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Abstract the necessity to decide about a science-based ,claim

laypeople can choose between two major coursestimina

The study investigated whether the facilitatingeeffof high
text comprehensibility on lay recipients’ inclinati to rely on
their own decision about scientific claims is nutigd if the
presented information is controversial. Moreovdr, wias
assessed whether the impact of both informatiotufea is
mediated by perceptions of topic complexity. Lapders
read medical text information varying in comprehieitity

and controversiality and indicated their agreemsnength
and confidence with contained claims. Results redethat
participants’ reliance on their own agreement decisvas
stronger after reading comprehensible than incohgsble
texts, but this difference was larger in case afamtroversial
than controversial information. However, these etffevere
not mediated by perceptions of topic complexity.

They can either rely on their own judgment desttitgr lay
status or they can outsource the decision to arerexp
However, given their own epistemic limitations,yefy on
experts is most often the appropriate and sensttdéegy.

If laypeople nevertheless rely on their own claim
decision, this should be reflected in their indioa to be
easily persuaded by provided claim-related inforomathat
contains apparently sound arguments. Only if theg s
themselves in a position to decide about infornmatjoality
should recipients make strong judgments in fava ofaim.
Conversely, they should be more hesitant to stsoagltee
if they do not feel ready to decide. In additicaygeople’s

willingness to rely on their own judgments should b
reflected in high confidence in their claim decisid.e.
strong trust in their own judgment and a weak @etsirhand
over the decision to an expert (Scharrer, Bromnédt &
Stadtler, 2012).

Keywords:  knowledge evaluation; text

comprehensibility; controversiality

expertise;

Introduction

Laypeople often find themselves in situations whirey
have to come to a judgment about the veracity @nse- . , .
based knowledge claims, e.g. when they need todeleci | Xt Features influence Laypeople’s Reliance on
whether to undergo a certain medical treatment. étse of  their own Decisions

accessing information on the Web has eliminatedlpros  Previous research indicates that laypeople’s reagito rely
regarding the availability of science knowledgetthdght  on their own decision about the veracity of sciebased
act as a basis for such decisions. The great cgglées claims can be influenced by features of the tefdrination
instead in the evaluation of accessed informatiod the they read about the topic.

knowledge claims they contain regarding their atadgipity
(Mason, Ariasi & Boldrin, 2011). The reason why sthi
evaluation presents such a challenge is that wearl the comprehensibility of contained information.dapular
laypeople with regards to most science domaindasidthe  scientific reports addressed to the lay publicorinfation is
background knowledge and specialized training Ugual frequently simplified in order to make it undersiable for
required for making well-founded decisions aboutthe audience (Wagner, Elejabarrieta & Lahnsteifi6g5).
knowledge claims. Consequently, laypeople are gdiyer Such simplification can be achieved through enhesce
not in a position to evaluate claims by themselwatsrather ~ of comprehensibility, e.g. by translating technigains. But
depend on experts for decision support (Brommenkiies while an increase in comprehensibility facilitates
& Porsch, 2010; Keil, 2008). Hence, when confronteth laypeople’s ability to follow what is being said,nhay also

Information Comprehensibility One such text feature is
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raise their inclination to rely on their own deoiss. A
layperson’s experience of easily understandingrin&tion
about a scientific topic may induce the impressimat they
are not in need of expert support to reach a detigbout controversiality with high epistemic complexity thie topic.
related information. Previous findings support thisAs a result of encountering a conflict, laypeopléghmh
assumption by showing that science-based informatiobecome attentive to the possibility that scienttsis have
simplified by means of increased comprehensibiliigds opposing views on the same phenomena, and henta tha
laypeople to more strongly and confidently agreghwi given claim might be valid only under specific
claims than incomprehensible information (Eagly,74;9 circumstances. Laypeople may then become aware that

into the topic and their ability to appropriatelyaguate the
provided information (cf. Keehner & Fischer, 2011).
Likewise, laypeople may  explain information

Scharrer et al., 2012).

Hence, while it may be worthwhile to simplify
information for the sake of allowing the lay pubt@ gain
insight into topics important for their daily livesuch
simplification also comprises the risk of makingaders
underestimate their own dependence on expertseftsion
advice. The question arises whether and how ibssiple to
inform laypeople about scientific topics withoutmigting
them to overconfidently rely on their own derivegtisions,
i.e. whether there are further information chanasties that
can prevent the observed comprehensibility effect.

Information Controversiality A textual feature that might
counteract the influence of comprehensibility oypkople’s
reliance on their own decisions is
controversiality. Due to the evolving and discuesivature
of scientific knowledge production, views on a pafar
phenomenon held by different scientists are fretiyen
conflicting. Confronting lay recipients with the
controversiality of a particular topic might aléltem that
judging related claims is generally a highly denmiagdask,
independently from whether related text informatieeasy
or difficult to comprehend. The notion that encauimtg
controversies might decrease recipients’ persuagom
accordance with previous findings showing readersé
more hesitant to agree with consistently suppaditted with
controversial claims (Kienhues, Stadtler & Bromr2811;
Yaniv, Choshen-Hillel & Milyavsky, 2009).

However, as of yet it has not been investigatedtindre
the impact of information controversiality on reeipts’
persuasion interacts with the influence of inforiomt
comprehensibility and thus can prevent the persaasffect
of high comprehensibility. Furthermore, it is stilhclear
which cognitive processes underlie the
comprehensibility and controversiality on
reliance on their own decisions.

recipgnt

Possible Mechanism underlying the Influence of
Comprehensibility and Controversiality

On a theoretical level it is conceivable that tlieats of
both comprehensibility and controversiality on legple’s
decision readiness are mediated by recipient’ssagsent of
the epistemic complexity of the topic.
encounter simplified texts tailored for them to @ehend,

information

impact of

reading the provided information does not equiprtheith
sufficient knowledge to confidently decide aboutated
claims.

However, the described mediating role of perceiggic
complexity would require that laypeople elaborate the
epistemic demands of the problem at hand relativiheir
own epistemic capabilities to determine whethenairthey
can decide. Conversely, it is also possible thatdaipients
do not engage in such elaborate reflections biterdbase
their judgment on intuitive or affective reactiohs.light of
such alternative possibilities it remains an opempiecal
question whether the influence of comprehensibitityd
controversiality on laypeople’s decision behavia mdeed
mediated by perceived epistemic topic complexity.

The Present Study

The present study set out to pursue two goalstlinse
aimed to assess whethlaypeople’s increased reliance on
their own decision after reading comprehensible ganmed
to incomprehensible information is reduced if this
information contains conflicting rather than cotesig
positions. Secondly, given the above consideratimsut
the possible mediating role of perceived topic claxipy,
we aimed to gain insight into the processes by kwhic
comprehensibility and controversiality exert thieifluence
on laypeople’s decision behavior. For this purpoae,
presented lay readers with argumentative text mé&ion
that varied in comprehensibility and controversyali

With regards to the first goal, we expected that
comprehensible information would lead laypeoplerety
more on their own decision than incomprehensible
information if information is uncontroversial. Hower, we
assumed that this comprehensibility effect is raiiégl or
even prevented if the received information is coversial.
Specifically, we hypothesized that laypeople agmeere
strongly with a claim when reading comprehensililant
incomprehensible information but that this diffezenis
greater in case of uncontroversial than controgérsi
information (H1). Furthermore, we expected laypetpl
decision confidence to be analogously influenced by
comprehensibility and controversiality. Decisiomfidence
should be reflected in laypeople’s respective pezfees of

If laypeople three decision strategies: Strategy A to decideohgself

based on one’s knowledge after reading the infdomat

their understanding of thitext may mislead them to consider should indicate high decision confidence, Strat&jyto
the subject matter itself as less complicated than it really is decide by oneself but only after obtaining furtlentent
(cf. Goldman & Bisanz, 2002; Scharrer et al., 2012)information should indicate intermediate confidgnaead
Consequently, they may overestimate their actusigit  Strategy C to leave the decision to an expert shimdicate
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low decision confidence. Hence, we hypothesized thaconsisting of a claim supported by empirical evizken
laypeople find Strategy A more preferable afterdme@ Depending on the controversiality condition, Docuamg
comprehensible than incomprehensible texts, but ttia  either contained a claim that was in conflict withcument
effect should be more pronounced in case of unceetsial 1 (e.g. “A lack of purinerase is not among the eausf
than controversial information (H2a). Similarlyr&egy B Bouchard arthrosis”) or a claim that did not rendee
should be more popular after reading comprehensitda = Document 1 information controversial (e.g. “A pstsnt
incomprehensible texts, but this difference shdiddyreater lack of folic acid is not among the causes of Bawdh
in case of uncontroversial than controversial imfation arthrosis”). The information contained in the doems was
(H2b). Finally, incomprehensible texts should lemda furthermore comprehensible or incomprehensible.the
greater preference of Strategy C than comprehengéhyts incomprehensible conditions, both texts containeldrge
but this effect should be stronger if the inforroatiis number of unexplained technical terms, whereashi t
uncontroversial than controversial (H2c). comprehensible conditions, technical jargon wassteated
As to the second goalye considered it possible that into words that should be understandable for lagfee¢e.g.
laypeople’s impression of epistemic topic comphexit “articulations” was translated to “joints”). All doments
mediates the influence of comprehensibility andwere comparable inlengtM(= 142.67 words, [3 = 44.66).
controversiality on laypeople’'s persuasion strengitd Before reading a document pair, participants were
confidence. Comprehensible and uncontroversiatonfronted with a framing scenario in which a fiotis
information might facilitate the impression of tlsebject friend was described as having a medical probled) dne
matter being simple and straightforward, i.e. dasee to their insecurity about the correctness of a i@aler
perceptions of epistemic complexity. As a resaypeople problem-related claim, asked the participant forieel The
may regard themselves able to appropriately unaledsthe  claim in question was the same that was later atedtand
topic and may thus be inclined to rely on their ogl@im  supported in Document 1. Participants were thesegmed
decisions. However, we would assume no mediatifecef with both text documents which they had allegediynd
of topic complexity if laypeople’s determination tiieir  during an Internet search and which were descriseokeing
own decision readiness does not depend on elabosatif authored by different sources.
epistemic demands. Since both possibilities are@wable,
we formulated the following exploratory researctesfion: Dependent Measures
Is the influence of comprehensibility and contreiality on
claim agreement and agreement confidence mediafed IManipulation Check In order to verify that

perceived epistemic topic complexity? comprehensibility had been manipulated as intended,
participants rated each document for perceived
Method comprehensibility on a Likert-scale from 1 (“very

The experiment was conducted using a 2x2 mixedgdesi incor_‘nprehen.sible’.’) to 7 (“ygry comprehensible”‘)..f@e
providing their ratings, participants were givemefinition

with  the  within-participant  factor information ¢ what b hensibility. This defarit

comprehensibility (comprehensible vs. incompreh#ai 3 W.E dwe. fmeant. y compre enrs1| ".yb'l '1 N d

and the between-participant factor controversiality escribed information as comprenensible when reader
perceive the contents as clear and feel able tidimate

(controversial vs. uncontroversial). In each cdodit tial f | . cant A d t luat
participants were presented with texts about a caéiisue essential from 1ess important parts and 1o evaluate
information consistency.

that were either comprehensible or incomprehensilole
controversial or uncontroversial, respectively. HEygeight ) )
undergraduates of various majors at a German wiiyer Claim Agreement We assessed the extent to which
participated in the experiment (54 female; mean-age.g1  Participants were persuaded by measuring theireageet
years, SD = 4.39). To ensure participants’ lay status,W'th the Document 1_c_|a|m a_fter_ reading poth docorse
students of medicine, biology or related subjectsrew For this purpose, participants indicated thelr_agTent ona
excluded from participation. Moreover, the medissiues 1 (‘I don't agree at all”) to 7 (*I totally agreeljikert-scale.
addressed in the texts were fictitious in naturertsure that

participants were unable to make informed decisasut ~ Confidence in the Agreement DecisionParticipants’
the contents based on their everyday knowledgehadcho ~ confidence in their ability to decide about theidavas

strong prior attitudes about the topics. indicated by their agreement with three statemeBtsh
statement reflects a strategy which individualshmigse to
Materials come to a claim decision. Participants providedirthe

Participants read a document (Document 1) contgimin a%reemenlt With_ “t(;qes,e strat(fgie.s“ on thlree separate 71
particular medical knowledge claim (e.qg. “Bouchard Likert-scales (1: “don't agree”, 7: “strongly agtie
arthrosis is caused by a deficiency of purineragaipwed

by an explanation that described the mechanismeriynog ! In addition to the above variables, further measuwere

the _proposed claim and supporting empirical evigerio collected. However, due to space constraints wg ceport the
addition, a second document (Document 2) was preden analysis of the presently listed measures.
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(A) Trust in own agreement decision based on pteserparticipants completed a demographic questionrzefere
knowledge: Following this strategy means partictpdielt  being debriefed about the fictitious nature of ttext
ready to decide based on their knowledge afteringaitie  contents.
documents. Preference for this strategy was meddsoye

strength of agreement with the statement: “Basedmngn Results
present knowledge about the topic, | am confiderdecide  The means and standard deviations of the collected
whether it is correct that [Document 1 claim inedft. measures per experimental condition are shown neTh

(B) Trust in own decision based on further inforioat
This strategy indicates that participants felt pipally able Manipulation Check
to decide, but only after obtaining further topiéormation.
Preference for this strategy was measured throug
agreement with the statement: “I want to obtainthfer
information about [topic] which | then use to dexiahyself
whether it is correct that [Document 1 claim insdft.

(C) Desire to consult an expert: Following thisattgy
means that participants wished to leave the detigioan
expert. Preference for this strategy was measungd
agreement with the statement: “I want to obtaimwinfation
about experts in the field in order to identify artcular
competent and credible expert. | would then conthik
expert and rely on their judgment as to whethés dorrect
that [Document 1 claim inserted]”.

mixed ANOVA on comprehensibility ratings with

ocument (Document 1 vs. Document 2) and
comprehensibility (comprehensible vs. incomprehda}i
as within-participant  factors and  controversiality
(controversial vs. uncontroversial) as betweenigpent
factor verified that texts designed as comprehémsiere
erceived as more comprehensible than texts dekigee
incomprehensiblef(1,85) = 648.11p < .001, partn? = .88.
Moreover, Document 2 was overall rated more
comprehensible than DocumenE(l,85) = 22.54p < .001,
part.n? = .21. The other main and interaction effectsriti
reach significance, ai#(1,85) < 2.91ns.

Perceived Epistemic ComplexityParticipants’ perception Claim Agreement
of epistemic topic complexity was assessed with siXClaim agreement scores were analyzed using a mixed
adjective pairs in a 7-point scale semantic difiited = ANOVA with the within-participant factor
format (very uncomplexvery complex, very multi- comprehensibility and the between-participant facto
faceted-very single-faceted, very unscientifigery  controversiality. Results showed that laypeopleadrmore
scientific, very easyvery difficult, very  strongly with the Document 1 claim when the suppgrt
uncomplicateervery complicated, very difficult to information was comprehensible than when it was
comprehengvery easy to comprehepndTwo additional incomprehensibleF(1,86) = 9.34,p < .05, partn® = .10.
distracter pairs were presented to decrease treerspaof ~ Moreover, agreement was higher in the uncontroaktisan
the measurement intent (very unimporiardgry important, the controversial condition, although this diffecenwas
very boring-very entertaining). Exploratory factor analysesonly marginally significantF(1,86) = 3.41p = .07, party’
(ML-extraction, oblimin rotation) showed the targieims to = .04. In line with H1 a significant interaction of
load on one common factor in both comprehensibilitycomprehensibility and controversialiti#({L,86) = 4.89p <
conditions (comprehensible: KMO = .88(15) = 350.71p .05, partn? = .05) indicated that only in the uncontroversial
< .001; 70.43% explained variance; incomprehensiblecondition did participants agree more strongly withims
KMO = .86; ¥*(15) = 230.52p < .001; 58.88% explained from comprehensible than incomprehensible tett3) =
variance). To determine a score of perceived topi@.52, p < .01. In contrast, there was no difference in
complexity, the arithmetic mean of the target itemas agreement between comprehensible and incomprelensib
calculated. Internal consistency of the items vedisfactory  texts in the controversial conditio(43) = .64 ,ns.
in both comprehensibility conditions (compreherssibl
Cronbach’sx = .91, incomprehensible: Cronbach’s .86).  Confidence in the Agreement Decision

To test H2a-c, we conducted separate mixed ANOWks f
Procedure each decision strategy using comprehensibility &finv

Participants received a paper booklet containirg téxt and controversiality as between-participant factor.
materials and scales for collecting the dependesdsures. ) o

The booklet first presented a scenario describing t (1) Trust in own agreement decision based on presen
fictitious friend’s problem. Participants then reatle Knowledge This strategy was more popular in the
document pair and provided their measures of clainfomprehensible than in the incomprehensible cami
agreement and confidence in their agreement decigisis ~ F(1,86) = 51.08p < .001, partn” = .37, as well as in the
was repeated four times, so that each participead four ~Uncontroversial compared to tpe controversial cioms,
document pairs in total, two in each condition.efftards, (1,86) = 23.74p < .001, partn” = .22. Furthermore, and
readers were asked to provide their ratings of? line with H2a, there was a significant
comprehensibility for each document they had read ta comprehen5|b|||ty*c20ntrover5|a_1l|ty mteractlori,:(l,SG) =
evaluate the complexity of each addressed topicallyi 6.43,p < .05, partn® = .07. This was due to the difference
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Table 1: Means and standard deviations (in bragk#tshe collected measures as a function of cohmmeibility and
controversiality.

Compr_ehen- ) Decision based Decision Decision ] ]

sibility Claim- on present based on  through expert Epistemic
Condition Doc.1 Doc.2 agreement knowledge further info. advice complexity
Compr./ 5.80 593 4.53 3.30 5.16 5.16 4.38
uncontr. (2.123) (1.08) (1.05) (1.66) (1.57) (1.87) (1.03)
Incompr./ 2.05 2.38 3.90 2.10 5.25 5.41 5.46
uncontr. .17 (1.34) (1.04) (1.31) (1.64) (1.65) (.86)
Compr./ 557 5.97 3.98 1.90 4,99 5.47 4.22
contr. (1.00) (1.05) (:94) (.94) (1.70) (1.80) (:92)
Incompr./ 1,78 2.37 3.88 1.33 4.82 5.73 5.47
contr. (.80) (1.30) (.621) (.61) (1.92) (1.73) (.78)

between both comprehensibility conditions beinggéar controversiality. Moreover, the study was aimedggin
when the documents were uncontroversial than wheg t insight into the possible process through whichhbimxt
were controversial. features affect laypeople’s decision behavior bgneixing

the role of perceived epistemic topic complexity as
(2) Trust in own decision based on further informaion potential mediator.

With regards to the popularity of this strategy utes The results revealed that in line with our expéctet and
revealed no significant main or interaction effectd| previous research (Eagly, 1974; Scharrer et all2p0Oay
F(1,86) < 1.26ns), hence providing no support for H2b.  recipients agreed more strongly with claims from

) ] comprehensible than incomprehensible texts; howeher
(3) Desire to consult an experfThis strategy was shown to gitference occurred only when the information was

be more popular in the incomprehensible than ig th@incontroversial. In case of controversial inforroafi
comprehensible conditions(1,86) = 5.24p < .05, partn laypeople’s claim agreement was not affected byt tex
= .06. However, contrary to H2c, controversialigdhno  comprehensibility. It seems that encountering @orsial
influence on participants’ willingness to ask ampent, all  yformation makes laypeople more cautious to agritle a
furtherF(1,86) < .97ns. claim even if the information is easy to comprehend

. . . . Moreover, both comprehensibility and controversyali
Perceived Epistemic Complexity affected laypeople’s decision confidence; howevkis t
To answer the research question whether the infeief  impact was manifested differently on the three sleai
comprehensibility and controversiality on claim egment  strategies. Similar to the state of affairs regagdclaim
and agreement confidence was mediated by perceiveshreement, the strategy to decide based only ors one
epistemic topic complexity, we conducted separatdiator  present knowledge was more popular after reading
analyses for each combination of independent vigjab comprehensible than incomprehensible texts, but thi
mediator variable and dependent variable followthg@ influence of comprehensibility was diminished when
approach suggested by Baron and Kenny (1986) atd, Ju information was controversial. In contrast, noneths text
Kenny, and McClelland (2001). Results showed tlidhe  features had an effect on the strategy to decidgecan
three preconditions necessary for a variable toascta further information and only comprehensibility hauh
mediator (1. the independent variable affects tb®umed mpact on the strategy to ask an expert, with high
mediator 2. the independent variable affects theeddent comprehensibility decreasing the desire for expeltice.
variable, 3. the mediator affects the dependeritbt®) the \We assume that if information is incomprehensible,
first two were fulfilled for most combinations, btite third  |aypeople are generally willing to consult an exper
precondition was fulfilled in no case (&(2,41) < 3.23ns).  regardless of controversiality. In case of compneitse
Hence, complexity perceptions do not appear to atedhe  controversial texts, laypeople feel possibly mareaairaged

observed comprehensibility and controversialitget$. to determine which of both conflicting position ésrrect
) ] due to their comprehension success, for instanceebking
Discussion out further information. This might explain why the

By presenting medical laypeople with texts varyilg ~ Willingness to ask an expert in this condition @ higher
comprehensibility and controversiality, the presentthan in case of comprehensible uncontroversiastext
experiment assessed whether the facilitating infteeof It is noteworthy that even when participants reediv
high comprehensibility on recipients’ reliance teit own  comprehensible and uncontroversial texts, ratingsheir

decision about scientific claims is mitigated bfonmation ~ Willingness to ask an expert did not average befoan a
scale from 1 to 7 (7 indicating a strong willingses
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However, the observed influence of comprehensjbibin

desire for expert advice suggests that a too stron

simplification of scientific contents may misleady!
recipients to underestimate their dependence oerexp

As to our second goal, to get an insight into tbesjble
process  through which comprehensibility  an
controversiality affect laypeople’s reliance on ithewn
decisions, we found that the influence of neitiméorimation
feature is mediated by perceived topic complexitgeems
that laypeople do not base their judgment of whetinenot
to rely on their own decisions on reflections abepistemic
complexity. Perhaps the experience of
comprehending information simply triggers positiv
affective reactions, which then translate to maeofable
evaluations in general (Schwarz, 2004). Howevas, thn
so far only be assumed, and the exact mechanisats

fluently
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