
www.ssoar.info

Assimilation and contrast effects in part-whole
question sequences: a conversational logic
analysis
Schwarz, Norbert; Strack, Fritz; Mai, Hans-Peter

Veröffentlichungsversion / Published Version
Arbeitspapier / working paper

Zur Verfügung gestellt in Kooperation mit / provided in cooperation with:
GESIS - Leibniz-Institut für Sozialwissenschaften

Empfohlene Zitierung / Suggested Citation:
Schwarz, N., Strack, F., & Mai, H.-P. (1990). Assimilation and contrast effects in part-whole question sequences: a
conversational logic analysis. (ZUMA-Arbeitsbericht, 1990/01). Mannheim: Zentrum für Umfragen, Methoden und
Analysen -ZUMA-. https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-67184

Nutzungsbedingungen:
Dieser Text wird unter einer Deposit-Lizenz (Keine
Weiterverbreitung - keine Bearbeitung) zur Verfügung gestellt.
Gewährt wird ein nicht exklusives, nicht übertragbares,
persönliches und beschränktes Recht auf Nutzung dieses
Dokuments. Dieses Dokument ist ausschließlich für
den persönlichen, nicht-kommerziellen Gebrauch bestimmt.
Auf sämtlichen Kopien dieses Dokuments müssen alle
Urheberrechtshinweise und sonstigen Hinweise auf gesetzlichen
Schutz beibehalten werden. Sie dürfen dieses Dokument
nicht in irgendeiner Weise abändern, noch dürfen Sie
dieses Dokument für öffentliche oder kommerzielle Zwecke
vervielfältigen, öffentlich ausstellen, aufführen, vertreiben oder
anderweitig nutzen.
Mit der Verwendung dieses Dokuments erkennen Sie die
Nutzungsbedingungen an.

Terms of use:
This document is made available under Deposit Licence (No
Redistribution - no modifications). We grant a non-exclusive, non-
transferable, individual and limited right to using this document.
This document is solely intended for your personal, non-
commercial use. All of the copies of this documents must retain
all copyright information and other information regarding legal
protection. You are not allowed to alter this document in any
way, to copy it for public or commercial purposes, to exhibit the
document in public, to perform, distribute or otherwise use the
document in public.
By using this particular document, you accept the above-stated
conditions of use.

http://www.ssoar.info
https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-67184


Assimilation And Contrast Effects 
In Part-Whole Question Sequences: 
A Conversational Logic Analysis

Norbert Schwarz, Fritz Strack, and 
Hans-Peter Mai

ZUMA-Arbeitsbericht Nr. 90/01

Zentrum für Umfragen, Methoden und 
Analysen e.V. (ZUMA)
Postfach 12 21 55

D-680D Mannheim 1





The attached reprint replaces ZUMA-Arbeitsbericht No. 90/01 by 
the same authors.

Norbert Schwarz, Fritz Strack, & Hans-Peter Mai (1991). 
Assimilation and contrast effects in part-whole question 
sequences: A conversational logic analysis.
Public Opinion Quarterly. 1991, 55., 3-23.





Seit Juli 1 983 sind die ZUMA-Arbei tsber ichte 
in zwei Reihen aufgeteilt:

Die ZUMA-Arbei tsber ichte (neue Folge) haben 
eine hausinterne Begutachtung durchlaufen und 
werden vom Geschäfts führenden Direktor zusam­
m e n  mit den ü brigen Wissenschaftlichen Lei­
tern herausgegeben. Die Berichte dieser Reihe 
sin d  zur a l l g e m e i n e n  Weitergabe nach außen 
b e s t i m m t .

D i e  Z U M A - T e c h n i s c h e n  Berichte dien e n  zur 
h a usinternen Kommuni k a t i o n  bzw. zur U n t e r ­
r i c h t u n g  ex t e r n e r  Kooperationspartner. Sie 
s i n d  nicht zur allgemeinen W e i t e r g a b e  b e ­
stimmt .





2 Editorial

first issue lhal 1 edited in 1987. The ideas expressed Ihcrc continue to 
guide the journal.

Public Opinion Quarterly appeals lo me, as il does to many readers, 
for several different reasons. First, as its name implies, it is focused on 
the study of public opinion, a term difficult lo define hut unmistakably 
important both theoretically and for our own and other societies. This 
focus is sharp, but not narrow, for it includes the nature, sources, 
and elTcct.s of public opinion as it relates to individuals, nations, and 
cultures.

A second attractive feature of the journal is the breadth in back­
grounds of those who contribute to it. A count of recent articles indi­
cates that they come most frequently from political scientists and soci­
ologists, but also in good numbers from psychologists, statisticians, 
journalists, market researchers, polling directors, and communications 
specialists. In principle, the journal should include— and on occasion 
has included— historians, economists, anthropologists, and others 
from a social science, humanistic, or applied background. Each of 
these disciplines deals, at times, with something that might well be 
characterized as “ public opinion," even though that term may not be 
used and a survey approach not pursued. Norms and values, Zeitgeist, 
and conscience collective also refer lo public opinion, just as do more 
frequently heard terms like attitudes and beliefs.

In addition, POQ has been deeply interested from the start in both 
theory and method, both ideas and current issues, both basic and 
applied research. And although the sample interview survey and its 
close relatives are often the method employed in empirical reports, 
articles that illuminate the nature of public opinion by other means— 
experimental, qualitative, historical, or whatever— are equally wel­
come. In accord with this breadth, a further distinguishing characteris­
tic of the journal is an emphasis on making articles as clear and 
accessible as possible to a wide range or readers.

This is the tradition of Public Opinion Quarterly as 1 understand it, 
and it is one I hope to carry forward. There may be changes in some 
aspects or features of the journal, but its broad goats remain much as 
they were 50 years ago when POQ was first established.
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Abstract A (heorelical model or the emergence or assimilation 
and contrast cITecls in part-whole question sequences is pre­
sented. When one specific question precedes a general question 
and the two are not assigned lo the same conversational context, 
respondents use the information primed by the specific question 
to form the general judgment. This results in part-whole assimila­
tion effects. If  both questions are perceived as belonging to­
gether, however, conversational norms of nonredundancy pro­
hibit the repealed use of information that has already been 
provided in response to the specific question when making the 
general judgment. Accordingly, respondents interpret the general 
question lo refer lo aspects other than the ones covercd by the 
specific question. Contrast efTects may emerge in that case under 
specified conditions. If several specific questions precede the 
general question, however, the general one is always interpreted 
as a request for a summary judgment. This results in assimilation 
cITecls, even under conditions that would foster contrast effects 
if only one specific question is asked. The model is supported by 
experimental data and provides a coherent account of apparently 
contradictory findings previously reported in the survey liter­
ature.
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Survey researchers repeatedly observed that answering a specific 
question may influence the responses given to a subsequent general 
question (e.g., McClendon and O ’Brien 1988a and 1988b; Schuman 
and Prcsscr 1981; Smith 1982). However, (he findings are inconsistent. 
In some studies, the responses to (he general question are assimilated 
to the responses given to the specific question, whereas in others they 
arc contrasted to the previous responses. For example, Schuman and 
Presser (1981) found that respondents were less likely lo report high 
general lifc-salislaciion when they had previously answered a similar 
question on marital satisfaction. Given that most respondents reported 
high marital satisfaction, this pattern reflects a part-whole contrast 
e(Tecl. In contrast, Smith (1982; also see Smith 1991) obtained just the 
opposite result, although apparently using the same questions in the 
same order. Again, most respondents reported high marital satisfac­
tion, but after having answered this specific question, they were subse­
quently more likely to report high general life-saiisfaclion as well. 
Thus, Smilh's (1982) data reflect a part-whole assimilation effect. In 
the present paper, we describe a theoretical model that accounts for 
the emergence of these apparently inconsistent findings and report an 
experiment that was designed to test our predictions.

Cognitive Accessibility

In a theorelical analysis of the findings nolcd above, Strack and Martin 
(1987) suggested that the emergence of assimilation effects on mea­
sures of general life-salisfaction reflects the increased accessibility of 
information about one's marriage that was used to answer the preced­
ing marital satisfaction question. Specifically, individuals may use a 
variety or different aspects of their life lo evaluate its overall quality, 
including their marriage, job, incomc, housing, and so on (see Schwarz 
and Strack 1989 and 1991 for a more detailed discussion). Which of 
these potentially relevant aspects they select in making a judgment 
depends on which is most likely to come lo mind at the time of judg­
ment (e.g., Schwarz and Clore 1983; Schwarz el al. 1987; Strack, 
Schwarz, and Gschneidinger 1985). As a large body of literature in 
cognitive psychology indicates (see Bodenhausen and Wyer 1987; 
Wycr and Srull 1989 for reviews), individuals are unlikely to retrieve 
all information that may potentially bear on a judgment, but truncate 
the search process as soon as enough information has come to mind 
lo form a judgment with sufficient subjective certainty. Accordingly, 
their judgments strongly reflect the impact of the information that is 
most accessible in memory at the lime of judgment. This is usually the
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informal ion (hal has been used most recently, for example. Tor the 
purpose of answering a preceding question.

In line with this assumption, Strack, Marlin, and Schwarz (1988) 
observed in an experiment with U.S. college students thai the correla­
tion between ratings of "happiness with dating”  and “ happiness with 
Jilc-as-a-whole" depended on the order in which both questions were 
asked. IT the general happiness question preceded the dating question, 
both questions were essentially uncorrelated, r = .16. If the question 
order was reversed, however, this correlation increased lo r = ,55, 
z =■ 2.44. p < .007, for the difference between correlations. These 
findings indicate that respondents were more likely (o use infor­
mation about their dating life in evaluating the quality of their life-as- 
a-whole when ihis information was more accessible in memory, due 
lo its use in answering the preceding question.

The Impact of Conversational Norms

However, individuals do not always use the information (hat is easily 
accessible in memory. Linder some conditions, Ihey may intentionally 
disregard information that comes to mind, for example, because it does 
not bear on the judgment at hand (Schwarz and Bless 1990) or because 
other factors require lhal it should not be used. As Strack and Martin 
( 1987) pointed out, following related suggestions by Bradburn (1982) 
and Tourangeau (1984), a particularly relevanl factor that may inhibit 
the use of easily accessible information in a survey context is provided 
by conversational norms. Specifically, one of the principles that govern 
the conduct of conversation in everyday life (Grice 1975) requests 
speakers lo make (heir contribution as informative as is required for 
(he purpose of the conversation, but not more informative than is 
required. In particular, speakers are not supposed to be redundant, 
providing information that the recipient already has. In psycholinguis­
tics, this principle is known as the "given-new contract,’' emphasizing 
that speakers should provide new information rather than information 
that has already been given (Clark 1985; Haviland and Clark 1974).

If respondents apply this conversalional norm to the survey inter­
view, they may expecl that each question is a part of the same conver­
sational context and is a request for new information. Thus, respon­
dents who have just reported their marital happiness may consider the 
subsequent question about their happiness with life-as-a-whole to be 
a request for new information about their life. Accordingly, they may 
interpret the general question lo refer to other aspects of their life, 
much as if it were worded, “ Aside from your marriage, how happy do
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you feel about the other aspects of your life?" If so, these respondents 
m;iy deliberately ignore information about ihcir marriage in answering 
(he general lilc-sutisfaction question, despile ils high accessibility in 
memory. We assume lhal this provides the psychological rationale that 
underlies what Schuman and Presser ( I9HI ) have called a ' subtraction 
e fleet."

To provide a direct lesl of Ihis assumption, Slrack, Martin, and 
Schwarz. (I9HM explicitly manipulated the conversational context in 
which Ihe specific and Ihc general question were presented. This was 
accomplished by a joint lead-in lo both questions that read, "Now , we 
would like to learn about two areas of life that may be important Tor 
people's overall well-being: (*i) happiness with dating, and ib) happi­
ness with life in general." Subsequently, both happiness questions 
were asked in the specific-general order. Under this condition, answer­
ing the dating question prior to Ihe general happiness question did nut 
result in an increased correlation, r = .26; moreover, this correlation 
was significantly lower, z - 1.88, p < .03, than Ihe correlation of r = 
.55. obtained under the same order condition wilhoul a joint lead-in. 
Thus, respondents based their general happiness judgment on informa­
tion other than Iheir dating life when both questions were explicitly 
assigned lo ihe same conversational context— despile the high cogni­
tive accessibility or the previously used dating information. This sug­
gests lhal they deliberately ignored daling-related information because 
Ihey interpreted Ihe general question as a request for new information, 
in line with conversalional norms.

Allhough (esling differences in correlations provides the strongest 
lest of (he theoretical assumptions, survey researchers are often more 
interested in differences in means and marginals. Accordingly, we will 
extend our analysis lo these differences. Note, in this regard, that the 
direction of differences in the means or marginals depends on the va­
lence of the information that is brought (o mind by Ihe specific ques­
tion. For example, high dating-happiness should result in reports of 
high general happiness if Ihe specific information is included when 
making the general judgment, whereas low dating-happiness should 
result in reports of decreased general happiness. While this prediction 
of parl-whole assimilation effects is straightforward, the reverse docs 
nol necessarily follow. For example, disregarding one's happy dating 
life may not necessarily reduce judgments of general lifc-sulisfaclion. 
If respondents exclude information about one life-domain from consid­
eration, ihey may turn lo olher life-domains as a basis of judgment. If 
so, Iheir judgments may be determined by the evaluative implications 
or Ihc new information they turn to. If they happen lo have wonderful 
jobs in addition to a great dating life, they may slill report high happi­
ness when Ihey use their job situation as a basis of judgment. Thus,
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while we can conclude lhal the impact of dating happiness on general 
happiness will be reduced, and parl-whole assimilation effects will not 
he obtained, ii does nol necessarily follow that a part-whole conirasi 
cfTecl will emerge For this very reason, analyses of correlational dif­
ferences. rather than mean differences, provide the theoretically more 
adequate lesl. The study reported here explores these possibilities, 
extending the analysis provided by Slrack, Martin, and Schwarz (1988) 
from differences in correlations to differences in means.

In addition, more direct evidence on (he assumed underlying process 
would be highly welcome. If respondents interpret the general question 
as referring to aspects of their life that have not been covered by the 
preceding .specific question when both are pul into the same conversa­
tional context, similar effects should be obtained when respondents 
arc explicitly instructed to exclude the life-domain that was addressed 
in the specific question. Conversely, when they base their general judg­
ment on the information lhal was brought to mind by the specific 
question if both questions are not assigned to the same conversational 
context, similar effects should be obtained when respondents are ex­
plicitly instructed to consider the life-domain that was addressed by 
the specific question. Thus, rewording the general question to include 
or exclude the specific life-domain addressed by the preceding question 
should provide additional evidence for the assumed process. The pres­
ent study includes conditions that lesl these predictions.

Finally, additional insights inlo the variables that determine the op­
eration of conversational norms and Iheir impact on respondents' inter­
pretation of the general question are needed to increase the applied 
usefulness of our analysis. In Slrack, Martin, and Schwarz 1988, using 
a self-administered questionnaire, respondents' perception of the con­
versational context was manipulated by introducing both questions 
wilh a joint lead-in, as described above. In conditions where respon­
dents were nol intended to perceive both questions as belonging to­
gether, ihe specific question was presented as the lasl question on one 
page, and the general question as the first question on Ihe next page. 
Thus, explicitly connecting the two queslions, or visually separating 
them, may affect respondents’ interpretation of Ihe conversational 
context. In a sludy of related interest, Ollati el al. (1989) observed 
lhal answering a specific question resulted in assimilation effects on a 
subsequent general question when both queslions were separated by 
several filler items, bul il resulted in contrast effects when both ques­
lions were presented adjacent to one another.

Another variable that seems highly likely to affect respondents’ in­
terpretation of ihe intended meaning of the general question is Ihe 
sheer number of related questions that precede it. In fact, Ihe conflict­
ing findings reported by Schuman and Presser (1981) and Smith (1982)
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may be due lo ihc number of specific questions asked. Whereas Schu- 
m;in and Prcsser, who obtained a part-whole contrast effect. used only 
one specific question, Smith asked several specific questions before 
respondents had to answer the general one and obtained a part-whole 
assimilation effect. Why might that be the case? How does the number 
of specific questions asked influence the processes discussed here?

Suppose that respondents are asked to report on their marital satis­
faction, job satisfaction, and leisure time satisfaction before a general 
life-satisfaction question is presented. In that case, they may cither 
interpret the general question as a request to consider still other as­
pects of their life or as a request to integrate the previously reported 
aspects into an overall judgment, much as if it were worded, “ Taking 
these aspects together, how satisfied are you with your life-as-a- 
whole?”  Note that this latter wording would make little sense iT only 
one aspect were addressed in a preceding specific question. In that 
case, the reworded general judgment would be completely redundant 
with the specific one that has already been provided. Accordingly, the 
norm of nonredundancy requires that the former, rather than the latter, 
interpretation of the general question is adopted if only one specific 
question is asked. If several specific questions are presented, however, 
the alternative interpretation of the general question as a request for a 
final, integrative summary judgment is legitimate from a conversational 
point of view. In that case, the integrative judgment is informative 
because it does provide new information about the relative importance 
of the respective domains, which arc the focus of the conversation. 
Moreover, “ summing up“  at the end of a series of related thoughts is 
an acceptable conversational practice— whereas there is little to sum 
up if only one thought was offered. Accordingly, respondents may 
interpret a general question as a request for a summary judgment if it 
is preceded by several specific ones. They may even do so when all 
questions are explicitly placed into the same conversational context, 
because an integrative judgment does not violate (he redundancy norm 
if several specific questions are asked.

If respondents interpret the general question as a request for a sum­
mary judgment, as this analysis would suggest, they obviously need 
to consider the information used lo answer the specific questions in 
making the general judgment. Accordingly, increased correlations and 
part-whole assimilation effects in the means should be obtained, even 
under conditions where part-whole contrast effects might emerge if 
only one question were asked.

Note, however, that if several specific questions about different do­
mains of one’s life are presented, answering these questions increases 
the accessibility of a broader information set that bears on the general 
judgment than thinking about only one life-domain. If so, the impact
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of any specific domain on a subsequent general judgment should he 
reduced, due to the impact of easily accessible competing information. 
Accordingly, the correlation between the general and the specific mea­
sure, as well as part-whole assimilation effects in the means, should 
be less pronounced when several specific questions precede a general 
one than when only one specific question is asked in the appropriate 
condition. Again, this study includes conditions that lest these predic­
tions.

To sum up. we assume that answering a specific question influences 
what comes to mind when respondents are later asked to make a gen­
eral judgment. This results in assimilation effects if easily accessible 
information is used. However, what comes to mind is not always used. 
If the specific and general question are perceived as belonging to the 
same conversational context, the general question is interpreted as a 
request for new information, in line with conversational norms. If only 
one specific question is asked, the most plausible request for new 
information bears on other aspects of one’s life. Accordingly, respon­
dents interpret the general question as if it were worded, “ Aside from 
what you already told us. . . .“  Part-whole contrast effects may emerge 
under this condition, depending on the valence of the new information 
that respondents consider in making the general judgment. If several 
specific questions are asked, however, a final summary judgment that 
informs the recipient about the relative weight of the previously pro­
vided specific information would also be informative, and would con­
form to the conversational practice of “ summing up" at the end of 
related thoughts. Accordingly, respondents may interpret the general 
question as if it were worded: “ Taking these aspects together . . .“  If 
so. part-whole assimilation efTects should be obtained when several 
specific questions are asked. For a given specific question, however, 
these part-whole assimilation efTects should be less pronounced than 
the ones obtained in the appropriate condition with one specific ques­
tion, due to the impact of competing information primed by the other 
specific questions.

Method

To explore these issues, we conducted an experimental self- 
administered survey, following a 2 (one vs. three specific questions 
preceding the general one) x 4 (no conversational context, explicit 
conversational context, explicit inclusion, explicit exclusion instruc­
tions) factorial design with a nonfactorial control group that answered 
the general question first.

A convenience sample of 456 German adults (age 18 and over) par-
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licipatcd in (he sludy. The respondents were approachcd in ihc down­
town pedestrian mall of a German cily and were asked to answer a 
short, two-page questionnaire. Park henchcs were available in that 
area of ihe pedestrian mall for their convenience. About 20% of the 
approached respondents complied with this requesl. Unfortunately, 
the demographic questions were omitted from the questionnaire, due 
to a technical oversight, and a detailed description of the sample is not 
possible. Given that the sole purpose of conducting Ihc study in a 
pedestrian mall, rather than in the psychological laboratory, was to 
sample a reasonably heterogenous population, this oversight docs not 
severely restrict the value of the collected data.

To assure random assignment of respondents to one of nine condi­
tions, Ihc respective questionnaires were brought into a random order, 
and handed out by an experimenter who was blind to conditions. Kc- 
.spondenls assigned to Ihe General-Specific Condition were first asked 
lo report their general life-satisfaclion, and subsequently reported their 
satisfaction with three specific life-domains. namely their marriage or 
dating relationship, work, and leisure lime. Each judgment was made 
along 11-point rating scales, with I = "very dissatisfied" and II = 
"very satisfied''; the exact wording of the questions is given in the 
appendix.

Respondents assigned lo the One Specific-General Condition firsi 
reported their relationship satisfaction, and subsequently their gen­
eral lifc-satisfaction, whereas respondents assigned to the Three 
Specific-General Condition first reported their work and leisure satis­
faction, followed by their relationship satisfaction, before they re­
sponded lo Ihe general question. Thus, the question about respon­
dents’ relationship satisfaction immediately preceded Ihe general 
question under all conditions, but was or was noi itself preceded by 
Ihc work and leisure satisfaction questions. In both conditions, the 
relationship queslion was presented as the last question on page one 
of Ihe questionnaire and the general queslion as the first queslion on 
page two, to reduce the visual relaledness of both questions.

In the respective Conversational Context Conditions, the specific- 
general question sequences were introduced with a joint lead-in, to 
ensure that respondents perceived the questions as belonging together, 
and all questions were presented on the same page. The lead-in read: 
"W e  would first like lo ask you to report on two |four) aspects of your 
life, which may be relevant lo people's overall well-being."

Finally, in the explicit instructions conditions, the wording or the 
general question was changed lo explicitly request the inclusion or 
exclusion of specific information that we assume to be clicited by Ihe 
above manipulations. Specifically, in Ihc Explicit Exclusion Condi­
tions, Ihe respective wording read: "Leaving aside the life-domain(s)



A ssim ilation and C ontrast Effects II

Table I. Correlation of Relationship Satisfaction and 
l.ife-Satisfaction as a Function of Question Order 
and Conversational Context

Number of Specific 
Questions

Condition One Three

General-specific _ .32*
Specific-gencral .67* .46*
Spccific-gencral. with joint lead-in .18 ,4H*
Spccific-gencral. explicit inclusion .61* .53*
.Spccific-gcncnil. explicit exclusion .20 I I

Ndii N -  50 per cell, except in ’'Specific-general, with joint lead-in.' ' N  =. 56.
■ i> O'

lhat you already told us about, how satisfied are you currently with 
other aspects of your life?'' Conversely, in the Explicit Inclusion Con­
ditions, this question read: "Including the life-domain(s) that you 
already lold us about, how satisfied are you currently with your life-
as-a-wholc?”

Results and Discussion

( O K R l ' l  A T IO N At.  A N A L Y S E S

Table I shows the correlation between respondents’ reported relation­
ship satisfaction and their reported general life-satisfaction as u func­
tion of the experimental conditions.

As expected, the correlation belween both measures increased from 
r = .32, in the gcneral-specific condilion, to r = .67, z = 2.32. p < 
.01 for the difference in correlations, when the specific question pre­
ceded the lire-satisfaction question.1 This finding replicates the results 
of the Strack, Marlin, and Schwarz (1988) studies, indicating that re­
spondents used the previously activated specific information in an­
swering the general question. This interpretation is further supported 
by the respective explicit inclusion condition, which yielded a nearly 
identical corrélation of r = .61 when respondents were instructed to 
consider their relationship in making their general judgment.

I. All reported tests are one-tuiled unless otherwise indicated.



12 Schwarz, Strack, and Mai

However, ihe observed increase in the correlation of relationship 
satisfaction and general life-satisfaction was less pronounced, r = .46, 
and not significant, z = .803, when several specific qucslions preceded 
the general one. This finding reflects thal the larger number of preced­
ing questions increased the accessibility of a more varied set of poten­
tially relevant information, thus reducing the impact of the relationship 
satisfaction question relative to the single specific-gencral condition. 
Again, this interpretation is supported by a similar correlation, r = 
.53, in the respective explicit inclusion condition, where the wording 
of the question invited respondents to consider all three lifc-domains 
in making their general judgment.

Thus, we conclude that respondents used the information brought 
to mind by the preceding questions in answering the general question, 
providing the prerequisite for the emergence of part-whole assimilation 
efTects in the means. The impact of information bearing on respon­
dents’ relationship satisfaction was less pronounced, however, when 
other life-domains were addressed as well, reflecting the fact that the 
additional specific questions increased the accessibility of competing 
information.

Let us now turn to a consideration of the hypothesized impact of 
conversational norms. When a joint lead-in introduced one specific 
question and (he general question as pari of (he same conversational 
context, no increase in Ihe observed correla(ion was obtained, r = 
.IK. This finding presumably reflects respondents deliberately ignoring 
information about (heir relationship under (his condition because (hey 
had already provided it in response to Ihe preceding question. In line 
wilh (his interpolation, ihe respective explicit exclusion condition, 
in which respondents were asked (o disregard (heir relationship in 
evaluating Iheir life-as-a-whole, yielded a nearly identical correlation 
of r = .20. Moreover, the correlations obtained under the conversa« 
tional context and explicit exclusion conditions were not only signifi­
cantly lower than the correlation of r = .67 obtained under the same 
question order without a conversational conlexl manipulation, z = 
3.14 and 2.95, p < .002, bul also nonsignificandy lower than the corre­
lation o fr = .32 obtained in (he general-specific condition, z = .75 and 
.63, nonsignificant. This latter finding presumably reflects that some 
respondents in (he general-specific condition did spontaneously con­
sider their relationship in making Ihe general judgment, although the 
accessibility of the respective information had not been experimentally 
increased.

In summary, we conclude (hat respondents deliberately ignored in­
formation that (hey had already provided in response to a specific 
question when making a subsequent general judgment, if  (he specific 
and (he general questions were assigned to the same conversational
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conlexl, thus evoking the application of conversational norms that 
prohibit redundancy. In that case, they interpreted the general ques­
tion lo refer lo aspects of their life that they had not yet reported on, 
in line with conversational norms.

Let us now consider how the operation of this conversational norm 
is affected when several specific questions are asked prior lo the gen­
eral one. For that case, we hypothesized that respondents may always 
interpret the general question as a request for a summary judgment, 
irrespective of our manipulation of conversational context. Our find­
ings are in line with this assumption. Specifically, introducing three 
specific questions along with the general question as pari of the same 
conversational context did not result in a decreased correlation of 
respondents' relationship satisfaction and general life-satisfaction, 
r = .48, as compared to the same question order without a lead-in, 
r -  .46. Our hypothesis is further supported by the explicit instruction 
conditions. Specifically, the instruction to include all three life- 
domains addressed in the specific questions resulted in a similar corre­
lation of r = .53, whereas the instruction lo exclude these domains 
resulted in a correlation of r  -  .11, significantly lower than the correla­
tion observed under the same order condition without explicit exclu­
sion instructions, z = 1.88, p < .03.

The complex pattern of correlations nicely conforms to Ihe Iheo- 
retical predictions, reflecting that the order in which the questions 
were presented determined the accessibility of relevant information in 
memory, whereas the perceived conversational context determined 
whether this easily accessible information was or was not used in mak­
ing the general judgment. Specifically, the conditions in which respon­
dents were expected lo consider previously activated information 
about their relationship in evaluating their life-as-a-whole resulted in 
an average correlation of both measures o fr = .56, significantly higher 
than the correlation of r -  .32 observed under the general-specific 
question order, z -  1.85, p < .04. In contrast, a nonsignificant de­
crease in correlations, r *= .17, z ~  1.0, p = .15, was obtained under 
conditions where respondents were expected lo deliberately disregard 
the previously provided information in making the general judgment, 
because either conversational norms or explicit rewordings elicited an 
interpretation of the general question as a request for information 
about other aspects of one’s life. We now turn to Ihe impact of these 
processes on respondents’ reported mean life-satisfaction.

D I F F E R E N C E S  I N M E A N S

As mentioned previously, the impact of including or excluding infor­
mation about the quality of one’s relationship may affect judgments of
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Table 2. Mean Differences in Life-Salisfaction as a Function 
of Relationship Satisfaction, Question Order, and 
Conversational Context

Number of Specific Questions

Condition One Three

Respondents with a
Happy Relationship''

General-specific — 8.5 a.b .c .d

Specific-general 9.5 / 9.1 h .c .d .e j
Specific-general, with joint

lead-in 8.5 a.b .c .d 8.9 o .b .c .d .f
Specific-general, explicit

inclusion 9.4 / 9.1 b x . d . r j
Specific-general, explicit

exclusion 8.3 n.b 8.0 «

Respondents with an
Unhappy Relationship*1

General-specific — 6.8 a.b

Specific-general 5.8 b 7.1 a.b

Specific-general, with joint
lead-in 8.0 a 6.7 a.b

Specific-general, explicit
inclusion 5.0 b 6.8 a.b

Specific-general, explicit
exclusion 7.0 a . i 7.1 a.b

Notes: Ratings were on sn 11-point scale, with I I  = "very satisfied." Means that 
share the same Idler designation (u-/I do not differ at p < .1(1. iwu-tuiled, Duncun lesl 

■ N = 13-21.
* N  = 9-14.

general life-satisfaction in difTerent directions, depending on whether 
relationship satisfaction is high or low. Accordingly, we used respon­
dents' reported relationship satisfaction as a grouping variable, select­
ing respondents whose reported relationship satisfaction was approxi­
mately one standard deviation above or below the mean of the sample 
as Ihe "happy”  (values of 10 and 11) or “unhappy" (values of 5 or 
less) group, respectively. Table 2 shows these respondents' reported 
general life-salisfaclion as a function of the experimental conditions. A 
2 (number of specific questions) x 4 (order and conversational context 
conditions) x 2 (happy vs. unhappy relationship) analysis of variance
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Table 3. Contrast Weights Used in Means Analysis

Condition
Exclusion
Contrast

Inclusion
Contrast

General-specific -2 -2
Specific-general O 1

Specific-general, with joint lead-in / 6

Specific-general, explicit inclusion c 1

Specific-general, explicit exclusion I 0

(hat treated the general-specific condition as a nonfactorial control 
group revealed a significant triple interaction, F(3,233) = 3.41, p < 
.02, which was diagnosed by planned contrasts (Rosenthal and Rosnow 
1985) and Duncan's range test (see italic letters in (able 2).

As shown in the first part of table 2, respondents who reported a 
high degree or relationship satisfaction reported higher general life- 
satisfaction when the single specific question preceded the general one 
(M = 9.5) than when it did not (M -  8.5), /< 177) = 1.06, p < .03. 
This part-whole assimilation effect reflects that they were more likely 
(o consider information bearing on their happy relationship when mak­
ing the general judgment, as the previous correlational results demon­
strated. Further paralleling the correlational findings, this impact of 
thinking aboul one's relationship was eliminated when both questions 
were placed into the same conversational context (Af = 8.5). Finally, 
explicitly instructing respondents to exclude (M  = 8.3) or to includc 
( M = 9.4) relationship information yielded effects equivalent (o the 
specific-general condition with or without a joint lead-in, further sup­
porting the current analysis. A theoretically specified contrast that 
tests the hypothesis (hat the "inclusion”  of previously activated infor­
mation results in part-whole assimilation efTecis confirms these conclu­
sions, /( 177) = 2.01, p < .02, for the “ inclusion contrast”  shown 
in table 3. Respondents’ reported life-satisfaction was unafTected by 
question order, however, if conversational norms or explicit instruc­
tions required them to “ exclude”  the previously activated information, 
/( 177) = 1.43, n.s., for the “ exclusion contrast" shown in table 3.

When several specific questions were asked, the impact of thinking 
aboul one’s relationship was somewhat less pronounced (M = 9.1), 
and was not alTecled by the introduction of a joint conversational con- 
lext (M = 8.9). again replicating the correlational findings. Accord­
ingly, a nearly identical value of M = 9.1 was obtained when respon­
dents were instructed to include the previously reported information
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when making a general judgment, whereas explicit exclusion condi­
tions resulted in a report of comparatively lower lifc-saiisf;»ction, M = 
8.0. However, planned contrasts analogous to the ones reported above 
failed lo rcach significance, p > .20.

The life-.salisrauton reports of respondents who reported low rela­
tionship satisfaction provide a mirror image of these findings. As 
shown in the second part of table 2, thinking about I heir unhappy 
relationship before answering the life-satisfaction question ( M = 5.8) 
decreased reported general well-being relative to the gencral-spccific 
condition (M  - 6.8), although this effect did not reach significance, 
i<89) = .97, n.s. A similar decrease emerged when respondents were 
explicitly instructed to include information about their relationship 
when making the general judgment (M = 5.0). Accordingly, (he theo­
retically specified contrast indicates that unhappy respondents re­
ported lower life-satisfaction under inclusion conditions, /(89) = 2.75, 
p -  .06, for the "inclusion contrast" shown in table 3.

Such a decrease was not obtained when both questions were pre­
sented as pari of the same conversational context. In fact, under this 
condition, respondents reported higher general life-satisfaction (M -  
8.0) than under the general-specific order condition, reflecting a part- 
whole contrast effect, f(89) = 2.18, p < .03. The explicit instructions 
condition again paralleled this finding [M = 7.0), although the cTfect 
was less pronounced. Accordingly, the planned contrast involving both 
of these conditions failed to reach significance, /(89) = .23, for the 
"exclusion contrast" shown in table 3.

When several specific questions were asked, thus drawing respon­
dents' attention to different areas of their life, thinking about their 
unhappy relationship did not notably influence their overall life- 
satisfaction, all p >  .20.

DISCUSS ION

The obtained pattern of correlations and mean differences nicely con­
forms to the theoretical predictions, although not all differences were 
reliable. Compared to the general-specific question order, we obtained 
increased correlations between relationship satisfaction and general 
life-satisfaction when respondents had previously reported their rela­
tionship satisfaction, and neither explicit instructions nor conversa­
tional norms discouraged the use of this easily accessible information 
in making the general judgment. Moreover, these increased correla­
tions did translate rather consistently into part-whole assimilation ef­
fects in the means. Conversely, we obtained low correlations when 
either conversational norms or explicit instructions required respon­
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dents lo disregard information thal ihey had already provided in re­
sponse lo the .specific question. However, this decrease in correlations 
did not consistently translate into mean differences. Rather, a part- 
whole contrast efTcct was only obtained for unhappy respondents, in 
one of the two conditions in which it might have occurred on theoreti­
cal grounds, and was not obtained for happy respondents.

On theoretical grounds, this relative unreliability of part-whole con­
trast cffecls is not particularly surprising. The conversational norms 
(hut underlie the disuse of previously communicated information only 
urge respondents not to be redundant. They do not, themselves, pro­
vide any cues about what informalion might be considered in making 
the general judgment, but only specify which informalion should not 
be used. Accordingly, respondents may lurn lo a variety of different 
information, making il difficult lo predict the nature of Iheir general 
judgments. While one might expect lhal exclusion of a life-domain with 
which one is especially happy should decrease iife-satisfaclion, it is 
important to note that such a straightforward subtraction model implic­
itly assumes that respondents consider all informalion lhal is poten­
tially relevant for lhal judgment. If so, the exclusion of some informa­
tion from this fixed set should change the judgment. This implicit 
assumption, however, is unlikely lo hold. In fact, if this assumption 
were valid, we should not observe part-whole assimilation effects that 
reflect thal respondents' selection of information is a function of pre­
ceding questions.

Rather, il is more realistic to assume lhal respondents rarely use all 
information that may be relevant, but lend to truncate Ihe search pro­
cess early (Bodenhausen and Wyer 1987). If so, ihey may well evaluate 
their life-as-a-whole on the basis of any life-domain lhal happens lo 
come lo mind, much as they did on Ihe basis of their relationship in 
olher conditions. Accordingly, Iheir general judgment will depend on 
the information they happen to retrieve al lhal lime. In Ihe present 
sludy, for example, happy respondents should only have reported de­
creased general satisfaction if Ihey were less happy with olher domains 
of life that happened lo come to mind lhan they were wilh iheir rela­
tionship; conversely, unhappy respondents should have reported 
higher general satisfaction if they were happier with olher domains 
lhan they were wilh Iheir relationship. Unfortunately, the available 
data do not allow us lo evaluate this possibility in any detail.

In combination, these considerations suggest lhal part-whole assimi­
lation effects should always be oblained when the use of previously 
activated informalion is nol discouraged. Parl-whole contrast effects, 
on the other hand, only follow from the exclusion of previously pro­
vided informalion under the conditions specified above.
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Conclusions

We conclude from ihe reported findings and our previous results (Oi- 
tali cl al. 1989; Struck, Martin, and Schwarz 1988) thal the proposed 
Ihcorclical model accounts for Ihe emergence of assimilation and con­
trast effccls in part-whole question sequences. Answering a specific 
question increases ihe accessibility of relevant information, and this 
easily accessible information is more likely to be used when making a 
subsequent general judgment to which it may be relevant. This is re- 
fleeted in increased correlations of Ihe specific and the general mea­
sure. as well as in part-whole assimilation efTects in the means. Both 
of these cITects arc more pronounced when only one specific question, 
or several questions that bear on the same issue, are asked, than when 
several specific questions bearing on different issues arc presented. In 
the latter case, the different questions are likely to draw attention to 
a more varied set of information, thus reducing the impact of any 
specific piecc of information.

However, respondents do not always use the information that easily 
comes to mind. The norms that govern the conduct of conversation in 
everyday life (Grice 1975) discourage redundancy, and require speak­
ers not to reiterate information thal (he listener already has. Applying 
these norms to Ihe survey interview, respondents interpret questions 
thal are perceivcd as part of the same conversational context as re­
quests for new information. Some of the variables that may influence 
the perception that two questions belong to the same conversational 
context are lead-ins (e.g., Strack, Martin, and Schwarz 1988), Ihe 
physical separation of items in the questionnaire, and the number of 
filler items (e.g., Ollati et al. 1989). In addition, what may most plausi­
bly be considered “ new" and "informative”  depends on the number 
of specific questions asked.

If only one specific question is asked, (he most plausible request for 
new information bears on other aspects of one’s life. Accordingly, 
respondents interpret Ihe general question as if it were worded, "Aside 
from what you already told us. . . If several specific questions 
are asked, however, a final integrative judgment would conform to 
the conversational practice of "summing up" a( Ihe end of related 
thoughts, and would provide new information about the relative impor­
tance of the related thoughts that are in the focus of the ongoing con­
versation. In that case, respondents interpret the general question as 
if it were worded, "Taking these aspects together. . . . "  In the present 
study, this was even the case under conditions where the questions 
were deliberately introduced as part of Ihe same conversational unit. 
The latter interpretation results in increased correlations and part- 
whole assimilation efTects in the means, which arc tempered, however.
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hy ihe high accessibility of competing information, due to the reasons 
discussed above.

If respondents interpret Ihe general question as a request to provide 
information about aspects that (hey have not yel reported on, they will 
deliberately disregard information that is highly accessible in memory. 
This is reflected in decreased correlations between the specific and the 
general measures. How this affects the means, however, depends on 
the evaluative implications of Ihe new information that respondents 
turn to. Theoretically, this process will result in part-whole contrast 
effects if the implications of Ihe new information that respondents 
consider arc opposite to the implications of the information that they 
used to answer the specific question. If the implications of the new 
information are similar lo the implications of the specific question, 
however, neither a contrast effect nor an assimilation effect may 
emerge. Finally, if the implications of Ihe new information have the 
same valence, but are more extreme than the implications of the infor­
mation used lo answer Ihe specific question, the general judgment will 
also become more extreme, a possibility that does not quite match 
with Ihe assimilation/contrast terminology. For example, our respon­
dents with a happy relationship could have been even more happy with 
their work. In that case, the general judgment might have been even 
more positive under conditions where they had lo look for new infor- 
malion, once Ihe easily accessible information bearing on their rela­
tionship was eliminated from consideration.

Accordingly, it is difficult to predict the specific outcome unless one 
has some insighl into the information that respondents may use under 
these conditions. In this regard, we agree with McClendon and O'Brien 
(1988a, 771) ‘‘thal ihere can be no substitute for substantive knowl­
edge of the phenomena under investigation for predicting order 
effects” — although we would like lo add thal substantive knowledge is 
of little use, unless one understands the general dynamics of judg­
mental processes.

Turning to Ihe applied implications of our analysis, we note that 
Ihe model olTcred here is consistent with Ihe available findings. Most 
important, part-whole assimilation effects were found in surveys that 
presented several specific questions prior to Ihe general one (McClen­
don and O'Hrien 1988a and 1988b; Smith 1982), whereas part-whole 
contrast effects were obtained in a study that presented only one spe­
cific question immediately before the general one (Schuman and 
Presser 1981). Whereas the former studies should be easily replicable, 
quite different results may emerge in replications of Ihe latter study, 
depending on Ihe implications of the information thal respondents con­
sider after disregarding information about their marriage. Accordingly, 
the prediction of part-whole assimilation and contrast effects requires
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Ihc combined consideration of (he number of specific questions asked, 
of variables that may determine ihe perception ol conversational con­
text, and of (he implications of the information that respondent may 
turn to, once (hey realize that the easily accessible information primed 
by the specific question should not be used.

Although (he highly consistent pattern of the present findings fosters 
our belief that Ihc underlying cognitive processes are syslcmalic and 
reliable, (he relative indeterminacy or the sources of information lhal 
respondents may use in making a general judgment renders il difficult 
lo predicl specific outcomes for question sequences lhat prompl Ihe 
disuse of primed information. We assume that (his will be reflected in 
future studies in consistent replications of assimilation ellecls under 
(he conditions specified above, but in a heterogeneous sei of apparent 
nonreplications under conversational context conditions with one spe­
cific quesiion. Suffice it (o say lhat the present model allows for all 
possible outcomes in the lallercase and clearly specifies (he conditions 
under which each particular one is likely lo emerge.

Appendix

c.k r m a n  q u e s t i o n  w o r d i n g

General Life-Sutisfaction. "W as  meinen Sie? Wie zufrieden sind Sie gegen­
wärtig mit Ihrem Leben insgesamt?" (I = sehr unzufrieden: I I  - sehr zu­
frieden)

Relationship Satisfaction. “ Denken sic hille einmal an Ihre partnerschaft­
liche Beziehung (Ehe oder Freund/in). Wie zufrieden sind Sic zur Zeit mit 
Ihrer Partnerschaft?" ( I = sehr unzufrieden; 11 = sehr zufrieden)

Work Satisfaction. “ W ie zufrieden sind Sie— alles in allem— mit Ihrer Ar- 
heil (Beruf, Studium oder Haushalt)?" ( I  = sehr unzufrieden: I I  = sehr 
zufrieden)

Leisure Satisfaction. "W ie  zufrieden sind Sie im allgemeinen mil der Arl 
und Weise, in der Sie Ihre Freizeit verbringen?" (I = sehr unzufrieden. 11 - 
sehr zufrieden)

/?('«■(>rdini!,\ o f General Question. (<i) Inclusion, one specific question: 
"Wenn Sic den genannten Lebcnsbereich (Partnerschaft) berücksichtigen, was 
meinen Sic, wie zufrieden sind Sie gegenwärtig mit Ihrem Lehen insgesamt''" 
(I = sehr unzufrieden; I I  = sehr zufrieden)

(A) Inclusion, three specific questions: "W enn Sie die genannten Lcbcns- 
bereiehe (Arbeit. Freizeit und Partnerschaft) berücksichtigen, was meinen Sie. 
wie zufrieden sind Sie gegenwärtig mit Ihrem Leben insgesamt?" ( I - sehr 
unzufrieden; I I  = sehr zufrieden)

(<) Exclusion, one specific question: “ Wenn Sic den genannten Lebens- 
hercich (Partnerschaft), über den Sie uns bereits berichtet haben, einmal auUer
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acht lassen, wie zufrieden sind Sie dann gegenwärtig mit den anderen Aspekten 
Ihres Lehens'.1"  (I = sehr unzufrieden; I I  = sehr zufrieden)

(i/l Exclusion, Ihree specific questions: "W enn Sie die gennanlen Lebens- 
hereiche l Arbeit, Freizeit und Partnerschaft), über die Sie uns bereits berichtet 
haben, einmal auber acht lassen, wie zufrieden sind Sie dann gegenwärtig mit 
den anderen Aspekten Ihres Lebens?" ( I = sehr unzufrieden; 11 = sehr zu­
frieden)

l.rm l-hi. <«) One specific question: “ Zunächst möchten wir Sie bitten, uns 
etwas über zwei Lehensbereiche mitzuteilen. die Tür das durchschnittliche 
Wohlhelinden von Menschen wichtig sein können:

(</) Zufriedenheit mit der Partnerschaft;
(/>) Zufriedenheit mit dem Leben insgesamt."

(/>) Three specific queslions; "Zunächst möchten wir Sie bitten, uns etwas 
über vier Lebensbereiche milzuleilcn, die für das durchschnittliche Wohl­
befinden von Menschen wichtig sein können;

(fi) Zufriedenheit mit der Arbeit;
(/)) Zufriedenheit mit der Freizeit;
(<) Zulricdenheit mil der Partnerschafl;
IJ )  Zufriedenheit mit dem Leben insgesamt."

T R A N S L A T I O N  Ot ; Q U E S T I O N S

Crncrtil l.ifr-SotixJ'action. “ How satisfied are you currently with your life-as- 
a-whole?" ( I - very dissatisfied; 11 - very satisfied)

Krhiiiim.xltip Satisfaction. ‘‘Please think about your relationship to your 
partner (spouse or dale). How satisfied are you currently with your relation­
ship?“  (I = very dissatisfied; 11 = very satisfied)

Work tiori. “ How satisfied are you with your work (job, school, or
housework)'1"  11 - very dissatisfied; 11 = very satisfied) 

l.t’ixttre Satisfaction. "H o w  satisfied are you generally with (he way you 
spend your leisure lim e?" ( I = very dissatisfied; I I  = very satisfied)

R w o rJin m  of C rnrrtil Question, (a) Inclusion, one specific question; " In ­
cluding (he life-domam that you already told us about (relationship), how satis­
fied are you currently with your life-as-a-whole?”  (I = very dissatisfied; 11 = 
very satisfied)

(/>) Inclusion, several specific questions: "Including the life-domains that 
you already lold us about (work, leisure, and relationship), how satisfied are 
you currently with your life-as-a-whole?" ( I = very dissatisfied; I I  = very 
satisfied)

(r ) Exclusion, one specific question; “ Leaving aside the lifc-domain lhat 
you already told us about (relationship), how satisfied are you currently wilh 
olher aspects of your life'’”  ( I = very dissatisfied; I I  = very satisfied)

( J )  Exclusion, several specific queslions: "Leaving aside the life-domains 
lhat you already lold us about (work, leisure, and relationship), how satisfied 
are you currently with olher aspects of your life?" ( I = very dissatisfied ; 11 = 
very satisfied)
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Letid-ln. (a ) One specific question: “‘W e  would first like to usk you to report 
on iwo aspects o f your life, which may be relevant to people's overall well­
being:

(i() relationship satisfaction;
(b) satisfaction with life-as-a-wbole." 

ib ) Several specific questions: " W e  would first like to ask you to report on 
four aspects of your life, which may be relevant to people's overall well-being: 

(a ) job satisfaction;
(fc) leisure lime satisfaction;
(<•) relationship satisfaction;
(</) satisfaction with life-as-a-whole.”
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