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ABSTRACT 

This study explored the interaction between three 

individual variables, need for cognition and tolerance 

of ambiguity, and the symbol system used in messages. 

Goodman's (1976) dimension of notationality of systems 

is proposed as the continuum of interest upon which 

sources of information vary. It was hypothesized that 

high tolerance for ambiguity and need for cognition 

would lead to increased numbers of interpretations of 

nonnotational messages over notational ones, and over 

people low in these traits. Methods utilized in the 

study are overviewed. Results indicate that subjects 

high in need for cognition do generate more 

interpretations of messages in general than do others, 

however no effect was found for ambiguity tolerance or 

for message type. Reasons for these results are 

offered, and directions for further research suggested. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

"Poetry is that which does not go all the way to 

the right hand margin"—John Ciardi 

For hundreds of years, philosophers and 

aestheticians have attempted to find a satisfactory 

distinction between the realm of discourse that is 

poetic, and those that are rhetorical or scientific. To 

nearly any definition many disputes can be raised. 

Differentiations based on formal elements, such as 

rhythmic qualities or the presence of certain types of 

figures of sound, or subject matter, such as Beauty or 

Godliness, crumble at the appearance of poets like T. S. 

Eliot in the twentieth century. Differentiations based 

upon author's intentions, whether to persuade or inform 

(not poetry) or primarily to express (poetry) disallow 

the possibility that poets might teach, not merely 

overflow with great thoughts. These typologies of 

discourse disregard the role of the receiver in 

interpreting information as poetic or not. 
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Richards (1949: 21) suggests that "we continually 

talk as though things possess qualities, when what ve 

ought to say is that they cause effects in us of one 

kind or another". The difference between poetry and 

other discourse must be found in the receiver of the 

information. In support of this point it is noted that 

not all cultures consider the same things as poetry, 

Bierhorst (1983) writes that in most native American 

cultures there is no word for "poem", rather there are 

spells, prayers and formulae. When presented with these 

spells, prayers and formulae, most Westerners would 

call them poems. 

Still, it is not satisfying to conclude that poetry 

Is whatever Is recognized as such, for there seem to be 

regularities in people's responses to poetry that are 

different than those to other types of Information. 

Richards (1949) alludes to the "equilibrium of opposed 

forces" induced by poetry—that poetry leads to a state 

of contemplation rather than action by producing equal 

and opposing mental forces. Others have discussed the 

"aesthetic experience", an undefinable state that Is the 

result of exposure to artistic expressions. If these 
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effects are used as criteria for defining poetic 

discourse, however, the definition will only include 

successful poetry. The definition of a type of 

discourse should not depend upon effectiveness, because 

such definition could not aid in explaining why some 

members of the class are unsuccessful, nor would it 

allow consensual discussion of the class. 

One alternative is to use the concept of symbol 

system to categorize discourse. Symbol system is one 

generic variable within information sources that may be 

considered in discussions of mediation of information. 

Symbol system may be a property of a particular message, 

yet -in order for it to be meaningful, there must be 

corresponding differences in individual's responses to 

messages encoded in various systems. This discussion 

will focus on Goodman's (1976) classification of symbol 

systems in terms of their "notationality", and the 

manner in which this property might interact with 

certain stable individual differences to facilitate 

differences in processing of messages. In particular, 

tolerance of ambiguity (Frenkel-Brunswick, 1949), and 

need for cognition (Cacioppo & Petty, 1982) will be 

focused upon. 
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Symbol Systems 

The idea that the medium of information affects the 

message conveyed through it has been studied in 

communication, education and psychology. One assumption 

of such studies is that "the structure of media may 

influence the form of mental representation" of 

information from the outside world (Reeves, Chaffee & 

Tims, 1982, p.296). Attributes of information sources 

other than content may influence the way that 

information is processed. The difficulty lies in 

determining what aspects of information sources might 

result in differential processing. Goodman (1976) 

proposes a system for describing differences in sources 

according to the symbol system employed by each. Before 

describing this scheme, a few terms should be defined. 

Definitions 

Symbol. A symbol is anything which is used to 

represent something else (Gardner, Howard & Perkins, 

1974) . 
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Symbol systems. The concept of symbol systems 

begins with the assertion that a symbol is meaningless 

unless understood within the context of a system 

(Goodman, 1968). Symbol systems will be defined in 

terms of the relationships and meanings of symbols being 

used. Symbol systems are distinct from media in that a 

medium is the "stimulation of one or more senses plus 

information" (Gardner et al. 1974: 30) and symbol system 

is that which is conveyed. A symbol system, according 

to Goodman (1976), is comprised of three sets: the 

"symbol scheme" or set of code elements and their formal 

relationships to each other, a set of those things 

referred to by the code elements, the "compliance set", 

and the relationship between the code elements and the 

compliance set (Roupas, 1977). Symbol systems differ 

in the nature of their symbol schemes and compliance 

sets, and in terms of the relationship between these two 

sets. 

Notationality 

Goodman (1968, 1976) proposes a typology of symbol 

systems based upon these elements and relationships. He 

provides three types of symbol systems: the notational, 

the linguistic, and the representational. Notational 
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systems are those in which symbol schemes are comprised 

of discrete elements. They exhibit the properties of 

syntactic disjointness, that no inscription of a code 

element can belong to more than one element, and 

syntactic finite differentiation, that "for any two 

characters, a given utterance or inscription which does 

not belong to both of them can be determined to belong 

to neither or at most one of them" (Gardner, Howard, & 

Perkins, 1974; Goodman, 1976). The relationship of 

symbol scheme and compliance set must be unambiguous, 

that is, no two inscriptions of the same character can 

have different referents. Ambiguity exists in a symbol 

system when code elements may have several distinct 

referents. The referents of a notational system must be 

semantically disjoint, such that no two characters in 

the system can have referents in common. Finally, 

notational systems are characterized by semantic finite 

differentiation. For any two characters in the system 

and any object which does not belong to both, it must be 

possible to determine that the object belongs to at most 

one of the characters (Gardner, Howard & Perkins, 1974). 
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Secondly, Goodman (1976) describes linguistic 

systems. The symbol scheme of a linguistic system 

comports with the requirements of notational systems, 

but the relationship of this set to the compliance set 

does not (Kjorup, 1977; Roupas, 1977). The compliance 

set of linguistic systems is not semantically disjoint, 

nor does it exhibit semantic finite differentiation. 

Further, the relationship between the symbol scheme and 

the compliance set may be an ambiguous one. 

Representational systems are characterized by a 

lack of discrete code elements. There is a similar lack 

of distinction among elements in the compliance set, and 

the relationship of the two sets is ambiguous. 

Gardner, Howard and Perkins (1974) focus on the 

continuum of notationality to nonnotationality. 

According to this description, representational codes 

are nonnotational, and language lies somewhere between 

the extremes of notationality and nonnotationality. 

Only a few studies have explored the possible 

differential effects of the notationality of symbol 

systems per se, most have focused on differences in 

media (see Cohen & Salomon, 1979; Salomon, 1979, 1981). 

Some studies have explored the differences in 



15 

comprehension or recall based upon verbal or pictorial 

stimuli (Bartlett, Till & Levy, 1980; Clement & Falmagne 

1986; Paivio, 1978) Gardner and his colleagues at 

Harvard's Project Zero have attempted a systematic 

exploration of the realm of symbol systems, with a focus 

on aesthetic theory (Gardner, 1976, 1977a, 1979; 

Gardner, Howard & Perkins, 1974; Kolers, 1977) and 

education (Gardner, 1977b, Gardner, Winner & Kirchner, 

1975, Perkins, 1977). 

Although language may be described as a single 

symbol system, it seems clear that language may be used 

in a more or less notational manner (Gardner, Howard 

and Perkins, 1974: 38, emphasis in original): 

No inscription in itself is notational or 
nonnotational. it is the system of symbols which is 
notational or nonnotational, and the same artifact 
may participate in different systems. . . . What is 
crucial is not its physical dimensions but rather 
its relation to other symbols and the particular 
way in which the perceiver elects to process and 
views it. 

Often, language is used in a manner intended to 

emphasize the denotation of single referents. However, 
\ 

language may also be used in a way that emphasizes the 

ambiguous relationship between code elements and 

compliance set. When one is only looking at linguistic 
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symbol systems, the distinction between notational or 

nonnotational uses of language lies in the relationship 

between word or phrase and referent. For notational 

uses of language, words or phrases are used to denote a 

single referent or category. For nonnotational uses of 

language, words or phrases may denote several referents 

or catagories simultaneously. 

There may be some confusion between the concepts of 

ambiguity and uncertainty. Ambiguity.in this context 

refers to a multiplicity of meanings for a given 

inscription. This conception is different than the 

classic definition of uncertainty (Berger & Calabrese, 

1975). A code element may have several meanings, and 

each of these meanings be known. Uncertainty denotes a 

situation where meanings are unknown, and so must be 

predicted or retrodicted. Thus ambiguity may exist 

without uncertainty. 

The relationship between poetic uses of language 

and discursive ones seems clearly represented by the 

notationality continuum. Poetry is usually enriched by 

its "ambiguity" (often it is undecipherable without a 

recognition of multiple meanings), whereas ambiguity may 

render highly precise discursive language less useful. 
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Thomas (1974: 111-112) asserts that language Is 

essentially ambiguous: 

If it were not for the capacity for 
ambiguity . . . that words of all languages 
provide, we would have no way of recognizing 
the layers of counterpoint in meaning, we might 
be spending all our time sitting on stone fences, 
staring into the sun. 

Ambiguity is an essential element in all language, 

but it may be used or diminished, depending upon the 

purpose at hand. With this analysis in mind, the 

following proposition is offered: 

Proposition 1: Nonnotational messages are more 

ambiguous than are notational messages. 

Language may not be perceived as it is intended. A 

poem may be enriched by multiple meanings, yet some 

readers may approach it as though there were one correct 

answer to be found. For this reason, it is 

inappropriate to explore symbol systems without 

including the possible effects of individual differences 

in the understanding of messages. Since ambiguity is a 

crucial element in nonnotational codes, and should be 

present in nonnotational messages, one variable that 

should interact with the interpretation of messages is 

tolerance for ambiguity (Frenkel-Brunswick, 1949). 
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Because the ambiguity of nonnotational symbol systems 

may allow for more mental elaboration than notational 

ones, need for cognition (Cacioppo & Petty, 1982), 

should also play a role in individuals' interpretations 

of messages. Each of these will next be introduced and 

their impact upon symbol systems hypothesized. 

Tolerance for Ambiguity 

Frenkel-Brunswick (1949) proposed that disposition 

towards ambiguity was a trait which was invariant across 

situations. She argued that people who were intolerant 

of ambiguity felt a need to "reduce conflict and 

maintain stereotyped patterns" by keeping "certain 

aspects of experience out of experience" (Frenkel-

Brunswick, 1949: 119). These people feel threatened by 

the presence of conflicting information, or ambiguity, 

and so would attempt to reduce it by ignoring or denying 

the existence of ambiguity, or would simply avoid 

situations that might be construed as ambiguous. She 

proposed that intolerance of ambiguity was positively 

correlated with dogmatism, rigidity and racism. 

Tolerance for ambiguity was assumed to be the absence 

of the perception of ambiguous situations as 

threatening. 
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Budner (1962: 29) articulated the construct of 

tolerance for ambiguity as "the tendency to perceive 

ambiguous situations as desireable". He defined 

ambiguous situations as those characterized by novelty, 

complexity or contradiction (insolubility). He 

hypothesized three ways that someone who was intolerant 

of ambiguity might react to such situations; with 

repression or denial, anxiety or discomfort, restructive 

or reconstructive behavior or avoidance behavior. 

Kreitler, Maguen, and Kreitler, (1975) found that 

intolerance of ambiguity correlated with a lack of 

readiness to accept many interpretations of a given 

situation, situations which cannot be clearly defined,-

and situations which include contrasts or 

inconsistencies. Intolerance of ambiguity has been 

positively correlated with several personality variables 

(Keenan & McBain, 1979; O'Conner, 1952; Singh, Sinha & 

Kumari, 1985). A number of studies have linked 

ambiguity tolerance with overt behaviors and Interests 

(Burgoon, 1971; Comadena, 1984; Domangue, 1978; 

Heilbrun, 1982; Keenan, 1978; Raphael & Chasen, 1980; 

Ruch & Heil, 1983; Tatzel, 1980). Intolerance of 

ambiguity is correlated with a preference for 
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attitudinally consistent messages, and is a predictor of 

how people will try to reduce cognitive dissonance 

(Shaffer, Hedrick, Regula & Freconna, 1973). There have 

been some difficulties in measuring ambiguity tolerance 

(see Bochner, 1965; Ehrlich, 1965; Kirton, 1981; 

MacDonald, 1970; Rydell & Rosen, 1966), most of which 

seem to have been overcome by Kirton (1981). 

The work of Kreitler, Maguen and Kreitler (1975) 

and Budner (1962) in particular point to the response of 

those intolerant of ambiguity to ambiguous situations. 

Thus, a second proposition can be derived: 

Proposition 2. People who are intolerant of 

•ambiguity are less likely than those tolerant of 

ambiguity to find or acknowledge multiple meanings for 

an ambiguous situation. 

Very little of the research on ambiguity tolerance 

has been concerned with ambiguity of messages. Most has 

focused on social situations or discrimination tasks. 

Nonetheless, if ambiguity tolerance is a global trait, 

it should be manifest toward messages as well as 

situations. The research of Shaffer, Hedrick, Regula 

and Freconna (1973) and Domangue (1978) would lend 

support to this assertion. Although definitions of 
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ambiguity have varied, most are based upon the idea of 

multiple interpretations (see Kreitler, Maguen, & 

Kreitler, 1975) and so are consonant with Goodman's 

(1976) definition of ambiguity as encompassing multiple 

meanings. This explanation leads to the following 

proposition: 

Proposition 3. People who are intolerant of 

ambiguity are less likely than those tolerant of 

ambiguity to find or acknowledge multiple meanings for a 

nonnotational message. 

There seems to be no evidence that people high in 

ambiguity tolerance will create multiple meanings for a 

situation that is unambiguous. Therefore, it is 

proposed that: 

Proposition 4. People who are tolerant of 

ambiguity will find or acknowledge more meanings for a 

nonnotational than for a notational message. 

Need for Cognition 

There is evidence that different symbol systems 

elicit different amounts of mental elaboration (Reimer, 

1977; Salomon, 1979). If this is so, then an 

individual's need for cognition would impact response to 

symbol systems. Need for cognition is defined as a 
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dispositional tendency to "engage in and enjoy effortful 

analytic activity" (Cacioppo, Petty & Morris, 1983). 

People high in need for cognition are more likely to 

scrutinize messages and be more effected by their 

cogency (Cohen, Scotland, & Wolfe, 1955), enjoy 

effortful cognitive activity (Cacioppo & Petty, 1982), 

and are more curious than those low in the trait (Olson, 

Camp & Fuller, 1984). 

It would be expected that individuals high in need 

for cognition would invest more cognitive effort in 

analyzing a message of any sort than will those with low 

levels of need for cognition. This difference should be 

most apparent in analysis of messages that elicit more 

mental elaboration. If messages address similar topic 

areas and are similar in terms of topic elaboration, the 

more nonnotational or poetic message would require 

greater amounts of mental elaboration due to the degree 

of ambiguity in the relationship between symbol scheme 

and compliance set. Not all nonnotational messages 

would require more elaboration than notational ones. 

This relationship should only exist when content, 

intricacy of presentation and difficulty of vocabulary 

are similar in both messages. It may require more 
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cognitive work to understand a complicated scientific 

paper than a simple poem, but when messages are similar 

in terms of intricacy, vocabulary and content, the 

ambiguity present in the nonnotational message would 

invite more mental elaboration than would the relatively 

clear meaning of the discursive one. 

The preceding analysis leads to the formulation of 

the following propositions: 

Proposition 5. Given similar content, intricacy 

and vocabulary in two messages which vary in degree of 

notationality, the nonnotational message will elicit 

more mental elaboration than will the notational one. 

Proposition 6: People with a high need for 

cognition will employ more cognitive effort in the 

interpretation of a nonnotational message than of a 

notational message. 

Proposition 7: People with a high need for 

cognition will find more interpretations of a 

nonnotational message than will people low in need for 

cognition. 
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Consideration of the above discussion and 

propositions leads to the formulation of the following 

hypotheses: 

HI: People high in tolerance for ambiguity and/or 

need for cognition will find more 

interpretations for nonnotational messages 

than will people low in tolerance for 

ambiguity and/or need for cognition. 

H2: People high in need for cognition 

and/or tolerance for ambiguity will find more 

interpretations of the nonnotational than the 

notational message. 
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CHAPTER 2 

METHOD 

Subjects 

Subjects were drawn from introductory communication 

courses at "a large Southwestern university". In order 

to assure statistical power of .80 to detect a moderate 

effect size, 168 subjects were used (Kraemer & Thiemann, 

1987 ) . 

Need for Cognition and Ambiguity Tolerance 

Subjects were given measures to determine levels of 

tolerance for ambiguity (Kirton, 1981) and need for 

cognition (Cacioppo, Petty & Kao, 1984) during class. 

Measures that were used are included as appendices A 

(tolerance for ambiguity) and B (need for cognition). 

They were also asked how many college level classes in 

English they had completed. This information was used 

to control for experience with literature, since 

differences in previous exposure might affect ability to 

interpret messages. 
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Notational and Nonnotational Messages 

Dependent measures were derived to include five 

notational or five nonnotational statements. First, 15 

passages were selected from poetry published in the 

Norton Anthology of Poetry (Allison, Barrows, Blake, 

Carr, Eastman & English, 1983), to serve as 

nonnotational messages. Notational statements were then 

derived from each of these, keeping length, subject 

matter, and vocabulary comparable. A list of the 

statements used is included as appendix C. 

In order to be certain that the messages included 

in the dependent measure differed along the appropriate 

dimensions, the list was distributed to students who 

placed them on two continua, (from 1 to 5) ranging from 

clear to ambiguous, and having few meanings to having 

many meanings. Due to the theoretical distinction 

between ambiguity (having several possible meanings) and 

uncertainty (having unknown meaning), coders were asked 

to circle items which seemed to be so vague as to be 

meaningless. Statements were selected for use in the 

study along the following criteria: 1) No more than one 

rater had determined that the statement was "so vague 

that it could mean almost anything", 2) the mean 
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response for the nonnotational message in the pair was 

at least .50 greater than the mean response for the 

notational message, and 3) pairs of messages were kept 

intact. The resultant measure is included as Appendix 

D. 

Dependent Measure 

Subjects were then randomly assigned to conditions 

receiving either the notational or nonnotational 

messages, and asked to generate alternative meanings for 

the statements. Subjects were verbally encouraged to 

offer "as many or as few alternate meanings as come to 

mind for each statement". Subjects were also asked to 

delineate different alternatives by means of slashes or 

spacing. 

Responses to the criterion measure were coded 

according to the number of alternative interpretations 

offered for each statement. The number of alternatives 

offered for all five statements was used as a composite 

score for each subject. These totals were used for all 

further analysis. 
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Design and Analysis of Study 

The above described procedures yielded a mixed 

design in which subjects were randomly assigned to 

either notational or nonnotational message conditions. 

Both hypotheses were tested using a multiple regression 

procedure. Number of alternative interpretations was 

regressed on need for cognition, tolerance for ambiguity 

and message type. All possible cross-product vectors 

were computed and included in the. model. Because 

experience with literature was introduced as a control 

variable, it was forced into the model at the first 

step. Tolerance for ambiguity, need for cognition and 

message type were then entered as a block to determine 

their unique contributions to the criterion. Since 

there was no theoretical basis for determining the 

primacy of any of these variables, it would have been 

inappropriate to have prescribed their order of entry 

(Pedhazur, 1982). All second order joint effects were 

then entered together, and the three-way product vector 

was entered at the last step. 
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For hypothesis 1, main effects within the 

nonnotational message type for need for cognition and 

tolerance for ambiguity were of interest. In order to 

detect these effects within the fully saturated model, 

the joint effects of message type and these two 

variables were expected to be significant. Simple main 

effects for either of these variables could provide only 

partial support of this hypothesis, as these results 

would not allow discrimination by message type. 

Similarly, hypothesis 2 posited a two-way joint effect 

between message type and each of the other two criterion 

measures. 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESULTS 

Predictor Measures 

Cronbach's coefficient alpha reliability was 

computed for each of the predictor measures. For 

tolerance of ambiguity, alpha equalled .70 and for need 

for cognition, alpha equalled .88. Because 

multicollinearity of the predictor measures was a 

concern, their correlation was computed (r = -.40). 

Although this represents a moderate relationship, their 

correlation was controlled for by their block entry. In 

this way, their shared variance could not lead to an 

overestimation of the effect of either variable. 

Manipulation Check 

Results of the manipulation check were subjected to 

an analysis of the scale's reliability for notational 

and for nonnotational messages. For the notational 

messages, Cronbach's alpha was calculated at .76. For 

the nonnotational messages, Cronbach's alpha was .74 (n 

= 28). Frequencies were determined for all statements, 

and mean responses on each of the items were computed. 
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Items were selected for the dependant measure using the 

criteria described previously. Items selected through 

this process, as well as item means, can be found in 

table 1. 

Tests of Hypotheses 

Hypothesis 1, positing a positive relationship 

between need for cognition, tolerance of ambiguity and 

number of interpretations of a nonnotational message, 

was partially supported. The main effect model was 

significant overall (F = 4.53, df. = 3,120, £ < .01, 

adjusted R2 = .08). Of the individual predictors, only 

need for cognition showed a significant unique 

relationship with the criterion (b = .12, t = 3.64, £ < 

.01). Tolerance for ambiguity did not predict number of 

interpretations of messages. The mean number of 

alternatives for notational messages was 3.55. The mean 

number of responses for nonnotational messages was 3.45. 

Experience with literature also proved to have no 

effect. The significance of the main effect for need 

for cognition indicates that the more an individual 

enjoys thinking, the more alternative interpretations 

will be generated regardless of message type. Within 

the main effects model, message type did not provide 
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useful information for predicting subjects' responses to 

the messages. A summary of the results of this equation 

can be found in table 2. 

When joint effects were added to the model, the 

effect of need for cognition was diminished (b = .12, t_ 

= .62, £ < .54). Although the fully saturated model 

remained significant (F = 2.34, df_ = 7,116, p. < .05, 

adjusted R2 = .07), no single effect was found to be 

significant. Joint effect vectors were highly 

intercorrelated with those containing similar terms, and 

with their associated main effects. Furthermore, 

evidence of classical, cooperative and net suppression 

(see Cohen & Cohen, 1975) was found within joint effect 

vectors and the main effect for message type. These 

intercorrelations between vectors in the model 

introduced numerous difficulties in the interpretation 

of the results of the fully saturated model (Pedhazur, 

1982). Since the increments in variance accounted for 

by the entry of the second order (R2 change = .02, F = 

.78, £ < -5) and third order (R2 change = .00) joint 

effect vectors were nonsignificant, it was concluded 

that a main effect model best fit this data. Results of 

the fully saturated model are summarized in table 3. 
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Hypothesis 2, positing joint effects for message 

type, need for cognition and tolerance for ambiguity, 

was not supported. 



34 

CHAPTER 4 

DISCUSSION 

This study addressed two basic questions. First, 

how does one distinguish poetic from nonpoetic 

discourse? Second, what role do the individual 

variables of ambiguity tolerance and need for cognition 

play in the reception of more or less poetic messages? 

The results of the study, although they do not confirm 

the hypotheses offered, do suggest some interesting 

avenues for the continued exploration of these two 

questions. 

How does one distinguish poetic from nonpoetic 

discourse? Goodman's notationality continuum is one 

starting point in answering this question. By examining 

certain qualities o£ discourse, including the types of 

code elements used, and the relationship of these code 

elements to their compliance sets, qne can begin to 

discriminate between uses of language. Examination of 

the attributes of language use in a particular case, 

though, does not seem to be enough to predict people's 
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responses to a message. One aspect of language use that 

is deserving of further study in this regard is the role 

of the context in which a message is perceived. In this 

study, statements were presented on their own, without 

the additional cues provided by the body of the poems 

from which they were taken. Perhaps the inscriptions 

provided were not sufficient for readers to determine 

whether the statements were to be viewed in a more or 

less "notational" manner. The basic unit of information 

needed to determine notationality or nonnotationality in 

language may be larger than a single sentence, or may 

vary. It may be that poetic lines taken out of the 

context of the poem lose the layers of meaning inherent 

in the same lines when they are read as a part of a 

poem. 

Although messages used in the study were shown to 

differ along the dimensions of interest, subjects did 

not seem to respond to these differences. This could 

have been due, at least in part, to the lack of context 

presented along with the statements, but it may also 

point to a more fundamental characteristic of human 

beings. Perhaps all statements are poetry to some, while 

poetry is simply talk to others. 
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What role do tolerance of ambiguity and need for 

cognition play in the reception of more or less poetic 

messages? Results of this study indicate that need for 

cognition is positively related to number of alternative 

meanings offered for a message. The negative 

correlation between these two variables provides some 

interesting information. This study found that the more 

disposed an individual is to enjoy thinking, the less 

tolerant he or she will be to ambiguous stimuli. 

Perhaps people who enjoy thinking also desire clear-cut 

answers, and are frustrated by the seeming 

contradictions encountered in some more ambiguous 

stimuli. It would be interesting to correlate need for 

cognition scores with self-reported enjoyment of poetry. 

According to the analysis presented here, the 

relationship between these two characteristics should be 

moderately neqative. This would be an interesting and 

counter-intuitive findinq. 

The negative correlation between ambiguity 

tolerance and need for cognition may have been partially 

responsible for the lack of effect for ambiguity 

tolerance in this study. If it were confirmed in 

further research that tolerance for ambiguity were 
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unrelated to people's response to poetry, the notion 

that poetic discourse vas more nonnotational than 

nonpoetic discourse would be called into question. It 

may, however, be that tolerance for ambiguity would 

influence an individual's affective response to 

discourse more strongly than the ability to arrive at a 

number of alternate meanings for a given statement. 

Tolerance for ambiguity should be examined in isolation 

from need for cognition, and a wider range of responses 

to discourse should be included in subsequent study. 

Subjects were asked to delineate on the criterion 

measure their alternative meanings for each statement. 

This allowed for an accurate count of how many 

alternatives each subject believed he or she had 

generated, but not necessarily how many substantially 

different alternatives were offered. Results for each 

of the predictor variables could be quite different if 

such aspects as the complexity or possible redundancy of 

alternatives were analyzed. Perhaps people who are 

highly tolerant of ambiguity would create more ambiguous 

or more complex interpretations of messages, but would 

not supply interpretations in greater number. People 

with a high need for cognition might offer more 
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alternative meanings, although those meanings may not 

differ substantially from each other. If need for 

cognition is associated with intolerance of ambiguity, 

such a result might be expected. It would be 

interesting to examine the seeming notationality or 

nonnotationality of responses as well as of stimulus 

messages in this regard. 

Certainly, this study presents more questions than 

answers. In light of what has been discussed above, 

there are several suggestions for further research to be 

offered. 

Suggestions for Further Research 

First, the question of what makes a message either 

notational or nonnotational deserves further analysis. 

Special attention should be paid to the role of context 

in this process. Individual's reactions to whole poems 

could be compared to their responses to excerpts from 

the same works. Various uses of language, such as 

metaphor and irony, might be explored to see whether 

they might "mark" language as belonging to a particular 

type of system. 

Second, the responses obtained should be subject to 

further analysis of their level of complexity, and the 
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affective responses of subjects should be examined. 

Certainly the work of Frenkel-Brunsvick (1949) and 

Budner (1962) would indicate that the degree of 

ambiguity present in a message should strongly impact 

people's emotional response to that message, depending 

upon their degree of tolerance for ambiguity. 

Complexity may also prove to differentiate responses of 

people high in need for cognition from those of others, 

and may provide added insight. Further thought and 

analysis of these variables are in order. 

Third, further efforts should focus on determining 

how individuals actually process messages based on the 

system in which the message is encoded. Although some 

work has been undertaken in differentiating pictorial or 

sound stimuli from verbal (Bartlett, Till & Levy, 1980; 

Clement & Falmagne 1986; Paivio, 1978), the variations 

in systems of language have not received as much 

attention. Such efforts could begin to shed light on 

issues that have remained unresolved for hundreds of 

years. These issues include, but are not limited to, 

the differentiation between the poetic and the 

discursive, the functions of linguistic discourse of all 

types, and the usefulness of poetry as a system of 



40 

communication. 

For all our efforts in puzzling through such 

issues, it is by no means certain that a satisfactory 

answer to the question "what is poetry?" will be found. 

People who are highly tolerant of ambiguity may find 

this curiously comforting. The presence of many 

competing answers and explanations might be seen by such 

people as a rich and fertile ground for thought. People 

who feel a strong need for cognition might be less 

contented with such an idea and seek to find the correct 

piece that will complete the puzzle. In doing so, they 

may generate and subsequently discard any number of 

possible answers. Or we may end where we began, seeking 

out and enjoying poetry, and discovering that its 

essential nature, as Ciardi says, resides in its quality 

of never quite reaching the edge of the page. 
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Appendix A 

Tolerance for Ambiguity Scale 

Items are all scored such that l=strongly disagree, 
2=disagree somewhat, 3=neither agree nor disagree, 
4=agree somewhat, and 5=strongly agree. Items number 5 
and 10 are reverse scored (Kirton, 1981). 

1. There's a right way and a wrong way to do almost 

everything. 

2. Practically every problem has a solution. 

3. I have always felt that there is a clear solution 

between right and wrong. 

4. Nothing gets accomplished in this world unless you 

stick to some basic rules. 

5. If I were a doctor, I would prefer the 

uncertainties of a psychiatrist to the clear and 

definite work of someone like a surgeon or x-ray 

specialist. 

6. Vague and impressionistic pictures really have 

little appeal for me. 

7. Before an examination, I feel much less anxious if 

I know how many questions there will be. 

8. The best part of working on a jigsaw puzzle is 

putting in the last piece. 

9. I don't like to work on a problem unless there is a 



possibility of coming out with a clear cut and 

ambiguous answer. 

10. I like to fool around with new ideas, even if they 

turn out later to be a total waste of time. 

11. Perfect balance is the essence of all good 

composition. 

12. An expert who doesn't come up with a definite 

answer probably doesn't know too much. 

13. There is really no such thing as a problem that 

can't be solved. 

14. A good job is one where what is to be done and how 

it is to be done are always clear. 

15. In the long run it is possible to get more done by 

tackling small, simple problems rather than large 

and complicated ones. 

16. What we are used to is always preferable to what is 

unfamiliar. 

17. A person who leads and even, regular life in which 

few surprises or unexpected happenings arise really 

has a lot to be grateful for. 

18. I like parties where I know most of the people more 

than one where all or most of the people are 

complete strangers. 
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Appendix B 

Need for Cognition Scale 

Items are scored such that l=strongly disagree, 

2=disagree somewhat, 3=neither agree nor disagree, 

4=agree somewhat, 5=strongly agree. Items number 3, 4, 

5, 7, 8, 9, 12, 16 and 17 are reverse scored (Cacioppo, 

Petty & Kao, 1984). 

1. I would prefer complex to simple problems. 

2. I like to have the responsibility of handling a. 

situation that requires lots of thinking. 

3. Thinking is not my idea of fun. 

4. I would rather do something that requires little 

thought than something that is sure to challenge my 

thinking abilities. 

5. I try to anticipate and avoid situations where 

there is likely chance I will have to think in 

depth about something. 

6. I find satisfaction in deliberating hard and for 

long hours. 

7. I only think as hard as I have to. 

8. I prefer to think about small, daily projects to 

long term ones. 
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10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

16 

17 

18 
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I like tasks that require little thought once I've 

learned them. 

I The idea of relying on thought to make my way to 

the top appeals to me. 

I really enjoy a task that involves coming up with 

new solutions to problems. 

Learning new ways to think doesn't excite me very 

much. 

I prefer my life to be filled with puzzles that I 

must solve. 

The notion of thinking abstractly is appealing to 

me. 

I would prefer a task that is intellectual, 

difficult and important to one that is somewhat 

important but doesn't require much thought. 

I feel relief rather than satisfaction after 

completing a task that required a lot of mental 

effort. 

It's enough for me that something gets the job 

done, I don't care how or why it works. 

I usually end up deliberating about issues even 

when they do not affect me personally. 
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Appendix C 
Manipulation Check 

Please assign each of the following statements a value 
from 1 to 5 on each of these continua. First, rate each 
statement according to how many or few meanings may be 
possible for the statement. Second, rate each statement 
according to the degree to which the statement is 
precise or ambiguous. If you find that any of the 
statements are so vague that they could mean almost 
anything, please circle the number of that statement on 
this sheet. Please include two values from 1 to 5 for 
every statement. THANK YOU FOR YOUR ASSISTANCE! 

Few possible meanings Many possible meanings 

Very precise Very ambiguous 

1. Buffalo Bill's defunct. 

2. Her singing was more beautiful than the sounds of 
nature. 

3. Your absence has gone through me like thread 
through a needle. 

4. Works of imagination have elements of reality. 

5. My attention is a wild animal. 

6. For with names the world was called out of the 
empty air. 

7. We are often at odds with nature. 

8. We think by feeling. 

9. We are a part of nature, and it is all around us. 

10. Suburbs seem not to be alive. 

11. Their past is sold in a shop. 
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12. My black hills have never seen the sun rising. 

13. The dogwood lights up the day. 

14. The sunlight on the garden hardens and grows cold. 

15. A man hammering in the sky 

16. Their history is exploited by others. 

17. Seeing the dogwood makes the day seem brighter. 

18. We confuse emotions with reasons. 

19. The sound of thunder is like hammering. 

20. The light in winter is cold. 

21. Even this suburb has overcome death. 

22. I feel like each morning is new. 

23. The river is within us, the sea is all around us. 

24. The world is not with us enough. 

25. I can't control my attention. 

26. Everything was first named out of nothing. 

27. Imaginary gardens with real toads in them. 

28. I feel your absence sharply in everything I do. 

29. She sang beyond the genius of the sea. 

30. The wild west is dead. 



KEY 

Pair 1 = Statements 1 and 30 

Pair 2 = Statements 29 and 2 

Pair 3 = Statements 3 and 28 

Pair 4 = Statements 27 and 4 

Pair 5 = Statements 5 and 25 

Pair 6 = Statements 6 and 26 

Pair 7 = Statements 2 4 and 7 

Pair 8 = Statements 8 and 18 

Pair 9 = Statements 23 and 9 

Pair 10 = Statements 21 and 10 

Pair 11 = Statements 11 and 16 

Pair 12 = Statements 12 and 22 

Pair 13 = Statements 13 and 17 

Pair 14 = Statements 14 and 20 

Pair 15 = Statements 15 and 19 
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Appendix D 
Dependant Measure 

Form A: (Notational Messages) 
In the spaces provided, please list possible 

meaning(s) for each of the five (5) following 
statements. You may generate as many or as few 
alternatives as come to mind. THANK YOU FOR YOUR 
ASSISTANCE! 

1. Her singing was more beautiful than the sounds of 
nature. 

2. I can't control my attention. 

3. We are often at odds with nature. 



4. We are a part of nature, and it is all around us 

5. Their history is exploited by others. 
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Dependant Measure 
Form B: (Nonnotational Messages) 

In the spaces provided, please list possible 
meaning(s) for each of the five (5) following 
statements. You may generate as many or as few 
alternatives as come to mind. THANK YOU FOR YOUR 
ASSISTANCE! 

1. She sang beyond the genius of the sea. 

2. My attention is a wild animal. 

3. The world is not with us enough. 



4. The river is within us, the sea is all around us 

5. Their past is sold in a shop. 



APPENDIX E 

STATISTICAL TABLES 



Table 1 

Original Items and Means for Manipulation Check 

Item Mean 

1 3.13 
2 2.64** 
3 3.09 
4 3.56 
5 3.58** 
6 4.22 
7 2.64** 
8 2.58 
9 2.31** 
10 3.67 
11 3.59** 
12 3.73 
13 3.52 
14 3 .19 
15 4.05 
16 2.37** 
17 3.11 
18 2.16 
19 1.69 
20 2.81 
21 3.45 
22 3.06 
23 3.25** 
24 3.69** 
25 2.09** 
26 3.42 
27 3.70 
28 2.02 
29 3.81** 
30 2.34 

(** Indicates items chosen for use in the dependent 
measure) 
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Table 2 

Summary Table £or the Regression o£ Number of 
Interpretations of Messages 

on Tolerance for Ambiguity and Need for Cognition 
and Message Type 

(Main Effects Model) 

Independent 
Variables 

P< R2 Adjusted R2 

Message Type . 0 2  -.09 -.29 .77 

Tolerance for 
Ambiguity -.04 04 .93 .35 

Need for 
Cognition 

Overall 

31 12 3.64 .0004 ** 

.10 08 

(* = Variables entered as a block, 
ava ilable 
(** = Significant finding) 

this statistic is un-



Table 3 

Summary Table for the Regression of Number of 
Interpretations of Messages: 

Fully Saturated Model 

Independent r b t 
Variable 

Message Type .02 -11.89 -.94 

Tolerance for 
Ambiguity -.05 

Need for 
Cognition .31 

Message Type 
By Need for 
Cognition .01 

Message Type 
By Tolerance for 
Ambiguity .04 

Need for 
Cognition by 
Tolerance for 
Ambiguity .25 

Need for 
Cognition by 
Tolerance for 
Ambiguity by 
Message Type .03 

04 

,12 

14 

2 2  

20  

6 2  

72 

,99 

00 -.03 

, 0 0  -.77 

P< 

.34 

,84 

, 53 

,47 

32 

97 

44 

R2change Adj. 

10** 

0 2  

004 

08 

07 

07 

(* Variables entered as a block, this statistic is 
unavailable.) 
(** Significant, p < .01) 
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