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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 problemalic aspect of survey rescarch. As Schuman and Presser (1981)
remarked in their work on survey methodology:

Overall, order cffects . . . constitute one of the mosl important arcas for method-
ological research. They can be very large [and} arc 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 resistant to casy gencralization than that

of question order” (p. 302), and by Groves (1989), who notes that “there scems
1o be no gencral theory that predicts when such effects are to be expected and
when they should not be expected” (p. 479). There is a temptation to blame our
collective beluddlement on a dearth of experimental studics. Although we, ltke
Oliver Twist, would like “more,” the paucity of data is not the main cause for
our ignorance. There have been nearly 100 swdies 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 eflects. Until recently we have been like 15th century physicians, who used
the term *“a cancer” to cover many separale diseases. We are now only beginning
to distinguish, sort out, and study the different types of order cffects and their
causes. We are not ¢ven sure at this point il we have identificd the main causal
processes or correctly specificd the major types of order effects, We are beginning
Lo realize that 2 knowledge of social psychology (e.g., atlitude change) and cog-
nitive psychology (e.g., memory recall and linkage) will be required to under-
stand order effects.

Second, devclopment has been hampered by an atheorctical focus. Most carly
studies have lacked explicit (and a number even implicit) explanations for the
effects under investigation. The development and tesling 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. Siwudies are cited as
examples, but we have not tended to learn from these cxamples,

Third, there has been a major underanalysis of existing empirical data. The
majority of experiments merely compare the marginal distribution of B under
crders AR and AB. Reciprocal marginal effects, interitem associations, condi-
tional effects, and interactions with ober variables have rarely been examined.

In brief, we have been trying 10 understand a complex problem without ade-
quately applying either the theoretical or empirical tools of the social scientific
metho.d. As aresult, we have been able to demonstrate repeatedly the existence or
nonexistence of various particular order cffects with liule cumulative understand-
ing of the causes and conditions 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
effecrs are, (c) evalvates the related issues of scattcrin g and buffering, and (d) re-
views various systems for classifying context.

Conditional Order Effects

Fondiﬁonal order effects are one of the most commonly overlooked yet most
Important aspects of context effects. Almost all studics prior to Schuman and
P.‘resser‘s (1981}, as well as many since, have assumed that it is the prior ques-
tion or questions themselves that have induced order effccts in subsequent ques-
tions. This holistic assumption appears likely for certain types of order effects
(see section later in this chapter on Classifications and Causes) but nol for other
Lypes. Implicidy (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 10 the antecedent question. This interaction between ques-
uon order and responsc Lo the antecedent question is what I call a “conditional
order effec.” I focus on this aspect of order effects because (a) I believe tha
conditional effects are common among order effects and (b) understanding the
coqditional relationship between antecedent and subsequent responses greatly
facilitates comprehending the nature and causes of contex effects,

Prior 10 the work of Schuman and Presser (1981). nol one study tested for
conditional effects. This makes conditional effects the most neglected aspect of
order effects. In contrast, other aspects of order elfects beyond unidirectional,
!'narginal eflects, such as interitem associations, reciprocal marginal effects, and
interactions with other variables, have been measured in various studies. To
study conditional order eflccts, 1 was able to draw on three examples from Schu-
man and Presser: general and specific abortion, Communist and American re-
porters, and general and specific job discrimination; five examples from the
General Social Surveys (GSSs): 1ax and spending, alienation and institutional
confidence, marital and general happiness, national service for men and women,
and anomia; one example from the Greater Cincinnali Surveys: political interest
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and congressional knowledge; and four exampies from NORC’s Chicago context
effects surveys: welfare spending and cconomic individualism, welfare spending

. and government responsibility, Cuba and aid 10 the contras, and Vietnam and aid

1o the contras. The GSSs are based on [ull probability personal interviews and
the rest on random-digii-dialed (RDD) telephone surveys. The Schuman and
Presser and GSS experiments are based on samples of the national adult popula-
tion conducted between 1976 and 1982 by, respectively, the Survey Research
Center at the University of Michigan or the National Opinion Research Cenuter at
the University of Chicago (for more details, see Schuman & Presser, 1981, and
Davis & Smith, 1989). The Greater Cincinnati experiments were conducted in
the Cincinnati metropolitan 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 conlext effects were conditional on
responses to the antecedent question (see Davis & Smith, 1989, and Schuman &
Presser, 1981, for wordings). In the [irst example, the overali context effect is
for the appearance of the marital happiness question immediately before the
general happiness question to increase gencral happiness.! Looking at the conds-
tional context effects, we see that the effect is largely confined to those rating
their marriages as very happy. Mentions ol marital happiness increase gencral
happiness, since most married people rate their marriage as very happy; but
among the unhappily married, there is no nuptal bliss 10 spread Lo general hap-
piness.

In the sccond example, placing alienation items belore confidence items re-
duces the confidence rating of major companics. This cffect is, however, entircly
confined among those who agreed with the proposition that “the rich get richer
and the poor get poorer.” Similarly, asking about allowing Communist reporters
o gather news in the United Siates first reduces support lor allowing an Ameri-
can reporter to caver a Communist country such as Russia only among those
opposed Lo allowing Communist coverage of the United Siaes.2 Likewise, in
the 1ax/spending example, fiscal conservatives (people rejecting most current
spending levels as too high) do not vary their opinions on taxes, whereas spend-
ing moderates and liberals are less likely to object 1o 1axes afier the spending
items. Nex1, pecople who favor national service for women do not differ in their
attitudes toward national service for men by whether the item on men or women
is asked first, but those opposing national service for women show less support
for national service for men when the men question follows the women question.
Lastly, the asking of two anomia ilems in a row incrcases Lhe anomic responses

TA result that is al odds with Schuman and Presser's similar experiment. (1981; Schu-
man, Presser, & Ludwig, 1981).

2The Communist/American reporters example is actually more complicated than the
others because the marginal cffects 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
statement that the lot of the average man is getling worse and does not occur

among those disagreeing with that statement (For more analysis of thi
¢ . th -
periment, see T. W. Smith, 1983b,) ¢ e

TABLE 12.1. Six Examples of Conditional Conlext Effects

Item Order Context Effect
) General Happiness by Marital Happiness by Order
Marilal/General General/Marital (Order 1 = Order 2)
Marital Happiness = Very Happy
56.1 (421 475 (17D 8.6
General happiness
(% very)
Marital Happiness = Not Very Happy
11.5 (192) 8.8 (91) 2.7
Cc:mﬁdcncc in Major Companics by Alicnation by Order
Alicnation/ Confidence/ '
Confidence Alicnation (Order 1 — Order 2)
Rich Get Richer = Yes
11.9 (528) 22,6 (541) -10.7

Major ¢companies
(% great deal)
Rich Get Richer = No
389 (175 39.2 (169) 6.7

-American Reporiers by Communist Reporters by Order
American/Communist Communist/American (Order 1 — Order 2)

Communist Reporters = Allow

99.0 (100) 96.2 (130
American reporters 0 =8
(% allow)
Communist Reporters = No
21.6 (74) 40.0 (40) -18.4
Tax Approval by Spending Preferences by Order
Spend/Tax Tax/Spend (Order 1-Order 2)
Spend Scale = Antispending
59.7 (144) 61.0 (141) -1.3

Tax
(% taxes loo high)

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

(Table 12.1 continued)
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TABLE 12.1. Continued
Item Order Context Effect

National Service for Women by Nalional Service for Men

by Order
Men/Wemen Women/Men  (Order 1 - Order 2)
Naticnal Service for Women = Favor
98.3 (464) 98.9 (443) 0.6

(% favor, strongly
favor for men)
National Service for Men = Oppose
39.0 (246) 28.4 (282) -10.6

Anomia by Anomia
Clustered
(Lot Getting Worse/
Not Fair to Have Child) Scatlered (Order 1 = Order 2)

Lot Getting Worse = Agree
309 475) 31.6 (453) -19.3

Not fair to have child
(% agree)
Lot Geiting Worsc = Disagree
21.8 (211) 19.8 (232) =-2.0

For two of these examples, I was able 10 examine conditional effccts in great-
er detail by looking at seven levels on the alicnation scale and four spending
levels (Table 12.2). First, in both cases the overall order clfect (Icss confidence
in business after alicnation iterns and less opposition Lo taxes aficr spending
questions) is nol merely absent under cerigin conditions bul reverses at one pole.
The outlook of the extreme antispending and unalicnaled groups dilfers so much
from the majority that the spending and alienation ilcms have an opposile 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 cffect in the main
direction does not occur at the opposite polc on alicnation but in the middle. The
middle conditional order effect is also large on the tax/spending example. In both
cases this cffect occurs among the median group, those with 3 agrees and 3 dis-
agrees on the alienation scale and those with an average score of 2 (spending
about right) on the 11 spending items. I hypothesized that the effects might
increase among the median groups because those groups contained a large share
of people with weak atitudes on the issues whose median scores were more a
product of nonattitudes and random responding than a reflection of a considered
middlc position. Being without fixed aitiwdes, they were more swayable by
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TABLE 12.2. Detailed Conditional Effects

Item Order Context Effect
Confidence in Major Companies by Alicnation Scale by Crder
Alienation/ Confidence/
Confidence Alienation {Order 1 — Order 2)
Alienation Scale=0
51.5 (68) 40.0 (4 11.5
Alienation Scale =1
21.9 (61) 34.9 (83) -7.0
Alienation Scale=2
Confidence in major 209 (86) 34.5 (94) -13.4
companies Alienation Scale =3
(% great deal) 10.1 (89) 33.0 (94) =229
Alicnation Scale=4
24.1 (87) 28.7 (108) -4.6
Alienation Scale=35
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
Spend/Tax Tax/Spend (Order 1 — Order 2)
Spend Scale =Most Antispending
57.8 (90) 65.2 (89) -7.4
Spend Scale = Low Spending
Tax 69.8 (182) 49.4 (168) 20.4
{% taxes too high) Spend Scale = Modcrate 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, Bradbum
& D' Andrade, 1988). '
I tried to check this by cxamining whether this group showed less interest,
knowledge, or involvement. The median group did not overrepresent less edy-
cated respondents or those giving “don’t knows” 1o other attitude questions. On
the spending questions, however, the median group had the highest level of non-
voling (32.8% vs. 22.3% for everyone), but on the alienation items, no dif-
ference appeared. These minimal results probably occurred because the median
group contained both random responders and those with moderate posilions and
because of the difficulty of finding general items that would predict random re-
§pqnding to a particular scale. The one confirmation on the voting item may
indicate that my explanation for why middle order effects were high is plausible,
T_he next two examples (Tables 12.3 and 12.4) show conditional effects oc-
curring in combination with general context effects. In Table 12.3, the general

T
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TABLE 12.3. Respondents Who Follow Politics “Most of the Time,” by
Corigressional Knowledge and Context (%)

Order
Follows/

Cong. Items/

Congressional Knowledge Cong. ltems Follows Context Elfect
Knows about Congress = Both (2) 74.0 (50) 66,7 (36) -7.3
Knows about Congress = Partial (1) 55.3 (19%) 38.3 (162) -16.9
Knows about Congress = Neither (0) 30.7 (651) 21.4 (669) -9.3

Source: Adapied from Bishop (1987, Table 3). Order comparcs Forms A and B and collapses over
and ignores ilem aboul knowing govemor.

effect is for prior questions asking about the actions and votes of one’s represen-
tative in Congress to lead 10 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 patlern appearing in Table 12.2,
with the median group showing a larger elfect than the exwremes. Unlike the
other cases, the trigger questions measure knowledge rather than an autiwude.
Perhaps those responding 10 the two difficult congressional questions include a
number of labile respondents who had randomly responded to the knowledge
questions (for more on this experiment, scc Bishop, 1987).

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

The final two examples (Table §2.5) show no evidence of conditional order
effects, but actually both underscore the importance of checking for these specifi-
cations. As Schuman and Presser noie, 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 reporied by these authors. 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 1arget issue™ (Tourangeau et al.,
1988, p. 30).



170

TABLE 12.4. Endorsement of Wellare i
and Nicaragua Target liems, by C
Level of Agreement with the Context Items (%) : Y ontent mnd

T
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Conlext Set

Low High

Economic individualism
Government responsibility

Context effect (botiom — top)

Economic individualism
Government responsibility

Context effect (bottom — top)

Cuba
Viemam

Context effect (bottom — top)

Cuba

; 40.4 41.6
Viemam 31.3 225
Context effect (botiom — top) -9.1 -19.1

Favor Increased Welfare Spending

Agreement with Government Responsibility Items

42.4 52.5
523 78.1
+9.9 +25.6

Agreement with Economic Individualism Items

56.5 40.7
66.8 58.8
+10.3 +18.1

Favor Increased Welfare Spending

Apgreement with Cuba Issue

26.2 57.9
17.2 38.5
-9.0 ~-19.4

Agreement with Vietnam

Source; This wble is adapted by issi

: Y permission from Tourangeau et al. (19893, Table 4 j
© by Academic Press. The N for each row is approximately 500. ( " Tae - Copyright
Note: Respondents received both sets of context items (e,

dividualism and those on govemment responsibility), with one st coming before the relevant

larget item and the other set i i indi
proscied e e set coming afterward. The context set variable indicates the items that

subtraclism effect) implies such an effect. They argue that people who are pre-
§enwd with the popular, specific reason for abortions in case of possible def]eJcts
in the_ unborn :_:hild first tend to exclude this reason from the subsequent general
abc:'nruon question and thereby [ower their support for the general abortion item

Th:s scenario works nicely for the majority of people who approve of aborr.ioné
in cases of possible birth defects, but it fails 1o explain why people who opposed
abortion for birth defects are also less likely 10 approve of general abgrrilsans
when the spe‘cific birth defect item comes firsy, Presumably since birth defects
have been rejected as a good reason for an abortion, there is no positive com-
ponent 1o subtract out of the general abortion question. Either there is a general

g.. the items on economic in-
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TABLE 12.5. Six Examples of Conditional Contex1 Effects

Context Effect

Item Ordex
General Abortion by Specific Abortion by Order
Specific/General GeneralfSpecific  (Order 1 — Order 2)
Specific Abortion (Defect) = Yes
56.1 (246) 69.2 (253) -13.1
General abortion (no
more children = Yes)
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)

Specific Discrimination (Avoid Friction) = Favor
18.7 (32) 13.3 (30) 5.4
General discrimination
{in principle) = Favor
Specific Discrimination (Avoid Friction) = Oppose
9.6 (157) 3.2 (158) 6.4

explanation other than the subtraction effect proposed by Schuman and Presser,
or we have two distinct conditional effects that happen to be equal in magnitude.

Alternative explanations include a contrast effect The general reason may not
seem as atraclive when compared to the highly auractive 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 defecis or
among those in favor of it, since even those opposed to abortions for birth de-
fects might recognize it as a better reason than general abortion and therefore
reduce their approval of the general item,

Another possible explanation has similarities (o the subtraction eflfect, a rede-
finition effect. When the general question appears first, some people’ think 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 not mention birth
defects and may infer that it does not include any other extenuating circumstances
either. It 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 children. Thus, even
someone opposed to abortion for birth defects would be less likely to support
general abortion not because birth defects are excluded from the question but
becauose the question is seen as excluding all special circumstances. Since the
context redefines what the gencral question is asking about, it changes how
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E\;:nryone responds 1o the question regardless of their atlilude on the birth defect
_ Alme?ugh cither of these general explanations may explain ihe lack of an
interaction within the birth defect question, it is also possible to come up with
particular exp.[anations for those opposed to abortions for birth defects. From a
Guu:nan scaling perspective, those who say *“no” 1o abortion for birth defecis
but “yes” 1o abortion for preventing more children represent an error group. 4
E?erhaps these cases do represent error by people who are confused by or inaucr;-
uve 1o the abortion question. Although the specific-to-general (easy-1o-hard)
order_reduces error, 1he opposite order permits more random error on the general
question. Perhaps the appearance of the general question second allowed re-
5pon.den|s more time 10 sort out their thoughts on abortion and therefore to give
consistent rather than inconsistent response patterns. This would leave among
the error cases those most confused about the abortion issue and a group whose
true patiern deviated from the predominant pattern (¢.g., those who thought de-
fective children were God's special children and a blessing in disguise but that
unwanle(:l nor_mal children would be raised without love and (hus best prevented).

The_ Situation about job discrimination is similar o abortion. No conditional
e.ffect is observed, but as Schuman and Presser note, this is counter to the con-
sistency explanation suggested by the marginal shifis. I shall not go through
Posmble alternative explanations for the absence of 2 conditional order effect but
instead reiterate that the absence of such an effect is often as informative as its
presence,

Ing ol: 10 examples available, order effects were concentrated in whole (6
cases} or in parl (2 cases) among cenain calegorics of the antecedent question, It
was not the mere mention of a prior topic that induced  marginal shift in ihe
subsequent question but a respondent’s position on the antecedent variable and
t!le order that induced the order effect. In fac1, from the tax/spending and aliena-
ton/confidence ilems, we see that even the direction of 1he order effect is depend-
ent on the position on the antecedent item, This information can not only be
used for a better understanding of the particular observed order ef] fects (along with
other .empirical analysis of reciprocal marginals, intcritem correlations, and in-
teractions with other variables) but also perhaps allow a refined classification of
?;dn’ir effects, beuer theory, and impraved predictions of when order effects arc
ikely.

Qf course, contexl effects that are conditional on one’s attitudes toward prior
lopics but not conditional on one's responses 1o prior questions may also occur
As | sh.all suggest in a later example, a prior question may lead one 1o acccss-
memories and beliefs that specify later questions (see section on Classificalions

4Looking at the six abortion items on the GS3, which include the two items used by
Schuman and Presser, we find that the general abortion item is the hardest item to

approve, while the birth defect item is the second casicst. The ¢ fick
ducibility and scalability are .94 and .81. ocfficients of repro-
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and Causes), but the prior question may not be framed in a way that allows re-
cording expressions of those memories and beliefs so as to permil the measure-
ment of a conditional order elfect. It is unknown whether actually expressing an
attitude in response (o a prior question or merely accessing (but not expressing
in a response 10 a prior question) the relevant memorics and beliefs would create
a similar context effect. One suspects, however, that actual expression of the
conditional auitude in a prior question might ¢xert a greater effect than activation
without explicit expression.3

Commonness of Context Effects

There is some disagreement on how common context effects are. Tourangeau et
al. (1988) conclude that “the Jiterature on survey context effects may create the
impression that such effects are relatively rare, involving ilems on a few scat-
tered issucs. These results herc indicate otherwise™ (pp. 22-23). This impression
of pervasiveness is supporied by numerous instances in which changes in ques-
tion order have upsct time series or caused other undesired measurement varia-
tions (Astin, Green, Korn, Schali1, & Berz, 1988; Cowan, Murphy, & Wiener,
1978; Gibsen, Shapiro, Murphy, & Stanko, 1978; T. W. Smith, 1986b, 1988c;
Turner & Martin, 1984). Schuman and Presser (1981}, on the other hand, reach a
conclusion tha at least differs in emphasis: “Question-order effects are evidently
noL pervasive, . . . but there are enough instances 1o show they are not rare either”
(p. 74). This nonpervasive impression is supported by numerous failures to
produce context effects in experiments designed to do so (Schuman & Presser,
1981; T. W. Smith, 1983a; Tumer 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), cxisted (Tumer & Martin, 1984;
T. W. Smith, 1978, 1982).

Two swdies have conducied general searches (or context effects.8 Schuman
and Presser (1981) cxamined the 1971 Detroil Area Siudy (DAS). The DAS used
split ballots in order to accommodaic various experiments in either question
order or wording. They looked at 113 autitude items that were not the designed
objects of these experiments but appeared afier the cxperiments and thus varied in

5In terms of the cognitive framework of Tourangeau and Rasinski that we explore
later, there are several ways that conditional order cffects could be created. Even if no
relevant attiwwde was directly expressed. a retrieval carryover effect could oceur if a
prior question Lriggered selective memory sampling and people differed in their affect
toward the primed memories. In addition, the expression of a relevant prior attitude
could creatc a conditional order effect by causing judgmental carryover or consistency
editing during the response sclection stage. ’

§Also see Bradburm and Mason (1964), which tested for 14 differences in marginals
across four ferms and found no siatistically significant variation.
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context due to the prior experiments, Apparently using simple random sample
(SRS) assumptions, they found eight significant diffcrences at the .05 level, just
two above whai chance would predict. Their inspection of these eight suggested
that three probably represented real effects and the rest were due 1o sample varia-
tion.

I have examined the 1988 GSS (T. W. Smith, 1988a). In 1988 the GSS
switched from an across-years rotation scheme 10 a within-year spiit-ballot de-
sign (T. W. Smith, 1988b). That meant that three split ballots were employed.
Each ballot represented a year under the old across-years rolation scheme. Demo-
graphics typically appeared on all three ballols, and attitudes and other items
usually appeared on two of the three ballots. In the vast majority of cases, the
items appearing on different ballots appeared in very different orders. I tested both
for context effects across the batlols and for evidence of context effects by group-
ing wogether earlier years that largely duplicated the same orders that appeared in
the 1988 ballots. Among 358 questions that varied in context across the ballots,
9.2% were found to vary significantly using SRS assumptions, but only 3.6%
varied significantly when adjusted for design effects. Close cxamination 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 unanticipated context effects might occur once out
of every 40-60 questions. However, this is probably an underestimale, since on
the GSS, and presumably on the DAS, baueries of questions on one topic (e.g.,
the seven abortion items) were asked in a block and nol varied across ballots.
Since context effects are most likely to occur between closely related items, the

failure to vary items experimentally within topical blocks probably under-
estimates the frequency of context effects.” '

Buffers, Scattering, and Context Effects

Almost all early research on context effects placed the ¢xperimental variation in

order immediately prior to the target item. In recent years, however, several stud-

ies have been conducted that have varied the placement of the trigger question(s).
One approach inserts a buffer of unrelated items beiween the trigger and the tar-
get1, and the other presents the trigger items either in a block or scattered among
unrelated items. In the buf| fering approach, investigalors have laken a well-
known context effect and tested its power by inserting a buffer of items between

7The abortion example discussed above is a prime example of what can occur when the
order within such a block is disturbed. See also Schuman and Presser's (1981) discus-
sion of same. For other examples, see Astin et al. (1988} and T. W. Smith (1984), |
suspect that within-scale context effects are rather common, probably even typical.
Since such scales tend 1o be replicated as units without chunges to their internal order,

these effects are rarely studicd, and whalever context effects exist generally remain
{ixed across administrations of the scale.
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the trigger and the target (Bishop, 1987; Schurflan, Kalion, & L;:dw‘:illillfl?g;
These studies indicate that context elfects are quite robust and wor w1L e or
no diminution even when a large buffer inlcrvc_:ncsz. In the bl.ockfsga cdtctroca“& )
proach, the investigators test whether concentration in a block is nee o allect
respondents or perhaps is so obvious that it creaes a backfire efl l‘ect_('l‘ou : hgl o
el al., 1988, 198%9a). Despite some early mdlcafmns that scattering lm ge .
more effective than blocking, Tourangeau and his colleague§ now bel lClV e
scatiering diminishes and may eliminate context ¢ffects. Tl:lel.l' melzll-an'z:e{n oo
the buffer and scauered/blocked expcrimlen:sg ;l;())wcd that intervening i
imini xt effects (Tourangeau et at., .
dlm;zizllgﬁgizsion is sug;oncd lgay my research on context effects mfz.n s;:jggufrs;se
a first-only effect (T. W. Smith, 1981a, 1988a). “In r.llns research, I oul:smles
examples of context effects influencing only the first ilem on sub;eqll_mnl scal in'
For example, alicnation items reduced the co?ﬁdcnc? rating of the rst ll) o
the 13-item confidence items but had no significant impact on the distri lu one
of the following 12 itlems (T. W. Smith, 1981a). This suggests not on yma
scatlering or a wide buffer can reduce a context effect but th.au a s:pglc item b)::
absorb the effect. The very robust effects dclcclcq.by some mvcsugaul)rs may >
because they 1esied particularly strong context elfects, and these resulis may
the exceptions rather than the rule,

Classifications and Causes

In order to advance in the study of contexi effects, we need 10 develoP tt:wron_cls
about what causes such effects. Two approacpes have been used I.ha-l mli1 _:T acnn -l
itate this process. The first is the classilication ol context cff?,ct.s into di e:cv !
types according to their cause and effect. The second is to delimit Ll:lehcogm i e
steps involved in answering questions and to relate how coniext mig ll opcr:ian-
during each of thesc steps. Although these two npprqachc; have devcholrcd "
dependently and are distinct, they ovcrlap.. The classilication apprcly_ac ta:rga )Z
evolved out of an attlempt to explain cxisung. or known_ conlext ¢l cs:l.s ymps
plying relevant social-psychological and cognitive th:c_mes. The cogmu\;:-ssu]::'
approach came from a general attempt to a[f)})lytscpgn :::z 1;‘1;01'y first to the
in gencral and then to context effects in particular,

chsléll'ﬁlc:;sn angd Presser (1981) and Bradburn (1983; Bradbum_ & Mason, 1964%
have formulated two similar classilications schemes I‘c'>rl question-order cffcc_lsh
(see Table 12.6). Both refer to psychological or cognitive pr?ccsscs_ by V?’hlc.
order influences subsequent questions, Schuman and Presser fclasmﬁnj,auon_ :'S
more detailed and more hicrarchically organized than Bradbyrn. s but malr!ly dif-
fers by using question-type distinctions (part and wholc) within the consistency

8Here, as clsewhere. in this chapter, we exclude the related mauer of response-order
effects (scc Schuman & Presser, 1981, pp. 56-74).
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TABLE 12.6. Classification of Order Effects

Schuman and Presser Bradburn

1. Comiext effects (ransiors of meaning)
A. Part-part consistency
1. Normative principles
2. Logical inference
B. Par-whole consistency
C. Parl-pan contrast
D. Part-whole contrast
1. Subtraction 2

1. Consistency

. . Redund
2. Simple contrast e
E. Salience 3. Saliency
IL  Sequence effects (more mechanical types of antifucts)
A. Ra]?porl 4. Rapport
B. Fatigue 5. Fatigue

C. Initial frame of reference

Source: Schuman and Presser (1981), Bradbum and Mason (1964}, and Bradbum (1985).

and contrast catcgories and the addition of
simple conlrast classes.

Tourangeau, Rasinski, and others (Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988; Tourangeau
¢t al., 1988; Swrack & Martin, 1987) have morc recently described the various
sieps and processes involved in answcring survey questions and how context
could cﬂ‘ccl. each step and process. Tourangeau and Rasinski (1988) describe the
l'oul_' steps in answering a survey question: (a) interpretation, (b) retrieval
{c) judgment, and (d) response sclection. At cach stage they posit Lwo types of,
coniext f:frccts: carryover and backfire.9 Carryover cffccts involve the usually
automatic or unconscious influcnce of prior questions on subsequent questions
(e:_cccpt for editing during the response selection stage). In some general sense, a
prior q.uestion shapes responses 10 a laler question during one or more of liw
answering stages. Back(irc cffects are a more conscious rejection of the influence
of prior questions when answering later questions. In addition 1o these eight
Lypes of poss_ible context effects, Tourangeau and Rasinski subdivide the re-
sponsc_sclccuon stage imo the processes of mapping atitudes into response
caiegorics and editing for the sake of cither consisicncy or seif-presentation

The Tourangeau-Rasinski approach has the decided advantage of grot;nding
context effects in cognitive theories. Their work is an excellent example of intel-
_lccluz!l. hybrid vigor, since it uscs the results from psychological experiments 1o
illuminate survey rescarch, But in explaining and illusirating their differing types
of context effects, they may draw too heavily from diverse literatures in ex-

pcnm.cnlaj psychology at the expense of underexamining survey rescarch’s own
€xperiments on context effects.

the initial frame of reference and

¢ . AP
The authors sometimes refer to these as assimilation and contrast, respectively
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In the [ollowing sections, I shall usc a slightly modificd version of the Schu-
man-Presser/Bradburn classifications10 to review the cxtant survey literature on
context effects (see T. W. Smith, 19864, for the litcrature) and then consider how
this standard scheme meshes with the cognitive approach of Tourangeau-
Rasinski. '

Order effects come in many variations. Some coniext effects are unrelated 1o
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 10 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 1o be complesely unrelated 10 the substance of the preced-
ing question(s). A rapport effect argues that a more trusting and open exchange
of information occurs after the interview has developed. Less mentioned and
perhaps somclimes subsumed under rapport elfects are learmning effects. Leaming
effects suggest that respondents, in general, learn their role as respondents better
as the interview unfolds and in particular become more familiar with response
scales and other tasks (e.g., the use of 7-point scales or sorting tasks). This
reduces measurement error. At the opposite pole, a latigue cffect stipulates that,
after a long series of questions, a respondent grows tired and gives less complete
and more perfunctory answers. Another 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 queslions rating or comparing lopics on a
common criterion, an item will tend to receive cither its lowest or highest mean
rating when it appears firsL.

Second, there ar¢ what Schuman and Presser call “context effects,” which
involve some transference of meaning between the aniccedent 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 woward or responses
to these items. One example is a stimulation effcct {(akin to priming) in which
questions about a subject stimulate more reports of behavioer related to or interest

in Lhe topic. For example, attitude questions aboul crime lead to more reports of
criminal victimization (Cowan et al., 1978; Gibson ¢t al., 1978), and questions
about politics increase reporicd levels of interest in politics.!! Three quite dis-
tinct explanations have been offcred for these increases: improved memory search
leading to more complete reports, increased iclescoping of behaviors causing
exaggerated reports, and intentional exaggeration because of role fulfillment
pressures. Although improved memory search is usually the favored explanation,
it is quite possible that all three processes can be al work either in different situ-
ations or ¢ven simultancously in the same siuation {e.g., some of the increased

10The basic calcgories are employed, but (a) some additional refinements and distine-
tions are added, along with some new lerminology, and (b) the part—whole distinction
is not utilized (T. W. Smith, 1986a).

NBut for an exception, see Bishop, Oldendick, & Tuchlarber (1982, 1984a).
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crime reports may come from a more thorough memory dragnet, whereas some
come from increased telescoping).

Another effect that depends on the substance of prior questions is a redefini-
tion or clarificalion effecy (similar 1o redundancy and subtraction cffects). For
example, as part of a serics of questions about the brand of washer, TV, etc., you
Own, an inquiry 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 10 vans, sedans, convertibles, etc. Similarly, 1 posited above that the
general-specific abortion effect might involve a redefinilion of the general ques-
tion. When the redefinition effect eliminates a specific element from the subse-
quent question, we have a subtraction effect as discussed earlicr.

Closely related to the redefinition cffect is redundancy. As Bradburn describes
il, a person mentioning certain behaviors at an earlier point may consider it
repetitive to mention them again. The respondent may believe that these ele-
ments are excluded from the subsequent question {redefinition) or simply be
reluctant to go over the same ground twice even if the respondent realizes that
the same information is applicable to the later gucstions. '

Finally, simple contrast effects may fall into this category. Here one judges

the desirability of the second question in light of the first. If the first ICPTesSents a
highly positive situation and the other a less atractive situation, the relative
merit of the second item may secm even less because il is contrasted 1o the first
and pales in comparison. This effect necessitates that a respondent recognizes a
conirast between the degirability of two proposilions but not necessarily that he
endorses the atiractive proposition. One need only recognize that, in general,
such a distinction is seen.

Next there are context effects that depend not only on the substance of the
prior question but also on responses o the anlecedent question constraining
response Lo the subsequent question. One such constraint or consistency effect
involves the establishment of a normative principie between two questions. This
is exemplified by the Communisi/American reporlers question. This type proba-
bly represents the strongest of context effects and usually, if not always, will
cause reciprocal marginals effccts (i.c., both A and B distributions will differ in
orders AB and BA).

A second constraint effect establishes a logical connection between questions.
This would include the tax/spending example. Although not too distant from
normative effects (especially if we consider logic as a norm) and also involving,
like the former, a conscious attempt to bring rcsponscs into line, the logical
connection effect does not rest on a general social norm separate from the main
substance of the ilems, 12

Next comes a rather large and fairly amorphous category of focus effects (simi-
lar 10 salience elfects). These focus attention on some topic that relates 1o the
subsequent question. Questions about children preceding an abortion question

12For cxample, where context failed 10 induce logical constraint, see T. W. Smith
(1981a, 1981c).
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might reduce support for abortion, since Lhe salicnt images of chllqrcn_ mlng:Iet
focus atiention on unborn children rather than on women when consnden:g the
abortion questions.1? Unlike logical connection clfects, focus el‘l‘lects omes
come from strictly logical propositions but rmhcr. from more subtle press res
and inclinalions, and the impact is seen as rw0rkmg lhn:ll;ﬂusmemory acces
n through conscious reconciliation of response pa -
rau;frisl.ﬁlo:l;vef. often difficult to determine whgher responses lnlvolve con-
scious logical constraint (1 am very hap]:.:ily.mamcd. My"ma.rnage is Lhc} r::s-t
important part of my life. Therefore, my life is very happy™) or patterns o A u%e
nition (in thinking about general happiness, R has most rcac_ly access lein
marital happiness memories that have just been recalled). lr_n either i:se. < mgl
very happy on marriage will lcad to increased reports of happiness on the ge iy
question, but the causes or processes are not the same. ln'lhe. former case, gen o
al happiness responses are being consciously reconciled wn.!1 lhcrpnor. l:;a.hrla
happiness response, which comes from the acccssc:d memories of marital - p-
piness, whercas in the lauer case, the clfect comes directly from the pemonc -be
Third, although invelving conditional ¢lfects in a general sense, !t may not
possible 10 demonstrale conditionality because the nnlcccflem questions may not
have an item that explicitly records the attitude that specifies the erder effect. A
focus effect is conditional in that it is what you fecl toward the Lopic c_ovewd by
the antecedent question that determines your subsequent response. This ma{ not
be discernable, since the anlecedent guestion may not inquire about [ee ings
toward the topic. For example, in the classic dress-adv_crusmg exzfnple {Ameri-
can Marketing Association, 1937), “questions regarding drcss<_:s preceded at-
titudes toward advertising. I do nol know just what dress questions were asked
but suppose that these questions covercd_ such mau-crs as place of purchas:,
styles favored, and the like. Subscquent attitude questions revealed that aru: the
dress questions (a) ratings of adverlising was more favorable and (b) dress a V(}:‘r-
tising was the main type ol advertising lhought_ol'. Thle fac:,lor that leads the
increased focusing on dresses to improve advertising ratings is that women like
dresses and as a result presumably like dress adverliscmc‘nl.s. Among the presum-
ably small proportion of women who disliked clothes in general or dre.sses in
particular, we would presumably not find an incrcasa: in favorable rzlnmgs of
advertisements. Although there are distinct differences in the processes m_volved
in these two classes of elfects, they are dilferences of degree and specilic ex-
may involve blends of both.
aml’;laeéle 1y2.7 compares Lhese sitandard categories of conlcxl.el'fecl..s on the
Tourangeau-Rasinski scheme. The fining of the standard types into lI}ns framc}
work was a difficult, but useful, exercise. It revealed s_lrc_nglhs and limitations of
both systems, showed when conceptualizalions were similar and when they were
divergent, and raised the possibility of developing a Pcllcr_ overall understanding
of order effects by drawing on elemenis of both classifications.

131 found litile support for this particular example (T. W. Smith, 1983a).
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TABLE 12.7. Comparison of the Tourangeau and Rasinski Calegories with Tradition-
al Classifications of Context Effects

Reactions to Prior Questions

Question- Answering Steps Carryover Backfire

A. Interpretation
B. Retrieval

Redcfinition/clarification
Stimulation
Focus/salience

Redundancy

Simple contrast?

C. Judgment Constraint (normative & Simple contrast
logical)
D. Response sclection
1. Mapping
2. Editing

a. Consistency Constraint {normative &
logical)
Focus/salience

Focus/salience

Simple contrast?

b. Self-presentation

First, sequence effects arc hard to relate to the Tourangeau-Rasinski scheme. It
is possible 10 associate them with the various steps, but because sequence effects
are not related to substance, the carryover versus backfire distinclion seems 1o
apply well. For cxample, fatiguc effects in general lead 10 less accurate and less
thoughtful response. Retrieval would tend 1o be less thorough and less accurate,
and judgments would tend 1o be less considered and more labile. These cffects
result from the number of prior questions but do not seem 1o represent either
carryover or backfire effecis as Tourangeau and Rasinski conceptualized them. 14
The same would seem 10 apply to rapport, learning, and initial frame of reference
effects.

Second, for substantive conlext effcets, the matching of standard types to the
Toumngeau-Rasinski scheme is more appropriate and useful, For the interpreta-
tion stage, there seem (o be standard types that closely match both carryover and
backfire effects. Redefinition/clarification effects are carryover interpretation
effects whereby prior questions change or creatc meaning for a following ques-
tion. Redundancy effects are backfire interpretation effects where a topic covered
Ila_y a prior question is excluded from consideration in responding 1o a later ques-
ion.

Carryover effects al Lhe retrieval stage would seem 10 cover two types of wadi-
tional effects: stimulation effects and some, but not all, focus and general sali-
ence cffects. Stimulation elfects cither result from more thorough memory
sefarching of lead 10 overreporting through ielescoping. Focus/salience effects at
this stage come about from biased sampling ol memory due to selective prim-

14Tourangeau and Rasinski (1988) explicitly admit that their framework is not com-
prehensive and separaicly discuss sequence cffects.

T
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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). I is not clear if any of the
standard calegories are examples of this process, although some simple contrast
eflects may be of this Lype. .

In the judgment swage, normative and logical constraint effects represent carry-
over effects, as do some ol the more amorphous focus effects. For example,
context may creale or enhance in people’s minds the norm of even-handedness as
a standard for judging later questions. Simple contrast effects can represent back-
fire judgment effects where one's evaluation ol a subsequent question is con-
trasted to an earlicr standard of judgment.

The response selection stage covers some rather distingt processes that might
well be thought of as invalving different steps. The mapping process of figuring
whal response represents a respondent’s attitude docs not appear to be related to
any of the standard wypes of context eflects. (Learning effects would presumably
lead to less crror at this step.} At the editing stage, carryover elfects are once
again represented by both normative and logical constraint effects and more dif-
fuse focus/salience effects. Whether a2 normative elfect belongs in this category
rather than in the judgment siage depends on whether the acknowledgment of the
norm resulied from a perhaps unconscious and sincere application of a norm or
the conscicus and sirategic decision o follow a norm in order to appear cen-
sistent. In the case of the even-handedness norm on the Communist/American
reporters questions, a judgmental carryover effect exists if a norm is created in a
respondent’s mind that shapes attiiudes toward a laier question. A consistency re-
sponse selection elfect occurs if the norm doces not really shape one’s attitude
toward aflowing Communist reporiers but one changes one's response in order to
appear consistent with the norm. Although logically distinguishable, empirically
separaling thesc two types of normative clfects would be difficult. Self-
presentation/sacial desirability effects during cditing involve related strategic
responding and also cover some forms of focus/salicnce effects.

For backfirc cditing clfects, there again do not appear 10 be any examples
from the standard classification or survey literawre. Tourangeau and Rasinski do
describe a hypothctical example, which Lhey call 2 “moderation cffecL.™ Consider
the case ol a person who has a self-perception as being a moderate on an issue
(e.g., abertion). If that person has answered several questions in a pro-abortion
dircction, he or she might answer subscquent qucstions in an anti-abortion direc-
ticn in order to maintain a moderale image, cven though the respondent’s true
atutude on the individual subsequent questions might be pro-abortion.

What has the marrying of standard survey rescarch classilications to the Tour-
angeau-Rasinski scheme suggested? First, the exclusion ol 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
elfects. Third, the splitting of several wraditional clfects across more than onc of
their catcgerics shows thal some exisling 1ypes clearly involve dilferent proc-
esses, and employing the Tourangcau-Rasinski [ramework clanfies the difference.
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F - . .
Slci):lrl:::a,:he ap;;ca.rance within their categorics of different standard effects (eg
e dl‘Olll an focfus. among caryover retrieval effects) suggests that there an-:'
) Fl_\lr‘ltsllons w.nh_m their stages (similar to thosc in the response selection
Slages.arle t:n. r.l}c e(:;f-flgl:llly of empirically distinguishing between what stage or
Involved indicates that great challenges awail in identifyi
esses that creale context effects. Fin ini ot O 1 s
: . Finally, combining clements of th
classification scheme with the T: inski o Srobabhy croa
ourangeau-Rasinski scheme wi
a better framework than either alone. il probably creat
1-()E:)rder effects can be induced by a varicty of cognitive and social
:n swe:;:;.p’::ncsc prgccsscs can intercede al various steps in the question
cess and can impinge on [ater questions in at | i
over and backfire). Sometimes iti i et t create oy oty
. position alone is sufficient to create an eff
. P 1 eCt'
:fh:r;:as other el:fc.c,ls are sumulzn_ed by the substance of prior questions and often
yl czpc_:r!dcm s implicit or explicit auitude toward 1he prior substance,
aml:)rllca f::i:on‘ r;}any typc;c of order effects can interact and commingle. For ex-
\ ue ellects can be reduced or increased by question fi : i
covered. Although there may be a genc UC carve associaed with dor
general faligue curve associated with tim
! e or
::;T]bl?r of responses, the slope of this curve may be increased or decreased by
quesﬁgg;oir::va; 1h§ l':)rnrlal of the questions and the interest and difficulty of the
ved. In fact, two or more different (and even ict
olve _ conflicting) effects
::a?r be rclevani in l-hc same instance. For example, extended discuss%c)ms of a
Bi;;]:'.o;s&t;:;lslg)risult In more interest in that issuc being subsequently reported
» however, found that when the discussion | i -
: : sion included several difficul
lccrnowlcdlgc l.cll]t_:c§u01'|s abc?ur. which most people lacked information, interest d:la-l
Ic)t’.:isedi | . In 15 Instance, it appears that the stimulation effect was overcome by a
m:gycsa“l gl?l.mccum? effect that linked low knowledge with low imierest. It is prob-
Inicractions that explain various failures i -
; Lex 0 replicale order effec
generalize to apparently similar circumstances (Schuman & Presser 1981"5 Tfu:f-)

angear & Rasinski, 1988; Tumer & Marti 15
ageau & S artin, 1984).15 Order efiiects, alas, are not

-psychological

Conclusion

ll;;:ﬁ::lng ol::r undcrslanding of order effects will not be an easy task given (a) the
= lgw ee:n:: cr of f.hl' ferent processes involved; (b} the dif liculty of distinguishing
e < ;mpcung c;_cplanauons; (c) the interaction of order effects with such
i Sm'ih as]c;ucsuon [ypc_ (¢.g., behavioral, affective), question specificity
19;;8 . ith, 88a), Question vagueness (Turner & Martin, 1984; Zaller

), queslion centrality (Turner & Martin, 1984; Krosnick & Sc':human'

.15As T?urangcau and Rasinski (1988) note,
instability may rellect the number and complexity of the processes that are respon-

sible for the effects, as well as the laj
i he et , rge number of vari i
size and direction of the context elfects™ (p. 311). Verables that can influence the

Conlext effeets are often unstable; this
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1988), response Lype (substantive response vs. nonresponse), history (¢.g., the
Comrmnunist/American reporters and parcnlal/student party identification—Wil-
lick & Ashley, 1971; Schuman & Presser, 1981; Hyman & Sheatsley, 1950),
mode and pace of administration (Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988), ambivalent or
conflicted autitudes (Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988), and other factors; and (d)
interactions between different types of effects.

One key w further progress is simply to apply theoretical models, setting up
experiments 10 1est specific hypotheses about the causality of order effects and
clearly choose between competing explanations. In particular, experiments need
10 be deviscd that can determine which stages in the question-answering process
are involved. This will necessitalc moving beyond simple split-ballot experi-
ments. Useful as split ballots arc with their experimental controls, we shall have
to apply even more claborate designs 10 gain a beuer understanding of the menital
processes that cause order effects.

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

A second promising approach would be the addition of a follow-up guestion
after the aniecedent and subscquent questions that would inquire about whal the
respondent was thinking about (Bishop, 1985, and chap. 11 of this volume;
Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1986). Takc Kalton's cxample (Kalton, Collins, &
Brook, 1978), in which evatuations of driving standards were rated more. posi-
tively immediately afler a similar question about the driving standards of young
drivers. Kalton et al. hypothesize that the more pesitive evaluation of drivers in
general resulied from a subtraction effect that excluded young drivers from con-
sideration in the second question. We should be able 1o test for this effect by
asking after the general driving condition either an open-cnded question about
what type of driver onc had in mind or a more locused 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?" Il a
subtraction cflect 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 operation of
other effccls.

Another possibility is the usc of questions probing other dimensions besides
affect: importance, salience, information, knowledge, and commitment (Galliup,
1947: Schuman & Presser, 1981; T. W. Smith, 1981c). By learning with what
dimensions and conditions order effects interact, we should bener understand their
causes (Tourangcau & Rasinski, 1936). Similarly, altributes of the questions,
such as vaguencss and response categorics, could be explored.

Another uscful approach would be a tesyretest design in which four orders
could be uscd (A1B1A2B2, A1B1B2A2, BIA1B2A2, and B1A1A2B2). This
would allow a comparison of the consistency ol cach item in each order (Hayes,
1964; T. W. Smith & Stcphenson, 1979). Given certain assumptions, it would
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also permit an intrarespondent analysis of order effects. Aliematively, one might
ask respondents the subsequent question [ater in the same interview in a different
conlext. Interviewers could then reconcile discrepancies in responses. Through
these and other claborations of the basic split-ballot technique, it should be pos-
sible to examine directly the causes of contexi cffects and gain a decper under-
standing of the mental processes involved.

By more {ully analyzing split-ballot order cxperiments, by elaborating these
experiments with specific inquiries about mental processes and other auxiliary
items, and by greater grounding in appropriale cognitive and social-psychelogical
theories, we should be able 1o advance our understanding 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 art of ordering questions.
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