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C o m p a r i s o n i n Con tex t 

Ler a Boroditsk y (lera@psych.stanford.edu ) 
Departmen t  o f  Psychology ;  Bldg .  42 0 

Stanford .  C A 9430 5 U S A 

I n t r o d u c t i o n 

Th e feature s o f  a  concep t  tha t  com e t o min d depen d o n th e 
contex t  i n whic h tha t  concep t  occurs .  Tversk y (1977 )  ar -
gue d tha t  contex t  affect s th e outcom e o f  a  compariso n b y 
changin g th e salienc e o f  particula r  feature s i n th e meaning s 
of  al l  item s i n th e compariso n set .  W e investigat e furthe r 
th e dynamic s o f  th e interactio n betwee n contex t  an d com -
parison .  W e hypothesize d tha t  a  contex t  give n jus t  befor e a 
targe t  concep t  wil l  hav e fa r  greate r  influenc e o n th e salienc e 
distributio n o f  feature s o f  tha t  target ,  tha n i f  th e contex t  i s 
give n jus t  afte r  th e target . 

Experiment 

I n thi s experimen t  subject s wer e aske d t o generat e difference s 
betwee n a  targe t  concep t  an d a  contras t  set ,  an d t o phras e 
thes e difference s i n term s o f  som e propert y o f  th e target . 
We varie d th e orde r  o f  presentatio n o f  th e targe t  an d th e con -
tras t  set .  W e expecte d tha t  differen t  contras t  set s woul d 
caus e peopl e t o generat e differen t  propertie s fo r  th e target . 
However ,  w e expecte d t o find  thi s contex t  effec t  wa s onl y 

when th e contras t  se t  wa s presente d first. 

Materials & Design 

Eac h tria l  wa s compose d o f  a  targe t  concep t  (e.g. ,  'sugar') , 
and a  contras t  pai r  o f  concept s (e.g. ,  'pickles ,  olives') . 
Ten differen t  targe t  item s wer e used .  Thre e differen t  contras t 
pair s wer e constructe d fo r  eac h targe t  item .  Fo r  example , 
th e contras t  pair s fo r  "sugar '  wer e 1 .  pickles ,  olives ;  2 . 
soot ,  pepper ;  3 .  water ,  whiskey .  Eac h subjec t  onl y sa w 
on e o f  th e thre e possibl e contrast-targe t  combinations .  Fo r 
hal f  o f  th e subjects ,  th e targe t  wa s presente d first,  an d fo r  th e 
othe r  half ,  th e contras t  pai r  wa s presente d first .  Th e first 
item(s )  a{̂ 3eare d o n th e compute r  scree n an d participant s 
wer e give n 5  sec .  t o 'thin k abou t  wha t  th e concept(s )  mean. ' 
Afte r  5  sec ,  th e secon d ite m appeared .  Th e targe t  wor d 
alway s appeare d a t  th e botto m o f  th e screen .  Subject s wer e 
instructe d t o nam e a  differenc e betwee n th e targe t  an d th e 
contras t  pai r  a s quickl y a s the y could ,  phrase d i n term s o f 
some propert y o f  th e targe t  concept .  4 0 Stanfor d Universit y 
undergraduate s participate d i n thi s experiment .  Anothe r 
grou p o f  7 0 subject s wer e simpl y aske d t o nam e th e first 
propert y tha t  cam e t o min d fo r  eac h targe t  item ,  thu s provid -
in g "n o context "  norm s (1s t  lin e o f  Tabl e 1) . 

Results 

A typica l  exampl e o f  th e result s appear s i n Tabl e 1 .  W h e n 
subject s wer e simpl y aske d t o nam e a  propert y o f  sugar , 
7 3 % responde d tha t  suga r  i s 'sweet' .  Thu s w e determine d 

tha t  'sweet '  i s  th e mos t  salien t  propert y o f  sugar .  W e pre -
dicte d tha t  i n th e target-firs t  condition ,  subject s woul d gener -
at e thi s mos t  salien t  propert y regardles s o f  th e contrast -
type .  Jus t  a s predicted ,  a n overwhelmin g majorit y o f  sub -
ject s chos e "sweet '  a s th e distinguishin g propert y betwee n 
suga r  an d eac h o f  th e thre e contras t  pairs .  Ther e wa s n o 
effec t  o f  contex t  whe n th e targe t  ite m wa s presente d first. 
The patter n wa s strikingl y differen t  fo r  th e contrast-firs t  con -
dition .  W e predicte d tha t  i n th e contrast-firs t  condition ,  sub -
ject s woul d nam e propertie s o f  suga r  tha t  wer e mos t  salien t 
t o th e particula r  contras t  pair ,  an d thi s i s  indee d wha t  w e 
observed .  Fo r  tw o compariso n types ,  subject s overiooke d 
th e mos t  salien t  propert y o f  suga r  ('sweet') ,  an d instea d pro -
duce d context-specifi c  properties .  Fo r  example ,  whe n th e 
contras t  pai r  wa s 'soot ,  pepper' ,  7 5 % o f  th e subject s sai d 
tha t  suga r  i s "white' .  W h e n th e contras t  pai r  wa s 'water , 
whiskey' ,  8 6 % o f  th e subject s sai d tha t  suga r  i s  "solid' . 
Contex t  ha d a  stron g effec t  o n th e outcom e o f  a  compariso n 
when th e contex t  precede d th e target .  However ,  contex t  ha d 
no effec t  whe n th e contex t  wa s presente d afte r  th e target . 

Table 1: Sample results for "sugar'. 

context-fre e 

prop ,  namin g 

Qpntext-firs t 
pickles ,  olive s 
soot ,  peppe r 
water ,  whiske y 

target-firs t 
pickles ,  olive s 
soot ,  peppe r 
water ,  whiske y 

sweet 

73 % 

71 % 
25 % 
— 

100% 
100% 
60 % 

soli d 

5% 

— 
— 
86 % 

— 
— 
20 % 

whit e 

3% 

14% 
75 % 
— 

— 
— 
— 

othe r 

19% 

14% 
— 
14 % 

— 
— 
20 % 

Conc lus ion s 

The effec t  o f  contex t  o n compariso n i s order-sensitive .  We 
foun d tha t  contex t  di d no t  retroactivel y affec t  comparison . 
A prope r  mode l  o f  contex t  effect s o n compariso n mus t  tak e 
accoun t  o f  th e orde r  i n whic h th e concep t  propertie s ar e acti -
vated . 
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