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Where Leading Questions Can Lead:
The Power of Conjecture in Social Interaction
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A theoretical analysis of the structure of social interaction led us to postulate
two distinct processes through which leading questions may mislead people. When
a questioner asks a leading question of a respondent, observers may use their
knowledge of conversational rules to infer that the questioner had an evidentiary
basis for the question. Hence, observers will treat the question as conjectural
evidence for the view of the respondent implied by the question. In addition,
observers who listen to respondents answer leading questions may be misled by
the answers because, in an effort to cooperate with the questioner, respondents
may supply beh(lvioral evidence that misrepresents their actual personalities. To
test these hypotheses, we conducted two experiments in which observers listened
to tape-recorded interviews. Questioners in these interviews asked respondents
a series of leading questions that probed for evidence of either introversion or
extroversion. The first experiment showed that it did not matter whether observers
had access to the conjectural evidence in the interviewer's questions, the behav-
ioral evidence in respondent's answers, or both. In each case observers inferred
that the respondent possessed the characteristics for which the questioner had
probed. The second experiment showed that when the evidentiary basis of the
conjectures was undermined by informing observers that the leading questions
had been drawn from a fishbowl, observers ignored conjectural evidence but still
used behavioral evidence. The discussion considered the processes through which
conjectures may create their own cognitive and behavioral reality.

There are many ways to learn about peo- other instances, behavioral and conjectural
pIe. One strategy is to use behavioral evi- evidence may lead to identical inferences.
dence. For example, the sight of Maxwell Nevertheless, there may be basic and fun-
rapping his teacher with a hammer will damental differences in the processes that
cause most observers to conclude that Max- underlie and mediate these inferences. The
well is rather nasty. Another general strat- primary purpose of this article is to identify
egy is to rely on the conjectures of others or and elaborate these processes.
on conjectural evidence. Upon overhearing Theoretically, at least, the inference pro-
a judge ask Maxwell why he assaulted his cess initiated by behavioral evidence is rel-
teacher, most observers will deduce that it atively straightforward. Having observed
is best to stay clear of Maxwell. In these and someone behave, people consider the behav-

ior and the context in which it emerged in
an effort to discern the degree to which the

This research and the preparat.ion ~f this ~rticle were action signals an underlying trait or dispo-
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ments on an earlier version of this manuscript and Mi- may come to regard those who behave ag-
chelle Perlman, Kandy Parker, and Mark Wuenschel gressively as belligerent, those who display
for their assistance in the empirical phases of this re- friendly behavior as sociable, and those who
search b h b .. 1 . kR .4' .
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Texas at Austin, Austin, Texas 78712. cesses may be needed to Interpret conjectural
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I ~vidence.. When people are exposed to such But if leading ~uestions can ~ometimes

~i:!l mformatIon, they must not only attach cause observers to Jump to conclusIons about
tl meaning to the evidence itself, the):' must respond.ents, it is interesting to ask if such

:j also evaluate the ~ource of the evId.ence. conclusIons are ever undone when obser:vers

~ Thus, for example, If one overhears a Judge hear respondents answer such questIons.
~j ask Maxwell why he assaulted his teacher, Analyses of the social communication pro-

.~ one might be concerned with the motives of cess (e.g., Clark & Haviland, 1977; Goff-

~ the j:udge ~s wel~ as thos~ of Max~ell. After man, 1974; Grice, 1975; Schegloff, 19~8,

;~'j all, m askmg hIS questIon, the Judge con- 1972; Shutz, 1967) suggest not. Accordmg

veyed a premise: Maxwell assaulted his to these formulations, people's questions
teacher. Cautious observers might ask them- tend to "frame" respondents' answers by

selves how the judge derived this premise suggesting some answers and excluding oth-

and what factors led the judge to conclude ers, thus limiting the field of acceptable re-

that Maxwell was guilty. plies. To fulfill their role in the interaction,

Or would they? Although it seems appro- respondents must do their best to provide the
priate to question the premises that people requested information, even if the informa-
offer, there is reason to believe that people tion they provide is not entirely representa-

"'\1 may seldom do so. An emerging literature tive. In effect, the structure of the social
, within psycholinguistics (e.g., Clark & Hav- communication process encourages respon-
~ " iland, 1977; Grice, 1975), communication dents to allow themselves to be led by leading

, (e.g., Hopper, 1981), and sociology (e.g., questions by supplying plausible but some-I~"'i Goffman, 1974; Shuti, 1~67~ ~uggests that times ~isl~ading replies to bia~e.d inquiries.

when observers hear an mdividual offer a Ordmanly, the rules that enJom people to
"" premise in conversation, they will not stop provide fitting responses to leading questions

to consider its validity. Instead, they will are easily followed. After all, most people
simply assume that the individual had sound have engaged in a wide variety of social be-
reasons for offering the premise. haviors. As a result, they will probably be

The reasons underlying people's propen- quite able to point to at least some past be-

sity to accept uncritically the conversational haviors that will verify the premises inherent
premises of others have been most clearly in virtually any leading question. For ex-
articulated by Grice (1975). According to ample, just as most people can recall times

Gric,e, communication is a cooperative ven- when they behaved in a friendly and sociable
ture in which speakers strive to adhere to a manner, so too can most recollect instances
number of rules and principles. One such in which they acted in a rather shy' and
rule, the maxim of quality, says that people standoffish manner. Accordingly, if someone

should only make statements for which they were to ask a respondent leading questions
have evidence. With this maxim in mind, that probed for evidence of a given trait or

: observers who hear an individual ask a 1ead- disposition, the respondent would probably
, ing question will reason that the speaker be generous in providing such evidence. I

must have had an evidential basis to justify When respondents provide such behav-
the premise inherent in the question. They ioral evidence, observers will most likely use

;;.i'{l;\;:~~ will ~herefore a~~ept the. validity of the
~~\\:~~;,\ premIse. In addItIon, havmg accepted the 1 We do not wish to imply that this will be equally

;\;,.;\:i~~ premise, observers may go further and make true for all leading q~estions all of the time: For ex-
'." :; appropriate inferences about the respondent. a.mple, most people wIII.be apt to re~ute lead,~ng ques-

:;:;\-:\;:~ I th' th P emises embedded in tions that probe fo~ relatively rare traIts (e.g., .Can you
,~\\:;\:;"'\':;J n .IS manne~, e r. tell me about the tIme that you devoured a neIghbor or
,::;:;t::~~ leadmg questIons may quIckly become relative?") or highly specialized knowledge (e.g., "Can
,;~~i~~tJ foregone conclusions. Observers need no you explain the major differences betwe~n fission and
'] trial, no evidence. In their eyes, recipients fusi~n?"). Refutation might also occur I~ the respon-
.~:::\i,; f q estions such as Do you still beat your dent s self-conce~t happens to be a~ od.ds wIth the prem-
:~\;,\\);~; o. u .' .ises in the question (Swann & HIll, m press). For ex-
,,\\~~*,,! wIfe? or Are you stIll burnIng up the tennIS ample, the first author once witnessed an interview in

:'\~:~~:) court? will quickly become the scoundrels which a highly introverted individual replied to the ques-
-':~\\':':~:~'.\ or heros that the questions imply. tion, "What do you do to liven things up at a party?"
,~"\~,"\\'~,1
\~t~~~i
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it to make inferences about them-even to index observer sensitivity to the constrain-
though such evidence may in reality be ing influence of the leading questions. The
shaped by the leading questions. So, for ex- first question asked participants to estimate

" ample, upon witnessing a person confess to the extent to which respondents' answers
I ;:~ a crime, most observers will be inclined to were a function of their personal attributes
; .i~ judge the person guilty, even if the confes- or the questions they were asked. The second :'t
! (~ sion was obviously extracted by a highly question asked them to estimate the extent ~~~

: leading, biased, and presumptuous line of to which interviewer's questions seemed (.:jj
questioning. Indeed, there appears to be a biased or leading. '!,~t
pervasive tendency for people to rely on be- We anticipated that in the questions-only '.~.;~
havioral evidence, even when there is good condition, observers would assume that in- ii
reason to regard it as biased or unreliable terviewers asked leading questions because :M!
(e.g., Jones, 1979; Ross, 1977; Thompson, they had prior knowledge.of the respondents ,~~
Fong, & Rosenhan, 1981; Tversky & and would consequently Infer that respon- "{f
Kahneman, 1974). This means that when dents were the type of individuals that the ;;1
observers have access to both the questions questions implied they were. In the answers- :c~
respondents are asked and the answers they only condition, we expected that respondents ;~
provide, they will ignore the constraining in- would allow themselves to be led by the lead- 1~
fluence of the questions and base their in- ing questions and that hearing this, observers i
ferences solely on the answers. would infer that the respondents P9ssessed ,:~

the dispositions implied by their answers. In )';~
Experiment 1 the questions-and-answers condition, we pre- '?"[

dicted that observers would ignore the ques- I!;:;
This experiment examined the hypothesis tions respondents were asked and base their 111:

that observers who listened to an interviewer inferences solely on the answers they pro- 11
ask a respondent a series of leading questions vided, as in the answers-only condition. Fi- i .J1~

would infer that the respondent possessed nally, we anticipated that although observers ;~1~ the characteristics implied by the leading would regard the leading questions as biased j:~

questions. In half of the interactions, the in- in the questions-only condition, they would ;;I!~ terviewer probed for evidence of extroverted not regard these questions as biased in either ;'",.."

~ehav~or only. In the other .interaction~, the the answers-only cond~tion (beca.use they ;1
IntervIewer I;'robed for evIdence of mtro- could not hear them) or m the questlons-and- :~
verted behavIor only. answers condition (because when people en- !~

Observers listened to these interactions counter behavioral evidence, they tend to ;:!
under one of three co?ditions. S?me observ- ignore any constraining influences that may :;~
ers had access to conjectural evIdence only: have produced that evidence). ii

I the interviewer's questions (questions only). j~f
I Other observers listened to behavioral evi- M h d i,i~I , ( et 0 "f

dence only: the respondent s answers an- 11

swers only). Still other observers had access Participants 1~il
to both types of evidence (questions and an-

0 h d d fif fi 1 d d t t th j,ri

.d ne un re ty- ve ma e un ergra ua es a e ~t

swers). Fmally, one group of obs~rvers ma e University of Texas at Austin participated in this ex- 'Ill:
inferences about respondents wIthout hear- periment for credit in their introductory psychology ~
ing the interactions at all. This last condit,ion course. Females. were exclude~ from the sa~p~e. as a \f
served as a baseline control group (control). matter ofconven..ence; when this resea~ch was Initiated, :£

..h' 11 there were relatively more males available. Groups of 'iff
The m~J~r dependent mea~ure wIt. m a three to seven participants reported to each session of i,,}

four condItIons was observer ImpressIons of the experiment. :.1'
the extroversion-introversion of respon- l
dents. In adaition, we asked two questions Procedure it

'iPreparation of the stimulus tapes. Four pairs of fe- '
by asserting, "I have never been to a party in my life." male. st';1~ents served as stim~lus p:rsons. In each pair, , c'
Such instances, however, are extremely rare (see Weg- one Individual served as the Interviewer a.nd the other :'
ner & Wenzlaff Note 1 for a more detailed analysis). served as the respondent. A female experImenter ush- ,~c.', '", , f';;~J,;,

., cuc
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ered the interviewer and the respondent to adjoining consistency of this index was .88 as assessed
rooms connected by an interc,?m system. This. procedure by coefficient alpha). We then e~tered these
prevented them from emploYIng nonverbal signals that " .
would not be recorded on the audiotape, scores Into a 3( evIdence type: questIons, an-

The experimenter then presented the interviewer with swers, questions and answers) X 2( question
two separate sets of interview questions, each of which type: extrovert, introvert) analysis of vari-
contained six questions devised by. Snyder and Swann ance (ANOV A).2 We expected that whether
(1978), The set of extrovert questions probed for evi- b h d h '
dence of extroversion (e.g., "What would you do if you 0 servers ear t e ,questIons, the answers,
wanted to liven things up at a party?" "In what situ- or both, those who listened to the extrovert
ations are you most talkative? What is it about these tapes would rate respondents as more extro-
situations that makes you like to talk?"). The introvert verted than those who listened to the intro-
questi~ns p~obed for evid~nce of introversion (e.g" "In vert tapes. This was the case. The ANOV A
what situations do you wish you could be more outgo-., ,
ing?" "Tell me about sometime when you felt left out YIelded a reliable effect for questIon typ.e' .
from some social group. How did you handle these feel- F( 1, 115) = 151.56, P < .001, and no maIn
ings?"). Interviewers asked one of the two sets of ques- or interaction effects for evidence type. The
tions, paused, then aske~ the other set. This allo~ed means, displayed in Table 1, show that ob-
each respond.ent to ser:~ m both the extrovert- and m- servers in all three extrovert-tape conditions

,~,'~ trovert-questlons conditions. Respondents answered the ,j ::~ interviewer's questions spontaneously, the only con- perceIved respondents to be more extro-

I~~~ straint being that ~hey. were i.nst~ucted .not to repeat or ~erted than d~d controls, wherea~ ?bservers .
rephrase the question m fashionIng their answers. In all three Introvert-tape condItions per-

I I'~" The experimental sessions. The experimenter in- ceived respondents to be more introverted
" formed participants (designated "observers") that they h d'd 0 1 ( 11 05 d '" would be listening to an interview made the previous t an I c ntro saps <. , accor Ing toI:-.~t semester by two female introductory psychology stu- a Dunnett test).
, dents. Prior to playing the tape, she provided all ob- In sum, observers asserted that the recip-
';)' ~, ~erver~ with fictitious backgrou~d info,rmation. about the ients of leading questions were the type of

Interviewer and. respondent: IncludIng their na~es, individuals that the questions suggested they
hometowns, majors, and heights. She then explaIned .
that depending on the condition they were assigned to, were,. Moreover, thIs w~s equally, true
observers would be asked to form an impression of the whether they possessed conjectural evIdence

:8 respon.dent based on. ~he interviewer's questions only (questions only), behavioral evidence (an-
'0'.." (questions-only condition), the respondent's answers swers only) or both (questions and answers).

only (answers-only condition), both the interviewer's '
questions and the respondent's answers (questions-and- " ,
answers condition), or the background information Observers PerceptIons of the Interview
alone (control condition), In all conditions except for ..
the control, the experimenter then played the appro- We antiCIpated that observers would be
priate portion of the introvert or extrovert tape. sensitive to the constraining influence of the

Observ~rs rated the respondent on 10, 7-point bipo!ar questions when the questions alone were
scales designed by Snyder & Swann (1978) to tap m- available but not when the answers were
troversion-extroversion: talkative-quiet, unsociable- "1 bl ' A 1 f th b '
sociable, friendly-unfriendly, poised-awkward, intro- a.val a e. 1!a yse,s 0 e 0 server~ perc~p-
verted-extroverted, enthusiastic-apathetic, shy-outgo- tlons of the IntervIew supported thIs predlc-
ing, energetic-relaxed, cold-warm, unconfident-confi- tion. A 3 X 2 ANOV A of observers' impres-
dent. They then indicated th~ir perceptio.ns of why the sions of why respondents answered the
~espondent answered ~s she did on a 7-pomt scale ra?g- questions as they did revealed a main effect
mg from 1 (the questions she was asked) to 7 (the kind, ( ) -.' :,' of person she is). On a 7-point scale ranging from 1 for evIdence type, F 2, 115 -26.218, p <

,~~ (definitely no) to 7 (definitely yes), they then indicated .001, and no other effects. As can be seen
*~\~;~ their perceptions of whether or not the questions were in Table 2, observers in the questions-only
~~ biased. condition tended to attribute respondents'

~:I\;~,!\~;j answers to the questions they were asked, In
:;~.~\',~~j Results and Discussion contrast, those in the answers-only, ques-
{,\\;:,.%\i ,

:~~~"'~j Observers' Impressions of Respondents
..1
;: To assess observers' impressions of re- 2.Preli~inary .analyses reve~led th?t there were no

\;~~\:' , .maIn or InteractIve effects of either stimulus persons or
,\~:,\\\;\;.'i ~pondents, we fi~st computed, a!l ~mpresslon the type of questions stimulus persons answered first on
'~~~~~?~:i Index by averagIng observers ratings of re- any dependent measure; henc~, we collapsed the data
::~:~\:~~! spondents on the 10 trait scales (the internal across these dimensions in all analyses.
~~ .." ~it.~\,;;\,X~ ~ "'c;??:'f;;
~~!~~;(: ,'" ;'°",



lable 1Experiment 1.. Observers' Impressions of Respondents :
---r--~ .--

Evidence type

Question Questions Answers Questions
type only only and answers Control
-J C -

IntrovertM 3.77 3.49 3.66 -
n 21 21 20 -

ExtrovertM 4.98 5.47 5.25 -
n 17 20 22 -

None
M ---4.40
n ---34..

Note. Possible range is 1.0 to 7.0. Higher numbers indicate that observers attributed more extroversion to re-

spondents.

tions-and-answers, and control conditions questions when such questions were pre-
tended to attribute respondents' answers to sented in the abstract, they did not do so
the type of persons they were. when the questions were presented in the

A similar pattern emerged when we an- context of the replies they evoked. Appar- '

alyzed observers' estimates of the extent to ently, once observers had behavioral evi-
which the questions were biased. The overall dence in hand, they shifted their attention
ANOV A showed a main effect for evidence toward it and away from the questions that
type, F(2, 115) = 5.847, P < .005, and no elicited this evidence. Hence, when they
other reliable effects. The means in Table were asked to estimate how biased the ques-
2 show that the only observers who were sen- tions were, their estimates did not differ from
sitive to the bias in the questions were those the controls; it was as if they had never even
in the questions-only condition. Observers in heard the questions. The outcome of this
the answers-only and questions-and-answers process, of course, was that observers failed
conditions detected no more bias in the ques- to realize that the evidence was in large
tions than did controls. measure shaped by the questions that were

Therefore, although observers readily rec- asked.
ognized the constraining influence of leading The results of this experiment indicate

Table 2
~eriment 1.. Observers' Perceptions of the Interview -

Evidence type

Questions Answers Questions
Dependent variables only only and answers Control

_~ervers' perceptions) (n = 38) (n = 41) (n = 42)(~
Cause of respondents' answersa 2.82a 5.12c 4.52bc 4.00b '

~~of bias in questionsb 5.24a 3.93b 4.38~ ~

Note. Within each row, numbers sharing common subscripts do not differ according to a Newman-Keuls analysis

(p < .05). ..a Higher numbers indicate that observers attributed respondents' answers to their attrIbutes rather than the ques-

tions.b Higher numbers indicate greater perceived bias in questions.

, "1(;IO2Q W.. SW~",~ , T. 6'UlIAf'SO, t, D .we6t.J~ ;,'
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that the conjectural evidence in leading that the interviewer selected her questions ~
!!

questions, the behavioral evidence in the an- at random, then hearing the interviewer ask ::
swers they evoked, or the combination of these questions should have no impact on ~,

it both types of evidence all systematically their inferences about the respondent. Third,
channeled observers' judgments in much the undermining observers' assumptions about
same way. It is perhaps not surprising that the origins of the questions should not influ-

: observers were swayed by behavioral evi- ence their inferences if they have access to
; dence. After all, hearing people describe the respondent's answers, since in this case
~. their introverted or extroverted behaviors is they will still have behavioral evidence to
[' reasonably sound evidence that they actually guide their inferences. We tested each of
r are introverted or extroverted, even if it is these hypotheses in the following study.
;;;, clear that they were encouraged to focus on
iJ these characteristics by the interviewer. More Experiment 2
Wi puzzling is the fact that observers were just
'.if'" as likely to infer that respondents were in- This study sought to elucidate the infer- ~

! ;f troverts or extroverts when they only heard ence processes underlying observers' use of
ii the questions that were asked. Under these conjectural and behavioral evidence by ma-
l; conditions, observers readily admitted that nipulating observers' beliefs about the origins
i the questions were biased. Furthermore, of the questions that an interviewer asked

they asserted that any replies respondents of a respondent. We led some observers to
made would say more about the questions believe that the interviewer and respondent
they were asked than the type of persons had no previous contact and that the ques-
they were. Why, then, did these observers tions the interviewer asked were chosen at
make the same judgments about respondents random from a fishbowl (fishbowl-origin
as did observers in the other conditions? condition). Other observers, like those in

One possibility is that observers in the Experiment I, were told nothing of the pre-
questions-only conditions were using the bias vious relationship between the interviewer
in the questions as a basis for judging the and respondent, nor were they told how the

~ respondent. That is, these observers may questions were selected (unspecified-origin
;~1% have reasoned that for the interviewer to ask condition). All observers then listened to a
,~ such leading questions of the respondent, she tape-recorded interview in which the inter-
,~ must have known something, she must have viewer probed for either introverted or ex-
'- had evidence to support her conjectures. troverted qualities. Observers had access to

Accordingly, observers may have felt justi- either the questions only, the answers only,
fied in using signs of bias in the questions or both. They then rated the respondent and

, as reason for making clear-cut inferences answered two questions concerning how the

; about respondents. In support of this con- interviewer selected her questions.
tention, correlational analysis indicated that We expected that when observers heard :as observers in the questions-only condition only the questions and believed that the '

"i became more convinced that the interview- questions had been randomly drawn fro~ a
:~ ers' questions were biased, they drew more fishbowl, they would not use the questIons
~:j extreme inferences about respondents, as a basis for making inferences about the
.'\'~ r(38) = .41, P < .05. respondent. In all other conditions-when
~~ Together, these findings suggest three hy- observers heard only the questions but were
"\\ potheses. First, if observers are given no spe- told nothing of their origin, or when they
,\,\1 cific information concerning the origin of an heard the respondents' answers either alone
.; interviewer's questions, they will implicitly or with the questions-we anticipated that
\;] assume that the interviewer had previous in- they would infer that the respondent pos-

~'!:; formation about the respondent and that she sessed the introverted or extroverted quali-
~\\J tailored her questions specifically for the re- ties that the interviewer sought to uncover.
'\::"; spondent. Second, if observers' implicit as- Also, we expected that in the unspecified-
~ sumptions about the origins of the questions origi~ con~itions, observe.rs would assume
:~\~ are undermined by explicitly telling them that mterviewers had prevIous knowledge of
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the respondent that dictated their choice of Table 3
questions but that this assumption would be Experiment 2: Observers' Impressions of
undermined in the fishbowl-origin condi- Respondents.
tlons.

Evidence type

Method Question Questions Answers Questions
P ..type only only and answers

artlclpants
0 h d ..Unspecified question originne un red nmety-elght male undergraduates at the

University of Texas at Austin participated in this ex- Introvert
periment for credit in their introductory psychology M 3.74 3.63 3.95
course. n 18 16 17

Extrovert
Procedure M 5.05 4.81 5.17

All aspects of the procedure were the same as those n 16 16 16

in Experiment I, with the following modifications. In " ..
this study we manipulated the origin of the questions. Fishbowl question ongm

In the unspecified-origin conditions, we said nothing of Introvert
the origin of the questions, as in the first experiment. M 4.12 3.87 3.81
In the fishbowl-origin conditions, we indicated that the n 16 16 16
interviewer had never even been introduced to the re-
spondent and had chosen her questions by randomly Extrovert
drawing them from a fishbowl filled with a number of M 4..10 4.89 4.76
question packages, each of which contained six questions n 19 16 16
that probed for evidence of a given trait.

~ ,,;; In addition to the manipulation of the question origin, Note. Higher numbers indicate that observers attributed
::r ,; this experiment deviated from the design of Experiment more extroversion to respondents.

'~i';~ I in three ways. First, since there were no interactions
;:~ with stimulus person~ in the pr~vious study, we used the
~c'c~; tapes of only one stimulus pair. Second, we excluded. .
;.:"1.,;'; the fictitious background information to increase the suIts In the unspecIfied-origin conditions
,;~ gen~ralizability of our proced.ure. Fina~ly, instead .of were identical to the results of Experiment

askl~g observers to report ~hel.r perceptions of t~e m- 1: In all three conditions (questions only
tervlew, we asked them to mdlcate whether the mter- .'
viewer and respondent knew one another prior to the answers only, questIons and. answers), ob-
interview and whether the questions were drawn at servers rated the respondent In the extrovert
random. tape to be more extroverted than the same

respondent in the introvert tape (all ps <
Results and Discussion .01). In contrast, when observers believed
,. that the questions were drawn from a fish-

Observers Impresslons of Respondents b I th . d d .a- t t.
t thow , ey asslgne lueren ra Ings 0 e

To assess observers' impressions of re- respondent in the extrovert and introvert
spondents, we computed an impression index tapes in the answers-only and questions-and-
as in Experiment 1 and entered these scores answers conditions (ps < .01), but not in the
into a 3( questions, answers, questions and questions-only condition. The relevant means
answers) X 2(introvert questions, extrovert are displayed in Table 3.
questions) X 2(unspecified origin, fishbowl These data clearly confirm our major pre-
origin) between-subjects ANOYA. We ex- diction. When steps were taken to block the
pected that the fishbowl manipulation would tendency of observers to assume automati-
undermine the impact of the introvert and cally that the conjectures in leading ques-
extrovert questions in the questions-only tions are based on evidence, they made no
condition but not in the answers-only or inferences about the targets of such conjec-
questions-and-answers conditions. Just such tures on hearing the leading questions alone.
a pattern of data emerged. The ANOY A At the same time, when observers witnessed
yielded a reliable three-way interaction, F(2, the answers that such leading questions
186) = 3.75, P < .03. Simple main effects evoked from respondents, they made full use
analyses (Winer, 1971) showed that the re- of this information in forming impressions

I" i.",iiti ",,; '...c", , JJ,; ,
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swers were randomly rawn rom a fis ow. th t th t I t th d . t . t .
a ere are a eas ree IS InC ways In

which leading questions may mislead people.

Observers' Perceptions of the Origins of Specifically, leading questions may serve as

the Questions conjectural evidence, they may elicit behav-

ioral evidence, and they may channel the
We expected that observers in the un- self-images of respondents.

.specified-origin conditions would implicitly

:", assume tha~ the inte~view~r knew the re- Leading Questions May Serve as

spond.ent prIor to the IntervIew and that she Conjectural Evidence

purposefully selected the questions but that

observers in the fishbowl-origi? conditions Experiment 1 suggested that when ob-

would not make these ass~m.ptlons. The re- servers hear someone ask leading questions,

suIts supp~rted these predIctIons. Of th~ 99 they infer that the recipient was the kind of

obse~v~rs In the fishb~wl and unspecIfied person who "deserved" the question. Thus,

C?~drtlons, 95 of thos~ In the fish~owl con- merely hearing someone offer a conjecture

d~t~ons versus only 59 In th~ uns~ecIfied con- about respondents by asking them leading

~i dItIO~S asserted that the IntervIewer knew questions will prompt observers to form cor.-I 

i' nothIng about the respon?ent (z = 9.68, P < responding impressions of such respondents.

.001). Also, 93 observers In the fishbowl ~on- Although the research reported here fo-

ditions as compared to 29 in the unspecIfied cused exclusively on the effects of leading

conditions claimed that the interview ques- questions, it is clear that other types of cop-

tions were drawn at random (z = 19.02, jectural evidence may function in much the

p < .001).3 same way. For example, in their research on

" In addition to providing independent evi- innuendo in the media, Wegner, Wenzlaff,

dence for the effectiveness of the fishbowl Kerker and Beattie (1981) studied the im-

~ manipulations, these data speak to the im- pact of variations in how conjectural evi-

I plicit assumptions that people make when dence is presented. They discovered that

~ they hear interviewers (and perhaps people whether conjectures are embedded in in-
'~ in general) ask leading questions of ot~ers. criminating questions (e.g., Did Maxwell

Specifically, it appears that most people Infer strike his teacher?) or in denials (e.g., Max-

that individuals do not simply ask such ques- well did not strike his teacher), observers
I tions "out of the blue"; instead, they assume tend to infer that the target of the conjecture

that leading questions are grounded in con- is guilty. This suggests that the specific man-

crete evidence, Such assumptions, of course, ner in which conjectures are set forth may

are probably accurate most of the time and not matter; regardless of how they are stated,

are hence quite reasonable. In fact, accord- observers treat them as. evidence.

ing to some theorists (e.g., Clark & Havi- The processes that underlie and mediate

, land, 1977; Grice, 1975; Hopper, 1981), the effects of conjectural evidence were il-
I such assumptions are critical to the smooth luminated in Experiment 2. In this study we

and effective operation of the social com- found that if observers learned that the ques-

: munication process. It is therefore not sur- tioner randomly drew her questions from aI 

,1 prising that our participants made these as- fishbowl, hearing only the leading qu~stions

~1 sumptions; indeed, it would be remarka'ble had no impact on observers' .evaluatIons of

~ if they did not. Still, as useful as ,these as- respondents. Appare~tly, ~he Impact of con-

::: sumptions may often be, the blessIng.s they jectural evidence resIdes In the tendency of

~ bestow may be rather mixed. In partIcular,

~ .our findings suggest that at times these as-

'~ sumptions may lead social observers to make 3 An ANOVA of these data r~vealed no main or inter-

: inferences that are decidedly inaccurate. active effects of any other varIable (Fs < 1,60, ns).
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THE POWER OF CONJECTURE

I

i. observers to assume that the person offering herent in the questions 97% of the time.4
the conjecture had an evidentiary basis for Therefore, these data highlight one set of
doing so. When this implicit assumption is circumstances within which people will be-
undermined by informing them that the con- haviorally confirm the expectations of oth-
jecture came out of thin air, observers ignore ers, even when these expectations are false.
the conjecture. The apparent generality of this tendency

There is a naturally occurring phenome- to accept the premises of others suggests that
non that parallels the conditions we estab- it may be rule bound. That is, in formulating
lished with our fishbowl manipulation. This replies to leading questions, respondents may
phenomenon occurs whenever people en- adhere to implicit rules of social discourse
counter individuals whose judgments are that encourage them to provide information
considered unreliable. For example, mental that is requested. Since leading questions
patients often complain that their statements encourage recipients to come forth with
are ignored or belittled, presumably because highly nonrepresentative or biased answers,
their interaction partners assume that what this is precisely what they provide (cf. Clark
they have to say is untenable (e.g., Bragin- & Haviland, 1977; Grice, 1975; Schegloff,
sky, Braginsky, & Ring, 1969). Similarly, 1968, 1972).
children are frequently frustrated by the re- Once respondents offer such nonrepresen-
luctance of members of the adult community tative answers, our data indicate that- ob-
to take their assertions seriously. The ex- servers will take them to heart. This is not
periences of mental patients and children particularly surprising when observers only
show that although people may character- have the answers a respondent made, for
istically accept the conjectures of other in- there is little in the way of mitigating evi-
dividuals, they do so only when they can dence to suggest that the answers were fa-
safely assume that these individuals are ra- shioned in response to biased questions. But
tional and knowledgeable. our findings indicate that observers reach the

same conclusions when they are exposed to
Leading Questions May Elicit the questions al~ng with the answers, even

Behavioral Evidence when those questIons are known to have been
randomly drawn from a fishbowl. It is as

Our research suggests that leading qu~s- though these observers ignored the fact that
tions may also mislead people by constram- the questions were unjustified and shifted
ing the answers of respondents. We found their attention to the answers. Apparently,
that individuals who were asked leading once respondents' answers "let the cat out
questions readily supplied behavioral evi- of the bag," observers saw no reason to con-
dence that confirmed the premises inherent cern themselves with how the bag was
in the questions. This tendency for resp?n- opened.
dents to allow themselves to be led by leadIng This tendency of behavioral evidence to
questions appears to be a pervasive one. To dominate observers' impressions may rep-
wit, we reanalyzed 40 interviews from a resent one more instance of "behavior en-
study by Snyder and Swann (1978, Inves- gulfing the field" (cf. Heider, 1958; Ich-
tigation 2). In this study, questioners asked heiser, 1949; Jones, 1979; Ross, 1977). Thus,
a series of 8 to 12 leading questions. Ap- observers may have simply failed to correct
proximately half of the time, the questions for the powerful channeling influence that
probed for evidence of a trait that the re- situational forces such as questions can have
spondent actually possessed; half of the time, on behavior and focused instead on the be-
the questions probed for evidence of a trait havioral evidence that the questions called
that the respondent did not posses. Our anal-
yses of these interviews indicated that --~~ndergraduates coded these interviews. Their
whether respondents possessed the sought assessments of whether respondents accepted the prem-
after attributes made little difference; over- ises inherent in the questions were in agreement 100%
all, respondents accepted the premises in- of the time.
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-~ ,;:; forth. Once observers began to focus on the C I .
"I

d ,. d one USlon
:~ respon ents mtroverte or extroverted be-
~ i haviors, these behaviors probably became Clearly, leading questions may initiate a
.t~ mor.e cognitivel,,! available, that is, easier to number of cognitive and interpersonal pro-
~ retneve and bnng to mind. Such enhanced cesses that may dramatically influence the

cognitive availability may then have elevated nature of social reality. Experiment 1 showed
obse~ers' estimates of the frequency of these tha~ observers. may treat such questions as
behavIors (e.g., Taylor, 1980; Tversky & conjectural evIdence in forming impressions
Kahneman, 1973) and led them to judge the of others. The second experiment indicated
respondent as the kind of person who often that ev.en when the value of leading questions
behaved in an introverted or extroverted as conjectural evidence is compromised, ob- .I
~anner. From this perspective, after having server~ will sti~l be swayed by the supportive j
lIstened to a respondent answer a series of behavIoral evIdence that these questions';
questions that probed for evidence of ex- evoke. Through the operation of these pro- i
troversion, observers reasoned, "Well, I can cesse~, the conjectures inherent in leading J
remember her describing lots of outgoing questIons m.ay come to gain more legitimacy .j
and social behaviors. Since there were so than they nghtfully deserve. .!~any of them, it must be that she engages Our find.ings suggest that an important set :

In extroverted behavior most of the time. She of mechanIsms through which social conjec-
.must be an extrovert." tures acquire such legitimacy are taken-for-

granted rules of social interaction that are
ordinarily quite functional. To be sure, with-

Leading Questions May Channel Se/f- .out these implicit rules, social discourse
Images of Respondents would be frightfully cumbersome and inef-

ficient. Still, the possibility that the power
If it is surprising that observers are so of social conje,:tures is realized through the

readily misled by leading questions, it is per- operation of taken- for-granted rules of social
~t, haps even more surprising that respondents interaction is troublesome. It suggests, for
.themselves may also fall prey. Swann and example, that the conditions that tend to
~ Hill (Note 2,) had participants answer either perpetuate erroneous conjectures may not be

: 10 questions that probed for evidence of ex- limited to the pages of newspapers (e.g.,
troversion or 10 questions that probed for Wegner et al., 1981), the courtroom (e.g.,
evidence of introversion. Then participants Loftus, 1975), or psychological experiments
completed a series of questionnaires in which (e.g., Ross, Lepper, & Hubbard, 1975) but
items relevant to their extroversion were may instead be present in nearly all human
embedded. Analyses of these ratings indi- social interactions. Furthermore, because
cated that those who answered the intro- these rules seem to be implicit in social in-
verted questions described themselves as rel- teraction, people may fail to recognize
atively introverted, whereas those who whether these rules are leading them to un-
answered the extroverted questions de- derstand or misunderstand the people around
scribed themselves as relatively extroverted. them.

Although additional data indicated that
.:::"; this effect disappeared within several days, Reference Notes
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