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1) Purpose of the visit
It has long been known to social psychologists that the same event, fact, or observation can be expressed (framed) in a number of different ways, and that sometimes, even subtle changes in framing can have profound effects (for a recent compilation see Keren, 2010). One context in which framing effects have caught particular research attention has been that of (social) comparisons. In particular, a substantive literature shows that comparative focus, that is, whether X is compared to Y or Y is compared to X (cf. Tversky, 1977), can affect judgments of the compared targets X and Y and of their relationship to each other in a number of ways (e.g., Bruckmüller & Abele, 2010; Holyoak & Gordon, 1983; Hoorens, 1995; Pahl & Eiser, 2006; Tversky, 1977; Wänke, Schwarz, & Noelle-Neumann, 1995). However, one aspect inherent in (social) comparisons has almost completely slipped under the radar of psychologists interested in framing effects, namely that comparative statements describing a difference can be framed in a "more than" fashion (that is, X > Y) or in a "less than" fashion (that is, Y < X).
I spent March 16th to March 29th 2014 at the University of Leuven to work with Prof. Vera Hoorens on a project exploring the psychological (non-)equivalence of "more than" versus "less than" comparisons, as well as the social cognitive processes involved in the processing of such statements. Data for multiple studies had already been collected prior to my arrival (9 studies total, some conducted in Belgium, some in Germany). However, the range of variables considered in these studies and the wealth of relevant previous literature on comparative framing made a detailed discussion of these studies and the development of a plan for publication via phone calls and email very difficult.
Accordingly, the main purpose of my visit in Leuven was to discuss these data in light of previous research, to decide whether more data were needed - and if so, to plan the respective data collection - and finally, to develop a clear plan for publication.


2) Description of the work carried out during the visit
During my visit in Leuven, Vera and I first spent some time gaining an overview over the available data and discussing relevant theories and prior research. Based on these discussions we developed a clear outline of the theoretical background and research plan. While doing so, we realized that two more studies were needed for a comprehensive answer to our central research questions and we collected data for both studies during my stay in Leuven. I will describe both studies in detail below. But first, I will give a brief overview of the theoretical background and the main reseach questions of our project.

People expect comparisons to be framed the same way as they would spontaneously frame them (Roese, Sherman, & Hur, 1998). Violation of such linguistic norms or conventions reduces clarity, arouses cognitive attention, impairs communication, and may even cause a subtle feeling of discomfort or uncertainty (Holbrook, Krosnick, Carson, & Mitchell, 2000; Pratto, Korchmaros, & Hegarty, 2007; Roese et al., 1998). For example, presenting response options in a different order than participants would normally expect increases response times and reduces consistency in participants’ responses (Holbrook et al., 2000); and violating participants’ implicit expectations for who should be compared to whom leads to reduced sentence clarity and subsequently to lower agreement with a comparative statement (Roese et al., 1998).
A theoretical framework not explicitly drawn on by the respective researchers, but perfectly compatible with their findings is a perceptual fluency approach (Schwarz, 2004). According to this approach, people implicitly use their metacognitive experiences, such as the ease with which new information can be processed, as information when making social judgments. Although many different variables can affect processing fluency, people usually attribute the positive or negative feelings caused by the ease or difficulty with which they process a stimulus to whatever is most salient in the given situation, often leading to misattributions (Schwarz & Clore, 2007). For example, if a statement is easier to process because it is presented in a rhyming form (McGlone & Tofghbakhsh, 2002) or because it is printed in an easy rather than difficult to read colour (Reber & Schwarz, 1999), participants are more likely to judge this statement as true. This is because in a context in which one is asked whether or not certain statements are true, the actual validity of the respective statements is a much more salient cause to which to attribute perceptual (dis)fluency and the associated positive (or negative) metacognitive experience than is their actual cause, namely, print colour or the statements’ rhyming or non-rhyming form. 
The basic assumption of the current research project is that a similar linguistic convention for an asymmetric framing exists for phrasing comparative statements in "more than" rather than "less than" form; that is, we contend that people spontaneously frame and expect comparisons to be framed as X > Y rather than as Y < X, with predictable social cognitive consequences.  
Our first hypothesis is that people spontaneously frame social comparisons in a "more than" rather than a "less than" fashion. Because feature presence is easier to spot for the human perceptual system than is feature absence (e.g., Treisman & Gormican, 1988) an entity that has more of a given attribute should stand out more and draw more attention than an entity with less of the same attribute. Consequently, there should be a general tendency to frame comparisons with a focus on the target that has more of the attribute in question rather than with a focus on the target that has less of it.    Preliminary evidence does indeed suggest that people spontaneously frame comparisons in a "more than" rather than a "less than" form (Hegarty & Pratto, 2001, Experiment 2). However, in the respective study these findings were an unexpected result with post hoc interpretation rather than a predicted outcome. Hence, the first goal for our project is to specifically test whether participants spontaneously frame comparisons in a "more than" rather than a "less than" fashion (Hypothesis 1).
However, our predictions go far beyond this. We not only assume that a "more than" framing is the one that people tend to choose spontaneously. We assume that this more-less asymmetry is a linguistic convention and therefore predict that "more than" statements are more easily processed (and one study has already shown that they are indeed understood more quickly; Flores d’ Arcais, 1970), and that this higher processing fluency affects social judgments. More specifially, knowing that people often misattribute the positive (or negative) feelings created by (dis)fluency, one consequence of "more than" statements being easier to process should be that people prefer such statements in a number of predictable ways. In line with this argument, an initial study by Seguis and Fourment (1979) indeed found that "more than" statements intuitively "sound better" to participants than "less than" statements.

Based on a fluency approach, we would, however, predict effects on a much broader range of judgments, namely liking (Hypothesis 2a), agreement (Hypothesis 2b), and judgments of a given statement as true or false (Hypothesis 2c). Individual studies in our project test each of these hypotheses. In addition, we test our fluency hypothesis more directly by (1) exploring whether a "more than" versus a "less than" framing affects the perceived clarity of statements (Hypothesis 3a), and in particular by adding a manipulation that counteracts the misattribution of disfluency and that should hence reduce or even eliminate the more-less asymmetry effect (Hypothesis 3b).
We tested all these predictions with individual studies. During my visit in Leuven, we collected data for Study 2b that addresses an important confound in Study 2a, and the crucial Study 8 that tests our hypothesis about fluency as the underlying social cognitive process more directly than the other studies by examining whether the more-less assymmetry effect can be ameliorated or even eliminated by facilitating a correct attribution of disfluency to the unconventional framing of "less than" comparative statements.
In addition to running and analysing these two studies, Vera and I also used my time in Leuven to write parts of the manuscript, more specifically, streamlining our descriptions of the individual studies and discussing theoretical issues as they arose.
 
   
3) Description of the main results obtained

Study 2b

For Study 2b, 205 undergraduate students of social sciences (146 women, 55 men, 4 who did not indicate gender; mean age = 19.37, SD = 3.05) were recruited from an introductory psychology lecture. We asked these participants to read a text in Dutch (the main language of instruction at the University of Leuven) comparing two fictitious allergy medicines, Xylon and Medovan. The text discussed both positive and negative aspects of each product, such as their effectiveness for different symptoms and their most common side-effects. As the crucial independent variable we varied between participants whether comparisons in the text were framed in a "more than" or a "less than" fashion (e.g., one medicine was described as more/less effective against headaches and teary eyes, whereas the other medicine was described as more/less effective against symptoms of the respiratory system). 

As the main dependent variable, participants then evaluated the article (e.g., well-structured; easy to understand) and its content (e.g., convincing; important), and we expected that participants in the "more than" condition would evaluate the text and its content more positively than participants in the "less than" condition would. To test how general this effect might be, we also asked participants to evaluate the title and the author of the text. More importantly, we also asked participants to write down in their own words (a) whether there was anything the article did well and that the author should keep doing in future articles, and (b) whether there was anything the article did not so well and that the author could improve in future articles. We did this to be able to code these responses for indications of an experience of fluency or disfluency (e.g., references to the article’s clarity or pleasantness). 

In accordance with our hypotheses we found that participants evaluated the "more than" article (M = 4.74; SD = 0.78) and its content (M = 4.86; SD = 0.75) more positively than the "less than" article (M = 4.27; SD = 0.79), t(203) = 4.31, p < .001, d = .60, and its content (M = 4.54; SD = 0.66), t(203) = 3.27, p = .001, d = .45. There were no effects for evaluations of the title or the author, ts < 1. 

In addition, participants in the "more than" condition were more likely to leave a positive comment (70.4%) than they were to leave a negative comment (61.0%), Wilcoxon’s Z = 1.96, p = .050, and more often left a positive comment than participants in the "less than" condition did (52.0%), χ2(1, N = 205) = 7.38, p = .007; at the same time, participants in the "less than" condition left a negative comment (73.0%) much more often than a positive one, Wilcoxon’s Z = 3.45, p = .001, and somewhat more often than participants in the "more than" condition, χ2(1, N = 205) = 3.35, p = .067. 
The codings for participants’ open responses are not yet completed, but we developed a coding scheme during my time in Leuven.
Study 8
In addition, we took advantage of an on-going data collection at Leuven to collect data for Study 8. Participants were 86 students (54 women, 32 men; mean age = 19.34, SD = 1.87) who participated in multiple questionnaire studies during a one hour long group session with up to 10 participants. For our study, participants where asked to rate their agreement with 20 statements about gender differences that were either framed in a "more than" or a "less than" format (i.e., statements had the format women/men are more/less X than men/women). The study had three conditions that were randomly allocated to the different group sessions. For some participants all statements were in a "more than" format (more than condition), for some they were in a "less than" format (less than control condition), and for some participants these statements were in a "less than" format, but were preceded by a warning that some of these statements might be awkwardly worded (less than with warning condition). This warning was supposed to allow participants to correctly attribute any feelings of disfluency caused by the unconventional framing of the statements to the correct source, i.e., the framing of the statements rather than their personal disagreement with them.

In a 3 (condition: less than control, less than with warning, more than) by 2 (participant gender: male, female) ANOVA on participants mean agreement with all 20 statements, we found a main effect of condition, F(2, 80) = 6.95, p = .002. To further examine this effect, we used Tukey post-hoc tests to examine differences between individual conditions. As expected, participants agreed much more with the "more than" statements (M = 3.16, SD = 0.61) than they agreed with the equivalent statements in the "less than" control condition (M = 2.49, SD = 0.58), p < .001, d = 1.13. Most importantly, they agreed more with the "less than" statements if those had been preceded by a disfluency warning (M = 2.86, SD = 0.63) than when there was no such warning, p = .058, d = .61. The difference in agreement between the "more than" statements and the "less than" statements preceded by a warning was not significant, p = .169, d = .48. There were no main or interaction effects of participant gender, F(2, 80) < 1.11, ps > .33.

These results fit well with our hypotheses: When participants can correctly attribute the cognitive disfluency caused by the "awkwardly" (i.e., unconventionally) framed "less than" statements, they no longer interpret this negative metacognitive experience as disagreement with the statements, and hence agree with these statements just as much as they would if the same statements were framed as "more than" comparisons. However, because cell sizes are somewhat imbalanced due to the manipulation between group sessions (varying between 25 and 33 participants) and because we have not yet reached our targeted number of participants, we decided to collect more data for this study after Easter break in Leuven.
With the two additional studies, this project now comprises 8 studies (3 of them with two sub-studies each, i.e., 11 studies total). Together, these studies show that (1) a "more than" framing is indeed the conventional framing for (social) comparisons; that (2) as predicted by a fluency approach, people (2a) like a conventional "more than"-framing more than an unconventional "less than"-framing, (2b) are more likely to agree with comparative statements phrased in a "more than" fashion, and (2c) are more likely to believe that "more than" statements are true; finally, our studies also show that (3) this more-less asymmetry is due to differences in processing fluency, as indicated by participants’ open responses in Study 2b, and in particular by our "warning"-manipulation in Study 8. 
 

4) Future collaboration with host institution (if applicable)

In addition to our continued collaboration on this project, Vera and I discussed several additional research ideas. However, for the time being we will devote primary attention to the publication of the current data.
    

5) Projected publications / articles resulting or to result from the grant (ESF must be acknowledged in publications resulting from the grantee’s work in relation with the grant)
We are currently working on a manuscript comprising all studies described above and will submit it to a high-ranking international journal with peer review later this year. We will happily keep the European Science Foundation updated on our progress on this manuscript.

 

6) Other comments (if any)
Without this Short Visit grant, a clear and theoretically sound outline of this manuscript and completion of the two missing studies would have been much harder to achieve – or might have even been impossible. Thus, I would like to thank the ESF and ESCON2 for funding my stay in Leuven and for making this substantial advancement on our project possible. If you require any additional information or documents, please do not hesitate to contact me.
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