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To gain access to people’s opinions and attitudes, surveys (questionnaires) are generally regarded as
“the least cumbersome method” (Dijkstra & Van der Zouwen 1982: 2). However, surveys do not
unambiguously measure people’s subjective states, as answers can be influenced by a multitude of
seemingly irrelevant factors. For example, Rugg (1941) showed that people exhibit an asymmetry in
answering forbid/allow questions; from a logical perspective, answering 7o to the question ‘Do you
think the US should allow public speeches against democracy?’ is the equivalent ofgmswering yes to

Chapter 2 — The generalizability of wording effects
Meta-analyses show that the forbid/allow asymmet
nd size offfect. In order to
determine the generalizability of the effect, hCS elve experiments

concerning contrastive word pairs other than ] . nts vary with respect to

persoonlijk (personal)/onpersoonlijk (impe n mean answers to questions
concerning text comprehe i . The studies were carried out by twelve MA-

show that f i significant wording effect was observed in at least one study.
The ov, ts are more likely to disagree with negative questions, than to

the latter effect is far more consistent across studies. The overall analysis
airs, a consistent effect can be found across studies, while the in-study
effects of the ¢ eight word pairs are likely to be contextual.

Remarks: The appendices at the end of the chapter give insight into the heterogeneity of respondents
and survey characteristics. Kamoen argues this heterogeneity to be a “strict test for deciding whether
wording effects can be generalized” (p. 20). However, as previous research indicates that context may
influence the (quite subtle) wording effects of contrastive questions, certain contextual characteristics
could have been factors in the design or variables in the analysis of the results. Instead, choices such
as objective wording (‘The text is...’, 8 studies) vs. subjective wording (‘I think the text is...’, 4
studies) and the use of 5-point scales (2 studies) vs. 7-point scales (10 studies) were left to the MA-
students and were not investigated in detail.



Chapter 3 — Explaining variation between word pairs in wording effects
In this chapter, Kamoen formulates and tests the hypothesis that the variance in wording effects found
in chapter 2 might be explained by the semantic distinction between relative and absolute gradable
adjectives. Relative gradable adjectival word pairs, such as fall — short, are context dependent. A short
adult is still taller than a za// child; there are no fixed endpoints to the scale. In contrast, absolute
gradable adjectival word pairs, such as open — closed, do have absolute endpoints, irrespective of the
object described; a closed door possesses a zero degree of openness. The crucial difference is that the
denial of an endpoint of an absolute adjective entails the affirmation of the opposite pole (not closed =
open), while this doesn’t hold for relative adjectival pairs (not large # small). A (large) difference in
answers is expected for questions with relative adjectives, but not for questions wit

absolute adjectival word pair should combine with a degree modifier (‘The
closed’), while none of the members of a relative adjectival pair should i i t/#fully

acceptable) containing 20 antonym pairs frequently used in Snclear, easy — difficult,
et cetera). The adjectives were combined with modifiers pt contexts. The results
show a correlation between acceptability and type of combines both
with fully and almost, or fails to combine with eithdgof th fication only holds

Results show that this variance is due to con ject effects. Distributed
over different contexts, 80% of the estimate
interval. In other words, there is too tual variance tg claSsify adjectival word pairs on
lexical grounds.

Remarks: The semantic cla, nd relative adjectives fails to meet the requirements

Chapter 4 — ation of the cognitive processes in answering contrastive questions

This chapter discusses the question in which of the four cognitive processes of the Tourangeau model
(Tourangeau et al. 2000) the wording effects take place. These processes are 1) interpreting the
question, 2) retrieving attitudinal information from long-term memory, 3) rendering judgment and 4)
fitting judgment to response options. Cognitive activities 1-3 are grouped in the ‘comprehension-
retrieval stage’, while activity 4 forms the ‘mapping stage’. Locating the wording effects in one of
these stages is important for all research involving surveys. If wording effects arise in the first stage,
respondents activate a different judgment about the object in question, leading to the measurement of
a different attitude. This would pose a problem for the validity of contrastive questions. Conversely, if
the effect arises in the mapping stage, the same underlying attitude is measured for positive and
negative questions, while they are fitted differently onto the answering options. This would suggest



that both positive and negative questions are valid measurements of the same attitude. (This does not
mean that there are no differences in answers on positive and negative questions.) Experimental
studies suggest that the wording effect takes place in the mapping stage (the ‘mapping account’).
However, semantic and psycholinguistic literature on negation suggests that negative terms take
longer to process than positive terms, predicting an effect in the comprehension-retrieval stage (the
‘cognitive load account’). To decide on this issue, Kamoen has carried out an eye-tracking experiment
in which 56 participants answered 90 survey questions. Again, the expected wording effect was
observed: respondents were more likely to disagree with negative questions, than to agree with
positive questions. This result is ‘only’ an intermediate step in this experiment, but it is noteworthy
that Kamoen replicates the wording effect in all of her experiments. Four processin

collected: 1) first-pass reading time for question and 2) for answers, 3) remaini xation time for

question and 4) for answers. As the first-pass reading time for the question n reflects the
comprehension-retrieval process, the cognitive load account predicts a proc

this stage for contrastive questions. Kamoen finds interesting differencg

effect in either stage does, as Kamoen concl
load account. This however does not mean t
account. While a more frequent occu i ive questions and answers was
account, as it could also reflect a
is chapter with the remark that “the

found, this too does not serve as direct e
difficulty in comprehension. Surprisingly,
results of the current study j i

Chapter 5 — A further inspection of the cognitive processes in answering contrastive questions

The measures used in the previous experiment were, according to Kamoen, “very coarse-grained” (p.
92). A final experiment was conducted in order to draw more precise conclusions on the cognitive
load vs. mapping debate. Measurements were collected in line with the four-stage Tourangeau model.
In the previous experiment, the ordering of the subject, evaluative term (ET), indicator of opinion and
attitude object (AO) varied, resulting in residual variance. This experiment has a 2x2 factorial design,
which accounts for possible interactions between question polarity and the order of AO (e.g. animal
testing) and ET (e.g. unacceptable). This way, effects on eye movement can be related more directly
to cognitive processes. For instance, when the AO receives longer fixation for negative terms only
when it follows the ET, it is likely a spill-over effect of evaluative term comprehension. If the AO



receives longer fixation for negative terms regardless of AO-ET order, it is likely that the retrieval of
information or the formation of an opinion is also affected, which implies differences in validity of
contrastive questions. 122 university students participated in the eye-tracking experiment. The results
show that both in single and re-reading trials, the evaluative term receives longer initial fixation when
it is negative. For single-reading trials, the response options are read longer for negative questions
than for positive questions and for re-reading trials, the evaluative term receives longer fixation when
worded negatively. Kamoen concludes that using more fine-grained eye-tracking measures, results
show that the comprehension-retrieval stage is affected by the choice of wording. This seems to
support the cognitive load account, but Kamoen is right to point out that her results are not decisive;
negative terms have lower overall frequencies in language use, which could be an g

questions are slightly more difficult to comprehend t iti i atavording effects
probably arise when translating opinions into the r i

mipping account from the start of
end of chapter 5. This may confuse

ractice, semantiCoggie odology. Kamoen suggests that the fact that answers are given
o evaluative tergns forms an explanation why respondents are more likely to disagree with
agree with positive questions. A problem concerning this conclusion is that
he why of the effect, but rather the when or where. The relation between
evaluative te ponse options does not explain the wording effect on the level that is expected
when reading this dissertation. Chapter 3 gears towards a semantic explanation of the effect found, but
unfortunately, the theory proved incapable of explaining the effects. This is not Kamoen’s fault, but it
does relate to a more general comment on this dissertation. The book’s chapters are published articles,
which this makes the reading experience somewhat repetitive. Moreover, there is no real transition
between chapters. Chapter 3 follows up on chapter 2 nicely, because it examines a possible
explanation for variance found in the preceding chapter. However, chapter 4 and 5 seem to address
another question: “when or where does the effect arise?” instead of “why does it arise?” These
questions are obviously connected, but they are not the same. Arguments for this shift are only briefly
mentioned, but the reader is sometimes left wondering in what direction the book is heading, as there

is no reflection on the implications of not finding an explanatory account in chapter 3. The focus on



methodology and survey research is a quality of this dissertation, but it may have stood in the way of
embedding the research more firmly in linguistic theory. For instance, the difference between an
implicit negative adjective (unhappy) and an explicitly negated adjective (not happy), seems relevant
to the findings, but is only very shortly addressed in chapter 5. Here the book could have benefited
from syntactic, semantic and pragmatic research on negation, such as Horn and Kato (2000), and from
the emerging field of experimental pragmatics (Noveck & Sperber 2004). Furthermore, Kamoen only
briefly mentions that positive and negative in her experiments are understood in evaluative terms in a
footnote on page 46. This does not account for the fact that in some word pairs ‘pure’ negation is
involved (desirable vs undesirable), while other words are paired with evaluative counterparts
(fascinating vs boring). Argumentative semantics could have provided useful sugg ns, such as
distinguishing between argumentational and evaluative orientation (Verhagen 2080, 2005). If the
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