interviewees, especially politi-
cians, showed different response tendencies on different televised programs. In 
one program they tended to address the interviewers, reply to questions in clear 
language, yet avoided directly answering the questions. In contrast, on another 
program, their replies were not clear, were aimed at other audiences rather than 
the interviewers, but were direct replies. In other words, the manner and the com-
munication style in which questions were posed to interviewees and perhaps the 
atmosphere in the studio itself, affected interviewees’ responses. The timing of the 
interview also exhorted an influence. For example, during the LDP administra-
tion, politicians as well as nonpoliticians showed difficulties in revealing their per-
sonal views and opinions, and politicians were especially unlikely to address the 
interviewers directly in response. It is conceivable that some political constraints 
or “instructions from above” during this particular administration restrained in-
terviewees’ verbal behavior. Similarly, a politician’s position in government also 
affects their response tendencies. Government Party, referring to the period when 
an interviewee’s political party was in power shows that ruling party members ap-
peared more at ease disclosing personal views and opinions but tended to give ob-
scure and indirect responses to questions. This illustrates how members of parties 
in power can exploit their position in government to disseminate the information 
they wish regardless of the interviewer’s actual questions.

Second, all interviewees were affected by the manner in which questions were 
presented. When questions were reformulated or extended (topic extension), in-
terviewees sensed that they needed to simplify their responses and thus provided 
easier to understand replies while addressing the interviewers. When challenged, 
interviewees may have felt threatened and, perhaps in an attempt to shield them-
selves, did not reply directly to the questions, although politicians gave clearer 
replies. When questions were posed in a less formal, friendlier style (grammati-
cally incomplete) and in a more personal manner based on the interviewers’ own 
thoughts rather than quoting other sources, interviewees replied more to the in-
terviewers themselves, gave more complete replies, and national-level politicians 
were more willing to self-disclose personal thoughts.

Perhaps the most noteworthy result in this regard concerns closed-ended 
questions, considered more difficult to reply to. When confronted with yes/no 
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questions(32% in this study), members of the three groups of politicians and non-
politicians tended to reply in an unequivocal way. As seen in Tables 5 through 7, 
in response to yes/no questions interviewees addressed their replies to the inter-
viewers and formulated easy to understand responses. Moreover, Diet members 
and nonpoliticians both provided more complete replies, and Diet members were 
more willing to reveal their own thoughts and ideas. In contrast, neither politi-
cians nor nonpoliticians replied to the alternative questions.

The yes/no questions were easy to reply to because they were often used to 
feel out interviewees’ reactions to certain issues and develop empathetic aware-
ness, before pursuing and obtaining additional information. That is, to accentuate 
collaboration from interviewees, rather than presenting a tough question at the 
beginning and potentially impair the interviewees’ honor or pride, interviewers at-
tempted to avoid making interviewees lose face (‘mentsu wo tsubusareru,’ literally, 
“crushing the face”) or disgracing (‘kao ni doro wo nurareru,’ literally, “painting 
the mud in the face”) them by politely advancing the conversation to gain initial 
consent to approach a certain topic before moving to the questions themselves, 
which may be “tough” ones. Consider the following example from an interview 
with Haketa Shingo, an official at the Imperial Household Agency:

Yagi:	  �Do the grand chamberlain (a chief functionary of the Imperial court 
and aide to the Emperor) and the Imperial Household Agency secretary 
communicate with each other on a daily basis]?

Haketa:	 Yes.
Yagi:	 How? � (Puraimu Nyūsu, January 8, 2013)

In other words, rather than as a tool for investigation or to provoke a discussion, as 
in the above-mentioned British case, yes/no questions in Japan are used as a tech-
nique aimed at respecting the interviewers’ honor and public standing through 
cautiously sensing their reaction before venturing deeper into a topic.

In contrast, through alternative questions interviewees are asked, and expected 
to unambiguously reveal, their choices of policy and actions usually concerning 
controversial and divisive issues (e.g., changing of the constitution, resuming nu-
clear power stations). Confronted with alternative questions, interviewees, espe-
cially politicians, will likely be put in a communicative conflict or an “avoidance-
avoidance conflict” situation (Bavelas et al., 1990: 246–49) whereby all possible 
responses to a question have potentially negative consequences for the respon-
dents, their political parties, on-going negotiations, or their groups’ standing in 
the political world (Feldman et al, 2016), but nevertheless a response is still ex-
pected by the interlocutors and the audience. Interviewees therefore have greater 
difficulty replying to such questions and tend to equivocate more.
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Proper use of yes/no and alternatives questioning modes in political interviews 
can be regarded as a strategy for interviewers to either establish the frame for the 
following discussion or to get detailed information as to the essence of the inter-
viewees’ or their groups’ beliefs, activities, and intentions.

Although analysis reveals great similarity in the tone and nature of the ques-
tions posed to all groups, there is a notable difference in the type of information 
requested from politicians and nonpoliticians. As politicians are invited to attend 
televised interviews because of the leadership and other roles they play within 
political groups, they were often asked to explain the thoughts and opinions most 
prevalent among colleagues in those groups, whereas nonpoliticians, including ex-
perts in various areas, were generally requested to share information and insights 
based on their personal knowledge, observations, and analysis of political, social 
or economic realities. This finding carries a special methodological implication 
within the context of the present study because politicians were generally not ex-
pected to reveal their own, private thoughts and ideas. In this sense, the sender 
dimension, which as a rule focuses on the extent to which the response is the 
speaker’s personal opinion, intention, or ideas, should be modified in future re-
search to examine the degree to which political interviewees reveal either opinions 
that exist within the groups they lead or represent, or their own ideas, based on a 
case-by-case examination of the questions they are asked.

Finally, regarding political and social issues, it is remarkable that when query-
ing non-issue themes, e.g., familiarity with a certain issue (knowledge/facts), both 
politicians and nonpoliticians provided full and complete replies. Furthermore, 
even though national Diet members and nonpoliticians didn’t reveal their own 
thoughts and ideas, they provided clear replies, and addressed the interviewers. 
However, the same interviewees were reticent to respond directly to questions on 
core social and political issues, equivocating in various ways. National level poli-
ticians tended to show more sensitivity (and therefore equivocated more) on is-
sues that divide the national-level electorate. Local politicians equivocated when 
challenged with questions on issues that affect their constituencies and voters. 
Nonpoliticians, in turn, refrained from fully responding to an extensive-range of 
issues from local to global concern, including reconstruction efforts, political par-
ties’ policies, the constitution, foreign policy, and national security.

It is exactly under the situations of communicative conflicts – where interview-
ees are asked and are expected to reveal their thoughts and intentions on divisive 
and sensitive vital issues – that they feel their statements may endanger their own 
or their groups’ reputations and images. They therefore turn to indirect, ambigu-
ous, obscure or even evasive communication with the hope that their response will 
minimally satisfy interviewers while signaling to viewers that they are acquaint-
ed with the issue and that things are under their control. Placing interviewees in 
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communicative conflicts is probably one of the goals of the political interview but 
whether or not they provide clear and full replies is greatly influenced by the com-
munication context, the communication style adopted by the interviewer, and the 
structure of the questions themselves.
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