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12 
Thoughts on the Nature of 
Context Effects 

Tom W. Smith 

Despite over 40 years of study, question order is probably the least developed and 
most problematic aspect of survey research. As Schuman and Presser (1981) 
remarked in their work on sW"Vey methodology: 

Overall, order cffcclS ... constitute one of the most imponant areas for method
ological research. They can be very large [and! are difficult to predict .... At 
this point research needs to be aimed not merely at producing more examples, 
but at understanding why those already obtained occur. (p. 77) 

This perplexity is shared by Bradburn (1983), who observes, "No topic in ques
tionnaire construction is more vexing or resislant to easy generalization lhan that 
of question order" (p. 302), and by Groves (1989), who notes that "there seems 
to be no general theory that predicts when such effects arc to be expected and 
when they should not be expected" (p. 479). There is a temptation to blame our 
collective befuddlement on a dearth of experimental studies. Although we, like 
Oliver Twist, would like "more," the paucity of data is not the main cause for 
our ignorance. There have been nearly 100 studies of order effects, most involv
ing split-ballot experiments. 

First and most fundamentally, understanding has been limited because the 
topic is extremely complex. It now appears that there are many distinct types of 
order effects. Until recently we have been like 19th century physicians, who used 
the term "a cancer" to cover many separate diseases. We are now only beginning 
to distinguish, son out, and study the different types of order effects and their 
causes. We are not even sure at this point if we have identified the main causal 
processes or correctly specified the major types of order effects. We are beginning 
to realize that a knowledge of social psychology (e.g., attitude change) and cog
nitive psychology (e.g., memory recall and linkage) will be required to under
stand order effects. 

Second, development has been hampered by an mhcoretical focus. Most early 
studies have lacked explicit (and a number even implicit) explanations for the 
effects under investigation. The development and testing of competing hypoth-
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eses has typically been ignored, and even when the previous literature is cited by 
later studies, there is often no cumulativeness of research. Studies are cited as 
examples, but we have not tended to !cam from these examples. 

Third, there has been a major underanalysis of existing empirical data. The 
majority of experiments merely compare the marginal distribution of B under 
orders AB and AB. Reciprocal marginal effects, interitcm associar..ions, condi
tional effects, and interactions with other variables have rarely been examined. 

In brief, we have been trying to understand a complex problem without ade
quately applying either the theorer..ical or empirical tools of the social scientific 
method. As a result, we have been able to demonsU"ate repeatedly the existence or 
nonexistence of various part.icular order effects with lillie cumulative understand
ing of the causes and condir..ions involved. 

This chapter (a) examines the use of conditional order effects as a method for 
understanding the nature of context effects, (b) considers how common context 
effects are, (c) evaluates the related issues of scattering and buffering, and (d) re
views various systems for classifying context. 

Conditional Order Effects 

Conditional order effects are one of the most commonly overlooked yet most 
important aspects of context effects. Almost all studies prior to Schuman and 
Presser's (1981), as well as many since, have assumed that it is the prior ques
tion or questions themselves that have induced order effects in subsequent ques
tions. This holistic assumption appears likely for certain types of order effects 
(see section later in this chapter on Classificat.ions and Causes) but not for other 
types. Implicitly (and rarely explicitly) in the early literature, there is an indica
tion that the order effect rests not only on the context of a prior question but also 
on how one responded to the antecedent question. This interaction between ques
tion order and response to the antecedent question is what I call a "conditional 
order effecL" I focus on this aspect of order effects because (a) I believe that 
conditional effects are common among order effects and (b) understanding the 
conditional relationship between antecedent and subsequent responses greatly 
facilitates comprehending the nature and causes of context effects. 

Prior to the work of Schuman and Presser (1981), not one study tested for 
conditional effects. This makes conditional effects the most neglected aspect of 
order effects. In contrast, other aspects of order effects beyond unidirectional, 
marginal effects, such as interitem associations, reciprocal marginal effects, and 
interactions with other variables, have been measured in various studies. To 
study conditional order effects, I was able to draw on three examples from Schu
man and Presser: general and specific abortion, Communist and American re
poners, and general and specific job discrimination; five examples from the 
General Social Surveys (GSSs): tax and spending, alienation and institutional 
confidence, marital and general happiness, national service for men and women, 
and anomi~ one example from the Greater Cincinnati Surveys: political interest 
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and congressional knowledge; and four examp~cs. f~~ NO~C's Chicago con~xt 
effects surveys: welfare spending and cconom1c md!Viduahsm, w~lfare spend•~& 

. and government responsibility, Cuba and aid to the con1J3.s~ and V_•etna"_l and a1d 
to the contras. The GSSs are based on full probability personal mterv•ews and 
the rest on random-digit-dialed (ROD) telephone surveys. !he Schuman and 
Presser and GSS experiments are based on samples of the nauonal adult popula
tion conducted between 1976 and 1982 by, respectively, the Survey Research 
Center at the University of Michigan or the National Opinion Research Center at 
the University of Chicago (for more details, see Schuman & Presser, 1981, ~d 
Davis & Smith, 1989). The Greater Cincinnati experiments were conducted m 
the Cincinnati melropolitan area in 1983-84 (Bishop, 1987), and the NORC 
Chicago context effects surveys were carried out in Chicago in 1987 (Touran-
geau, Rasinski, Bradburn, & D' Andrade, 1989a). . .. 

Table 12.1 shows six cases in which context eflccts were condll•onal on 
responses to the antecedent quesr..ion (see Davis & Smith, 1989, and Schuman ~ 
Presser 1981 for wordings). In the first example, the overall context effectts 
for the 'app~ance of the marital happiness ques~ion immedi~tely before th~ 
general happiness question to increase general happmess.l Lookmg at the co~d•
tional context effects, we see that the effect is largely confined to those raung 
their marriages as very happy. Mentions of marital happiness increase general 
happiness, since most married people rate their ~arriage as very happy; but 
among the unhappily married, there is no nuplial bliss to spread to general hap-
piness. . 

In the second example, placing alienation items before confidence uem~ re
duces the confidence rating of major companies. This effect is, however, ent•rely 
confined among those who agreed with the proposition that "the rich get richer 
and the poor get poorer." Similarly, asking about allowing Comm~nist reporte~s 
to gather news in the United States first reduces support fo~ allowmg an Amen
can reporter to cover a Communist country such as ~uss1a only a~ong_ tho~e 
opposed to allowing Communist coverage ~f the Umted S_tatC:S.2 Likew1se, m 
the tax/spending example, fiscal conservatives (people TCJCCtmg most current 
spending levels as too high) do not vary their opinions on taXes, whereas spe~d
ing moderates and liberals are less likely to object to taxes after t~e SIJ:Cndm~ 
items. Next, people who favor national service for wom~n do not d1ffer m thc1r 
attitudes toward national service for men by whether the •tern on men or women 
is asked first, but those opposing national service for women show less sup~rt 
for national service for men when the men qucst.ion follows the women question. 
Lastly, the asking of two anomia items in a row increases the anomie responses 

lA result !hal is at odds with Schuman and Presser's simi!:" experiment (1981; Schu· 
man, Presser, & Ludwig, 1981 ). 

2The Communist/American reporters example is actually more complica1ed !han the 
others because the marginal effects are reciprocal. As a result. the distribution of the 
conditional controls varies by order. 
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to the second item. This response occurs among those who agree with the first 
sratemenl that the lot of the average man is getting worse and does not occur 
am?ng those disagreeing with that statement. (For more analysis of this ex
penmem, see T. W. Smith, 1983b.) 

TABLE 12.1. Six Eumples of Conditional Context Effects 

Item Ordc-r 
Context Effect 

General happiness 
(%very) 

Major companies 
(% great deal) 

American reporters 
(%allow) 

Tax 
(% taxes too high) 

General Happiness by Marital Happiness by Order 
MaritaVGeneral General/Marital (Order 1 -Order 2) 

Marital Happiness= Very Happy 
56.1 (421) 47.5 (177) 8.6 

Marital Happiness= Not Very Happy 
11.5 (192) 8.8 {91) 2.7 

Confidence in Major Companies by Alienation by Order 
Alienation/ Confidence/ · 
Confidence Alienation (Order 1 -Order 2) 

Rich Get Richer = Yes 
11.9 (528) 22.6 (541) -10.7 

Rich Get Richer = No 
38.9 (175) 39.2 (169) 0.7 

. American Reporters by Communist Rcponers by Order 
Amencan/Communist Communist/American (Order 1- Order 2) 

Communist Reporters- Allow 
99.0 (100) 96.2 (130) 2.8 

Communist Reporters= No 
21.6 (74) 40.0 (40) -18.4 

Tax Approval by Spending Preferences by Order 
Spend/Tax Tax/Spend (Order !-Order 2) 

Spend Scale= Antispending 
59.7 (144) 61.0 {141) -1.3 

Spend Scale= Not Most Antispending 
68.0 (400) 49.4 (389) 18.6 

(Table 12.1 continued) 

TABLE 12.1. Continued 

Item 

(% favor, strongly 
favor for men) 
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Order Context Effect 

National Service for Women by National Service for Men 
by Order 

Men!W omen Women/Men (Order 1 - Order 2) 

National Service for Women .. Favor 
98.3 (464) 98.9 (443) 0.6 

National Service for Men= Oppose 
39.0 (246) 28.4 (282) -10.6 

Anomia by Anomia 
Clustered 

(Lot Geuing Worse/ 
Not Fair to Have Child) Scattered (Order 1 - Order 2) 

Not fair to have child 
(%agree) 

Lot Gening Worse= Agree 
50.9 (475) 31.6 (455) 

Lot Getting Worse= Disagree 
21.8 (211) 19.8 (232) 

-19.3 

-2.0 

For two of these examples, I was able to examine conditional effects in great· 
er demil by looking at seven levels on the alienation scale and four spending 
levels (Table 12.2). Firsl, in bolh cases lhe overall order effect (less confidence 
in business after alienation items and less opposition to taxes after spending 
questions) is not merely absent under certain conditions but reverses at one pole. 
The outlook of the extreme antispending and unalienated groups differs so much 
from lhe majority that the spending and alienation items have an opposite im
pact on them than for the majority. This means that the gross order effect across 
individuals is substantially greater than the net effect observed among the.ag· 
gregate population. 

The second similarity is more surprising. The largest order effect in the main 
direction does not occur at !he opposite pole on alienation but in the middle. The 
middle conditional order effect is also large on the lax/spending example. In both 
cases this effect occurs among the median group, those with 3 agrees and 3 dis
agrees on the alienation scale and those with an avcr<~ge score of 2 (spending 
about right) on the 11 spending items. I hypothesized that the effects might 
increase among the median groups because !hose groups contained a large share 
of people wiih weak attitudes on the issues whose median scores were more a 
product of nonattitudes and random responding !han a rencction of a considered 
middle position. Being without fixed attitudes, they were more swayable by 
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TABLE 12.2. Detailed Conditional Effects 

Item 

Confidence in major 
companies 
(%great deal) 

Tax 
(% t.axes too high) 

Order Context Effect 

Co~denc~ in Major Companies by Alienation Scale by Order 
Ahenat10n/ Confidence/ 
Confidence Alienation (Order 1 - Order 2) 

Alienation Scale = 0 
51.5 (68) 40.0 (40) 11.5 

Alienation Scale= 1 
27.9 (61) 34.9 (83) -7.0 

Alienation Scale = 2 
20.9 (86) 34.5 (94) . -13.4 

Alienation Scale= 3 
10.1 (89) 33.0 (94) -22.9 

Alienation Scale= 4 
24.1 (87) 28.7 (108) -4.6 

Alienation Scale = 5 
10.0 (110) 13.5 (104) -3.5 

Alienation Scale= 6 
6.2 (97) 12.1 (91) -5.9 

Tax Approval by Spending Preferences by Order 
Spendff3ll. Tax/Spend (Order 1 -Order 2) 

Spend Scale= Most Antispending 
57.8 (90) 65.2 (89) -7.4 

Spend Scale= Low Spending 
69.8 (182) 49.4 (168) 20.4 
Spend Scale = Moderate Spending 

65.4 (208) 55.0 (191) 10.4 
Spend Scale= High Spending 

65.6 (64) 40.2 (82) 25.2 

question order (Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988; Tourangeau, Rasinski Bradburn 
& D'Andrade, 1988). ' ' 

I tried to check this by examining whether this group showed less interest 
knowledge, or involvement. The median group did not overrepresent less edu~ 
cated re~ndents ~r those giving "don'tlcnows" to other ani tude questions. On 
the _spendmg questtons, however, the median group had the highest level of non
vot.mg (32.8% vs. 22.3% for everyone), but on the alienation items no dif
ference appeared. These minimal results probably occu~ed because th~ median 
group contained .both random responders and those with moderate positions and 
beca~ of the dtf~culty of finding general items that would predict random re
~po.ndmg to a parttcular scale. The one confirmation on the voting item may 
mdtcate that my explanation for why middle order effects were high is plausible. 

~he next two examples (Tables 12.3 and 12.4) show conditional effects oc
cumng in combination with general context effects. In Table 12.3, the general 
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TABLE 12.3. Respondenls Who Follow Politics "Most of the Time," by 
Congressional Knowledge and Context(%) 

Congressional Knowledge 

Knows about Congress =Both (2) 
Knows about Congress = Partial (I) 
Knows about Congress= Neither (0) 

Order 

Follows/ 
Cong. Items 

74.0 (50) 
55.3 (199) 
30.7 (651) 

Cong. Items/ 
Follows 

66.7 (36) 
38.3 (162) 
21.4 (669) 

Conle:tt Effect 

-7.3 
-16.9 
-9.3 

SoUTl!l!l: Adapted from Bi•hop (1987, Table 3). Order eompan:.s Fonns A and Band coUapses over 
and ignores item about knowing governor. 

effect is for prior questions asking about the actions and votes of one's represen· 
tative in Congress to lead to fewer reports of following politics and public affairs 
"most of the time." This effect occurs regardless of how much knowledge one 
professed. The context effect is not uniform, however, but also conditional, 
being much larger among those claiming partial knowledge than among those 
with full or no knowledge. This resembles the pauern appearing in Table 12.2, 
with the median group showing a larger effect than the extremes. Unlike the 
other cases, the trigger questions measure knowledge rather than an attitude. 
Perhaps those responding to the two difficult congressional questions include a 
number of labile respondents who had randomly responded to the knowledge 
questions (for more on this experiment, see Bishop, 1987). 

The example in Table 12.4 shows the results from four of the NORC Chica
go conlext effects studies. In each case, there are main effects (support for welfare 
spending is shifted by prior items on both economic individualism and govern
ment responsibility and favoring contra aid is innuenced by the earlier items on 
Cuba and Vietnam) as well as conditional effects. The context effects are typi
cally twice as large among those with high agreement with the trigger items as 
among those with low agreement with these items. For example, among those 
with low agreement with the Vietnam items, the context effect is -9.1 per
centage points, whereas those with high agreement show an effect of -19.1 
percentage points (for more analysis of these experiments, see Tourangeau & 
Rasinski, 1988; Tourangeau et al., 1988, 1989a).3 

The final two examples (fable 12.5) show no evidence of conditional order 
effects, but actually both underscore the importance of checking for these spccifi· 
cations. As Schuman and Presser note, the lack of a conditional effect on the 
abortion questions is surprising, since their prime explanation of the effect (a 

3These results are contrary to those reported by these au Lhors. They generally report 
no such conditional effects. For example, "Similarly, the effects of context did not 
depend on the respondent's initial opinion about the target issue" (Tourangeau et al .. 
1988, p. 30). 



170 12. Thoughts on the Nature of Context Effects 

TABLE 12.4. Endorsement of Welfare and Nicaragua Target Items, by Context and 
Level of Agreement with lhe Context Items (%) 

Context Set 

Economic individualism 
Government responsibility 

Context effect (bouom - top) 

Economic individualism 
Government responsibility 

Context effect (bottom- top) 

Cuba 
Vietnam 

Context effect (bonom- top) 

Cuba 
Vietnam 

Contellt effect (bollom- top) 

Low High 

Favor Increased Welfare Spending 

Agreement with Government Responsibility Items 

42.4 
52.3 

+9.9 

52.5 
78.1 

+25.6 

Agreement with Economic Individualism Items 

56.5 
66.8 

+10.3 

40.7 
58.8 

+18.1 

Favor Increased Welfare Spending 

Agreement with Cuba Issue 

26.2 
17.2 

-9.0 

57.9 
38.5 

-19.4 

Agreement with Vietnam 

40.4 
31.3 

-9.1 

41.6 
22.5 

-19.1 

Sourc~: This Lable is ad.\pted by permission from Tour:ongeau et al. (1989a, Table 4). Copyright 
If> by Academic Press. The N for each row is approximately 500. 

Not~: Respondents received both sets of context items (e.g., the items on economic in
dividualism and those on government respon•ibility }. with one set coming before the relCYant 
t.argcl item and the olhcr set coming afterward. The context set variable indicates the items that 
preocded the targeL 

subttacti?n effect) implies s~ch an effecL They argue that people who are pre. 
sented wtth the popular, spectfic reason for abortions in case of possible defects 
in th~ unborn ~hild first tend to exclude this reason from the subsequent general 
a~ruon quesuon and thereby lower their support for the general abortion item. 
Th1s scenario works nicely for the majority of people who approve of abortions 
in ~es of pos~ible birth defects, but it fails to explain why people who opposed 
abortton for btrth defects are also less likely to approve of general abortions 
when the specific birth defect item comes first. Presumably since birth defects 
have been rejected as a good reason for an abortion, there is no positive com
ponent to subtract out of the general abortion question. Eillter lltere is a general 
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TABLE 12.5. Six Examples of Conditional Context Effects 

Item Context Effect 

General Abortion by Specific Abonion by Order 
Specific/General General/Specific (Order 1- Order 2) 

General abortion (no 
more children= Yes) 

Specific Abonion (Defect)= Yes 
56.1 (246) 69.2 (253) -13.1 

Specific Abortion (Defect)= No 
6.4 (47) 19.2 (52) -12.8 

General Job Discrimination by Specific Job Discrimination 
by Order 

Specific/General General/Specific (Order 1 -Order 2) 

General discrimination 
(in principle)= Favor 

Specific Discrimination (Avoid Friction)= Favor 
18.7 (32) 13.3 (30) :5.4 

Specific Discrimination (Avoid Friction)= Oppose 
9.6 (1:57} 3.2 (158) 6.4 

explanation other than the subtraction effect proposed by Schuma? and PI:esscr, 
or we have two distinct conditional effects lltat happen to be equal tn magnnude. 

Alternative explanations include a contrast effecL The general reason may not 
seem as auractive when compared to the highly attractive birth defect reason, and 
therefore fewer people may endorse the general abortion question. This contrast 
effect could work either among people opposed to abortions for birth defects or 
among those in favor of it, since even those opposed to abort!ons for birth de
fects might recognize it as a better reason than general aboruon and therefore 
reduce their approval of the general item. . 

Another possible explanation has similarities to the subtractton e~fe~t, a rede
finition effecL When the general question appears frrst, some people thmk of the 
various reasons for not having another child, and since some of the reasons are 
attractive (e.g., the prevention of birth defects), they approve of the general abor
tion question. When it comes second, they realize that it does ~ot ~ention birth 
defects and may infer that it does not include any other extcnuaung ctrcumstances 
either.lt thus changes from being a general abortion question to being a specific 
question about unwanted children. The specific/general ordering clarifies that the 
so-called general question does not include any extraordinary reasons for not 
wanting another child but simply a desire to avoid more chil~en. Thus, even 
someone opposed to abortion for birth defects would be less hkely to ~upport 
general abortion not because birth def~cts are exc~ud~ from the ques~on but 
because the question is seen as excludmg all spectal crrcums~a_nces. Smce the 
context redefines what the general question is asking about, n changes how 
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~veryone responds to the question regardless of their attitude on the birth defect 
Item. 

. Although either of these general explanations may explain the lack of an 
mte~ction within ~e birth defect question, it is also possible to come up wilh 
pantcular explanauons for those opposed to abortions for birth defects. From a 
Guuman scaling perspective, those who say "no" to abortion for birth defects 
but "yes" to abortion for preventing more children represent an error group. 4 

~erhaps these cas_es do represent error by people who arc confused by or inauen
uve to the aboruon question. Although the specific-to-general (easy-to-hard) 
order_reduces error, the opposite order permits more random error on the general 
questiOn. Perhaps the appearance of the general question second allowed re
spon~ents more time~ son ~ut their thoughts on abortion and therefore to give 
conststem rather than mconsistent response patterns. This would leave among 
the error cases those most confused about the abortion issue and a group whose 
true_ patte~n deviated from the predominant pattern (e.g., those who thought de
fecuve children were God's special children and a blessing in disguise but that 
unwant~ nor_mal children would be raised without love and thus best prevented). 

The Slluauon about job discrimination is similar to abortion. No conditional 
effect is observed, but as Schuman and Presser note, this is counter to the con
siste~cy explan~tion suggested by the marginal shifts. I shall not go through 
posstble ahernauve explanations for the absence of a conditional order effect but 
instead reiterate that the absence of such an effect is often as informative as its 
presence. 

In 8 o~ 10 examples available, order effects were concentrated in whole (6 
cases) or m part (2 cases) among certain categories of the antecedent question. It 
was not the mere mention of a prior topic that induced a marginal shift in the 
subsequent question but a respondent's position on the antecedent variable and 
~e order that in~uced the order effect. In fact. from the tax/spending and aJiena
uon/conlidence_ t_tems, we see that even the direction of the order effect is depend
ent on the pos1tJon on the antecedent item. This information can not only be 
used for a ~tter unders.tanding of the particular observed order effects (along with 
other empmcal analySIS of reciprocal marginals, interitem correlations, and in
teractions with other variables) but also perhaps allow a refined classification of 
order effects, beuer t.hcory, and improved predictions of when order effects are 
likely. 

?f course, conte_x~ effects that are conditional on one's attitudes toward prior 
top1cs but not con<f!uonal on one's responses to prior questions may also occur. 
As I shall suggest m a later example, a prior question may lead one to access 
memories and beliefs that specify later questions (see section on Classifications 

4
looking Bl the six abortion items On Jhe GSS, Which include lhe IWO items used by 

Schuman and Presser. we find that the genctal abonion item is lhe hardest item 10 

approve, while lhe birth defect item is the second easiest. The coefficients of repro
ducibility and scalability are .94 and .81. 
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and Causes), but the prior question may not be fr.uned in a way that allows re
cording expressions of those memories and beliefs so as to permit the me~ure
mentor a conditional order effect It is unknown whether actually expressmg an 
attitude in response to a prior question or merely accessing (but not expressing 
in a response to a prior question) the relevant memories and beliefs would create 
a similar context effect One suspects, however, that actual expression of the 
conditional altitude in a prior question might exert a greater effect than activation 
without explicit expression.S 

Commonness of Context Effects 

There is some disagreement on how common context effects are. Tourangeau et 
al. (1988) conclude that "the literature on survey context effects may create the 
impression that such effects are relatively rare, involving items on a few scat
tered issues. These results here indicate otherwise" (pp. 22-23). This impression 
of pervasiveness is supported by numerous inslances in which changes in qu~s
tion order have upset time series or caused other undesired measurement vana
tions (Astin, Green, Korn, Schalit, & Berz, 1988; Cowan, Murphy, & Wiener, 
1978; Gibson, Shapiro, Murphy, & Stanko, 1978; T. W. Smith, 1986b, 1988c; 
Turner & Martin, 1984). Schuman and Presser (1981), on the other hand, reach a 
conclusion that at least differs in emphasis: "Question-order effects are evidently 
not pervasive, ... but there arc enough instances to show they arc not rare either" 
(p. 74). This nonpervasive impression is supported by numerous failures to 
produce context erfects in experiments designed to do so (Schuman & Presser, 
1981; T. W. Smith, 1983a; Turner and Martin, 1984) and by the ability of dif
ferent houses to produce similar marginals when the same questions, but dif
ferent question content (and other variations), existed (Turner & Martin, 1984; 
T. W. Smith, 1978, 1982). 

Two studies have conducted general searches for context effects.6 Schuman 
and Presser (1981) examined t.he 1971 Detroit Area Study (DAS). The DAS used 
split ballots in order to accommodate various experiments in either question 
order or wording. They looked at 113 altitude items that were not lhe designed 
objects of these experiments but appeared after the experiments and thus varied in 

Sin terms of the cogniti..-e framework of Tourangeau and Rasinski that we explore 
later, lhcrc are several ways that conditional order effeclS could be created. Even if no 
relevant attitude was directly expressed. a retrieval carryover effect could occur if a 
prior question triggered selective memory sampling and people differed in their affect 
toward !he primed memories. In addition. the expression of a relevant prior altitude 
could create a conditional order effect by causing judgmental carryover or consistency 
editing during lhe response selection stage. · 

6Aiso sec Bradburn and Mason (1964}. which tested for 14 differences in marginals 
across four forms and found no statistically significant variation. 



174 12. ThoughiS on the Nature of Context EffcciS 

comext due to _lhe prior experiments. Apparently using simple random sample 
(SRS) assumpt10ns, they found eight significant differences at the .05 level, just 
two above what chance would predict. Their inspection of these eight suggested 
~at three probably represented real effects and the rest were due to sample varia
tton. 

~ have examined the 1988 ass (T. W. Smith, 1988a). In 1988 the GSS 
s:wuched from ~n across-years rotation scheme to a within-year split-ballot de
SJgn (T. W. Smuh, 1988b). That meant that lhree split ballots were employed. 
Each ?allot ~presented a year under the old across-years rotation scheme. Demo
graphiCS typically appeared on all three ballots, and attitudes and other items 
~sually ap~d on_ two of the three ballots. In the vast majority of cases, the 
Items appcanng on different ballots appeared in very different orders. r tested both 
~or context effec~ across the ballots and for evidence of context effects by group
mg together earher years that largely duplicated the same orders that appeared in 
the 1988 ballots. Among 358 questions that varied in context across lhe ballots, 
9.2~ w~re_ found to vary significantly using SRS assumptions, but only 3.6% 
vaned S1gmficantly when adjusted for design effects. Close examination of the 14 
statistically significant adjusted results suggests that 6 probably represent real 
context effects and the remaining 8 are chance occurrences. 

These studies suggest that unamicipatcd comcxt effects might occur once out 
of every 40-60 questions. However, !his is probably an underestimate, since on 
the ass, and p~esu~ably on the DAS, baueries of questions on one topic (e.g., 
~e seven aboruon uems) were asked in a block and not varied across ballots. 
S1~ce context ef~ects are most likely to occur between closely related items, the 
faJ~ure to vary uems experimentally within topical blocks probably under
esllmates the frequency of context effects.7 

Buffers, Scattering, and Context Effects 

Almo~t all ~ly res~rch on context effects placed the experimental variation in 
?rder Immediately pnor to the target item. In recent years, however, several stud
Ies have been ~onductcd that have varied the placement of the trigger question(s). 
One approach mserts a buffer of unrelated items between the trigger and the tar
get, and th~ other presents the ':rigger items either in :1 block or scattered among 
unrelated Hems. In the buffermg approach, investigators have taken a well
known context effect and tested its power by inserting a buffer of items between 

7
The a~rl.ion example discussed above is a prime example of what can occur when the 

o~der Wtthm such a block is disturbed. Sec also Schuman and Presser's (1981) discus
Sion of same. For other examples. sec Aslin ct al. (1988) and T. W. Smith (1984). ( 
s~spect that within-scale conlcxl effects arc rather common, probably even typical. 
Smce such scales tend to be replicaled as units without changes to their internal order 
ihcsc effects are rarely studied. and whatever context effects exist generally remain' 
fixed across administrations of the scale. 
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the trigger and the target (Bishop, 1987; Schuman, Kahon, & Ludw_ig, _1983). 
These studies indicate that context effects are quite robust and work wtth httle or 
no diminution even when a large buffer intervenes. In the block/scattered ap
proach, the investigators test whether concentration in a block is needed to affect 
respondents or perhaps is so obvious that it creates a backfire effect_ (fou~ngeau 
et al., 1988, 1989a). Despite some early indications that scattenng ~1ght be 
more effective than blocking. Tourangeau and his colleagues now believe that 
scattering diminishes and may eliminate context effects. T?eir me~-an.alysis of 
the buffer and scattered/blocked experiments showed that mtervemng Items do 
dim in ish context effects (fourangeau et al., 1988). 

This conclusion is supported by my research on context effects that suggests 
a first-only effect (f. W. Smith, 1981a, 1988a). In this research, I found three 
examples of context effects inOuencing only the first item_ on subsequent _scale_s. 
For example, alienation items reduced the _co~fidenc~ ratmg of the ~rst_1te~ m 
the 13-itcm confidence items but had no s•gmficant •mpact on the d!Strtbutmns 
of the following 12 items (T. W. Smith, I98la). This suggests not only that 
scattering or a wide buffer can reduce a context effect but that a single item may 
absorb the effect. The very robust effects detected by some investigators may be 
because they tested particularly strong context effects, and these results may be 
the exceptions rather than the rule. 

Classifications and Causes 

In order to advance in the study of context effects, we need to develop theories 
about what causes such effects. Two approaches have been used that might facil
itate this process. The first is the classification of context effects into different 
types according to their cause and effect. The second is to delimit the cognitive 
steps involved in answering questions and to relate how context might operate 
during each of these steps. Although these two approaches have developed in
dependently and are distinct, they overlap. The classification approach largely 
evolved out of an attempt to explain existing or known context effects by ap
plying relevant social-psychological and cognitive theories. The cogE;Jitive-stcps 
approach came from a general attempt to apply cognitive theory first to the sur
vey process in general and then to context effects in particular. 

Schuman and Presser (1981) and Bradburn (1983; Bradburn & Mason, 1964) 
have formulated two similar classitications schemes ror question-order effects& 
(see Table 12.6). Both refer to psychological or cognitive processes by which 
order influences subsequent questions. Schuman and Presser's classification is 
more detailed and more hierarchically organized than Br.1dbum's but mainly dif
fers by using question-type distinctions (pan and whole) within the consistency 

8Here, as elsewhere. in this chapter. we c,.cludc !he related mallcr of response-order 
effects (sec Schuman & Presser. 1981, pp. 56-74). 
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TABLE 12.6. Classification of Order Effects 

Schuman and Presser 

I. Context effects (lransfers of meaning) 
A. Part-part consistency 

1. Normative principles 
2. Logical inference 

B. Pan-whole consistency 
C. Part-pan contrast 
D. Part-whole contrast 

I . Subtraction 
2. Simple contrast 

E. Salience 

II. Sequence effects (more mechanical types of artifacts) 
A. Rapport 
B. Fatigue 
C. Initial frame of reference 

Bradburn 

1. Consistency 

2 . RcdWldancy 

3. Saliency 

4. Rapport 
5. Fatigue 

Sowu: Schuman and Prc$ser (1981), nradbum and Mason (1964), and U111dbum (1985). 

a~d contrdSt categories and the addition of the initial frame of reference and 
s1mple conlrast classes. 

Tourangeau, Rasinski, and others (Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988; Tourangeau 
et al., 1988; Strack & Manin, 1987) have more recently described the various 
steps and processes involved in answering survey questions and how context 
could effect. each step ~nd process. Tourmgcau and Rasinski (1988) describe the 
fou~ steps m answenng a survey question: (a) interpretation, (b) retrieval, 
(c) Judgment, and (d) response selection. At each stage they posit two types of 
context ~ffccts: carry?ver .and backfire.9 Carryover effects involve the usually 
automat•c or ~~consc•?us mnuence of prior questions on subsequent questions 
(e~cept for _ednmg durmg the response selection stage). In some general sense, a 
pnor q~esuon shapes responses to a later question during one or more of the 
answ~rmg sta~es. Backfire effcciS are a more conscious rejection of the influence 
of pnor quesuons when answering later questions. In addition to these eight 
types of possible context effects, Tourangeau and Rasinski subdivide the re
sponse .selection. ~tage into the processes of mapping auitudes into response 
categones and cdnmg for the sake of either consistency or self-presentation. 

The Touran~eau-R~s.inski ap~roach has the decided advantage of grounding 
context effects m cogmuvc Lheones. Their work is an excellent example of imel
~ectu~l, hybrid vigor, since it uses the resuiiS from psychological experiments to 
•llummate survey research. But in explaining and illuslrating their differing types 
of ~ontext effects, they may draw too heavily from diverse literatures in ex
penm_ental psychology at the expense of underexamining survey research's own 
expenments on context effects. 

9
The authors sometimes refer to these as assimilation and contrast, respectively. 
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In the following sections, I shall usc a slightly modified version of the Schu
man-Presser{Bradbum classificationsiO to review the extant survey literature on 
context efrects (see T. W. Smith, 1986a, for the litcr-Jture) and then consider how 
this standard scheme meshes with the cognitive approach of Tourangeau
Rasinski. 

Order effects come in many variations. Some context effects are unrelated 10 

the substance of the prior questions, others are related to the prior substance but 
not to prior responses, and still others are related to both the substance and one's 
response to the prior question. First, there are Schuman and Presser's sequence 
effects (also called "position effects"). These are sometimes described as "mech
anical" and are believed to be completely unrelated to the substance of the preced
ing question(s). A rappon effect argues that a more trusting and open exchange 
of information occurs after the interview has developed. Less mentioned and 
perhaps sometimes subsumed under rapport effects are learning effects. Learning 
erfects suggest that respondents, in general, learn !heir role as respondents beuer 
as the interview unfolds and in particular become more familiar with response 
scales and other tasks (e.g., the use of 7-poim scales or sorting tasks). This 
reduces measurement error. At the opposite pole, a fatigue effect stipulates that, 
after !!long series of questions, a respondent grows tired and gives less complete 
and more perfunctory answers. Anolher less commonly mentioned position effect 
is what Schuman and Presser (1981, pp. 51-52) call an "initial frame of refer
ence effecl" Within a battery of questions rating or comparing topics on a 
common criterion, an item will tend to receive either its lowest or highest mean 
rating when it appears firsL 

Second, there are what Schuman and Presser call "context effects," which 
involve some transference of meaning between the antecedent question and the 
subsequent question. Some of these context effects depend only on the topics 
raised in the prior questions and not on a respondent's affect toward or responses 
to these items. One example is a stimulation effect (akin to priming) in which 
questions about a subject stimulate more reports of behavior related to or interest 
in the topic. For example, attitude questions about crime lead to more, reports of 
criminal victimization (Cowan et al., 1978; Gibson et al., 1978), and questions 
about politics increase reported levels of interest in politics) I Three quite dis
tinct explanations have been offered for these increases: improved memory search 
leading to more complete reports, increased telescoping of behaviors causing 
exaggerated reports, and intentional exaggeration because of role fuHillment 
pressures. Although improved memory search is usually the favored explanation, 
it is quite possible that all three processes can be at work either in different situ
ations or even simultaneously in the same situation (e.g., some of the increased 

lO'fhe basic categories are employed. but (a) some additional refinements and distinc· 
lions are added, along with some new terminology, and (b) the part-whole distinction 
is not utilized (f. W. Smith, 1986a). 

llBut for an exception, see Bishop, Oldendick, & Tuchfarber (1982, 1984a). 
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crime repo~ts may come from a more thorough memory dragnet, whereas some 
come from mcrcased telescoping). · 

Another effect that depends on lhe substance of prior questions is a redefini
tion or clarification effect (similar to redundancy and subtraction effects). For 
example,_ as ~t of a series of questions about the brand of washer, TV, etc., you 
own, an mqmry about "And what kind of car do you own?" would elicit more 
model names than the same question appearing alone, which would get more 
references to vans, sedans, convertibles, etc. Similarly, 1 positcd above that the 
~eneral-specific aborti?? effect might involve a redefinition of the general ques
tion. When_the redefimt•on effect eliminates a specific element from the subse
quent questJon, we have a subtraction effect as discussed earlier. 
. Closely related to the redefinition effect is redundancy. As Bradburn describes 
1t, a ~rson menti~ning certain behaviors at an earlier point may consider it 
repet•uve to menuon them again. The respondent may believe that these ele
ments are excluded from the subsequent question (redefinition) or simply be 
reluctant ~o go over the same ground twice even if the respondent realizes that 
the same mformation is applicable to the later questions. 

Fin~lly,_s_imple contrast effects may fall into this category. Here one judges 
~e des1rab~l~ty o~ the ~ond question in light of the first. If the first represents a 
h1g~ly pos•t•vc sttu~uon and the other a less auractive situation, the relative 
ment of the second nem may seem even less because it is contrasted to the frrst 
and pales in comparison .. Th~s. effect necessitates that a respondent recognizes a 
contrast between th~ deslt3bllt~Y. of two propositions but not necessarily that he 
endorse.-: ~e ~ttra~t•ve proposlllOn. One need only recognize that, in general, 
such a d•suncuon 1s seen. 

. Next th~re are context effects that depend not only on the substance of the 
pnor quest1on but also on resp~nses to the antecedent question constraining 
~esponse to the su~sequent quesuon. One such constraint or consistency effect 
~nvolves t~e establishment of a nonnative principle between two questions. This 
ts exemphfied by the Communisi/American reporters question. This type proba
bly repre:rents the strongest of conte:>;~ effects and usually, if not always, will 
cause rec1procal marginals effects (i.e., both A and B distributions will differ in 
orders AB and BA). 

~second ~onstraint effect establishes a logical connection between questions. 
Thts w?uld mclude the tax/spending example. Although not too distant from 
~ormal.ive effects (cspeci~lly if we consider logic as a norm) and also involving, 
hke the_ former, a consciOus attempt to bring responses into line, the logical 
connecuon effect does not rest on a gcner.J.l social nonn separate from the main 
substance of the items.J2 

Next ~omes a rather large and fairly amorphous category of focus effects (simi
lar to sahence effects). These focus attention on some topic that relates to the 
subsequent question. Questions about children preceding an abortion question 

12
For Cllample, where context failed to induce logical constraint, see T. W. Smith 

(198Ia, I98Ic). 
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might reduce support for abonion, since the salient images of children might 
focus attention on unborn children rather than on women when considering the 
abortion questions.l3 Unlike logical connection effects, focus effects do not 
come from strictly logical propositions but rather from more subtle pressures 
and inclinations, and the impact is seen as working through memory access 
rather than through conscious reconciliation of response pauems. 

It is, however, often difficult to determine whether responses involve con
scious logical constraint ("I am very happily married. My marriage is the most 
important part of my life. Therefore, my life is very happy") or patterns of cog
nition (in thinking about general happiness, R has most ready access to the 
marital happiness memories that have just been recalled). In either case, being 
very happy on marriage will lead to increased reports of happiness on the general 
question, but the causes or processes arc not the same. In the former case, gener
al happiness responses are being consciously reconciled with the prior marital 
happiness response, which comes from the accessed memories of marital hap
piness, whereas in the Iauer case, the effect comes directly from the memories. 

Third, although involving conditional effects in a generc~l sense, it may not be 
possible to demonstrate conditionality because the antecedent questions may not 
have an item that explicitly records the allitudc that specifies lhe order effect A 
focus effect is conditional in that it is what you feel toward the topic covered by 
the aniCCedcnt question that determines your subsequent response. This may not 
be discernable, since the antecedent question may not inquire about feelings 
toward the topic. For example, in the classic dress-advertising example (Ameri
can Marketing Association, 1937), "questions regarding dresses" preceded at
titudes toward advertising. I do not know just what dress questions were asked 
but suppose that these questions covered such matters as place of purchase, 
styles favored, and the like. Subsequent attitude questions revealed that after the 
dress questions (a} ratings of advertising was more favorable and (b) dress adver
tising was the main type of advertising thought of. The factor that leads the 
increased focusing on dresses to improve advertising ratings is that women like 
dresses and as a result presumably like dress advertisements. Among the presum
ably small proportion of women who disliked clothes in general Of dresses in 
particular, we would presumably not lind an increase in favorable ratings of 
advertisements. Although there are distinct differences in the processes involved 
in these two classes of efrects, they are differences of degree and specific ex
amples may involve blends of both. 

Table 12.7 compares these standard categories of context effects on the 
Tourangcau-Rasinski scheme. The filling of the standard types into this frame
work was a difficult, but useful, exercise. It revealed strengths and limitations of 
both systems, showed when conceptuali:t.ations were similar and when they were 
divergent, and raised the possibility of developing a bcller overall understanding 
of order effects by drawing on elements of both classifications. 

131 round linlc support for this particular example (T. W. Smith, 1983a). 
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TABLE 12.7. Comparison of Lhc Tourangeau and Rasinski Categories wilh Tradition
al Classifications or Context Effects 

Question-Answering Steps 

A. Interpretation 
B. Retrieval 

C. Judgment 

D. Response selection 
I. Mapping 
2. Editing 

a. Consistency 

Reactions to Prior Questions 

Carryover 

Redcfinition/claril"ication 
Stimulation 
Focus/sali em:e 
Constraint (normative & 

logical) 

Constraint (normative & 
logicaJ) 

Focus/salience 

Backfire 

Redundancy 

Simple contrast? 
Simple contrast 

Simple contrast'? 

b. Self-presentation Focus/salience 

First, sequence effects arc hard to relate lO the Tourangeau-Rasinski scheme. It 
is possible to associate them with the various steps, but because sequence effects 
are not related to substance, the canyover versus backfire distinction seems to 
apply well. For example, fatigue effects in general lead to less accurate and less 
thou~htful response. Retrieval would tend to be less thorough and less accurate, 
and JUdgments would tend to be less considered and more labile. These effects 
result from the number of prior questions but do not seem to represent either 
carryover or backfire effects as Tourangeau and Rasinski conceptualized them.14 
The same would seem lO apply to rapport, learning, and initial frame of reference 
effects. 

Second, for substantive context effects, the matching of standard types to the 
~ourangeau-Rasinski scheme is more appropriate and useful. For the interpreta
Llon stage, there seem lO be standard types that closely match both carryover and 
backfire effects. Redefinition/clarification effects are canyover interpretation 
~ffects whereby prior questions change or create meaning for a following ques
uon. Redundancy effects are backfire interpretation effects where a topic covered 
~Y a prior question is excluded from consideration in responding to a later ques
tton. 

Carryover effects at Lhe retrieval stage would seem to cover two types of tradi
tional effects: stimulation effects and some, but not ali, focus and general sali
ence effects. Stimulation effects either result from more thorough memory 
searching or lead to overreporting through telescoping. Focus/salience effects at 
this stage come about from biased sampling of memory due to selective prim-

I4Tourangeau and Rasinski (1988) explicitly admit that their framework is not com
prehensive and separalely discuss sequence effects. 
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ing. Backfire retrieval effects occur when respondents "discount or actively sup
press information [created by prior questions] that they regard as suspect or 
irrelevant" (Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988, p. 305). ll is not clear if any of the 
standard categories are examples of this process, although some simple contrast 
effects may be of this type. 

In the judgment stage, normative and logical constr.lint effects represent carry
over effects, as do some of the more amorphous focus effects. For example, 
context may create or enhance in people's minds the norm of even-handedness as 
a standard for judging later questions. Simple contr.!St effects can represent back
fire judgment effects where one's evaluation of a subsequent question is con
trasted to an earlier standard of judgment.. 

The response selection stage covers some r.llher distinct processes that might 
well be thought of as involving different steps. The mapping process of figuring 
what response represents a respondent's auitude docs not appear to be related to 
any of the standard types of context effects. (Learning effects would presumably 
lead to less error at this step.) At the ediling stage, carryover effects are once 
again represented by both normative and logical constrJinteffects and more dif
fuse focus/salience effects. Whether a normative effect belongs in this category 
rather than in the judgment stage depends on whether the acknowledgment of the 
norm resulted from a perhaps unconscious and sincere application of a norm or 
the conscious and strategic decision to follow a norm in order to appear con
sistenL In the case of the even-handedness norm on the Communis!/ American 
reporters questions, a judgmental carryover effect exists if a norm is created in a 
respondent's mind that shapes attitudes toward a later question. A consistency re
sponse selection effect occurs if the norm docs not really shape one's attitude 
toward allowing Communist reporters but one changes one's response in order to 
appear consistent with the norm. Although logically distinguishable, empirically 
separating these two types of nonnative effects would be difficult. Self
presentation/social desirability effects during editing involve related strategic 
responding and also cover some forms of focus/salience effects. 

For backfire editing effects, there again do not appear to be any examples 
from the slalldard classification or survey literatUre. Tourangeau and Rasinski do 
describe a hypothetical example, which they calt a "moderation cffecL" Consider 
the case of a person who has a self-perception as being a moderate on an issue 
(e.g., abortion). If that person has answered several questions in a pro-abonion 
direction, he or she might answer subsequent questions in an anti-abortion direc
tion in order to maintain a moderate image, even though the respondent's true 
attitude on Lhe individual subsequent questions might be pro-abortion. 

What has the marrying of standard survey research classifications to !he Tour
angeau-Rasinski scheme suggested? First.. !he exclusion of sequence effects from 
their scheme indicates that their scheme is not comprehensive. Second, the lack 
of clear survey examples for several of their types suggest that these may be rare 
effects. Third, the spliuing of several traditional effects across more than one of 
their categories shows Lhat some exisLing types clearly involve different proc
esses, and employing tl)e Tourangcau-Rasinski framework clarifies the difference. 
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F~unh, ~he appearance within their categories of different standard effects (e.g., 
sumulat~o~ :md fo~us_ among carryover retrieval effects) suggests that there are 
useful d1~1S10ns w!t~m their stages (similar to those in the response selection 
stage). F1f~h, the d1~f1c~lty of empirically distinguishing between what stage or 
stages are mvolved md1cates that g~eat challenges await in identifying the proc
esse~ that_ create conte~t effects. Fmally, combining clements of the standard 
classlficauon scheme With the Tourangeau-Rasinski scheme will probably create 
a better framework lhan eilher alone. 

Order effects can be induced by ~variety of cognitive and social-psychological 
~oces~s. These process~s c_an mtercede at various steps in lhe question-

swenng process and can ~mpmge ~~ later questions in at least two ways (carry
over and backfire). Someumcs pOSitiOn alone is sufficient to create an effect 
whereas other e~f~ts ~e. stimulated by the substance of prior questions and ofte~ 
by a res~~dent s 1mphc11 or explicit auitude toward the prior substance. 

In add1_uon, many types of order effects can interact and commingle. For ex
ample, faugue effects can be reduced or increased by question form and the topics 
covered. Although there may be a general fatigue curve associated with time or 
number of responses, the slope of this curve may be increased or decreased by 
such ~act~~s as the format of the questions and the interest and difficulty of the 
quesuons mv?lve_d. In fact, t~o or more different (and even conflicting) effects 
may be relevant m the same mstance For example extended d" · f . . · , ISCUSSIOnS 0 a 
tO_PIC usually result m more interest in that issue being subsequently reported. 
Btshop (1987), h~wever, found that when the discussion included several difficult 
knowledge q~c~uons ab~ut which most people tacked information, interest de
er~. In th1s _mstance, tt appears that the stimulation effect was overcome by a 
log1cal co~necuo~ effect that linked low knowledge wilh low interest. It is prob
ably su~h mteraCllons that explain various failures to replicate order effects or to 
generalize to apparen tJ y similar circumstances (Schuman & Presser 1981· T _ 
angeau ~ Ra~ins~i._1988: Turner & Martin, 1984).15 Order effcc~. aJas.'.U:~t 
of Horauan Slmphclly. 

Conclusion 

Refining our unde_rstanding of order _effects will not be an easy task given (a) the 
large number of ~lfferent pro~esses mvolv~d; (b) the difficulty of distinguishing 
between compeung e~planaLJons; (c) the mteraction of order effects with such 
other facto~s as quesuon type_ (e.g., behavioral, affective), question specificity 
(T. W. Smn~, 1988a), ~uesuon vagueness (Turner & Martin, 1984; Zaller, 
1988), quest1on centrality (Turner & Martin, 1984; Krosnick & Schuman, 

~~As !?urangeau and Rasinski (1988) note, "Come:<! effects are often unslable; this 
1~stab1hty may reflect the number and complexity of the processes that arc rcspon
s~blc for l~e e:fccts, as well as lhc large number of vari~bles that can influence lhe 
Size and duccuon of the context effects" (p. 311). 
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1988), response type (substantive response vs. nonrespons~), h~story_ (e.g., IJ_le 
Communist/American reporters and parentaVstudenl party •denulicatlon-Wil
lick & Ashley, 1971; Schuman & Presser, 1981; Hyman & Sheatsley, 1950), 
mode and pace of administration (Tourangeau & Rasinskr, 1988), ambivalent or 
conflicted attitudes (Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988), and other factors; and (d) 
interactions between different types of effects. 

One key to further progress is simply to apply theoretical models, setting up 
experiments to test specilic hypotheses about the causality of order effects and 
clearly choose between competing explanations. In partic~lar, experi~ents need 
to be devised that can determine which stages in the quesuon-answermg process 
are involved. This will necessitate moving beyond simple split-ballot experi
ments. Useful as split ballots arc with their experimental controls, we shall have 
to apply even more elaborate designs to gain a beuer understanding of the mental 
processes that cause order effects. 

One useful approach is the think-aloud procedure, by which respondents are 
asked to relate their cognitive processes orally while lhese are occurring. Limita
tions are that it probably works best for conscious mental processes and that 
verbalization may significantly alter lhe mental process being employed. 

A second promising approach would be the addition of a follow-up question 
after the antecedent and subsequent questions !hat would inquire about what the 
respondent was thinking about (Bishop, 1985, and chap. 11 of this v~lume; 
Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1986). Take Kallon's example (Kalton, Collins, ~ 
Brook, 1978), in which evaluations of driving standards were rated more posi
tively immediately after a similar question about the driving standards of young 
drivers. Kalton et al. hypothesize that the more positive evaluation of drivers in 
general resulted from a subtraction effect !hat excluded young driver~ from con
sideration in the second question. We should be able to test for th1s effect by 
asking after the general driving condition either an open-ended question about 
what type of driver one had in mind or a more focused closed question such as, 
"When you answered the question about general driving standards, were you 
thinking mostly about young drivers, middle-aged drivers, or older drivers?" If a 
subtraction effect were operating, there should be a reduction in references to 
young drivers when the general question was preceded by the question _about 
young drivers. Other follow-up questions could be used to test the opcrauon of 
other effects. 

Another possibility is lhe usc of questions probing other dimensions besides 
affect: importance, salience, information, knowledge, and commitment (Gallup, 
1947: Schuman & Presser, 1981; T. W. Smith, 1981c). By learning with what 
dimensions and conditions order effects intemct, we should better understand their 
causes (Toumngeau & Rasinski, 1986). Similarly, allributes of the questions, 
such as vagueness and response categories, could be explored. 

Another useful approach would be a test/retest design in which four orders 
could be used (A1BlA2B2, A1B1B2A2, BIAIB2A2, and BIA1A2B2). This 
would allow a comparison of the consistency of each item in each order (Haye.~. 
1964; T. W. Smith & Stephenson, 1979). Given certain assumptions, it would 
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also permit an intrarcspondent analysis of order effects. Ahemalively, one might 
ask respondents the subsequent question later in the same interview in a different 
context. Interviewers could then reconcile discrepancies in responses. Through 
these and other elaborations of the basic split-ballot technique, it should be pos
sible 10 examine directly the causes of context effects and gain a deeper under
standing of the mental processes involved. 

By more fully analyzing split-ballot order experiments, by elaborating these 
experiments with specific inquiries about mental processes and other auxiliary 
items, and by greater grounding in appropriaLC cognitive and social-psychological 
theories, we should be able to advance our underslanding of order effects. Al
though the natural complexity of language and human cognition will undoubt
edly hinder precise and comprehensive generalizations about order effects, thor
ough and cumulative analysis of sophisticated theory-driven experiments should 
greatly advance the an of ordering questions. 
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