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EDITORS® INTRODUCTION

The main objective of this volume is to further the recently
initiated dialog betwsen survey ressearchers and cognitive
psychologists. To date this dialog has involved only a few people.
With this book we want to Iet others know what has been happening so
that they can bensfit from and contribute to what we balieve is an
exciting and valuable cross-fertilization of two deeply Interrelated
disciplines.

We see the audience for this book as consisting of both re-
searchers who use and daevelop survey methods as well as cognitive
psychologists who are Interested In understanding how humans process
soclal information. It Is obvious that survey research can benefit
greatly from theories that have been and are being developed by
cognitive psychologists. The most optimistic expectation is that new
methods will be developed based on cognitive theorles that will
substantially Improve the quality of responses that are currently
being collected. A Iess optimistic, but perhaps more plausible
scenario Is that we shall gain a more fully developed understanding
of what is possible to ask of respondents and why? That is, we shall
continue to have response effects, but they will be smaller than at
present and we shall know that we are doing the best we can, gliven
the task and the |imitations of the human brain.

The contributions, however, are not only from cognitive psychol-
ogy to survey research, but also In the other direction. As
Bodenhausen and Wyer point out in their chapter, some critics have
questioned whether processes of everyday cognition can be meaning-
fully studied in the laboratory. Bodenhausen and Wyer counter that
laboratory experiments make major contributions If the theoretical
principles supported by laboratory research also make Important
predictions about phenomena of the real world. Thus, ths survey
exper iments presented in this volume help to support and to modify
and improve the theories developed in the laboratory.

Most of the chapters in this book are revised versions of papers
presented at an International Conference on Soclal Information
Processing and Survey Methodology held in July, 1884, at the Center
for Surveys, Methods, and Analysis (ZUMA e.V.) in Mannheim, West
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Germany. This conference followed an earlier conference that was
organized by the Committes on National Statistics of the National
Research Counci!| (Jabine, Straf, Tanur and Tourangeau, 1884). The
ear|ler conference was primarily concerned with developing a research
agenda. The ZUMA conference was organized so that researchers from
both cognitive psychology and survey research, who were already
convinced of the valus of interaction, could present theoretical and
exper imental findings to each other and ultimately to the reader of
this book.

At an ideal conference, the entire field is covered and there is
no duplication. It will soon be clear to you that this was not an
Ideal conference, If such a conference sver existed. There is some
duplication, but the duplication is not extensive and indeed is
somewhat comforting. |t is encouraging In a new area to see people
using the same words and ideas. In the language of multiple regres-
slon, there Iis some multicollinearity of ideas, but it is not suffi-
clent enough to be troublesome and, in fact, without it a joint
research agenda could hardly be developed.

Far more troubling Is what is omitted from this book. We would
lilke to be able to present much more richly developed specific
theories as well as empirical tests of these theories.
Unfortunately, the state of the art does not yet permit that. But
hopefully a review of our current knowledgse, as it is presented in
the present book, will contribute to the development of this new and
exciting field.

The papers in this volume have been substantially modified since
the conference. At a minimum they now take account of each other,
although the crossdialog is still less than we would have |iked.
Almost all of the papers now include specific discussions of the
Implications of the theories to survey research. Some of these im-
plications are still fuzzy and will require imaginative researchers
to convert them to specific research projects.

Since there are 11 chapters in the book, there are 11 permuta-
tions of how these chapters could bs arranged and no arrangement will
mest all the criteria we established. We decided to put the more
theoretical chapters togsther in the first part of the book and the
more applied chapters in the second part. You will note, howsver,
that the theoretical chapters have descriptions of experiments in
them and the ressarch studies usually start with a discussion of the
theory that motivated the study. While we balieve that the order we
finally chose has some logic, the courageous reader has our
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encouragement to read in any order that fits his or her needs. If you
prefer to read the raesearch studies befors reading the theory, go to
it.

The first three chapters of the book are all tightly related to
information acquisition, processing and use. The chapter by
Bodenhausen and Wyer is organized so as to make it especlially sasy
for a reader who is new to the field. Bodenhausen and Wyer present a
dozen major postulates in the field of social cognition. For each
postulate they present the evidencs for and against it and the ap-
plicability of that postulate to real-world behavior. While these
postulates have major significance for survey researchers, the paper
does not always make them explicit, but Ieaves it to the readser. In
some cases, the applications are obvious.

The chapter by Hastie is an overview of information processing
theory at a fairly general level. Hastie Is one of several authors
who present discussions of schemata. His discussion is especlally
extensive describing the alternative formulations that have been
used. Hastie uses his theory to explain the belisef and knowledgse
structures underlying political behavior.

Ostrom in the third chapter also discusses information process-
Ing, but In a much narrower perspective - how respondents react to
bipolar survey items. From this discussion comes the interesting
speculation that respondents, in choosing a scale value, do so by a
series of choices from two or three categories at a time, that Iis, a
successive narrowing of the decision. He also speculates on how this
Is done but leaves the task of designing experiments to test these
theories to the reader.

Whereas Ostrom concentrated on a task of measuring attitudes,
Strube’s chapter discusses the role of memory in responding to be-
havior questions. After presenting a general theory of memory, Strube
presents some interesting examples of how these theories might Impact
on two major tasks asked of survey respondents, frequency Jjudgments
and time dating of events. A discussion of the survey |iterature on
this issue, that complements Strube’'s chapter, is provided by Sudman
and Bradburn (1874).

Those readers who are unfamiliar with survey research |iterature
on response effects will find a summary of this work in the chapter
by Hippler and Schwarz. |t will be evident from this chapter that
survey raesearchers have been looking at the sames issues as cognitive
psychologists, but not from the same theorstical perspective. Indeed,
what is most obvious in the survey research |iterature is that there
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has been no general theorstical perspective. Instead, there has been
some |imited theorizing and many ad-hoc experiments. Given the in-
sights generated by cognitive theories, it is possible to bstter
understand why these survey response effects occurred in some cases
and not In others.

The second part of the book begins with the chapter by Strack
and Martin describing how context effects influsnce responses in
attlitude surveys. There is a detalled discussion based on theoretical
and experimental insights from cognitive research on how respondents
Interpret questions, generate an opinion and format and edit their
responses for reasons of soclial desirabllity.

Tourangeau also looks at attituds measurement and describes the
four major steps necessary to answer a question - comprehension,
retrieval, judgment, and response selection. The discussion parallels
that of Strack and Martin, but there is a much more detailed dis-
cussion of scripts that parallels the Hastie chapter. Tourangeau
concludes with a discussion of how these theorstical insights impact
on questions dealing with the Korean War and confidence in
Instruction. He describes some experiments in progress to test the
magnitude of response effects on vague and abstract as compared to
concrete Issuss.

Schwarz and Hippler in their second chapter describe experimen-
tal results that demonstrate that not only do the values of a
response scale provide information to respondents on how to answer
the question being asked, but that these values alsoc provide informa-
tion that Influences responses to later quaestions.

Bishop also describes the results of experiments on context
effects In his chapter. He has studied the impact of first asking
knowledge questions on subsequent respondent perceptions of their own
interest in government and public affairs. A surprising finding is
that the effects are not diminished or eliminated by substantial
numbers of buffer questions bsestwesn the knowledge and perception
questions. At least during the time of the interview, and psrhaps
longer, responding to knowledge questions has changed people’'s per-
ceptions about themsslves.

In their chapter, Dijkstra and van der Zouwen make an important
point that is not made very explicit in the earlier chapters--respon-
dent motivation plays a significant role in how well the respondent
accompl ishes the task that the researcher determines. What respon-
dents are told and the style of the interview, whether it is
primarily task-oriented or empathetic, Influence how they respond. To
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comp |l icate the problem, respondent motivation interacts with the
topic of the interview, as their own research demonstrates.
The final chapter by Sudman attempts to place the ZUMA con-

ference and this book into the context of what will be the continuing
work in this area. As with all attempts to predict the future, it
will almost certainly be wrong. The book and this final chapter wil|

succeed if we persuade its readers to think about and to participate
in the development of the dialog betwesn survey research and the

cognitive sclences.
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SOCIAL COGNITION AND SOCIAL REALITY:
INFORMAT ION ACRUISITION AND USE IN THE
LABORATORY AND THE REAL WORLD

Galen V. Bodenhausen
University of Illinois at
Urbana-Champaign

Robert §. UWyer, Jr.
University of Ililinois at
Urbana-Champaign

Social cognition research has generated widespread intersst in
recent years. Although researchers may differ in the specific con-
cepts and methods they have in mind when they speak of "social cogni-
tion,” they generally agres that the ultimate goal of their research
Is to identify the cognitive processes that presumably mediate
people’s responses to the information they encounter in social
contexts. The "input” varlables of concern include the content,
source, and context of information available in the social
environment. Prominently studied "output” variables include at-
titudes, beliefs, judgments, and occasionally, overt physical
behavior. The objective of soclal cognition research is to specify
the cognitive processas |inking these variables.

This approach has not gone without criticism. For example, Wyer
(1980) presented a summary of several of the basic concepts that
appeared to guide social cognition theory and research in the late
1970s. The twelve postulates he discussed have in one form or another
been Incorporated into several theoretical accounts of the phenomena
studied In social cognition laboratories. Underlying these postulates
is a clear commitment to the information-processing paradigm that
currently dominates cognitive psychology. However, Neisser (1980) has
criticized the basic approach embodied in Wyer's postulates on a
number of grounds. Perhaps the concern he voices most emphatically is
a fear that social cognition researchers (and cognition researchers
more generally —-- see Neisser, 1876, 1882) have lost sight of the
real-world phenomena that presumably motivate their research
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programs. In their exclusive concern over seemingly esoteric
theoretical issuss, Neisser argues, social cognition researchers take
no time to consider the "social reality” that constitutes the true
phenomena of interest. Neisser is by no means alone in his concerns
about the ecological valldity of much social cognition research (ses,
e.g., Forgas, 1983; Graumann & Sommer, 1884).

Despite the concerns of Neisser and others, research on social
informat ion processing has continued to flourish in the years since
Wyer's postulates appeared. Moreover, many of the assumptions under-
lying these early postulates have persisted. In this chapter, we will
examine whether this persistence is justified, or alternatively,
whether a theoretical Inertia exists that l|eads conceptual izations to
lag behind the empirical evidence that bears on their validity. We
also wish to consider the extent to which the assumptions that un-
derlie these postulates, which have been primarily applied in some-
what restricted laboratory research, are in fact relevant to
knowledge acquisition and use Iin real-life situations. To the extent
that some of the processes embodied in these assumptions do in fact
operate outside of the l|sboratory, these principles may be very
important to consider in more naturalistic research strategies such
as surveys and Iinterviews.

It should be noted that some have questioned whether the
processes of everyday cognition can In principle be meaningfully
studied in experimental paradigms. These critics assert that whatever
social reality may be, it Is not amenable to the usual forms of
exper imental investigation (see Harr , 1980). Such a sweeping dis-
missal of the laboratory seems to us to be both unwarranted and
unwise. The arguments against such a pessimistic view of the value of
the experimental approach in social psychology have bsen many and
varied (sse, for example, Berkowitz & Donnerstein, 1982; Henshsl,
1880; Kruglanski, 1976; Turner, 1881), and we will not attempt to
reproduce them all here. It is sufficient merely to assert that our
most fundamental concern is not the extent to which the empirical
phenomena observed in the l|aboratory “"generalize” to the real worlid.
Rather, it is with the extent to which theoretical principles sup-
ported by laboratory research also make important predictions about
the phenomena of the "real world.” (Turner, 1881, provides a par-
ticularly thorough exposition of this point of view.) This is not a
matter that can best be decided by the categorical rejection of any
research method. A more useful strategy is to consider the warrant
given to any theoretical principle by the aval lable evidence from any
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and ali research methods and simultanecusly to consider the potentiat
value of the principle in understanding or predicting behavior out-
side the laboratory. This strategy will be sdopted in the remainder
of this chapter.

Assessing the Current Status of Some Common Assumptions

Many different theoretical formulations of soclal cognition have
been developed in recent years (e.g., Hastie, 1980; E.R. Smith, 1884;
Wyer & Sruli, 1985a,b). Rather than attempt s detailed assessmant of
each individual conceptualization, it will be most useful to examine
assumpt ions about social information processing that are prominent
elements of several different formulatlions. In the interest of con-
tinuity, our discussion witl focus on the postulates examined by Wyer
(1980). In each case we will state the postulate, briefiy discuss its
theoretical Importance and implications, and examine its plausibility
on conceptual and empirical grounds. After considering how wsel!l each
assumpt lon stands up in the laboratory, we will turn to a considera-
tion of its applicability and relevance (or irrelevance) outside of
the l|aboratory.

Bostulaete 1. Soclal Knowledge Is organized in memory into configural
representations of persons, oblects., and events.

Mental representations of social entities are assumed to be
constructed to facilitate the Individual'’'s subsequent interactions
with these entities. Because Interpersonal and cultural forces un-
doubtedly place important constraints on the nature of mental repre-
sentations (D'Andrade, 1981; Freyd, 1983), certalin regularities
presumably exist in the nature of the mental representations that are
formed. This basic assumption of organized representations that are
stored and retrieved from memory Is so fundamental to most thinking
In soclial cognition that the issue of its validity is very rarely
raisaed. It Is not, howsver, complietely uncontroversial. Kolers and
Roediger (1984, p. 426), for instance, complained that "with little
If any supporting evidence ... cognitive psychologists stuff the
human mind with metaphorical structures.”

Along related lines, Anderson (1978) pointed out that assump-
tions about the content and structure of mental representations of
stimulus information are evaluated on the basis of memory performance
(e.g., recali, recognition, etc.). However, the use of memory data
requires assumptions about the processes that underlie the retrieval
of the information contained in the representations as wel! as the
content and structure of the representations themselves. Anderson
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asserts that in a large number of instances, it is virtually impos-
sible to distinguish between (&) theoretical approaches that postu-
late differences in the structure of mental representations but
assume a single set of retrieval processes and (b) those that postu-
late a single mental representation but different sets of retrieval
processes. Models have indeed been developed that account very
successfully for a wide variety of memory phenomena without making a
commitment to any specific type of mental representation (Gillund &
Shiffrin, 1984; Raai jmakers & Shiffrin, 1981).

Perhaps the most.serious challenge to the assumption that
specific mental representations are formed of persons, objects, and
events has come from the development of distributed memory models
(e.g., Kohonen, Oja, & Lehtio, 18981; McClelland & Rumelhart, 1885).
These models assume that memories are not localized In a particular
structure that pertains to specific entities. Rather, a common set of
"memory nodes” is postulated, each of which may become activated with
varying intensities in response to different stimulus features. New
stimuli that elicit a pattern of responsaes that is similar (although
not necessarily identical) to the pattern elicited by other stimulli
encountered in the past are "remembered” as similar to these past
stimuli. This sort of model can account for many memory phenomena
without assuming the existence of localized configural representation
of stimuli. Unfortunately, distributed memory models are not yet
developed at a level that permits them to be easily applied to the
compliex stimulus configurations that must be considered in research
on soclal Information processing. They nevertheless are a serious
chal lenge to the ultimate validity of formulations that require the
postulation of separate mental representations of information.

Besearch. We have just contended that specific claims regarding
the structure of memorial representations are exceptionally difficult
to substantiate. Nevertheless, the existence of some kind of or-
ganization in memory (whatever its specific internal structure) is
strongly implied by a study conducted by Srull (1983b). Srull's
subjects were either asked to try to memorize a set of behavioral
information or to use the information to form an impression of the
persons who performa& the behaviors. He found that subjects with an
Impression set organized the behavibral information in terms of the
persons who performed the acts, whereas those with a memory set did
not. Given this, it seems reasonable to conclude that social informa-
tion is in fact organized into knowledge domains that can be accessed
by relatively few cues (in this case, a person’s name). Beyond

]
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providing general evidence for organization of some kind, this re-
search reveals diffaerent organizational strategies resulting from
different processing objectives. It remains for future research to
determine whether greater precision is possible in the specification
of the structure of organized representations or whether the nature
of cognitive architecture is ultimately Indeterminate.

Appllicebility. It seems obvious that much social knowledge Is
organized in terms of persons. However, because of the radical dif-
ferences In the way in which knowledge is acquired, both in and out
of the laboratory, It is unwarranted to assume that the organiza-
tional strategies suggested In laboratory raesearch resemble those
employed In real-life situations. The information we accumulate about
others In the course of dalily |ife Is usually acquired on several
different occasions and in several different ways (e.g., direct
observation, reports from third parties, etc.). Perhaps even more
important, the goals that drive the processing of information are
often different and more varied in everyday |ife than in the
laboratory .

One specific difference In organization that might be expected
as a result of these differences is that in the real world, informa-
tion about others may often be spontansously thought about in terms
of Its Implications for the self. If | am told that someone | meet
has won a state-wide chess tournament, | may speculate about whether
she could help me with my calculus homework, or whsether | would stand
a chance playing chess with her, and so forth. If | read about this
woman In a laboratory setting, nons of this would occur to me. Thus,
the self-other relational guality that Is prominent in everyday |ife
is largely absent in the laboratory when subjects are asked to form
Impressions of hypothetical persons.

Postulate 2. New Informatlion about a person. obiect. or event is
lnterpreted by comparing its features to features of mental struc-
tures stored in memory.

These comparisons may be based on configurations of features as
well as on an analysis of Individual features. Like Postulate 1, this
assumption has generally been regarded as a truism. Moreover, It
presupposes the validity of Postulate 1. As we have just pointed out,
whether it is accurate, meaningful, or useful to speak of mental
structures in memory is a matter of debate. Nevertheless it would
seem to be a logical necessity that prior knowledge, whatever its
nature, be used In the interpretation of new information, and the
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most |ikely mechanism to accomplish this interpretation is some sort
of feature-based comparison process.

The interpretation process Impllied by Postulate 2 sither could
be carried out automatically or, in some cases, require conscious
effort. At the level of concrete perception, referencing prior
knowledge to "recognize” a famliliar stimulus clearly requires minimal
If any effort. When the stimulus is complex or ambiguous, consclous
effort may be necessitated. Interpretation may also involve either a
holistic response to a stimulus as a configural unit (LaBerge, 1881;
see also Zajonc, 1980), or an analysis of component features (E.E.
Smith, Shoben, & Rips, 1874; Tversky, 1877). The postulate’'s uncon-
strained phrasing allows for all of these possibilities. To be
theoretical ly useful, therefore, something more explicit must be said
about the circumstances In which interpretation Is holistic vs.
plecemeal and unconscious vs. effortful.

Besearch. This postulate represents such a fundamental presump-
tion that it is rarely If ever tested directly in social cognition
research. However, one set of studies that bears on the validity of
the postulate is the work of Snyder and col leagues on confirmatory
hypothesis testing (Snyder & Cantor, 1978; Snyder & Swann, 1878).
According to Snyder, when we want to determine whether Person X has
trait Y, we use features assoclated with Y to interpret X's behavior.
The process is called confirmatory because attention seems to focus
on behaviors that are good exemplars of the trait in question (even
though disconfirming behaviors are presented In equal numbers). This
research at |east Iimplies processing of the sort specified In
Postulate 2 when the social perceiver has a specific hypothesis to
test. Evidence concerning other cases Is sparse.

Applicability. In the broadest sense, prior Knowledge is prob-
ably Involved in the interpretation of information in most soclal
sltuations. However, In many cases the Interpretation Is at such a
low level that it occurs without conscious effort. This process Iis
unlikely to be strongly affected by differences in social situations
or personal characteristics of individual perceivers. On the other
hand, effortful feature-based interpretation, which is more |ikely in
the face of complex and/or ambiguous stimuli, may indeed be affected
by both individual and situational factors. These factors may affect
egither the motivation of the individual to make a thoughtful com-
parison or the difficulty of doing so. For example, an analytic
interpretation of information is unlikely when such an analysis is
.dlfflcult, and the consequences of an incorrect Interpretation are
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trivial. On the other hand, a person who Is very emotional or anxious
may be distracted and therefore may be less sensitive to Iimportant
stimulus features, thus aborting the systematic feature comparison
process Implied by Postulate 2. Situational distractions that in-
crease processing load may also interfere with a systematic com-
parison process. Thus, for example, a telephone survey respondent who
fesls rushed may fail to carefully interpret guestions in terms of an
elaborate memory-based feature comparlison process but may instead
respond In a heuristic, or knee-Jjerk fashion based on a superficial
construing of the question. The extent to which prior knowledge is
carefully brought to bear In new situations, it would seem, is likely
to be strongly affected by situational and personal factors during
effortful Interpretation processes.

This postulate makes two basic claims. First, it asserts that,
In general, not all relevant knowledge Is brought to bear in the

Interpretation of incoming information. Then, it goes on to specify
that the concept(s) used will be one(s) most accessible In memory.
However, exactly what Is meant by "most accessible” is not clearly
specified. Without an iIndependent conceptualization of the factors
that determine accessibillty, Postulate 3 cannot be meaningfully
applied. Indeed, it becomes tautological. |If the criterion for infer-
ring the accessibility of a concept In memory is whether or not it is
used to Interpret Information, the proposition that accessibility Is
a determinant of the use of the concept is Impossible to invalidate.

Accessibllity Is often assumed to depend on recency of use (see
Postulate 10). That is, the probability of a relevant concept being
used In the interpretation of incoming Information is a negative
function of the amount of time since its last use. Some theories
discuss other determinants of a concept’'s accessibility. Higgins,
Bargh, and Lombardi (1985), for example, postulate that freguency of
concept use Is an important determinant of accessibility. Although
frequent |y used concepts are more |ikely also to have been used
recently, the two factors can lead to different predictions in some
situations. Another factor that theorstically could influence acces-
sibility is salience. We now turn to a discussion of research
evidence bearing on these possibilities.

Basearch. Postulate 3 is particularly important in considera-
tions of priming phenomena, in which the interpretation of ambiguous
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Iinformation is affected by previously acquired but objectively ir-
relevant information that has made certain concepts more accessible.
Laboratory demonstrations of priming phenomena are reviewed by
Higgins and King (1881) and by Wyer and Srull (1981). In a recent
study, Higgins et al. (1885) constructed situations in which the
recency with which a concept had been activated and the frequency of
its activation theoretically have opposing effects on its use. They
found that if an ambiguous stimulus was presented very soon after
concepts were primed, the more recently activated concept was used
to interpret it. When presentation of the ambiguous stimulus was
delayed, however, the more frequently activated concept was used.

The possibility that salience affects a concept’'s accessibillty
is suggested in experiments by Taylor and Fiske (1978) and by Strack,
Erber, and Wicklund (1882). These studies show that attribution of a
person’s responsibility for a social event depend on objectively
Iirrelevant factors that make the person distinctive in the situation
being judged (e.g., the person’'s sex or sthnicity, type of clothing,
spatial location, etc.). Rasearch has also shown that the point of
view taken by subjects in experimental tasks can affect the acces-
sibility of concepts by making different aspects of a situation
salient as a function of point of view (see Fiske, Taylor, Etcoff, &
Laufer, 1979; Taylor & Fiske, 1975, 1978).

In evaluating the Implications of these studies it is important
to bear in mind the concern previously expressed about the tautologi-
cal nature of the accessibility construct. The research described
above can be interpreted as an indicatlion that the salience of a
concept increases its accessibility and therefore increases the
likel ihood that it is used to interpret information and social
exper iences. But what if the results had not occurred. Would the
appropriate conclusion be that the salience does not affect a con-
cept’s accessibility, or that salience affects a concept’s acces-
sibility but that the most accessible concepts are not always used as
bases for interpreting information?

In fact, soms research by Martin (1885) suggests that acces-
sibility per se is not a sufficlient basis for predicting a concept's
use In Iinterpreting Information. In this research, subjects first
were asked to sort behaviors In terms of the tralit concepts they
exempl ified. The number of behaviors that subjects actually sorted
was the same in all conditions. However, some subjects were led to
believe that they had completed the sorting task whereas others were
ostensibly interrupted before the task was finished. Later, all
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subjects read a paragraph describing behaviors of a target person
that were embiguous with respect to the traits they implied. Subjects
under the "incompleted” priming task condition were more likely to
interpret these ambiguous behaviors in terms of the concepts primed
by the sorting task than In terms of other applicablis concepts.
Subjects In the "completed” priming task, however, were less |ikely
to use the primed concept. Because the recency and frequency of
priming relsvant tralt concepts was the sams in both task conditions,
these results cannot be Interpreted in terms of differences In the
accessibility of the concepts. Martin argues that subjects in the
comp leted task conditions were mora aware that a concept applicable
for interpreting the information had been activated by the earlier
sorting task, so they intentlionally suppressed the use of this con-
cept in order to avoid being blased. Be that as it may, his results
obviously indicate that the accaessibility of concepts alons is not
sufficient to account for their effects on the interpretation of
ambiguous information and that other factors may be equally or more
Important. These factors are not dealt with by Postulate 3.

Applicabllity. Postulate 3 implies that people make one inter-
pretation of a stimulus and base this interpretation on whatever
concept is momentarily most accessible. This seems most likely to be
true only in those everyday situations in which persons have rela-
tivaely little vested interest. In fact, indirect evidence for this
claim has been obtained in several field studies, which show that
people who have fortuitously been put Into a good or bad mood (e.g..
by receiving a small gift at a supermarket, by the weather, or by the
outcome of a soccer game) judged the quality of both specific aspects
of their lives (e.g., the service record of their automobiles) and
their general |ife satisfaction in a way that was affectively consis-
tent with thair mood state (ses Issn, 1984; Schwarz & Clore, 1983;
Schwarz, Strack, Kommer, & Wagner, 1984). This suggests that concepts
activated by transitory mood states are applied in interpreting both
specific and general information that underlies the judgment people
make. Alternatively, the affect-associated concepts may themselves be
used as a basis for judgments (see Schwarz & Clore, 1983).

In the area of survey research, Postulate 3 has important im-
plications for the effects of the order of questions in a question-
naire or interview. Specifically, early items may evoke concepts that
are used to interpret the meaning of later questions, thereby pos-
sibly biasing the responses. To the extent that the meaning of a
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question is ambiguous, accessibility effects on interpretation are of
considerable importance to the survey researcher.

An important issus arising from these considerations is exactly
what determines the final Iinterpretation gliven to an ambiguous
stimulus event? Under what conditions will people consider several
alternative interpretations before they accept some particular one?
In many cases, this may often be dstermined in part by self-serving
biases. People may continue to interpret and reconstrue information
until they reach an interpretation that has pleasant Iimplications for
themselves (assuming this is possible). This analysis suggests that
the processes described in Postulate 3 will exert their rather for-
tuitous influence on social perception in everyday |ife only whaen the
Individual is indifferent to the Implications of the information or
when the initial interpretation has acceptably positive implications.

Although this possibility, to our knowledge, has not been
directly investigated, a laboratory study by Arkin, Gleason, and
Johnston (1876) is relevant. They found that subjects interpreted
their failure on an experimental task as being their own fault only
If no obvious situational factor could have accounted for the
outcome. However, they took responsibility for success despite the
availability of situation-based explanations. Thase data suggest that
people prefer to interpret their own bshavior in ways that reflect
positively on themselves and that they actively seek alternative
interpretations only when the more immediately obvious interpretation
has negative implications for their self-image. Similar contingencies
may exist in the effects of concept activation on the interpretation
of information in daily life as well as in the laboratory.

Postulate 4. The selection of a concept for use in encoding and
the Information is to be used.

This postulate states that a person’s goals can significantly
Influence the way he or she interprets information relevant to these
goals. This implies, for example, that if one’s current purpose is to
screen applicants for a librarian position, concepts such as intro-
verted, quiet, intelligent, and so forth, are likely to be used
whereas concepts such as artistic, agile, or ostentatious would
likely not, since they have little if any relevance to the goals at
hand. Goals determine a range of relevant concepts. The actual selec-
tion of specific concepts from this range presumably begins with the

most accessible (ses Postulate 3).
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Most theoretical applications of this postulate assume that the
goals or purposes of the recipient of information are conscious.
However, It Is concelvable that certain goals are so central to a
person that they influence interpretational processes, regardless of
whether or not the person Is currently conscious of them. It is also
possible that other unconscious factors can influence concept saslec-
tion during Interpretation. This has been suggested in the priming
paradigm by Bargh and Pietromonaco (1882). They found that trait
informat lon presented to subjects so briefly that it presumably never
reached consclousness influanced their subsequent Iinterpretation of
ambiguous stimuli. There must therefore bes factors irrelevant to
current goals that can affect concept selection in encoding and
organizing operations.

Besearch. A great deal of research (summarized In Srull & Wyer,
In press) has demonstrated that experimentally supplied goals do
indeed result In differential organization and use of information.
While this may be Interpreted as general esvidence for the importance
of goals In social information processing, more specific svidence for
Postulate 4 is generally lacking. With few exceptions (e.g.,
Carlston, 1980), the activation and use of specific goal-relevant
concepts in the Interpretation and use of social information has not
been demonstrated. Consequently, despite its intuitive appeal,
Postulate 4 remains largely unsubstantiated by social cognition
research.

Applicability. Two bodies of evidence do provide rather convinc-
ing indications of the role of goals in the perception and organiza-
tion of Information. They are important because they deal with goals
that are not supplied by an experimenter but rather are simply impor-
tant aims of Individuals in their everyday lives. One set of evidence
is the work of Klinger (1975) on “current concerns.” Current concerns
are basically a person’s salient transitory or endwring goals (e.g.,
to find a jJob, or to make a favorable impression). There is con-
siderable evidence that these concerns play a major rols in dstermin-
Ing the aspects of the stimulus field to which people attend and
respond. As just one example, Klinger cites the case of mothers who,
even though aslesp, are particularly sensitive to the cries of their
neonates but not to other similar noise disturbances. Klinger con-
cludes that goals induce a sensitization to goal-related stimuli.

The other set of evidence supporting the applicability of this
postulate outside the social cognition lab is the work of Bruner
(e.g.., 1851). He tachistoscopically presented subjects with ambliguous



17

visual stimuli and found that their interpretations of them could be
predicted by assessment of their values. Values can be thought of as
enduring, generallized goals. In this case, the visual image was
interpreted in terms of these ongoing goals. The raesearch of Bruner
and Klinger providaes better support for Postulate 4 than does re-
search performed to date in the typical soclal cognition paradigm.
Specifically, It demonstrates the power of Important personal goals
in gulding information processing, whereas most social cognition
research has studied rather mundane and uninvolving goals Iimposed on

the subject by the experimenter.

This postulate states that if a (presumably |imited) set of
concepts is activated during information acquisition, the only
higher-order encodings of the information that occur will generally
be in terms of these concepts. The use of the qualifier "generally”
Is Important. Some behaviors are such clear and striking examples of
a specific trait that they will be encoded Iin terms of this trait
regardless of whether It was among those concepts that have been
activated recently. To return to the case of the person screening

app!l icants for a |ibrarian position, this person would |ikely have
concepts such as "intelligent” and "well-read” In mind. Postulate 5§
states that only these concepts will tend to be used for higher-order

encodings. However, if one candidate’'s resuma contains the fact that
he or she won three Olympic medals in track and field, it Is almost
inevitable that this will be encoded in terms of the trait "athlstic”
even though this concept was not previously activated.

Research. The primary empirical Implication of Postulate 5 Is
that subjects who are asked to recall previously presented informa-
tion will tend to recall only those aspects that exemplify concepts
that they had in mind at the time the Information was recelved. One
particularly robust laboratory finding that is consistent with this
postulate Is the better recall of a person’s behaviors when they are
relevant to trait-based expectancies than when they are irrelevant to
them (Hastie, 1980; Srull, 1881; Srull, Lichtenstein, & Rothbart,
1985; Wyer, Bodenhausen, & Srull, 1984). A related exampie Is the
case of stereotypic beliefs. Stereotypes can influence judgments of
the steresotyped target because stereotypic concepts (evoked by the
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target's ethnicity, gender, occupation, etc.) facilitate the encoding
of any behaviors that are consistent with stereotypic expectancies
(Rothbart, 18981).

In much of this research, however, alternative theoretical
mechanisms could also account for the observed effects of
expactancies. An example may be subjects who are told that a person
Is iIntslligent and subsequently show better recall of behaviors that
have Implications for intelligence than behaviors that are irrelesvant
to this attribute. This could indicate that subjects selectively
encodaed and organized the person’s behaviors In terms of expsctancy-
ralated concepts (e.g., "intelligent”) at the time the behaviors were
first read, and this led them to be relatively better recalled.
However, It is equally plausible that subjects encoded all of the
behaviors in terms of traits they appeared to exemplify regardless of
their relevance to intelligenca. However, at the time they were asked
to recall the behaviors, they remembered that the person was
described as "intelligent” (during the expectancy-generation phase of
the experiment) and this concept cued the recall of the particular
behaviors that had some Implications for this tralt. In other words,
the recall blias could result from the selective retrieval of
expactancy-related behaviors and not from selective encoding of them
at the time they were first presented.

These possiblilities can be distinguished by varying the point at
which expectancy-related concepts are activated. That is, suppose
some subjects are given trait descriptions of a target person before
receiving behavioral Information about him or her, whereas others are
not given these characterizations unti!| after the target’s behaviors
have besn read. |f both groups of subjects show the same bias in
recall and judgments, it would suggest that selective retrieval
processes are operating. However, if blases In recall are obtained
only when the trait description of the target preceded the presenta-
tion of the target's behaviors, the selective encoding postulate
would be supported. In fact, quite different patterns of recall seem
to occur in the two cases (Wyer et al., 1884). Although Snyder and
Uranowitz (1878) report evidence that they interpreted as support for
selective retrieval, thelir memory test involved a forced-choice
recognition procedure that failed to correct for guessing bias.
Therefore, thelr results are equivocal regarding the merits of the
selective retrieval hypothesis (see Bellezza & Bower, 1981).

Applicabllity. It is quite reasonable to wonder whether the
salective encoding and organization phenomena assumed in social
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cognition theorizing are as prominent In dally |ife as In the
laboratory. One reason for questioning their generalizability is the
fact that it is rare in real life to Iearn about 60 different be-
haviors of a person, most of which have clear trait implications, In
a matter of minutes. Outside the laboratory, as we noted beforse, we
typically acquire knowledge of a person’'s bsehaviors In saveral dif-
ferent situations over a fairly extended period of time.
Consequently, we are quite capable of encoding these individual
behavioral episodes as they are observed or Isarned about, at l|east
at the level of generality with which they are usually described in
an experiment (e.g., "helped a woman with her groceries”). Moresover,
In contrast to the laboratory, we often learn about a person’s be-
haviors without any particular objective in mind, and therefore we
are unlikely to interpret them in terms of any specific goal-related
concepts. Thus, the selective encoding and organization that often
appear to occur in laboratory research seems |ikely to play a minor
role in most everyday life slituations.

In everyday |ife situations, selective retrieval may be a more
critical factor. Which of the many behaviors that we have learned
about a person over the course of our past interactions with him
or her are we |ikely to retrieve and use to make a particular judg-
ment (which we probably were not expecting to make at the time the
behaviors were learned)? A related question was raised by Snyder and
Uranowitz (1978). That is, motivational factors that come into play
after information is presented may lead this information to be
recal led and reinterpreted in a way that facilitates ons’s present
need. Following a divorce, for example, ones may reconstrue the be-
haviors of a spouse as exploitive even though they were originally
viewed as loving.

Although the specific sort of selective encoding identified in
laboratory research on person memory and judgment may have relatively
little influence on information processing in daily life, this does
not mean that selective encoding In general Is unimportant. The
processing demands placed on the human organism Iin daily life are
often considerable. Moreover, thess demands are often heightened by
the need to pursue more than one cognitive objective simultaneously,
nacessitating attention to several different sources and types of
information. Under these conditions, it seems inevitable that selec-
tive encoding does play an important role in information processing.
However, whether the processes that underlie this sort of selectivity
are In any way similar to the sort of selective encoding implied by
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current laboratory raesearch In soclal cognition (i.e., selective
encoding of particular types of information about a particular in-
dividual when we have a particular goal in mind to which the informa-
tion Iis relevant) is not at all clear. Consideration of these
everyday |ife phenomena again reveals a problem that could in
principle be investigated in the laboratory, namely the Influence of
compet ing objectives, or processing demands, which are not directly
related to one’'s primary goals, on selective encoding and use of
goal-relevant Informatlion.

This postulation has several important theoretical implications.
First, It asserts that the representational form of Information is
often determined primarily by the existing organization of relevant
prior knowledge rather than by its presentational format. Second, it

implies that Information not contained in the original material may
be added to the representation on the basis of prior knowledgs.
Third, it allows for the possiblility that presented information will
not be contained In a representation if it is not relevant to the
knowledge structure guliding the construction of this representation
(see Postulate 5). The generallity of the postulate Ieaves open the
specific mechanism Involved in the construction of reprasentations on
the basis of prior knowledge. Howsver, It should be noted that,
Inasmuch as it does posit the formation and storage of an organiza-
tlional unit, It is subject to the various theoretical controversies
discussed in the context of Postulate 1.

Two models proposed by Graesser and his col leagues offer more
specific accounts of the way existing bodies of knowledge are used In
creating new representations. The "script pointer + tag” model
(Grassser, Gordon, & Sawyer, 1879) proposes that once the relevance
of an existing memory structure is recognized, a mental ”pointer” is
created that indicates Its applicability. The script or schema is
concelived as a generic structure containing variables. Specific
values of these variables, which can be extracted from the new infor-
mation being presented, are stored along with the pointer. Script or
schema varlables, whose values are not contained in the information,
may be assigned “"default” values, or most |ikely guesses. This
provides for later intrusions or spontansous inferences. Any informa-
tion In the presented material that deviates from the script (by
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being irrelevant or atypical) Is "tagged” onto the pointer repre-
sentation. The |inks between the tags and the main representation ars
sufficiently weak that the Irrelevant or atypical material can
become dissocliated from the representation and therefore be lost.
This provides for omissions In recall of atypical items.

A second, closely related conceptual ization is the "schema copy
+ tag mode!” (Graesser & Nakamura, 1882). This mode! makes Identical
assumpt ions except that instead of a pointer referencing the generic
memory structure, a copy of a relevant subset of the nodes In the
schema Iis created and varlable values are Inserted into this copy.
This model is equally capable of accounting for Iintruslions and
omissions. Both approaches are compatible with Postulate B, and
others are also possible. However, Graesser’'s models are among the
best specified in this area.

Besearch. In addition to the research conducted by Graesser In
support of his own models, other evidence exists for the basic claims
of Postulate 6. One of the most interesting demonstrations of the use
of generic knowledge structures in the formation and organization of
new mental representations is the research reported by E.
Lichtenstein and Brewsr (1980). They presented subjects with both
videotaped event sequences and prose descriptions of events. The
particular events they examined involved goal-directed behavior, and
they found evidence in five experiments for the use of a general
"plan schema” in organizing the informational content of behavior.
They also found relatively poor recall for presented bshavior that
was not goal-directed, providing esvidence of a tendency to omit
information that is irrelevant to the generic knowledge structure
guiding representation formation.

Applicability. In what situations outside the laboratory would
someone be expected, on the basis of generic mental structures, to
form a new "unit of knowledge?” One |ikely prerequisite Is a higher-
order processing objective such as "forming an Impression.” This goal
is usual ly pursued when someone or something is encountered for the
first time. Thus, a new neighbor may be construed as a "typical
accountant type” or a new restaurant may be seen as a "run-of-the-
mill fast-food joint.” In such situations, it seems quite plausible
that we would rely on general knowledge to "pidgeon-hole” neuw
entities. Howsver, once we begin to acquire more particular, episodic
information about these specific entities, generic knowledge struc-
tures probably become obsolete. There Is also no need to form a new
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knowledge unit; new Information can be incorporated into the existing
ona(s) .

As knowledge of some entity or class of entities becomes more
complex and generic schemas become largely obsolete, domain-specific
knowledge structures may be used to facilitate further learning. For
example, Srull (1883a) found that individuals who had more
fami|larity with automoblies were better able to learn Information
about the attributes of several brands of cars (such as statements
that might sppear in an advertisement). Moreover, the recall perfor-
mance of low-famlllarity subjects was clearly inferior when the
Iinformation was presented In a random order compared to when it was
blocked by brand name. This was not the case with the high-
famillarity subjects, who apparently used thelir better articulated
knowledge structures to organize more sefficiently the Incoming
Information.

The rols of generic knowledge structures In survey application

is suggested by research conducted by Bishop, Tuchfarber, and
Oldendick (in press), who asked survey respondents questions about
fictitious (but to the respondent, ostensibly real) entities and
evants. Many people responded as if they had specific knowledge
relevant to these entities. Having Identifled the fictitious entity
as 8 member of some domain, their general knowledge spparently per-
mitted them to meke a response. This suggests that responses to
survey ltems about which the respondent has relevant general
knowledge may be determined by guess-work based on schemata or
scripts rather than a retrieval of specific information that may also
ba avallable (see also Postulate 9).
Postulate 7. Uhen & large amount of information about a target is
presented. the only aspects of [t that are stored in memory are those
sufficlent to permit the original material to be reconstructed, based
on more general relevant Knowledge structures.

A primary Iimplication of this postulate is ons of cognitive
parsimony and efficlency. The claims for this assumption are mostly
made on theoretical grounds. The commitment to cognitive parsimony is
a legacy of network theories of semantic memory (cf. Johnson-Laird,
Herrmann, & Chaffin, 1984). Some evidence for the notion of cognitive
efficiency was provided by Collins and Quillian (1969) who measured
the time required for subjects to verify various semantic relations
(e.g., a robin is a bird). Based on the pattern of data they col-
lected, they concluded that information was not redundantiy dis-
tributed throughout memory but could be described Iin terms of a
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hierarchical structure in which attributes possessed by all members
of a class were stored only at the superordinate level of the class
and not repeated in representation of each class member. Johnson-
Laird et al., howsver, suggest that semantic memory may involve more
redundancy than has previously been believed. Their specific argument
Is that many semantic relations (links between objects and their
attributes) are so waell-learned that they must be included in repre-
sentations of some individual members of a class as well as at the
superordinate levael.

Claims for parsimony in mental representation have also been
made in the case of memory for episodic Information. Wyer (1880)
asserted that this postulate is especially important In conceptualiz-
Ing memory for ongoing behavior sequencies, which often involve a
great deal of Information that could easily be recaptured simply by
storing "highlights.” On intuitive grounds, this claim is quite
plausible. A specific theoretical implementation of Postulate 7 In
terms of event memory Is the work of Graesser et al. (1979), dis-
cussed in the previous sectlion. In the script pointer + tag model, en
actlion sequence that Is an instance of some more general type of
activity (e.g., eating lunch at Nature's Table with Rhonda and Peter
Is a specific instance of "eating at a restaurant”) is remembered by
the use of a cognitive "pointer” to the restaurant script and an
indication of the specific Information that is not in the script but
Is necessary to reconstruct the esvent. This additional Information
takes the form of "tags” and instantiation values of script
variables. Graesser's model demonstrates one theoretical use of this
postulate.

Besearch. Obtaining supporting or disconfirming evidence regard-
ing this postulate is difficult. One set of findings that supports
the basic idea is the research on the atypicality effect (Graesser &
Nakamura, 1982). Stated in the broadest terms, the atypicality effect
refers to the fact that people can discriminate presented and un-
presented atypical aspects of a stimulus passage fairly well. In
contrast, people are quite poor at discriminating between presented
and unpresented typical aspects. This is presumably because they only
store the distinctive and informative aspects of the material at the
time It is presented and do not bother tuo retain other material that
would be redundant with general knowledge. A recent study by
Nakamura, Graesser, Zimmerman, and Riha (1985) replicated the
atypical ity effect in a nonlaboratory setting. Students were given &
recognition memory test for the behaviors performed by a lecturer 20
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min after the lecture ended. Aspects of the lecturers bshavior that
were not Inherent in a generic "lecture” script were better dis-
criminated from distractors than were more typical behaviors.

More evidence that only "highlights” of action sequences are
stored In memory is suggested in the work of Newston (1976). In his
research, he presents subjects with videotaped action sequences and
"unitizes” them into meaningful segments. Ha finds that breakpoints
occur at significant events. Recall of these breaskpoint events them-
selves |s theoretically all that Is required to reconstruct the
general! sequence. Mundans Interpolated actions can be inferred from
information contalned at the breakpoints. However, somse evidence
argues agalinst such strong claims of representational parsimony.
Cohen end Ebbesen (19789), In a paradigm similar to Newtson's, found
that subjects forming en impression of an event sequence divided it
into fewer actlion units than those who were trylng to memorize the
saguence. Nevertheless, recognition memory for details of tha se-
quence a short time later was not appreciably different for these two
groups of subjects. Cohen and Ebbesen conclude that a dual-coding
system must be involved, in which more than one representation Is
formed with information overlap in the two representations. If this
ils the case, It argues against Postulate 7. Thus, the evidence
regarding Postulate 7's status in the laboratory is mixed.

Applicability. !'n real life, we encounter so much information in
the course of any given day that It seems very unlikely that we would
store anything other than the highlights or the gist of the events.
Howaver, there Is some evidence that we can remember much of the
specific detall of real-life events. In a study by Kesnan,
MacWhinney, and Mahew (1877), colleagues were unexpectedly asked to
recall the content of a prior conversation. Subjects not only
demonstrated a clear ability to remember the gist of comments that
had been made, but in many cases they also remembered the surface
structure as wel!l. Contrary to Postulate 7, this suggests that very
detalled information may be avallable in memory representations of
ongoing events.

It is true that after substantial time delays, details of infor-
mation are often hard to remember. For examplie, if somecne is asked
to recall the specific detalls of a movie they saw a month ago, she
or he may be unable to gsnerate many of the events that occurred.
However, if a specific event is mentionsd by someone else, the person
may often not only immediately remember it, but the event may trigger
memor ies of related specific incidents in the film that she or he was
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previously unable to call to mind. This example intuitively seems to
support a dual-coding notion over a single, parsimonious repre-
sentation. One representation of the film may consist of the general
gist of the plot and the main characters, and perhaps one’s ouwn
affective reactions to the film. The details of the film may be
contained in another representation, one that is typically not
assessed. |t would not be necessary to access It, for example, In
making a recommendation to someone slse about whether to see the
film. Nevertheless It can bes accessed if specific retrieval cues are
provided.

In terms of implications for survey research, this means that
appropriate retrieval cues contained in a question may Isad respon-
dents to access a more richly detailed memory representation and
respond on the basis of this representation, whereas a global or
vague question may result in a failure to consult these specific
detalls. Instead, a more abbreviated, highlights-only representation
may be used. The question, once agaln, is what sorts of cues are
required to elicit effective retrieval of fine detalls -- a question
not adequately considered in social cognition research to date.
Postulate 8. Information is more likely to be retained in long-term
memory if it has been processed more extensively.

The general idea of "amount of processing” has been used in many
different ways. Originally, when first discussed by Crailk and
Lockhart (1872), there was a notion of "depth” or differing levels at
which processing can occur. Although this point of view has been
largely abandoned, there are still several other senses in which
"amount of processing” is or could be used. One general sense Is the
amount of time devoted to the consideration of specific Information.
If more time is spent thinking about something, It should be more
likely to be remembered (cf. Raaijmakers & Shiffrin, 1981).

One type of information that Is likely to receive more process-
ing time and thus to be more memorable is sallent or distinctive
information. This postulate also applies to the amount of rpepetition
or rehearsal an Informational item receives. Obviously this also
involves more time, but it specifies that the time is spent In the
rote process of repeating the item. A third sense of amount of
processing also deals with more processing timse, but rather than
spending the additional time on rehearsal, It Is spent on
elaboration. This is the usage adopted in the Hastie (1980)-Srull
(1881) mode!| of impression formation. The basic idea is that the
presence of an item that contradicts an expectancy leads to attempts
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to explain or reconcile the item in terms of other avallable
Knowledge. It Is the elaboration, and the concomitant formation of
Interitem associative |inkages that theoretically leads to greater
ease of recalling contradictory items In this paradigm, rather than
the amount of processing time per se.

Basearch. The expectation that salient or distinctive informa-
tion will receiva more processing and thus be better remembered has
recelved mixed support. Evidence for this proposition Includes the
finding that perspective or point of view affects the content of
recall protocols in a systematic manner. Material that is salient
from one point of view Is better remembered relative to conditions
In which another point of view is taken from which the same material
is not salient (Fiske et al., 1979).

However, two reviews of research on salience effects recently
concluded that evidence for superior recall of salient information is
not consistent (McArthur, 1981; Taylor & Fiske, 1978).

The hypothesis that inconsistent iInformation will be better
remembered due to elaborative processing has received much more
substantial empirical support (Hastie, 1880; Srull, 1881; Srull et
al., 1985; Wyer et al., 1884). Moreover, researchers have bagun to
examine the specific conditions in which elaborative processing will
or will not result from encountering inconsistent information.
Crocker, Hannah, and Weber (1983), for example, found that behavior
that is inconsistent with a trait-based expectancy is better recalled
only when it cannot be easlily attributed to a situational factor. If
It can be attributed to a situational cause, the inconsistency poses
no cognitive dilemma and therefore does not stimulate further
processing (see also Hastle, 1884). Srull (1981) and Wyer et al.
(1884) found that inconsistencies in information about members of a
group are bsetter remembered only when the group is a cohesive unit
for which one has strong expectations of uniformity along certain
trailt dimensions. Otherwise, the usual diversity found in most
loosely-knit collectives Is sufficient to account for the inconsis-
tent behavior of individual members, thereby precluding the need for
more extensive processing.

The available evidence clearly supports Postulate 8 when
"extensive processing” is Interpreted as glaborative processing.
Howsever, there is some evidence that merely repeating or rehearsing
an item may not be sufficient to produce greater recall performance.
Srull (1881) found that having subjects repeat inconsistent behaviors
four times after hearing them actually decreased recall. Thus, the



27

repstition interpretation of "extensive processing” has not recsived
the extensive support that the elaboration interpretation has.
Applicability. There is no compelling reason to belisve that the
effect of amount of cognitive eslaboration found in the laboratory
will not also be obtained in real-world situations. In these situa-
tions, as in the laboratory, the |ikelihood of long-term storage
should increase with more extensive processing. However, In raelation
to other factors, amount of processing may play a less Important role
in determining which of several items will be recalled In the
situation. In the laboratory, effects of amount of processing on
recall may be substantial primarily because of the unigue nature of

the recall task. That Iis, amount of processing may have a major
Influence on the probability that an item will be recalled only when
subjects are Iinstructed to recall information in general, without

regard to type. In everyday |ife situations, however, we are rarsly
called upon to make vague or general recollections. Instead, memory
searches are conducted for specific reasons or in response to
specific cues. The range of relevant Information is |ikely to be much
more restricted than in the "recall everything you can” task.
Conceivably the amount of processing/elaboration is an important
determinant of recall in these more restricted search situations only
within the range of information that is considered on other bases to
be goal relevant.

. Postulate B8, in combination with the Impression formation
literature, implies that we should often be much more |ikely to store
informat ion about people in long-term memory If it contradicts our
expectations about them. Hence, our minds should be full of discon-
forming evidence. This is inconsistent with phenomena such as the
perseverance of beliefs and stereotypes in the face of contradictory
evidence (Jelalian & Miller, 1984). Postulate B can be reconciled
with belief perseverance through the introduction of motivational
factors. In some situations, people are unwilling to accept con-
tradictory evidence so they dismiss it out of hand and are not
motivated to reconcile it with other knowledge. They may simply make
a situational, transitory attribution for the occurrence of a belief-
inconsistent event, regardless of whether evidence exists to support
such attributions. Through motivational mechanisms, we may indeed be

able to "overlook the incongruent.” .



This postulate states that judgments are usually the result of a
heuristic search process rather than an exhaustive, systematic
search. Morsover, heuristic processes may bypass information search
entiraly. Many theorists have claimed that what is actually retrieved
and used In many judgment-making situations are not instances of
evidence contalined in memory but Is rather a personal theory relevant
to the judgment domain. This Is the claim for theory-based rather
than data-based judgments (Jennings, Amabile, & Ross, 1882; Shweder,
1882; Wright & Murphy, 1884).

Postulate 8 has important Implications for data-based judgments.
One possible form of heuristic data-based decisions could involve the
serial retrieval of pleces of decision-relevant information, begin-
ning with the most accessiblae, until the preponderance of the
evidence overall exceeds some judgmental threshold. Whatever the
specific theoretical mechanism, the claims for heuristic processes in
judgment, end decision making are among the most wel |l-substantiated in
soclial and cognitive psychology.

The tone of many discussions of this heuristic quality of human
Iinformation processing Is decidedly pejorative. This is undoubtedly
because In order to distinguish heuristic-based processing from more
systematic (algorithmic) processing, one must construct conditions In
which the use of a heuristic and the use of an algorithm lead to
different Judgments. In fact, this is often difficult to do. The
lamentat ions over the supposed inferiority of heuristic-based judg-
ments often ignore the fact that in the vast majority of situations
encountered In everyday |ife, the use of a heuristic génarates Judg-
ments that quite closely approximate those that would result from
more extensive cognitive activity. |t seems more appropriate to
regard heuristic processing as a useful means of coping with complex
judgment situations rather than as a "shortcoming” of the human
information processor (cf. Nisbett & Ross, 18980).

Besearch, One of the most famous demonstrations of hsuristic
processing Is the raesearch of Tversky and Kahneman (1873) on the use
of avallability as a heuristic for judging frequency and probability.
Events that come sasily to mind are judged to be both more frequent
and more probable. Research supporting the availability heuristic, as
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well as many of the others that have been identified (e.g., repre-
saentat iveness, simulation), is well documented by Sherman and Corty
(1884) . The operation of this postulate as It pertains to survaey
research is described by Bishop (this volums).

Bodenhausen and Wyer (1985) provide Interesting evidence regard-
ing the relationship between heuristic strategies and the information
search process. In that study, we found evidence that ethnic
stereotypes were used in making punitive decisions (a theory-based
judgmental strategy). Subsequent to meking these decisions, howsver,
the available information was apparently reviswed in an attempt to
corroborate the implications of the theory-based judgment. This
indicates that information search may be greater than the postulate
would assume, but the searching may occur after a judgment has
already been made, primarily in an effort to confirm the judgment and
thereby Jjustify the use of the heuristic.

Applicability. One obvious objection to laboratory demonstra-
tions of heuristic processing is the fact that subjects in experi-
ments often do not have sufficient Interest and motivation in the
judgment tasks presented to them to adopt more systematic strategles.
This claim has been substantiated in the laboratory by Gabrenya and
Arkin (1878), who documented greater reliance on heuristic under
conditions in which judgments had low hedonic relevance. Similarly,
Chalken (1880) found that in a personally involving persuasion situa-
tion, subjects used more systematic processing styles, while those In
less involving situations adopted heuristic styles. As a final ex-
ample, Harkness, DeBono, and Borgida (1985) found that personally
involved subjects used more complex judgment strategies in a contin-
gency Judgment task and were also more accurate than relatively less
involved subjects.

Another potential difference between |aboratory judgments and
real-world judgments lies in the fact that people in their everyday
|ives are often able to reflect upon a decision, make a tentative
Jjudgment, and then later modify it. This may occur several times en
route to a final decision. Thus, even if a |limited set of available
information is used in arriving at each intermediate judgment on the
road to an ultimate decision, different subsets of information are
likely to be involved in each case. Therefore, over the course of
time the implications of several different types of information may
be considered, and most of thelr implications may ultimately be taken
into account. This phenomenon contrasts sharply with laboratory
situations in which a single Judgment Is expected to be made quickly.
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The bottom line is that judgmental processes in the real world are
complex and varled, and are not always heuristically based. Although
we seldom if ever stop to consider gll information relevant to a
judgment, in everyday |ife our judgments may be more systematic than
they typically ara in laboratory and survey settings.

Postulate 10. The concepts of mental structures that are most |iKely
to be retrleved from long-term memory for use in Interpreting new
information or making ludgments are those that have been most

recently used In the past.
This postulate explicitly equates cognitive accessibility with

recency of use (not recency of acquisition). Many of the theorstical
Issues raised In the discussion of accessibllity effects at encoding
(Postulate 3) also apply here. For example, alternative factors that

may rival recency in determining accessibility (e.g., freguency,
salience, stc.) are Important to consider in both casss. In making
Judgments, still other factors may become important that were not

considered in the previous discussion. Most obviously, the effect of
more recently used information about a person or event may be over-
ridden by the effects of other attributes when these attributes are
particularly strongly associated with the entity being judged.
Basearch. Postulate 10 is of potential Importance in understand-
ing a great variety of laboratory phenomena. One sxample Is the
research on priming effects In judgment, discussed earlier in the
context of Postulate 3. Another important example is the finding that
if people make a judgment after receiving experimentally presented

information, they will rely on this more recent judgment, rather than
the original material, in making subsequent judgments (Carlston,
1880; Sherman, Ahlm, Berman, & Lynn, 1978 -- see also Postulate 11).
Still another example is research indicating that concepts that have

been used to explain feedback concerning one’'s own (or someone
alse’'s) failure or success may affect predictions of future success
or fallure sven after the feedback has been discredited as bogus
(Ross, Lepper, & Hubbard, 1975).

However, the effects of recency are often hard to separate from
those of other factors. For example, Carretta and Morsland (1982)
found that peoplie who voted for Richard Nixon in 1972 continued to
regard him positively during the subsequent Watergate hearings. This
could mean that the initial concepts formed about Nixon, which became
strongly associated with him, were used ss basas for judgments rather
than the more recently acquired information about his role in
Watergate. On the other hand, it could also indlcate that the
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favorable concepts about Nixon, although acquired before the
Watergate hearings, were typically recalled and were continually used
In the course of hearing about Watergate and attempting to rational-
ize the events that took place. Thus, knowledge about Watergatse,
although more recently acquired, was not necessarlily more recently
used.

Applicability. The applicability of recency effects in terms of
encoding operations was discussed in the context of Postulate 3 and
will not be repeated here. The effect of recency Iin real-world
judgment processes can be viewed as a by-product of heuristic
processing strategies. To this extent, an evaluation of its role in
mak ing judgments is susceptible to considerations similar to those we
raised in the context of discussing heuristic processes in general.
That is, recency may be important in determining an initial

"kneejerk” judgment. However, in real |ife, many judgments are not of
this sort. Unfortunately, the short time span of experimental tasks,
and the |imited importance that thaese tasks have for subjects,

usual ly mitigate against such del iberate decision making, and there-
fore may make recency effects appear more common than they actually
are in everyday lifs.
Postulate 11. Once a representation of a target has been formed and
stored in memory. this representation will tend to be used in sub-
sequent judgments of the target rather than the original information.
Postulate 11 is really a combination of the implications of
several of the other postulates. Postulate 4 stated that a person’s
goals strongly affect the way information is encoded and organized.
This postulate asserts that it is this goal-determined representation

that will be retained in memory. Under ordinary circumstances, the
original information will not be stored in long-term memory, and
after a certain period of time, it will be lost from short-term or

work ing memory. Biven the processes assumed by Postulates 3 and 5,
the Information that ends up being stored in memory may differ sub-
stantially from the original information. The implications of the
representation for subsequent judgments may be quite different from
the implications of the original information. Further discussion of
theory relevant to this postulate can be found in the discussions of
Postulates 3,4,5,7, and 10.

Besearch and Applicability. In addition to research cited in the
previous sections, one other set of findings has implications for a
specific implementation of this postulate. The concept of work ing
memory is central to this assumption. One version of this concept is
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the "Work Space” discussed by Wyer and Srull (1885b). In their model,
the construction of representations occurs in the Work Space, which
contains the original information. Only the representations migrate
to long-term memory; the original information remains in the Work
Space untll it Is displaced by more immediate processing goais. At
such time, It Is irretrievably lost. Srull and Wyer (1983) report six
exper iments that support this conceptualization. Basically, these
studies show that factors that theoretically lead information in the
Work Space to be displaced both decrease the recall of this informa-
tion and Increase the influence of abstract concepts that were used
to encode it at the time the Information was first received.
Postulate 11 receives some credibility from these studies.

Issues surrounding the applicability of this postulate have bsen

discussed in the context of previous postulates. Particularly
relavant Is the discussion in the "applicability” section of
Postulate 7, In which it Is contended that the details of the
original information may be more |ikely to be stored and recalled in
certain real-life situations than Postulate 11 impliss.
Postulate 12. If Information has been encoded and organized in terms
af certaln concepts or prototypic structures, the subsequent activa-
Lion of these concepts or structures may serve as retrieval cues for
the information. thereby facilitating recall.

The organizing concepts that are described in Postulate 12 could
be any of several different types. However, trait concepts are the
most commonly studied kKind. In the domain of person perception,
Postulate 12 could be transiated as: Recall of behavioral! informa-
tion, which has been encoded in terms of personality traits, can be
effectively cued by the trait terms themselves.

As we noted at the outset, the effects of retrieval processes
are often difficult to isolate from effects that occur at earlier
processing stages (cf. Anderson, 1978). Nonetheless, most of the

theoretical "action” has occurred in conceptualizing these earlier
stages, and retrieval processes have received far less attention in
social cognition theory and research than they deserve. One reason
for this may be that the theories are developed to account for
laboratory research in which the information presented is recalled
after a relatively short retention interval. A conceptualization of
strategic retrieval processes may become much more important when
greater Intervals occur between information acquisition and usage.
Besegarch. Evidence that personality traits serve as retrieval
cues for behaviors that exsmplify them has besn obtained by Wyer and
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Gordon (1982; see also Winter & Uleman, 1884). It Is interesting to
note that in the Wyer and Gordon study, trait concepts cued the
recall of behaviors exemplifying them only when subjects learned
about these behaviors with the objective of forming an impression of
the person who performed them. When the subjects’' goal was simply to
memor ize the behaviors, there was no evidence that traits were effec-
tive retrieval cues. This can be explained simply by assuming that
the beshaviors were encoded in trait terms only in the Impression
formation condition. It would seem, then, that at least in the
laboratory situations frequently investigated by social cognition
researchers, Postulate 12 is quite |ikely to hold, provided thse
retrieval cues correspond to features involved in the original

encoding.

Applicability. As stated above, consideration of retrieval cuas
may be much more important in real |ife than in the laboratory be-
cause retention intervals tend to be longer. Ons common real-life

situation in which retrieval cues are important iIs question
answering. Cues provided in a question may frequently have an impor-
tant impact on the response that is generated. This is because dif-
ferent information may be accessed In rasponse to different cuss.
This has obvious ramifications for survey research. A concrete ex-
ample may clarify the point. Suppose that someone has recently had
the flu and all the accompanying discomforts, including a nagging
headache. The person may encode the entire episode at a general laevel
as about with the flu rather than as a headache, fever, nausea, and
so forth. If the person is contacted by an analgesic manufacturer's
market ing research division and is asked when she or he last had a
headache, she or he may overlook the flu-induced headache because the
specificity of the question leads to a search for instances in which
an episode was encoded as “a headache” specifically. The respondent
may report that the last time she or he had a headache was months
ago.

A final consideration in conceptualizing the role of retrieval
processes in daily life is the fact that the retrieval cues we use to
access prior knowledge may be selected gtrategically and
intentionally, A common example occurs In trying to recall the names
of the 50 United States. In performing this task, a person may first
use geographical location as a basis for recall. If this strategy
does not result in recall of all of the states, the person may run
through the alphabet, attempting to recall the names of states begin-
ning with each letter. Finally, the person may recall the states
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represanted by various football conferences, or perhaps the states
she or he passed through on a recent automobile trip to California.
Each strategy may slicit a different subset of knowledge. One way of
conceptualizing this phenomenon is to assuma that different sets of
cuss access different subsets of information. Simifar processes may
be used In attempting to recall the names of persons in ona’'s high
school class, or the movies that one saw last ysear. These processes
have In fact been discussed more formally by Norman and Bobrow
(1879). A specification of both the determinants and effects of
retrieval cues in accessing social knowledge may be of considerable
importance In understanding the bases of judgments and decisions uwe

make in dally life.

Naturalistlc Approaches to the Study of Social Cognition

It seems reasonable to conclude from the discussion above that
existing research on social-cognitive processes has potentially more
to say about real-worid cognition that Neisser (1880) wishas to
belisve. At the same time, it is important to realize that there ars
constraints on the applicability of the conclusions drawn from ex-
perimental research that are in some cases substantial. Thess must be
carefully considered. Morsover, there can be no doubt that important
questions about real-worid cognition still remain unanswered, some
(but not all) of which are susceptible to laboratory investigation.
In the final section of this chapter, we will briefly discuss the
mutual benefits that could emerge from the use of naturalistic re-
search strategles to complement and augment experimentation in the
study of social cognition.

Opngoing lnteraction. Ostrom (1884) recently pointed out that
social knowledge is not passively acquired. As active participants in
socliety, we gather knowledge in the course of complex interactions
with the elemaents of the social environment. For this reason, it is
important to study the cognitive processes of persons who are assum-
ing a more active role than those often imposed by laboratory tasks.
What is called for are more naturalistic strategies that involve the
observation of ongoing interaction (e.g., Harr , 1980). We are quick
to add that we do not advocate this instead of the usual laboratory
strategles but rather in addition to them. McGrath (1982) has noted
that only through methodological pluralism can the social sciences
hope to advance.

The extensive work of Newston (1876; for a concise summary, see
Knowies & D. Smith, 1881) represents a research program that has
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begun to tackle the job of discovering those aspects of ongoling
behavior (in videotaped form) that significantly affect an in-
dividual’s cognitive responses to behavioral sequences. Despite thase
important contributions, the subject in Newtson’'s studies retains a
predominantly passive orientation. We have recently undertaken a |ine
of research that places the subject in a much more active and so-
cially rich role. In this research, cohabiting couples are asked to
engage in discussions of various issuas of personal concern. Thase
conversations are videotaped and the participants subsequently make
numerous judgments and interpretations of their own and their
partner’s behavior. It Is our ultimate goal to use discourse analytic
strategies to identify the regularities that may exist in the nature
of the conversation that evoke different patterns of perceptions and
responses. (For preliminary findings and an elaboration of the
methodology, see Baslick, Bodenhausen, & Wyer, 1985.) This approach
clearly involves the investigation of a real-world-type situation
using a methodology quite different from much social cognition re-
search, and hopefully the findings it generates will complement those
coming from more traditional experimental techniques.

Beal-World Memory. Another important approach to social cogni-
tion that involves a more naturalistic strategy is work concerned
with memory for real-world persons and events that occur outside the
laboratory. Examples of this include the extensive work of Bahrick
(1984; Bahrick, Bahrick, & Wittlinger, 1975). Bahrick et al., for
exampla, used a cross-sectional design to study people’'s memory for
the names and faces of acquaintances over a fifty-year span. Msmory
for real-world events has been studied by Keenan and her col |leaguss
(Keenan & Baillet, 1980; Keenan st al. 1977), by Linton (1975, 1982),
and by Loftus (e.g., Loftus & Marburger, 1983). Memory for personally
and socially significant events represents an area that is ripe for
future exploration and is an important complement to experimental
investigations of cognition.

Survey Research. Before concluding this chapter, we want to
point out the possible role of survey research in bridging the gap
between laboratory findings and what we have called real-world
cognition. That is, not only may Information-processing principles
help to elucidate the determinants of response Iin interviews and
questionnaires, but surveys and interviews may, as Loftus, Flenberg,
and Tanur (1985) recently put it, “provide new sources of data for
learning about human cognition” (p. 176) . Loftus et al. document this
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possibility in some detall. Interestingly, they conclude their ar-
ticle by noting that survey research may bs an important mechanism
for addressing the complaints of Neisser (1982).

By now we hope it is clear that, although we dispute the strong
form of Neisser's claims about the irrelevance of much laboratory
work to an understanding of social cognition in the real world, we
agree that social cognition researchers must take his advocacy of
naturalistic research settings and strategies guite seriously. We
have argued that the postulates we described in this chapter have
Implications outside the laboratory, but more work is needed to begin
to document their role in nonlaboratory situations.
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INFORMAT ION PROCESSING THEORY FOR THE SURVEY
RESEARCHER

Reid Hastie
Northwestern University,
Evanston

Psychology In the second half of the twentieth century is
dominated by the cognitive point of view. Based on foundational work
by Chomsky (1957) on syntactic structures in language, by Newell and
Simon (1872) on computer simulation of thinking, and by a host of
researchers interested in memory and perception (Miller, Galanter, &
Pribram, 1860; Neisser, 1967), a new mentalism has emerged that
serves as the central theoretical orientation in all subfields of
psychology. Neighboring social sciences have started to use some of
these theoretical concepts in their analyses of individual behavior.

Within the cognitive approach one set of concepts seems to be
coalescing into a coherent core of principles, called "Information
Processing Theory.” The body of this paper is a summary of the essen-
tials of Information Processing Theory stated as a |list of general
principles. This list is designed to be useful to survey researchers.
There are several excellent texts (e.g., J.R. Anderson, 1880;
Lachman, Lachman, & Butterfield, 1878) and survey articles (e.g.,
Bower, 1978; Estes, 1978; Simon, 1973) that provide alternative
treatments of the same material.)

KEY CONCEPTS IN INFORMATION PROCESSING
Informat ion

1. The fundamental material in an information processing
analysis Is information. Sometimes information is measured or repre-
sented In terms of quantitative metrics (BGarner, 1962; N.H. Anderson,
1981) . Howsver, the most common practice is to represent information
qualitatively as lists of features, natural language sentences and
phrases, or geometric diagrams. Since the most common experimental
stimull are words, sentences, and pictures these formats for repre-
sentation, closely matching the structures of the stimulus materials,
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are convenient and have proven successful as theorstical symbols. The
types of representation that will be most useful for survey research-
ers concerned with respondents’ thoughts about their personal |ives,
medical practices, consumer goods, the political world, and other
everyday events should be closest to the theoretical solutions
developed by cognitive psychdloglsts Interested In text comprehension
(Rumelhart & Norman, 1885).

Typical practice would be to represent a concept as a location
in a graph that Is described by a word or phrase and associated with
a list of attributes. In the case of noun categories, these features
are usually properties of the entity referenced by the concept that
are to verify whether or not an object is an instance of the concept
(Figure 1). Relations between idea nodes are symbolized theoretically
as |links In the network or pointers that connect the nodes. These
links are given with labels selected from a short |ist of quasi-
formal relationships that are allowed in the specific repre-
sentational system. The attribute |ists associated with the nodes
correspond loosely to the concept's reference and the links In the
network correspond loosely to the concept’'s sense.

Figure 1: Attribute |ist representations of concepts (based on Smith
& Medin, 1981).

PIGEON CANARY CHICKEN COLLIE DAISY

A.: animate A,: animate Al: animate A1: animate Al: inanimate

A2: feathered AZ: feathered AZ: feathered Az furry AZ: stem
Aq: flies A3: flies A3: pecks A3: tan A3: white
A4: ]:::/:s- A4: yellow A4: squawks A4: barks

cities AS: lays eggs

A6: cannot fly
edible

The emphasis on semantic attribute representations for stimulli
is characteristic of Information Processing Theory and it highlights
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one of its major limits. How are nonsemantic, nonpropositional types
of information (e.g., emotlons, sensory experiences such as rars
tastes or melodies, dense !mpressions such as images of works of art,
etc.) represented mentally? Of the problematic information types,
survey researchars will bas most interested In theoretical analyses of
the relationship between cognition and affect (Clark & Fiske, 1882).
The clearest proposal of a representational format for affect is as a
set of semantic tags (corresponding to alternate emotional states)
that are |inked to concept nodes as features or as alternate concept
nodes in the same network (Bower & Cohen, 1882). Thus, affect infor-
mation Is treated |ike any other semantic information in the network.
Howsver, there is considerable controversy on this issue and some
theorists (e.g., Zajonc, 1980) argue that the semantic representation
solutlon Is inadequate.

The influence of emotlional reactions to a candidate or issue on
voting beshavior has been of Interest to survey researchers for a long
time (Campbell, Converse, Miller, & Stokes, 1860; Llippman, 1922) .
Recent research by cognitive psychologists has reaffirmed the sig-
niflcance of emotional factors in political choice (Abelson, Kinder,
Petaers, & Fiske, 1982) although specific models of the representation
and processing of emotlion-provoking political stimuli have not been
epplied to politically significant stimuli. Leventhal (188B2) has
contributed an original and Integratlive treatment of the roles of
emotlon and cognition In thinking about medical experiences. Johnson
and Tversky (1883) have demonstrated effects of affect on judgments
of personal risk. Other researchers are attempting to analyze the
role of emotion Iin knowledge about consumer products and consumer
choice (Tybout, Calder, & Sternthal, 1881).

Memory Structures

2. Information is stored in memory in one of several alternate
structures. One of the major contributions of the information
processing reliance on the analogy bsetween human and machine informa-
tion processing has besn an increased sophistication about structures
for information (Winograd, 1975). These structures usually apply to
the relationship between conceptual nodes (see above) and a small set
of structures appear again and again in the cognitive psychology
literature. The most common structure is a |list of concepts, with
each concept 1inked to onme or two adjacent nodes. The list structure
is populer because many of the stimulus materials in memory research
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Figure 2: A simple semantic natwork chosen to illustrate inherlitance
relations among concepts (based on Rumel!hart & Norman,

1965) .
VERTEBRATE
hag 28
subset subset
spine heart
MAMMAL BIRD
VAN
produces has Es
hns g8 produces subset / :" subset
subset \‘l

fur milk eggs feathers wings

PIGEON CHICKEN

subset locale used for

sound /ats par@s

barks meat clsws barnyard food

COLLIE

Lassie



Figure 3: Examples of structural
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(based on Kintsch, 1978;
Broek, 1984).
(a)
Text Text Base
This Landolfo, then, 1{PURCHASE ,agent :L,object:SHIP)
having made the sort 2 (LARGE ,SHIP)
of preliminary calcu-  3(VERY,2)
lations merchants 4(AFTER,1,5)
normally make, pur- S{CALCULATE ;agent:L)
chased a very large 6(PRELIMINARY,5)
ship... 7{LIKE,S,8)

(Ruined,
Landol1fo )

[ =

8§CALCULATE.agent:MERCHANT)
9{NORMAL,8) ...

@ PE®E

representations for narrative text

and Trabasco, Secca, & Van Den

(b)

@ Judy is going to have a birthday party.
2 She is ten years old.
@ She wants a hammer and saw for presents.
4 Then she could make a coat rack...
5 and fix her doll house.
@ She asked her father...
7 to get them for her.
Her father did not want to get them for her.
9 He did not think that girls should play with

a hammer and saw.

But he wanted to get her something.
12 Judy liked the dress...

So he bought her a beautiful new dress.
@ but she still wanted the hammer and saw.
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have been presented as lists (e.g., word lists, digit strings, stc.).
We also noted that the features for concept nodes are typically
represented as |ists.

The hierarchy, a directed graph, in which some nodes are supsr-
ordinate to other (subordinate) nodes with the hierarchical ordering
extending over several tiers is also popular. These structures are
common in theorstical descriptions of long-term conceptual memories
(Smith & Medin, 1981; Smith, 1979) because of the manner In which
many natural language nomenclature systems are structured. Linguistic
concepts frequently have an "embedded” character where one concept
can be used to reference many levels of abstraction. As | noted
above, these interconcept nsetworks correspond to the gense of the
concepts and the |inks are usually labeled by a small set of
relationships that are fundamental to the meanings of the concepts
(ses detail of Figure 2). Additionally, many other linguistic en-
tities such as sentences, paragraphs, and narrative texts can be
described in terms of hierarchical phrase structure diagrams or text
outline hierarchies (J.R. Anderson & Bower, 1973; Kintsch, 1874)
(Figure 3). In these cases comprehension is hypothesized to involve
the application of rules that "parss” texts or events into meaningful
units that are stored separately but |inked together, often in a
hierarchical structure. The hierarchical structure is also useful to
represent plans for actions which can be described at many levels of
specification (Miller 8t al., 1960; J.R. Anderson, 1880).

A third type of structure, the undifferentiated network, Is
frequently used to represent the organization of material where time
or semantic constraints do not impose the orderly relations implied
by the list or hierarchy. For example, Hastie (Hastie & Kumar, 1879)
and Srull (1981) have proposed such structures to characterize the
organization of facts in memory that refer to a single casual
acquaintance. A speculation that | would l|ike to advance as a
hypothesis about the knowledge underlying attitudes is that the
undifferentiated network Iis the structure for this Information In
memory . For example, Figure 4 depicts a plausible structure for some
of the ideas elicited from a respondent using the cue Abortlion. |
have used the unlabeled links and undifferentiated nodes of the
network to summarize the associations observed in the respondent’s
verbal protocol. It appears that there are three "clusters” of ideas:
(a) a "pro-choice” cluster of abstractions (e.g., freedom); (b) a
"pro-1ife” cluster of abstractions (e.g., Catholic Church); and (c) a
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Figure 4: An associative naetwork representation of one respondent’s
ideas about the topic Abortion.

DANGER TO
MOTHER
HOSPITAL
INFECTION
DOCTOR
UNWANTED__— \ PAIN
CAREER — PREGNANCY OPERATION 7z RELIEF
\ FETUS
UNMARRIED TT~——peam
LARGE
FAMILY MURDER
CATHOLIC
——————GUILT
oRTION— CHURCH

PROMISCUITY

FREEDOM
\ GOVERNMENT
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package of more concrete ideas relevant to the procedure of an abor-
tion (e.g., antecedents, details, and consequences). In the example
mental representation in Figure 4, a series of questions concerning
attitudes towards the United States presidency (Reagan) or rellgion
(Catholic Church) could serve to activate the "pro-Life” node,
producing negative responses to subsequent questions concerning
abortion. On the other hand, a context of questions concerning career
goals, or teenage pregnancies might activate contrasting ideas and
yield relatively positive responses on abortion. A further specula-
tion would be that somse response effects in surveys might be under-
stood in terms of the activation of one portion of the network or
another as determined by the context preceding or accompanying a
question as it Is put to an interview respondent. One context might
elicit a positive response keyed by the "pro-choice” cluster of
ideas, while another context would elicit a more negative response
from the "pro-life” cluster or from the "procedure” sequence.

One popular type of structure is often referred to by the label
"schema” 'in psychology. The term raises some problems In usage be-
cause its referents are not precisely limited and different writers
seem to refer to different theorstical structures when they use the
common label. For example, some theoreticlans (e.g., Rumelhart, 1984)
use the term schema to refer to almost any mental element, while
others (e.g., Mandler, 1880) restrict the usage to one or two
specific knowledge structures (e.g., that describe certain pictorial
scenas and certain narrative stories). Recent reviews (Hastie, 1981;
Taylor & Crocker, 1981) provide a sampling of the knowledge struc-
tures to which the label has been applied and emphasize the breadth
and variety of referents. Howsver, papers by Alba and Hasher (1883),
Axelrod (1973), and Brewer and Nakamura (1984) give an impression
that there is a precisely |imited usage of the term "schema” and that
there is a circumscribed theory associated with the concept. This
impression is misleading and the Alba and Hasher paper, in par-
ticular, attributes a "prototypical schema theory of memory” to
memory researchers that | do not belleve applies to any current
theorist.

Although there is no commonly accepted schema theory, there are
a number of theoretical constructs associated with the label "schema”
that are well-defined and in common usage by certain theorists. An
enculturated member of any society will have a large stock of
schemata stored in long-term memory. When a schema is activated by
the occurrence of a relevant event (the schema's "entry conditions”
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are satisfied), the schema functions as a scaffold for the orderly
encoding of incoming information. Relationships among disparate
elements of the experienced event are provided by the schema. The
perceliver Is motivated to seek missing information that has not been
exper lenced, but which is "anticipated” by the provision of “slots”
in the schema. And, sometimes when information is missing, it is
inferred as a "default” value to fill an empty slot in the schema.

Probably the best way to describe the notion of a schema is to
glve some examples from the theoretical |iteraturs in cognitive
psychology. Figure 5 is a diagram of a schematic structure for the
fami|lar "restaurant script” (Abelson, 1981; Schank & Abalson, 1877).
This knowledge structure summarized the entry conditions, settings,
roles, props, sequentially dependent stages, and exit conditions for
the characters and events that occur in a visit to a typical res-
taurant in America. |f the respondent learned about restaurants in
another country, the restaurant script would doubtless differ
slightly from this example. In Garmany, for instance, certain customs
such as asking other patrons to share a table would be part of the
script, although they would not be familiar to a person who had
experienced only American restaurants. Similar stersotyped action
routine templates have been described for other social events (e.g.,
taking an airplane flight, visiting the dentist, etc.) and it is
presumed that such knowledge structures are involved in the com-
prehension of many everyday activations.

A second example of an abstract knowledge structure is the
"eplsode schema” that Is found In many theories of text
comprehension. Figure B provides a simple summary diagram of the
elements of the highly abstract episode schema with the relations
among them. A schema of this type is invoked in the comprehension of
narrative discourse and it serves to summarize parts of the explicit
text, to indicate the relations among them, and to direct the reader
to "fill in the blanks” by inferring missing information that belongs
In the schema structure. For example, we read the headline, "U.S.
Jets Hit Libya,” and immediately wonder about initiating events (lWlhat
did Libya do to the U.S.?) and consequences (Now, what will Libya do
to the U.S5.7?). |f answers to these questions are not provided by the
newspaper report or from another source, we are likely to infer an
answer of our own to "fill the gap” (The U.S. is retaliating for
recent terrorist activity by Libyan nationals, or, Reagan is reacting
to recent put-downs by Russian leaders, and so forth).
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Figure 5: Example script structure for comprehension of everyday
events (based on J.R. Anderson, 1983 and Schank & Abelson,
1977) .

Label: RESTAURANT

Entry Conditions: CUSTOMER IS HUNGRY
CUSTOMER HAS MONEY

INFORMAL ~ ronm\ FAST FOOD
/w\cx TRACK\ TRACK \_>

Scene 1: ENTER...walk in Scene 1: ENTER...walk in
look for table check reservation
decide where to sit wait in lounge
go to table hear name called
sit down shown to table
sit down

Scene 2: ORDER...read menu
decide on food Scene 2: ORDER...order drinks
signal waitress read menu
. waiter describes specials
discuss menu
decide on food
ask for wine list

Results: CUSTOMER HAS LESS MONEY
RESTAURANT HAS MORE MONEY
CUSTOMER IS NOT HUNGRY
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Figure 6: S8chema to represent the abstract structure of episodes
(based on Pennington & Hastie, 1881).

INITIATING

(-———————— EVENT(S)

initiate initiate

PHYSICAL
STATE(S)

iy

PSYCHOLOGICAL
I STATE(S)

|—i —f

initiate GOAL(S)

initiate
reason

reason

ACTION(S)

result

CONSEQUENCE(S)
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Spreading Activation

3. Information in meamory Is available according to simple
"spreading activation” principles. Tha major role playsd by knowledge
structures in the Information Processing Theory is to prescribe and
constrain the patterns of activation of information in the mind.
Although phenomenal experience provides an incomplete plicture of
information activation, the subjective Iimpression that we are aware
of only a few ideas at once is a fundamental! assumption of all types
of modern psychology. Information structures provide a metric that
measures the number of ideas that are active, that is, available for
use (l.e., to influence behavior), at sny point in tima. Furthermore,
the structure predicts the direction and speed of changes in active
mental content; experienced subjectively as movement from idea to
idea.

The most common assumption of Information processing theorists
is that activation spreads from a currently active location in a
Knowledge structure to other nearby locations; that the spread is
rapid; that the amount of activation of proximate locatlons Is in-
vaersely related to the number of locations (number of efferent
links); and that it diminishes sharply with Increasing distance from
the source of activation. We will emphasize the locallzation of ideas
in geometric representational structures and the serial manner In
which ideas become consclous in this papsr. However, we would |ike to
point out that there is considerable controversy and excitement over
information processing models that relax one or both of these
assumptions. Currently the "new look” In memory theories involves tha
use of distributed representations of information and parallel ac-
tivation of excitatory and inhibitory connections (Hinton & J.A.
Anderson, 1981; McClelland & Rumelhart, 1985). These models appsar to
be especially promising as descriptions of cognitive processes and
structures that will map onto the physiological medium of the brain.

Additional factors affect the level of activation of ideas in
memory. First, ideas that represent the immediate environment, being
exper ienced through the sense organs, are activated (stimulus-driven
activation). The "Encoding Specificity Principle” (Tulving, 1983) for
retrieval of information from memory Is an important closely-related
conclusion: a stimulus event (cuse) will effectively activate an idea
in memory, if and only if information about the cue and its relation
to the to-be-remembered idea was stored in memory at the same time as
the original idea. Second, ideas that are closely linked to goals
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that have priority in guiding current processing of the systems are
activated (goal-focussed activation). The Implications of goal-
focussed activation depend on the system's rules for goal development
and ordering by priority. Goals will be determined by specific re-
guirements of the task the subject performs, but some general rules
for the "executive” are emerging (see Sections 4 and 5§ below).

Transforming Symbolic Information

4. The basic processes of thinking involve the transformation of
symbolic Information from one representation into another. An over-
view of the Information processing system would show physical signals
in the environment converted to sensory feature information; sensory
information would be transformed Into intermediate, semantic
Iinformation; later stages of processing would involve the elaboration
by Inference and association of the semantic information (including
visual information); and then the transformation of semantic informa-
tion into appropriate codes to generate responses. The analogy to
computer program functions and operators is strong and theoreticians
have attempted to reduce the complexity of information processing
theory models by egreeing on a |imited set of elementary information
processes (Chase, 18978; Posner & McLeod, 1982). The elementary opera-
tions would include processes such as reading and writing into and
out of memories, recoding information from one format or structure
Into a second format or structure, and comparing and testing tuwo
pleces of information to determine the relationship between them
(e.g., to return a judgment of similarity of identity). Thus, the
economy of the information processing theory comes from increasing
consensus among theoreticlians on an elementary set of formats for
Iinformation, structures for information, and elementary information
processes that transform one representation into another.

Probably the most common organization of the elementary
processes is in terms of production systems. The analogy to computer
programming languages is dominant and the production system architec-
ture used to describe many computer programs is a popular charac-
terization of the human organization of a system of slementary infor-
mation processes. The basic unit of a production system is a two-
part "condition-action” pair directly analogous to the S-R unit from
old learning theorises. The condition part of the unit specifies a
state of the operating system (the presence of a certain pattern of
information) and the action part of the unit describes an operation
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Figure 7: Elementary information processes (based on Newall & Simon,
1972) .

1. Discrimination. It must be possible for the system to behave in alternative ways depending on
what symbols are in its short-term memory.

2. Tests and Comparisons. It must be possible to determine that two symbol tokens do not belong
to the same symbol type.

3. Symbol Creation. It must be possible to create new symbols and set them to designate specified
symboT structures.

4. MWriting Symbol Structures. It must be possible to create a new symbol structure, copy an
existing symbol structure, and modify existing symbol structures, either by changing or deleting
symbol tokens belonging to the structure or by appending new tokens with specified relations to
the structure.

5. Reading and Writing Externally. It must be possible to designate stimuli received from the external
environment by means of internal symbols or symbol structures, and to produce external responses
as a function of internal symbol structures that designate these responses.

6. Designating Symbol Structures. It must be possible to designate various parts of any given symbol
structure, and to obtain designations of other parts, as a function of given parts and relations.

7. Storing Symbol Structures. It must be possible to remember a symbol structure for later use, by
storing it in the memory and retrieving it at any arbitrary time via a symbol structure that
designates it.
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or process to occur in the system. Actions are rastricted to the
basic operations provided by the set of elementary information
processes (Figure 7). A set of these basic production units, when
coupled together Iinto a larger procedure, Is called a production
system. Production systems constitute a general, uniform descriptive
language for many types of computer programs and, since Informat ion
processing models are usually Implemented In the programming med ium,
they provide a useful vocabulary to describe cognitive processes.

The Executive Monitor

5. At any polint in time the information processing system is
under the control of an executive monitor operating on a series of
goals and plans are organized into & control structure hierarchy. It
Is the development of this executive that gives cognitive psychology
the charecteristics that most sharply distinguish it from traditional
learning theory. A clear forerunner of current conceptions of the
execut Ive appeared In the Atkinson and Shiffrin (1868) distinction
between structural features and control processes in a larger memory
system. Newell and Simon (1872) introduced the notion of a hierarchy
of goals along with an executive that executed plans according to
goal priorities. These developments gave cognitive theories an ac-
tive, planful character that was lacking in previous analyses of
learning and problem-solving. Furthermore, with the aid of computer
simulation methods, the theories of executive control were stated
precisely In a respectable, scientific form, which was not suscep-
tible to learning theorists’ criticism of "mysterious homunculus”
maodels.

The hierarchical organizational principle appears as a descrip-
tion of the relationships between superordinate goals, subordinate
goals, and plans that are under consideration or under execution to
achieve the superordinate goals (J.R. Anderson, 1983). For the most
part simple goal-plan hierarchy structures have been the relation-
ships between coordinate, independent, and competing goals, and
single and multiple-function plans as characterizations of the logic
of the executive (e.g., Schank & Abelson, 1877; Wilensky, 1983).
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Figure B: Example goal structures produced in the slution of a
planning problem (based on J.R. Anderson, 1883 and
Sacerdoti, 1977).

PAINT LADDER
PAINT CEILING
PAINT PAINT
LADDER CEILING
GET APPLY GET USE APPLY
PAINT PAINT TO PAINT LADDER PAINT TO
LADDER CEILING
PAINT LADDER

/ R
PAINT PAINT
/C!I’.ING LADDQ‘
GET USE APPLY APPLY

PAINT LADDER PAINT TO PAINT TO
CEILING LADDER

Ones application of these theoretical developments to survey
research phenomena is Carbonell’'s (1878) description of political
ideologies as goal-plan structures (ses also Schank & Abalson, 1877).
Carbonel | hypothesized that en ideclogical belisef structure Is or-
ganized as a goal-subgoal tree with higher-level goals such as
"Communist Containment” and lowsr-lavel goals such as "Strong U.S.
Military” and ”"Elect Reagan” ordered accordingly. The system was
implemented as a computer program that could enact the role of a
citizen with a conservative or a |iberal Iideology and evaluate
policies or events to assign desirablilities to them.
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I ndependsnt. Memor ies

6. The larger information processing system is composed of 8
series of component ”locations” that are referred to as independent
memories. The typical system (see Figure 8) distinguishes between
sensory registers, short-term memory, long-term memory, and sometimes
a working memory. The memories are often hypothesized to be as-
soclated with separate physical structures of the brain. They are
characterized by distinctive formats for symbol representations and
capacity 1imits for representation and processing. Many of the impor-
tant predictions of early information processing analyses came from
the assumption of a |imited capacity short-term memory store. A
short-term memory limit on the amount of information that could be
represented or actively transformed at any point in time implied that
information processes would exhibit an orderly sequential character
(serial processing). Furthermore, many errors in subjects’ perfor-
mance on perception and memory tasks could be explained with
raference to the loss of information as it was passed from sensory
registers to the limited capacity short-term memory.

The long-term memory store is assumed to be extremsly capacious
and to exhibit great representational flexibility in accepting a
variety of formats and structures for knowledge. Many theoreticians
further subdivide the long-term store into two functionally distinct
components, one to represent temporally coded, episcdic information
(e.g., information about a specific experiencae that occurred once in
the person’s history) and a generic, semantic memory that is an
encyclopedia-| ike repository for general knowledge about the world,
including nonlinguistic information such as melodies and motor skill
routines (Tulving, 1972, 1983).

The smphasis on the transformation of symbolic information
according to a production system hierarchy of elementary information
processes and the "geographic” organization of the mind into a series
of submemories, with the most active memories (i.e., short-term
memory) restricted in capacity, has given information processing
models the characteristic appearance of organizing complex cognitive
performances into a series of temporally ordered discrete stages.
This organization is most obvious in simple models for recognition
memory scanning (e.g., Sternberg, 1969) and certain perceptual tasks
(e.g., Broadbent, 1958). However, the same character can be discerned
in modals for much more complicated accompl ishments such as chess
playing, logical reasoning, and computer programming (Newel! & Simon,
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1872; J.R. Anderson, 1883). Tourangeau (1884) has proposed a concep-
tual breakdown of the survey respondent’'s task Into four major
stages: comprehend the question; activate relevant facts, beliefs,
snd emotions; generate a judgment; select or compose & response. He
argues persuasively that the four-stage breakdown provides a useful
framework for the analysis of many of the well-known survey responss

effects.
Limited Resources

7. Principles of |imited rasources ("mental ensrgy” and repre-
sentational capacitly) describe the performance of the iInformation
processing system. There is a general tendency for the information
processing system to behave in an economicel fashion to accomplish
its goals by expending a minimum of time, processing resources, and
strain on Its memory system. For example, In choice and decision
tasks, people will typically act to "satisfice” by terminating search
when an acceptable, but possibly not optimal solution has been
achieved. Similarly, In memory and Jjudgment tasks, speed of perfor-
mance and accuracy wlll| be traded off so that when task demands
restrict one aspect of the response (e.g., sccuracy), the other
aspect (execution time) wil! be used more !ibsrally. Another example
occurs in the typical model for long-term memory search where "self-
terminating” search rules operate such that the system stops search-
ing for Information when any item that is sufficient to render an
answer has been obtained.

Processing Errors

There Is a common misconception that the Information Processing
Theory emphasis on computer simulation models implies that the human
mind is as orderly, tireless, and error-fres as a well-tested piece
of computer software. This Iimpression is completely falsa.
Informat lon processing theorists use the computer simulation medium
to express their theories so that they (the theorists) can be precise
and accurate about their theory's implications. However, the theory
describes the beshavior of humans and this behavior is frequently
errorful, imprecise, and haphazard. The theory, if It is correct,
must simulate thess properties of human behavior, as we!l as other
more orderly characteristics of human bshavior. One of the major
conditions that introduces the haphazard and errorful quality (to the
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extent it Is present) to an information processing modsl's predic-
tions of behavior comes from the Iimplicatlions of principles of
limited resources. For example, a plan for behavior, generated by the
model 's exscutive, may be Incomplete or may be executed in an inade-
quate manner, because of hypothesized |Imits on the model's (and the
human's) memory capacity. Thus, a considerable portion of the human-
| ike character of an information processing model will be produced by
the |imited resource principles.

AN EXAMPLE: MEASURING POLITICAL BELIEFS AND KNOWLEDGE

It may clarify the relationship bstwesn information processing
models and survey research phenomena if we outline the steps that
would be necessary to epply a specific model to deduce testable
predictions in a simpla cognitive task. Wse will use a simple person
memory task as an illustration because it Is relevant to the bellief
and knowledgs structures that underl|lie responses to questions con-
cerning political behavior, namely voting. The task Is important
because the manner In which Information about a political candidate
is stored in memory and retrieved under!les Iimportant judgments and
declsions, including evaluations of the candidate and his or her
actions as well as the respondent’s voting behavior.

For this example we will use the Information Processing Theory,
ACT, that has been developed by John Anderson and his colleagues at
Carnegie-Ma!lon University (1883). The ACT "system"” Is a language
with which to write a specific model. The system providaes three
formats for declarative kKnowledge repraesentation (temporal string,
spatial images, and abstract propositions); a production system
notation for the representation of processes; and system-wide rules
limiting the capacitiy to activate declarative or procedural
knowledge to "execute” procedures, and to alter declarative or proce-
dural knowledge structures. Expositions of the ACT approach provide

numerous examples of applications of the theorsetical "language” in
the form of specific models for task performance with an emphasis on
learning, skill scquisition, and problem solving. Probably the

easlest route to a new spplication is to find a close analogy betwsen
a task to which ACT has been applied (e.g., sentence memory) and e
new task (e.g., cendidate memory) that is important in survey re-

search.
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We will apply the ACT system to describe a respondent’'s long-
term memory for information sbout Ronald Reagan. Declarative informa-
tion ("facts”) about Reagan can be represented in several formats in
the ACT mode!. The |ikely representation will Include propositional
formatted information (most of the entries in Figure 10), image
information (information depicted in little frames in Figure 10);
goal information (In propositional format in Figure 10); and emo-
tional responses (which would probably be represented as proposi-
tional Information --see Bower & Cohen, 1982-- noted by broken-bor-
dered surrounds in Figure 10). The structure of the information in
Figure 10 is a sprawling network that J.R. Anderson would call a
"tangled hierarchy” (1983, Chapter 2). Some instantiations of the ACT
system do not specify labels on links in the network, and for
simplicity we will use unlabeled links in this example. Another
example of a survey response relevant knowledge structure was
provided in Figure 4, where the ideas associated with the concept
Abortion, for one respondent were diagrammed in an undifferentiated
network .

Note, that in order for the model to be applied to a domain such
as political candidate memory or opinions about abortion, an exact
specification (perhaps still a hypothesis) of the memory structure
must be provided in the vocabulary of the ACT representation system.
This is no simple task and the ACT theory itself provides only very
general guidelines for the structure of specific memory repre-
sentations. The task of establishing the representation usually
Involves a back-and-forth bootstrapping process in which the
theoretician starts with intuitions about the memory structure,
evaluates those intuitions by making assumptions about processes,
derives implications, and checks those implications against empirical
data. Then the researcher typically has to modify the original as-
sumpt ions about representation, evaluate again based on predicitions
assuming certain processes, and so forth until a working repre-
sentation is In hand.

There has been considerable success in establishing memory
representations for complex lexical (Smith, 1979), pictorial
(Kosslyn, 1880), text (Kintsch, 1874), social (Hastie, Park, & Weber,
1884), and problem-solving (Chase & Simon, 1873) domains (see ex-
amples in J.R. Anderson, 1883). Nonetheless, establishing the memory
representation is a big job and deductions concerning performance
cannot be derived without the representation. Furthermore, the task
of providing a representation to the information processing theorist
falls most heavily on the shoulders of the col laborator who wishes to
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Figure 10: Network structure for a fragment of one respondent’'s
mamories of Ronald Reagan.
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apply the model to a specific content domain. A laboratory
psychologist Interested in the ACT model would not be able to provide
a hypotheslzed memory representation for political candidates or for
an attlitude Issue without help from an expert In the relevant content

domain. | predict that a subflield within cognitive psychology con-
cerned with the description of knowledge structures for various
domains of experience will develop during the next decades. There are

already signs of such a development In the growth of "knowledge
enginesring” methods In expert systems applications (e.g., Hayes-
Roth, Waterman, & Lenat, 1983) and Iin discussions of psycholexicog-
raphy by lIeading psycholinguists (Miller & Johnson-Laird, 1876).
This subfield may eventually play a role In the cognitive sclences
that is analogous to the role of some classificatory specialities in

blology.

Anderson has spelled out explicit spreading activation rules
that yleld predictions of probability of recall, order of recall,
speed of recall, and so on, once a memory representation has been

ldentified as a foundation on which to calculate predictions.
Anderson has developed explicit production system models that perform
the recall retrieval task. Thus, we would be able to derive exact
predictions concerning retrieval times and probabilities for a sub-
Ject's behavior when asked to answer questions such as, "Recall what
you can about Ronald Reagan;" "Recall what you can about Reagan’s
career before he became governor of California;” "Recall what you can
about Reagan's fiscal policies,” or "Recall what you can about
Reagan’'s family.” Similarly, the knowledge structure for the abortion
topic would be a basis for predictions of responss times and prob-
abilities for queries about abortion; for example, "Does Reagan favor
government funds for abortions?” "How do you feel about abortions?”.
Earlier, | even suggested that the knowledge structure plus assump-
tions about memory activation could yleld predictions of patterns of
context effects In survey responses.

LIMITS TO INFORMATION PROCESSING THEORIES

There are several warnings to be derived from this quick sketch
of a specific application of ACT to candidate or issue memory. First,
the example foregrounds the large contribution that must come from
the survey researcher. A theory of the mind based on l|aboratory
analyses of perception, memory, and reasoning processes demands many
domain-specific Ingredients before a theorstical cake is ready for
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the deductive oven. Even commitment to a specific model within the
Information processing approach does not purchase quick, cheap
profits in the form of predictive power; the predictions will still
be expensive. Second, we |isted some of the many obstacles to suc-
cessful applications; even with commitment and expensive ingraedients
the ceke can fall. Third, the epplication Is likely to require exten-
sive devalopments before the theoretical questions of major Interaest
to survey researchers are addressed. Thae political candidate memory
model would require a large investment from the researcher; but an
account of candidate memory is only a first step towards a major
contribution to survey research such as a model of voting behavior.
The abortion Issue knowledgs structure Is only the first step towards
predictions of responses or response effects in survey Iinterviews.

A second |imitation of Information Processing Theory Is Its
impover ished treatment of motivational factors. Although many seminal
formulations (Miller et &l., 1960; Newsl! & Simon, 1872) dealt exten-
sively with goals and plans, modern formulations have tended to
downplay motivation (e.g., Nisbett & Ross, 1880). Typlically, In the
exper imental l|aboratory research that provides the empirical grist
for Information Processing Theory, motivation levels are assumed to
be relatively constant and varlations in factors that would affect
motivation are excluded from the research. One of the most Important
consequences of afforts to extend the approach to phenomena such as
those in survey research wlll be to force the thsory to develop
expliclt principles to characterize the relationship bstween motiva-
tion, affect, and cognition. Signs of this development are already
present In the psychological |iterature, many of them stimulated by
social psychologists, clinical psychologists, and educational
psychologists who have attempted to extend the theory (Clark & Fiske,
1982; Schank & Abelson, 1977; Zajonc, 1880). Hartmut Esser (personal
communication) has suggested that economic utility theory can provide
a firm foundation for an analysis of motivation in the survey
interview. His conceptual analysis of the utility functions of the
interviewer and respondent is a convincing demonstration of the power
of the utility theory application. Perhaps an integration of the
utility and Iinformation processing approaches of fers hope for a
practical theory of the interview (cf. Faldman & Yakimovsky, 1974;
Feldman & Sproull, 1877).

Third, current |Information Processing Theory does not include
sophisticated measurement theories or scalling techniques. The major
products of the field of survey research are methods used to assess
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opinions and to predict behavior. However, information processing
theorists exhibit a very casual attitude towards measurement and
scaling. Although It Is probably healthy for the development of the
fleld, the topic of measurement is rarely addressed and most
Information Processing Theory research is slioppy when it comes to
these matters. Granted, information processing psychology has
developed and exploited In a clever fashion many dependent variables,
some new and some old (e.g., reaction time measures, think-aloud
measures, etc.). However, the scale properties of the most common
Informat ion Processing Theory dependent variables are unknown, sven
after decaedes of research (e.g., percent correct measures in memory
tasks, conflidence ratings In perception tasks, etc.).

This may be a major problem for the survey researcher who wishes
to extend information processing theory to the phenomena he or she
wants to study. For example, therse is considerable discussion, uncer-
tainty, and discomfort concerning the manner in which a mental schema
should properly be measured. In fact, there are no uniform methods
used by experimental psychologists to take "a snapshot” of a schema.
There are numerous converging operations varying In precision and
utility that, when taken togsether, make a convincing case for the
existence of a schema and even for some of its structural properties.
However, there are no generally accepted "index measurements” that
are used to define, identify, and measure a schema. This means that a
survey researcher who accepts the Information Processing Theory point
of view has not purchased a set of well-developed and agreed upon
measurement msethods.

Although this section of our review has emphasized imperfection,
Incompleteness, and the cost of application of the information
processing approach, we do not want to be unduly negative. Earlier
sections emphasized the considerable merits of the approach, merits
that seem even more Iimportant when comparisons are made to alternate
theories of the mind.

This paper has attempted to explicate the basic concepts of
Informat ion Processing Theory so that a reader interested in applica-
tions to survey research phenomena will be able to use the theory. |
believe that Information Processing Theory is the most successful and
most promising theory of the mind available in the social sciences
today. However, the presentation has made it clear that Information
Processing Theory is not a universal solution for every theoretical
or practical problem. The paper was written to make the reader self-
conscious about the gains and losses associated with the use of
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Informat ion Processing Theory. Still, | hope the present chapter will
encourage researchers to apply Information processing concepts to

survey phenomena.
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BIPOLAR SURVEY |ITEMS: AN [INFORMATION
PROCESS ING PERSPECT | VE

Thomas M. Ostrom
Ohio State University

Survey items range from the explicitly factual to the highly
subjective. Factual questions ask respondents for information such as
their name, address, agse, marital status, salary, or occupation. For
most people most of the time, the answer to these questions Is well
rehearsed and easily accessed from memory. The same cannot be said,
however, for questions of a more subjective nature. People often do
not have a ready answer to questions about product preferences, about
their perceptions of political candidates, or about proposed civic
Iimprovements .

Subjective survey litems probe a wide variety of affective,
inferential, and judgmental concepts. Preferences and cholicses,
likes/disl ikes, beliefs/disbellefs, levels of certainty or con-

fidence, strength of agreement, Judgments of
similarity/dissimilarity, and perceptions of an object’'s attributes
are all subjective responses that survey researchers attempt to
uncover.

The present chapter focuses on one particular typse of survey
item, those designed to assess bipolar subjective responses. Typical
examples are questions that ask whether the respondent feels posi-
tively or negatively toward a particular social issue (such as
abortion), perceives a political candidate as being conservative or
liberal, favors or opposes a given policy stand, or bellieves a par-
ticular breakfast cereal is healthy or unhealthy.

Bipolar questions are of particular interest to survey research-
ers for several reasons. Some theorists have argued that people
naturally think in bipolar terms about their world. Msasurement
techniques such as Osgood’s (Osgood, Sucl, & Tannenbaum, 1857) seman-
tic differential and Kelly's (1955) Repertory Grid derive from this
assumption. Second, bipolar questions are clearly preferred in situa-
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tions where overt actions (such as product purchases, voting deci-
slons, and financial contributions) are guided by which side of the
midpoint a respondent endorses.

The primary aim of this chapter is to contrast two alternative
conceptual approaches toward understanding how people respond to
bipolar items. The main question Is, "How do people go from their
head to their hand?” (Or “from mind to mouth” In the case of oral
responses.) That Is, how do people draw upon their cognitive world
when they write down their answers In a survey? Historlically, survay
researchers have employed a dimensional representation of the
response process. Limitations to this traditional approach are now
becoming evident with the advent of information processing models of
cognitive activity.

The chapter has two main sections. The first outlines the tradi-
tional, dimensional approach to modeling the response process, and
shows how it is applied to bipolar survey Items and to different item
formats. The second section outlines several alternative response
models that are suggested by the information processing approach. It
provides an extension of earlier work that contrasted the dimensional
with the information processing approaches to understanding attitude
theory (Ostrom, 1881a) and attribution theory (Ostrom, 1981b), and to
understanding the role of Inconsistency in impression formation
(Devine & Ostrom; 1985, In press).

THE DIMENSIONAL APPROACH

Since the time of Wundt and Fechner, researchers have struggled
to understand how people answer questions that probe their subjective
reactions to significant objects, events, and concepts. The earliest
research addressed the psychophysical problem of how people make
judgments about sensory stimull. For example, Weber and Fechner found
avidence supporting a logarithmic relation between stimulus magnitude
(e.g., weight or length) and subjective magnitude (e.g., ratings of
heaviness or length).

We see here ths very beginnings of the dimensional approach. As
Gullford (1954) subsequently formalized, the psychophysical problem
was reduced to the analysis of threq continua. The gtimulus continuum
was used to represent the particular property of the stimulus being
Judged. If objects were being judged for their length, the physical
length (say In centimeters) would be used to locate the object on the
stimulus continuum.
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A second continuum was the response continuum. This Is how ths
person’'s subjective (i.e., mental) response to the stimulus was
conceptual ly represented. A stimulus item would evoke an implicit
response, which took the form of a point on the response continuum.
One category of theoretical effort In psychophysics Is to explore the
relation between the stimulus continuum and the response continuum.
For example, Thurstone’'s (1927) law of comparative judgment offered
one of the earliest models of this kind Involving stochastic
processes.

The third continuum was the Jjudgment continuum. This continuum
is used to represent the observable judgment made by the respondent
to the stimulus. A second category of theory emerged in classical
psychophysics that deals with the relations between the response and
the Judgment continua. Helson’'s (1964) Adaptation Level theory is in
this category. Phrased another way, this category focuses on the
problem of how people draw upon their mental representation of the
stimulus when making overt responses to survey items. It is this
category of theory that is of central concern to the present chapter.

This dimensional representation of subjective experience is very
plausible in the context of understanding sensory experiences. The
dimensional approach was developed to explain the obvious relation
between objective and subjective stimulus magnitude. Physical
stimulus properties do indeed vary on a continuum and our sensory
receptors are capable of detecting small shifts of stimulus
magnitude. So It Is reasonable to assume that people (at least In
some circumstances) may be capable of preserving the features of a
continuum in their subjective representation of the stimulus

features.
Judgments of Social Objects.

Although the continuum representation was developed for
responses to physical stimuli, it was quickly adopted by researchers
interested In responses to social objects. Questions such as "How
conservative or |iberal Is the President?” were analyzed in the same
way as questions such as "How bright is the |ight?"” From the early
work by Thurstone (1927, 1931; Thurstons & Chave, 1829) to more
recent work in soclal psychophysics (Wegener, 1982), we can see
explicit endorsement of this position.

It Is accepted that the first continuum (the stimulus cont inuum)
plays no role in the judgment of social objects. We have no way to
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physical ly measure the extent to which Iice cream is likable or capi-
tal punishment Is morally acceptable. Consequently, social applica-
tlions of the dimensional approach focus attention on only the
response contlinuum and the Judgment continuum.

The dimensional approach carries with it some direct implica-
tions regarding how people subjectively respond to a survey item. Let
us take the question mentioned above, "How conservative or |iberal is
the Praesident?” as an example. The question identifies both the
continuum (from Very Conservative to Very Liberal) and the stimulus
object (the President). Presumably a subjective representation of
both the continuum and the object are activated upon reading the
question.

As in the case of sensory stimulil, a soclial object comes to be
represented as a point on the rasponse continuum. This point raflects
where the respondent ultimately locates the object on the subjective
continuum. The process of determining this point may occur through
some form of information averaging (Anderson, 1981) or expectancy-
value operation. However, this Issus need not be resolved here; the
explicit combinatorial process is of peripheral interest to the
present arguments. |t represents a separate issue for the dimensional
approach, but one that Is not germane to questions regarding the
relation between the response continuum and the judgment continuum.

The dimensional approach views the process of going from the
subjective to the overt (i.e., from the response continuum to the
judgment continuum) as being a direct mapping. If several objects are
rated on the same scale (as Is typically the case in psychophysical
research), the |inear spacing of the objects on the judgment scale
should correspond directly to their linear spacing on the subjective
rasponsa continuum. Factors such as adaptation level (Helson, 1964)
and end anchors (Ostrom & Upshaw, 1968; Parducci, 1965) car affect
the origin and slope of this linear function. But except for some
small perturbations (such as those due to a skewed distribution of
stimul |; Parducci, 1865) most psychophysical research finds a |inear
relationship between the two continua. People attempt to accurately
communicate all their subjective discriminations when making overt
reports.
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Bipolar Judgments.

In most cases, bipolar judgments are not regarded as fundamen-
tally different from unipolar judgments. The dimensional approach
would be applied in an identical fashion regardless of whether the
question about the President were phrased "how conservative” (from
high to low), "how liberal” (from high to low), or "how conservative
or liberal” (from very conservative to very liberal). Support for
this assumption derives from research showing that a very high nega-
tive correlation can exist between the ratings of social stimuli on
scales phrased in these three different ways (e.g., Green &
Goldfried, 1965).

Bipolar scales do have a midpoint (sometimes referred to as the
zero point) that represents the transition from one polarity to the
other. It is this feature that makes such items especially attractive
for predicting behavior. Presumably the midpoint is used as a
referaence point for two purposes. One is In locating the stimulus on
the response continuum. People may explicitly decide to place the
object above or below that midpoint. The second purpose is in coor-
dinating the response continuum with the judgment continuum. If a
respondent subjectively places the President on the conservative side
of the midpoint, the respondent will be sure to reflect that relative
location when making an overt responsse.

Format of the Survey Item.

A final issue to consider before proceeding to the information
processing perspective is the effect of item format on overt
judgments. A variety of alternative formats could be given to a
respondent who is asked to Jjudge the President’'s level of
conservatism. A continuous scale could be presented asking the
respondent to place a check mark anywhere on a |ine (anchored with
the labels "conservative/liberal”). A set of ordered categories
ranging from highly conservative to highly liberal may be presented.
The minimum number of categories would be two, forcing the respondent
to choose between the two alternatives. Another possibility is to ask
the respondent to rank order the President along with a number of
other persons in terms of their conservative/liberal characteristics.
And with any of these above possibilities, the respondent may or may
not be allowed to give a "don’'t know” response.
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The dimensional analysis strives for a direct mapping of the
response continuum onto the judgment continuum for all possible
formats. In the case of a continuous scale or a category scale with a
very large number of categories, respondents can preserve their
subjective discriminations in their overt judgments. It is possible
for them to maintain a |inear transformation when going bstween the
two continua.

New problems arise when there are fewer categories than stimulus
objects. As was argued by Thurstone in his method of Successive
Intervals (Torgerson, 1858), respondents are viewed Iin this case as
locating category boundaries from the judgment scale onto their
response continuum and using them as a guide for making the overt
response. In the two-category case, respondents presumably use the
midpoint on the response continua as the sole guide for selecting a
Judgment scale category. In the case of pair comparisons and rank
order, the respondent locates a pair of objects on the response
continuum and places the higher above the lower when responding to
the survey item.

THE INFORMATION PROCESSING APPROACH

Several chapters in this volume (e.g., those by Hastie and by
Bodenhausen & Wyer) have provided an overview of the information
processing perspective and shown Iits relevance to survey rasearch.
Other chapters (e.g., thoss by Hippler & Schwarz, by Strack & Martin,
by Bishop, and by Schwarz & Hippler) show how this perspective helps
us better understand some of the methodological problems that arise
In survey research. The present section of this chapter applies the
Informat ion processing perspective to analyzing the problem of how
respondents access their cognitive representation when responding to
survey ltems, with special emphasis on bipolar items. |t represents a
radical departure from the solution offered by the dimensional
approach.

Both the dimensional and information processing approaches
recognize that people often draw upon a wide variety of beliefs when
responding to survey items. But one of the key differences separating
the two approaches is the conceptual analysis of those beliefs. As is
argued by Ostrom (1881a, 1981b) and Devine and Ostrom (1985, in
press), the dimensional approach is only concerned with locating each
of those beliefs on the response continuum. Combinatorial theories
like those of Fishbein and Ajzen (1875) and Anderson (1981) are
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primarily Interested in determining the scale value and weight of
each bellef. Little interest is paid to the interrelation betwsen the
beliefs. In fact, theorists |ike Anderson (1881) explicitly argue
that the scale value of each information item Is Independent of the
other items in the system.

In contrast to this focus on the dimensicnal properties of
beliefs, the Information processing approach emphasizes the struc-
tural interrelation among the beliefs. A great deal of work has been
done to identify what qualitatively different structures might be
employed by people when cognitively organizing thelir baellefs about a
stimulus object. For example, hierarchical structures, |insar orders,
schemas, and temporal scripts have all been explored. Knowing the
nature of the structure should allow one to predict what beliefs wlill
become sal ient (and therefore serve as the basis of item responsa)
under what circumstances.

One implication of this analysis is that the "wsight” assigned
to any belief is a function of the structure in which it is imbedded
and the manner in which that structure is activated. It is not an
invariant property of the belief. In fact, the term "wseight” Is not
aven part of the information processing lexicon. The term Iimplicitly
suggests that the contribution of a particular bellief to the overt
response varies in a continuous manner. It implies that people may
allow a belief to contribute slightly, moderately, or extensively to
their responses. In contrast to this dimensional reasoning, most
models of information processing view the contribution of a bellief as
being all-or-none. A cognition Iis sither activated or it isn’'t, it
either contributes or it doesn’t.

From head to hand: Whereas the dimensional perspective has a
well developed conception of how the person goes from the response
continuum to the judgment continuum, the information processing
perspective has not yet provided clear answers to this problem. This
is particularly true for the question of how people answer survey
items. However, there is an evolving area of research In cognitive
sclence on the problem of question answering (e.g., Graesser & Clark,
1885; Lehnert, 1978). This chapter shares the perspective adopted by
workers in this area.

The purpose of the present section is to outline a number of the
relevent Issues raised by the information processing approach toward
understanding how people go from head to hand. |t examines soms of
the information processing assumptions that under!ie the empirical



78

work reported in this volume by Hippler and Schwarz, by Strack and
Martin, and by Schwarz and Hippler.

At the heart of the Informatlion processing approach to this
problem is the need to ldentify what cognitive representations are
activated by the survey question. The approach requires that we
consider two kKinds of representations. One corresponds to that evoked
by the stimulus object (e.g., the President). The other is the set of
representatlons evoked by the format of the response scale (e.g., the
extent to which the President |s viewed as conservative or !iberal).
This set will vary In number and quallity depending on the exact
nature of the response scale. The task of the raspondent is to find
the best match between the obJect representation and the alternative
response reprasentations.

As an example, consider the case where the respondents are
presented In the questionnaire with only two response categories,
conservative and |iberal, for communicating their impression of the
Praesident. Each of the category labelis will activate its own struc-
ture, probably prototypes of the typical conservative President and
the typical I|iberal President. The task of the respondent is to
determine which of those two prototypes provides the best match to
the structure they activated about the President.

Although this example is silent on the details of the activation
process and the matching process, it does serve to illustrate the
speclal importance placed on item format by the information process-
ing perspective. Format is not viewed as being "merely” of
mathodological concern. It is not just a matter of finding thae best
way to linearly project the response continuum onto the judgment
continuum. |nstead, format is integral to determining what cognitive
activity precedes the overt act of answering the survey gquestion.

Two different item formats are considered in greater detail in
the next two subsections. The two-category case is examined because
it is one of the most common formats used in surveys. Also, it is
simpie enough to allow an examination of some of the complexities
involved in the activation and matching processes. The case of a
continuous rating scale is examined to show how responses on a con-
tinuous scale can be generated by a cognitive system that operates on
an "all-or-none” basis.
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Two-category Format.

As described above, two response representations are activated
with a two-category item format. A number of issues are relevant to
understanding the details of the activation and matching process. The
specifics of these processes have yet to be worked out in the context
of survey items, so many of the Ideas offered here should be regarded
as speculative. The reader should consult sources |ike Lingle, Altom,
and Medin (1884) and McCloskey and Glucksberg (1978) for analyses of
the category assignment process. In a real senss, this chapter offers
an agenda of conceptual issues that require formal solutions.

Staying with the "conservative vs. liberal” example, the first
set of Iissues pertain to the nature of the representation that Is
activated upon presentation of the survey item. People can only
activate prototypes that actually exist in their memory. If people
have a good idea of what a conservative President is |lke, the
prototype activated by the conservative category label will contain
features of Presidents who are conservative. But if the respondent Is
unfamiliar with how conservatism manifests itself Iin presidential
behavior, that person may need to generate the needed representation.
The respondent might proceed by integrating knowledge from a general
conservative trait-based schema with knowledge drawn from a general
presidential behavior schema. The details of when and how such an
integration occurs have not yset been well Investigated by researchers
In social cognition.

The above analysis assumes people have the time and motivation
to generate and search the relevant knowledge structures. But there
are alternative routes to producing an overt response. The simplest
solution would be to take the response category labels (e.g.,
"conservative” and "liberal”) and determine whether one or the other
exists explicitly as an element in the cognlitive representation
evoked by the stimulus object (e.g., the President). If one of the
labels is located in the representation (e.g., possessing the bellief
that "this President supports every conservative cause”), that
category label could be directly endorsed when responding to the
survey item. Lingle and Ostrom (1979) were one of the first to show
that this process occurs. Such a strategy Is probably most Iikely to
occur under conditions where the respondents are not obligated to
explain their choice.

A second set of issues pertains to the matching process. How
does the respopdent determine which of the two response alternatives
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is better? There are unresolved complexities even in the case of
matching an item category labe! to a corresponding slement in the
cognitive representation (as was descrlibed In the paragraph above).
What |f the search of a President Reagaen representation locates both
a conservative and a |ibaral element? How Is the inconsistency
resolved? Presumably further search of the representation would
ensue. |If It were discovered that conservative was linked to
President and |iberal was linked to "movie actor,” then the direct
match would determine the responss. But what if conservative was
linked to "opposes abortions” Instead of “President?” The nature of
the search process and matching processes under such compllications
have yst to be worked out.

Let us now turn to the case where prototype structures are
act ivated for the two response alternatives. How do respondents go
about determining which of tha alternatlves best matches their repre-
sentation of the object? Tversky (1977; Tversky & Gati, 18828) has
provided a mode! of perceived similarity that could operate in this
setting. |t was developed to account for overt similarity Judgments
between two stimull, but could be extended to explain the relative
similarity of an object to two categories. Work would need to be
done, however, to explalin how the cognitive system manages the fea-
ture matching process, how It keeps track of the relative match
exhibited by sach of the two categories, and how it decides to ter-
minate the matching process and make the judgment.

Continious Rating Scale Format.

Researchsers committed to the dimensional perspective may have
great diffliculty in Imagining how the information processing approach
could account for responses on a continuous rating scale. By a con-
tinuous scale, | refer to scales that present the respondent with an
unbroken |Iine to mark, or with 8 set of categories sufficient In
number to sl low the respondent to communicate all important subjec-
tive discrimlinations (often accomplished with as few as seven to nine
categories).

The psychophysical metaphor has for so long been the only way
researchers have thought about scale responsss that it becomes almost
heresy to even hint at the existence of an alternative
conceptual ization. How would it be possible for a person to mark a
continuous scale (the response continuum) if that person did not have
a continuous subjective representation of that scale (the judgment
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continuum)? How would it be possible for a person to select one
category on a scale ranging from +5 to -5 unless that person had a
subjective representation of those eleven ordered categories? The
"all-or-none” conception of cognition seems incapable of guiding a
response on continuous scales.

One alternative to the dimensional approach is suggested by the
random walk model! (Stone, 18960). The approach described here was
originally developed by John Lingle (personal communication). For
purposes of |llustration, |Iet us take the case where a scale running
from +5 (conservative) to -5 (liberal) is given to the respondent.

The random walk model assumes that people randomly "walk”
through their cognitive representation; that is, they randomly sample
Items from their cognitive representation in a serial manner. In the
present example, respondents would sample bel iefs from their repre-
sentation of the president. Thesse bel iefs would then be compared to
the conservative and |iberal schemas to determine whether they im-
plied a conservative or |iberal categorization. The model contains &
parameter regarding the number of beliefs that must be sampled before
the respondent concludes in favor of one or the other category.

Up to this point, the random walk model would apply equally wsll
to the two-category case and to the continuous scale casse. To deal
with this added complexity, we postulate that the respondent decom-
poses the continuous scale (or the +5 to -5 scale) into two (or
possibly three) categories. The respondent may decide to split the
scale into a conservative category (covering scale positions from +1
to +5) and a liberal category (covering scale positions from zero to
-5). If the original categorization was “"conservative,” then the
respondent has reduced the possible scale responses from eleven to
two.

How does the respondent sselect from the remalining scale
categories? Several possibilities exist. The respondent may simply
samp le several more beliefs from the repraesentation and if the first
several were uniformly conservative, select +5. |f nons were conser-
vative, select +1. And if there was a mixture of conservative and
liberal, arbitrarily choose +2, +3, or +4.

An alternative (and perhaps more plausible) strategy depends on
whether the person has subcategories corresponding to levels of
extremity. Some peopls think only in bipolarities and do not recog-
nize shades of grey. These people would not necessarily understand
why five choices remained. There are no gradations of conservatism,
you either are one or you are not. Consequently, such persons may
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select arbitrarily from among the five response alternatives, or may
simply select one of the five (e.g., +5) and use it for rating all
objects on this scale.

Other people may well differentiate the overall conservative
category into two or more subcategories. Subjects possessing sub-
categories corresponding to levels of extremity would sample again
from their representation and use the random walk process to deter-
mine which extremity category best characterized their impression.

Upon selecting an appropriate subcategory, these persons would
have to declde which scals responses coinclided with the assigned
extremity category. |f one of the extremity categories was the
"conservative zealot,” assignment of the target stimulus into that
category might well lead to a rating of +5. All other objects might

be labeled as "moderate conservative,” in which case the respondent
could arbitrarily selsect from among the remaining four conservative
scale categories.

The analysis offered in this section makes It clear that bipolar
scales need not yield the same results as ratings on the constituent
unipolar scales. There is no reason to expect that presentation of
one polar label (e.g., conservative) will automatically activate the
other (e.g., liberal). Unlike the unidimensional approach, it is not
even necessary that ratings on one of the unipolar scales ba nega-
tively correlated with ratings on the other unipolar scale. The
unidimensional approach has great difficulty exlaining findings of
near zero correlatlons and nonlinear relations between ratings on the
two unipolar scales (e.g., Green & Goldfried, 1965; Semin & Rosch,
1981) .

The viewpoint argued here is that people have a problem to solve
when given a continuous (or an extensive multicategory) rating scale.
They find it an swkward and unnatural language through which to
express the contents of their cognitive representation. This is
because their representation has an all-or-none, categorical struc-
ture, while the response scale presumes the existence of a subjective
continuum. It is argued that respondents solve this communication
problem by decomposing the survey researcher’'s response scale into a
categorical form, one that is congruent wlth the respondent’'s own
subjective thinking about the stimulus object.
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CONCLUSION

The Information processing conceptions outlined in this chapter
were quite rudimentary in form. They represented the most general
kinds of structural features that are prominent at the point in time
when a response is being generated. No mention was made of Iissues
concerning perception, language, encoding, Inference, or cognitive
architecture. No mention was made of the cognitive dynamics by which
people access and operate on these structures. It Is clear that the
complexities involved at the time of generating a survey response are
only part (and perhaps a minor part) of the broader set of problems
we face in understanding the cognitive system as a whole.

These complexities can be described In general terms using
natural language (e.g., English or German), as has been done In this
chapter. However, natural language is probably not the best symbol
system to use in conceptually articulating the detailed operation of
the cognitive system as it focuses on the problem of gquestion
answer ing. Natural language has neither the precision nor the
capacity to accommodate the Interaction between iterative, cyclical,
cognitive systems. A much more promising symbol system for theory
construction is provided by the propositional languages employed in
artificial intelligence, such as LISP. Some work has already been
done using artificial intelligence models (e.g., Lehnert, 1978), and
this will doubtlessly be the preferred approach in the future.

This chapter has demonstrated that the information processing
perspective views the process of going from cognition to action as
being very complicated. The simplicities inherent In the dimensional
approach, while convenient, intuitively appealing, and pervasively
accepted by survey researchers, are firmly and unequivocally
rejected. These new complexities carry with them many unanswered
questions, questions that are vital If we are to fully understand the
meaning of respondent’'s answers to our survey items. We have a multi-
faceted research agenda before us, the extensiveness of which is at

present only dimly recognized.
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ANSWERING SURVEY QUESTIONS: THE ROLE OF
MEMORY

Gerhard Strube
Max Planck Institute for
Psychological Research, Munich

Many survey questions make more than neglegible demands on the
respondent’'s memory. Not only do they tap semantic knowledge
(required to understand what the interviewer is saying), or "world
knowledge” (e.g., who Is President), but they draw on episodic or
biographical memory as well. "When did you last visit a medical
doctor?” asks for a date, which usually has to be supplied from
memory - not from a notebook where most people write dates down so
that they do not have to bother their memory with them. A similar
question from the US National Health Interview Survey is even harder,
although it only asks for an approximate answer: "During the past 12
months, about how many times did you see or talk to a medical
doctor?” Ideally, the respondent should skim through memory as though
It were a calendar, picking relevant episodes, and estimating the
one-year span. Obviously, real respondents just cannot do that
without making errors, although they try. Most try a "past-to-
present” strategy, which seems the second best way to get accurate
results (Fathi, Schooler, & Loftus, 1984).

Demands on memory imply errors of memory. Some of those errors
may surface as underreporting (because soms relevant occurrences have
been forgotten), or as overreporting (mostly because incidents are
reported that happened before the reference period, an effect known
as "forward telescoping”). Accuracy, or "veridicality” of recall, has
therefore become a major concern in survey methodology (Bradburn &
Danis, 1983; Loftus, Fienberg, & Tanur, 1985; Tourangeau, 1983).

SOURCES OF INFLUENCE ON VERIDICALITY OF RECALL

The memory model proposed here as a guidsline for the discussion
of veridicality in recall is consistent with widely shared views of
memory functioning, and distinguishes various points of possible
influence of general or differential developmental factors upon the
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structure and content of individual memories (Figure 1, time scale
running from above to below), as shown in Figure 1.
In the following, this modsl will be discussed in some detail.

Figure 1: Sources of Influence

Stimulus Process Sources of Influence
("outside”) ("inside”) ("process variablas”)

AT TIME OF EXPERIENCE:

aevent ———————————— {encoding)--—-—————- then existing schemata,
context, expectations, etc.

representation)----- interfering influences

AT TIME OF INTERVIEW:

question -——————-—- (understanding)----- current schemata, context, and
expectat ions

(retrieval & re-
construction)-—--~—-- (ditto), and search strategies
(ludgment & de-
cision)-—---——~—==—- strategies, heuristics, and
combination rules
responsae (editing)—=——==—-——- Iintentional self-presentation

Encoding

Whenever we experience some specific event, we have to "capture”
that event within the frame of knowledge that we have activated at
that time, in order to perceive, understand, and store it for future
retrieval.

Strict behavioral observation is a difficult technique to Iearn
because our natural understanding of behavior and of events in
general proceed at a higher, more global, more inferential level.
Therefore, the meaning of an event, or sven the boundaries of an
event in the continuous stream of experience are, to a considerable
extent, determined by what we expect to happen at a given time. Webb,
Campbel |, Schwartz, and Sechrest (1866), in their classic work on
unobtrusive methods, provide an example of applying a frame: When
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Chicago university students, for purposes of collecting data on
interracial contacts, took up thesir observation posts in a Chicago
shopping street, shop owners called the police because they thought
they were being spied on with the Intentlon of burglary. Obviously,
this was not the frame intended by the researchers. However, business
pecpls are more ready to adopt a "crime planning” frame than a
"research” frame, the former being directly related to their everyday
exper ience and general Knowledge.

Framaes often refer to specific situations, for instance places
|ike a restaurant (see Schank & Abelson, 1877, on scripts), or to a
sequence of actions appropriate in that context. Developmental
psychologists have also proposed that "action frames”, that is,
cognlitive schemata that are derived from stereotypical actions, are
at the very core of our Information processing. |t seems that
children's knowledge of genaral event schemata comes prior to their
memory of specific Instances of such events (Hudson & Nelson, in
press). Novel experiences become quickly generalized, and later
provide the basis of experiencing similar svents (Hudson, 1983).
Script knowledge guides what we understand, and sometimes even what
we see (or miss), as we know from the psychology of eyeswltness
test imony .

The passing of some coins on the counter, for example, usually
occurs In the action frame of paying for goods or services. What a
dime looks |lke is therefors not in the focus of attention - compare
this to paying in a foreign countryl Accordingly, subjects have been
found to perform badly when asked to reproduce what is on a dime
(Nickerson & Adams, 1978). We should also expect subjects to be
grossly inaccurate when asked how often they have used a specific
coln or bill for payments during some specified period.

The sncoding of an event at the time we experience it, is cer-
tain to determine future possibilities of retrieving that event from
memory. This is because retrieval from memory, as we shall see, is
heavily dependent on the encoding of events. Retrieval cues must make
use of what has been sncoded, and the variability of encoding
demonstrated in restricted verbal lIearning tasks (e.g., Tulving &
Thomson, 1873) is still greater for real events in everyday life.
Encoding therefore has been granted the status of the "truly central
concept in modern theories of memory” (Bower, 1872). |ts practical
Importance for the survey methodologist lies in its uncon-
trollabillity: Unlike retrieval strategies, which may be iInfluenced by
the Iinterviewer (e.g., through question wording or by means of direct
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Iinstruction), encoding has happened some time ago. Thersfors, re-
search on habits of encoding for everyday events could give us hints
on how to tap people’'s memories. Unfortunately, ressarch on everyday
memory is new as a major field of study (ses Neisser, 1983, for an
overview) .

Events Affecting Stored Information

Apart from spectacular accidents |ike traumata that cause am-
nesia, and which are more of clinical Interest, there area tha less
obtrusive, everyday vicissitudes that befall memory traces bstwean
storage and recall. Two cases seem of spaclial Importance here: (1)
experiencing similar events, and (2) remembering an svent in the
meantime, or listening to accounts of others, often accompanied by
discussions of the event in question.

An experlence, by virtue of Its being similar to the original
event, obviously has many features, or characteristics in common with
the originally stored event. The result Is that the memory repre-
santations of both events tend to get blurred into each other
(Wickelgren, 1876). This l|leads to what has been described as
"retroactive Inhibition” in verbal Iearning as early as 1800 by
Milter and Pllzecker. Simllar processes may affact what Neisser
(1881), in his analysis of John Dean’s testimony before the Senate
"Watergate” Committee, termed "repisodic” memory, that is, recall
that tends to draw on a mixture of event representations, thersby
producing something correct at a more general level. -

Frequent experlence of simllar events seems to foster generation
of more "semantic”, that is, knowledge-|ike representation, which
lacks specific time or location indicators. Many psychologists, from
different viswpoints, have been speculating on how such
"decontextual ization” may turn episodic memory contents into semantic
knowledge (e.g., Nelson, 1983; Strube, 1984; Tomkins, 1880). As
Bahrick and Karis (1882, p.429) put it: "... generalized knowledge Is
rooted in episodic experiences. However, the identity of these roots
is gradually lost, and eventually most meanings and general knowledge
become disassociated from the context in which they were acquired.”
There arae, of course, more direct ways of acquiring gensral

knowledgs.
Recol lecting an event, pondering over causes and consequsences,
or discussing an experience with othars will certainly give rise to

secondary event representations of highest similarity. A majof threat
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against the Integrity of personal recollections is what others tell
us about the events we experienced - from thseir point of visw, of
course. Traces of one's own sncoding of the original experience may
become fused with, if not extinguished by, the vivid, elaborate, or
for some other reason convincing accounts of others because of the
high degree of similarity in almost all aspects concerning the event
In question.

To summarize, the original representation of some event Iin
memory may be reworked from somsone else’'s perspective, or may become
merged with soma similar episodes into a "repisode” memory, or may
even becoms totally devoid of episadic content, thus gaining the
status of general knowledge, or what has often been termed a
"schema.” Schematic distortion of episodic memories is a well known
phenomenon since Bartlett’'s (1832) classic study, and of considerable
practical importance in court (Loftus, 18979; Yarmey, 1879), or in
surveys whenever information about specific events Is requested,
(Iinstead of general Impressions, beliefs, or attitudss).

Determinants of Accurate Retrieval

At retrieval time, there are at lIeast four different types of
influences threatening veridicallity of recall. | will not discuss the
voluntary, deceptive self-presentation towards the interviswer.
shall also refraln from a discussion of the judgment and decision
processes that usually transform recollections into some suitable
response, but will take up part of the Issus again when discussing
frequency and time dating sevents. For now, there remain the aspects
of reconstruction, and of cueing.

Reconstruction has been the most prominent aspect of recall in
recent discussions among researchers, especially in the Bartlett-
Gibson tradition (e.g., Bransford and his associates, see Bransford,
1978). As mentioned above, cognitive schemata acquired up to the time
of recall, often guide retrisval and lead to a schema-conforming
reconstruction of the memorized event (sea Alba & Hasher, 1883, for
an integrative review). More gsnerally, though, cognitive schemata
not even specifically related to the svent in question, may have
similar effects. Schemata of self-evaluation and attitudes in general
provide instances of that. Peopie remember past esvents so as to be
conslistent with their present attitudes (e.g., Bosthals & Reckmann,
1973). They also “"rewrite personal history” in order to arrive at a
somewhat consistent biography (e.g., Epstein, 1973; Greenwald, 1980).
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Cusing, especially the effect of contextual cues, has also been
in the focus of research for soms ten years. Tulving (who summarices
his work in his 1983 book), Bowsr (1881), or Godden and Baddeley
(1975) have provided spectacular examples of cuss at work, emphasiz-
ing the Iimportance of both internal (moods, intentions, physical
states) and external context factors for recall accuracy. In all
those cases, It was found that a recall-time context, concordant with
context factors present at encoding time, facilitated remembering.
The striking fact is that seemingly unrelated and totally unimportant
contextual cues are quite efficient. For instance, in the Godden and
Baddeley study, marine divers had to learn and recall word |ists both
on the shore and in deep water, and this situational difference was
found to affect memory performance significantly.

In surveys, cues are usually provided through the context and
wording of a question. (| may add that the wording of a question also
provides respondents with criteria for the evaluation of
recol lections. Often someone remembers an event that will not be told
to the interviewer because the person believes it is not a "valid”
answer.) Cues guide what subjects are looking for in their memory. [f
encoding establ ishes what may be retrieved at all, cusing may be
interpreted as the attempt to "hit” the proper encodings: |If the
features of the memory representation and of the (now also encoded)
cus fit, retrieval will be successful.

I suggest that what is usually called cueing actually comprises
two aspects of selection during recall. The first aspect is a broader
one, resulting from contextual cues: the general course of the inter-
view, the respondent’s belief about the interviewer's intentions, and
the field of content, or segment of the respondent’s knowledge that
is being probed by the intervieswer’'s questions. This amounts to a
general preselection of what Is to be considered relevant. |t bears

resemblance to what was once called "set” or "orisntation” in the
older psychology of volitional processes (e.g., Ach, 1905). | should
like to call it a "perspective” for subsequent processing. The second

aspect is the cue proper, that is, the encoding of the current ques-
tion (which in turn depends on the perspective currently estab-
lished). This theorsetical distinction provides a useful tool of
explanation for the differential, context-dependent effects of iden-
tical questions (e.g., issues of question order).

It may be difficult to find good cues. In our own research
(Strube, Knopf, & Weinert, 1983), we Iinterviswed k Indergarten



92

children, trying to get them to recall speclal occasions at kinder-
garten, such as festivities, excursions, and so forth. We tried to
find an effective cue, and finally arrived at the Instruction *Tell
me about some special day”, which elicited more than three times as
many responses as our sarller formulations did. (Researchers |ike
Friedman, 1982, have suggested that a day is the natural unit of time
for children at that ags.) This example suggests that sometimes a
pretesting of cues may be useful. Average number of answers elicited
Is not the only halimark of cue quality. However, thers should bs
some way in which to estabiish the validity of the answers obtained.
(In the above case, we compared answers to the kindergarten teacher’s
notes.)

An Outline of Memory Functioning

Not all memory psycholiogists would subscribe to the view out-
| lned above, that there are Indeed changes in the memory repre-
sentation of an event possible between encoding and retrieval.
Therefore, | shall present a sketch of a theory of memory that I|inks
the various aspects together, and will show how such changes occur
and why cues are essential for successful recall. An extensive treat-
ment of the theory can be found in Strube (1884).

Recall, in my view, Involves processes at two distinct levels.
The first and basic level is a parallel assocliative memory aof the
type that is described in Kohonen (18984). Such a memory store is
addressable by content, and therefore memory ssarch is determined by
the principle of similarity: An assembly of cues called the "key” at
the input side of the assaociative store will evoke a response at the
output side, which contains features of the memory reprasentations
most similar to the key. The mode of storage itself is a distributed
one; all memory representations overlay one another, and new enco-
dings by necessity interfere with already stored ones, thus allowing
for the changes In the memory trace described above.

Success of recall from the associative store depends on how wsi|
tha retrieval cues have been specified. This is a feature that ths
model| shares with more traditional ones |ike the wel!-known one by
Raai jmakers and Shiffrin (1980). Both models also have in common a

stage of evaluation to some criteria after "raw” recall has occurred.
The goal of this evaluation is In detecting answers already given in
the recall protocol and the inhibiting of answers not considered

appropriate for the task given.
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In order to direct cue assembly and to set criterlia for the
evaluation stags, processes on a second, higher level of cognitive
functioning are assumed. These processaes set a "strategic
perspective” for subsequent recall by activating a subset of the
features present in the memory representations for recall by
similarity. Here Is where the factors operating at recall time come
in.

Figure 2: A Model of Free Recall

Level of Cognitive Control
(Intentional and other strategic processes
influenced by slituational & contextual factors.)

Selection of relevant features ("perspective”) question

; interpretation

Memory proper: Level of automatic proc <= embly of

(Retrieval by similarity: autoassociative internal cues
function) ]

The memory store: Data structure level
(Feature sets representing objects & contexts)

Figure 2 summarizes this model, which has already besen
demonstrated to account well for free recall from natural categories
(Strube, 1884), and does so better than the Raal jmekers and Shiffrin
mode!l (Walker & Kintsch, 1885).

Some Aspects of Veridical ity in Surveys

In surveys, it is usually not possible to assess the correctness
of subjects’ answers. Indeed, were it Is feasible to gain more reli-
able information from other sources than interviews and question-
naires, survey techniques would not be used as frequently as they
are. We may, however, try to point out which questions are prone to
memory fallure and which ones are less |ikely to suffer from this
cause.

The more speclific the cue provided, the easier it will be for
the subject to remember a suitable instance - If there is any.
However, there may be issues of avallability (see below) and of



94

wording involved. Asking customers If they ever experienced trouble
with a certain kind of machina, obviously will evoke answers that are
a function of both ths machine’'s performance, and of what the cus-
tomer regards as trouble. But generally, questions of the "have you
ever” type are better than questions of the “how often” or "when did
you last” type. Assessing the frequency of repeatedly experienced
events, or time dating of events, are probably among the most dif-
ficult tasks that we present subjects. In addition to memory load,
they require a complicated judgment step.

Judgments of freguency

Judgments of the frequency of experienced events or of one’'s own
actlons are among the most commonly used qusestions In surveys. As
prominent researchers have noted, frequency judgments, which by
necessity rely on subject’'s memories, pose difficulties that are not
easily amenable to correction (Bradburn, private communication).
First of all, subjects tend to overestimate the freguency of rare
events and to underestimate occurrencs of events that happen
frequently. This Is what Lichtenstein, Slovic, Fischhoff, Layman and
Combs (1978) have termed "primary bias,” and this Is compared to
"secondary bias.” The latter term refers to overestimation of
"sensat ional events” (Lichtenstein et al., 1878, p. 575) which are
commonly assumed to result in especially strong memory traces and
have been shown to be unusually vividly recal led (e.g., the so-called
"flash-bulb memories” surrounding events |ike being notified of
President Kennedy's assassination: Brown & Kullik, 1877; Yarmey &
Bull, 1978).

The apparent fallure of people to correctly assess the frequency
of past events or the probabllity of future happenings (cf. Kahneman,
Slovic, & Tversky, 1882) is simllar to what subjects can do in
laboratory tasks |ike guessing how frequently they werse presented
with a specific word pair Iin a typical paired-associate learning
exper iment (Hintzman, 19689; Hasher & Chromiak, 1977).

In the laboratory some sources of distortion have been
ldentified. Johnson, Taylor, and Raye (1877) showed that frequency of
prasentation interacted with frequency of recall even when the recall
task was so modified as to avoid reproduction (e.g., constructing an
Image instead of writing down the word). While this still could be
Interpreted as confounding two types of frequency information, each
valid in itself, this interpretation wiil not hold for the observed
influence of context variation. In two experiments, Hintzman and
Stern (1978) found that repetition of a word or of the name of some
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wel l-known person with the same context (semantic-differential scale
for the words, sentences for the names), resulted in higher judgments
of frequency than presentation of those words and names in different
contexts, while context variability Isead to better recall and
recognition. An experiment by Rows (1974) adds the insight that
context effects are limited to what Is encoded; varying the ap-
pearance of words by presenting them in different types of print did
not have any effect on frequency judgments. |t seems difficult to
generalize from these results to the kind of memorles that are of
interest to the survey designer. In natural settings, greater dif-
ferences exlist in context variation, and there ere also more varlia-
tions in encoding. Both factors may boost biases in frequency
judgments. On the other hand, same vs. different context might show
different effects with personal recollections and with the far larger
time span typical In survey applications.

A most problematic issue sbout errors In frequency judgments is
that they seem to be robust against precautlioning. Hasher and
Chromiak (1877) found that Informing their subjects of a subsequent
frequency Jjudgment task produced significantly, yet not substantially
better judgments (for example, mean judgments of 1.39 instead of 0.85
when the actual frequency had been 41). Lichtenstein et al. (1878,
Experiment 5) tried to cautlon their subjects against the possible
causes of distortions, and still got no improvement In thelir
judgments. They explain the phenomenon in terms of “"availabillty.”

The concept of avallabillity was advanced by Tversky and Kahneman
(1973) who claim that ease of remembering (e.g., esvallability)
provides the base of frequency judgment. "The easler some Instances
of the event category in guestion come to mind, the more frequently
things |ike that must have happened” seems to be the logic of the
respondent who relies on availability. While frequency and
availability certainly correlate in many cases (a fact well estab-
lished by verbal learning research), there may also be cases where
rare events stand out and are highly avallable. This also constitutes
a well~established result of experimental research: the "Restorff
affect” (see von Restorff, 1833). Indeed, Tversky and Kahneman report
that oversstimation of the frequency of rare events (s a common
error.

Hintzman and Stern (1978) argue that availabllity is a ques-
tionable explanation because context variabllity both decreases
judged frequency end increases recall (surely a measure of
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avallability). | feel that the primary bias of underestimating fre-
quent and overestimating rare events may wel| be due to celiling or
regress lon-to-the-mean effects (and Indeed has been so Iinterpreted by
Lichtenstein et al., 1878). The secondary bias of overestimating the
frequaency of sallient events is a result of avallability judgment and
has never been questioned as such.

What can be done to Improve frequency Jjudgments? According to
the foregoing discussion of memory workings, availablility should be a
function of both what is stored In memory and by which cues we try to
recall it. Therefore, some cues may Isad to better judgments than
others. This Is what | feel Beyth-Marom and Fischhoff (1977)
demonstrated when they required their subjects to produce specific
examples from memory for some time (about 2 to 3 min) before judging
the frequency of a class of events. This approach worked well with
the category "names of countries starting with letter Aleph (Kuf,
Yud).” Unaided frequency Jjudgments (i.e., without previous recall)
were significantly worse, and correlated with measures of
avallaebility (mediean time to produce first instance, and medlian
number of Instances produced in the first 5 s). The same technique
was, however, not successful with names of kibbutzim Iin Israel, a
fallure that may be due to the peculiar linguistic structure of many
kibbutz names (where first letters have no more significance than the
"New” in "New York”). Therefore, first names were bad cues for kib-
butz names, but better cues for the country category. In sum, the
results suggest "that at least some bias induced by relying on the
avallabllity heuristic can be eliminated by using that heuristic
properly” (Beyth-Marom & Fischhoff, 1877, p. 237).

Another technique has been proposed by Armstrong, Denniston, and
Gordon (1875) under the name of the decomposition principle. Thay try
to substitute guessing by strict and stepwise reasoning, as in the
following example: "How many packs of Polaroid color films do you
think were used in the United States in 1970?” (p. 258). The dscom-
posed version of this question Is: "How many people do you think were
llving in the U.S. in 18707 - In 1970 what do you think was the size
of the average family living in the U.5.? - In 1870 what PERCENTAGE
of the families do you think owned cameras? (etc. etc.)” (p. 259).
Estimates from subjects who used the decomposed questions were sig-
nificantly better (by a factor of about two) than estimates given to
the simple questions. (All subjects were given sufficent time; five
problems and 151 subjects were used.) Apparently, this techniqus
works best for categories or event classes that lack a natural
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definition. Thus, the decomposed questions guide the subject on how
to construct the required judgment from knowledge that Is more
readily avallable.

Let me suggest another variant of a decomposition technique,
which | fesl Is better suited to typical survey questions. In many
casaes, Instead of asking "how often do you drink beer” or some
refined version of that question, we could Instead provide subjects
with a selection of common situations (sesing friends, watching TV,
having dinner, mesting business people, etc.) and have them assess
the frequency of those situations and whether or what they drink In
those situations. Judging the frequency of certain situational frames
(i.e., the focl around which our knowledge of what-usually-happens Is
organized) should be easlier (and more exact) than a direct Judgment
of the frequency. This |ine of reasoning applies especially to an
actlion |ike "drinking beer”, which is often not encoded becauss it Is
plain and unimportant. You may wel| remember an event as a discussion
with friends without having encoded the same event as "consumption of
alcohol ic beverage.” The Kind of procedure Jjust described requires
judgments about events, and thus should Iead to more accurate judg-
ments, from which general frequency information may be computed about
actions that lack event character. In this way, frequency items could
be made more valid, although the procedure is more tedious, and might
be too time-consuming to be widely used.

Time dating of events

Survey questionnaires often ask for the date of some event, or
judgments of temporal extension. Frequency Jjudgments may be combined
with time specifications, as "How often did this and that happen to
you within the last three months?” Apart from Iinaccuracies due to
misjudgment of frequency, errors may be introduced because of subjec-
tive distortions of the temporal scale. The most common of these
errors Is "forward telescoping,” that is, assuming that the event In
question occurred more recently, and the "squish effect” (Brown,
Rips, & Shevell, 1983), which means that when subjects are asked to
place events on a time scale with boundaries they tend to do both
"telescoping” for older and the opposite for recent events.

Concerning the representation of an event In memory, it may

safaly be assumed that the exact date will usually not be among the
features encoded. |f features related to the date are encoded at all,
then more perceptual aspects of the context will be encoded, |ike

time of day, or the temporal relation to some other memorable event,
or where it happened. If this is the case, people will have to resort
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to some strategy in order to reconstruct the exact time and day. As
Baddeley, Lewis, and Nimmo-Smith (1978) show, their subjects used
perceptual cues as above, and made use of their mastery of time
scales to guess the date from those cues. Young children, however,
cannot profit from their already established knowledge of seasons and
holidays, but are able to order wel|-remembered autobiographical
events In time (Strube et al., 1883). Comparing two events with
respect to which one happened earller, then seems the more basic
achisvement .

This explains why telescoping can be minimized through the use
of “landmarks,” as a study by Loftus and Marburger (1883) shows. In
interviews with nearly 1700 subjects, they found that incident rates
reported for victimizations within the last six months were lower for
those subjects that were given some landmark for comparison. Public
memorable events (the Mount St. Helen’s eruption In this case) proved
to be equally efficlent as an important personal event (which the
subjects had to think of before they were questioned), or an out-
standing date (e.g., New Year's day). A nonsignificant date |ike
December 16, however, produced as many answers as the "six months”
wording, which was used as the base-|Iine of telescoping, did.

A further strategy to minimize telescoping could be devised
along the same |ines as the sltuational context strategy for better
frequency Jjudgments: |f contextual features are usually part of the
memory representation of an event, while time of event Is not, the
latter might be derived by inferences from the context. For example,
subjects might be asked to compute a time interval from context cues
like place of residence ("That happened in xyz-town, to which we
moved in 19xx, and which we left In 189yy”), or children ("Our
youngest one had not been born then, so this must have happened
before 18xx"”), or other long-term context factors.

Let me try to summarize the suggestions | have made for success-
ful survey questions. (1) If possible, make use of singular or other-
wise outstanding events, which will be least likely to be forgotten.
(2) Try to think of different ways in which an event can be encoded,
and provide the appropriate cues. (3) If your interest is in what
actual ly happened, aim at sampling through very specific questions;
general questions reveal more of people’s attitudes and beliefs.
White there Is nothing especially new in these guidelines, | hope to
have shown their connection with the workings of human memory. It is
good to have valid methods, and better still to know why they work.
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Since the early 1840s, survey interviews have become the
dominant method of data collection In empirical social research
(Phillips, 1971; Kaase, Ott, & Scheuch, 1983). Despite the popularity
of the survey Interview, the processes underlying the responses to
survey questions are not wel| understood, and a "theory of asking
questions” (Hyman, 1954) has never been developed. Thus, survsy
methodology today is characterised by rigorous knowledge about sam-
pling procedures on the one hand, and a surprising lack of knowledge
about the “"art” (sicl) of asking questions (e.g., Noelle-Neumann,
1863) on the other hand. Unfortunately, however, empirical research
(e.g., Sudman & Bradburn, 1874) suggests that nonsampling error
provides considerable |imitations to the usefulness of survey data.

In the present chapter, we will provide a short and selective
review of the current state of knowledge concerning nonsampling
variation due to question wording and question context. Before we
consider these issues in more detail, however, we will briefly sketch

the development of research on survey methodology.
RESEARCH ON SURVEY METHODOLOGY

The beginning of survey research in the 1940s was marked by a
pronounced interest Iin question wording, which was reflected in a
number of experimental studies (most notably Cantril, 1844; Payne,
1951). These studies, however, were mainly of an ad hoc character,
and were rarely based on theoretical considerations. Frequently the
authors emphasized the need for a comprehensive "theory of asking
questions” (Hyman, 1854, Kahn & Cannell, 1957) -- much as researchers

~

do today. In the absence of a proper theoretical fr rk it i
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that research on question wording and related factors had to begin
anew with each new question asked. Not surprisingly therefore, survey
researchers quickly lost interest In specific effects of specific
questions.

Several factors contributed to this development. On the one
hand, researchers came to accept that the specific wording of a
question would affect the obtained distribution of responses, and
that there was |little one might do about it. Researchers emphasized
that they were typically not interested in specific results based on
the use of a specific question but rather In relationships between
variables. One hoped that these relationships would not be affected
by the idiosyncratic sideeffects of the specific question used. This
became known as the assumption of "form resistant correlations”
(Stouffer & De Vinney, 1949).

Accordingly, research on survey methodology by the mid 1850s
moved from characteristics of the question to characteristics of the
raspondent (e.g., Cannell & Kahn, 1968) and to the bshavior of the
Interviewers. These became the dominant topics of research in the
1960s and early 1870s. However, as the results of this ressarch
program accumulated, it became evident that the explanatory power of
respondent and interviewer variables had been overestimated. Rather,
the empirical findings suggested "that the characteristics of the
task are the major source of response effects and are, In gensral,
much larger than effects due to intervieswer or respondent
characteristics” (Bradburn, 1983, p. 291). For this reason, the field
recent |ly experienced a revival of interest in question characteris-
tics, marked primarily by the work of Sudman and Bradburn (1874) and
Schuman and Presser (1981).

Contributing to this revival was the Iinsight that the assumption
of form-resistant correlations was not viable. As Schuman and Duncan
(1974) demonstrated, the relationship betwsen variables does depend
on the specific question asked, thus bringing question form back into
focus. Moreover, social researchers became increasingly interested In
developments over time, using time-series analyses with univariate
distributions. This development sparked a new interest in the separa-
tion of substantive change and method effects, again drawing atten-
tion to question wording and question context. Finally, the transfor-
mation of this revived interest in question effects into an active
program of experimental research was considerably facillitated by the
recent development of computer assisted telsphone interviewing, which
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provides a convenlent methodology for the introduction of numerous
spl it-sample experiments.

Whether this new research activity will prove more useful than
previous attempts to deal with question effects will primarily depend
on the fleld's ablility to generate a theoretical framework for the
conceptualizatlion of the cognitive processes underlying survey
rasponses. |t is our hope that the beginning collaboration betwsen
survey rasearchers and cognitive psychologists will contribute to
this end.

WORDING THE QUESTION AND ASSESSING THE ANSWER
Question Wording

Cholice of Terms.

A large number of studies demonstrated that minor changes in the
exact wording of a question can Iead to major changes in the ob-
tained responses (cf. Schuman, 1985, and Schuman & Presser, 1981, for
reviews). Three sources are |ikely to contribute to this phenomenon.

First, changes in the wording of a question may result in
changes in the question's substantive meaning. As Schuman (1885)
points out, most soclial issues are complex, "yset individual survey
questions must necessarily be kept simple” (p. B50). For this reason,
different questions are likely to tap different facets of the same
Issue, resulting in different responses. That different facets of an
Issua ellicit different opinions iIs, of course, neither surprising nor
problematic for the validity of survey data. Rather, it highlights
the fact that the users of survey data must be careful not to misin-
terpret responses to one facet of an Issue as responses to the issue
In general, a point that is frequently overlooked in discussing the
reliabllity of survey data.

More problematic Is the fact that the same questions may mean
different things to different people (Bslson, 1968; 1981). For ex-
ample, Fes (1878) Iinvestigated the meaning of common political terms
such as "big government” or "big business.” She found that these
terms had dramatically different meanings for different respondents
and that It was hardly possible to determine in advance how a respon-
dent would interpret a term. Moreover, cognitive research suggests
that the interpretation of a term depends on the context Iin which the
question Is asked (cf. Strack & Martin, this volume). In addition,
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the meaning of terms may change over time, rendering the results of
repeated measuremsnts noncomparable.

Besides affecting the substantive meaning of a question, changss
in wording may affect raesponses by eliciting differantly l|oaded
associations. For example, Introducing a reference to “"communist”
activities has frequently besn found to increase Amerlicans’ support
for their country’s millitary operations (e.g. Payne, 1951; Musller,
1973; Schuman & Presser, 1881) -- presumably becsuse ths term
"communist” activates cognitive schemata that are otherwise not
alicited by the question text (cf. Tourangeau, this voluma). For this
reason, textbook knowledge urges researchers not to use ”loaded”
terms. Note, howsever, that not using loaded terms that are common In
public discussion, but are considered inappropriate (namely, loaded)
by the researcher, may as well elliclt responses that deviate from
what the respondent might spontanecusly fesl about the Issue. Thus,
it is not the use or avoidance of loaded terms per se but the match
between the terms used in the question and the terms spontanesocusly
used by respondents that is |likely to be the crucial Issus.

Finally, changes In question wording may affect what the respon-
dent consliders to be his or her task. This may occur even for wording
changes that are usually considered ”naonsubstantive” (Schuman, 1985)
by survey ressarchers. The best known of these so- called
"nonsubstantive” wording changes, and the one that produced the
largest wording effect documented in the literature, is the forblid-
al low asymmetry originally reported by Rugg (1941). Respondents are
alther asked whether something should be "allowed” (yes or no) or
whether it should be "forbidden” (yes or no). The general finding is
that respondaents are more |ikely to say that the behavior under
investigation should not be forbidden than that It should be allowed,
and are more |ikely to say that it should not be allowed than that it
should be forbidden. Thus, the negated form of each question is more
likely to be endorsed than its affirmative form, even though ths two
forms appear logically equivalent.

A recent analysis of the cognitive processes underiyling this
phenomenon (Hippler & Schwarz, 1986) suggests that respondents define
their task differently depending on the form of the question. Most
importantly, respondents focus on the implications of doing what they
are asked about, namely forbidding or allowing something, rather than
on the implications of not doing it. For this reason, indifferen§
respondents respond "no” to both guestion forms because they naither
want to support the issue by allowing somathing, nor do they want to
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oppose the Issue by forbidding something. Accordingly, 73.3 % of the
respondents who were considered "indifferent” on the basis of pre-
vious questions said that the target issue should not be al lowed
while B1.2 % said that it should not be forbidden. Thus, a
"nonsubstantive” change in question wording focused respondents’
attention on the implications of different acts, namely forbidding or
allowing. Moreover, respondents did not consider the implications of
the absence of these acts, namely that not forbidding amounts to
allowing and vice versa, thus exhibiting a well-known cognitive bias
termed the "feature positive effect” in the cognitive |iterature (cf.
Fazio, Sherman, & Herr, 1882).

In summary, our discussion suggests that changes in question
wording may always be considered "substantive” because they change
the meaning of the question In one of three ways: (a) by raefering to
different facets of an issue; (b) by activating concepts that affect
the‘raspondents‘ interpretation of the question, or (c) by presenting
different cognitive tasks to the respondent. What renders this area
of research particularly frustrating is that insight into the general
cognitive processes underlying question comprehension is of |imited
utility to survey researchers. No matter how wel!| cognitive
psychologists may come to understand the general dynamicsiunderlying
wording seffects In the long run, survey researchers will be mostly
Interested in how respondents interpret the particular question
asked. To this extent, research may indeed have to start anew with
each new question asked, and general priniciples may not provide much
more than useful guidelines for pretesting specific questions.
Question Length vs. Question Simplicity.

Traditional textbook knowledge has maintained that researchers
should keep questions as short as possible (e.g., Payne, 1851).
Recent research challenged this assumption (e.g., Marquis & Cannell,
1871; Laurent, 1972; Blair 8t al., 1977; Cannell et al., 1877; 1981).
Specifically, Increasing question length with the addition of redun-
dant flllers was found to result in longer and more detailed answers
and In more frequent reports of past behaviors. .

Again, several processes may contribute to these findings.
First, respondents may consider the length of the question to indi-
cate its importance, resulting in more detailed reports in response
to presumably more Iimportant questions. Second, the addition of
redundant fillers may provide a richer set of retrieval cues, thus
facllitating recall from memory. Finally, longer questions leave
raespondents with more time to think about the answer and to retrieve
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the relevant information. Future research should attempt to exploras
the relative contributions of these processes for different types of
questions. In this regard, a comprehensive review of question-length
ef fects (Sudman & Bradburn, 1874) suggests that the length of ques-
tions or of their introductions does not increase reporting for all
questions. Most importantly, they found no general effects for length
in face-to-face interviews but did find higher reports In response to
longer questions in self-administered questionnaires. This suggests
that some of the discussed processes, for example, gquestlion length as
an indicator of guestion importance, may be shortcut by Intervisuwar
beshavior and may be more |ikely to affect respondents in self-ad-
ministered questionnaires where the question text is the only cus
avallable.

The addition of nonredundant words, on the other hand, Increases
the complexity of the question and may therefore result In an in-
creased variation in how respondents interpret the question’'s mean-
ing, with diffarent respondents responding to different facets of the
sama question (Belson, 1868; Holm, 1974). Thus, the "new” recomenda-
tion is not to "keep questions short,” but rather to "keep questions

simple.”

Assassing the Answer

Open—- vs. Closed-Response Formats.

The advantages and disadvantages of open- and closed-responss
formats have been the topic of considerable debate in survey re-
search since its early days (e.g., Lazarsfeld, 1844; Krech &
Crutchfield, 1848). As J. Converse (1984) recently pointed out, these
debates were, however, primarily based on "enlighted common sense,
in-house experience, and practical constraints” (p. 278) rather than
solid experimental studies. Thus, the actual data base is surpr-
isingly small given the popularity of the issue.

The available data converge on the finding that open- and
closed- response formats may yield considerable differences in the
marginal distribution as well as the ranking of items (e.g., Schuman
& Presser, 1877). On the one hand, any given opinion Is less |lkely
to be volunteered in an open-responsa format than to be endorsed in a
closed-response format if presented. On the other hand, opinions that
are omitted from the set of response alternatives in a closed format
are unlikely to be reported at all, even if there is an "other”
category, which respondesnts in general rarely use (Bradburn, 1983;
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Molenaar, 1882). Several processes are |ikely to contribute to this
finding.

First, precoded response alternatives may remind respondents of
options that they may otherwise not consider. From a cognitive
perspective, open-response formats present a free-recall task to
respondents whereas closed formats present a recognition task. As in
other domains of research, recognition tasks result in higher degrees
of recall. For example, when asked "What are the most important
problems facing the country today?”, a precoded |list of response
alternatives may direct respondents’ attention to issues that may
otherwise not have come to mind. But when reminded of It, respondents
may endorse the issue as Iimportant. Accordingly, Schuman and Presser
(1877) found that "security” was mentioned 13 % less often as an
Important feature of a Job when respondents were asked in an open
rather than a closed format. Thus, open-response formats are more
adequate when the investigator is Interested in the salience of an
Issus, where the order In which a respondent retrieves different
Issues and the total number of respondents who retrieve a particular
Issue are of primary Interest (cf. Bodenhausen & Wyer, this volume).
Closed formats, on the other hand, are more appropriate when the
Investigator Is Interested in a fairly complete evaluation of a large
set of Issues to determine their relative Importancs.

Second, respondents are unlikely to spontaneously report, in an
open-answer format, information that seems self-evident or
irrelevant. In refraining from these responses they follow the con-
versational maxime that an utterance should be informative (Grice,
1875; seé the discussion by Strack & Martin, this volume). This
results In an underreporting of presumably self-avident information
that Is eliminated by closed-response formats, where the explicit
presentation of the proper response alternative indicates the inves-
tigator’s interest in this Iinformation.

Morsover, raespondents may frequently be uncertain if Information
that comes to mind does or does not belong to the domain of informa-
tion the Investigator is interested in. Again, closed formats may
reduce this uncertainly, resulting in higher responses. This dif-
ferentlial complexity of open and closed formats is reflected in
higher no-response rates In the open form, In particular among less
educated respondents (Schuman & Presser, 1981).

These processes are |ikely to result in an "underreporting” of
opinions and knowledge in an open-response format as compared to a
closed format. For behavioral reports, on the other hand, the pattern
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may reverse under some conditions. Specifically, Blair, Sudman,
Bradburn, and Stocking (1877) found pronounced underreporting In
response to threatening behavioral questions with a closed-answer
format. This effect Is most |ikely mediated by the Informative func-
tion of response alternatives discussed by Schwarz and Hippler (this
volume; see also Schwarz st al., 1985). That is, the range of the
response alternatives provides a sallent frame of reference and
respondents may be reluctant to report frequencies at the extrems
range of the scale because these frequencies presumably deviate from
the "usual” behavior, which Is assumed to be represented by ths
middle range of the scale. In contrast, no frame of reference Is
suggested In an open-response format, resulting In |Iess constraints
and a fuller range of reports. Accordingly, undesirable behaviors are
underreported In closed formats (Blair et al., 1977), while desirable
behaviors may be overreported, though data on this latter assumption
are not avallable.

Let us now turn to a consideration of various types of closed-
response formats.

Besponse Categories.

The most frequently used closed format is the presentation of
discrete response alternatives. A considerable number of studies
investigated whether one or two sides of an issue should be
presented, whether the introduction of a middle alternative affects
the distribution, and how the |ikellhood of endorsement is influenced
by the order in which the response alternatives are presented.

Regarding the balance issues -- that is, whether one side (s.g.,
favor - yes or no) or two sides (e.g., favor or oppose) should bse
presented -- the findings suggest that this makes little differencs
as long as the alternatives are formal opposites such as "yes” or
"no” or "favor” or "opposse” (Schuman & Presser, 1981). If the terms
have different connotations, however, such as "forbid” and "al low”
for example, dramatic response differences may arise (e.g., Rugg,
1841; Hippler & Schwarz, 1986), as discussed In the question wording
section of the present chapter. To be on the safe side, researchers
may In general be advised to use balanced alternatives.

The inclusion of a middle alternative between two extreme
responses has been the topic of some debate. In general, the data
indicate that explicitly offering the logically possible middle-
alternative will produce a considerable increment in the percentage
of respondents that will endorse it (Mclenaar, 1882) as compared to
conditions where the middle-alternative has to bs volunteered.
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Moreover, offering a middle alternative is likely to reduce the rate
of "don't know” responses. Regarding the impact of middle alterna-
tives on the endorsement of polar opposites, the findings are mixed.
While Schuman and Presser (1881) found that the introduction of
middle alternatives did not change the substantive conclusions drawn
from the endorsement of the opposites, Bishop (in press) reported a
series of studies where the introduction of middle alternatives
af fected the substantive conclusions. The conditions that determine
whether middle alternatives draw similar or dissimilar numbers of
respondents from both sides of the attitude continuum, thus affecting
or not affecting the substantive conclusions, need further
Iinvestigation.

In general, the inclusion or gmission of response alternatives
changes the task of the respondent and is likely to result in dif-
ferent proportions, as well as different rankings of several propor-
tlons (McNemar, 1846; Schuman, 1985) because “most respondents seem
to assume that the rules of the game call for working within the
categories offered” (Schuman, 1985, p. 648).

Morsover, the grder in which response alternatives ars presented
may affect their |ikelihood of esndorsement. In this regard, most
studies demonstrated primacy effects, that is, higher endorsements
for items presented early in the list, especially if the list is long
(e.g., Payne, 1951; Mueller, 1870; Brook & Upton, 1874; Krosnick &
Alwin, In press). As Krosnick and Alwin (in press) point out, primacy
ef fects are |ikely to be obtained when the items are presented
visual ly because the Iitems presented early in the list are the sub-
Ject of more extensive cognitive processing. Moreover, the items
presented early may establish a frame of reference for evaluating the
later items, thus rendering them particularly salient.

Recency effects, on the other hand, seem to be rare though they
have occasionally been demonstrated (e.g., Payne, 1851; Schuman &
Presser, 1981). Recancy effects may be particularly likely to occur
when the items are presented orally, thus taxing the respondent’s
memory. Despite these speculations, the conditions that foster
primacy or recency effects are not well understood and attempts to
draw parallels to the psychological memory |iterature have been of
limited success.

Finally, special problems ariss with the use of precoded
response alternatives for the assessment of behavioral frequencies.
Because these are discussed in dstail by Schwarz and Hippler in the
present volume, they will not be elaborated here.



Bating Scales.

Beslide discrete response categorlies, rating scales are ubiqui-
tous In social research, particularly in attitude measurement. Dauwes
and Smith (1985) provide a careful discussion of their properties,
and of the empirical and psychological justifications for their use.
Leaving concerns about their psychometric properties aside (cf.
Nunnally, 1878), rating scales with labeled endpaints do not seem to
be very controversial. Respondents are able to use these scales
consistently, sven in telephone interviews without visual alds (cf.
Hormuth & Brueckner, 1985). Seven-polint scales seem to be bast In
terms of reliability , percentage of undeclided respondents, and
respondents’ abillity to discriminate between the scale values (Cox,
1880). Thus, seven plus or minus two is the usual recommendation.

Researchers should be aware, however, that both the terms used
to label the endpoints, and the terms used to designate the separate
values of verbal rating scales, affect the obtained distribution
(Rohrmann, 1978; Wegner, Faulbaum, & Maag, 1982; Wildt & Mazis,
1978). This is particularly problematic for self-anchoring scales
(e.g., Kilpatrick & Cantril, 1960) where the respondent supplies
individual end-anchors. Recent research (Hippler, 1986) on left-right
self-placements suggests that the selection of anchors is par-
ticularly susceptible to variations in the question context, result-
Iing In systematic shifts In the rating scores.

Bank-Ordering Scales.

Rank-ordering tasks are more difficult and taxing for respon-
dents than rating tasks, and take about three times longer to com-
plete (Munson & Mclntyre, 1879). In particular, ranking more than
five to six items may result in an overly difficult task for many
respondents (Bradburn & Sudman, 1878). Accordingly, primacy effects
are |ikely to be obtained with longer |ists even under conditions
that keep the ranking task Itself rather simple. For example,
Krosnick and Alwin (in press) asked respondents to pick the three
most Important values from a list of 13 (the three chosen were to be
ranked later), and found that Items presented early in the l|ist were
disproportionately more |ikely to be selected. Moreover, this primacy
effect was more pronounced among less educated respondents and it
affected the correlations between items (though not the nature of the
latent value dimension).

In addition to problems with the rank-ordering task Itself,
rank-order ings may bias respondents’ use of subsequent rcatling scales.
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In a series of studies, Schwarz and Wyer (1885) found that rank-
ordering a set of six items from the "most” to the "least” important
(or trivial) resulted in pronounced differences in subsequent ratings
of related as well as unrelated Items. Specifically, respondents who
began the ranking with the "most” important (or trivial) item sub-
sequent |y assigned higher ratings than respondents who began the
ranking with the "least” Iimportant (or trivial) item. This finding
general ized across various ranking and rating dimensions as wel!l as
across the content dimension of the items. For example, environmental
issues were rated as mors important when respondents had previously
ranked a number of attributes desired in a potential marriage partner
from the most to the least, rather than from the least to the most
Iimportant. In general, beginning the ranking task at the “"high”
("most”) end of the ranking dimension resulted in assignments of
higher values Iin subsequent ratings, a finding that reflects the
wal I-known anchoring bias reported by Tversky and Kahneman (18974).
Accordingly, rank-ordering tasks may render the absolute values of
subsequent ratings uninterpretable and may |imit the comparability of
ratings across surveys.

In general, respondents are more |ikely to report not having an
opinion on an Issue when this alternative is explicitly offered than
when It has to be volunteered (cf. Schuman & Presser, 1981; Molenaar,
1882, for reviews). Moreover, the increase in "no opinion” responses
depends on the form of the filter used. Generally, the use of a so-
called quasi-filter, that is, offering a no opinion option as part of
a precoded set of response alternatives, results in smaller increases
than the use of a full filter, where respondents are explicitly asked
whether they have an opinion on the Issus before the interviewser
procedes to ask the question proper. In the latter case, the increase
depends on the strength of the wording of the filter question, with
stronger wordings resulting in higher rates of no opinion responses
(e.g., "Do you have an opinion on this?" vs. "Have you thought enough
about this to have an opinion?”). Several processes are |ikely to
contribute to these findings.

First, from the perspective of conversational norms, the mere
fact that a person is asked a question presupposes that the person
can answer it (cf. Clark, 1985; Grice, 1975; Belnap & Steel, 19786).
Thus, responding that one has no opinion is an illegitimate answer to
an opinion question that respondents are unlikely to give unless the
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question indicates its legitimacy. Moreover, this effect of com-
munication norms is likely to be enhanced In survey intervieuws by
respondents’ assumption that they have to work within the set of
response alternatives provided to them (Schuman, 1985). Note,
however, that conversational norms do not account easily for the
differential impact of different forms of fllters because any filter
should be sufficient to render no opinion responses legitimate.

Regarding the differential impact of filters, Bishop et al.
(1983) suggested that full fllters encourage don't know responses
more strongly than quasi-filters, and to a greater degree the more
strongly they are worded. While this assumption describes the fin-
dings very well, It seems to us that a slightly different focus
accounts better for the underlying process. Specifically, we want to
suggest that full filters, In particular when they are strongly
worded, discourage substantive responses becauss they suggest to
respondents that considerable knowledge Is required to answer the
question. For example, respondents who are asked, "Have you thought
enough about this issue to have an opinion on it?” may assums that
this question is particularly Iimportant to the researcher and that
they should only answer it when they have a well-considsred oplinion
based on sound knowledge of the facts. Moreover, respondents may
assume that this filter question |eads into a series of detailed
questions that require considerable knowledge about the Issue. Both
of these assumptions may prevent respondents from offering a substan-
tive opinion even though they may have a general preference for one
or the other side of the issue, which they would report In response
to a global question with "favor”/"oppose”/"no opinion” responss
alternatives. Recent research on respondents’ assumptions about the
degree of knowledge needed to answer a glven question that is paired
with differently worded filters supports this analysis (Trometer,
unpub| ished data).

If this analysis is correct, full filters —— in particular when
strongly worded -- may screen out respondents that may well have an
opinion on which they may act In everyday |ife but which they are
unlikely to report based on their inferences about the potential
demands of the task. To this extent, the use of full fllters is
likely to result in a considerable underestimation of the proportion
of respondents who hold an opinion.

Accordingly, the finding that "f loaters” (Schuman & Presser,
1981), that Is, respondents who glive an opinion to an unflltered
question but would not give one to a filtered question, do pat
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provide random responses is not surprising. According to the present
analysis, floaters do have a global opinion but are prevented from
reporting it by the implications of the filter, which suggest that a
global response may be insufficient.

STRUCTURING THE QUESTIONNAIRE

So far, we have mainly considered single questions in isolation.
In the actual interview, however, questions are arranged in a fixed
sequence which "is determined by the demand to make the interview
schedule as logical, coherent and smooth as possible” (Molenaar,
1882, p. 77). The order In which questions are asked may affect
responsaes in a variety of ways that are not yet well understood.
Because most of these effects are treated in dstail by Strack and
Martin In the present volume, we will limit ourselves to a short
review of the potential effects.

Mot ivational Considerations

Some of the effects of question order discussed in the survey
literature are primarily of a motivational nature. To increase
respondents’ col laboration, the gquestions asked early in the inter-
view should be sasy and interest provoking and should communicate to
respondents that participating in the interview is a worthwile en-
deavor (cf. Sudman & Bradburn, 1983). This interest- provoking
quality of the early guestions is particularly important for mail
surveys where the interviewsr, who could potentially handle a lack of
respondent motivation, is not present (Dillman, 1978). Moreover,
raesearchers are advised to place difficult or threatening questions
Iin later parts of the interview, to allow the development of a good
rapport between interviewer and respondent (cf. Dijkstra & Van der
Zouwen, this volume) and to prevent early break-offs. In fact, Sudman
and Bradburn (1974) and others found higher reports in response to
threatening questions placed at the end rather than at the beginning
of the interview. On the other hand, fatigue effects may arise in the
course of lengthy interviews, resulting in more superficial and
incomplete responses to later questions (Bradburn, 1883). Moreover,
respondents’ decreasing attention is likely to increase the vul-

nerability of later questions to response effects.
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Cognitive Considerations

In contrast to tha rather straightforward motivational effects
of question order, its cognitive effects are considerably more
complex. Most importantly, these effects need to bs conceptual ized
within a general process model of answering questions as proposed by
Strack and Martin (this volume). The mere enumeration of possible
aeffects, as is characterized by large parts of the survey |lteraturse,
on the other hand, is likely to distract from the similarity of the
underlying processes, some of which have already been discussed.

General ly speaking, preceding questions will direct respondents’
attention to a certain set of Information, thus increasing this
information’'s cognitive accessibility later (cf. Hastie or
Bodenhausen & Wyer, this volume). Theraefore, respondents are more
likely to consider this information in forming later judgments than
they would otherwise. The exact effect, however, depends on the
speciflc characteristics of the quaestion context.

For examplse, preceding questions may Increase the sallience of an
issue,raesulting Iin a larger number of respondents who wil|l comment on
that issue later on. Thus, guestions about a specific social Issus
may increase the |ikelihood that this issue is reported as one of the
major problems facing the country. On the other hand, respondents may
feel that they would repeat themselves If they reiterated something
they said before. This, in turn, may result in decreased reports in
an attempt to avoid redundancy (e.g., Bradburn & Mason, 18964).
lthether "sal iency” or "redundancy effects” are |ikely to be obtained
Is probably a function of the similarity of the relevant gquestions,
with redundancy effects being more |ikely the more similar the ques-
tions ars.

Moreover, If the activated information is used in forming a
judgment it may be used in various different ways. On the one hand,
respondents may conslider the direct implications of the Information
for the judgment at hand. For example, respondents may infer from
their inability to answer & series of gusstions requiring political
knowledge that they are not very interested in politics after all
(see Bishop, this volume). Similariy, the preceding questions may
activate a certain norm that bears on subéequent judgments. This
seems to underlie the we!l-Known communist reporter item, where
respondents are more |lkely to support freedom of the press for
communist reporters in the U.S. If they have previously supported the
same freedom for American reporters in communist countries (Schuman &
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Presser, 1881). On the other hand, the activated information may be
used as a standard of comparison resulting in contrast effects. In a
study of food images, for example, Noelle-Neumann (1870) found that
potatoes were considered to be more typically "German” when they were
preceded by rice than when they were not. As predicted by Ostrom and
Upshaw's (1868) perspective theory, these contrast effects tend to be
asymmetric, with the more extreme stimuli affecting the less extreme
ones but not vice versa (Schwarz & Minkel, 1986).

The exact manner In which previously activated Information is
used In forming subsequent judgments is currently a popular area of
research In social information processing and considerable progress
may be expected in the coming years (see Bodenhausen & Wyer and
Strack & Martin, this volume, and Schwarz & Strack, 1986, for

elaborations) .
MODE OF ADMINISTRATION

Survey questions may be asked in face-to-face Iintervieuws,
telephone interviews, or self-administered questionnaires. These
forms of administration differ along two dimensions: their degree of
Impersonal ity and the cognitive demands they place on the respondent.

Regarding the degree of impersonality, self-administered ques-
tionnaires provide more anonymity than face-to-face interviews --
with telephone interviews somewherse in-between. The more anonymous
methods ars |ikely to encourage fuller reports in response to
threatening and sensitive questions. The available data by and large
support this assumption (e.g., Hochstim, 1862, 18967; Thorndike et
al., 1952; Knudsen et al., 1967) but differences by method disappear
for very threatening questions, which are always substantially under-
reported (Bradburn & Sudman, 1878). With regard to the cognitive
demands placed on the respondent, things are more complex. On the one
hand, self-administered questionnaires al low respondents to use as
much time to answer a question as they may wish. On the other hand,
an Iinterviswer who could provide clarification and encouragement is
not avallable. Depending on the nature of the question, these factors
may offset one another, resulting In the finding that "contrary to
the common belief favoring face-to-face Iinterviews, there is no
clearly superior method that yields better results for all types of
questions” (Bradburn, 1983, p. 294; see also Sudman & Bradburn, 1874;
Dillman, 1978).
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Telephone interviews, on the other hand, are likely to place a
higher burden on respondents than either face-to-face interviews or
self-administered questionnaires. Most Iimportantly, respondents may
be less likely to take their time In thinking about a quaestion. In a
face-to-face interaction, pauses in the conversation can be bridged
by nonverbal communication that indicates that one is thinking about
the Iissue. The use of these signals is severely |imited on the phone,
thus rendering pauses more disruptive. To keep the conversation
flowing, respondents are therefore |ikely to avoid pauses, which
limits their time to think about the question asked, resulting In
increased time pressure in telephone interviews. In addition, visual
alds cannot be administered on the phone, thus placing additlional
burden on respondents’ memory.

While the memory burden may be reduced through the avolidance of
long lists and difficult questions, the time-pressure issue is poten-
tially more troublesome. Specifically, raesearch In cognitive psychol-
ogy (e.g., Kruglanski, 1980; Strack, Erber, & Wicklund, 1982) sug-
gests that "top of the head” phenomesna increase with increasing time
pressure. That is, the less time respondents have to form a judgment
the more |ikely they are to base their judgment on the first piece of
information that comes to mind. Under this condition, response ef-
fects dus to question wording or question context should be par-
ticularly likely to be obtained.

The limited empirical data avalilable (Bishop & Hippler, 1986;
Bishop, Hippler, Schwarz, & Strack, in preparation) support this
possibility. For example, the Inclusion of a middle alternative, as
well as the position of the middle alternative, resulted In more
pronounced differences In telephone interviews than in self-ad-
ministered questionnaires. Similarly, replications of the well- known
abortion items, as well as Items of the already discussed communist
reporter type (Schuman & Presser, 1981), resulted in stronger order
effects In the telephone interview than in the self-administered
form.

Moreover, recency effects were obtained with a moderately long
list of response alternatives In the telephone interview but not in
the self-administered questionnaire, and responses to open-ended
questions were more detailed in the latter than in the former form.
Finally, leaving respondents more time to think about the question
by means of adding redundant filler words increased the percentage of
respondents who could correctly date the war over the Falkland
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Islands in a telephone interview. In the self-administered question-
naire, on the other hand, no effect of question length was obtained,
presumab |y because respondents could use as much time as they wanted,
Independent of question wording.

In summary, these results suggest that telephone interviews may
be more susceptible to effects of question wording and question
context becausse they place respondents under a certain time pressure
that increases the |ikelihood of the top-of-the-head phenomena.

A detailed understanding of the underlying processes will re-
quire additional research efforts in controlled laboratory settings
as well as in surveys. Pursuing these research issuess is likely to
increase not only our insight into the dynamics of the survey inter-
view but also our understanding of basic cognitive processes.
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The central goal of asking questions in a survey is to obtain
reliable information about characteristics of the respondent. Asking,
and consequently answering questions, however, never occurs in a
vacuum. Rather, it occurs in a specific social and cognitive context
that may influence responses in undesired ways (e.g., Schuman &
Presser, 1981). Thus, a change in the answer to a particular question
may not necessarily reflect an attitude change on the part of the
respondent but simply may be the influence of a different context.
Schuman, Presser, and Ludwig (1981), for example, found that diver-
gent responses toward abortion, as measured in two consecutive sur-
veys, were caused not by a change of opinion over time but by the
presence or absence of a particular question before the target
question.

While the effects of context as "irrelevant” determinants of
respondents’ reactions have been frequently demonstrated by survey
researchers, these researchers "often cannot predict when such ef-
fects will occur or explain them when they do occur” (E.Martin, 1984;
p. 279). This may be because there is still little systematic under-
standing of the psychological mechanisms that underlie these
influences. ldentification of psychological mechanisms that are
relevant in survey situations may eventually contribute to a better
understanding of context effects in general, because "survey ar-
tifacts represent systematic psychological phenomena that do not
exist only in surveys” (E.Martin, 1984; p. 278).

In the present chapter, we will first describe several cognitive
and judgmental processes that we feel play an important role in
context effects (cf. Tourangeau, 1884; Abslson, 1984) and then we
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will outline a theoretical model that takes these processes into
account. The purpose of this model Is to provide a convenient and
coherent way of conceptualizing context effects and to suggest some
directions for future thinking and research in the area.

THE MULTIPLE TASKS OF ANSWERING A SURVEY QUESTION

Before the different influences of context are discussed in
detail, we shall outline a typical sequence of cognitive tasks that a
survey respondent has to go through. This psychological framework of
survey responding contains four distinct cognitive tasks, which may
be performed roughly in sequence (see Figure 1).

First, respondents have to Interpret a question to understand
what Is meant. Second, they have to generate an opinion on the
issue. Third, they must fit It into the response format that has
been provided. Forth, the respondents may edit their overt answer
as a function of particular motives that may arise in the survey
situation.

We argue, then, that interpreting the question, generating an
opinion, formatting the response, and editing are the main
psychological components of a process that starts with respondents’
exposure to a survey question and ends with their overt response. How
context influences may come into play at each of these stages will
now be discussed in more detail. To Illustrate this process with a
concrete example, it will be assumed that a respondent is given the
following question: "How satisfied are you with Ronald Reagan's
performance?”. The answer has to be given on a response scale from O
to 10 where 0 means "very unsatisfied” and 10 means "very satisfied.”

Interpretation of the Quastion

The first step in this sequence is to understand what is meant.
On a very basic level, a person must, of course, kKnow the semantic
meaning of the words used in the question. As in all linguistic
contexts, the respondent must find out what this word means in a
particular survey question. That is, the respondent to our example
question who is familiar with the concept "performance,” still has to
Identify what exactly "performance” means in this question.
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Psychological research suggests that there are two types of
processes that may influence the interpretation of information. The
first type of process is passive and automatic in nature and may
occur without the respondent’s control (cf. Schneider &
Shiffrin, 1877; Shiffrin & Schneider, 1877). The second type involves
active inferences by the respondent and may be seen as a kind of
problem solving. Both processes, howsver, may be elicited by informa-
tion that was primed or activated earlier, for example, by a preced-
ing guestion. In this prototypic situation the preceding question
will be called the context quastloh and the subsequent question is
the target question.

The first automatic influence of a context question on the
Iinterpretation of information is a function of the ambiguity of the
target information and the activation of a concept in terms of which
the target information can be encoded or interpreted. The answer to a
context question may have a priming effect because exposure to a
certain content in a prior question may Increass the ease and the
likel ihood with which the same or a similar content comes to mind at
a later time (Higgins & King, 1881; Wyer & Srull, 1881; cf.
Bodenhausen & Wyer, this volume). As a consequence, ambiguous infor-
mation in subsequent questions may be interpreted in terms of the
concepts that are most accessible to the respondent at that moment.
It has been shown, for Instance, that individuals asked to respond to
information that is open to more than one interpretation were |ikely
to respond In a manner that was consistent with the implications of
concepts that had been recently activated (Higgins, Rholes, & Jones,
1877; Srull & Wyer, 1878, 1980). Applied to a survey situation, this
suggests that when the interpretation of the target question is
unclear, respondents may rely on concepts primed by the context to
disambiguate the target.

As an example, suppose that respondents are asked how much they
agreed (or disagreed) with the statement "In this town, it is dif-
ficult to buy drugs.” The word "drugs” is ambiguous and has tuwo
meanings: narcotics and pharmaceuticals. The respondents’ answers to
a question containing such an ambiguous word will certainly depend on
their interpretation of the word. On the basis of the reported re-
search, unambiguous and applicable concepts that have been activated
before the target question may render one interpretation more Iikely
than the other. Thus, if the context had been concerned with criminal
activity in the neighborhood, for example, then the target might be
interpreted as referring to the purchase of narcotics. |f the context
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had been concerned with medical practices, then the target might be
interpreted es referring to the purchase of prescription drugs. More
generally, exposurs to the context may increase the accessibility of
one concept relative to anaother, and thus determine how ambiguous
targets will be interpreted. As noted before, this type of Influence
may occur without the respondent being sware of it. Bargh and
Pietromonaco (1982) for Iinstance, have demonstrated that even infor-
mation, that was not attended to by the respondent affected the
interpretation of subsequent information.

While such ambiguities can be easily avoided by unambiguous
wording, another type of question Interpretation that occurs at this
stage is open to context influences. Frequently, more general words
are interpreted by substituting them with a more specific instance. A
"container,” for example, that holds apples is different from a
"container” that holds cola; and "holding” apples is different from
"holding” & thief or someone's attentlon (cf. Anderson & Ortony,
1975; Anderson et al., 1878). In our survey example, for the inter-
pretation of "performance” It Is necessary to decide that it is the
performance of a head of state that has to be evaluated, and not the
performance of an actor. In the first case, "performance” Iis inter-
preted as setting policies, enacting laws, and so forth, and In the
second case as deliverling linaes, following choreography, and so
forth. This type of ambiguity arises in part out of the necessity to
understand what the interviewer or the survey researcher wants to
know when he or she asks a particular question. Let us assume a
person who has just seen the Reagan movie "Law and Order” is asked
about Ronald Reagan's performance. Here, the second interpretation of
the word would be appropriate. .

The need to understand not only the semantic meaning of the
words but also the intended meaning of the underlying concepts
originates from the respondent’'s desire to cooperate in a type of
social situatlon in which the respondent Is expected to provide
information. In principle, any ambiguity the respondent is aware of
could be resolved by asking for clarification. In surveys, however,
further explanation is typically not available and providing it may
even be discouraged for the sake of standardization (cf. E.Martin,
1984; p.2B0). In this situation, the respondent may use other avail-
able information to infer what the survey researcher wants to know.

There are three sources of information that the respondent may
use to infer the intended meaning of a quastion. First, there is the
content of the question itself. Second, the response scale may serve
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as a basis for inferences, and third, the preceding questions may

provide Information. These possibilities will now be discussed in
turn.
Ihe Content of the Question.

In a straightforward sense, the question itself provides informa-
tion that allows respondents to use their general knowledge to infer
what the question means. As mentioned earlier, the narrow context of
a sentence may be used by the respondent to infer the exact Inter-
pretation of particular words. Since this problem is not unique to
survey questions but is present in the comprehension of words and
sentences in general (e.g., Bransford, 1979), we shall not discuss it
further here.

Ihe Response Scala.

A source of information for the interpretation of questions that
Is unique to surveys is the response scale that may accompany a
question. This is because the available response alternatives set the
range for possible Instantiations of more general terms used in the
quest ion. Because the questioner provides the alternatives, the
raspondent may leglitimately use this information to infer what is
meant by the guestion.

Assume a survey respondent Is asked how often a slituation occurs
in which he or she fesls "really annoyed” -- a term that may refer to
a wide range of specific instances on the dimension of annoyance. Of
course, Iin a natural conversation, the respondent could ask what the
resarcher means by "really annoyed.” In a survey situation, however,
such a request iIs generally precluded. The respondent may therefore
use the frequency range of the provided response scale to infer the
intended degree of annoyance. More specifically, a response scale
with a range of frequencies that is low would suggest to the respon-
dent a higher degree of annoyance for the targst items than a
response scale with a freguency range that is high. This exactly was
the result of an experiment in which the response range determined
the perceived annoyance level of the experiences that the respondents
used as the basis for Jjudging how often they experienced annoying
situations (For a more detailed description, see Schwarz & Hippler,
this volume).

This finding supports the contention that response scales may
provide information for the interpretation of survey questions. In
the reported study, the respondents in the low frequency conditions
may have concluded that annoying experiences, where frequency of
occurrence was supposed to fall into the range between ”"less than
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once a year” to "more than every three months” were probably asking
for more severe cases than they would have spontansously thought. As
a consequence, "really annoying” situations are interpreted as severe
exper lences.

Ihe Preceding Questions.

For the task of interpreting a target question, the precseding
questions may serve several functions. First, they may activate
concepts that facilitate the interpretation of ambiguous terms. As
elaborated earlier, the word "drugs” may be interpreted as a phar-
maceutic iIf the preceding gquestion esked about prescriptions. The
ambiguous word would be more |ikely to be interpreted as "narcotic”
if a preceding question asked about street crimes. This may be under-
stood as one example for an assimilation effect. Assimlilation
refers to a shift in the judgment of a target toward the Implications
of the context.

Such an assimilation effect, as a consequence of Interpreting
ambiguous words in terms of previously activated concepts, may be
particularly likely when respondents are presented with "fictitious
issues.” Bishop, Tuchfarber, and Oldendick (1986), for Instancs,
found that various fictitious issuas differed with respect to "no
opinion” answers. "No opinion” responses were less frequent, however,
when the target issue was similar to an actually existing issue with
which the respondents were familiar. This observation suggests that
respondents try to interpret the meaning of these issues and succeed
at this task if they can apply a concept that they have used befors.
As a consequence, one might expect preceding questions, which ac-
tivate applicable concepts, to have a similar effect.

Preceding questions may serve a second function for the Inter-
pretation of a target question. They may inform the respondent about
what the questioner already knows. This is important because the
survey situation may be controlled by similar norms of cooperation as
a natural conversation (cf. Grice, 1875; Clark 1885). In natural
conversations, questioners are expected to ask for information they
do not yet have and respondents are expected to make their contribu-
tion as informative as is required by the situation. Most important,
the respondent’s contribution is expected to be nonredundant with
respect to the questioner’'s degree of knowledge.

One strategy of inference is based on the so-called "given-nesuw
contract” (Clark & Haviland, 1977; Clark, 1985), that is, implicitly
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formed between two cooperating conversants. According to this con-
tract, respondents are informative if they add new information to
what the questioner already knows.

To illustrate, let us assume that a survey in your hometown asks
"whera” you are going to spend your vacation. Your ansuwer "Greece”
may be completely appropriatse if that is where you are planning to
go. When you have arrived at your vacation spot, however, and are
asked the same question, the response "Greecse” would be uninforma-
tive, or redundant. Rather, you would probably respond by giving the
name of the specific city or hotel In which you are staying. The
reason for this variation In answers lies In the different degrees of
informativeness under different circumstances. In each case, the
respondent has to make an inference about what the questioner exactly
means by “where.” On the basis of what the location is when the
question is asked, the respondent may infer which information is
given and which information is new to the researcher and may then
interpret the question using the assumption that questioners do not
ask for information they already have.

In a more subtle way, preceding questions and answers may give
similar information. One example Is the cases in which a specific
quastion is asked Immediately before a more general one such that
both are perceived as belonging together. For instance, a survey
question may require respondents to indicate whether they "think it
should be possible for a pregnant woman to obtain a legal abortion if
there is a strong chance of a serious defect in the baby?” (Schuman
et al., 1881). Imagine that a respondent answers affirmatively to
this question (as B4% of the respondents did), and is then asked
whether abortion should be "generally available for married women.”
How does a cooperating respondent interpret the latter question? What
does the researcher want to know?

Obeying the given-new contract, the respondent would assume that
the researcher asks for new information, that is, for information the
respondent has not yet provided in the answer to the preceding
guestion. More specifically, respondents would interpret the more
"general” question as not including the more "specific” one that they
had just eanswered. Sao, "abortion in general” would then be inter-
preted as "abortion under circumstances other than when a defect in
the baby is expected.” However, since al\owing abortion under these
more lenient conditions is less likely to be supported, one would
expect less respondents to assent to the general question when it
follows the more specific one. This is exactly what Schuman et al.
(18981) found. In their sample, the proportion of respondents who
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reacted affirmatively to the general question was drastically reduced
from B60.7% to 48.1% when the specific question was asked first. The
answer to the specific guestion, however, was not influenced by prior
answer ing of the general one. This is consistent with the given-new
contract because the answer to a general question is usually not
informative regarding the answers to specific quastions. That is, the
respondent has not yet provided the requested information and the
prior answer to the general question has no effect. Such influences
have been obtained for different Issues and have been labeled "part-
whole contrast” effects (Schuman & Praesser, 1981).

Similar contrast effects have been found in surveys that as-
sassed both people’'s happiness with their life In general and with
their marriage'in particular (cf. Schuman & Presser, 1881).
Respondents who first evaluated their marital happiness (about two-
thirds were "very happy” with thelir marriage) gave subsequently lower
"general” happiness ratings than when the general happiness question
was asked first. Following our earlier argument, it is reasonable to
assume that the interpretation of the general happiness quastion
differed as a function of the information that was elicited by the
previous, more specific question.

Strack and L. Martin (1986) conducted a study to find the condi-
tions under which a part-whole contrast or an assimilation effect
would occur. In this American student sample, characteristics of
their "love life” (boyfriend/girifriend and freguency of dating)
showed the highest correlation with measures of subjective well-being
(cf. Emmons & Diener, 1985). They gave students a two-page question-
naire about "student issues,” in which questions about dating and
general happiness wsre embedded in a series of gquestions about
university issues. The respondents were asked both how happy they
were with life In general, and how happy they were with their dating.
Answers had to be given on a scale from 1 (not so happy) to 11
(extremely happy). The experimental manipulation consisted of the
order of the two questions and whether they were to be perceived as
belonging together or not.

Interestingly, Strack and L. Martin found a substantially higher
correlation between reports of general happiness and of happiness
with dating when the specific question was asked before the general
question than when the two questions were asked in the reverse order.
It is assumed that priming information about this specific domain of
happiness will increase its subsequent availability. Other things
being equal, the probability that the general judgment will be based
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on the more specific information will be Iincreased (this mechanism
will be discussed later in more detall). |f situational norms,
however, preclude the use of this information, the availablility
effect should be neutralized. That is, no Increase in the corralation
should be observed. Actlivating the conversational norm of the "given-
new contract” would have exactly the effect of preventing already
"glven” Information from besing communicated a second time. If the
respondents want to obey the implicit norms of this contract, they
and nonredundant information to the

must try to communicate "neuw
researcher. Applied to the present situation, the answer to the
general happliness question should not be based on the primed specific
Iinformation.

In the Strack and L. Martin study, the conversational norm of
being informative was activated by creating a context in which the
two guestions would be perceived as belonging together. |t was as-
sumed that an important feature of a natural conversation is that its
components are related to one other, such that the meaning of a
question can be inferred on the basis of the question that was asked
before. The slements of a survey questionnaire, howsver, are often
unrelated and the conversational norms may therefore have not always
been effective. To establish this percelved relationship, the general
and spsecific happliness questions were introduced In the following
way :

"Now, we would like to learn about two areas of |ife that may

be Important for people’'s overall well-being:

a) happiness with dating, and
b) happiness with life in general.”

Subsequently, the two happiness questions were asked in the
spaeci flic-general order. As expected, the correlation between the two
measures was significantly reduced. This suggests that although the
specific information was highly available when the general question
was to be answsred, this information was not used. In the condition
where the conversational context was established, the interpretation
of the general gquestion may have been influenced by the preceding
specific question, meaning something other than the activated
content.

Generating an Opinion

After the respondents completed the Interpretation of the gues-
tion, they generated an opinion on the issue. Often, respondents may
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recall an opinion they have already stored in memory. Assumae, for
example, that respondents have previous!y evaluated Reagan’s achlieve-
ments as President. Then they may recall their judgment and use it as
the basis for their answer to the question about Ronald Reagan's
performance. The |ikelihood that a respondent has already formed an
opinion on which he or she can subsequently draw may depend on
several determinants. First, Important issues may be more |ikaely to
elicit opinions than unimportant ones. Second, a person must form an
opinion about targets that require action, |ike buying new car or
casting a vote. Third, having been explicitly asked before for an
opinion will Induce a respondent to evaluate the issue and increase
the probability that this opinion is later recalled. Tha respondent
may use this opinion whenever It is accessible, at the time of judg-
ment (cf. Lingle & Ostrom, 1979). One Implication of this Is that
respondents may answer question not by reviewing the original
information on which the question is based, but by retrieving the
prior judgment. Thus, if this prior judgment Is Influenced by a
particular context, subsequent judgments will be similarly affected
(CarIston, 1980; Higgins & McCann, 1984; see also Bodenhausen & Wyer,
this volume).

Frequent ly, however, raespondents have not previously evaluated
the Issues on the dimension of the survey question. In this case, the
opinion has to be generated at the time of the Interview. Assume that
our survey question was directed not at the President's performance
but at that of the Secretary of State. Although the respondents may
have accumulated information about particular activities of this
target person, they may not have yet formed an opinion on the
secretary's overall performance. Thus, they must first generate an
opinion before they can answer the question. For the successful
performance of this task, the respondents must access Information
from memory that is relevant for the judgment. An exhaustive search
of memory, however, Is not possible and the survey situation, with
its limited time allotment, may truncate the search for information
even more than most natural conditions. Therefore, the relative ease
of recall may determine which information will be considered. The
most important determinants of the accessibility of information are
the frequency and thes recency of thelir prior activation (cf. Wyer &
Srull, 1981; Bodenhausen & Wyer, this volume).

Prior questions may be regarded as the most important actlivators
of information that is relevant for answering subsequent questions.
There are several types of information that may be primed by previous
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questions and the respondents’ answers. First, another exemplar of
the category in question may come to mind. For example, respondents
may think about a past president when they have to evaluate the
present one. Second, respondents may think about specific features of
the target. For example, the President’s economic policy may be in
the focus of attention rather than his foreign policy. Third, respon-
dents may be occupied with a certain normative standard, |ike fair-
ness as opposed to efficiency, that would be relevant for the
judgment . Fourth, respondents may remember their own behaviors, |ike
having voted for the President or having donated money to his elec-
tion campaign. Finally, respondents may be in a mood state that may
Influence the judgment.

Thus, a context question may activate a particular exemplar,
specific features of the target, a normative standard, specific past
behaviors of the respondent, or a mood state. Once activated, they
may influence the judgment. However, to predict the nature of this
influence, one has to understand how this information is used.

Ihe Priming of Another Exemplar

Thinking about another exemplar, |ike a past president, may have
the effect that the respondent bases his or her judgment on a pre-
vious evaluation of this past president or on features the two have
Iin common. On the other hand, the respondent may becoms aware of how
different the target is from the primed exemplar and may base the
judgment in those features on which the two differ. In the first
case, the primed exemplar would lead to assimilation, in the second
case to contrast.

Herr, Sherman, and Fazio (1983) found that assimilation and
contrast were a function of both the ambiguity of the target stimulus
and the similarity of the context stimulus. More specifically, Herr
et al. demonstrated in a priming study that judgments became more
consistent with the primed category (assimilation) when the context
stimulus was similar to the target stimulus and the target stimulus
was ambiguous. Contrast effects were found when the target stimulus
was not ambiguous and with the combination of a dissimilar context
stimulus and an ambiguous target. Applied to the present example, one
would expect that the more information a respondent has about the
President, the more likely prior thinking about another President
would produce a contrast effect. That is, the target President would
be judged as more different. The same should occur if the respondent
has little information about the target and the context President is
dissimilar. On the other hand, the target President should be judged
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more similar to the context If little is known about the targst and
the context person is similar to the targst.

Herr et al. (1983) obtained these effects by presenting dif-
ferent context information. Similarly, one might expect that the
perceived similarity between a context and a target stimulus may be a
function of respondents’ attention toward the common vs. the distinc-
tive features of the stimuli. An existing belief that the present
President is |ike a particular predsecessor may direct the respon-
dent’'s attentian toward the features the two individuals have in
common. A prior belief that the present President is unlike a
particular predecessor, however, may induce the respondents to focus
on characteristics the two individuals do not share, that is, the
distinctive features.

This reasoning suggests that it is not only the context informa-
tion available at the time of the judgment that determines assimila-
tion vs. contrast but also how this information is used. L. Martin
and Wyer (1986) asked subjects to form impressions of two stimulus
persons. The initial person was described such that a certain trait
concept (e.g., adventurous) was unambiguously depicted. The second
person, on the other hand, was described in terms that were ambliguous
regarding this initial concept (e.g., adventurous/reckless). |t was
assumed that reading about the first person (i.e., the context) would
prime a concept that could then be used to disambiguate the informa-
tion about the second person (i.e., the target). Before reading about
these two individuals, however, subjects were asked to define either
the commonalities or the differences between various pairs of
professions. |t was assumed that this task would prime subjects into
thinking about people’s commonalities or differences, respectively.

Consistent with this hypothesis, L. Martin and Wyer found less
of a difference between the impressions of the two stimulus persons
when subjects had been primed to think of differences. Interestingly,
these differences were obtained only on judgmental dimensions
directly related to the primed concept (e.g., adventurous/reck less) .
They were not obtained on dimensions only evaluatively related to
this concept (e.g., dislike/like, dishonast/honest). This suggests
that the relational prime did not induce a general set to perceive
the stimulus persons as similar or different, but rather induced a
specific use of the contextually activated concept. Thus, priming
appears to be composed of at least two factors: activation of a
concept and activation of a strategy in the use of that concept.
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Applied to surveys, these findings suggest that the overall
degree of Interrelatedness of the survey items may itself be a source
of Information in determining how individuals respond to any given
item. When the items appear generally interrelated, respondents may
Interpret ambiguous target items in a manner that is consistent with
the implications of the context items. When the items appear
general ly different or unrelated, however, respondents may shift
their Iinterpretation of the target away from the implications of the
context Items.

The Priming of Specific Features

Context effects may also be produced by prior activation of
specific features of the target. Sears and Lau (1883), for instance,
found that survey respondents who had to assess their personal income
were subsequently more |ikely to evaluate the President’s overall
performance on the basis of his more specific performance in the
economic domain than respondents who were not given this prior task.
This is because thinking about their own economic situation may have
directed the respondents’ attention toward the economic situation of
the nation. As a result, information about this specific domain may
have been salient at the time of the judgment and more |ikely to be
used for the global rating of the President.

Similarly, lyengar, Kinder, Peters, and Krosnick (1984) found

"that watching a specific television news program that emphasized a
particular political domain increased the impact of the respondents’
aevaluation of that dimension on their overall rating of former
President Carter. Watching a news program that focussed on energy
problems, for instance, increased the relationship between respon-
dents’ evaluation of Carter’'s handling of these problems and his
global evaluation. These findings further support the notion that
those features of a judgmental target that are most salient and
accessible at the time of judgment may have a stronger influence on a
global evaluation. |If the context of a survey question activates
Iinformation about such features, it is likely that they will in-
f luence a subsequent judgment.

The Priming of Normative Standards

Attitudes and evaluations are often based on more general values
and normative standards. An evaluative judgment may therefore differ
depending on which normative standard is used. Respondents who hold
the reduction of traffic deaths as an important goal, for example,
would express a more positive attitude toward the compulsory use of
safety belts than respondents for whom personal freedom is a central
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value. Frequently, one person may simultaneously hold several norma-
tive standards that imply different evaluations of one particular
target. Here, one would assume that the most accessible norm at the
time of the judgment would have the greatest impact. Again, this may
be influenced by the context of the particular guestion. It is also
possible that having previously answered & related question in a
certain way may ellicit standards of equal treatment, fairnaess, or
reciprocity such that these standards determine the answer to a
second question.

In an often-cited study, Hyman and Sheatslisey (1850) reported
strong order effects of two questions that asked in 1848 whether (a)
Communist newspaper reporters should be allowed to come to the U.S.
and to send back! their uncensored reports and (b) whether American
reporters should be allowed to report freesly from a Communist country
like Russia. The results showed that the Communist-reporter guestion
elicited little agreement (36.5%) and its American counterpart very
strong agreement (839.8%) when each question was asked by itself
(i.e., first). However, when the same guestion was asked after its
counterpart, the agreement with the Communist-reporter guestion rose
to 73.1% and the agreement with the American-reporter question
declined to B65.6%.

This pattern demonstrates that the second question was answered
differently when it was presented in isolation (1.e., first) than
when it was answered Iin the context of the response to the first
gquestion. As Schuman and Presser (1981) suggest, the respondents may
have based their response to the first question on currently
prevalent anti-Communist or pro-American sentiments. The second
guestion in the context of the respondents’ answer to the first,
howsver, may have activated a standard of reciprocity. As a conse-
quence, the answers to the second question became more consistent
with their answers to the first.

A similar sffect was reported by Cantril (1844). He reported the
results of a survey in which respondents were asked during Worid War
It whether the U.S. should permit Its citizens to join (a) the French
and British armies, as well as (b) the Berman army. It was found that
the agreement to the allied-army question was higher and the agree-
ment to the enemy-army question lower when each question was asked by
itself. When the question was asked in the context of the respon-
dents’ answsr to the first item, the enswers becams more similar to

prior ones.
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It Is important to note that these data result from a particular
behavior, that is, the response to the first question. Thus, the norm
of reciprocity is based on a prior reaction of the respondent. It
remains to be shown that mere cognitive activation of normative
standards may produce similar effects.

The Priming of Own Knowledge and Behavior

It has long been recognized in social psychology that one’s own
past behavior may also provide information for attitudinal inferences
(cf. Bem, 1967), and that thinking about it may influence subsequent
self-judgments. This relationship has been repeatedly demonstrated.
Salancik and Conway (1875), for Instance, had subjects rate the
frequency of their own bshaviors that indicate a positive attitude
toward religion, like giving donations. In one condition, the ques-
tions asked if the subjects showed this particular behavior
"frequently,” in the other conditions "on occasion.” This different
wording was intended to elicit more "yes” responses in the “on
occasion” condition than in the "frequently” condition. The data
ravealed that. Moreover, subjects in the "on occasion” conditions
rated themselves subsequently more religious than subjects in the
"frequent|ly” conditions. These data suggest that the subjects used
their responses to the preceding questions as behavioral information
to infer their own attitudss.

Recently, it has been shown that directing respondents’ atten-
tion toward their own degree of knowledge may have similar effects.
Assume that respondents are requested to indicate their interest in
politics after they had failed to answer several questions on politi-
cal matters. |f their behavior provides information for attitudinal
judgments, it is likely that the respondents in such a survey would
infer their interest in politics from their difficulties in answering
these knowledge questions. This is exactly the result of a study by
Bishop, Oldendick, and Tuchfarber (1883). These authors found that
raespondents who had to answer two very difficult political questions
(more than B0% of the respondents admitted their ignorance) rated
themselves as less interested In public affairs than respondents who
were not confronted with these questions (see Bishop, this volume).
The Priming of One's Qun Mood

Like respondents’ knowledge and behavior, one’'s own mood also
has informational properties that may influence judgments. In par-
ticular, judgments for which one’'s mood has informational value
should be affected. Global assessments of one’'s subjective well-
being, for instance, should be a prime candidate for such influences
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because affect Is an important component of happliness and satisfac-
tion (cf. Andrews & McKennel!l, 1880). This was, in fact, found in a
series of studies (Schwarz & Clore, 1883; Strack, Schwarz, &
Gschneidinger, 1985) that induced good or bad mood in subjects and
subsequently measured thair happinass with life in general. Ths mood
induction was achieved by having subjects imagins positive or nega-
tive events of their life. As a result of this manipulation, respon-
dents described themselves as happier and more satisfied if thinking
about the event induced a positive mood. Howsver, when thinking about
this event did not elicit a mood (1ike abstract thinking), a contrast

ef fect occurred on the dimension of well-being.
Accessibility and 'the Use of Information

It has been argued that primed information becomes subssquently
more accessible. Typically, it has been demonstrated that the activa-
tion of relevant information leads to an assimilation of subsequent
judgments toward the content of the primed information (e.g., Higgins
et al., 1877; Srull & Wyer, 1979). More recently, however, it was
found that a primed concept may, under specific conditions, also lead
to a contrast effect (L. Martin, 1886). That is, the judgment becomes
more different from the activated information. The mere accessibility
of information does not therefore imply its positive Influence on the
judgment . What are the determinants of whether and how accessible
information will influence the judgment?

L. Martin (18988) has argued that the sallence of the priming
episode may play an important role. He noted that assimilation ef-
fects of priming were typically obtained with subtle priming proce-
dures. When the priming episode is more explicit, however, people may
try not to use the primed information to avoid a biased judgment (cf.
Kubovy, 1978). L. Martin (1886) found that activation of an ap-
plicable concept actually led to contrast when that concept had been
blatantly activated in & prior task and subjects had completed their
performance of that prior task. He argued that the blatantness of the
priming caused the respondents to associate the increased acces-
sibility with the prior task rather than with the target stimulus.
So, in an effort to make an independent, unbiased interpretation of
the target, the respondents retrieved a new concept that was distinct
from the earlier one, and interpreted the target in terms of this.

The result was contrast.
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Interestingly, when subjects were interrupted during their
performance of the priming task, the interpretation of the target
stimulus was not contrasted with the implications of the primed
concepts. Rather, the result was assimilation. Presumably, the inter-
ruption of the priming task causes thoughts related to that task to
persevere (e.g., Zeigarnik, 1927) meking it more difficult for the
respondents to avoid the use of that concept. As a result, they use
It to interpret the subsequent information, and judgment of the
target shifts toward the implications of the context.

For surveys, these findings suggest that context questions that
are obviously assocliated with a particular content and have clear,
definitive answers may be |ikely to produce contrast in the judgment
of a subsequent target item. Questions, however, that are more subtly
worded or that respondents do not complete (i.e., do not answer to
thelir satisfaction) may be likely to produce assimilation in the
judgment of a subsequent target.

Another mechanism that mediates between assimilation and con-
trast Is the degree of difference between the primed context and the
target stimulus. It has been found that the more different the two
stimull are on the dimension of judgment, the more |ikely are con-
trast effects (e.g., Herr et al., 1983). It is also possible that
differences on other dimensions may have similar consequences.
Temporal distance, for example, has been found to produce contrast
affects (cf. Dermer, Cohen, Jacobsen, & Anderson, 1879; Strack et
al., 1985). Spatial and social distance may also increase the
likel ihood of contrast. A close social relationship between context
and target, on the other hand, may Iincrease the l|ikel ihood that
judgments and feel ings are assimilated toward the context (cf.
Heider, 1958).

More generally, one might speculate that if a global classifica-
tion of the context stimulus is "distinct” from the target, then
this provides the basis of contrasting judgments. Such a classifica-
tion may be elicited by both semantic and episodic aspects of the

primed information. If the content of the context information is
sufficiently different from the target, then its distinctive features
may become more salient. If the priming episods is more explicit,

such that it becomes associated with context information, then a
respondent may actively try to avoid possible influences from the
context (cf. Martin, 1986).
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Formatt ing the Response

Most frequently, judgments in a survey have to be reported in a
format that is provided by the survey researcher. That Is, the
respondent may not use the categories he or she would spontansocusly
use. |nstead, the response Is given within tha range of the provided
possibilities and, in the case of categorical response alternatives,
by choosing one of the provided optlons.

It has already been pointed out that the provided response range
may help infer the meaning of the question. Moreover, the response
range may be used to infer the averags responsse and to derive onae’'s
relative position in a frequency distribution (Schwarz, Hippler,
Deutsch, & Strackt 1985). Thus, it is not surprising that responses
are influenced by such inferences (for a more detailed discussion see
the chapter by Schwarz & Hippler, this volume).

Anchoring effects have been frequently demonstrated with at-
titude scales. These effects are influenced, in part, by the response
scale that is provided. Specifically, it is assumed (e.g., Ostrom &
Upshaw, 18968; Wyer, 1874) that respondents align the extremse values
of the provided response range with the extreme values of the stimuli
that they consider in the situation. Thus, the respondents’ choice of
a scale value or a verbal label of intensity and evaluation may

depend on the range of the response scale.
Editing the Response

Responses to a survey guestion are often part of a social inter-
action between the interviewer and the respondent. In these situa-
tions, social nmorms are likely to influence the response. Such norma-
tive influences, however, should be more |ikely if a response has to
be uttered openly vis-a-vis the Interviewer. Its influence should be
less likely if the response remains private. The norm of social
desirability may be among the most important determinants of public
responses. That is, a respondent to & survey question may be ap-
prehensive that his or her response will result In an unfavorable
evaluation by the person who observes the reaction.

Typically, negative self-reports are considered socially
undesirable. Thus, the guestion "How are you?” rarsly elicits the
answer, "Bad.” This is also trus for survey situations. Respondents’
reports of their own happiness and satisfaction are skewed toward the
positive side of the response scale. Maore important, this tendency
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toward positiveness Is more pronounced in a personal interview than
In a self-administered questionnaire. In a split sample of catholic
Americans, Sudman (cited by Smith, 18978) found that 23% of the
respondents described themselves as "very happy” in a questionnaire
as opposed to 36% when they were personally interviewed. A related
result was found by LeVois, Nguysen, and Atkisson (1881) in a dif-
ferent setting. These authors found that clients’ reports of their
satisfaction with community health services was significantly more
positive when the questions were orally administered than with writ-
ten administration.

There are situations, however, in which the norm of social
desirability operates in the opposite direction. Under specific
circumstances, social desirability also inhibits respondents from
prasenting themselves in too positive a fashion. This should be the
case If one anticipates that one’'s self-presentation may serve as a
standard of comparison for another person. Chassein, Kern, Strack,
and Schwarz (1986) demonstrated that salient information about
a person who was severely handicapped by a chronic illness influenced
the subjects’ ratings of their own well-being Iin the opposite
direction. Subjects for whom this information was salient described
themselves as happier and more satisfied than subjects for whom this
Information was not salient. Such a contrast effect would not be
expected, howsever, if the self-rating has to be publicly given in the
presence of the unfortunate other person. This is because the actor
anticipates that his or her much more positive self-rating would
itself serve as a standard of comparison for the handicapped in-
dividual and thus negatively affect this person’'s feelings of well-
baing. This prediction was tested by Wagner, Strack, and Schwarz
(1984) who studied the effect of a physically handicapped interviewer
on respondents’ reports of their well-being under private and public
conditions. |t was found that female subjects who had to fill out a
questionnaire rated themselves as happier and more satisfied when the
Interviswer was handicapped than when not. This suggests that the
disabled person did, in fact, provide a standard of comparison for
the judgment. This contrast effect disappeared, however, when the
ratings had to be given orally, as when the comparison person himself
conducted the interview.

These results suggest that normative forces of the social situa-
tion may be a determinant of a survey response. The direction of
these influences depends on the behavioral requirements of the norm
in a specific social situation.
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METHODOLOG ICAL.  IMPLICAT IONS

It was the purpose of this chapter to demonstrate how the com-
plex task of answering a survey question can be analyzed with the
help of cognitive theory and methodoliogy. An analysis of this type
makes it possible to identify the component mechanisms involved and
to bring to bear the knowledge that has besn accumulated. Studying
the underlying cognitive processes has recently been recognized as a
promising route to better understanding of the survey sltuation
(e.g., Jabine, Straf, Tanur, & Tourangesau, 1884). This approach,
however, is tied to a methodology that differs in some respects
radically from mFthDdological tenets of traditional survey research.

The central reason for these methodological differences is that
survey researchers are mainly Interested In knowledge about content
whereas cognitive scientists are typically interested in knowledge
about processes. That is, survey researchers want to find out what
the attitudes are toward a certain issue, where they differ for
various sociodemographically defined groups, and to what other at-
titudes or values they relate. Cognitive researchers, on the other
hand, want to understand how the cognitive mechanisms operate, inde-
pendent of the content that is processed. For them, the validity of
specific mechanisms of survey responding even depend on thelir inde-
pendence from the particular content of the particular attitude that
is being reported.

This difference, in perspective, has important methodological
implications that concern those sources of variation that are in the
focus of the researchers’ interest, that is, the systematic variance,
and those sources of variance that may blur the result (1.e., the
error variance). For the survey researcher, the error variance is
generated by variations of the question form, wording, context, and
mode of administration. These are influences that are largesly inde-
pendent of content. To avoid such “"response effects” (cf. Bradburn,
1883), survey researchers try to keep these features constant whan
they conduct cross-sectional or longitudinal comparisons between
contents. Cognitive researchers, on the other hand, want to detect
response effects, and therefore, they systematically vary thease
influences to study the resulting cognitive processes. For them, it
is the variation in content that may blur the results and obscure
findings that reflect properties of the underlying cognitive
mechanisms. The more heterogeneous a sample is with respect to con-
tent, the more difficult it is to detect the variation produced by
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the systematic variation of determinants that affect the cognitive
processes in the survey situation. Therefore, homogeneity of content
typically helps discover those cognitive differences. This may be
achieved by using a homogensous sampla.

Such a strategy, however, violates a central methodological norm
of survey research, namely the representativenesss of the sample,
which is typlically realized along sociodemographic dimensions. From a
psychological perspective, however, there is no a priori reason to
expect that different cognitive mechanisms depend on social class or
income. Rather, these processes may be influenced by variables |ike
the respondents’ prior knowledge, the accessibility of the schemata
they have formed, and so forth. The heterogenecus sample will there-
fore add variance from sources that are out of the cognitive re-
searchers’ focus of interest.

Fallure in reducing this type of variation has the consequence
that a given mechanism can only be rellably tested if the number of
respondents is substantially increased, which makes methodological
research more expensive than necessary as a comparison of surveys and
experiments indicates. Thus, the possibility seems worth considering
that controlled experiments with a smaller but more homogeneous group
of participants are perhaps a more promising route to insights about
response effects than large, but heterogeneous, split-ballot surveys.
This is not to say that these experiments should be confined to only
one soc iodemographic group. Whenever there is a theoretical reason to
assume that a determinant that covaries with sociodemographic indices
will exart an influence on response effects, then these indices can
easily be used as a classification variable in the experiment. This
way, their variance can be extracted and the response effects can be
studied within the more homogeneous subgroups.

From a cognitive perspective, howsver, it seems more fruitful to
Ildentify the psychological determinants that are directly responsible
for such influences and to vary them experimentally, rather than to
group respondents on the basis of other characteristics that only
have a weak relationship to the theoretical variable and that are .
typical ly confounded with other psychological determinants. |t there-
fore seems that the understanding of response effects in surveys is
best fostered if their cognitive determinants are identified. This
lays the groundwork for effective consequences in survey construction
and creates the potential for methodological improvements of survey

raesearch.
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ATTITUDE MEASUREMENT: A COGNITIVE PERSPECTIVE

Roger Tourangeau
National Opinion Research
Center, Chicago

This paper concerns attituds questions, especially artifacts in
the attitude measurement process. When it comes to artifacts, ons
man’'s meat is another man’s poison. For most of us -- most of the
time -- artifacts ars nulisances that obscure the real phenomena of
interest. But sometimes it is worthwhile to take another, more
charitable view toward artifacts and to treat them as interesting
phenomena in their own right. As McBuire (1869) has pointed out,
today’'s artifact is tomorrow’s independent variable. In a similar
vein, Schuman (1982) has argued that artifacts are in the mind of the
beholder. This chapter will take both tacks, viewing artifacts as
substantive meat and as methodological polison.

There are four parts to the chapter. The first part simply gives
an indication of the nature of the problems that can crop up iIn
attitude surveys. It examines two examples of response effects. In
the next part, | outline the major steps in the process by which
attitude questions are answered. The aim here is to deepen our under-
standing of how response effects can arise. |t is, of course, hard to
talk about process without also talking about structure. The third
part of the paper outlines a view of the structurs of attlitudes.
Having laid a theoretical foundation, | return in the final section
to the examples; | attempt to show that our conceptions of the struc-
ture of attitudes and the process of answering attitude questions can
explain these and similar response effects.

Before turning to the examples, | should say something about how
they were selected. | chose them with three criteria in mind. First,
| deliberately selected examples that were rellable and systematic.
Neither example can be explained away as random error. Instead, both
reflect systematic factors in the attlitude measurement process.
Another criterion for selection was that the examples should be
typical of the measurement problems that survey researchers face. One
example represents item wording effects and the other, item context
effects. Both types of artifacts are common in attitude surveys. My
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final criterion was that the examples should be relatively familiar
ones from the methodological |iterature. Although my discussion of
them is necessarily quite brief, more detailed examinations are
readily available. My own comments lean quite heavily on these ear-

lier treatments.
RESPONSE EFFECTS: TWO EXAMPLES

In an example cited by Bradburn and Danis (1984), both NORC and
the Gallup organization asked questions about public support for the
Korean War during the early 1950s. The two questions differed
slightly. The NORC question asked: "Do you think the United States
was right or wrong in sending American troops to stop the Communist
invasion of South Korea?” The Gallup question asked: "Do you think
the United States made a mistake in deciding to defend Korea, or
not?” The NORC results consistently indicated more support for the
war than the Gallup results. Whenever two different survey organiza-
tions produce different results, it is always tempting to write off
the discrepancy as reflecting a "house effect” or some difference in
procedurse. Still, this difference is typical of the shifts that can
occur as a result of apparently minor differences in question wording
-- even when the same survey house asks both forms of the question.
For this reason our Iinterpretation assumes that the differences in
question wording Is the key variable. The two items differ in several
ways, but It seems reasonable to assume that the critical difference
Is the reference to stopping the Communist invasion in the NORC item.
(Research by Schuman & Presser, 1981, indicates that in fact this is
the key difference.) It is always difficult to be against stopping
Communist invasions, particularly in the early 1950s.

Somet imes discrepancies arise even when the identical question
is used. Turner and Krauss (1978) report such a set of results,
Iinvolving public confidence in national institutions. From 1873
through 1977, both NORC and Louis Harris and Associates asked identi-
cal questions about nine institutions (such as major companies and
the Supreme Court). The NORC questions were part of its regular
General Social Survey (GSS); the Harris questions were part of the
Harris Survey series. The two time series used similar methods -- the
results for sach year are based on approximately 1,500 cases,
selected in national multistage samples. Confidence in the nine
institutions was assessed by both organizations for all five years --
ylelding 45 points of comparison. In 27 cases, the difference between
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the results from the two organizations is § % or more; a discrepancy
of this size would arise from sampling error only about one time Iin
twenty. Clearly the organizations are reporting large and reliable
differences. Turner and Krauss explore a number of possible explana-
tions for the discrepancies, Including seasonal effects, the
demographic representativeness of the samples and differences In
samp |l ing procedures. In each case, differences in the timing or
procedures of the NORC and Harris survey cannot account for the
difference in the results. Nor do differences reflect a simple pat-
tern - neither organization consistently yields results indicating
lower confidence than the other.

Turner and Krauss argue that the differences reflect differences
in the contexts in which the confidence questions were embedded. The
quest ions surrounding the conflidence Items changed from house to
house and from year to year. In one year, the Harris confidence items
immediately followed six items on political alienation. In the same
year, NORC placed the confidence items first in the GSS
questionnaire. Not surprisingly, the Harris results for the year
Iindicated less confidence in all nine national institutions.

Item wording and item context effects are common in surveys that
measure attitudes and opinions, although nobody really Knows just how
common they are. One of the reasons that we cannot say how common
they are is that we know so little about why they occur; we lack an
understanding of mechanisms that produce response effects. The uwsl |-
deve loped models of measurement error in the psychometric tradition
do not have much to offer the survey researcher trying to reduce or
to understand response effects. Part of the problem is that the
classical psychomsetric models, valuable as they are, focus on random
errors of measurement and the response effects illustrated by the two
examples are clearly not random. Another part of the problem Is that
the classical psychometric models are applicable across a wids range
of situations precisely because they make no assumptions about the
process by which responses are genesrated. As a result, these modals
are more useful for measuring errors than for predicting when they

ars |ikely to occur.
THE PROCESS OF ANSWERING ATTITUDE QUESTIONS

Although survey researchers, sociologists, and social
psychologists have been measuring attitudes for more than fifty years
and have used s wide variety of measurement procedures, there has
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been surprisingly little ressarch on what happens when a person
answers an attituds question. This is not to say that we do not know
a good deal about the determinants of attitudes -- almost all re-
ssarch on attitudes and attitude change gives some indication of the
variables that affect the attitudes a person holds. What we do not
know arae the details of the attitude measurement process itself.

A common tack in cognitive psychology is to analyze a complex
behavior -- and surely answering an attitude question Is a complex
behavior -- by bresking it down into simpler components. Following
this strategy, we can reformulate a difficult question (How do we
answer attitude questions?) into a somewhat easier question (What are
the steps or stages In answering an attitude question?). Elsewhere
(Tourangeau, 1984), | have argued that thers are four major stages:
we must understand the question; we must call to mind the relevant
facts, beliefs, or feelings; we must use what we have recalled to
render a judgment; and finally, we must formulate (or select) a
response. These four stages —- comprehension, retrieval, judgment,
and response selection -- all present opportunities for response
effects to arisae.

The |lterature on comprehension includes numerous studies that
show that context often provides a kind of interpretive framework for
new material. Many of the terms that appear in recurring opinion
items -- such as the confidence items in the GSS and Harris surveys -
- are inherently vagus. It would hardly be surprising if a term |ike
"blg government” were Interpreted one way when it was embedded in a
series of items about noncontroversial govermnment programs (such as
meat inspection and public health programs) and quite ancther way
when It was part of a series of items about the federal deficit. Fee
(1978) has shown that big government has at least four different
connotations for different respondents. Most of the issues that
sppear repsatedly in opinion surveys have this same complex and
multifaceted character.

Context and subtle changes in wording influence not only the
comprehension stage but the other stages as well. Recently, Bowser
(1981) has reviewed evidence from a number of studies that suggest
that our mood can affect the ease with which we recall events: When
we are in a good mood, it is easier to remember happy svents than sad
ones. In a simllar vein, a study by Johnson and Tversky and (1983)
shows that reading about one disastrous event affects judgments
regarding the |lkelihood of unrelated events -- If we read about an
spidemic, for examplie, we tend to see other disasters as more |ikely
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to occur. Like Bower, Johnson and Tversky interpret their results in
terms of the impact of mood -~ the minimal context of the epidemic
story apparently affects mood and mood affects later judgments.

in addition to thess mood carryover effects, a number of studies
(e.g., Higgins & King, 1981) indicate that the prior use of a concept
can incresse the |ikaelihood that it will be used in Interpreting and
answering lIster questions. In the terms of cognitive psychology, the
concept has been "primed” by Its prior use. Thae Impact of the context
provided by prior items In a survey on responsaes to later questlons
may be another example of priming.

So context can have an effect on how we Interpret attitude
questions, what we think about as we try to answer them, and how we
render judgments on attitude Issues. Context and other response
effects can arise at any of these stages. And, of course, the final
stage, In which a response Is formulated or selected is the most
widely recognized source of response effects. |t is during this stage
that responses are tailored to present the most favorable impression,
to avoid the stigma of the socially undesirable, and to mest the
subt e demands of the Interviewer. Context can have an impact at this
stage as wsll -- as when we reshape our answers in order to maintain
consistency with earlier responses. | will focus on the first three
stages of the guestions-answering process. Survey ressarchers are
already amply aware of the artifacts that can arise during the
raesponse sslection phase.

The analysis of the processes underlying survey responses sug-
gests that context effects are not the products of a simple, unitary
mechanism but can arise during any of the stages of the question-
answer ing process. The same principle is likely to hold for Item
wording and other response artifacts as uwsll.

THE STRUCTURE OF ATTITUDES

It may not seem |ike much of an advance to say that raesponse
effects can occur during any of the four components of the question-

answer ing process. After all, if our aim is to reduce these effects,
it does not halp much to know that they can arise at eny of several
stages. Still, understanding is often a prerequisite to control. To

deepen our understanding of response effects, it is necessary to take
a closer look at each stage of the process; this closer look will
require soms conception of the structurses that the process lIs operat-

ing on.
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Cognitive Scripts

Cognitive psychologists have begun to recognize the importance
of relatively high-level conceptual structures, referred to variously
as scripts (Abelson, 1981; Schank & Abelson, 1977), schemata
(Rumalhart & Ortony, 1977), and frames (Minsky, 1975). These struc-
tures are organized packages of beliefs, feelings, and knowledge
about classes of situations or things. Much of the work on these
higher-level cognitive structures has focussed on how people think
about frequently encountered situations or roles, like going to a
restaurant. By the time we are adults, most of us have a detailed
concept ion of what cognitive and social psychologists call a script.

Like many new ideas In the social sciences, this one is, in
part, an old idea -- the idea of role expectations -- dressed up in
new language. What Is perhaps new about the script concept is the
recognition that these structures play a central role in a wide range
of cognitive processes. They are seen as central to the comprehension
process and to the organization of memory. In a widely cited example,
Bransford and Johnson (1872) have shown that it is difficult to
comprehend a passage unless we can fit the individual ideas into a
coherent structure or script. Here is the passage they used:

The procedure is quite simple. First you arrangse items into
different groups. Of course, one pile may be sufficient depend-

Iing on how much thers is to do. If you have to go somswhere
else dus to the lack of facilities, that is the next step;
otherwisse, you are pretty well sst ... At first the whole
procedure will seem complicated. Soon, however, it will become

Just another facet of life...

After the procedure Iis completed, one arranges the materials
into different groups again. Then they can be put into their
appropriate places. Eventually they will be used once more, and
the whole cycle will then have to be repeated. However, that is
part of lifs.

Most people have a hard time understanding this passage. It is
like a riddle. Each sentence is clear but the meaning of the passage
as a whole remains elusive because we do not see how the sentences
fit together. In terms of the recent cognitive theories, we might say
that the passage makes it difficult to impose any schema or script.

It turns out that the passage is also very hard to remember -- unless
one knows beforehand that it is about doing the laundry. Some overall
structure -- a script —— is, thus, a prerequisite to detailed com-

prehension and accurate retrieval.
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Scripts and Attitudes

The Idea that bsliefs and attitudes are organized into coherent
structures has some interesting applications in attitude measurement.
Flirst, many attitude issues are represented cognitively as scripts.
For one person, an issue |ike Welfare may activate a whole seat of
interrelated images, stories, and feelings Iinvolving Welfars Queens,
fraudulence, and a sense of injustice. For another person, the same
issue may activate a completely different script involving people
down on their luck and feellings of obligation. For some Issuas,
multiple scripts about an issue are available within a society, with
some people subscribing to one script and others to different
scripts. Since the issues that sppear over and over again in surveys
of public opinion are generally subjects of enduring controversies --
topics |ike Welfare and big government, where a number of views are
in compstition -- it should not surpriss us that thesae Iissuas mean
different things to different people. What the cognitlive theorlies
tell us is that these differences In interpretation are real
phenomena, reflecting real differences in opinion.

Scripts and the Survey Process

For the script theorist, tha key step in the comprehension of an
attitude question is the activation and application of the ap-
propriate script. The same process of script activation is also
likely to have a major impact at the next stage in answering a ques-
tion, the retrieval stagse. Once the question has been interpreted,
the respondent must think about the issus. Clearly, it will make a
big difference if the respondent conceives of Welfars as a kind of
institutionalized rip off or as a kind of institutionalized charity.
Whichever script is uppermost is likely to have a decislve Impact on
the images, beliefs, and feelings that come to mind as the respondent
muils the guestion over. Cognitive psychologists emphasize that this
mulling activity, in which memory is searched for relevant ltems, Is
not random; rather it is guided by the same high-level structures
that organize the initial comprehension and storage of information.

The cognitive researchers emphasize another point: Several
factors determins what script is uppermost on a particular occasion.
One factor is the overall "strength” of the script; the scripts wse
use frequently or that are closely related to our most important
goals ars more likely to be spplied than other, weakly-held scripts
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(see also Bodenhausen & Wyer, this volumse). But the |iteraturs on
affect ive carryover and priming suggests that a number of more tran-
slent factors -- such as mood or recent use -- can influence the
selection and application of a script as well.

How we think about an attitude issue is determined in largse part
by the script we apply. Our thoughts provide the raw material for the
next stage In the question-answering process, the judgment stags.
Almost all attitude and opinion items require some form of judgment:
Are we pro or con? In favor or opposed? Do we agres or disagres?
Often the judgment to be made must be rendered on some quantitative
scale; we must decide not only whether we are positive or negative
but how positive or negative we are. Different types of guestions
require different kinds of judgments. One of the basic distinctions
among oplinion items is between questions assessing belief and ques-
tlions assessing favorability. For example, an item about Welfare
might be couched as a statement that Welfare reduces the incentive to
work; respondents are then supposed to say whether (or how much) they
agree with the statement. A different kind of item might ask whether
the amount of money spent on Welfare programs should be increased or
decreased.

According to a recent study by Wyer and Hartwick (18984), the
Jjudgment process may be very different for the two kinds of items. In
decliding whether we agree with a statement, we tend to focus on
antecedent events that would make the statement more or less |ikely
to be true. In deciding whether we support a proposed course of
action, we focus on the |lkely consequences of the course of action -
- we ask ourselves what would be |ikely to happen If Welfare spending
were Increased. Whether the question forces us to search for antece-
dents or consequents, the search will be guided by the script that
organizes our thoughts on the topic.

Sometimes the question and the underlying script it evokes will
fit sach other nicely. The person who views Welfare programs as a
rip off, for example, will not require much time to think in order to
say that he or she opposes increased Welfare spending. The contents
of the script and the form of the question can Interact to make the
Judgment stage quick and simple or slow and complicated.

Scripts and Affect

Scripts and other cognitive structures thus guide comprehension,
organize the search for relevant beliefs and feelings, and, along



157

with the form of the question, shape the process of rendering a
judgment. There are two additional points to make about the relation-
ship between scripts and attitudes. The first is that scripts not
only organize our beliefs about an issue -- they organize our fee-
lings as well. The emotional component of scripts is particularly
clear with Issues that are the focus of "symbolic attitudes” (Kinder
& Sears, 1981). These attitudes are distinguished by their marked
affective tone and by their relative Imperviousnaess to practical
considerations. Kinder and Sears have argued that attitudes about
schoo!| busing are less a reflection of such objective factors as
whether the respondent’s children are |likely to be bused than of deep
seated feal ings about black people. Similarly, we cannot expect
people who see 'sbortions as murder to respond to persuasive appeals
based on the costs to society of unwanted children -- whatever the
costs, abortion is, for these respondents, still murder. When at-
titudes are tied so closely to deeply felt values, it is hard for us
to respond to attitude and opinion items dispassionately. Our scripts
for the issus |ink our beliefs and our feselings into a single in-
separable package.

Multiple Scripts

The second point to be made about scripts Is that, to a greater
or lesser degree the scripts competing for the alleglance of socliety
also tend to compete within each person. Except for the most extreme
partisans, most of us subscribe with varying strengths to more than
one script for controversial Iissues. We are capable of seeing Welfare
both in terms of the obligations of the prosperous toward the im-
poverished and In terms of the opportunities for fraud. Both scripts
are available to us, even iIf one script predominates most of the
time. When the circumstances are right, the secondary script may
become our primary response.

There are, | think, two basic principles that determine which of
several competing scripts is activated by an Issue. The first
principle is the principle of relative strength. Most cognitive
theor ists assume that the use of a cognitive structure on one occa-
sion tends to lower the threshold for its activation on tha_next
occasion. For extremists on any issue, the strength of one script
will greatly exceed those of its rivals; the issue tends to be sesn
in the same terms regardless of the occasion. For the rest of us, a
second principle comes into play, the principle of availabillity. The
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ease with which a cognitive structure Is activated Is affected in the
short run by situational factors, such as mood or the recent activa-
tion of material that is closely related to the script. In the lan-
guage of cognitive psychology, we say that a script can be "primed.”
Most of us are aware, perhaps subliminally, of this priming effect.
Politicians tsilor their discussions of issues in order to encourage
their listeners to apply one script -- the one that Is most favorable
to their position -- over others. President Reagan’s discussions of
El Salvador are peppered with references to Cuban-backed insurgents,
the threat of Communism, and the plight of democracy, which serve to
invoke a script about Communist takeovers of democratic countries.
Context, phasing, and mood all have a role to play in determining how
an Issue strikes us, what script It triggers.

Summary

The main contours of the argument are, | hope, clear by now.
When we answer an attitude item, we take several steps. We interpret
the guestion by activating the relevant script. We think about the
Issue by retrieving from memory the beliefs and feelings organized by
the script. We render a judgment and select our response using as raw
materials the contents of the script brought to mind during the
retrieval phase. The form of the question and the form of the
scripted material Iinteract to make the judgment hard or easy. When
the form of the question fits the contents of the script, we can
simply "read off” our answer. The contents of the script include not
only beliefs but feelings and emotions as well. Several scripts may
be available for a particular issue embodying alternative views that
compete within society and within individual respondents. Which
script Is invoked on any occasion depends on the relative strength
and situational availabillity of the alternative scripts.

REEXAMINING THE EXAMPLES

| began my chapter with two illustrative response effects. It is
time now to see whether the theoretical notions | have sketched out
can help to explain response effects observed in practice. One of the
examples involved two items about the Korean War. The NORC item ("Do
you think the United States was right or wrong in sending American
troops to stop the Communist invasion of South Korea?"), with its
reference to stopping the Communist invasion, produced higher levels
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of support for the war than the Gallup items, which had no comparable
reference. The view | have sketched suggests that the two [tems may
have invoked an anti-Communism script to differing degreas. The NORC
item invites respondents to view the Iissue In terms of a Communist
takeover of a legitimate government -~-- a powerful script both then
and now. Of course, the Gallup ltem does not prevent respondsents
from seeing the issue in terms of the same script but it simply doss
not encourags it to quite the same degree. |t Is difficult from our
vantage point to say what rival scripts the items may have invoked. |
suspect the main competitor to the anti-Communism script may have
been an isolationism script that emphasized the cost of American
involvement in foreign wars. This view was embodied in the slogan
that we should not get bogged down Iin an Asian land war, a notion
revived during the Vietnam War. But whatever the alternatives to the
ant i-Communism script, the Korean War was controversial and the
controversy took place within individuals as well as In the sociesty
at large. The NORC wording apparently tipped the balance for
respondents; it made the anti-Communism script temporarily more
available than its rivals.

The second example involved two parallel times series dealing
with confidence in nine national Iinstitutions. Here the critical
variable appeared to be item context rather than item wording. In one
year, the Harris confidence items immediately followed six questions
on political alienation; the Harris results indicated l|lower con-
fidence in all nina institutions than the corresponding NORC results
for the same year. As with the previous example, this one may il-
lustrate the operation of the principle of availability. Just as the
reference to a Communist invasion Iin the NORC Item may have increased
the availability of an anti-Communist script, the Harris political
allenation items have temporarily raised the availability of =a
political cynicism script. (The time period for this example Included
both the lWatergate scandal and the col lapse of the South Vietnamese
government.) Thus, the political alienation items may have encouraged
a cynical mind-set in some respondents. Once this script was invoked,
it may have carried over to the confidence items. We should not
ignore the possibility that it was not so much the content of the
alienation items as their affective tone that carried over Into the
confidence items. Scripts encompass both feelings and beliefs; If the
context invoked either portion of the script’'s contents it Increases
the chances that the script will be invoked in Its esntirety.
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Affective carryover effects are potentially a very general
phenomanon.

Both examples reflect the effects of variables -- such as item
wording and item context -- that affect the short-term availability
to attitudinal scripts. What makes them measurement artifacts from
the point of view of most survey researchers Is that attitude Items
are not supposed to measure availability; instead, they are intended
to measurs more stable properties of attitudes, such as thsir
strength. From another point of view, they repraesent an Iimportant
characteristic of some respondents -- the fact that some respondents
do not have a single viewpoint on an issuas. Thase respondents have
two or more scripts for the issue and they vacli|late betwsen them.
Their reported attitude on any occaslion reflects the relative
strength and relative avallability of rival scripts; their responses
are based on the temporary winner of an ongoing compsetition. For
these vacillating respondents it may make mors sense to refer to
their attitudes as "non-attitudes” (Converse, 1964, 1875) because
their responses lack the stablility presupposed in most of the classi-
cal definitions of attitude.

Both examples || lustrate a second theoretical point. It can be
difficult to disentangle interpretation from judgments in attitude
questions. Abstract items, |ike "big government” and "Wlelfare,” can

raceive different interpretations from different respondents and they
evoke different judgments. The theorsetical point is that part of what
It means to have an attitude is to have a propensity to interpret an
Issue In a particular light. When an issus invokes different scripts
Iin different respondents, the respondents differ not only in their
Judgments of the object but also in the objects of their judgment.
Although the use of inherently vague terms may promote response
ef fects, the ambiguity may be necessary if an item Iis to tap the full
range of views on a controversial issue.

My main theme has been that response effects are theorstically
interesting phenomena In their own right, reflecting important
properties of the processes and structures underlying responses to
attitude items. In one sense, this analysis does not offer much
consolation to survey researchers. |t suggests how difficult it is to
reduce or eliminate response effects, since they are rooted in the
underlying attitudes (or non-attitudes) themselves. It will be hard
to throw out this bath water without also throwing out the baby too.
But, in other sensses, our analysis holds out hope on a number of
points. |t suggests that response effects may be |Imited to some
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Issues and some respondents. |t reemphasizes the usefulness of random
probe techniques to determine how respondents interpret a given item.
And It suggests that we should develop methods to identify respon-
dents whose attitudes are likely to vacillate bescause they hold
several scripts weakly rather than ons script strongly. Our analysis
opens the way for new |ines of substantive investigation and for new
| ines of methodological work as well.

To give the flavor of these new |ines of research, let me close
by describing very briefly some of my own work, currently In
progress. One implication of our analysis Is that response effects
should be more prevalent for some issues than for others. For rela-
tively vague and abstract Issues (such as big government or Welfare),
quite a large number of scripts are likely to be seen as relevant;
for more concrete issues (such as abortion), only a few scripts are
likely to be seen as relevant. This suggests that response effects
will be more common for questions concerning abstract Iissues than for
concrete ones; Iin addition, it suggests that multi-item scales ad-
dressing specific aspects of multi-faceted Issuss may produce |ess
artifactual data than single items couched in abstract terms. Our
goal Is to delimit the kinds of issues and items that are susceptible
to response effects. On a more substantive level, we are attempting
to develop methods for Identifying the scripts underlying attitudes
on several issues. We have experimented with a variety of techniques
including unstructured interviews with small numbers of respondents,
open-ended fol low-up probes to standard attitude items, and ratings
of the similarity of different attitude statements. Our results have
been encouraging. Millions of dollars are spent sach ysar to ascer-
tain the public’s opinions. Our research on cognitive scripts may
give a clearer picture of what these opinions are about.
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WHAT RESPONSE SCALES MAY TELL YOUR
RESPONDENTS: INFORMATIVE FUNCTIONS OF
RESPONSE ALTERNAT I VES

Norbert Schwarz
University of Heidelberg

Hans-J. Hippler
Center for Surveyg, Methods
and Analysis, Mannheim

One of the most extensively discussed (though not most exten-
slvely researched, see Converse, 1884) issues In the |iterature on
survey methodology is the choice between an open - or a closed -
response format. Researchers are usually advised to use open-ended
questions sparingly because they are time consuming, expensive, and
difficult to analyze (e.g., Sheatsley, 1985; Sudman & Bradburn,
1883). In fact, "despite a few exceptions, the results of social
surveys today are based mainly on what are varyingly called closed,
f ixed~-choice, or precoded questions” (Schuman & Presser, 1981, p.
78). According to textbook recommendations, the construction of
precoded questions should be based on the responses to open-snded
questions obtained during pilot studies.

However, "such sensible-sounding advice is perhaps more often
preached than practiced -- and even where practiced is usually com-
promised by the small, unrepresentative, und hurried nature of much
pretesting” (Schuman & Presser, 1881, p. 80). As a result, the con-
struction of response alternatives Is in fact left to the researchers
aséumptlons and intuitions about the phenomena under Iinvestigation.

As methodological research testifies, survey researchers are
well aware of some of the problems associated with this stats of
affairs. Specifically, split-ballot exper iments demonstrated that
open-and closed-answer formats may result in different distributions.
Moreover, the results obtained in a closed-answer format may depend
on the number of response alternatives provided, the inclusion of a
middle alternative, and the order in which the alternatives are
presented (ses Payne, 1951; Schuman & Presser, 1981, and Sudman &
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Bradburn, 1974 for reviews). Most of this research, however, con-
centrated on biases In response to the particular open- or closed-
ended questions under study and did not explore whether the specific
set of response alternatives presented may affect responses to sub-
sequent related questions. Moreover, this research did not provide a
theorstical rationale for conceptualizing the cognitive processes
underlying the obtained effects.

In the present chapter, we will raise some of the neglected
Issues with regard to a specific type of precoded question: questions
designed to assess quasi-objective data such as frequency of church
attendance, hours of television watched, and the |ike. Specifically,
we will explore the Impact of the range of response categories on
respondents’ identification of the target behavior, the behavioral
reports, and subsequent related judgments. For the time being we will
set aside the more complicated Issues involved in precoding attituds
and knowledge questions, and will concentrate on the simpler issue of
assessing quasi-objective data (but see Strack & Martin, this
volume) .

Central to the present information processing perspective is the
assumption that response scales are not simply passive "measurement
devices” that respondents use to report their behaviors. Rather,
response scales may also serve as a source of Information for the
respondent. Specifically, respondents may consider the range of
behaviors described in the response alternatives to reflect the
researcher’s knowledge of or expectations about the distribution of
these behaviors in the "real worid”. |f so, respondents may use the
range of behaviors described In the response alternatives as a frame
of reference in estimating and evaluating their own bshavior. Thus,
the range of the response alternatives may affect bshavioral reports
as wel | as respondents’ assumptions about the bshavior of others, and
judgments to which such assumptions are relevant. Moreover, the range
of response alternatives may influence the respondents’ understanding
of what the question refers to. Let us now consider each of these
possibilities, and the evidence bearing on them, in more dstail.

BEHAVIORAL REPORTS AND COMPARAT IVE JUDGMENTS
Behavioral Reports

When respondents aere asked to report how frequently they engage
In certain behaviors they may use ons of two strategies to arrive at



165

an answer. |f the question refers to discrete bshaviors that occur
with a low frequency, such as buying a nesw car or beginning a nasw
Job, for example, they may try to recall all instances of that
behavior. In that case, the accuracy of thaeir reports will depend on
the accuracy of thelir memories, raising the problems discussed by
Strube in the present volume. For more freguent and mundane be-
haviors, however, such as buying coffea, smoking cigarettes, or
watching TV, respondents have no choice but to provide an gstimate of
their behavioral frequencies, using whatever information Is avallable
at the time of judgment. In computing this estimate they may uss the
range of the response alternatives as a frame of raeference.

Figure 1: Response Scales

LOW CATEGORY RANGE HIGH CATEGORY RANGE
up to 1/2 hour up to 2 1/2 hours

1/2 to 1 hour 2 1/2 to 3 hours

1 to 1 1/2 hours 3 to 3 1/2 hours

1 1/2 to 2 hours 3 1/2 to 4 hours

2 to 2 1/2 hours 4 to 4 1/2 hours
more than 2 1/2 hours more than 4 1/2 hours

Suppose respondents are asked to estimate the amount of televi-
sion they watch daily along a scale that ranges, in half-hour steps,
either (a) from "up to 1/2 hour” to "more than 2 1/2 hours” or (b)
from "up to 2 1/2 hours” to "more than 4 1/2 hours,” as presented In
Figure 1. It seems plausible that respondents may assums that the
range of values specified in the scale reflects the researcher'’s
knowledge of, or expectations about the typical use of television. If
this assumption is made, the scale may affect respondents’ estimates
In various ways. On the ons hand, respondents may not even try to
recall how much TV they watch but may rather use their blographical
knowledge to locate themselves in the distribution suggested by the
scale. Thus, a person who considers him or herself an "averags
viewer” may endorse a response alternative in the middle part of the
scale without spending too much effort on reviswing his or her
actual TV consumption. On the other hand, respondents may compute an
estimate based on some review of their bshavior but may then be
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influenced by the scale when they try to report their estimate by
checking the proper alternative. In particular, they may be reluctant
to report bshaviors that seem unusual in the context of the response
scale -- for example behaviors that constitute the extreme
categories and/or are lumped into undifferentiated "other”
categories. In both cases, it seems |ikely that respondents report
less televislion watching along the scale ranging from "up to 1/2
hour” to "more than 2 1/2 hours” than along the scals ranging from
"up to 2 1/2 hours” to "more than 4 1/2 hours.” Thus, respondents’
behavioral reports should be a function, in part, of the fregquencies
reflected in the responss categories.

The first split-ballot experiment to test this hypothesis was
carrled out In March/April 1883 as part of a larger survey with a
quota sample of 132 German adults (see Schwarz, Hippler, Deutsch, &
Strack, 1885, Experiment 1, for details). Respordents were asked to
report how many hours a day they spend watching TV. They had to
provide their reports either on the low - or on the high-frequency
range scales presented in Figure 1. While previous research indicated
that the average daily TV consumption in the Federal Republic of
Germany Is slightly more than 2 hours (Darschin & Frank, 1882), we
may expect respondents’ reports to be influenced by the range of the
scale. Specifically, It was hypothesized that respondents, presented
the high-category range beginning with "up to 2 1/2 hours,” would
report a higher TV consumption than respondents presented the |ow-
category range beginning with "up to 1/2 hour.”

Respondents’ reports on these scales were coded to reflect an
estimate of elither (a) 2 1/2 hours or less, or (b) more than 2 1/2
hours. As expected, the range of the response scales affected the
obtalined reports. Specifically, only 16.2 % of the respondents who
were presented the low category range reported watching TV for more
than 2 1/2 hours while 37.5 % of the respondents presented with the
high category range did so, chi square(1)=7.7, p<.005. Thus, the
range of the response alternatives provided to the respondents af-
fected their frequency estimates -- a finding that has meanwhile been
replicated over a wide range of different issues, Including less
mundane behaviors such as frequency of sexual intercourse (Schwarz &
Scheuring, 1985).



167

Comparative Judgments

In addition to serving as a frame of reference for estimating
the freguency of one’'s own behavior, the rangs of the responsa alter-

natives may also be used to infer which behavior is "usual.” It seems
plausible that resspondents may assume that the behavior of the
"average” person is represented by the values stated in the middie
range of the response scale, at |east as long as these values do not
appear obscure in the context of the respondents’ nalve theories.

In 1ine with this assumption, raespondents of the television
study Jjust described estimated the average TV consumption of German
citizens to be higher uwhen they reported their own beshavior on the
high rather than the low frequency range scale (M's = 3.2 hr vs. 2.7
hr, assessed in an open-ended format, E(1,127) = 8.8, p¢<.004). Thus,
respondents’ Inferences about presumably "usual” behavior were in-
fluenced by the specific valuas stated in the response scales.

This being the case, the range of response alternatives may also
be expected to affect a wide range of subsequent judgments. Most
importantly, checking one from an ordered set of response alterna-
tives may be considered as determining one’'s own location In a
distribution. For example, respondents given the scale ranging from
1/2 hour to 2 1/2 hours may assume that most people watch little TV.
They may therefore perceive themselves to watch more TV than Is
"typical .” For this reason, they may consequently judgs TV to be more
important in their own |ife than respondents who were glven the high-
frequency range scale, which suggested to them that most people watch
a lot of TV. Thus, respondents may use the information about the
presumably "typlcal” behavior extracted from the range of the
response categories (howsever incorrectly) as a standard of comparison
in mak ing subsequent judgments to which comparison information is
relevant (cf. Suls & Miller, 1977). If so, the range of the response
alternatives may not only determine the responses given to that
particular question, but may influence subsequent answers as wel!l.

To test these considerations, respondents in the TV study were
asked to evaluate how important a rola TV plays Iin their own life
along a scale from O (not at all important) to 10 (very important).
As predicted, respondents reported a higher importance of TV In their
own |ife when the low-frequency range scale suggested a low TV con-
sumption to be typlical (M = 4.8) than when ths high-frequency range
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suggested that most people watch a lot of TV (M = 3.8), E(1,127) =
7.82, p<.006. Note that this was true even though the former respon-
dents reported watching less TV than the latter.

In a later study (Schwarz et al., 1885, Experiment 2) we found
that the range of the response scale used to report one's own TV
consumption affected respondents’' subsequent evaluation of their
leisure time even under conditions where the crucial response scale
and the leisure time question were separated by several buffer items.
In this study, respondents reported higher satisfaction with the
variety of things they do in their lsisure time when they had pre-
viously reported their own TV consumption on the high-frequency range
scale, which suggested to them that they watch less TV than average,
than when they had given their report on the low-frequency rangs
scale. Thus, It seems that the Impact of the range of the response
categor ies on subsequent comparative judgments Iis rather robust.

Assessing One vs. Two Behaviors

So far we have considered the effects of assessing ong behavior
on behavioral reports and comparative judgments. Under this condi-
tion, respondents are |ikely to use the range of the response alter-
natives as a convenient frame of reference Iin making gsocial com-
parlisons, that Is, comparisons of their own behavior with the assumed
behavior of others.

Frequently, however, researchers may assess not only onse be-
havior but Instead a set of several related behaviors using sither
the same or different response scales. |f several behaviors are
assessed, two potentially confllicting standards of comparison may
become sallent. On the one hand, respondents may use the information
provided by the scale as a basis for comparing their own behavior
with the assumed behavior of others. We will refer to this as the use
of a goclal comparison standard. On the other hand, they may compare
the freguency with which they themselves engage in the various re-
lated behaviors with one another. We will refer to this possibility
as the use of an Intraindividual comparison standard.

Under some conditions, social comparisons and intraindividual
comparisons may result in different judgments. We suggest that
respondents will engage In social comparisons if only ogne behavior is
assaessed, but will prefer Iintraindividual comparisons If gaveral
ralated behaviors are assessed. The basis for this hypothesis is the
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wel |-documented finding from research on the use of bass-rate infor-
matlion that individuals prefer concrete informatlion over abstract
information bearing on the distribution of a bshavior (cf. Nisbett,
Borgida, Crandall, & Reed, 1876).

This hypothesis was tested in two surveys of male college stu-
dents, in Garmany, using seif-administered questionnaires (Schwarz &
Scheuring, 1985). In the first study, only ons behavior was assaessed,
namely respondents’ frequency of masturbation gr their frequency of
sexual Intercourss. Respondents reported their bshavior sither on the
high- or on the low-frequency range scale shown In Figure 2.
Respondents’ satisfaction with their current sexual relatlionships was
assassed as the major dependent variable along a rating scale ranging
from 1 (not at all satisfied) to 11 (very satisfied).

Figure 2: Response Range

LOW FREQUENCIES HIGH FREQUENC | ES

less than once a year sevaral times a day

about once every six month about once every day
about once every thres months two or three timas a wesek
more frequently less fraquently

The results replicated our previous findings. Respondents
reported |lowar satisfaction with their current relationship when the
low-frequency response scale suggested to them that they masturbate
more frequently than “averags” (M = 7.3) than when the high-frequency
scale suggested that they masturbate less frequently than average (M
= 9.8), E(1,43) = 5.31, p<.03. The frequency range of the Intercoursa
question, on the other hand, did not affect respondents’ judgments.
This asymmetry in the results is probably due to the fact that,
according to implicit theories of sexuality, the satisfaction derived
from Intercourse Is not a function of its sheer frequency. A high
frequency of masturbation, on the other hand, suggests that something
is "missing” in the relationship, reflecting the compensatory nature
of masturbation that is prevalent in naive theories of sexual be-
havior (Simon, 1973). In summary, respondents, who reported their
frequency of masturbation, engaged in social comparisons to evaluate
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their satisfactlion with their relationship when only gne behavior was
assaessed.

In a subsequent study, male German col lege students were asked
to report both their frequency of masturbation and their frequency of
sexual Intercourse using sither high- or low-frequency response
scales. Following a 2x2 factorial design, some respondents reported
both behaviors on either low- or high-frequency responsse scales,
while others reported one bshavior on a low-frequency and the other
behavior on a high-frequency scale.

Let us consider the different predictions generated by the
soclal and intraindividual comparison hypotheses. |f respondents
engage In soclial comparisons, as was the case when only ons bshavior
was assessed, the results should mirror our previous findings. That
Is, respondents should report lower satisfaction when the low- fre-
quency response scale suggests to them that they masturbate more
frequently than average. The frequency range of the intercourse
question, on the other hand, should show no effect. A totally dif-
ferent picture should emerge when respondents engage in intraindi-
vidual comparisons, that is, when they compare their gwn reported
frequency of masturbation with their own reported frequency of
Iintercourse. In this case, they should report the highest satisfac-
tion when the high-frequency intercourse scale induces them to es-
timate a high frequency of intercourse while the low-frequency
masturbation scale leads them to estimate a low frequency of
masturbation. When these conditions are reversed -- low-frequency
Intercourse scale and high-frequency masturbation scale -- they
should report the lowest satisfaction. The remaining conditions
should result in similar frequency estimates for intercourse and
masturbation, and should therefore also result in judgments of Iinter-
mediate satisfaction.

Respondents’ ratings of their satisfaction with their current
relationship as well| as their ratings of their interest in sexual
contacts with other partners (along 11-point bipolar scales) clearly
support this prediction. Specifically, respondents reported the
highest satisfaction with their current relationship (M - 8.89), and
the lowest interest In sexual contacts with other partners (M = 4.8),
when the combination of the high-frequency intercourse and l|ow-
frequency masturbation scales suggested to them that they masturbate
less frequently than they have intercourss. Respondents who reported
their behavior on the reversed combination of scales, suggesting to
them that they masturbate more often than they have intercourse, on
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the other hand, reported the lowest relationship satisfaction (M =
7.3) and the highest interest in sexual contacts with other partners
(M =7.1), £'s (68) = 2.17 and 2.08, p<.05, respectivaly, for the
differences between both groups. The remaining conditions, which
suggested similar freguencies of masturbation and intercourse, fell
between these extremes.

In summary, then, thesse findings suggest that respondents use
the range of the responsse scale to infer a soclal standard of com-
parison if only gne behavior Is assessed. Under these conditions, the
information provided by the scale Is the most sallient standard
available. However, if geveral related bshaviors are assessed,
respondents are more |ikely to compare the frequency with which they
engage in each d&f these behaviors intraindividually. To the extent
that the freguency range of the response scales affects respondents’
frequency estimates of their behavior, these Iintraindividual com-
parisons will, in part, be a function of the frequency range of the
response alternatives.

In addition, these results demonstrate that the Impact of
precoded response alternatives Is not |imited to behavioral reports
and judgments that may seem unimportant to respondents, thus bsing
little involving, such as watching TV, or assessing the Iimportancs TV
has In one’'s |ife. Rather, the rangs of the response scales may also
affect reports about more involving behaviors as wsell|l as judgments
that are central to an individual's subjective well-being.

What, then, are the |imits? On theoretical grounds one can
assume that the impact of the response alternatives is limited to
behaviors about which the respondents have little other information.
Therefora, the respondents’ assumptions about "private” behaviors
such as sexual activities or watching TV are most |ikely to be
affected. Given the lack of information about other people’s behavior
in these areas, respondents are |ikely to use whatever information is
available to them at the time of Jjudgment. The Iimpact of the response
alternatives should be much weaker, however, when respondents have
raliable comparison information from other sources, for example when
the behavior under investligation is highly visible.

And How About the Researcher?
So far, we have sseen, that the range of the response alterna-

tives is |ikely to affect respondents’ comparative judgments. The use
of the response scale as a frame of reference in making comparative
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Judgments is not |imited to the respondent, howsever. Rather, poten-
tial users of the respondent’'s report are also |likely to be affected
by the response scale in their interpretation of the reported
behavior. In a first exploration of this possibillty (Deutsch &
Schwarz, unpublished), we found that advanced students of medicine
were more |ikely to assume that having a given physical symptom once
a week requires medical attention when this freguency was reported on
a low- rather than a high-frequency range scale. Thus, the same
frequency report was evaluasted differently depending on the context
provided by the response scalse.

Similarly, the users of survey data may be influsnced by the
rangs of the response categories presented In a summary table. This
possibil ity deserves further Iinvestigation.

UNDERSTANDING THE GQUESTION

In additlion to affecting respondents’ behavioral reports and
comparative judgments, the range of the response alternatives may
also determine how respondents define the target behavior that is to
be reported (see also Strack & Martin, this volume).

Let us assuma that respondents are asked to indicate how fre-
guently they were "really irritated” recently. Before the respondent
can give an answer, he or she must decide what the ressarcher means
by "really irritated.” Does this refer to major irritations such as
fights with one’s spouse or does It refer to minor irritations such
as having to wait for service in a restaurant? |f the respondent has
no opportunity to ask the interviewser for clarification, he or she
might plck up some pertinent information from the questionnaire. One
such pliece of Information may be the frequency range provided by the
scale. For example, respondents who are asked to report how often
they are irritated on a scale ranging from "several times daily” to
"less than once a week” may consider instances of less severs Irrita-
tion to be the target of the question than respondents who are
presented a scale ranging form "several times a year” to "less than
once every three months.” |If so, the type of annoying experiences
that respondents are |likely to report would be determined by the
frequency range of the response alternatives in combination with
respondents’ general knowledge rather than by the wording of the
question per se. In the present example, the general knowledge that
respondents might bring to bear is the assumption that extrema ex-
periences are less frequent than Iess extreme ones. Obviousliy,
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respondents’ definition of the target bshavior would alsoc datermine
their responses to subsequent related questions.

This possibility was explored in a study that is only partialiy
reported in the present chapter (for & full report see Schwarz,
Strack, Muller, & Deutsch, 18985). Fourty-thres respondents reported,
In a self-administered questionnaire, how frequently they felt
"really annoyed” using esither an opsn-answer format or one of two
sets of precoded response alternatives. The first set ranged from
"several times a day” to "less than twice a week,"” and the second set
from "more than once every three months" to "less than once a year.”
While the second set provides considerably lowsr frequencies than
pretest subjects reported in an open-answer format, the first set Is
roughly equivalenﬁ to these reports.

Following their behavicral reports the respondsents were asked,
on the next page of the gquestionnaire, to describe a typical example
of the annoying situations they experienced. |f the respondents use
the range of the response alternatives to determine what the re-
searcher might mean by "asnnoying,” they should report mores extreme
exper iences when they were previously praesented the low- rather than
the high-frequency range scale. Moreover, because more extreme

experiences occur less frequently and are llkely to receive more
attention, one might also expect that they are represented In memory
in more detail. For this reason, ths descriptions provided by respon-

dents who were presented the low-frequency range scale may also be
more concretes than the descriptions provided by the other
respondents.

To test these hypotheses, two independent judges, who were blind
to conditions, rated the degree of annoysnce of respondents’' examples
(11 = extremely annoying) and the concreteness of thelir descriptions
(11 = very concrete). Interrater agreement was high, c = .87 for
ratings of annoyance, and p = .92 for ratings of concreteness.

The results confirmed both predictions. Specifically, respon-
dents who had reported the frequency wlith which they feel really
annoyed on the low-frequency scale, suggesting to them that the
question concerns rare events, described more extreme annoyances (M =
4.4) than respondents who were presented the high-frequsncy response
alternatives (M = 3.5), £(40) = 2.01, p<.05. In addition, the
descriptions provided by tha former respondents, who reported more
extreme events, were also more concrete than the descriptions
provided by the latter respondents, M’'s = 2.7 vs. 4.1, t(40) = 2.68,
p<.02.
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Not surprisingly, comparisons of the open-answer format condi-
tion with both precoded conditions indicated that the examples
provided by control group respondents did not differ from the ex-
amples provided by respondents who were presented with the high-
frequency range scale. As noted previously, the high-frequency range
scale was designed to match the behavioral frequencies reported in an
open-answer format. The control group's examples (M = 3.5 for an-
noyingness and 3.3 for concreteness) did differ as predicted,
however, from the examples reported in the l|ow-frequency rangs
condition. Thus, using a precoded response scale rather than an open-
answer format affected respondents’ examples only when the range of
the response alternatives deviated from the range of respondents’
spontaneous behavioral reports.

In summary, the results of the present study demonstrate that
the range of the response alternatives helps respondents to determine
the specific referent of the question. Thus, the same question com-
bined with different response alternatives assesses differant be-
haviors because the target bshavior is not determined by the wording
of the question per se but by the question and the frequency of the

response alternatives in combination.

THE INFORMATIVE FUNCTIONS OF RESPONSE SCALES:
IMPLICATIONS FOR QUESTIONNAIRE CONSTRUCT ION

The findings reviewed in the present chapter demonstrate that
response alternatives may serve a variety of informative functions
for the respondent.

First, respondents may use the response alternatives to deter-
mine the meaning of the question. While survey researchers have been
aware of this possibility with regard to some questions -- for ex-
ample, questions about household income where the response alterna-
tives may help to define what to consider as "income” (cf. Sudman &
Bradburn, 1883) -- this possibility has been overlooked for other
types of guestions, in particular questions designed to assess the
frequency of behaviors and experiences. Theorstically, the impact of
the response alternatives should be more pronounced the less clear
the target behavior is defined. For this reason, questions about
subjective experiences may be particularly sensitive to the impact of
response alternatives because researchers usually refrain from
providing a detailed definition of the target experience so as not to
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interfers with its subjective nature. Ironically, assessing a be-
havior's frequency with precoded response alternativaes may result in
doing Jjust what is avoided in the wording of the gquestion.

Second, respondents may use the frequency range suggested by the
response alternatives as a frame of reference Iin estimating the
frequency of their own behavior. To this extent, their behavioral
reports will be a function, in part, of the range of the response
categories provided to them. This should be more |lkely the more
frequent and mundane the behavior is and the more difficult respon-
dents find it to evaluate its frequency on the basis of recalled
instances. How strongly the scale biases respondents’ reports will
depend upon how much the scale deviates from respondents’ actual
behavioral frequerncies. Theorstically, a precoded scale that matches
respondents’ behavior may, for the same reason, be expected to in-
crease the validity of the obtained reports. Note, however, that the
ef fects of a given response scale may be different for different
subpopulations. To the extent that the actual frequency of a behavior
varies across subpopulations, a set of response alternatives con-
structed on the basis of pretest data is unlikely to match the actual
behavior of extreme groups that were underrepresented in the pretest.
Because the range of the scale may be used by all respondents as a
frame of reference in estimating behavioral frequencies, it may tend
to reduce the reported differences betwesn subpopulations.

So far we have discussed the assessment of frequent and mundane
behaviors, the frequency of which is difficult to reconstruct from
memory . The assessment of rare and highly salient events, on the
other hand, may be based on respondents’ recollections. For this
reason, respondents’ private assessment of these events or behaviors
Is less likely to be affected by the range of the scalse.
Nevertheless, the response alternatives may influence respondents’
public reports under these conditions because they may suggest that
the respondents’ behavior is unusual, for example because the proper
response alternative constitutes the extreme category in the list. An
example of this possibility has been discussed by Bradburn, Sudman,
and Associates (1978). They found that estimates of beer consumption
given in an open-answer format were about 60 % greater than those
given in a precoded response format that ranged from "1” to "6 or
more” glasses of beer at one time. As Bradburn and Davis (1884)
speculate, this difference may be due to the reluctance of respon-
dents to place themselves in the highest category. Thus, in the
present example, precoding a question about an undesirable behavior
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may have resulted in underreporting. Similarly, precoding questions
about soclally desirable behaviors may result In overreporting rela-
tive to an open-answer format. Note, howsever, that for many people
drinking beer Is a rather mundane and frequent behavior. For this
reason it seems |ikely that respondents may also have used the range
of the response alternatives as a frame of reference In estimating
their behavior In the first place.

Finally, respondents may extract information about a presumably
"usual” behavior from the values stated iIn the scale, and they may
use this Information as a soclial comparison standard in making com-
parative judgments. Theoretically, the impact of the response alter-
natives on comparative judgments should be more pronounced the less
relliable comparison information is easily avallable from other
sources. |n addition, one may speculate that the influence of the
response scale is more pronounced when the scale is visually
presented on a card or Iin a self-administered questionnaire. Checking
one from a |ist of ordered response categories is indeed the same as
locating oneself In a hypothetical distribution, and clearly informs
respondents about their relative placement. Respondents may be less
llkely to pick up the comparison information If the response alterna-
tives are read to them without visual presentation, as is the case in
telephone Interviews. For this reason, the impact of response scales
on comparative judgments may be less pronounced in telephone inter-
views, a possibility that deserves further investigation.

In addition, researchers should be aware that precoded response
alternatives may blias respondents’ comparative judgments even under
conditions where the set of response alternatives perfectly matches
the actual distribution of behavior, thus introducing little bias in
behavioral reports. While individuals who were not exposed to the
response scals may use varyling standards of comparison (e.g., based
on their reference group), exposure to a given response scale may
rasult in the use of the salient comparison information provided by
the scale. To this extent, judgments obtained from a sample that was
exposed to the response scale may differ from Judgments prevailing in
the population to which one wants to generalize the obtained results.

The Issue of comparative judgments is finally complicated by the
fact that respondents may use social as well as intraindividual
standards of comparison. That is, they may elther compare their ouwn
behavior with the bsehavior of others, or they may compare the fre-
quency with which they themselves engage In various related behaviors
Intraindividually. Both comparisons may be affected by the frequency
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range of the response scales, and the findings reported In the
present chapter suggest that social comparisons are |ikely when only
one behavior is assessed, while intraindividual comparisons are
llkely when several related behaviors are assessed.

In combination, these findings indicate that both the question
and the response alternatives should be considered togsther.
Providing precoded response alternatives affects respondents’ under-
standing of the question and thelir behavioral reports as well as
related judgments. Moreover, changes in the response alternatives
undermine the comparability of the obtained results. Researchers may
therefore be well advised to use open-answer formats to obtain data
on behavioral frequencies. As Sudman and Bradburn (1882, p. 115)
noted, "there Is 'no difficulty in coding such responses, since the
data are numerical and can easily be processed without need for
additional coding.” For this reason, the major disadvantages of the
open-ended format -- time, cost, interviewer variability, coding, and
analytical problems -- are not of considerable concern In the assess-
ment of frequencies. Precoding the responses, on the other hand, may
Iintroduce systematic bias because response scales are not only
"measurement devices” but serve informative functions as well.
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CONTEXT EFFECTS ON SELF-PERCEPTIONS OF
INTEREST IN GOVERNMENT AND PUBLIC AFFAIRS

George F. Bishop
University of Cincinnati

Previous experiments have shown that when people are asked a
question about hoy interested they are in politics, their answers can
be significantly affected by the context in which the gquestion is
asked. When asked, for exampls, how much they "...follow what's going

on in government and public affairs...,” people are much less |ikely
to say they follow such matters "most of the time” if they are asked
about it immediately after being unable to answer some rather dif-
ficult questions about their United States Congressman’s record than
if they are asked about it before such questions (see Bishop et al.,
1982, 1984b). Similarly, when asked how interested they were "...in

following the political campaigns...,” people were significantly more

likely to say they were "very interested” when asked about it im-
mediately after, rather than before, giving answers to several ques-
tions about the 1980 presidential election campaign, answers that
implied that they were quite interested in following the political
campaigns that year (see Bishop, Oldendick, & Tuchfarber, 1982,
1984a) . Such is the influence of question order and context on
people’'s sel f-perceptions.

The results of such experiments suggest that people’s answers to
survey questions are, in large part, the product of what Wyer and
Hartwick (1980) call a conditional inference process (see also Uyer
and Srull, 1981):

”...when a person is asked to report his bellef in a target
proposition, he typically does not engage in an exhaustive
search of memory for information bearing on it. Rather, he
searches only unti| he encounters a piece of information (i.e.,
another proposition) that he considers relevant, and bases his
judgement primarily on (a) the implications of its being true
and (b) the implications of its being false, without taking
into account other information that may also bear on the
validity of the target proposition... this process implies that
the person’s reported belief in a target proposition may be
influenced greatly by factors that affect which of several
alternative pieces of information he happens to retrieve in his
search of memory.” (pp.244-45)
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When people are asked, for instance, how much they "fol low
what's going on In government and public affairs,” they do not try to
think of everything they have ever said or done that has to do with
politics. Instead, they probably think about it only as long as it
takes for something to come to mind that seems relevant to answering
the question and then they answer It largely on the basis of what
that iInformation implies about their interest in government and
public affairs, without considering other pieces of information from
thelir past experience with politics that might be equally, if not
more relevant to answering the question. A respondent, for example,
may answer the question by saying he or she follows what's going on
In government and public affairs "only now and then” because what
comes to mind, which seems relevant to answering the question, is
thelir answer to a previous question in which the respondent Iindicated
to the Interviewer that he or she didn’'t remember too much about what
the Congressman had done for the district or how he or she had voted
on any legislation (see Blshop et al., 1984b). And because this
respondent believes that if people don’'t know anything about what
their Congressman is doing, they must not follow too much what's
going on in government and public affairs, it is infered, therefore,
that they must follow such matters "only now and then.”

In answering the question, then, they may not consider other
Iinformation about their political experience, which is equally
relevant to answering the question, such as the fact that they vote
In all or nearly all elections, that they read the editorial page and
syndicated political columns nearly every day In the newspaper, and
that they watech the national and local news on television Just about
every night, all of which would imply that they follow what is going
on in government and public affairs "most of the time.” But if they
do happen to think of some of these other Iindicators of their inter-
est In politics when answering the question, they may say that they
follow what'’'s going on "some of the time” because they must somehow
reconcile the Implications of the information about their previous
experience with the Iimplications of the most recent information about
their inability to answer the question(s) about what their
Congressman has been doing. Respondents may not of course consider
both sources of information to be equally relevant; they may indeed
regard the fact that they cannot answer some difficult guestions
about thelir Congressman's record as irrelevant to answering the more
general question about how much they fol low what’s going on in
government and public affalrs because they consider that sort of
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Iinformation to be trivial and because they know from previous ex-
perience that they do follow what's going on "most of the time.”
Respondents therefore disregard the more recent information about
their lack of knowledge and answer the question by saying they follow
what’'s going on "most of the time.” Such an inference process seems
quite plausible when we look at the results from previous experiments
(ses Bishop et al., 18982, 1984b) which show that many respondents
will say they follow what's going on in government and public affairs
"most of the time,” though they cannot think of anything at all that
their Congressman has done or voted on. This finding suggests that
their answers to such questions may depend more upon the relevance of
the information that comes to mind than on its pecency. As Wyer and
Hartwick (1980) 'would put It, people use that subset of ralevant
information that has most recently been deposited in the appropriate
memory bin (e.g., the "politics bin”). Some evidence for this
hypothesis comes from a recent set of experiments conducted by the
Behavioral Sciences Laboratory at the University of Cincinnati.

EXPERIMENTS ON BUFFER EFFECTS

Evidence from our recent experiments indicates that the context
effect created by asking people how much they follow what's goling on
in government and public affairs immediately after asking them what
they know about their Congressman's record cannot be el iminated or
significantly reduced merely by asking the question about following
public affairs In a separate part of the interview after a "buffer”

of questions on unrelated topics (see Bishop et al., 1984b; cf.
Schuman, Kalton, & Ludwig, 1983). The buffer Iin these initial experi-
ments, however, was relatively small, consisting of a little less

than thirty items, which took anywhere from 5-10 minutes for inter-
viewers to administer, depending upon the number of questions asked
of a particular respondent. Perhaps a larger buffer, we reasoned,
would be more effective In reducing or erasing the effect of context.
A forty- or fifty-item buffer, for example, should reduce or erase a
context effect more effectively than a twenty-item buffer, because
respondents have more time to forget how they falled to answer cor-
rectly the questions asked earlier in the Interview about their
Congressman's record when they are asked later in the Interview how
much they follow what's going on in government and public affairs.
But it may not be the amount of time, per se, that matters so
much as the content of the questions that are included in the buffer.
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Because the short-term memory of an answer to a survey question is
not likely to last much more than thirty seconds or so (see Loftus
and Loftus, 1876, Chapter 3), the answers people give to the ques-
tions about thelir Congressman’s record must be stored in long-term
memory (or In an intermediate store that lasts at |east through most
of the interview) and then retrieved from memory later in the inter-
view when they are asked how much they follow public affairs.
Otherwise, we would have found that the context effect was absent or
significantly smaller when a buffer was used than when it was not.
This reasoning suggests that such context effects will last
throughout an interview, regardless of the size or duration of the
buffer, and that the only way in which the effect can be undone, in
whole or In part, is if the respondent is asked another question
about government and public affairs, the answer to which implies that
he or she is more knowledgeable than the failure to answer the pre-
vious question about the Congressman’s record would indicate. The
effect, in other words, will last until the respondent has an ex-
periencs that changes his or her self-perception, either during the
Interview or afterwards. People’s self-perceptions can thus be
changed in the process of measuring them (cf. Bem, 1978).

Conslider, for example, a male respondent who Is unable to answer
correctly either of the two difficult guestions about his
Congressman’'s record. |f he is not given an opportunity, sub-
sequently, to answer a gquestion on politics about which he does know
something (e.g., the name of his Congressman or Senator), he is
likely to infer that he does not follow what’'s going on in government
and public affairs "most of the time” when he’'s questioned about it
later in the interview, but rather that he follows such matters just
"some of the time,” "only now and then,” or "hardly at all.” And this
will be the case regardless of how many other questions have been
asked as part of the buffer or how long it has been since he was
asked the difficult questions about his Congressman. On the other
hand, if he Is asked an easier guestion about politics, after being
asked about his Congressman's record, and he answers it correctly and
thus in a way that implies that he is somewhat knowledgeable, then he
should be more likely to infer that he follows what’'s going on in
public affairs if not "most of the time,” at least "some of the
time,” when he'’'s asked about it later on in the interview. In the
language of conditional inference his answer should be based largely
on the Implications of the most relevant, recent information that
comes to mind, namely how he answered the easier question about his
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knowledge of politics. A more recent set of experiments on the ef-
fects of buffering made It possible to test this conditional in-
ference hypothesis more directly.

Research Design

All of the experiments were designed as part of the Greater
Cincinnati Survey, a multipurpose, random-digit-dialed telephone
survey that Is conducted twice a year by the Bshavioral Sciences
Laboratory at the University of Cincinnati. As a multipurpose survaey,
It contains many questions that are purchased by various public and
private organizations. Because most of these questions usually have
nothing to do with government and public affairs, we have been able
to use them as "buffer” material in our experiments on context
effects. The content of the questions purchased by these outside
organizations, howsver, will generally vary from one survey to the
next, which means that the nature and size of the "buffer” will also
vary. Though this represents a disadvantage, in that the buffer
cannot be exactly replicated from one experiment to the next, this
"natural” variation makes it possibls to test whether the effects we
have observed hold up under different conditions, in different sur-
veys, and at different times, which represents a powerful advantage
from the standpoint of being able to generalize the results. Let me
now describe the experiments and replications.

Experiment |

This first experiment was completed in May and June of 1983 as
part of the Greater Cincinnati Survey, which consisted of telephons
Intervisws with 1133 respondents (1), each of whom was randomly
assigned to one of six question orders and buffer conditions (ses
Figure 1).

Earm A-1, Respondents in this condition were asked the following
sequence of questions at the beginning of the interview, the first
three of which were adapted from items used in the American National
Election Studies (see Miller, 1978).

1. "Do you happen to remember anything special that your U.S.
representative has done for your district or for the people in
your district while he has been In congress?” (IF YES): "lWhat
was that?”

2. "Is there any legislative bill that has come up in the house
of representatives, on which you remember how your Congressman
has voted In the last couple of years?” (IF YES): "What bill
was that?”



185

3. "Now, soms people seem to follow what’'s going on in govern-
ment and public affairs most of the time, whether there’'s an
slection going on or not. Others aren’t that interested. Would
you say you follow what’'s going on in government and public
affalirs most of the time, some of the time, only now and then,
or hardly at all?”

4. "Do you happen to know the name of the Governor of Ohio?” (IF
YES): “What is it?”

Eorm A-2. In this condition respondents were also asked the first two
quest ions about their Congressman’s record, but unlike Form A-1, the
question about interest In government and public affairs and the
following question about knowing the name of the governor were not
asked until later in the interview, after a buffer of 33 questions on
various topics (sees below).

Eorm B, Respondents in this group were asked, first, about their
Iinterest in government and public affairs, next about thelr
Congressman’'s record, and last about the name of the governor.

Eorm C-1. Here respondents were asked, first, as In Form A-1, about
their Congressman’'s record. But, in contrast to Form A-1, they were
asked next about the name of the governor and last about their inter-
est In government and public affairs (see Figurse 1).

Eaorm C-2., As in Form C-1, these respondents were asked, first, about
their Congressman’'s record. They were not asked about the name of the
governor and their interest In government and public affairs,
however, until later in the Interview after the 33-item buffer.

Eorm D, These respondents were asked, first, sbout the name of the
governor, then about their interest in govermnment and public affairs,
and finally about their Congressman’'s record.

The questions about the respondents’ Congressman and their
interest In govermnment and public affalrs are Identical to those used
in our previous experiments (Bishop et al., 1984b). Ws constructed
the question about the name of the governor to give respondents an
"pasy” item to answer, though as we shall see, It was not as easy as
we assumed it would be. The buffer in this experiment Iincluded the
following sets of questions: a block of items concerning the respon-
dent’'s use of the local metropolitan bus company; a series of ques-
tions about the respondent’s awarenass, knowledge, and impressions of
Cincinnati Technical College; Items measuring the respondent’'s aware-
ness, knowledge, and Iimpressions of the Cincinnati Metropolitan
Housing Authority, as well as their perceptions and use of the hous-
ing authority for assistance; questions about the respondent’s aware-
ness and knowledge of a health maintenance plan sponsored by Blue
Cross; questions about whether the respondent or anyons else in the
household had ever been diagnosed as having any type of cancer;
questions about whether the respondent had been laid off or Involun-
tarily unemployed during the previous 24 months; a question about
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whether the respondent had ever had any children, either by birth or
by adoption, and about the difficulty of that decision; a question on
the respondent’'s perception of racial problems in the neighborhood;
and a palr of ltems asking whether the respondents subscribed to
Warner Amex Cable Television, and if yes, a question about their
perception of the quality of service provided by the company (2). As
Iindicated, there was a total of 33 items in the buffer. On the
average, It took 7.8 minutes for respondents to answer these
quastions. The time varied of course, depending upon the number of
qguestions for which a respondent was eliigible or able to answer.
Suffice It to say that this buffer was Jjust slightly largsr than
those that were used In our previous experiments (27-28 items).

Figure 1 shows a summary of the six experimental conditions and
tha design used in this and the subssquent experiments. With the
exceptlion of the question about knowing the name of the governor,
Forms A-1, A-2, and B are exact replications of the forms used in our
earl ler studies (Bishop et al., 1884b). We should therefore expect to
replicate the results of those studies If the buffer is of little or
no consequence in elimlinating the context affect created by the
sequence of the questions asked In Form A-1. Respondents receiving
Form B, in other words, should be significantly more likely to say
they follow what's going on In government and public affairs "most of
the time” than those administered either Form A-1 or Form A-2. But if
the buffer Is effective, we should find no significant diffarences in
the results between Form B and Form A-2.

Form C-1 allows us to test whether asking respondents an easy
question about the name of the governor, which most people can
answer, will eliminate the context effect that is created by asking
them first the more difficult questions about their Congressman’s
record. |f respondents base their answer to the question about their
interest in government and public affairs largely on the implications
of their answer to the question about the name of the goverror (i.e.,
the most relevant, recent information that comes to mind), then we
should expect to find that people receiving Form C-1 should be sig-
nificantly more likely to say they follow what's going on in govern-
ment and public affairs than those who are given Form A-1, In which
the question about the name of the governor is not asked until after
the question about interest In government and public affairs.

Form C-2 provides a test of the combined effects of the buffer
and answer ing the easy question about the name of the governor. This
form shoulid bs most effective in erasing, or reducing the magnituds
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of the context effect produced by the inability of most respondents
to answer correctly the first two questions concerning thsir
Congressman’s record.

Finally, a comparison of Forms B and D makes It possible for us
to assess the effect of being asked the easy question about the name
of the governor, alone, on respondents’ self-paerceptions of their
interest in government and public affairs.

Experiment 1|

We repeated the experiment in the Greater Cincinnati Survey of
November and December, 1983, which was based on Interviews with 1258
respondents (3). The only difference between this experiment and the
previous one (other than the date of the study) was that the buffer
in this experiment was somewhat larger, and different In content.
Covered in the buffer were the following topics: questions about the
respondents’ use, perceptions, and awareness of the local bus
company; their awareness and Impressions of a local hospital system;
their smoking habits; and their use and perceptions of cable televi-
sion (4). There was a total of 40 items in the buffer which took 10.6
minutes to answer, on the average, depending upon the number of

questions for which a respondent was eligible to answer.

Experiment [11

The experiment was repeated once again in May and June of 1984
as part of the Greater Cincinnati Survey, this time with 1263 respon-
dents (5). The buffer In this experiment was considerably larger than
those in the previous surveys, consisting of 101 Items, which took on
the average 16.3 minutes to administer (6). Most of the questions
concerned the respondents’ use and perceptions of cable television.
The others covered the following: the respondents’ use and percep-
tions of the local bus company; their perceptions of housing Integra-
tion in their neighborhood; their beliefs about the cost of health
and medical care and thelr preferences for various health care plans;
and their use and knowledge of transportation alternatives to the
automobile (7).

Each of these experiments, then, represents an independent test
of the effects of using a buffer under the various conditions created
by the content of the thres surveys, and the time at which they wers

conducted. Let us look now at the results.
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Rasults

Level of Political Information

Table 1: Response to Political Knowledge Questions by Survey

1. "Do you happen to remember anything special that your U.S.
representative has done for your district or for the people in
your district while he has been In congress?”

May-June  Nov.-Dec. May-Juns

1883 1983 1984
Yes 12.2% 12.1% 13.7%
No 87.8 87 .8 86.4
Total 100.0% 99.9% 100.1%
(N=) (1131) (1256) (1255)
2. "ls there any legislative bill that has coms up in the House of

Representatives, on which you remember how your congressman has
voted in the last couple of yesars?”

May-June  Nov.-Dec. May-Juns

1883 1883 1984
Yas 16.0% 18.3% 15.3%
No 84.0 81.7 84.86
Total 100.0% 100.0% 99.9%
(N=) (1131) (1251) (1256)
3. Do you happen to know the name of the Governor of Ohio?”
May-June Nov.-Dec. May-June
1983 1883 1984
Yes 68.0% 69.2% 76.8%
No, Incorrect
Buess 31.0 30.7 23.3
Total 100.0% 99.9% 100.1%
(N=) (1124) (1241) (1248)

Table 1 shows the distribution of responses to the political
knowledge items used in the three surveys. As expected from previous
studies, the level of information about politics In the general
public was fairly low: the vast majority (B0%-80%) could not answer
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alther of the two questions about their United States Repre-
sentative’'s record in Congress. Furthermore, the percentages In
Table 1 exaggerate the number of respondents who are truly
knowledgeable because many of those who sald "yes" when asked the
questions could not remember anything specific when asked further
what their Congressman had actually done for their district or how he
or she had voted on legislation (data not shown here). So the
percentage of people who are truly Informed about their Congressman’s
record in this sample is probably less than 10%.

The question about the name of the Governor of Ohio indicates
that a little over two-thirds of the respondents could correctly name
the governor In 1883. By May and June of 1884, the figure had risen
to just over three-fourths. So the great majority of respondents
could answer this relatively "easy” political knowledge question,
though it was not quite as easy as had been originally expected. Let
us look now at the effects of answering these hard and easy Items on
people’s self-perceptions of their interest In government and public
affairs.

Context Effects on Self-Perceptions

Table 2 shows the results for each of the three experiments,
separately, and for all three surveys combined. The data from these
Investigations look remarkably similar to each other, so much so that
they can be summarized together. What they tell us is this:

1. People are significantly more likely to say that they follow
what's going on in government and public affairs "most of the
time” if they are asked about it first (as In Form B), that is,
before they are asked any questions about their Congressman’'s
record or about the name of the governor, Incorrect answers to
which might imply that they are not that knowledgeable and
therefore not that attentive to what’'s going on In government
and public affairs.

2. Asking people a buffer of questions on unrelated topics does

not eliminate or reduce the magnitude of the context effect

created by asking them about their Congressman's record at the
beginning of the interview. We found no significant differences
in the results In any of the three surveys, or when the thres

wers combined, between Forms A-1 and A-2 or bstween Forms C-1

and C-2. Nor did we find any consistent relationship between the

length or duration of the buffer for an individual respondent
and his or her response to the question about interest In
government and public affairs (data not shown here).
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Form A-1

Hard ltems

Form A-2

Hard |tems

Form B

Form C-1

Interest @. Hard |tems

Faorm C-2 Form D

Hard items Easy ltem

Follows BGovt. Interest Q. "Buffer” Hard ltems Easy |tem "Buffer” Interest Q.
and Easy ltem Intarest Q. Easy ltem Interest @. Easy ltem Hard |tems
Public Affairs Easy ltem Interest Q.
1. May /June 1883
Most of the time 23.9% 23.9% 34.3% 26 .B% 25.7% 29.0%
Some of the time 29.6 34.1 33.8 28.2 32.2 33.5
Only now and then 26.1 25.4 16.4 21.8 23.0 21.3
Hardly at all 20.4 16.7 15.4 23.2 18.1 16.2
Total 100.0% 100.1% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
(N=) (142) (138) (280) (142) (152) (272)
1l. Nov./Dec. 1883
Most of ths time 26.4% 23.8% 36.1% 25.0% 27 .8% 34.3%
Some of thse time 31.1 29.8 37.7 31.4 29.2 31.4
Only now and then 21.6 25.5 16.2 25.0 23.4 19.1
Hardly at all 20.9 21.0 10.0 18.6 18.5 156.2
Total 100 .0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100 .0% 100.0%
(N=) (148) (157) (321) (156) (184) (309)
111, May/Juns 1984
Most of the time 27 . 1% 29.2% 45.0% 24.0% 22.6% 33.1%
Some of the time 30.3 29.2 30.9 29.2 31.0 36.8
Only now and then 21.3 26.6 15.6 22.1 28.0 13.89
Hardly at all 21.3 14.9 8.5 24.7 17 .4 16.1
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
(N=) (155) (154) (307) (154) (155) (323)
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Form A-1 Form A-2 Form B Form C-1 Form C-2 Form D
8]
R Hard |tems Hard |tems Interest @. Hard Items Hard |tems Easy Item
Fol lows Govt. D Interest Q. "Buffer” Hard ltems Easy Iltem "Buf fer” Interest Q.
and E Easy l|tem Interest Q. Easy ltem Interest @. Easy |tem Hard |tems
Public Affairs R Easy |tem Interest Q.
IV. S8urveys |, Il, and
11l Combined
Most of the time 25.8% 25.6% 38.5% 25.2% 25.4% 32.3%
Some of the time 30.3 31.0 34.3 29.6 30.8 34.0
Only now and then 22.9 25.8 16.1 23.0 25.2 17.8
Hardly at all 20.9 17.6 1.1 22.1 1B8.7 15.8
Total 938.8% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
(N=) (445) (449) (308) (452) (461) (904)
Chi-square=85.55, df=15, p<.0001 Form A (1 and 2) vs. D:

Form A-1 vs. A-2: Chi-square=2.08, df=3, n.s.

Form C-1 vs. C-2: Chi-square=1.89, df=3, n.s.

Form A (1 and 2 combined) vs. B:
Chi-square=53.77, df=3, p<.0001

Form A (1 and 2) vs. C (1 and 2):
Chi-square=0.36, df=3, n.s.

Chi-square=20.11, df=3, p<.001

Form B vs. C (1 and 2):
Chi-square=66.58, df=3, p<.0001

Form B vs. D: Chi-square=13.32,

df=3, p<.01

Form C (1 and 2) vs. D:
Chi-square=23.15, df=3, p<.0001
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3. Biving people an sasy question to answer about the name of
the governor does not eliminate or moderate the context effect
either. In none of the surveys did we find any significant
variation In the results between Forms A-1 and C-1, A-2 and C-2,
or betwesen the combined forms of A (1 and 2) and the combined
forms of C (1 and 2).

4. Quizzing people about the name of the governor at the begin-
ning of the Interview, as in Form D, makes them significantly
more |lkely to say that they follow what Is going on in govern-
ment and public affairs "most of the time,” as compared to
peopla who are asked the question about the governor last, as In
Forms A-1 and A-2, or after the more difficult questions about
their Congressman, as in Forms C-1 and C-2. But people receiving
Form D are not as |ikely to say they follow public affairs "most
of the time” as those who are asked the question about thsir
Interest In public affairs first, as in Form B. So while the
quest ion about the governor has a significant effect on people’'s
salf-perceptions of their interest In government and public
affairs, when asked first, which is equivalent to asking it
alone, It does not appear to undo the context effect created by
the two difficult questions about their Congressman, as in Forms
C-1 and C-2.

The data in Table 2, then, suggest that the context effects
produced by the sequence in which the questions are asked in Forms A
and C (and perhaps In D as well) probably last as long as the length
of the Interview and quite possibly beyond that time, depending upon
the political experiences of the respondent in the hours, days, and
weeks after the interview (see Schwarz & Strack, 1981 for other
evidence of such delayed effects on political behavior). If true,
this would mean that merely asking people questions about political
affairs, or any other subject for that matter, in a certain way, may
change thelir self-perceptions and perhaps their behavior too, in some
endur ing manner.

Effects of Recency and Belevance

Table 3 shows the percent who salid they followed what's going on

in government and public affairs "most of the time,” controlling for
the respondent’s answers to the three knowledge questions and for
question form. Becsuse the buffer had no significant effect on the
results (see Table 2), the data for Forms A-1 and A-2 have besen

combined, as have those for Forms C-1 and C-2. A close examination of
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Table 3: Percent who follow politics "most of the time,” by know-
ledge and question form

Knows what U.5. rep.
has done:
Yes Yes Yes Yes  Na Na No No

Knows how U.S. rep.
has voted:

Yes Yes No No Yas Yes No Na
Knows name of

governor:

Yas No Yes No Yes No Yes No

Quest ion Form

A 72.7 0.0 45.7 @20.0 40.0 18.2 @24.8 12.3
(33) (3) (48) (15) (80)  (11) (484) (228)

B 75.5 0.0 61.9 42.9 57.0 26.7 38.0 14.8
(48) (1) (63) (14) (107) (15) (428) (223)
c 63.0 0.0 44.0 12.5 59.5 30.0 23.3 5.4
(48) (1) (80) (8) (84) (10) (480) (221)
D 71.7 50.0 57.4 35.7 57.6 40.0 30.8 10.1

(53) (2) (61) (14) (85) (10) (438) (237)

Note: Data for Surveys |, II, and |I| combined. Percentages are
based on the number of cases shown within the parentheses.



194

the figures In Table 3 reveals an interesting implication (8): Being
able to answer the hard questions about one's Congressman before the
question about interest In government and public affairs has no
significant effect on respondents’ self-perceptions; rather, it Is
not being able to answer either one or both of the difficult items
that has a significant negative effect. If, for example, we combine
the data for columns 1 and 2 in Table 3 and compare the responses
given to Forms A and B by respondents who were able to answer both of
the questions about their Congressman correctly, we find no sig-
nificant difference in the percentage who say they follow public
affairs "most of the time”; in Form A, where the hard items were
asked before the Interest gquestion, the percentage saying "most of
the time” was 66.6%; in Form B, where they were asked after the
interest question, the percentage was 74.5% (Chi-square=0.31, df=1,
n.s.). In fact, it appears that merely being asked such hard ques-
tions beforshand, as in Form B, may |ead some respondents to think
they do not follow what’'s going on in government and public affairs
"most of the time,” even though they can say "yes” to both of the
hard knowledge items. But when we combine the data for columns 3-8 in
Table 3 and compare the responses given to Forms A and B by respon-
dents who were not able to answer correctly either one or both of the
questions about their Congressman, we find a highly significant
difference: In Form A the percentage saying "most of the time” was
24%; in Form B, 36.4% (Chi-square=30.67, df=1, p<.0001). Not being
able to answer onse or both of the hard items bhefore the question
about interest in public affairs thus leads many respondents to infer
that they do pot follow such matters "most of the time.”

In contrast, being able or unable to answer the easy question
about the name of the governor makes |ittle or no difference in the
results (8). The figures for the less knowledgeable respondents (see
the last two columns in Table 3) indicate that people who were able
to name the governor correctly, but who were unable to answer the
questions about their Congressman, were no more |ikely to think they
followed public affairs "most of the time” If they were asked the
question about the governor just beforg the qusstion about interest
in government and public affairs (see the second to the last column
in Teble 3), as in Form C (23.3%), than if they were asked about it
immediately afterwards, as in Form A (24.8%). This would suggest that
when respondents are asked the question in Form C about how much they
follow what's going on in government and public affairs, they do not
base their answer largely on the implications of their answer to the
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immediately preceding question about the names of the governor; Iin-
stead, they would appear to consider the fact that they were able to
answer an easy question about the name of the governor as irrelevant
to how much they follow what's going on in government and public
affairs, probably because being able to answer such an easy question
does not imply that a person Iis necessarily that attentive to
politics. Had they, on the other hand, been able to answer a more
difficult question about political affairs (e.g., about their United
States Senator’'s position on increased spending for defense), they
might have inferred that they were more attentive to what's going on
in government and public affairs. The assumed relevance of the infor-
mation that comes to mind in answering such questions thus seems to
be a more important determinant of the inferences a respondent will
make in giving an answer than the sheer recency of the information.

Notice in the final column of Table 3, however, that respondents
were less likely to think they follow public affairs "most of the
time” if they faliled to answer correctly the question about the
governor when It was asked just bhaeforeg the question about their
interest in public affairs, as in Form C (5.4%), than when it was
asked immediately after it, as in Form A (12.3%) (10). Not knowing
the name of the governor, in other words, may lead a person to infer
that he or she is even less attentive to public affairs than Iis
already implied by the failure to answer the two questions about the
Congressman. But the reverse is evidently not true: Being able to
answer an easy question about the name of the governor does not mean
that the respondent follows public affairs "most of the time” if he
or she has failed to answer previous questions about the
Congressman’'s record that imply that he or she is not that attentive
to political affairs.

More generally, these findings tell us that question order and
context effects in surveys will occur when answers to previous ques-
tions in an interview (or instrument) have direct implications for
the answer to a question, regardless of whether it is asked with or
without an intervening buffer of unrelated items. And the more direct
the implications of the answers to previous questions, the greater
the context effect will tend to be. Context effects in surveys may
thus be a special case of a more general principle of human Informa-
tion processing: Namely, that when people are asked to make judgments
of any kind (e.g., answering survey questions), they base them lar-
gely on the implications of the most relevant information that "comes
to mind.” The way to test this hypothesis, of course, is to design
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further experiments that vary systematically the Implications of the
Information brought to mind by answers to previous questions in the
survey Interview. In this way we can build a more general conditional
Inference model of question order and context effects in surveys.

CONCLUS ION

This Investigation demonstrates the utility of the information-
processing approach in understanding the problem of response effects
In surveys. In particular, it shows how the conditional inference
mode | developed by Wyer and Hartwick (1880) can be used to make some
theoretical sense of some previously unexplained question order and
context effects on people’'s self-perceptions of their interest in
government and public affairs. Furthermore, the model gives us some
Idea as to how context effects occur iIn surveys more generally:
principally through the jmplications of one answer to a gquestion for
answers to another, regardless of when or where that guestion was
asked In the Interview or how long it has been since it was asked. It
is not so much the recency of the information that matters, then, as
Its relevance. And that is certainly useful for us to know If we are
to understand and control context effects in surveys.

The results of these experiments also demonstrate how difficult
It Is to measure people’'s Interest in government and public affairs
without changing their self-perceptions in the process of measuring
them -- that is, the social science analog of Werner Heisenberg'’'s
"principle of uncertainty” (Heisenberg, 1974). Indeed, our experi-
mants suggest, that we may have altered people’s self-images about
their political knowledge and competence in more than just a tran-
sitory way merely by asking them what they knew about their

- Congressman's record. We have no way of knowing, at this time, how
long the effects we created, by manipulating the order of the ques-
tions, lasted beyond the interview. But we suspect that they probably
persisted for at Ieast some time. This leads us to propose a rather
important question for the research agenda, and that is, to ask
ourselves: To what extent do we change people’s attitudes, percep-
tions, and opinions in the process of measuring them? Are some people
more easlily affected than others? And, If so, do these cognitive
changes induced by the measurement process lead to behavioral changes
subsequent to the interview? Studies of the effects of being inter-
viewed on voting would indicate that such behavioral changes can
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occur. So there Is sufficient evidence to make this a research agenda

worth pursuing.

Eootnotes

1 The response rate for fully completed interviews with people living
in households with telephones in Greater Cincinnati (Hamilton
County) was 77.3% (N=1435). The refusal rate was 13.6%. The
remainder consisted of partially completed interviews (3.6%), poten-
tial interviews that could not bes completed because of a language
barrier, a hearing problem, illiteracy, senility, or physical ill-
ness (4.2%), or becausse the selected respondent was away on vaca-
tion, a business trip, or because they otherwise were not available
for an appointment (3.2%).

2 For the exact wording and sequence of the Items In the buffer, sese
the Technical Report for the Spring 1983 Greater Cincinnati Survey,
Institute for Policy Raesearch, University of Cincinnati.

3 The response rate for fully completed Interviews in this survey was
71.5% (N=1685). The refusal rate was 15.8%. The rest consisted of
partially completed interviews (3.2%), potential interviews that
could not be completed because of a language barrier, a hearing
problem, illiteracy, senility, or physical illness (6.6%), or be-
cause the selected respondent was away on vacation, a business trip,
or otherwise unavailable for an appointment (3.9%).

4 For the exact wording and sequence of the items in the buffer, see
the Technical Report for the Fall 1883 Greater Cincinnati Survey,
Institute for Policy Rasearch, University of Cincinnati.

5 The response rate for fully completed interviews in this survey was
71.3% (N=1704). The refusal rate was 14.8%. The rest consisted of
partially completed interviews (2.8%), potential intervisws that
could not be completed because of a language barrier, a hearing
problem, illiteracy, senility, or physical illness (6.6%), or be-
cause the selected respondent was away on vacation, a business trip,
or was otherwise unavailable for an appointment (5.5%).

6 In all of thase surveys the number of questions asked of a par-
ticular respondent will vary depending upon whether he or she should
be asked a given set of questions. Respondents who did not subscribs
to cable television, for example, were not asked most of the ques-
tions on this topic. The length of the buffer was thus shorter for
them than for people who were asked the entire block of questions
about cable television. As mentioned below, howaever, there was no
significant association betwesn the length of the buffer and the
presence or magnitude of the context effect.

7 For the exact wording and sequence of the items in the buffer, see
the Technical Report for the Spring 1984 Greater Cincinnati Survey,
Institute for Policy Research, University of Cincinnati.

8 My thanks to Norbert Schwarz for pointing out this implication.
9 A separate analysis (data not shown here) shows that not being able

to answer the easy item has no significant effect on the results
when the responses given to Forms B and D are compared, combining
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columns 2, 4, 6, and B in Table 3. Nor does being able to answer the
sasy question correctly have a positive effect when the responsas
given to Forms B and D are compared, combining columns 1, 3, 5, and
7 in Table 3. In fact, when respondents are asked the sasy item
before the interest question, as in Form D, they are significantly
less |ikely to say they follow public affairs "most of the time”
(40.3%) than thosae who are asked about it after the interest ques-
tion, as in Form B (47%): Chi-square=5.56, df=1, p<.02. Not being
able to answer the easy question, however, does appear to have some
ef fect when we control! for a respondent’s answers to the two hard
items, as demonstrated In the analysis described in the next
paragraph.

10 The difference between the percentages for Forms A and C in this
comparison Is statistically significant (Chi-square for "most of the
time” vs. all other responses = 6.48, df=1, p«<.05).
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STYLES OF INTERVIEWING AND THE SOCIAL CONTEXT
OF THE SURVEY-INTERVIEU

Wil Dijkstra
Frea University Amsterdam

Johannes van der Zouwen
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THE DUAL NATURE OF THE SURVEY-INTERVIEUW

Of all data collection procedures in the social sciences, the
survey-interview Is most frequently used (cf. Brown & Gilmartin,
1969; Wahlke, 1979). Considerable doubt has been expressed, however,
concerning the validity and reliability of the information it yields
(e.g., Philllips, 1971). The term "response effects” refers to the
effects of variables that influence or distort the responses, such as
the race of the interviewer, the social desirability of the response
alternatives provided, or the way questions are formulated.

Despite numerous pitfalls in survey interviewing, we cannot do
without it. This method often is the only way available to obtain the
information desired, given the usual cost and time constraints. The
survey interview being indispensible, is of paramount importance to
gain knowledgse about the processes that are involved in the
informat ion exchange activities during the interview. Such knowledge
will help us: (1) to prevent the distortion of interview data, (2) to
correct for distortions that nevertheless may occur.

In our opinion, many distortions originate from the dual nature
of the survey-interview: it is a scientific enterprise on the one
hand, and a social encounter on the other. As Sudman and Bradburn
(1974, pp. 5-6) state: "Indeed, it is this mixture of the special
task-oriented character of the relationship and the general charac-
teristics of a social encounter, such as problems of presentation of
self and social desirability, that is one of the primary areas of
interest to those studying response effects.”
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STYLE OF INTERVIEWING

Cannel |l and Kahn (1868) describe the survey-interview as "a
conversation with a purpose”. Primarily, the survey-interview is in-
tended to yield information that is relevant to some research
problem. In addition, the survey-interview very much resembles a
usual two-person encounter. Given this social conversational charac-
ter of the interview, the interviewer must obtain some kind of per-
sonal relationship with the respondent. But which kind of relation-
ship should be favored?

There are numerous rules about the do’s and don’ts of interview-
ing, which are intended to minimize response effects. These rules Iin-
volve, for example, the way questions should be formulated, or the
training of interviewers. For exampla, interviewers are taught not to
probe directively, and so on. In general, researchers are in agree-
ment with respect to these rules. However, there is much less agree-
ment as to which kind of personal relationship between interviswer
and respondent is preferred in order to warrant undistorted
responses.

Some believe that the interviewer should maintain a warm and
sympathetical ly understanding relationship with the respondent. We

will call this a socio-emotional interviewing style. Others insist
that person-oriented actions of the interviewer should be restricted
to a socially acceptable minimum. This will be called a formal style

of interviewing.

Moreover, research results on the effects of interviewing style,
or related concepts |ike rapport, on the quality of the responses
obtained, are usually contradictory or inconclusive. In this chapter
we discuss the effects of exerting one or the other interviewing
style on a number of mediating processes or variables, which in turn
may influence the quality of the Information gathered. These
processes concern:

- the (in)adequacy of the respondent’s role expectations
- the (in)adequacy of the interviewer’s task behavior

- the reinforcement of responses

- the motivation of the respondent

- the respondent’s mood

Although a particular style of interviewing may Isad to inade-
quate role expectations by respondents and inadequate task behavior
by interviewers, these effects may be prevented by careful instruc-
tion and training. However, the distorting effects of the other
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processes or variables ars not so easily prevented. Rather, the re-
searcher should choose a particular style of interviewing, with mini-
mal distortion, on the basis of a model of the interview, taking
these variables into account.

THE RESPONDENT 'S ROLE EXPECTATIONS

According to Henson and Cannell (Henson, 1974; Henson, Cannell,
& Lawson, 1876, 19739), ths respondent who agrees to participate in a
survey-interview generally has a vague and rather unclear notion of
the task, or of what constitutes adequate role performance. This is
directly related to the dual nature of the interview. On the one hand
the respondent’s actions must be taskoriented. Respondents are ex-
pected to give information according to the research goal of the in-
terview, namely to respond adequately and accurately. But, as stated
before, the interview also has a social quality because it resembles
a social conversation between two persons, which results in person-
oriented actions. Respondents may for example try to ingratiate them-
selves with interviewers by conforming to their apparent opinions or
try to make a good impression on the interviewer by giving socially
desirable answers or convey to the interviewer private information
that is not directly called for by the interview questions.

Because of the dual nature of the interview, respondents’ an-
ticipations of their role as a respondent - task-oriented or person-
oriented - are quite uncertain. The respondent looks for cues in the
interview situation, especially in the interviewer's behavior, in
order to reduce the ambiguity of the situation.

In a socio-emotional style of interviewing, respondents may get
the impression that they arse not expected to be very task oriented,
because any answers they give are warmly received. The interviewer's
reactions may easily distract respondents from their primary task,
that is, giving adequate information. On the other hand, in a formal
style of interviewing, the respondents may learn to be more and more
task oriented and to concentrate on the task itself and not to engage
in irrelevant chit-chat with the interviewer.

To prevent inadequate role expectations, it should be made clear
to respondents that their primary task is to provide the intervieuwer
with complete and accurate information. As a case in point,
Oksenberg, Vinokur, and Cannell (1878) let respondents sign a printed
agreement, stating: ”| understand that the information from this in-
terview must be very accurate in order to be useful. This means that
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| must do my best to give accurate and complete answers” (p. 80). The
respondent should not expect to get help or advice from the inter-
viewer with respect to personal problems.

THE ADEQUACY OF THE INTERVIEWER'’S TASK BEHAVIOR

It is a wall-known fact that interviewers themselves are a poten-
tial source of bias. They may communicate their own opinions to
respondents, who may then conform to these opinions. Further, inter-
viewers may expect their respondents to have particular opinions and
hence pose questions in a directive way. In this case, respondents
have to choose between a number of response alternatives.
Interviewers may also infer the respondent’s choice from previous
information and make the choice themselves, without asking the
respondent .

There is ample evidence that the proportion of inadequate inter-
viewer behavior is surprisingly high. For example, Brenner (1882)
found that the majority of interviswer probes werse rule-breaching,
that is, directive, leading, or unrelated to the task.

The more freedom interviewers are allowsed, the greater the risk
that they, intentionally or not, inform respondents about their own
opinions, or probe directively. A socio-emotional style of interview-
ing brings along much greater freedom for the interviewer's behavior
because reacting in a warm, understanding way and showing personal
interest is extremely difficult or impossible to standardize. This
freedom, in turn, enhances the risk of inadequate interviewer perfor-
mance, leading to various Kinds of interviewer biases.

To avoid such inadequate behaviors, interviewers should be care-
fully selected and trained. Furthermore, it is most important to su-
pervise their performance during the fieldwork itself. Cannell,
Lawson, and Hausser (1875) have developed useful techniques to
evaluate interviewer performance from tape-recorded interviews. These
tapes should be evaluated every two or three interviews. Interviewers

who appear to be "unteachable” should be excluded from the survaey.
THE REINFORCEMENT VALUE OF EMPATHIC REACTIONS OF THE INTERVIEWER

A socio-emotional style is characterized by the interviewer showing
interest and understanding. Such empathic reactions of the inter-
viewer may affect the respondent’'s subsequent responses by acting as
reinforcing stimuli for a particular class of responses. For example,
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a respondent who tells the interviswer that he or she suffers from
severe loneliness, Iis likely to elicit an empathic reaction from the
interviewer. Such a reaction functions as a reward for the respon-
dent, who, In turn, may become |ikely to bias his or her responses in
a more negative direction in order to obtain more such rewards.

In a socio-emotional style of interviewing, where such rewards
are gliven, the respondent may learn which Kind of responses are
rewarded with empathic reactions by the interviewer. The respondent,
for example, may learn that describing others negatively, like "my
neighbours are very noisy” is met by the interviewer with sympathy
and understanding.

Generally, empathic reactions will occur, contingent on
responses that have an evaluative loading, either negatively or
positively. In this way, a negative self-presentation by the respon-
dent may Iead to an even more negative self-presentation, if the
negat ive aspects of the respondent’s answers are reinforced. The same
of course, may apply to positive self-presentations, or to answers
concerning evaluations about others. Giving such reinforcements can
hardly be avoided in a socio-emotional interviewing style (see Figure
1).

Figure 1: The reinforcement effect of style of interviewing on the

raspondent’'s evaluative responses

STYLE ——+ | ResPONsES
(degree of empathic (evaluative
reactions by the component)

interviewer)



205

THE MOTIVATION OF THE RESPONDENT

Many researchers think of a socio-emotional style of intervisw-
ing as being a prerequisite for motivating the respondent to give
adequate and accurate information, especially if this information
concerns embarrassing or intimate information (e.g., Denzin, 1970). A
sympathetic understanding attitude by the interviewer, or if the in-
terviewer himself reveals personal information, then the respondent’s
self-disclosure is enhanced.

General ly, the respondent’s motivational level is heightened by
the activity level of the interviewesr and the respondent’s evaluation
of the interviewer. Apparently, a "socio-emotional” interviewer Is
more active and is more positively evaluated by the respondent.
Moreover, showing interest and understanding acts as a reward for the
respondent’'s efforts in general. It is expaected therefore that a
respondent Iinterviewed in a socio-emotional style Is better
mot ivated, compared with a more formal style of interviswing. This,
In turn, will lead to better performance, that Is, raespondents wll|
do their best to give responses that are, to the best of their
knowledge, in accordance with their perceptions.

In one of our research projects, for example (DI jkstra, 1383),
we were able to show that respondents interviewed in a soclo-emo-
tional style evaluated the interviewers more favourably and gave more
information, performed more accurately and scored lower on a social
desirability scale, than those interviewed in a formal interviewing
style.

General ly, we expect that the better motivated the respondents
are, the more they will do their best to match their responses with
their perceptions (see Figure 2).

Figure 2: The relation between style of interviewing motivation and

response
PERCEPT ION —+'—"> RESPONSE
+ + J
STYLE —» MOT I VAT ION )
(socio-emotional (high vs. low)

vs. formal)
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THE RESPONDENT 'S MOOD

Existing |iterature shows that mood influences memory (Bower,
1981), social and cognitive processes (Bower, 1983), as wel! as the
perception, interpretation, and recal!l of social encounters (Forgas,
Bowsr, & Krantz, 1884). The reason is that positive emotions tend to
become associated with positive trait categories, whereas negative
emotions are !|inked with undesirable traits. As a consequence,
respondents experiencing a positive mood during the interview may
tend to perceive themselives as well as others more positively,
wherseas respondents in a negative mood evaluate themselves and others
more negatively. A warm, sympathetic, and understanding interviewer
is more likely to induce a positive mood within the respondent than
an Interviewer who is acting more formal or business-|ike. Hence, a
soclo-emotional interviewing stylie may lead to more positive evalua-
tions and thus to a more positive reporting.

Further, the reporting process itself affects the respondent’'s
mood. |f a respondent is reporting about his or her own personality
characteristics that are negatively evaluated, for example about
one’'s own loneliness, or about events l1ike a divorece, it is likely
that the respondent’s mood is negatively affected. In the same way,
the respondent’s mood may be positively affected by talking about
one’'s own characteristics that are positively evaluated. Figure 3
shows the different relationships.

Figure 3: The relation between style of interviewing, mood, and

avaluative responses

t SELF-EVALUAT | VE RESPONSES
+ +
STYLE s » MOOD + 4‘*‘EVALUAT|DNS-———t——boTHER
EVALUAT | VE
RESPONSES
(socio-emotional (positive (positive (positive
VvS. VS, vs. vs.

formal) negative) negative) negative)
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Although this model looks simple, it is quite intriguing. Most
remarkable is the positive feedback loop between mood, evalua-
tions,and self-avaluative responses. For example, a negative sslf-
evaluation, leads to a negative self-report. This leads to a negative
mood, and this negative mood in turn leads to an even more negative
self-evaluation, and so on. Moreover, this whole process Is amplified
by the respondent’s motivation. As we saw earlier, the respondent’'s
motivation affects the correspondence between perception, or in this
case self-evaluation, and responses. This effect of motivation bears
some resemblance to the effect of alcohol. Drinking alcohol makes a
depressive person even more depressed, but makes a chesrful person
more cheerful.

CONCLUS IONS

We started this paper with the question of which relation be-
tween interviewer and respondent is most appropriate, or stated
otherwise, which style of interviewing should be favored, a socio-
emotional one, or a formal one (Section 2).

We argued that the style of interviewing affects the
(in)adequacy of the respondent’s role expectations (Section 3), the
(in)adequacy of the interviewer's task bshavior (Section 4), the de-
gree to which previous responses are reinforced (Section 5), the
respondent’s motivation (Section 6), and the respondent’'s mood
(Section 7). These variables, in turn, affect the quality of the
information obtained.

The respondent’s role expectations and the interviewer's task
behavior are more inadequate in the socio-emotional style. However,
these biasing effects may be avoided by carefully instructing the
respondents and training the interviewers.

The situation is more complicated however with respect to the
other intervening variables. Existing research (Dijkstra & Van der
Zouwen, 1982) shows that the occurrence of response effects depends
on the interview topic. In short, the probability that response-
effects occur is high if:

1) response alternatives differ with respect to their social
desirability,

2) the topic leads to anxiety arousal,

3) the topic is not salient.
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The effects of mood and reinforcement of previous responses by
empathic reactions only affect the responses if characteristics or
events are concerned that may be positively or negatively evaluated.
This will be the case If response alternatives differ with respect to
their social desirabllity. If the topic iIs nonevaluative, a socio-
emot ional style should be preferred, because this style positively
affects the respondent's motivation, which in turn ylelds better
performance. This will, In general, be true iIf response alternatives
do not differ with respect to their social desirability.

The situation becomes highly complicated however, if responses
concern positive or negative evaluations, and especially self-
evaluations. In Figure 4 the relationships between style of inter-
viewing, the intervening variables, self-evaluations, and responses

are summar ized.

Figure 4: Relations between style, intervening variables, self-

evaluations and responses

(empathic reactlions) +

MOT | VAT ION
(high vs. low)

STYLE + SELF-EVALUAT IONS  e—————————p RESPONSES
(socio-emot ional (positive vs. negatlva)+

vs. formal)

MOOD
(positive vs.

negative) +

From this figure it can be seen that sach style has particular
positive as well as negative effects. In a formal style there will be
no reinforcement because of empathic reactions, but the respondent’'s
motivation will be low. In a socio-emotional style the reverse is
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true. Both styles may affect the respondent’'s mood, and thus the
responses.

If the topic may |lead to anxiety arousal, that Is, if topic
threat is high, for exampla If the topic concerns death or saxual
behavior, the respondent’s mood may be negatively affected, which
will result in responses that are negatively biased. This effect may
be compensated by a soclo-emotional interviewing style, which affects
the respondent’s mood positively. Morsover, this style will posi-
tively affect the respondent’s motivation. These effects outweigh In
our opinion the distorting effect of reinforcing particular responses
by empathic reactions.

If topic threat is low and sallency Is high, there |s much less
reason to use a socio-emotional interviewing style. Moreover, the
saliency of the topic Itself will motivate the respondent. In this
case a formal style is to bs preferred. However, if the saliency Is
low, the researcher should weigh the advantage of motivating the
respondent agalnst the distorting effect of reinforcing previous

responses. In Table 1, these recommendations are summarized.

Table 1: The topic of the interview and the style of interviewing

SD-D | FFERENCES TOPIC THREAT SAL IENCY STYLE
no socio-emotional
yes high socio-emotional
yes low high formal
yes low low formal /soclio-
emot lonal

Of courss these recommendations have a hypothetical character. More
research should be done to unravel the intricate relationships be-
tween style of interviewing, motivation, mood, interview topic, and
so forth, and the quality of the data obtained. However, it will be
clear that research results with respect to the effects of interview-
ing style on the quality of responses are contradictory. First, a
number of variables such as motivation or mood may intervene between
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style and response. Second, the interview topic may affect these in-
tervening variables. Topic threat, for example may affect the respon-
dent’'s mood, whereas the saliency of the topic may influence the
respondent’'s motivation.
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::!! PERSPECT IVES FOR FUTURE DEVELOPMENT
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at Urbana-Champaign

It should be obvious to the reader of the earlier chapters in
this volume that the Interactions between survey research and social
information processing or, more generally, cognitive psychology have
just begun. To date, most of the discussions have dealt with the
potentials for improvement In survey methods using cognitive
psychological insights and, conversely, the potentials for more
realistic development and testing of cognitive theories using survey
methods. In this final chapter we summarize what we think will be the
future developments as wel| as some priorities for research.

WHO WILL BE INVOLVED?

It is already clear that the Iinteraction bstween cognitive
psychologists and survey researchers has involved those at the center
of their disciplines and not those peripheral to it. As can be seen,
the participants at the ZUMA conference who are represented in this
volume as well| as the earlier Advanced Seminar on Cognitive Aspects
of Survey Methodology of the U.S. Committee on National Statistics
(Jabine et al., 1984), have extensive records of research in their
own areas and are widely cited by others.

To the extent that these researchers become fully convinced of
the synergistic effects of working together, they are likely to
persuade their col leagues by their new methods and the |iterature
they cite. One would expect in the near future that many, if not
most of the researchers in both cognitive ressarch and survey
methodology would be aware of each other, although the depth of that
awareness might be shal low.

Based on past experience, it is likely that the survey research-
ers will be more interested in cognitive psychology results than vice
versa. This Is simply the result of the fact that survey research Is
an applied social science interested in practical results, while
cognitive psychology is a basic science. One might note that in the
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physical sciences the engineers borrow more from the physicists and
chemists than vice versa. This analogy is, | beliave, a good one
because it suggests that there are mutual benefits. The physical
scientists need the tools of the engineers to conduct their experi-
ments and they find as well that problems In engineering somstimes
lead to important basic science insights.

It is doubtful that survey researchers will persuade many cogni-
tive psychologists to abandon the l|aboratory methods using small
samples of college students and artificial tasks such as memorizing
nonsense syl lables. What is to be hoped for, and what appears
reasonable to expect is that more natural tasks involving real world
behavior will be used to test cognitive theorises, and student popula-
tions will be supplemented, although not replaced, with more general
populations, especially when the topic warrants them. Thus, in at-
tempting to measure health behavior, it seems only reasonable to uss
populations that have a greater |ikelihood of illness than the typi-
cal student, although even here students can be used in early
exper iments.

It is these two aspects (more natural questions and more natural
populations) that distinguish the current survey research
methodologists from the cognitive psychologists, rather than a basic
difference betwesen surveys and experiments. Survey methodologists use
field experiments, and with the current computer technology It Is
possible for these experiments to be tightly controlled. Thus, it Is
really hard to see any significant difference between a CATI
(computer assisted telephone interview) study conducted from a
central location under tight supervision and using a factorial design
to vary interview content with an experiment in a cognitive psychol-
ogy laboratory.

As a researcher uses more natural questions and populations nesw
sources of variability are introduced. At a minimum, this may simply
require larger samples which increase the cost of data collection,
but are not impossible if funding sources are available. (The
benefits of larger samples are probably obvious, but are discussed in
greater detail later.)

Of most concern to the cognlitive psychologist will be the ab-
sence of perfect validation of the response. |Is It possible to know
the qual ity of answers using natural data? This Is a problem that has
faced survey researchers for decades and methods have been developed
for validation that, if not perfect, are usually sufficient to dster-
mine which of a series of procedures or hypotheses is most likely to
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be correct. This leads for many behaviors such as health activities
to the conclusion that more is better. These conclusions ars based on
compar isons to outside record sources in some cases and to com-
parisons of totals to outside sstimates of totals when individual
validation is not possible. One must also recognize that for some
kinds of responses, such as attitudes, no outside validation is

possible.

None of the methodological doubts of the cognitive psychologists
will stymie the survey researchers. They will be eager to use cogni-
tive psychology Insights as they become available. Here it is likely
that the supply will not meet the demand. To date, much of what the
cognitive psychologists have discovered is still at too abstract a

leval to be applied in surveys. It is hoped that in the near futurs
researchers, sither cognitive psychologists or survey researchers,
will think hard about the Implications of theories of information
processing and develop applications to survey methodology. Two excel-
lent examples of such applications are the paper by Schwarz and
Hippler and the one by Bishop that are found in this volume. There
are a few others, but we are still very early in the adoption
process.

To date, the dialog has mainly been betwesen the cognitive
psychologists and the survey researchers, but there is a natural
group to bridge the gap between these two disciplines - the social
psychologists. Soclial psychologists are typically familiar with the
work of the cognitive psychologists but often use survey research or
similar methods. Some of the most notable survey methodologists have
been social psychologists. There is every reason to expect that
interactions between the social and cognitive psychologists and the

social psychologists and survey researchers will continue to expand
Iin the next few decades.

It should be obvious that there are other |inks than those
already discussed. Cognitive psychologists will continue to interact

with other groups within psychology and elsewhere. Thus, the work now
being done on artificial intelligence holds substantial promise.
Survey researchers will also be looking to other basic disciplines
such as linguistics for new insights, although to date not much has

transpired in this direction to date.
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UWHAT HAVE WE LEARNED?

It has not been a surprise to survey researchers to learn from
cognitive psychologists that respondents’ memories are faulty and
that different qusstion wordings and contexts result in different
answers to survey qusstions. The cognitive psychologists have
developed some elegant, but general theories to explalin thess
aeffects. Thus, Hastie discusses those aspects of information process-
ing theory that he belisves to be most useful. For example, he
describes "schema” and "schema theory” and "episode schema” as tuwo
ways that people have of organizing memory, and then goes on to
discuss "spreading activation” principles. At this general level,
howsver, | just don’'t see any significant contributions to improve
survey research in the near future, although Tourangsau does use
schema in his design of new experiments.

Bodenhausen and Wyer are more explicit. Among their postulates
several do suggest possible methods for improving survey results.
Thus, their Postulate 3, which states the importance of memory acces-
sibility implies the Importance of transistory moods on responses to
more general questions about |ife satisfaction and possibly other
topics. This postulate also explains and amplifies the work of
Schuman and Presser (1981) on the effect of context on responses to
survey questions. It is likely that there will be many more studies
of the effects of different cues in the years ahead.

Another implication of this postulate is that responses may be
improved if there Is a priming task that Increases memory
accessibility. This task could be either at the start of the Iinter-
view, in material presented before the interview or from an earllier
interview. Again this would appear to be a method that could be
tested in survey research field experiments.

Strack and Martin's model of information processing is even a
bit more explicit than the models in the earlier chapters and leads
to the experimental study of Schwarz and Hippler that demonstrated
the strong effects of anchoring questions, an effect that has also
been seen in some of our earlier survey research experiments
(Bradburn & Sudman, 1973). Bishop has a fascinating experiment on
context effects that demonstrates their existence even when questions
are not continuous.

To try to summarize the discussion in this section, it is of
limited use to know that different people use different methods of
memory storage and retrieval or that even the same person will use
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different methods depending on the event of stimulus. What would be
more useful would be more specific information--what fraction of
people use a glven schema and what determines the schema thsey use.
This requires a variety of real world events and broad population
samp les.

It Is also not useful to know that different events and be-
haviors are remembered by the same respondent using different
schemata unless one can specify, possibly through preliminary ques-
tions, what schema was used by the specific respondent for the
specific topic under investigation. If this could be dona, it might
then be possible to ask questions In the way that would be most
likely to activate memory. It seems |ikely that some efforts In this
direction will be conducted In the near future.

The one thing that is fully under control of the researcher is
the questionnalre and here progress Is possible. The current CATI!
technology makss possible individual ized gquestionnaires for different
respondents that could improve memory retrieval once the process is
understood more specifically. The testing and use of alternative cues
and anchoring points for closed questions Is also already within the
scope of survey researchers and only needs to be expanded to addi-
tional uses.

FUTURE PROSPECTS

Predicting the future involves extrapolation of currsent trends
along with some prescriptive suggestions on what would be sensible
future trends without knowing if these will indeed occur. |t is also
impossible to predict what new ideas, techniques, and technology will
arise In the future that wilil make these predictions appear quaintly
outdated. Nevertheless, here goes:

1. Among thse most useful work in mathematics has bsen the
davelopment of Impossibility theorems, which make it clear that
cartaln outcomes are not possible under & given set of postuiates, as
wall as how much relaxation of the postulates is required to make an
outcome possiblie. It is likely that cognitive psychology wil! be able
to demonstrate that certain tasks of memory are simply not possible,
such as remembering completely all the details of nonsallent events
for @ long time period, regardless of all the help that can be
provided to a respondent in the form of cues. It is also liksely that
many specific answers to very specific gquestions will be recognized
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to be estimates. Users of survey data will be more |ikely to recog-
nize that they are getting estimates that are subject to error and
will adjust techniques so as to improve the quality of the estimates.
That is, these facts, which are already known to a |imited number of
cognitive and survey researchers, will bacome part of the common
research tradition.

2. There will be a substantial expansion in the number of cogni-
tive psychologists and survey researchers who obtain protocols from
subjects/respondents on how they went about retrieving Information
that was requested. Cognitive psychologists have been more !ikely to
obtain this information while the retrieval was occurring. Survay
ressarchers who have used such procedures, but only to a limited
extent at the end of interviews, will substantially expand their use
of this method, both during and at the end of Interviesws, par-
ticularly during pilot tests. The results will be ussful not only for
the specific study, but also will accumulate over different topics
and samples so that there will be a more detalled undarstanding of
differences between people, topics and cues.

3. As researchers obtaln a better understanding of how retrieval
works there should be a substantial growth in the use of nsw priming
and cusing methods. What form these will take is not known, but It is
i1kely that these procedures will make the current procedures used by
survey researchars appear to be primitive.

4. The new knowledgs of how different people retrieve informa-
tion as well as new technologies of data presentation and collection
will make it possible to provide individuallized cues, anchors or
other stimuli to respondents based on their characteristics or
responses to early questions. The aim is not to obtain perfect infor-
mat.ion, which is impossibie, but to get the best information from
raespondents that they are able to provide after being helped.

5. There is every indication that more and more cognitive
psychologists will do some of their experiments with natural
phenomena and general population samples. These will enable them to
improve the external validity of their findings and thesories while
maintaining control over the methods and stimuli. It is also to be
hoped that there will be greater efforts to develop theories that are
sufficiently explicit that experimental methods can be designed to
test and falsify them if they ars not valid. Finally, on pragmatic
grounds, there will probably be research funds available for cogni-

tive research on real-world issues.
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A famous mathematician who had proved a new theorem was asked,
"What good is it?”. He replied, "What good is a new baby?"”. Tha same
may be asked of the interaction between survey research and cognitive
psychology. We do not yset know what good this new baby is, but we
have high expectations and look forward to watching it grow.
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