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Abstract

Com parison asymm etries are m ost offten explained In
tem s of underlying asymm etries In the perceived sim i-
Jarity of the com parison item s, w hich in tum are seen as
arising fiom the differential w eighting of distinctive fea-
tures of the target and base representations. I two ex-
perin ents, w e fail to confirm the predictions of the stan-
dard acoount. R ather, com parison asym m etries seem t©
follow from two general principles. First, certain iem s
act as cognitive reference points that other, less prom i-
nentcategory m em bers are located In term s of orassin i-
lated to. And second, the target and base tem s of a
com parison play different sem antic roles, w ith the target
acting as the figure and the base acting as the ground.

Introduction

The notion that sin ilarity is a symm etric =lation is
highly mtuitve. A flierall, if one clain s that lines are
sim {larto lem ons, thisw ould seem t© entail that lem ons
are also sin ilar o lines. This notion is further sup-
ported by the observation that m any com parisons can
be stated either directionally, as in Lines are sin flar to
Jemons, or non-directionally and reciprocally, as In
Lemons and lim es are sim ilar to each other. N everthe-
Jess, comparisons often behave asymm etrically. For
exam ple, Tversky (1977) show ed thatpeople frequently
preferone direction of com parison e g., North Korea is
sim ilar to Chia) over the other eg., China is sinilar
to North Korea). Such asym m etries are even m Ore pro-
nounced In m etaphors and sin iles, forwhich only one
direction of com parison m ay be m eaningfill. For ex-
ample, whereas Tine is lke a river is an Ifom ative
satem ent, A river is lke tim e isnonsensical. The gen-
eral observation is that, whenever two iem s differ in
prom nence due to such factors as fam iliarity, salience,
or concreteness, the less prom nent item is com pared to
the m ore prom nent item .

W hat is the source of these com parison asym m etries?
That is, given that two iem s are recognized as being
sin ilar, why should one direction of com parison be
m ore natural and m eaningful than the other? Clearly,
the answ er to this question is in portant to any psycho-
logically plausivle m odel of comparison. deed, the

existence of com parison asym m etries has been used t©
argue for and against different theories of sim ilarity
eg. Tverky, 1977) and metephor com prehension
eg. Glucksberg & Keysar, 1990; Ortony, 1979). In
this paper we evaluate two different accounts of the
cognitive factors underlying com parison asym m etries.

The Standard A cocount

Comparison asymmetries are most commonly ex-
plained I temm s of Tversky’s (1977) contrastm odel of
sin ilarity which pradicts that, under certain circum -
stances, the sim flarity of item a to iem b willactually
seem greaterthan thatof iem b to iem a. A coording t©
the contrastm odel, the perceived sin ilarity of fem a ©
iem b, s@,b), Isgivenby
si,b)= gf® " B)-af@ -B) -bfB -A)

where A and B are the featuresofa and b, fisam easure
of salience, and g, a, and b are w eights assigned to the
feature sets. The basic idea is that the sin ilarity of two
item s Increases as a fimction of their comm on features
and decreases as a fimction of their distinctive features.
Agymmetres In the sim flarity of two iem s ar pre-
dicted In tem s of the focusing hypothesis: Because the
target (first tem ) of a directional com parison is the
subject of the satem ent, it w ill receive m ore attention
than the base (second term ). This m eans that the dis-
tinctive features of the target are w eighted m ore heavily
than those of the base - that is, a > b. Thus, the sin i-
brity of a to b will seem greater than thatof b t© a
w henever b possesses the larger or m ore salient set of
distinctive features.

Consistentw ith the contrastm odel, asym m etric sin i-
larity ratings have been obtained I a wide range of
stim ulus dom ains, such that less prom nent item s are
seen as being more gin ibr to more prom hent iem s
eg. Bartlett & Dow ling, 1988; Holyoak & Gordon,
1983; Orony, Vondmska, Foss, & Jones, 1985; Tver-
sky, 1977). But how does this explain the fact that
pecple typically prefer one direction of com parison
between two iEm s over the other? The sandard an-
sw er is that, w hen Inteypreting a sin ilarity com parison,
the hearersecks to m axin ize the sin ilarity of the item s.
In otherw ords, people preferNorth Korea is sin ilar to



China over the reverse direction of comparison pre-
cisely because North Korea is judged as being more
gin ilar to Chia than the reverse - presum ably reflect-
ng differences I the featural com plexity of the wo
iem s. Tn supportof this position, both Tversky (1977)
and O rtony et al. (1985) found that item s In the pre-
ferved com parison oxder typically received higher sim i-
larity ratings than the sam e item s In the non-preferead
oxler.

To summ arize, the standard account of com parison
asymmetries makes two chins. First, comparison
asym m etries reflect underlyng asym m etries In the per-
ceived gin ilarity of the items. And second, these un-
derlying asymmetres are due to attentional factors,
such that the distnctive features of the tawet are
w eighted m ore heavily than the distinctive features or
Soatial density of the base.

C ognitve R eference Ponnts

A Tthough the contrast m odel has been w idely adopted,
there is an altemative explanation of com parison
asymm etries — nam ely, that such asymm etries follow
from prnciples of reference pont rwasoning Eg.,
Gleiman, Gleiman, M iller, & Ostrin, 1997; Roese,
Sheman, & Hur, 1998; Rosch, 1975; Shen, 1989).
O ne of the central clain s of this position is that certain
highly prom nent item sactas cognitive reference ponts
that other item s are seen n wlaton . Some well-
know n exam ples of cognitive reference points are pro-
totypes and ideals, which may be used to undersand
Jess prom inent category members Rosch, 1975), and
the s=1f concept, w hich sevwves as a habitual landm ark in
social judgm ents eg., Holyoak & Gordon, 1983; Smll
& Gaelick,1983). The basic idea is thatm any dom ains
of know ledge are at leastpartially stuctured n term sof
a an allnum berof reference iem s.

O f course, the clain that non-reference (or deviant)
item s are seen In rwlation to reference iem s mises the
question of what ism eantby “seen In relation to” One
way In which this elatonship may m anifest itself is
oconceptual location: Cognitve reference ponts pro-
vide landm arks that can be used t© better gpecify the
Jocation of devint iem s In a sem antic or perceptual
gpace. By doing =0, reference item s lend sability to the
representations of deviant fem s. Forexample, itm ay
be easierto conceptualize and reason w ith non-standard
quantites eg., a length of tw o feetand nine inches)
tem s of certain sandards of measurEment eg., a
length of one yard). The beneficial use of reference
item s as landm arks for locating deviant item s has been
dem onstrated In several studies of m agnitude com pari-
sons, w here pairs of deviant iem s w ere discrim nated
w ith greater speed and accuracy when they were In the
vichity of a cognitive reference pont €g., Holyosk &
M ah, 1982; Hutchinson & Lockhead, 1977; te Linde
& Paivio,1979).

Th additon to conceptual location, there is a second
and m ore com plex way i1 which deviant i=m smay be

seen In r=lation t© cognitive reference pots — nam ely,
conceptual assin flation. The idea here is that deviant
iem s are mor easily assin ilbted t© wference iems
than the reverse g., Bowdle & Gentner, 1997; Rosch,
1975; Shen, 1989). Such assin ilbton effects have
been obtained in num erus studies. For exam ple, peo-
ple are m ore lkely to projctnew properties from pro-
totypical category m em bers to less prom nentm em bers
than vice versa R Jps, 1975), and are more w illng to
m ake Inferences and predictions about others based on
the self than vice versa €g. Kunda & N isbett, 1988;
M cFarland & M iller, 1990). W henever such assin ila-
ton occurs, the representation of the deviant iem is
changed to make it more concordant w ith that of the
reference iem .

The above discussion of the functions of cognitive
reference polnts suggests that, even pror t© being
placed In a com parison, there is a directional orasym -
m etric r=lationship between two iem s whenever one
m akes a better cognitive reference pont than the other.
Buthow does this ttanslate into preferred com parison
orers? An answercomm only given by reference point
m odels is that the targetand base term s of a com parison
play different sem antic wles, which specify the place-
m ent of deviant and reference iem s n the com parison
frame.

Thasbeen clain ed that iem s In the subjectand com -
plem ent positions of m any sentence types are assigned
the wles of figure and ground, resgpectively G leim an
et al,, 1997; Langacker, 1990; Talmy, 1978). The
figure is characterized as a moving or conceptually
m ovable obct w hose site orpath is the issue of nter-
est. Th contrast, the ground is characterized as a sa-
tonary landm ark w ith respect to w hich the figure’s site
orpath isdefined. Thus, whichever ftem m akesam ore
natural cognitive reference point w ill be the prefered
ground of the sentence. T directional com parisons, this
predicts that deviant item s should be placed In the tar-
getposition and reference item s In the base position.

Pethaps the most not@ble distinction between the
sandard acoount of com parison asymm etries and the
reference pointacoount is that the latterdoesnotely on
the notion of underlying asymm etries In the perceived
sin ilarity of the com parison iem s. That is, one does
nothave to judge w hether fem a seem sm ore gin ibrto
iem b oriem b seem smore sim ibrto iEm a n oxder
o determ ne thefrpreferred ordering. R ather, com pari-
son asym m etries reflect the fact that deviant item s are
more concordant w ith the sem antic constrains of the
target position, and reference item s w ith the sam antic
constraints of the base position. Simply put, usihg a
cognitive reference point as the base of a directional
com parison results In a m ore natural and nform ative
satem ent.

C om paring the Positions

Both the standard account and the reference point ac-
count arr able t explain many of the com parison



asym m etries that have been cbserved In the lierature,
albeitusing differentm echanisn s. Tn the presentstudy,
w e sought to address an in portant lin itation of existing
research in this area. Specifically, the availbble evi-
dence alm ostexclisively Involves asymm etries In sin i~
larity com parisons, for which the two accounts m ake
essentially the sam e predictions conceming which di-
rection of com parison should be preferred. If one tums
to consider the relationship betw een sin larity and dif-
ference com parisons, how ever, then the two acoounts
can be shown to m ake distinctpredictions.

A ccording to the standard account, people prefer the
direction of a sin ilarity com parison thatm axin izes the
perceived sin flarity of the target to the base. By anal-
ogy, then, people should also prefer the direction of a
difference com parison that m axin izes the perceived
difference of the target fiom the base. This suggests
that comparison asymm etries should go In opposie
directions for sin ilarity and difference statem ents, as
asymm etries in sin ilarity and difference ratings tend ©
be mversely wlated (Tverky, 1977). For example, if
North Korea seem s m ore sin ilar to China than the re-
verse, then China w ill seem m ore different fiom N orth
Korea than the reverse. Therefore, people should not
only preferNorth Korea is sim ilar to China overChina
is sin ilar to North Korea, they should also preferChina
is different from North Korea overNorth Korea is dif-
ferent from China. In both cases, the prefered direc-
tion of com parison m axin izes the valie of the dim en-
sion specified by the com parison predicate.

T contrast o the standard acoount, the reference point
acoount sates thatpeople sin ply preferthe direction of
comparison that uses the better cognitive reference
pont as the ground, because this ordering m axin izes
the nfom ativity of the statem ent. G iven that the posi-
ton of figure and ground I a statem ent should notbe
affected by the particular com parison predicate, the
prefened direction of com parison between two iems
should place reference iem s In the base positon for
both sin ilarity and difference satem ents. Thus, if peo-
ple preferNorth Korea is sin ilbr to China over the re-
verse, then they should also prefer North Korea is dif-
ferent from Chia overthe reverse.

Tn addition to m aking different predictions about the
direction of com parison asym m etries for sin ilarity and
difference statem ents, the standard and reference point
accounts also m ake different predictions about the r=la-
tive magnitide of such asymmetries. According to
Tversky (1977), difference com parisons w ill tend t©
place more weight on the distinctive feature sets than
w 1l sim flarity com parisons. Because the sandard ac-
count derives asymm etries from distinctive features,
this m eans that difference com parisons should be m ore
asymm etric than sin ilarity com parisons. In contrast,
the reference point account suggests precisely the oppo-
site — sin ilarity com parisons should be m ore asymm et
ric than difference com parisons. A lthough the use of
reference item s to gpecify the location of deviant item s

is presum ably equally mporant In sin flarity and dif-
ference satem ents, conceptual assim Jlation of deviant
item s to reference item s should be m ore lkely t© occur
Tn sin ilarity statem ents. A snoted by a num berof theo-
rists, Infom ative sin flarity com parisons do notm erely
pointoutcbvious com m cnalites; mather, they highlight
nonobvious com m cnalites, and prom ote the creation of
new ones through processes such as inference projc-
ton E€g. Bowdle & Genter, 1997; M edin et al,
1993). W hile less work has been done conceming the
com m unicative fimctions of difference com parisons, it
is reasonable to assum e that difference com parisons are
less lkely to Invite such m odes of conceptual assin ila-
ton. This is because difference com parisons serve
m ore to suggest differences betw een item s than to sug-
gest comm cnalitdes. Thus, although there should be a
general preference for com paring deviant iem s to r=f-
erence iem s, the utlity of doing so should be greater
for sim flarity statem ents than fordifference statem ents.

Experin entl

T Experin ent1, w e tested the central predictions of the
standard and reference point acoounts conceming com -
parison asymm etries. Subjcts were given directional
gim flarity or difference com parisons, each of which
contained a less prom nent deviant) iem and a more
prom nent (eference) iem . A 1l com parisons w ere pre-
sented in both possible orders — w ith the reference item
I the base position eg.,A zebra is sin flar o different
from a horse) or In the target position €g., A horse is
sim ilar to different from a zebra). Forconvenience, w e
w il refer to statem ents w ith the fivst ordering of item s
as forward comparisons, and satem ents w ith the sec-
ond ordering of item s as reverse com parisons. Foreach
com parison, subctsw ere asked to Indicate the soength
of theirpreference forone direction of com parison over
the other. Agam, the stendard account predicts that
com parison asymm etries should go In opposite direc-
tons for sinfbrity and difference s@tements, and
should be stonger for difference satements. In con-
trast, the reference point accountpredicts that com pari-
son asymm etries should go in the sam e direction for
gin flarity and difference satem ents, and should be
stronger for sim flarity statem ents.

M ethod

Subjects. Forty Northwesem University undergraduates
participated in partial fulfilin entof a course requirem ent.

M aterials and Design. Each subjctreceived 32 directional
com parisons betw een a less prom nent deviant) item and a
m ore prom nent (eference) iem . (The wlative prom nence
of each item w as nitially determ ned by the authors and then
confim ed by two judges.) To ensure genemality, the 32 com -
parisons Involved eight categories of iems: aninals eg.,
zebra — horse), artifacts e g., motel- hotel), colors eg., @n
- brown), countries g., North Korea - Chha), emotions



eg., adm ration - love), famous ndwiduals €g., Saddam
Husselh - Adolf Hitler), measuraments eg. $105.00 -
$100.00), and occupations e g., dentist - surgeon) .

H alf of the subjects received all 32 com parisons as sin lar-
ity satements 9., A z=bra is sin flar to a horse), and half as
difference satem ents 9., A z=bra isdifferent from a horse).
Subjects saw each satem ent n both forw ard and reverse di-
rections, w ith the tw o directions separated by a six-pontnu-
m erical scale. The order of presentation of the tw o directions
(forw axd firstversus reverse first) w as counterbalanced w ithin
and betw een subjects.

Procedure. Each subjctw as given a booklet containing the
32 pairs of com parison statem ents In a random order. Sub-
Jects ndicated which direction of com parison they feltwas
“stronger, m ore sensible, or m ore natural” for each pair by
circling a num beron the six-pontscale. They were told that
the m ore stongly they prefenred the direction on the kft, the
closertheiransw er should be t© 1, and the m ore stongly they
prefened the direction on the right, the closer their answer
shouldbeto 6.

R esulsand D iscussion

A 1l directional preference ratings w ere transform ed so
that higher num bers indicated a preference for forw ard
oM parisons over 1everse com parisons. For sin farity
satem ents, the directional preference M = 4.77,SD =
0 39) was significantly above the scale m idpoint G 5)
by both subjcts and item s, t; (19) = 14 66,p < 001 and
§B1) = 1944,p < 001. Fordifference satem ents, the
directional preference M = 4.03,SD = 057) was also
sionificantly above the scale m dpoint, 5 (19) = 4 14, p
< 001 and §B1) = 641,p < 001. Thus, subjcts con-
sistently prefened com paring deviant iem s to reference
item s In both sim flarity and difference statem ents. This
is consigtent w ith the reference point acoount of com -
parison asymm etries: People prefer the direction of
com parison that places the better cognitive reference
point In the base position, regardless of the particular
com parison pradicate used.

Tuming to the r=lative m agnitdes of the com parison
asym m etries, the preference forthe forw ard direction of
com parison was higher for sin ilarity satem ents than
for difference satem ents, £ 38) = 483, p < 001 and
§B1) = 1031,p < 001. Agam, this is as predicted by
the reference point account: Because sin ilarity sate-
m ents are lkely to elicita greater degree of conceptual
assin ilation than difference satem ents, reference point
effects should be stronger in sin Jlarity statem ents.

A symm etries In Sin ilarity and D ifference
Ratings
Contrary to the clain s of the standard account, the re-
sults of Experin ent1 suggestthat com parison asymm e-
trdes are not due to underlying asymm etries In the per-
ceived sin ilarty ordifference of the com parison item s.
If thisw ere the case, then - assum Ing that hearers seck
to m axin ize the value of the din ension specified by the
com parison pradicate — com parison asym m etries should

have gone in opposite directions for sin flarity and dif-
ference satem ents. Buthow |, then, does one explain the
fact that com parison asym m etries are typically associ-
ated w ith asymm etrdes in sim flarity and difference rat-
ngs €eg. Oxony etal, 1985; Tversky, 1977)? W e
suggest that such ratings asym m etriesm ightalso be due
o reference point reasoning.

A ccording to the reference point account, the arget
and base temm s of a directional com parison play differ-
ent sem antic wles, w ith the target acting as the figure
and the base acting as the ground. Thus, Inform ation
flow s directionally fiom the base to the target, aswhen
the base is used t© generate new Inferences about the
target. A ssum ing that deviant iem s are m ore easily
assin ibted t© reference iem s than the meverse, this
m eans that assigning the reference item o the base po-
sitfon (forw ard com parisons) should result in a greater
degree of conceptual assim flation than assigning it to
the target position (everse com parisons). Therefors,
forward com parisons should elicit higher sin ilarity
mtings - and low er difference matings - than reverse
com parisons.

This explanation of matings asymm etries is radically
different from thatoffered by Tversky’s (1977) contrast
model. Tn this m odel, the representations of the com -
parison iem s are assum ed t© Em ain s@tc, and asym -
metres are sin ply due t© attentional factors. On the
reference pont view , how ever, the representations of
devint iems may shift towards those of mwference
iem s, thereby making the iem s more sin ilar. This
view Is, n fact, consistent w ith a fair am ount of evi-
dence. Tdeed, asymm etries n conceptual assin ilation
are offen associated w ith asymm etries 1n sin ilarity rat-
ngs. For example, people not only m ake m ore nfer-
ences and predictions about others based on the self
than vice versa €g., Kunda & N idoett, 1988; M cFar-
lnd & M iller, 1990), they also rate others as being
more sin ibr o the s=lf than vice versa g., Catram -
bone, Beke, & Niedenthal, 1996; Holyoak & Gordon,
1983; Smll & Gaelick, 1983). W e propose that the
latter effectm ay be largely due to the fom er — project-
Ing novel infom ation from the s=lf to others w illm ake
others seem m ore sim flarto the self.

In sum, the reference point account can explain
asymm etries In sim flarity and difference judgm ents,
and In fact predicts the sam e directionalities as the
sandard acocount. As was the case for com parison
asym m etries, how ever, these approachesm ake different
predictions about the relative m agnitide of asym m etries
Tn sin ilbrity and difference ratings. A coording to the
sandard account, difference com parisons w ill tend t©
place m ore w eight on the com parison item s’ distinctive
feature sets than w ill sim flarity com parisons. Because
the standard acoount derives asymm etries fiom pre-
cisely these stim ulus properties, this predicts that direc-
tional difference 1atings should be morr asymm etric
than directional sin ilarity ratings. A ccording to the
reference pointacoount, how evey, this pattem of results



should nothold. This is because conceptual assin ila-
tion is more lkely t© occur in sin larity com parisons.
A ssum Ing that conceptual assin ilation is in fact a pri-
mary soure of ratings asymm etries, then, directional
sim flarity ratings should be m ore asymm etric than di-
rectional difference ratings.

Experin ent 2

Tn Experim ent 2, subkcts were given the sam e direc-
tonal com parisons used In Experinent 1, and 1ated
eitherthe sin ilarity orthe difference of both the deviant
iem to the reference iem eg., How sinibr isa zbra
to a hor=se?) and the reference iem to the deviant iem
eg. How sinilar is a horee to a z=bra?). Agaln, the
sandard account predicts that difference judgm ents
should be more asymmetric, whersas the reference
point account predicts that sim ilarity judgm ents should
e more asymm etric. W e also gave a second group of
subcts nondirectional versions these oom parison
questions eg. How sinilar are a zbra and a horse?
orHow sinilar are a horse and a zbra?). That is,
these subpcts w ere asked o 1ate either the sim flarity of
or the difference between the two iem s w ithout any
goecification of which iem was the target and which
was the base.

The inclusion of the nondirectional atings condition
w as Ingpired by Catram bone et al. (1996), who argued
that if the m ore prom nent of two com parison iem s
serves as a cognitive reference pont for undersanding
the other item , then it should actas the in plicitbase of
a nondirectional com parison. That is, nondirectional
com parisons should be m entally translated nto forw ard
com parisons, In w hich the deviant tem is directionally
com pared o the reference item . Supporting this clain ,
Catzam bone et al. found that nondirectional sin ilarity
com parisons w ere rated as expressing the sam e degree
of sim flarity as forw axd sin ilarity com parisons, and a
higher degree of sim ilarity than reverse sin ilarity com -
parisons. In the presentexperim ent, w e sought to repli-
cate this finding for sin ilarity com parisons, and extend
i to difference comparisons. If both nondirectional
sim flarity and difference mtings are closer t© fomw ard
than reverse ratings, then thisw ould further supportthe
clain that asymm etries are due t© reference point rea-
soning.

M ethod

Subjects. Eighty Northwestem University undergraduates
served as paid subjects.

M aterials and D esign . H alf of the subjects w ere assigned to
the directional mtings conditbon, and half to the nondirec-
thonal ratings condition. T the directional conditon, subjects
received all 32 directional com parisons used in Experin ent1.
H alf of the subjects In this condition were asked t© m@te the
sin flarity of the comparison iem s, and half the difference
etw een the com parison item s. Foreach com parison, subkcts

gave matings for both the forward direction and the reverse
direction. The orderof presentation of the tw o directionsw as
counterbalanced w ithin and betw een subjects.

I the nondirectional matings condition, subjects received
nondirectional versions of the 32 com parison statem ents. As
1 the directional condition, half of the subjects w ere asked t©
mte the sinm flarity of the com parison item s, and half the dif-
ference between the com parison iems. Because nondirec-
thonal com parisons lack target and base tem s, how ever, sub-
“Ects gave only one rating per com parison in this condition.
The orderof presentation of the deviantand reference item s in
a comparson eg. How sinilbr are a z=bra and a horse?
versus How sin ilar are a horse and a zbra?) was counter-
balanced w ithin and betw een subjects.

Procedure. Each subjctw as given a booklet containing the
32 com parison satem ents n a random order. Subcts gave
sim ilarity or difference ratings by circling a num beron a 20-
pontscale below each com parison. Forsin ilarity ratings, the
Iow end of the scale was labeled “notatall sin flar” and the
high end “very sim ilar”. For difference matings, the low end
was labeled “notat all different” and the high end “very dif-
ferent” .

Resultsand D iscussion

Focusing first on the directional ratings, subjcts gave
higher sin ilarity ratings to forw ard com parisons M =
1102, SD = 244) than t© wEverse comparsons M =
984,3D =269),%09) =393,p< 001 and 5B1) =
657,p < 001. Likew ise, subjcts gave higher differ-
ence 1ratings to reverse comparisons M = 1312, SD =
226) than to foward comparisons M = 1244, SD =
235),%(19)=329,p< 005and §B31) =342,p< 005.
These results are consistent w ith both the sandard ac-
count and the reference pointaccount. M ore critically,
how ever, the directional sim flarity ratings wers m ore
asym m etric than the directional difference ratings: The
absolute mean difference in ratings between the for-
w ard and reverse com parisons w asnearly tw ice as large
for sim larity comparisons M = 118,SD = 134) as it
w as for difference comparisons M = 068, SD = 092).
This is only consistentw ith the reference pointacoount,
acoording t© which conceptual assin ilation w ill result
T asymm etric sin ilarity and difference ratings but is
more lkely to occur In sin ilarity com parisons. How -
ever, this difference In the magnitide of the matings
asymm etres w as only m arghally significantby iem s,
§31)=191,p< 10,and notby subpcts, t; 38) = 1 38,
p < 20.

Tuming now to consider the entire pattem of ratings,
the nondirectional sin flarity ratings M = 1142, 8D =
2 71) did not differ from forw ard sinm ilarity 1atings, but
w ere significantly larger than reverse sin flarity ratings,
% (8)=223,p< 05and 5(31) = 641,p < 001. This
replicates the findings of Catrambone et al. 1996).
Likew ise, the nondirectional difference mtings M =
1210, SD = 312) did not differ from forward differ-
ence ratings, butw ere significantly sm allerthan reverse
difference mtings by iem s, §31) = 425, p < 001, but



notby subpcts, 38) = 158, p < 20. Thus, subjcts
seem ed to nterpretnondirectional sin ilarity and differ-
ence com parisons as forw ard com parisons, n w hich the
reference item played the in plicit ole of ground. This
result cannotbe explained by Tversky’s (1977) contrast
m odel, and further illustrates the centrality of reference
ponhtreasoning In com parisons.

Conclusions

O ur findings suggest that asym m etries 1 sin ilarity and
difference com parisons cannotbe explained in term s of
the differential welghting of satic representations.
Rather, they seem t© follow fiom two geneml princi-
ples. Fost, certain iem s act as cognitive reference
points that other item s are understood n tem s of via
conceptual Jocation or conceptual assin fation. And
second, the target and base term s of a com parison play
different sem antic oles - the base, acts as the ground,
is used to understand the target, w hich acts as the fig-
ure. Thus, com parison asym m etries reflect the fact that
devint iem s are m ore concordant w ith the linguistic
constrains of the target position, and reference item s
w ith the Iinguistic constaints of the base position. D i-
rectional com parisons are m axin ally nform ative when
a cognitive reference pont isused as the base. Futther,
this direction of com parison is m ost Ikely to resultin
higher sim ilarity ratings — and low er difference ratings
- due to the Increased potential for conceptual assim la-
ton. In sum , the com parison process w ould appear o
be farm ore dynam ic than is comm only assum ed, w ith
reference-point rwasoning plying a prom hent ol in
both sin ilarity and difference.
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