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Abstract 

This study compares the frequency and types of hedging devices used in the presidential 

debate of 2020 between Donald Trump and Joe Biden. Many studies have investigated 

hedging in political discourse, which has been shown to function as a rhetorical strategy in 

contexts such as political press interviews and political debates. The current study applied 

corpus linguistic methodology by creating a corpus of transcripts of the two presidential 

debates of 2020. To establish what types of hedges were used, a theoretical framework from 

Fraser (2010a) was used to classify the hedges into two main categories: Propositional hedges 

and Illocutionary hedges. A manual search showed that hedges did occur in the presidential 

debate and were used by both candidates to some extent. Based on the results, it could be 

argued that the hedging appearing in the debates was mainly used to create vagueness, express 

caution, evade taking responsibility for the validity of a statement, and show a lack of 

commitment to an utterance. The results further showed that Trump used hedges more 

frequently than Biden did. However, the scope of this study is not suited to make any reliable 

assumptions regarding whether frequent use of hedging is negative or positive. 
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1 Introduction 

Politicians sometimes use vague language for persuasion. During an election campaign or, for 

instance, a presidential debate, persuasion is essential due to the candidates’ goal of attaining 

the largest number of votes through speaking about their political standpoint before an election. 

However, the outcome of a political speech or a debate is affected by not just the political stance 

of a specific candidate but also the rhetorical strategies used by the candidates (Jalilifar & Alavi-

Nia, 2012).  

According to Fraser (2010a), a rhetorical strategy called hedging is frequently used by 

politicians for two main reasons: “to mitigate an undesirable effect on the hearer, thereby 

rendering the message (more) polite; and […] to avoid providing the information which is 

expected or required in the speaker’s contribution, thereby creating vagueness and/or evasion” 

(p. 205). Furthermore, Fraser states that hedging in political discourse is based on intentional 

actions that affect an utterance's content or force. In other words, it is used to adjust the level of 

precision or the level of commitment the speaker has to the content of the utterance.  

The use of vague language in the setting of a political debate can be considered 

problematic. The problem that arises is that viewers do not attain trustworthy information from 

the candidates when hedging is used to avoid being precise regarding critical political issues 

that could convince the public whom to vote for. Miššíková (as cited in Rabab’ah & Rumman, 

2015) reported that the most frequent way of using hedging in political discourse was connected 

to affecting the truth value of a statement. This may be done by using phrases such as sort of, 

actually, and kind of (Rabab’ah & Rumman, 2015). 

Making the public more aware of how politicians use language and rhetorical tools to 

benefit their political goals might create a better understanding of what a politician appears to 

be saying in a speech or debate versus what is actually said. Furthermore, increased awareness 

regarding political discourse and rhetorical tools could help people understand how to assess 
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the truth value of a political statement, which is essential to identify false information. 

Therefore, it can be helpful to develop an understanding of the use of hedging and vague 

language and how frequently it is used.  

The current study investigates the frequency and types of hedges used in the U.S 

presidential debates of 2020. It analyzes the result of the two presidential candidates to identify 

similarities and differences between the use of hedging devices. The study is narrowly focused 

and does not provide any generalizations in the area of political discourse. However, it gives 

insight into how the specific rhetorical skill of hedging is used in the format of political debates, 

and more specifically, the presidential debates.  

1.1 Aim  

This thesis aims to investigate the use of hedges in the two U.S presidential debates held in 

2020 between Joe Biden and Donald Trump and to observe possible similarities and/or 

differences in the use of hedging between the two presidential candidates. In order to conduct 

this research, material consisting of transcripts from the two presidential debates of 2020 was 

gathered and analyzed. The analytical framework from Fraser (2010a) functions as a point of 

departure when analyzing and classifying the collected data. The research questions addressed 

are: 

1. How frequently do hedges occur in the presidential debates? 

2. What types of hedges are used?  

3. To what extent are there differences and similarities in the frequency and types of 

hedges used by the two presidential candidates? 

2 Theoretical Background 

In this section, important research regarding relevant keywords and areas will be presented in 

the following order: Discourse analysis, Political discourse, Hedges, and Hedging in political 

discourse. 
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2.1 Discourse analysis 

Both spoken and written texts can be examined through discourse analysis. Paltridge (2006) 

reports that “Discourse analysis focuses on knowledge about language beyond the word, 

clause, phrase, and sentence that is needed for successful communication” (p. 2). When 

combined, it can tell us what meaning and purpose words, sentences, and utterances have. It 

can further create understanding about actions and communication behind the literal meaning 

of language (Gee & Handford, 2012). This area of study can highlight relationships between 

language and other external aspects such as social and cultural contexts where language is 

used. Therefore it can be helpful to understand in order to know how to use language 

appropriately with different individuals and in different contexts. For example, the same type 

of language should most likely not be used at a work meeting as on social media or a text 

message. Another aspect to consider is that language is adjusted to the relationship between 

two people who interact. For example, it is not deemed appropriate to talk in the same manner 

to the cashier at a grocery store as with a close relative (Paltridge, 2006).  

2.2 Political discourse 

Political discourse is not in itself a genre but contains multiple genres that all are defined by 

politics. For the discourse to be considered prototypically political, the speakers must in some 

manner be connected to politics professionally or when discourse is used in a political 

institution aiming to act for a political purpose (Kozubíková, 2014). Political discourse has 

specific characteristics connected to a politician’s primary goal of persuading an audience and 

promoting individual or party interests. Some of these characteristics in an English-speaking 

context presented by Moody & Eslami (2020) will be mentioned below.  

These characteristics (Moody & Eslami, 2020) are, firstly, that political discourse 

benefits from being clear and easily understood to ensure that, for example, a politician’s 

message is conveyed correctly. Secondly, the language used in political settings is usually 
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authoritative, but at the same time, personal and emotional to both establish authority and 

create a picture of the speaker as relatable to the audience. Common ways to attain this public 

image are, for example, to share personal information, use metaphors, use comparative 

examples, exaggerate and persuade. Other means to accomplish this is to provide stories that 

shed light on the opponent’s weaknesses and the speaker’s strengths. Thirdly, political 

discourse usually contains some form of strategies and rhetorical moves that will function as a 

manner of diminishing and “trash-talking” the opponent (Moody & Eslami, 2020). In addition 

to these characteristics, argumentation is also a valuable skill in political discourse to 

convince an audience that one’s argument is valid and contains a high truth value 

(Kozubíková, 2014; Moody & Eslami, 2020). 

A category of political discourse is political debates. This specific category also 

contains elements of agonal, or conflict, discourse since the context of political debates 

usually consists of face-to-face confrontations where two or more political candidates engage 

in a dialogical duel, usually in front of an audience (Cabrejas-Peñuelas, 2015). Wodak (2012) 

presents an image of politicians as performers who perform in front of an audience. The 

performance is carried out to create an idea of how the politician wants to be perceived by the 

audience. These public performances usually abide by specific norms and rules in order to 

accomplish the sought-after image. 

2.3 Hedges 

There is no generally agreed-on definition of the concept of hedging. It has been described as 

a rhetorical device (Fraser, 2010a; Ponterotto, 2018) and a communicative strategy 

(Harutyunyan & Sargsyan, 2019; Hyland, 1998). Hedging as its own linguistic category was 

first defined in a rigorous way in a study by George Lakoff (1973). The study had a 

significant impact on research on hedging. Hedges were described as terms that affect the 

vagueness and “fuzziness” of language. However, the most common definition adopted in 
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current research is that hedges reduce the force of statements and modify the degree of 

truthfulness of an utterance (e.g., Hyland, 1998; Harutyunyan & Sargsyan, 2019; Nevrkla, 

2017).  This definition of hedging will be used in the current study. It should be noted that 

some studies support the opposite meaning regarding the vagueness of hedging, in the sense 

that hedges are seen as providing a more precise and more accurate statement with less 

“fuzziness” (Nekoueizadeh et al., 2020).  

Fraser (2010b) lists different types of words and linguistic devices that can serve as 

hedges, including “adverbs, adjectives, impersonal pronouns, concessive conjunctions, 

indirect speech acts, introductory phrases, modal adverbs, modal adjectives, hedged 

performatives, modal nouns, modal verbs, epistemic verbs, negation, tag questions, agentless 

passives, parenthetic constructions, if clauses, progressive forms, tentative inference, 

hypothetical past, metalinguistic comments, etc” (Fraser, 2010b, p. 22). However, these 

examples do not cover all the word types and linguistic devices that can function as hedging 

devices. Fraser reports that If-clauses can serve as a hedging device when used to highlight 

which conditions apply to the spoken statement, as in example (1). Another linguistic device 

commonly used as a hedging device is introductory phrases such as I believe, to our 

knowledge, and we feel that.  

(1)  If we would’ve listened to you, the country would have been left wide open, millions of people would 

have died, not 200,000 (Trump, Debate no. 1) 

(2) If he wins the election and the Senate is Republican, then he goes forward. If not, we should wait 

until February (Biden, Debate no. 1) 

To hedge a statement, as in example (2), can be done for multiple reasons, one of which is to 

be modest towards an audience.  

Rabab’ha & Rumman (2015) present a linguistic device called an approximator, which 

commonly functions as a hedge. Approximators are reported to be frequently used to avoid 

precision regarding numbers and statistics, to express vagueness, or to signal when a speaker 
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is reluctant to be fully committed to a statement. Approximators can also be used if no exact 

number is available to the speaker or if the speaker finds it irrelevant (Salager-Meyer, 1994).  

According to Fraser (2010b), all approximators are propositional hedges and can be divided 

into two subcategories called adaptors and rounders. Common adaptors are somewhat, sort of, 

almost describable as, some, and a little bit.  Further, common rounders are about, 

approximately, and something around (examples from Fraser, 2010b, p. 19).  

An equally important aspect of hedging is that, by using words or phrases such as sort 

of, actually, and kind of, it can show how confident a speaker is regarding the truth value of a 

statement (Miššíková, as cited in Rabab’ah & Rumman,2015; Hyland 1998). In addition, 

hedges can affect the degree of certainty and commitment expressed by a speaker regarding a 

statement or information provided.  

Furthermore, hedging is often used as a strategy to make minor distinctions and 

modifications to statements when the topic is taboo or controversial (Ponterotto, 2018; 

Kozubíková, 2014). For example, when hosting a political press conference, it is common for 

interviewers to ask aggressive questions meant to put the interviewee in a vulnerable and 

challenging position that can be face-threatening. By using hedging devices, the interviewee 

can avoid being too direct when answering (Ponterotto, 2018). The hedging strategy further 

works by using mild or vague words to lessen the intensity (Kozubíková, 2014). It can also be 

used to avoid giving specific information and thereby create vagueness, as can be seen in the 

following example. 

(3) […] but the distribution of that vaccine will not occur until sometime beginning of the middle of next 

year to get it out 

Lastly, by using hedges to modify the illocutionary force (see the next paragraph) of a claim 

or statement, it is possible to avoid face-threatening situations and criticisms (Kozubíková, 

2014; Rabab’ah & Rumman, 2015). Brown & Levinson (as cited in Ginsburg et al., 2016) 

report that “face is the public self-image that individuals try to protect” (p. 176). They further 
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explain that when put in a situation where one’s face is threatened, it is common to use 

linguistic strategies, including hedging, to “save face”.  

Illocutionary force is described by Searle & Vanderveken (1985) as a part of an 

illocutionary act, which in turn is described as “minimal units of human communication […] 

Some examples of these are statements, questions, commands, promises, and apologies” 

(Searle & Vanderveken, 1985, p. 1).  The force of an illocutionary act can be modified in 

different ways. It can further be observed “in the syntax of actual natural languages in a 

variety of ways, e.g. mood, punctuation, word-order, intonation contour, and stress, among 

others” (Searle & Vanderveken, 1985, p. 1). Even if two sentences contain the same 

information, they may differ concerning illocutionary force, as in example (4).  

(4) […] maybe you could inject some bleach in your arm (Biden, Debate no. 1)  

This utterance can be identified as a suggestion because of the hedging words maybe and 

could. However, it is possible to change it from a suggestion to an order, which is a more 

forceful speech act, by removing the hedging devices, as in: “Inject some bleach in your arm.” 

2.4 Hedging in political discourse 

The categories used for classification in this study are based on previous research from Fraser 

(2010a). The two main categories in Fraser’s study are Propositional hedging and 

Illocutionary hedging. Propositional hedging is described as a “rhetorical strategy, by which a 

speaker, using a linguistic device, can signal a lack of commitment to […] the full semantic 

membership of an expression” (Fraser, 2010b, p. 22). Examples of this type of hedges are, 

almost, for the most part, sort of, and mostly. The purpose of using this type of hedge is for 

the speaker to signal less than 100 percent certainty regarding the given information. 

Illocutionary hedging is presented as a hedging device that is used when a speaker “signals a 

lack of a full commitment […] to the intended illocutionary force of the utterance” (Fraser, 

2010a, p. 201). Examples of illocutionary hedges are, to our knowledge, probably, might and 

believe.  
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In a study by Kozubíková (2014), where 40 British or American political interviews 

were analyzed, the results show 1,320 occurrences of hedges in the corpus of 114,532 words. 

In other words, when normalized, there were 11,5 instances of hedging per 1000 words. The 

study also showed that the most used hedging type was content-oriented hedges with 857 

occurrences. The function of those hedges was found to decrease the speaker’s responsibility 

towards any spoken statement. Examples of hedging used in this manner can be seen in 

example (5) from Kozubíková (2014), where a BBC correspondent (Jon Sopel) interviews a 

British politician from the British Conservative Party (Alan Duncan) about the party’s 

strategy in the recent election and the approach they took to get more votes.  

(5) I mean. It’s early days - you know what we’re trying to do is to broaden the appeal of the, of the party, 

remove a lot of the negatives, try and appeal to people who are women, younger and maybe up in the 

north and living in urban areas. Now just taking Bromley, it wasn’t perhaps the easiest and most fertile 

ground in which to draw the best results from that kind of early strategic activity. (Kozubíková, 2014, p. 

60). 

Further, the study showed that by using words such as maybe, probably, perhaps, and 

possibly the speaker signals that the statement might not be completely accurate. 

Rabab’ah & Rumman (2015) report from their study on hedging in the speeches of 

King Abdullah II of Jordan that the most frequently used hedging device was modal 

auxiliaries followed by approximators and introductory phrases. Out of the 697 hedges found 

in the speeches, there were 372 occurrences (53,37 %) of modal auxiliaries as hedges in the 

corpus. The most common words in this category were can, will, would, and may. The study 

points out that modal auxiliaries, when used as hedges, primarily show a lack of commitment, 

hesitation, and doubt. Furthermore, 239 occurrences (34,28 %) of approximators were found 

in the data, making that the second largest category of hedges found in the political speeches. 

The most frequently used approximators were more, many, and some. The most common 

functions of approximators found in the study were for the speaker to avoid approximating a 
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number or present any statistical guesses. Approximators were further shown to create 

vagueness. The third-largest category of hedges found were introductory phrases. The most 

frequently used introductory phrase was I believe (Rabab’ah & Rumman, 2015). In a study by 

Gribanova & Gaidukova (2019), they analyze hedging behavior in interviews and political 

speeches. The interviews mainly consist of celebrity interviews. The study found frequent 

occurrences of what they call plausibility shields. These include hedges such as I think and I 

believe and they were the most frequently used hedge in both political speeches and celebrity 

interviews. However, it was more frequent in interviews. The researchers claim that “when 

used in political public speeches, they emphasize the involvement of the speaker and their 

authority” (Gribanova & Gaidukova, 2019, p. 98). Fraser (2010b) reports that by using 

plausibility shields, a speaker can express doubt regarding what is said.  

In another study by Nervkla (2017), hedging and evasion in British and Australian 

parliamentary question time were examined. The result of the study shows that out of 18,139 

(UK) words, 103 propositional hedges (51,2 %) were found as well as 98 illocutionary hedges 

(48,7 %). In other words, there were 11,08 occurrences per 1000 words. Further, it was shown 

that out of 19,679 (AU) words, a total number of 139 propositional hedges (56,2 %) and 108 

illocutionary hedges (43,7 %) were found, and when normalized, that is 12,55 occurrences per 

1000 words. The study further investigated the purposes of hedging in the chosen context and 

found that the most common purposes for using hedging were “connected with rhetorical 

style, face management, and power and influence in communication in general” (Nervkla, 

2017, p. 94). In addition, there was some evidence of evasion occurring through the use of 

hedging. However, it was concluded based on the findings and previous research by Fraser 

(2010a) that hedging is not commonly used in political discourse for evasion.  

Jalilifar & Alavi-Nia (2012) conducted a study that investigated hedging and boosting 

strategies used by U.S presidential candidate Barack Obama and Iranian President Mahmoud 
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Ahmadinejad. The study performed a comparison of the two politicians’ use of hedges and 

boosters in each respective presidential debate. However, the results of this study concerning 

Ahmadinejad will not be discussed since English was not used in that debate. The results of 

the study show that Obama used more hedges than boosters and that his language was 

somewhat cautious and hesitant. In the study, it was also reported that Obama used 

illocutionary hedges 387 times and propositional hedges 89 times. These numbers will not be 

directly comparable with the current study because of differences regarding what was counted 

as a hedge. Furthermore, the results of Jalilifar & Alavi-Nia’s (2012) study show that Obama 

was careful when making claims and using statements, which could be seen in his frequent 

use of hedges to express caution, hesitation, and condition. In addition, the study further 

indicates that hedges that affect a speaker’s degree of certainty about a statement’s truth value 

were frequently used by Obama in the debate.  

3 Data and Methodology  

This section contains a description of the data selection process and the methodology used to 

analyze the material collected for this study.  

3.1 Data 

The material of this study consists of two transcribed presidential debates between the 

presidential candidates Joe Biden and Donald Trump from the 2020 U.S. presidential election, 

which together make 38,320 words. The two candidates had a combined word count of 28,943 

words. Joe Biden contributed 13,798 words, and Donald Trump contributed 15,145 words. 

The remaining 9,377 words were spoken by the debate moderators Chris Wallace (Debate no. 

1) from Fox News and Kristen Welker (Debate no. 2) from NBC News. However, it is 

important to note that while analyzing the data, only texts that were based on utterances by 

Joe Biden or Donald Trump were analyzed. 
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The transcriptions were gathered from the website of The Commission on Presidential 

Debates (CPD).1 This website was chosen and deemed reliable since the company behind it 

has been the official sponsor of the presidential debate since 1988. Furthermore, it is stated 

that one of their main goals is for their data to be used for research and educational purposes. 

However, it should be noted that to ensure the reliability and accuracy of the transcripts, a 

manual comparison was made between the CPD transcripts and videos of the debates.2 The 

presidential debates from the 2020 election were chosen due to their high relevance in being 

the most recent debates. Only two presidential debates took place during the 2020 election 

because of covid-19 restrictions, but ordinarily, there would be three of them. Since the data 

already existed in the public domain on an open-access site where informants are aware of 

their contributions being public, there was no ethical consideration needed and no need for 

consent forms or such from informants (BAAL, 1994).  

3.2 Methods of analysis 

This study was conducted using a quantitative method, a qualitative analysis, and a corpus-

driven approach. When examining authentic samples of language in use, using a corpus-

driven approach can be highly useful. A corpus is described as “an electronically stored 

collection of samples of naturally occurring language” (Hunston, 2006 p. 234). Usually, it 

contains large amounts of authentic data based on written or spoken language. However, in 

this study, the corpus includes a small number of texts due to this study focusing solely on the 

presidential debates of 2020. One of the most common phenomena to study through using 

corpora is frequency (Lindquist & Levin, 2018), which is why using a corpus-driven approach 

will help establish the frequency of hedges in the authentic samples of spoken language 

provided from the transcriptions of the presidential debates between Biden and Trump.  

 
1 https://www.debates.org/  
2 https://www.c-span.org/video/?475793-1/trump-biden-debate 

https://www.c-span.org/video/?475796-1/trump-biden-debate 

https://www.debates.org/
https://www.c-span.org/video/?475793-1/trump-biden-debate
https://www.c-span.org/video/?475796-1/trump-biden-debate
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Furthermore, to answer the first research question “How frequently do hedges occur in 

the presidential debates?” a manual search for hedges in the transcripts was conducted to 

identify and count all hedges. All hedging words and expressions found in the data were 

included to create a comprehensive and complete image of how frequently hedging is used in 

this specific context. Lists of hedging devices from previous research (Fraser, 2010a; 

Ponterotto, 2018; Rabab’ah & Rumman, 2015; Salager-Mayer 1994) served as a helpful 

frame of reference to help identify examples of hedging. However, since only looking at the 

lists of words or phrases that can serve as hedging devices will not ensure that those words or 

phrases serve as hedging devices in every context or constellation, each possible occurrence 

was analyzed along with the surrounding co-text. Therefore, each time a hedging device was 

identified in the data, the whole utterance in which it appeared was both marked in the full 

text and documented in a separate spreadsheet in order for these words and expressions to be 

further counted and sorted into categories based on the type of hedging word or expression. 

At least the whole transcribed sentence, and sometimes more, needed to be documented to 

understand the co-text around the word. According to Kozubíková (2014), it is the only way 

to identify a hedge’s function. Since some hedging devices are multifunctional, not all 

instances of the same word or phrase could be assumed to function as a hedge. For example, 

as seen in the examples below, about only functions as a hedging device in example (6).  

(6) […] you have treated the black community about as bad as anybody in this country (Trump, Debate no. 

1) 

(7) That’s not what they are talking about, Chris. That’s not what it . . . He’s talking about defunding the 

police (Trump, Debate no. 1) 

Therefore, when noticing instances of about or other lexical items that can function as hedges 

but did not in specific cases like in example (7), those were not counted.  

The videos of the debates were used as a supporting tool in cases where a word or 

expression could not clearly be deemed a hedging device by only observing the transcripts. 
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An example of this is I think, which can function as a way of boosting the speaker’s ego, as in 

example (9), rather than a hedging device. Example (8) serves as a hedge by mitigating the 

illocutionary force of the statement You’re the big man.  

(8) They even have a statement that we have to give 10% to the big man. You’re the big man, I think 

(9) And I think we’re going to do well because people are really happy with the job we’ve done. 

The intonation pattern of the words or phrases was observed to categorize it properly if the 

transcript was insufficient. In this study, only the occurrences of words or phrases clearly 

observed as a hedging device were counted. 

Hedging devices found in false starts (10) and repetitions (11) were still counted if it 

was possible to establish that the word or phrase function as a hedge.  

(10) TRUMP: I don’t know who said that. 

BIDEN: I do. 

TRUMP: Who? 

BIDEN: I think it–Kellyanne Conway. 

TRUMP: I don’t think she said that. (Biden, Debate no. 1) 

(11)  I don’t think the President has said anything to Putin about it. I don’t think he’s talking to him a lot. I 

don’t think he’s said a word. (Biden, Debate no. 2) 

Furthermore, the possible effect that the moderators’ questions had on what words were used 

in the candidates’ replies was not considered. Therefore, hedges that occurred in direct 

responses to the moderators’ questions (12) were counted as well.  

(12) WALLACE: So the question is, is this really a party issue? 

TRUMP: I think it’s a party issue. 

In this example, Trump’s choice of words was probably highly affected by the moderators’ 

question, and it would have been improbable for Trump to answer with anything other but I 

think.  

As previously mentioned, the categories used for classification in this study are based 

on Fraser’s (2010a) categories, Propositional hedging and Illocutionary hedging (see 2.4). 
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When analyzing the data, these categories were used to answer the second research question, 

“What types of hedges are used?” The criterion used to classify the hedges were to identify 

whether the hedging device attenuated the force of a speech act (Illocutionary hedging) or 

attenuated the content (Propositional hedging). In addition, the linguistic form of the hedging 

device was also taken into consideration. A third category was included to make the analysis 

more reliable when identifying what type of hedging device appeared in the debates. That 

category is called Unclear. Words and expressions were intended to be placed under this 

category when in doubt regarding the type of hedging device. However, the hedging devices 

found in this study were all identified as either Propositional hedges or Illocutionary hedges, 

meaning that no hedges were deemed unclear regarding the type of hedge. 

In order to answer the third research question, “To what extent are there differences 

and similarities in the frequency and types of hedges used by the two presidential 

candidates?” all the hedges, with surrounding co-text, were marked and sorted into different 

spreadsheets depending on who used the hedge. Lastly, the hedging devices were compared to 

identify any differences or similarities. 

4 Results and discussion 

In this section, the findings are presented, analyzed, and compared to previous research in the 

following order. Firstly, the frequency of hedges occurring in the two presidential debates is 

presented (see Tables 1 and 2). After that, the different types of hedges found in the data are 

displayed along with the frequency of the hedges (see Figure 1). Lastly, the frequency and 

types of hedges used by the presidential candidates will be compared to observe any possible 

similarities or differences in the use of hedges.  

4.1 The overall frequency of hedges in the presidential debates 

For this study, a total of 89 single-space pages containing 28,943 words (38,324 including the 

debate moderator) was analyzed to identify the frequency of hedging devices in the 
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presidential debates of 2020. The total number of hedging devices occurring in the debates 

was 125, which, when normalized by the number of occurrences per 1,000 words, is 4,3 

occurrences. Compared to previous research, the instances of hedging found in the transcripts 

were relatively infrequent. In Kozubíková’s (2014) study there were 11,5 instances of hedging 

per 1000 words. In addition, in the study by Nervkla (2017), there were 11,08 occurrences per 

1000 words in the UK Question Time and 12,55 occurrences per 1000 words in the Australian 

one. Both studies contained more than double the occurrences of hedging than what was 

found in the current study. The large difference between the studies could be caused by the 

speaker being in different situations or solely by various politicians using more or less 

rhetorical strategies such as hedging.  

 Further, 37 different types of hedging words and expressions were found in the data. 

The hedging devices with two or more occurrences can be seen in Table 1 in descending 

order.  

Table 1 

 The Most Frequently Used Hedging Devices by Both Candidates in the Presidential Debates 

of 2020 

Hedge Raw frequency Normalized frequency 

(per 1000 words) 

I think 28 0,96 

almost 10 0,34 

I don’t think 10 0,34 

probably 9 0,31 

if-clause 8 0,27 

could 6 0,20 

maybe 5 0,17 

might 4 0,13 

to an extent 4 0,13 

I guess 4 0,13 

may 4 0,13 

sort of 2 0,06 

would  2 0,06 

I believe 2 0,06 

mostly 2 0,06 

virtually 2 0,06 
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As the result clearly shows, the hedging device I think is by a considerable margin the most 

frequently used with 28 occurrences followed by almost, and I don’t think with ten 

occurrences each. Examples from these top three hedging devices are provided below.  

(13) […] but I think to an extent, yes (Trump, Debate no. 1) 

(14) […] you have almost half the states in America (Biden, Debate no. 1) 

(15) I don’t think the President has said anything to Putin about it. (Biden, Debate no. 2) 

Examples (13) and (15) show that using hedging devices to express caution concerning a 

personal opinion or convey that what is said is based on one’s perception of specific topics or 

events is relatively frequent. These types of hedging devices can be used for different 

purposes. The sentence in example (13) served as a response to the debate moderator trying to 

get a straight answer from Trump concerning his thoughts on global warming and therefore 

put him in a vulnerable position where he was almost forced to answer. This can be seen 

below in the extract the example is from. 

(16) WALLACE: You believe that human pollution, gas, greenhouse gas emissions contributes to the global 

warming of this planet? 

TRUMP: I think a lot of things do, but I think to an extent, yes. I think to an extent, yes. But I also 

think we have to do better management of our forests. (Debate no. 1) 

By using the hedging device I think in this utterance, Trump expresses caution and hesitance 

when having to answer the question and modifies the illocutionary force of the statement by 

mitigating the speech act, which here is a statement. By adding I think it sends a message that 

Trump is not as committed to the statement’s content as he would have appeared absent the 

hedging device. It could be further stated that the false start and repetition with I think 

occurring in example (16) further expresses his lack of commitment 

about 2 0,06 

literally 2 0,06 



 

 

 

19 

It becomes even more apparent that he is responding cautiously because, in the same 

sentence, he also uses the hedging device to an extent, which modifies the degree of certainty 

in a statement.  

The hedging device I don’t think in example (15) also functions to express uncertainty 

regarding the provided statement. In addition to the most common hedges I think and I don’t 

think, the results revealed that hedging devices such as I guess and I believe were also used in 

the debates. However, these were used infrequently. These are also used to mitigate the force 

of any following speech act, which can serve as a means of evasion or express caution 

regarding a statement. In example (17), Trump states that young people’s immune systems 

help them recover faster from covid. 

(17) I have a young son. He also tested positive. By the time I spoke to the doctor, the second time, he was 

fine, it just went away. Young people, I guess it’s their immune system. (Trump, Debate no. 2) 

By adding I guess in the statement, Trump expresses caution and that he could be doubtful 

regarding the statement. The findings in the current study align with what Gribanova & 

Gaidukova (2019) found in their study. The findings showed that I think was used most 

frequently out of all plausibility shields followed by multiple occurrences of I believe.  

In Rabab’ah & Rumman’s (2015) study, it was only I believe that occurred out of these 

phrases.  

Further, the results indicate that approximating markers commonly function as 

hedging devices in the debate. Among the most frequently used hedges, there are 

approximating markers such as almost, about, sort of, and virtually. It is noteworthy, 

however, that only almost occurs somewhat frequently. Approximating markers were also 

found to be frequently occurring in the study by Rabab’ah & Rumman (2015), where it was 

the second most common category of hedges. As shown above in example (14), almost is 

used to convey the lack of precision regarding statistics in the statement and further create 

vagueness. However, there is a large share of approximate markers among the 19 remaining 
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hedging devices found in the presidential debates. All had the same number of occurrences, 

which was one, as can be seen in Table 2. In the field of corpus linguistics, a single 

occurrence of a word or phrase is called an hapax legomenon. The approximating markers 

found among these least frequent hedges are, for instance, approximately, or so and just 

about.  

Table 2 

The Least Frequently Used Hedging Devices in the Presidential Debates of 2020 

Hedges with one occurrence 

(Normalized frequency = 0,03) 

we really feel 

according to  

or so 

just about 

many 

approximately  

actually  

Tag-question 

sometime  

we expect 

to some degree 

for the most part 

perhaps 

a little bit 

most 

from our standpoint 

my guess 

basically  

to the best of my knowledge 

 

Three examples of how approximators were used in the debates by both candidates are the 

following: 

(18) before we sort of worked things out a little bit. (Trump, Debate no.2) 

(19) about between 750 and 1000 people a day are dying (Biden, Debate no.1) 

(20) I’ll have approximately 300 Federal judges and Court of Appeals judges (Trump, Debate no.1) 
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The approximator sort of in example (18) attenuates the degree of truth value of the statement. 

This makes it unclear if they worked things out as the statement claims, making the statement 

vague. It can also function as a metalinguistic comment and indicate that “work things out” 

may not be the most accurate way to describe what happened. The two remaining hedging 

devices, about and approximately, from examples (19) and (20), both function as linguistic 

devices to avoid being precise when it comes to statistics in statements, whether it is because 

there are no exact numbers available to the speaker, or because the speaker finds it irrelevant 

(Salager-Meyer, 1994). The data analyzed in this study support what is presented in Rabab’ha 

& Rumman’s (2015) study, where approximators were reported to be frequently used in 

political speeches to show vagueness, lack of precision, or when the speaker is reluctant to be 

fully committed to a statement. 

4.2 The types of hedges found in the presidential debates 

As previously mentioned (see 3.2), this study uses categories from Fraser (2010) as an 

analytical framework to identify the different types of hedges found in the presidential 

debates. The two categories are Propositional hedges and Illocutionary hedges. Figure 1 

presents the result of which type of hedging device occurred most commonly. 
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Figure 1 

Types of Hedges Used by Both Candidates in the Presidential Debates of 2020. 

 

As shown in Figure 1, 73% (91 occurrences) of the hedges found in the debates were 

Illocutionary hedges. An additional 27% (34 occurrences) of the identified hedges were 

Propositional hedges. Lastly, 0% were categorized as Unclear, meaning no hedging device 

was deemed unclear. The results do not align with Nervkla’s (2017) study, where 

propositional hedges were more frequent than illocutionary hedges. In UK Question Time, 

51,2 % (103 occurrences) of the hedges found were propositional, and in the Australian 

Question Time, the propositional hedges found were 56,2 % (139 occurrences). However, the 

number of illocutionary hedges found in this study is similar to the number found in the UK 

Question Time, which was 98 occurrences.  

Considering that I think is a common example of Illocutionary hedging, and it was 

established as the most frequently used hedging device, it is not surprising that Illocutionary 

hedges are the most common. Considering the frequency and context of where I think was 

used (as can be seen in examples (21), (22), and (23) below), it could indicate that both 

candidates focused a lot of the debate on expressing personal statements. By using the 

34; 27%

91; 73%

0; 0%

Types of hedges

Propositional Illocutionary Unclear
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hedging device I think, the force of the statement was mitigated and the message conveyed 

was that the utterance is more of an opinion than a fact with high truth value.  

(21) They keep talking about $750, which I think is a filing fee (Trump, Debate no. 2) 

(22) But you’re the big man, I think. (Trump, Debate no. 2) 

(23) I think I’m counting on them to look at the ballots (Trump, Debate no. 1) 

Rabab’ah & Rumman (2015) stated that using hedges such as I think in political settings in 

this manner could function as a way of expressing one’s opinions more gently. It could further 

serve as a means to present the degree of uncertainty or commitment a speaker has regarding 

a statement, as mentioned by Kozubíková (2014). By adding I think at the end of the 

statement you are the big man in example (22), Trump attenuates the illocutionary force of 

the statement and distances himself from being held accountable if the statement turns out to 

be inaccurate. 

The most frequently used illocutionary hedges after I think found in the data were 

devices such as I don’t think, probably, and if-clauses. Examples of these are the following: 

(24)  If this is true, then he’s a corrupt politician (Trump, Debate no. 2) 

(25)  we’d probably save up to 100,000 lives (Biden, Debate no. 1) 

(26)  I don’t think he’s talking to him a lot (Biden, Debate no. 2) 

The if-clause If this is true in example (24) functions as a conditional clause to the following 

illocutionary act, which is a statement stating that then he’s a corrupt politician. This means 

that the statement is only true if what this is referring to is also true. In example (25), the 

hedging device probably is used to mitigate the illocutionary force of the statement made by 

Joe Biden regarding how many more lives the Democrats would have saved during the covid 

pandemic if they had been in charge compared to how many lives were saved under the 

presidency of Donald Trump. By using probably, the degree of certainty regarding that 

statement is weakened. Lastly, regarding example (26), the phrase I don’t think hedges the 

ensuing statement. Without the hedging device, the sentence would have had a stronger 
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illocutionary force, as in He is not talking to him a lot. However, by adding I don’t think it 

affects the speaker’s apparent degree of certainty and commitment regarding the statement, 

which is why illocutionary hedges occur during situations in the debate where the candidates 

want to express some uncertainty, hesitation, and to be cautious when using statements.  

Concerning the 34 occurrences of Propositional hedges, these can be concluded to be 

quite regularly used. The three most common ones identified in this study were almost, to an 

extent, and sort of. Examples of these are the following: 

(27) He’s been promising a healthcare plan since he got elected. He has none, like almost everything else he 

talks about. He does not have a plan (Biden, Debate no. 1) 

(28)  What I’d really like, and I would consider it to an extent. What I’d really like — in a second 

administration — but not to a level that’s going to put all these businesses out of business (Trump, 

Debate no. 2) 

(29)  If you were a certain person, you had no status in life. It was sort of a reversal (Trump, Debate no. 1) 

In example (27), almost functions as an approximator which, as previously mentioned, is 

reported by Rabab’ha & Rumman (2015) to be used to show lack of precision and when the 

speaker is reluctant to be fully committed to a statement. In this example almost modifies 

everything (else he talks about), letting us know that it is not entirely everything and that 

saying that it is everything will not be true but only almost true. Similar to almost, Lakoff 

(referred to in Fraser, 2010b) stated that predicate modifiers such as sort of “reveal different 

distinctions of category membership” (p. 17). In example (29) sort of distinguishes that it was 

not entirely a reversal. Therefore, the hedging device affects the truth value of the statement, 

which could make the statement true or close to true.  

Lastly, the use of the hedging device to an extent, as in example (28), serves a similar 

function to the other two examples. However, adding this hedge intentionally would imply 

that the speaker is attempting to create vagueness regarding a statement. In this example, 

Trump appears to intentionally add the hedge to show that this statement is not one hundred 
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percent true but possibly somewhat true. Journalists and voters may keep track of promises 

made by politicians, and by using hedging, Trump can therefore claim not to be held 

accountable if not going through with a promise because of the use of hedging.   

4.3 Differences regarding frequency and/or types of hedges between the presidential 

candidates 

As can be seen in Figure 2 below, the results demonstrate a rather compelling difference 

between the presidential candidates’ use of hedging devices. This is the case especially when 

it comes to the overall frequency, given that Donald Trump uses hedges 97 times and Joe 

Biden 28 times. Since hedges can be used for many different purposes in political discourse 

(see 2.4), a conclusion regarding whether it is a sign of good rhetorical skills or bad rhetorical 

skills to use many hedging devices cannot be drawn solely based on frequency. However, 

Trump uses three times more hedges than Biden, which by further speculation could indicate 

that Trump uses vaguer and “fuzzy” language- It could also mean that he is skilled and/or 

comfortable with using hedging as a rhetorical tool, as in example (30). However, this is only 

speculation.  

(30)  I would say almost everything I see is from the left-wing not from the right wing (Donald Trump, 

Debate no. 1) 

As can be seen in example (26), Trump used two hedging words in this sentence, where the 

modal verb would functions as a linguistic device to weaken the illocutionary force and the 

approximating marker almost mitigates the truth value of the information. 
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Figure 2  

The Frequency of the use of Hedging in the Presidential Debates of 2020 by Debate and by 

Candidate 

 

We cannot take these numbers at face value, as Trump had uttered a total of 15,145 

words in the debates versus 13,798 words for Biden. However, when normalizing the number 

of hedging devices both candidates used by 1,000 words, it shows that Trump had 6,4 

occurrences of hedging per 1,000 words. In comparison, Biden only had 2,0 occurrences per 

1,000 words, which is a rather large difference. The result further shows that Trump used 7,8 

hedges per 1000 words in the first debate compared to Biden using only 2,2 hedges per 1000 

words. Trump used 5,0 hedges per 1000 words in the second debate and Biden used 1,8. 

This suggests that Trump made a larger reduction of his use of hedges than Biden did from 

the first to the second debate. However, based on the raw frequency, Trump used almost four 

times as many hedges as Biden did in the first debate and three times as many in the second 

debate.  

The analysis also showed that the first debate contained more hedging devices than the 

second one. There were 73 occurrences of hedging in the first debate and 52 in the second 
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one. However, this was primarily due to Trump using fewer hedges in the second debate. 

Biden’s use of hedges only differed by two occurrences between the two debates. Further, the 

first debate consists of 14,110 words and the second of 14833 words, not including the debate 

moderators’ words. Despite the second debate containing more words, it still showed that 

when normalizing the occurrences of hedging devices per debate by 1,000 words, the first 

debate had 5,1 occurrences per 1,000 words, and the second debate only 3,5. These numbers 

further show that the higher occurrence of hedges in the first debate cannot occur due to a 

higher frequency of words. A closer investigation regarding other reasons may be necessary 

to carry out through a close reading of the transcripts. 

There were similarities and differences between the hedging devices that the 

presidential candidates used. The specific hedges that each candidate used, including the 

frequency information, can be seen in Table 3. The data shows that multiple hedges are used 

more commonly by both candidates. These are, above all, I think, I don’t think, probably, and 

almost.  
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Table 3 

The Frequency of the Occurring Hedges Used by Each Candidate 

Trump Biden 

Hedges Raw Frequency 

(Occurrences) 

Normalized 

Frequency (per 

1000 words) 

Hedges Raw Frequency 

(Occurrences) 

Normalized 

Frequency (per 

1000 words) 

I think 

almost 

I don’t think 

probably 

if-clause 

could 

might 

to an extent 

I guess 

sort of  

would 

maybe 

I believe 

may 

mostly 

we really feel 

most 

according to 

literally 

or so 

about 

just about 

many 

approximately 

from our 

standpoint 

actually 

we expect 

for the most 

part 

perhaps 

a little bit 

basically 
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8 

7 

7 

6 

5 

4 

4 

3 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

 

1.65 

0.52 

0.46 

0.46 

0.39 

0.33 

0.26 

0.26 

0.19 

0.13 

0.13 

0.13 

0.13 

0.13 

0.13 

0.06 

0.06 

0.06 

0.06 

0.06 

0.06 

0.06 

0.06 

0.06 

0.06 

0.06 

0.06 

0.06 

0.06 

0.06 

0.06 

 

I think 

I don’t think 

maybe 

if-clause 

almost 

probably 

virtually 

may 

reversal tag-

question 

could 

about 

sometime 

literally 

to some degree 

to the best of 

my knowledge 

my guess 

I guess 

 

3 

3 

3 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

 

1 

1 

 

0.21 

0.21 

0.21 

0.14 

0.14 

0.14 

0.14 

0.14 

0.07 

0.07 

0.07 

0.07 

0.07 

0.07 

0.07 

 

0.07 

0.07 

 

 

Both candidates had I think as their most-used hedging device, which, as previously 

mentioned, is used to express caution, hesitance and to modify the illocutionary force of a 

statement. The following are examples of how each candidate commonly used the hedging 

device I think. 
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(31) I do, because I think one of the things we’re gonna have to do is we’re gonna have to bail them out, 

too. We should be bailing them out now, those small businesses. (Biden, Debate no. 2) 

(32) They left us a mess, and Obama would be – I think, the first to say — it was the single biggest 

problem, he thought, that our country had. (Trump, Debate no. 2) 

The manner in which I think is used by both candidates is very similar. When Biden and 

Trump use the hedging device I think it appears to primarily function as a way of being 

cautious regarding a statement. As in example (31), the statement concerns what they will 

have to do to save the small businesses. By using I think he is showing uncertainty regarding 

the statement and the action presented in that statement. Trump’s use of I think in example 

(32) has a similar function, where it shows that he is attenuating the force of the statement and 

the force of his certainty. This type of hedging device does not appear to occur in any sort of 

pressured or heated situation. Instead, it is more common in cases where the question being 

answered was either difficult or about a taboo topic.  

One of the hedging devices used only by Trump was the word might, as seen in 

example (33) below. Might is a modal verb functioning to mitigate the illocutionary force of 

the otherwise forceful statement “we will have the house by that time”. 

(33) And we might even have the House by that time. (Trump, Debate no. 2) 

Biden also used a few hedging devices that Trump did not use. One of these is to the best of 

my knowledge. This hedging phrase is an introductory phrase that can be used to express 

caution and modesty regarding the truth-value of a statement (Fraser, 2010b). 

(34) They’re interfering with American sovereignty. And to the best of my knowledge, I don’t think the 

President has said anything to Putin about it. (Biden, Debate no. 2) 

Although there was a quite large difference between the frequency of each candidate’s use of 

hedges in the presidential debates, there appear to be very few differences regarding what type 

of hedges each candidate uses.  
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Figure 3 

The Types of Hedges Used by Trump in the Presidential Debates of 2020 

 

As shown in Figure 3, 73% (71 occurrences) of the hedging devices Trump used were 

Illocutionary hedges, and 27% (26 occurrences) were Propositional hedges. The percentage 

numbers mirror the ones entirely in Figure 2, where both candidates' types of hedges used in 

the debates were displayed. Further, there were no hedges that were put in the Unclear 

category. Trump’s most frequently used Illocutionary hedges were I think, I don’t think, and 

probably, while his most frequently used Propositional hedges were almost, to an extent, and 

sort of.  
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Figure 4 

The Types of Hedges Used by Biden in the Presidential Debates of 2020 

 

As shown in Figure 4, 71% (20 occurrences) of the hedges Biden used were 

Illocutionary hedges, and 29% (8 occurrences) were Propositional hedges. There were also no 

hedging devices that were deemed unclear. In comparison to the types of hedges used by 

Trump, there is a relatively small difference. The numbers only differ by Biden using 2% 

fewer Illocutionary hedges than Trump and 2% more Propositional hedges. Biden’s most 

frequently used Illocutionary hedges were I think, I don’t think, and maybe while his most 

frequently used Propositional hedges were almost, virtually, and about.  

Based on the findings from this study, it appears that both presidential candidates used 

illocutionary hedges and propositional hedges less than what Jalilifar & Alavi-Nia (2012) 

found that Obama did in their study. As previously mentioned, their study showed that Obama 

used illocutionary hedges 387 times and propositional hedges 89 times. However, the result of 

their study aligns with the current study in that illocutionary hedges were used more 

frequently. The frequent use of illocutionary hedges in political debates could be assumed to 

occur due to the frequent use of statements in debates. According to Jalilifar & Alavi-Nia 
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(2012), illocutionary hedges are commonly used in debates to express doubt and reservation 

regarding a statement and to attenuate the force of a speech act. These functions are most 

likely useful in debates where it is beneficial for candidates to be cautious regarding the force 

or what they are stating or claiming. 

5 Conclusion 

The current study aimed to investigate the use of hedges in the two U.S presidential debates 

held in 2020 between Joe Biden and Donald Trump and to observe similarities and/or 

differences in the use of hedging between the two presidential candidates. Hedging devices 

occurred in the presidential debates of 2020. Out of 28,943 words (38,324 including the 

debate moderator), there were 125 occurrences which, when normalized by the number of 

occurrences per 1,000 words, is 4,3 occurrences. Compared to previous research that is lower 

than what has been found in previous studies such as the studies by Kozubíková’s (2014) and 

Nervkla (2017) where the number of hedges found was twice as many. However, the analysis 

shows that the most commonly occurring type of hedging device were illocutionary hedges. 

These results did not align with the findings in Jalilifar & Alavi-Nia’s (2012) study, where 

Obama used more propositional hedges than illocutionary hedges.  

Considering that illocutionary hedges were most commonly used, it points to hedges 

most frequently being used to mitigate the force of utterances spoken in the debate, showing 

doubt and expressing the level of commitment the speaker has to an utterance. The frequent 

use of the hedging devices I think and I don’t think is most likely the reason why illocutionary 

hedges were most common. The most frequently used illocutionary hedges were I think, I 

don’t think, probably, and if-clauses. The analysis further pointed to illocutionary hedges 

occurring in specific contexts in the debates where the candidates wanted to express some 

uncertainty and hesitance, and sometimes to be cautious when using statements or expressing 

their opinions. The three most common propositional hedges identified in this study were 
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almost, to an extent, and sort of. The result shows that many propositional hedges occur in 

contexts in the debate where the speaker wants to remain cautious or vague regarding specific 

statements. 

The results further showed that Donald Trump used hedges around three times more 

than Joe Biden did and that they both used hedges more frequently in the first debate, despite 

the first debate containing fewer words. There were just about as many hedging devices that 

were used by both presidential candidates as there were hedging devices that were only used 

by either of them. The most frequently used hedging device for both candidates was I think, 

which was mainly used by both to express caution and attenuate the illocutionary force and 

the degree of certainty and commitment regarding a spoken statement. In addition, I think was 

shown to be used in situations where the question being answered was either difficult or about 

a taboo topic. There was almost no difference in the percentage regarding what types of 

hedges the two candidates used in relation to their total number of occurrences. 

The result clearly shows a pattern that many approximating hedging devices such as 

about, sort of, and approximately occur during the debate where the speaker wants to remain 

cautious or vague regarding numbers and statistics. Therefore, the result of this study agrees 

with a statement made by Fraser (2010b), where it is suggested that propositional hedging is 

frequently used to create vagueness. Further, the result also supports Kozubíková (2014), who 

found that hedges are commonly used to evade taking responsibility for a statement's validity 

or truth value.  

The limitations of this study are that the data had to be analyzed manually, which 

leaves room for human errors. However, it was not possible to identify occurrences of hedges 

through any type of corpus search function. Further, since the analysis mainly focused on the 

written transcripts of the debates, it could be deemed less reliable than if the spoken language 

had been analyzed directly and more thoroughly. This is due to some linguistic devices being 
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used in different ways depending on, for example, the intonation. To ensure that the 

transcripts have been interpreted correctly, it could therefore be helpful to analyze the debates 

in video format more closely than what was possible for the time frame of this study. Another 

limitation of this study is that it did not account for the fact that the moderator’s questions 

might have impacted some of the candidates’ use of hedging devices.  

For future research, it could be helpful to analyze the spoken material further as a 

complement to the transcribed material from the debates. Future studies may also benefit from 

examining other aspects of hedging. For example, this could involve comparing hedging in 

different contexts, such as debates versus press conferences, to observe if the context in which 

the political discourse occurs affects the use of hedging. Another aspect for future research is 

to compare the use of hedges and boosters in the presidential debates. Since the debates 

consist of many strong statements and attempts to persuade the American voters to vote a 

certain way, there is a chance of a high frequency of boosters. Examining this could provide a 

more comprehensive image of how rhetorical strategies affect the outcome of a political 

speech or a debate. Lastly, future research could benefit from examining if hedging is used 

differently depending on the topic discussed. Including information such as what issue is 

discussed or in what context the political discourse is spoken gives a chance to discover how 

other variables can affect how hedging is used. 
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