
Perce ive d Similarit y B e t w e e n Paire d I tems : 

T h e Inf luenc e o f  Ca tego r y T y p e ,  Contex t ,  Typicality , 

a n d Self-Repor t 

Susan H. Anthony, Frederic Vallee-Tourangeau, and Neville G. Austin 
Departmen t  o f  Psychology ,  Universit y o f  Hertfordshir e 

Hatfield .  Hertfordshire ,  U M T E D K I N G D O M,  A L I O 9 A B 
psyqshafpsyqfv ,  psyqnga}@herts .ac.u k 

Outsid e o f  experimenta l  settings ,  peopl e rarel y m a k e a n 
assessmen t  o f  similarit y betwee n tw o item s fo r  it s  o w n 
sake .  Computatio n o f  similarit y tend s t o b e i n th e servic e o f 
furthe r  cognitiv e processe s suc h a s categorisation ,  th e 
projectio n o f  propertie s ont o n e w categor y members ,  o r 
proble m solving .  T h e proces s o f  makin g similarit y 
judgment s i n a n experimenta l  settin g i s  see n the n a s a n 
active ,  constructiv e one .  Participant s ar e no t  passivel y 
observin g an d evaluatin g similaritie s bu t  ar e engage d i n a n 
activ e searc h fo r  similarity .  Th e presen t  stud y sough t  t o 
investigat e th e influenc e o f  th e typ e o f  categor y (a d ho c o r 
c o m m o n ) ,  th e presenc e o r  absenc e o f  categor y labe l  (whic h 
we cal l  th e context )  an d th e typicalit y o f  th e item s unde r 
compariso n upo n rating s o f  similarity .  Barsalo u (1982 ) 
foun d tha t  m e m b e r s o f  a d ho c pair s wer e rate d a s mor e 
simila r  wit h contex t  (th e presenc e o f  th e categor y label ) 
tha n withou t  contex t  (th e absenc e o f  th e categor y label ) 
whil e th e manipulatio n ha d n o effec t  o n th e ratin g o f 
taxonomi c pair s (i f  anything ,  rating s seeme d t o b e slightl y 
depresse d b y th e additio n o f  context) .  I n orde r  t o she d som e 
ligh t  o n th e natur e o f  th e judgment s m a d e b y subject s unde r 
thes e experimenta l  conditions ,  subject s i n thi s stud y wer e 
requeste d t o describ e th e thought s underlyin g thei r  rating s i n 
writte n sel f  reports .  Thi s manipulatio n m a y i n itsel f 
encourag e subject s t o reflec t  upo n thei r  rating s mor e 
carefully ;  i t  als o necessaril y  extende d th e perio d o f  tim e ove r 
whic h th e rating s wer e m a d e whic h agai n coul d encourag e 
deepe r  deliberation . 

T h e desig n o f  th e presen t  stud y include d thre e o f  th e 
factor s believe d t o exer t  a n influenc e upo n similarit y raUngs ; 
(i )  th e presenc e o r  absenc e o f  a n explici t  context ,  (ii )  th e 
typ e o f  categor y fro m whic h th e entitie s unde r  compariso n 
ar e draw n ( c o m m o n vs .  a d hoc )  an d (iii )  th e relativ e 
typicalit y o f  th e item s bein g rated .  Self-report s wer e 
collecte d fro m a  subse t  o f  subjects ,  constitutin g a  fourt h 
factor . 

Overall ,  mai n effect s o f  typicalit y an d categor y typ e wer e 
reliabl e bu t  no t  thos e o f  self-repor t  an d context .  Overal l  th e 
interactio n betwee n categor y typ e an d context ,  a s firs t 
reporte d b y Barsalo u (1982 )  wa s replicate d (se e lef t  pane l  o f 
Figur e 1) ,  bu t  th e natur e o f  th e interactio n change d a s a 
functio n o f  th e self-repor t  condition .  Th e middl e an d right 
panel s o f  Figur e 1  sho w tha t  th e m e a n rating s fo r  item s 
wit h a n explici t  contex t  (th e blac k bars )  remai n fairl y  stabl e 
acros s th e S R (Self-Repot )  an d N S R (N o Sel f  Report ) 
conditions .  Th e phenomen a o f  greate r  interes t  ar e th e rating s 
i n th e absenc e o f  explici t  contex t  (th e whit e bars) .  I n th e 
cas e o f  c o m m o n categor y members ,  th e m e a n rating s 

withou t  contex t  ar e highe r  i n th e S R conditio n tha n the y 
wer e i n th e N S R condition .  Fo r  a d ho c items ,  th e Barsalo u 
(1982 )  effec t  i s  los t  a t  leas t  partl y becaus e th e mea n rating s 
made i n th e absenc e o f  explici t  contex t  ar e highe r  tha n the y 
wer e i n th e N S R condition .  I t  appear s the n tha t  a n 
explanatio n o f  th e result s hinge s largel y o n wha t  i s 
happenin g whe n subject s ar e aske d t o rat e item s i n th e 
absenc e o f  explici t  context .  Ou r  proposa l  i s tha t  unde r  thes e 
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Figur e 1 .  Mea n similarit y rating s fo r  taxonomi c an d a d ho c 
pair s ove r  al l  thre e pai r  type s i n th e presenc e (blac k bars ) 
and absenc e (whit e bars )  o f  contex t  ove r  al l  condition s 
(lef t  panel) ,  i n th e N o Self-Repor t  conditio n (middl e panel ) 
and average d fro m th e tw o Self-Repor t  Condition s (righ t 
panel) .  Note :  A H =  A d hoc ,  NS R =  N o Sel f  Report ,  S R = 
Sel f  Repor t 

circumstances ,  th e activ e construa l  o f  similarit y lead s 
subject s t o instantiat e thei r  o w n context ,  suggeste d b y th e 
co-presentatio n o f  th e items .  Item s whic h ar e mor e typica l 
of  a  categor y ar e mor e likel y t o evok e a  contex t  tha n item s 
whic h ar e les s typical .  Th e effec t  o f  Contex t  o n th e rating s 
of  a d ho c item s foun d i n th e N S R condition s wa s mos t 
marke d fo r  pairing s o f  typical/typica l  items .  I t  i s  ou r 
contentio n tha t  al l  judgment s ar e i n effec t  mad e "i n context" , 
whethe r  i t  b e th e explici t  contex t  provide d b y th e 
experimente r  o r  th e contex t  instantiate d b y subject s i n thei r 
searc h fo r  similarity .  I t  i s  anticipate d tha t  analysi s o f  th e 
protocol s wil l  provid e suppor t  fo r  thi s interpretation . 

I t  i s  unclea r  fro m thi s stud y whethe r  i t  i s th e extende d 
tim e cours e o f  th e judgment s o r  th e requiremen t  t o repor t  o n 
th e thought s underlyin g th e ratin g o r  whe n subject s wer e 
aske d t o giv e protocol s tha t  explain s th e differen t  effect s o f 
context .  However ,  th e result s suppor t  th e notio n tha t 
differen t  "kinds "  o f  similarit y judgment s ar e m a d e abou t  th e 
same entitie s dependin g upo n th e tim e an d effor t  afforde d t o 
th e tas k (Goldstone ,  1995) . 
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