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This research examines the effect of threat to face to both interviewers and
interviewees during live televised interview programs in Japan, where the concept of “ face” is of
extreme importance. Based on 2,422 questions identified during 120 interviews broadcast over a

period of 12 months on four television programs, the goal is twofold: First, to assess the extent to
which questions that contain a certain level of threat to face affect the interviewees’ replies,
and second, to measure the extent to which interviewees’ replies affect the interviewers

subsequent questions.



Face is a prime issue in the interaction between interviewers and interviewees as both
aim to achieve their respective professional goals within the frame of the broadcast
interview while also protecting their own reputation, pride, and respect vis-a -vis the
other participant. Intrinsically, face emerges as an important factor determining whether
or not politicians reply to an interview question. Communicative conflicts, that is, a
situation where a question is posed wherein all possible responses have potentially
negative consequences for the respondent, but a response is still expected by the
interviewer and the audience, can be understood in terms of threats to face. Such conflicts
are especially prevalent in interviews with politicians because of the nature of the
interview situation. Under these conditions, interviewers may have an interest in
pursuing controversial, sensitive, and divisive issues and therefore put pressure on
politicians to choose among undesirable alternatives in which all potential responses
may damage the image of the politicians or alienate part of the electorate. Studies
conducted for example in the UK, the US, and Taiwan provided remarkable support for this
notion: Equivocation by politicians was closely associated with the proportion of
conflictual questions posed in broadcast interviews. Conflictual questions therefore
create strong pressure toward equivocation in the responses.

Under this background this research details the outcome of threat to face both to
interviewers and to the interviewed politicians and nonpoliticians during broadcast
interview programs in a distinct cultural environment, that of Japan. The awareness to
preserve face, which encompasses the concepts of perceived abilities, individual standing,
dignity, and trustworthiness, is deeply rooted in Japanese culture. To disagree with or
criticize, embarrass, or otherwise offend someone in public would result in “ a loss of
face,” which means a loss of self-respect, self-worth, and sense of dignity—all of which
the Japanese value very highly—for both the speaker and the listener, the interviewer
and the interviewee. The Japanese sensitivity toward others’ “ face” motivates them
thus to shy away from directly demanding, rejecting, or criticizing anyone. Instead, they
elaborate behavioral norms and various techniques of indirect communication (expressed
in terms such as heart-to-heart communications and tacit understandings) to avoid public
embarrassment and to smooth out interpersonal relationships. All these factors also
affect the nature and course of political interviews in this non-Western society.

The aim of this study is to examine the effects of threat to face during political
interviews in Japan on both interviewers and interviewees. Both interlocutors are
regarded as participants who act and react. They communicate in dialogic interactions
not only by producing, decoding, and understanding expressions but also by acting and
reacting, either by “ paying” or by “ ignoring’ respect to the other speaker s
utterances.

The goal is twofold. First, the study focuses on the interviewers’ questions and assess
the extent to which questions that contain a certain degree of face threat affect the
interviewees’ replies—that is, whether the latter provide a full reply or a reply with
a certain degree of equivocation. To do this, I initially identify the degree or extent
of threat to face in the questions, distinguishing between those that entail “ no threat
atall” (no face threatening) and those that are “ extremely face threatening.” Second,
I study the interviewees’ reactions to questions and measure the extent to which their
replies affect the interviewers’ subsequent questions—that is, whether they follow up
with a tougher question or an easier one. The second goal aims thus also to fill the
knowledge gap on interviewers’ follow-up in response to equivocation by the interviewees
as part of the increasing literature on “ follow ups.”

This study is based on 120 live interviews broadcast over a period of 12 months (May 1,
2016, to April 30, 2017) on four television programs: Puraimu Nyu su (41 interviews),
ShinHo do 2001 (26 interviews), Gekiron Kurosufaya (26 interviews), and Nichiyo To ron
(27 interviews). The sample consisted of 72 interviews with national politicians from
all the political parties represented in the National Diet. The sample also included 18
interviews with local politicians (e.g., governors of To kyo and O saka and mayors of
various cities) and 30 with nonpoliticians (e.g., subject matter experts and retired
politicians). The inter- views took place either in small groups or in one-on-one sessions.



We preferred the latter wherever possible to focus primarily on the question-response
sequences between the interviewer and the interviewee. The sample consisted of 120
interviewees who ranged in age from 34 to 81 years (average age 58.6 years) and included
14 (11.7%) female politicians and experts. A total of 2,422 questions were asked during
these interviews (349 or 14.4% were directed to the female interviewees). The number of
questions per interview ranged from 5 to 97, with an average of 20.22 questions. Interviews
from the four programs were recorded using a DVD recorder, and a verbatim transcript was
made for each selected interview. Criteria for identifying questions and responses were
determined. Two coding sheets were devised for analyzing the structure and verbal content
of the interviews: the first for interviewers’ questions and the second for
interviewees’' responses.

This study revealed that (1) interviewers’ questions affect interviewees’ replies and
that the latter’ s answers affect the interviewers’ subsequent questions; (2)
Conflictual questions that create pressure toward equivocation in the responses are
intrinsically more face threatening than nonconflictual questions; (3) Nonconflictual
questions were typically more open-ended, allowing the interviewees the opportunity to
construct their replies according to their convenience. They were thus less face
threatening; (4) The more conflictual questions, conversely, consisted of polar questions
and those that posed a choice between two or more alternatives. (5) Conflictual questions
occurred most often when interviewees were asked questions on social and political issues
rather than when they were asked questions on nonissues related topics; (6) Politicians,
particularly high-echelon members from the coalition of parties, were more vulnerable
to conflictual questions, that is, they face tougher questions in contrast to members
of the opposition parties, who face less controversial questions.
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