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Questions act as a collection of
possibilities with attached social
expectations. One such expectations is
that “Question Set” in the conversation
is something everyone is committed to
answering (Portner, P., 2004).
This social aspect of discourse opens
the door for bad actors to covertly
shape the conversation through the
tactical use of illegitimate, dishonest,
misleading, or manipulative questions.

The ‘just asking questions’ tactic works
by exhausting opponents and by
abusing audience susceptibility to
“framing effects”, a cognitive bias that
influences decision-making based on
supplying positive or negative
connotations (Tversky & Kahnemann,
1981 & Keren, G. 2011).

Audience perception and journalistic
norms assume that there are always two
sides to an issue. Journalists ought to
act as “neutral transmitters” of
information, and deviation from that
invites charges of bias. Journalists  feel
a pressure to demonstrate that they
take no sides, have no stake, ideology,
or politics, and no views of their own
(Kohl PA. et al., 2016).

Media neutrality bias can be exploited
by credentialed contrarians to present  
groundless assertions next to well-
established scientific truth, creating a
false balance and doubt about
established knowledge. Abusing a desire
to present all views equally can be a
Trojan horse for spreading damaging
falsehoods (Grimes DR., 2019).

Anomalies, fake or real, are powerful
anecdotes that capture attention.
Anomaly hunting is a social practice
that aims to find unexplained
phenomena or coincidences that are
perceived at odds with 'official'
narratives on a topic (Wood & Douglas,
2013).

They shape perceptions because we
have a tendency to seek patterns in
random signals that manipulators can
abuse  to bolster their preferred
narrative (Prooijen et al., 2018, Walker et
al., 2023) or game cognitive heuristics
like confirmation bias or the conjunction
fallacy, where the attachment of
irrelevant but co-occurring anomalies
makes people believe a story is more
likely true (Tversky & Kahneman, 1983).

Storytelling is how we make sense of
uncertain or novel situations (Currie &
Sterelny, 2017, Bietti et al., 2019)
Sensationalist stories can shape
public conversations, even when 
 baseless, speculative, or plainly false
because compelling stories are full of
peripheral cues such as familiarity,
processing fluency and cohesion, thus
creating an “illusory truth effect” (Wang
et al., 2016 & Unkelback et al., 2017).
Storytelling binds people together and
creates shared cultures, which makes it
an attractive tool for  manipulators to
undermine a scientific consensus. 

Science is bound by facts, often boring
and technical, whereas fictions can be
optimized for narrative impact and
audience demands.

People experience moral outrage when
they perceive that a moral norm has
been violated and express outrage when
they believe that it will prevent future
violations. Moral outrage is both
amplified and trained by social media
(Brady et al., Science, 2021) and media
manipulators abuse our susceptibility
to moral outrage to shape  public
discourse on scientific issues.

Moral grandstanding reduces free
expression, makes deviation from
shared beliefs socially costly (Tosi &
Warmke, 2021) and is associated with
status-seeking and conflict, not truth-
finding (Grubbs et al., 2019).   Moral
panics (emotionally driven reactions to
perceived crises)  create divisions in
medicine (Lasco & Curato, 2018).

Mudslinging or negative campaigning is
the purposeful attack of an opponent
with smears, misrepresentations and
falsehoods. It works by  blaming or
framing problems on issues the
adversarial party has perceived
ownership of (Seeberg, 2020). Multiple
variations such as character
assassination,  poisoning the well  or
scapegoating exist (Smith & Eberly,
2021, Rothshild et al., 2012)

Media manipulators regularly use these
strategies to discredit inconvenient
experts or institutions, create toxicity
and foment online hate against them.
Online hate has a chilling effect and can
be weaponized to suppress free speech
and silence dissent, a form of digital
repression (Earl J. et al., 2022).
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