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Three experiments were c o n d u c t e d  to determine under which c o n d i ­

tions responses to a general question become more similar to 

("part-whole assimilation") or more dissimilar from ("part-whole 

contrast") responses to a preceding specific question. The 

results suggest that asking a specific question increases the 

cognitive accessibility of the information used to answer it. The 

answer to the subsequent gen er al  question will therefore be based 

in part on the same information, re su lting in similar responses. 

The highly accessible s p e ci fi c information, however, will not 

always be used. Most importantly, central principles of c o n v e r s a ­

tion urge communicators to be informative and to avoid r e d u n d a n ­

cy. Therefore, if both q u e s ti o ns  are perceived as belonging t o g e ­

ther, the p reviously activated will be disregarded, which results 

in dissi mi la r  responses to the general question. The conditions 

undir which these'effects occur are identified and experimentally 

manipulated, and the implications for questionnaire design are 

d i s c u s s e d .
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The Context Paradox in Att it ud e Surveys: A s s im il a ti on  or

Contrast?

It has been widely r ecognized that the context in which a q u e ­

stion is placed in a survey interview may affect the obtained 

responses (cf., Cantril, 1944; Schuman & Presser, 1981). For 

example, placing a q uestion at different positions in the i n t e r ­

view or questionnaire (e.g., Andrews & Withey, 1976; Wilkening & 

McGranahan, 1978) or, c hanging the order of two questions (e.g., 

Hyman & Sheatsley. 1950; Rugg & Cantril, 1944) m a y  result in d i f ­

ferent m ar ginals and in d if f erent associations with other v a r i a ­

bles. The exact conditions under which context effects do or do 

not emerge, however, are ill understood. Schuman and Kalton 

(1985) c on cluded from a review of a large numb er  of questionnaire 

results that such effects are less frequent than one might 

e x p e c t , that they "occur in practice only under very special cir­

cumstances and [that] it may be possible, thro u gh  careful e x p e r i ­

mentation, to identify what these are" (p.657).

In the present paper, we will address a specific context effect 

in a theoretical framework that is derived from research on the 

activation of information (Wyer & Srull, 1986) and the logic of 

conversation (Grice, 1975). Specifically, we will explore under 

which conditions preceding specific questions affect responses to 

subsequent general ones, and vice versa. Turner (1984), for e x a m ­

ple, co mpared answers of mar ri ed  respondents who were asked about 

"happiness with life in general" when the same ques t io n was p l a ­

ced either after the more specific question about happiness with
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marriage or after respondents' evaluation of their own financial 

coniitions. General happiness ratings were consistently higher if 

they were assessed after the specific question about h ap piness 

with marriage rather than after the q uestion about one's f i n a n ­

cial situation. The reason for this context effect is seen in the 

possibility that the particularly high ratings of hap pi ne s s w i t h  

marriage may influence the general happiness rating in the same 

direction. Turner (1984) reports a co rr elation of gamma = .75 for 

the two measures. There was no evidence, however, that the s p e c i ­

fic marital happiness ques ti on  was influenced by the context in a 

similar way.

The finding that the response to a more general target qu es t i o n  

will be " a s s i m il a te d” toward the response to a more spec if ic  c o n ­

text question is readily explained by psychological theories of 

cognitive accessibility (cf., Wyer & Srull, 1986). These t h eo ­

rists found that an ambiguous concept will be inter pr e te d in 

terms of the applicable information that is most acc es si bl e  to 

the respondent at the time. Prior use of the information, p a r t i ­

cularly the recency and frequency of prior use (cf., Srull & 

Wyer, 1979, 1980), were found to be the most important d e t e r m i ­

nants of accessibility.

A ccessibility of information may also influence a ju dgment by 

systematically biasing the sample of information on w h i c h  the 

judgment is based. This is p ar ti c ul ar ly  true if a r es p o n d e n t  is 

faced with a general judgment task that does not s p e c i f y  the 

relevant information (cf., Schwarz & Strack, 1985). If, for
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instance, respondents are required to report their happiness with 

life in general, they may base their answer on various sets of 

relevant specific information. Which specific information, h o w e ­

ver, enters into the general answer depends on its accessibility. 

This was shown in a study by Strack, Schwarz, and Gschnei di ng er  

(1985, Exp. 1) who had respondents think about their present life 

and, depending on conditions, write down three events that were 

either particularly positive and pleasant or were pa rt icularly 

negative and unpleasant. When the respondents were later, under a 

different pretext, asked to indicate how happy and satisfied they 

were with life as a whole, those who had to list positive events 

described themselves as happier and more satisfied than those who 

had to list negative events. This result suggests that thinking 

about a selected class of events may render this specific i n f o r ­

mation more accessible and thereby increase the likelihood that 

it will become the basis of the judgment.

One way of activating specific contents consists of asking prior 

questions that contain the particular concept. For instance, 

asking the respondents about their happiness with ma rriage will 

increase the accessibility of this specific content. The p s y c h o ­

logical theories would predict that respondents who are r equired 

to evaluate their life as a whole will be more likely to base 

their general judgment on the previously ac tivated specific 

information. As a result, the response will be assimi la te d  toward 

the more specific judgment.

Assimilation, however, is not the only effect that has been
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ob se rv ed  as a consequence of asking a specific question prior to 

a more general one. Schuman and Presser (1981) report survey 

results that show the opposite influence, i.e., a judgmental c o n ­

trast on the response to a general question when it was placed 

after a mor e specific one. Schuman and Presser (1981: 36) named 

this finding a "part-whole contrast" which was found for d i f f e ­

rent content areas.

A m o n g  other contents (e.g., Schuman, Presser, & Ludwig, 1981), 

these authors report survey results (SRC-79) showing that asking 

m a rr ie d respondents about their marital happiness first and about 

their general happiness second led to a contrast effect on the 

general ha pp in es s  judgment. More specifically, respondents' e v a ­

luation of their life in general was less positive when the mari- 

ta l- ha pp in es s  question was asked before. When the general q u e ­

stion was answered out of the context of the more specific one, 

that is, when it was a sked first, 52.4% of the respondents d e s ­

cribed themselves as "very happy" with life in general. However, 

when the same question was asked after the more specific m a r it al  

happiness question, only 38.1% of the respondents chose this 

category although between 63.1% and 69.8% of the respondents c o n ­

sid er ed  their marriage "very happy". In other words, the judgment 

of general happiness became significantly more different from the 

sp ecific marital evaluations when the specific context was a c t i ­

vated by the prior question.

Schuman and Presser (1981: 42-43) point at the discrepancy b e t w e ­

en this data patt er n and the previously described assimilation
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findings and emphasize the importance of reconciling these d iver­

gent results.

It is clear that such a contrast effect cannot be explained with 

the accessibility principle alone. Accessibility theories predict 

that a target response is assimilated toward the accessible co n­

text either because the the target question is interpreted on the 

basis of the accessible context information or that the sample of 

information used as a basis of judgment is biased. The contrast 

finding suggests that although the specific information was more 

accessible, it was not used when the respondent answered the more 

general question. If the use of information, however, is not 

implied by its cognitive accessibility (cf., Martin, 1986), it 

may be determined by aspects of the specific situation.

In their di sc us s io n of part-whole contrast for another content 

area, Schuman & Presser (1981) suggest that respondents may "sub­

tract" the specific content from their interpretation of the 

general question and redefine what the general question is about. 

From the the conflicting findings, however, it is not clear under 

what conditions such a "subtraction" w ould take place. Therefore, 

a more general theoretical approach seems necessary to identify 

the determinants of how the activated information influences the 

j u d g m e n t .

One such approach is to construe the survey situation as an 

exchange of information that is gov er n ed  by the rules of natural 

conversations. Such rules have been formulated by Grice (1975),
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e m pi rically been tested by H.Clark and his collaborators (cf. 

Clark, 1985) and by Hilton and Slugoski (1986), and their r e l e ­

vance for survey situations has been noted by Tourangeau (1984). 

According to this perspective, the success of a conversation 

depends on the participants behaving in a cooperative manner. For 

Grice, the most important pr inciple of cooperation is the attempt 

to be " i n f o r m a t i v e”. To be informative means that respondents try 

to answer a ques ti on  in such a way that they provide the in fo rm a­

tion the qu estioner needs and that they avoid answers that would 

provide i nf o rm at io n the qu estioner does not want to have.

To decide on the informativeness of a conversational c on tr i bu ­

tion, the respondent can draw upon the general nature of the c o n ­

vers a ti on al  situation. In a survey situation, for instance, the 

answer "in C h i c a g o” would be an informative response to the q u e ­

stion "Where were you born?". In a survey, the answer "At home." 

or, "In a hospital." woul d  probably not be informative. However, 

this could be an informative response to the same question when 

it is asked in a different social situation.

The d ec i s i o n  w hat would be an informative contribution is i n e x ­

tricably tied to the interpretation of the concept. That is, the 

r espondent must identify the intended referent of a question. In 

the present example, the request for information about the 

r e s p o n d e n t’s residence is semantically undetermined with respect 

to the aspect of "residence" about which information is sought. 

The concrete situation, however, in which the question is asked, 

allows further inferences.
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Often, the respondent must identify the particular referent of a 

q uestion content in the course of an ongoing conversation. In 

such a situation, the respondent may infer the requested informa­

tion by considering what is the p re supposed knowledge and what is 

the focus of the q u e s ti o n content that deviates from the p r e s u p ­

p o s e d  knowledge (cf. Hilton 4 Slugoski, 1986; Levinson, 1983). It 

is then that the p re su p p o s e d  knowledge can be "subtracted" (Schu- 

m an & Presser, 1981) to identify the referents of the general 

question. A more concrete strategy based on this principle is the 

s o- called "given-new contract" (cf. Clark & Haviland, 1977). This 

contract suggests that respondents assume that questioners ask 

for information they do not yet possess, that is, information the 

r es po nd en t has not yet given in the course of the conversation.

Co ns id er  the fo llowing fragments of two natural conversations 

w here two questions are asked in sequence. Co nv ersation A: "How 

is your wife?", (answer), "And h o w  is your family?". Conversation 

B: "How is your work?", (answer), "And how is your family?". What 

does the questioner refer to by "your family"? More specifically, 

is "family" meant to include the r e s p o n d e n t’s wife or only his 

children? In c o nv er s at io n A, the "given-new contract" permits the 

inference that "family" should refer to the children because the 

information about the wife has already been given in the answer 

to the previous question. In Schuman and Presser's (1981) terms, 

the specific r e f e re nt  "wife" is "subtracted" in the inter p re ta ­

tion of the more general concept of "family". This is not the 

case for c on ve r s a t i o n  B. There, it is more likely that the answer



The Context Paradox in Attitude Surveys. - 10 -

to the second qu estion will include the wife's well-being because 

this i n formation has not yet been provided and is therefore a new 

and informative contribution to the conversation.

It is important to note that the "given-new contract" operates 

only if both questions are p er ce i v e d  as be lo nging together. In 

the course of a natural conversation, this is typically the case 

because the conversational context remains unchanged over some 

period of time and the c o n tr ib ut io ns  of the conversants relate to 

each other. In the present example, the continuity is further 

empha si ze d by the word "and" as an introduction to the second 

ques t i o n .

In a survey situation, however, this is not always the case. T h e ­

refore, it depends on whether two or more questions are pe rc eived 

as bel on gi ng  together or not. Sometimes, questionnaires are c o n ­

structed so as to avoid such a perception. This is typically done 

by placing rela te d questions at different p os itions of the q u e ­

stionnaire or by inserting filler items. At other times, the 

relatedness of several questions is made explicit by me nt i on in g a 

common theme or topic as an int r od uc ti on  to a set of questions. 

Most frequently, however, the relatedness of survey questions 

remains u n c l e a r  and the arising ambiguity must be resolved by the 

r e s p o n d e n t .

It is our p r e d i c t i o n  that the di rection of the influence of a 

specific qu es t i o n  on the answer to a more general one depends on 

w heth er  the two questions are per ce iv ed  as belonging to the same
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conversational context. If the questions are perceived as u n r e l a ­

ted, then th inking about the specific content will increase its 

accessibility for later use. Thus, the content activated by the 

specific question is likely to become the basis for answering a 

subsequent, more general question. If, however, both questions 

are perceived as belonging to the same conversational context, 

the specific content will be "subtracted" and will not be used 

for the response to the general question.

On the basis of the above reasoning it is possible to deri ve  d i f ­

ferential p re di c t i o n s  about when to expect "part-whole contrast" 

and when to expect "part-whole assimilation" in a survey s i t u a ­

tion. Part-whole assimilation should occur when a specific q u e ­

stion is asked before a more general one without a conversational 

context that pr ec lu de s  the use of this information. Part-whole 

contrast shoul d occur when a specific question is asked befor e  a 

more general one and a conversational context becomes effective 

that precludes the use of the ac ti vated information. This is 

because, if a series of questions is asked in a conver sa ti on al  

context, the possible referents of a more general que st io n  should 

be different from the referent of the specific question. In Schu­

man and Presser's (1981) terms, these referents should be “sub­

tracted" and the answer be based on the distinct f eatures that 

allow the r espondent to provide new information. Figure 1 p r o v i ­

des an i l lu st ra ti on  for this relationship.
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Figure 1 about here

To test these predictions, it is necessary to vary both the a c t i ­

vation of specific information and the co nv ersational context in 

which the qu es tions are placed. This was at te mp t ed  in an e x p e r i ­

mental survey.

E xperiment 1

Method

R es pondents were 180 freshmen and sophomores of the University of 

Illinois who agreed to answer a short " qu estionnaire on student 

issues" that co n si st ed  of 15 items.

The general qu e st io n asked respondents to i n d ic at e on an 11-point 

scale "how happy" they were "with life in general". The endpoints 

were labelled "not so happy" and "extremely happy". The domain of 

happiness that was used as the specific ques t io n was " d a t i n g " . 

Emmons and Diener (1985) found that "happiness with dating" was 

most closely related to general happiness in a student popula ti o n 

and therefore, a ques ti on  about dating happiness was considered 

functionally equivalent with the specific que st io n about marital 

happiness for the adult surveys. To be precise, the students were 

asked "how h appy are you wit h your dating" and'the response scale
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was identical to that of the general h a pp iness question.

The questions were asked under three experimental conditions. 

There was a control c o nd ition in w h i c h  the specific happiness 

question, i.e., the q uestion about d a ti ng  happiness, was asked 

after the general happiness question. Under this condition, the 

specific information was not activated and therefore its a c c e s s i ­

bility should not be increased whe n the general question is a n s ­

wered. In a second condition, the specific happiness q ue s t i o n  was 

asked before the general one. This was done by placing the d a ti ng  

que st io n at the end of the first page of the questio nn ai re  and 

the general h ap pi n es s qu es t i o n  at the beginning of the second 

page. In this condition, the specific information should be more 

accessible when the answer to the general question is ge ne ra te d  

and the answer to the general que s ti on  should therefore be b as ed  

on the s pecific information. A third condition was identical 

except that the two questions were p l a c e d  in a "co nv ersational 

c o n t e x t " . This was achieved by introducing the two q u es tions in 

the following way:

"Now, we w o u l d  like to learn about two areas of life that

may be important for people's overall well-being:

a) h ap piness with dating,

b) hap pi ne ss  wi th  life in general."

Subsequently, both happiness q ue st io ns  were asked in the s p e c i ­

fic-general order. On the basis of the prior reasoning, it was 

assumed that alth ou gh  the specific information would be h i gh ly
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accessible when the general question was answered, it would not 

be u s e d .

The degree of relatedness betw ee n the answers to the specific and 

the general happiness question was assessed by the Pearson c orre­

lation between the ratings on the response scale.

Results

As can be seen from Table la, the corr el at io n between "general 

happiness" and "happiness with dating" was very small (r = .16)

Table 1 about here

in the control condition where the specific que s ti on  was placed 

after the more general one. This correlation was significantly 

increased (r = .55), z = 2.44, £> < .007, when the question about 

dating ha p piness was asked b efore the general happiness question. 

This was e xpected on grounds of the accessi bi li t y principle. 

However, when a conversational context was created such that the 

two questions were pr esented as relating to one another, the c o r ­

relation de cr e as ed  s i g ni fi ca n tl y to a mod er at e level (r = .26), 

z = 1.88, e  < .03, and was not signific an tl y  higher than in the 

control condition, z = .56. This was pr ed i ct ed  on the basis of 

the c o n v e rs at io na l  postulate to request and prov id e new i n f o r m a ­
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t i o n .

From Table lb it can be seen that the mean ratings of nei th e r 

general nor specific happiness were s i g n i fi ca nt l y affected by the 

experimental manipulations. In addition, the pattern of stan da rd  

deviations suggests that the o bserved d if f er en ce s in correlations 

are not due to differences in variances.

D iscuss io n

This pattern of correlation coefficients suggests that asking a 

specific question before a more general one may increase the c o r ­

rel at io n between the respondents' answer to the two questions. 

This result is explained by the theory of cognitive accessi bi li ty  

which states that information that is ac ti va te d at a given point 

in time will become cognitively more a ccessible and therefore 

more likely to be used in a subsequent judgment to which it is 

relevant. The present pattern of co ef ficients also suggests that 

the use of this in formation may be influ en ce d by conversational 

rules that become effective in s pecific conversational contexts. 

Particularly, the c ommunicative demand to be informative, i.e., 

to add new information to what one has already provided, may  

influence the interpretation of q u e st io n content and prevent the 

respondent from using the activated information. As a result, the 

relation between the two responses will be decreased.
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Experiment 2

In the first study, however, the answers to both questions w e r e  

measured on the same response scale. This raises the p o s s ib il it y 

that respondents may simply base their rating of the general q u e ­

stion on their previous rating of the specific one. Under the 

activation condition, respondents may have been inclined to check 

the same value on the response scale. Under the conversation c o n ­

dition, the individual value on the first scale may have s e r v e d  

as an anchor for the second rating (cf., Ostrom & Upshaw, 1968) 

and the m ot iv a t i o n  to be informative may have resu lt ed  only in a 

deviating use of the response scale and not in a different i n t e r ­

pretation of q uestion content.

A  possible stra t eg y to be informative by selecting different 

points on the response scale can be ruled out if the response 

scales are not identical. Applied to the present content, if the 

evaluation of d ating and of life in general is communicated in a 

different answer format, a de v ia ti ng  use of the response scale 

cannot account for a possible communication effect.

Therefore, a second study was conducted in w hi ch  the specific 

question was not about happiness with dating but instead about 

the frequency of dating. As Emmons and Diener (1985) have shown, 

frequency of d ating is closely related to h ap piness with dating 

and therefore represents an evaluative aspect of this life domain 

that can be ass e ss ed  in an open-answer format.
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If the same pattern of correlations emerges from an experimental 

survey in which respondents are asked how frequently in a month 

they normally go out on a date, the confidence in the original 

interpretation of the effect would be increased.

Method

180 freshmen and sophomores received a questionnaire about " s t u ­

dent issues" under the same experimental conditions as in E x p e r i ­

ment 1. The only difference was that the former question about 

h appiness with dating was replaced by a question that asked how 

often they normally go out on a date. The answer, the dating f r e ­

q u e n c y  per month, had to be writ te n down in an open answer f o r ­

mat .

Results

Table 2a shows that the pattern of correlation coefficients is

Table 2 about here

the same as for Experiment 1. The correlation betwe e n "general 

happiness" and "frequency of dating" was very small and not d i f ­

ferent from 0 (r = -.12) in the control condition where the s p e ­

cific q uestion was placed after the more general one. The r e l a ­

tionship between the two variables increased significantly.
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(r = .66) , z = 5.04, p  < .001, when the question about dating 

frequency pre c ed ed  the general happiness question. And again, 

when both questions were placed in the same conversational c o n ­

text, the correlation was reduced (r = .15), z = 3.43, p  < .0(51, 

and somewhat, but not si g ni fi ca nt ly  higher than in the control 

conditions, z = 1.44. As in Experiment 1, the means were not 

affected by the experimental m a n ip ul at io n and the standard d e v i a ­

tions cannot account for the pattern of correlations. This can be 

seen from Table 2b.

D iscussion

The results of the second experiment add further support to the 

proposed mechanism. They show a "part-whole-assimilation" effect 

is obtained if the specific content is activated before the g e n e ­

ral question. And they replicate the "part-whole-contrast" effect 

if both q u e s t i on s are placed in the same communication context.

Further, these results rule out the possibility that the p a r t i c u ­

lar pattern of correlations was merely caused by a differential 

use of the r esponse scale. Rather, the increased accessibility of 

the specific i n fo rm a t i o n  and, under the appropriate condition, 

the i n t e r p re ta ti on  of the content of the general question in the 

light of the g iv en - n e w  contract seem to be responsible for the 

e f f e c t s .
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Experiment 3

So far, the tendency not to use the content of a pre ce di n g q u e ­

stion for the answer to a subsequent ques ti on  but to "subtract" 

its referents in the i nt er pr et a ti on  (cf. Schunan & Presser, 1981) 

has only been applied to situations where two contents stand in a 

part-whole relationship.

The same mechanisms, however, should not only apply if two con­

tents are h i e r a rc hi c al ly  related but also if they are s e m a n t i c a l ­

ly similar. An example w ould be the concepts of happiness and 

satisfaction. As il lustrated in Figure 2, happiness and s a t i s f a c ­

tion

Figure 2 about here

share a large number of common features. It is therefore not s u r ­

pri si ng  that judgments of happiness and satisfaction are t y p i c a l ­

ly h ighly c orrelated (cf., Veenhoven, 1984). At the same time, 

there exist features that are d is ti nc t iv e for each concept. H a p ­

piness, for instance, may be more relat ed  to affective d e t e r m i ­

nants while sa ti s faction may be i n f l u e n c e d  more by n or mative and 

comparative consid er at io ns  (cf., A n d r e w s  & McKennel, 1980).

If respondents apply the gi v en -n ew  c ontract in order to identify 

the referents of a question, they s ho ul d base their answers on
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the distinctive features. That is, they should assume that the 

two questions pertain to different aspects of their life and 

should emphasize these differences in forming and communicating 

the respective judgments. As a result, the correlation between 

the two judgments should be decreased under such conditions. This 

is the p rediction of the third experiment in which the r e s p o n ­

dents were asked to report both their happiness and their s a t i s ­

faction with life in general and in which these questions were 

either placed in the same conversational context, or not.

Method

Respondents were 40 students of the University of Mannheim (W-- 

Germany) who had been re cruited for an unrelated study. Among a 

large number of questions that were only relevant for another 

investigation, respondents were given the following two q u e ­

stions: "How happy are you with your life as a whole"? and "Taken 

all things together, how satisfied are you with your l i f e”? The 

questions had to be answered on 11-point scales where "1" was 

labeled "unhappy" or "unsatisfied" and 11 was labeled "happy" and 

"satisfied", respectively. For some respondents, a c on versational 

context was introd uc ed  by the following paragraph: "The following 

two questions refer to two aspects of your personal well-being:

a) happiness with life, b) satisfaction with life." For other 

respondents, this paragraph was omitted.

Results
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As can be seen from Table 3a, the di fference between the cor-

Table 3 about here

relations is quite dramatic. When the two questions were asked 

without establishing a conversational context, judgments of h a p ­

piness and satisfaction were strongly related {r = .91). This 

relationship, however, decreased sharply (r = .59), z = 2.47, 

p  < .007, when both questions were asked in the same c o n v e r s a t i o ­

nal context. As in the two previous studies, the mean judgments 

did not differ as a f un c t i o n  of the experimental manipul a ti on  and 

differences in the var ia nc es  cannot account for the patt e rn  of 

correlations (see Table 3b).

Discussion

These findings show that the discussed mec ha ni sm  does not only 

apply to survey situations where two h i e ra rc hi c al ly  related q u e ­

stions are asked in d if fe r e n t  orders. The results of Ex pe r im en t 3 

d emonstrate that the principles of natural conversations also 

operate for questions that are very similar in content. The d r a ­

stically reduced c or re l at io n between the answers that was found 

when both questions were placed in a common conversational c o n ­

text suggests that respo nd en ts  try to be informative by c o n c e n ­

trating more on the d is ti nc t iv e features of both concepts.
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General discussion.

Taken together, the findings clearly suggest that to study the 

psychological mechanisms invo lv e d in the g en er a ti on  of answers to 

survey questions contributes to the un derstanding of response 

effects {for a general model of information proces si ng  in a s u r ­

vey situation, cf. L.Martin & Strack, 1987). In the present case 

of two related questions, the analysis of the specific cognitive 

and communicative processes allowed to specify the differential 

conditions of contrast and assimilation.

The results of the present studies demonstrate that activating 

specific i nf or m a t i o n  may make this information more accessible 

for later use and render the answer to the general qu estion more 

similar to the answer to the previous specific question. At the 

same time, the logic of c o nv er s at io n may preclude the use of this 

information beca u se  the respondent may presuppose the specific 

knowledge in the questioner and attempt to add new information to 

what is alre ad y given. As a consequence, the general answer will 

become more different. The present findings suggest that these 

conversational principles will come into effect if several q u e ­

stions are p e r c e i v e d  as be lo ng in g together. Accordingly, we m a y  

expect a s si milation effects if two questions are p er ce iv ed  as 

unrelated but the information used to answer the previous one 

does bear on the later one. Thus, introducing filler items, c h a n ­

ging the r esponse format, and similar means — often in tr od u c e d  

to reduce order effects — may decrease the likelihood of c o n ­

trast effects. On the other hand, placing two questions back to
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back, p resenting them with same lead in, or using the same 

response format, may emphasize the shared "conversational c o n ­

text" and may thus decrease the likelihood of assimilation 

effects and increase the li ke li ho od  of contrast effects. In s u r ­

vey situations, this "conversational context" may be induced by 

many characteristics of the questionnaire and the interview, and 

subsequent research may i dentify more such conditions.
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Wording of the questions

Experiment 1

G ene ra l question:

How happy are you with life in general? 

n o t  so happy 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9  10 11 extremely happy

Specific question:

How happy are you with your dating? 

not so happy 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9  10 11 extremely happy

C on versational context:

Now, we w ould like to learn about two areas of life that may be 
important for peo pl e 's  overall well-being:

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

Experiment 2

General question:

H o w  h a p p y  are you with life in general? 

not so h appy 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9  10 11 extremely happy

Specific question:

How o f t e n  do you normally go out on a date? 

about .... times in a month
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Conversational context:

Now, we would like to learn about two areas of life that m ay be 
important for people's overall well-being:

a) frequency of dating, and
b) happiness wi th  life in general.

Experiment 3

Happiness question:

Wie glücklich sind Sie mit Ihrem Leben als Ganzem? 

unglü c kl ic h 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9  10 11 glücklich

T r a n s l a t e d :

How happy are y ou w i t h  your life as a whole? 

u n ha pp y 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9  10 11 happy

Sat i sf ac ti on  question:

Alles in allem, wie zu frieden sind Sie mit Ihrem Leben? 

u n z u f r i e d e n  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9  10 11 zufrieden

T r a n s l a t e d :

Taken all things together, how satisfied are y o u  with your life? 

u ns at i s f i e d  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9  10 11 satisfied

C on versational context:

Die beiden folgenden Fragen b e z i e h e n  sich auf zwei Aspekte Ihres 
per sö nl ic he n Wohlbefindens:

a) das Lebensglück,
b) die Lebenszufriedenheit.

Translated:

The following two questions refer to two aspects of your personal
well-being:

a) happiness with life,
b) s a t is fa ct io n  with life.
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Table la: Correlations b et ween "General Happin es s"  and "Happiness 
with D a t i n g”

Control condition Specific information Ac ti va t io n +
activated conversational context

b) v s . c ) : p < .03 
a ) v s . c ): n .s .

Table lb: Means and stan da rd  deviations

Control condition Specific i nf or m at io n A ct iv a t i o n  +
activated conversational contex

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

No significant mean differences for both variables.
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Table 2a: Correlations between "General Happiness" and "Frequency of 
Dating"

Control condition Specific information 
activated

Ac ti va t i o n  + 
conversational context

a )
r = -.12

b)
r = .66

c)
r = .15

(N = 60) (N = 60) (N = 60)

a ) v s . b ) : p < .001
b) v s . c ): p < .001 
a) vs. c): p > .05

Table 2b: Means and standard deviations

Control condition Specific information Ac ti v a t i o n  +
activated co n versational context

Mean SD Mean SD M e a n  SD

No significant mean differences for both variables.
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Table 3a: Correlations between " H a p p i n e s s” and "Satisfaction

Conversational context

yes no

a)
r = .59

b)
r = .91

(N = 20) (N - 20)

a) v s . b ) : p < .007

Table 3b: Means and standard deviations

C onversational context 

yes no

Mean SD Mean SD

Happiness 8.40 1.64 8.63 1.83

S atisfaction 7 .73 2.55 8.15 2.35

No significant mean differences 
for both variables.
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Figure 1
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Figure 2
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