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A B S T R A C T
The present study examined how argument type (science based vs. personal 
case based), belief consistency (belief consistent vs. inconsistent) and reading 
goals (read to evaluate vs. read to learn) influence comprehension and trust-
worthiness evaluations for claim-conflicting multiple texts. Undergraduates 
read four conflicting texts about the effects of vegan nutrition and completed 
four corresponding single-text comprehension and trustworthiness tasks be-
fore completing a multiple-text comprehension task. The results indicated 
better memory for personal case-based texts that capitalized on everyday life 
experiences and emotions than science-based texts in the multiple-text com-
prehension task. Reading to evaluate benefitted memory only for the belief-
inconsistent personal text and contributed to lower trustworthiness ratings 
for all texts in comparison to reading to learn. The present study’s findings 
highlight the importance of factors pertaining to argument quality, namely 
argument type, in comprehension and trustworthiness judgments.

Nowadays, with the aid of the Internet, people encounter multiple 
argumentative texts that are often claim-conflicting (Abendroth 
& Richter, 2020). People read multiple texts in a variety of con-

texts and for a variety of reasons: to learn, to form opinions, and to make 
important decisions (Betsch et al., 2011). When reading, multiple factors 
come into play and interact in a complex way. Based on the RAND 
model (RAND Reading Study Group & Snow, 2002), reading is influ-
enced by readers’ characteristics, the text itself, the reading activity, and 
the context. Reader characteristics can be cognitive (e.g., prior knowl-
edge, working memory) or motivational (e.g., self-efficacy) and possibly 
interact with text-specific features, such as text genres (e.g., expository vs. 
narrative vs. persuasive) or different media forms (Coiro, 2021; RAND 
Reading Study Group & Snow, 2002). Reading activity includes reading 
goals (reading purposes, reading tasks) that can be externally or inter-
nally generated and, also, reading processing and outcomes, such as 
comprehension (of single or multiple texts) and learning. Especially, in 
the multiple-text context, an important reading activity is also the evalu-
ation of sources and texts due to the vast amount of conflicting informa-
tion and quality level in a set of multiple documents (Coiro, 2021). In the 
current study, we focused on belief consistency as reader characteristic, 
argument type as text feature, reading goals, trustworthiness evaluations, 
and comprehension (of single and multiple documents) as reading activ-
ities for multiple texts.

However, multiple-text comprehension research has paid less atten-
tion to texts’ differences in their content and how they might influence 
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comprehension and evaluation. Online argumentative 
texts have a great amount of heterogeneity in the way their 
content communicates and supports their claims, namely 
in their argument types. In many controversial topics and 
in various domains, texts may support their claims 
through science-based or through personal case-based 
types of arguments. Recently there have been a few studies 
taking into account differences similar to the above-
mentioned argument types. These studies focused on per-
suasion (Betsch et  al.,  2011) and evaluation (Kiili 
et  al.,  2022) yielding, however, mixed results. Personal 
texts about vaccinations have been found to exert more 
influence on persuasion and decision making in compari-
son to texts with more scientific content (Betsch 
et al., 2011). In contrast, Kiili et al. (2022) found texts with 
more personal content regarding the effect of sugar con-
sumption to be evaluated as less credible and of lower 
quality of evidence in comparison to other texts present-
ing more scientific and objective content.

Although comprehension of text and argument must 
necessarily be a prerequisite for evaluation (Diakidoy 
et al., 2017; Wolfe & Williams, 2017), a similar interest in 
the effects of argument type on comprehension and trust-
worthiness evaluation in a multiple conflicting text context 
and its possible interactions with other factors has not 
been documented. Therefore, in this study, we investigated 
the potential effect of two argument types (science based 
and personal case based) in single- and multiple-text com-
prehension and trustworthiness evaluations for texts deal-
ing with vegan nutrition. Information about health and 
nutrition generates a lot of interest (e.g., on social media 
platforms), is often conflicting (e.g., Mediterranean vs. 
keto diet) and, in some cases, its validity is questionable. 
Nevertheless, readers’ prior beliefs and reasons for access-
ing this information (reading goals) may determine the 
extent to which information is accepted as valid and trust-
worthy. Therefore, in this study we measured prior beliefs 
and manipulated reading goals to examine their influence 
on single- and multiple-text comprehension and trustwor-
thiness evaluations. Finally, we also measured prior topic 
knowledge and working memory capacity as they may 
interfere with comprehension and memory for texts.

Theoretical Background
Empirical research with multiple documents has focused 
on variants of expository texts. The Construction-
Integration model (Kintsch, 1988, 1998) is the dominant 
comprehension model focusing on the processes and out-
comes of reading primarily single expository texts. Its 
main principle is that reading consists of a meaning con-
struction phase, aided by the activation of prior knowl-
edge, and an integration phase contributing to the 
construction of a coherent and elaborated mental 

representation of the text. The reading outcome, however, 
can vary ranging from shallow comprehension of text 
(surface code) or deeper comprehension (text-based level, 
situation model level), depending on the degree of integra-
tion with prior knowledge structures. Empirical evidence 
showed, especially, the importance of prior knowledge 
structures (e.g., high amount of prior knowledge, accurate 
knowledge, consistent beliefs, etc.) for generating infer-
ences and for achieving deep comprehension of a text (e.g., 
Kendeou & van den Broek, 2005; Maier & Richter, 2013).

The Documents’ Model (Britt et  al.,  1999; Perfetti 
et al., 1999) expands upon Kintsch’s model by introducing 
two additional representational structures aimed at evalu-
ating (Intertext Model) and understanding multiple texts 
(Situations Model). Namely, readers need to comprehend 
not only the texts separately (single-text comprehension) 
but also the connections of ideas coming from different 
texts and, thus, form a coherent representation of the issue 
discussed across texts (multiple-text comprehension). Sec-
ond, readers need additionally to evaluate the texts in 
terms of their trustworthiness by taking into account 
source information, for example, the expertise of the 
author (Bråten, Britt, et al., 2011; Britt et al., 1999; Perfetti 
et al., 1999).

A recent theoretical model (RESOLV model) has 
emphasized the importance of reading goals in shaping 
the way individuals engage with texts (Rouet et al., 2017). 
Specifically, according to the RESOLV model, readers’ 
engagement with the sources’ features is also influenced 
by their reading goals (Britt et al., 2018). Nonetheless, in 
informal reading situations, readers may not consistently 
attend to source information, focusing instead on texts’ 
content (e.g., Bråten, Strømsø, & Salmerón, 2011). If this 
is the case, then it remains an open question as to the char-
acteristics of text content that form the basis for readers’ 
evaluations and whether and the extent to which they 
interact with reading goals.

Argumentative Texts and Argument 
Types
Argumentative texts function to persuade their readers by 
presenting reasons in support of the claims they promote 
(Glassner, 2017; Murphy & Alexander, 2004). Argumen-
tative texts differ not only in terms of their structure (e.g., 
Andiliou et  al.,  2012) but also in the type of arguments 
they include. Prior work has focused on rather highly 
specified distinctions between argument types. For exam-
ple, Scharrer et al. (2012) investigated the differential effect 
of causal-based and evidence-based types in judging argu-
ments’ strength. Causal-based arguments, which provided 
causal explanations to claim a connection between bio-
logical phenomena, were rated as stronger than evidence-
based arguments that relied on statistical data to support 
such connections. This dichotomy, however, while useful 
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for analytical purposes, oversimplifies the complexity of 
actual scientific discourse. In reality, the nuanced nature 
of scientific writing frequently involves a fusion of both 
causal explanations and statistical evidence within a single 
argument or text (Glassner, 2017).

Furthermore, the advent of online texts introduces 
variability at a more general level, as digital platforms 
accommodate a wider range of argumentative styles and 
interdisciplinary approaches that transcend traditional 
academic boundaries. For example, in the domain of 
health and nutrition, Google will return texts that either 
support their claims by relying on scientific knowledge 
or by presenting personal experience in a storytelling 
approach. Nevertheless, a notable gap in existing research 
is evident, with the effects of personal narratives in read-
ing outcomes remaining unexplored. Therefore, we 
sought to investigate the differential effect of two distinct 
argument types, namely science based and personal case 
based. Specifically, we operationalized argument type as 
arguments supporting a claim either through scientific 
knowledge (science-based argument type) or through 
personal case-based experiences (personal case-based 
argument type).

Science-based argumentative texts rely on scientific 
information to support a claim, which makes them similar 
to expository scientific texts in terms of content and struc-
ture. A long line of research has shown that the compre-
hension of scientific expository texts is a challenge 
(Graesser et al., 2002). A key factor is the lower levels of 
relevant topic and domain-specific prior knowledge (e.g., 
Follmer & Sperling, 2019; Graesser et al., 2002; McNamara 
et  al.,  1996; Wolfe & Mienko,  2007; Wolfe & Wood-
wyk, 2010), which is needed for the construction of infer-
ences that increase the coherence and the elaboration of 
the texts’ mental representation (Kraal et  al.,  2017). It is 
reasonable to expect that the comprehension of science-
based argumentative texts represents a similarly difficult 
task, since they present scientific information that is, most 
possibly, unfamiliar to non-expert readers.

However, science-based argumentative texts should be 
associated with higher trustworthiness ratings in compari-
son to other argument types, since their evidence-based 
arguments are of higher quality. Argument quality is 
directly related to the texts’ content such as argument type 
(e.g., statistical data) (Kuhn,  1991), internal consistency, 
accuracy, and completeness of information (Shaw, 1996), 
and lack of any argument fallacies (e.g., Klaczynski 
et  al.,  1997). Science-based texts are more likely to have 
these content-related characteristics in comparison to 
other texts.

In contrast, personal case-based texts have similarities 
with narratives, since they introduce characters who have 
goals, embark on actions, and experience their conse-
quences (Wolfe & Mienko,  2007). Narrative texts have 
been linked to higher comprehension in comparison to 

expository texts. A recent meta-analysis (Mar et al., 2021) 
showed that narrative texts had better comprehension and 
memory than expository-like texts. This effect is possibly 
due to their concreteness (Sadoski et al., 2000) and close-
ness to readers’ prior world knowledge and experiences 
(e.g., Diakidoy et  al.,  2005; Wolfe & Woodwyk,  2010). 
Sadoski et al. (2000) found higher gist recall for texts (per-
suasive, history narrative and expository) that included 
real-life experiences and routines, when compared to the 
more abstract versions of the same text types.

In addition, narratives are more likely to induce men-
tal imagery (e.g., Gerrig,  1993), which has been empiri-
cally linked to various emotion experiences during reading 
(Winkler et al., 2022). Winkler et al.  (2022) showed that 
transportation into a story about an elderly couple’s suicide 
was positively related to the number and intensity of self-
reported emotional shifts, that is, changes in dominant 
emotions like anger, happiness, etc. Transportation and 
emotions experienced during reading have been shown to 
contribute further to reading comprehension (Gerns-
bacher et al., 1992; Gerrig, 1993; Pickren et al., 2022). For 
example, Pickren et al. (2022) found that texts’ emotional 
arousal at the word-level was positively related to compre-
hension for various types of texts over and above the influ-
ence of readers’ and texts’ characteristics. Therefore, it is 
plausible to expect that, due to concreteness and content 
familiarity and/or the ability to evoke transportation and 
emotion, the comprehension of the personal case-based 
argumentative texts to be higher than that of the science-
based texts.

Evaluation-wise, personal case-based texts should be 
evaluated as less trustworthy than science-based texts, 
since they tend to support claims using a limited number 
of experiences, personal perspectives, and emotions. Per-
sonal opinions and experiences are regarded as weaker 
arguments in comparison to other more abstract reasons 
(Means & Voss,  1996) and of lower quality as they are 
more likely to be associated with argument fallacies, 
namely, hasty generalization and violations of the law of 
large numbers (Diakidoy et al., 2017; Glassner, 2017; Klac-
zynski et al., 1997). However, recognizing personal case-
based arguments as of lower quality and, therefore, less 
trustworthy, is possibly an ideal outcome. Empirical stud-
ies showed that adult readers do not routinely take into 
account argument quality criteria, such as argument falla-
cies when making evaluation judgments (e.g., Diakidoy 
et  al.,  2017). Moreover, the possible emotionality of the 
personal case-based texts might hinder critical evaluation 
of their content. For example, Eliades et al. (2012) found 
lower performance on critical thinking tasks that involved 
emotional content when compared to those with neutral 
content, while Mason et  al.  (2017) showed participants 
with lower emotional reactivity (low arousal and positive 
affect) to include more source references in their integra-
tive essays after reading multiple conflicting documents 
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than participants with higher emotional reactivity. Sourc-
ing, which involves attention to source information, such 
as authorship and source type, is possibly important for 
making evaluative judgments for texts (e.g., List & Alex-
ander, 2017). Therefore, it is not certain that readers will 
take into account the lower argument quality of personal 
case-based texts when evaluating them.

Nevertheless, in a recent study by Kiili et  al.  (2022), 
upper secondary students were able to recognize that a 
blog post based on a person’s observations about the 
effects of sugar consumption was less credible on the basis 
of author expertise and evidence quality in comparison to 
other texts, such as a scientist’s research paper or a news-
paper article. However, they were not successful with 
respect to providing relevant and clear justifications for 
the above-mentioned criteria, namely author expertise 
and evidence quality. Thus, it is possible that although 
readers may not possess sufficient knowledge regarding 
argument quality criteria, their evaluations were aided by 
the available author and source information. However, in 
a naturalistic internet search context, source information 
may be absent or even misleading (e.g., unsupported 
claims of expertise), or readers may not be motivated to 
attend to and consider source credibility. Nonetheless, 
even in the absence of source information, the multiple 
conflicting text environment may serve to highlight differ-
ences in content. These differences may be more promi-
nently represented mentally as readers attempt to resolve 
the discrepancies (Braasch et  al.,  2012; Kammerer 
et  al.,  2016). Therefore, it is possible that readers might 
notice and use differences pertaining to argument quality, 
such as argument type, in favor of science-based texts over 
personal case-based texts.

Belief Consistency
The extent to which readers notice and consider differ-
ences in argument type and, thereby, quality, may also be 
influenced by their prior beliefs. Research on critical 
thinking has shown that people are more likely to accept 
and evaluate positively fallacious arguments that are con-
sistent with their prior beliefs and aspirations in compari-
son to both high-quality and fallacious arguments that 
happen to be inconsistent with their beliefs (e.g., Klac-
zynski et al., 1997). In a multiple conflicting text environ-
ment, readers’ beliefs are likely to contradict with the 
claims promoted by some of the texts. Prior work using 
multiple claim-conflicting texts with expository content 
has shown a belief consistency effect in both comprehen-
sion and evaluation. Specifically, findings have indicated 
that belief-consistent texts are better comprehended both 
separately (Abendroth & Richter, 2020; Karimi & Rich-
ter, 2021; Maier & Richter, 2013) and combined (Braasch 
et al., 2022; Maier et al., 2018) in comparison to belief-
inconsistent texts when they are part of a conflicting set 

of texts. Belief-consistent texts are also regarded by read-
ers as more trustworthy than belief-inconsistent texts 
(Kobayashi, 2014; van Strien et al., 2016).

Although previous studies have identified additional 
factors that may influence the belief consistency effect 
when individuals read multiple conflicting texts (e.g., 
epistemic beliefs in Karimi & Richter, 2021; the order of 
texts in Maier & Richter, 2013 etc.), these did not vary the 
type of the texts (e.g., Maier & Richter, 2013, exclusively 
used scientific texts) or did not address differences related 
to text content (e.g., van Strien et al., 2016). The omission 
of text content variation could limit the generalizability of 
the findings regarding the belief consistency effect. Con-
sequently, the conclusions drawn may not adequately 
reflect the complex ways in which differences in text con-
tent can influence the relationship between belief consis-
tency and the outcomes of reading multiple texts. Thus, 
the present study examined the belief consistency effect 
across varying types of arguments, specifically comparing 
the impact of science-based texts to that of personal case-
based texts.

Moreover, it is important to consider that the narrative 
content in personal case-based texts may play a significant 
role in changing opinions and influencing evaluations of 
the texts read (e.g., Green & Brock, 2000). Transportation 
into a text’s story line and characters was found to be gen-
erated regardless of participants’ prior attitudes after read-
ing four single texts with different arguments embedded in 
stories varying in narrativity (e.g., arguments about the 
importance of salads, tuition fees, etc.) (Schreiner et  al., 
2018). Transportation has been also found to be positively 
related to text-consistent stances after reading (Mazzocco 
et al., 2010). Specifically, Mazzocco et al. (2010) examined 
in two studies how transportation would affect attitude 
changes after reading a single narrative text. Their results 
indicated that those more easily transported into the story 
were more likely to engage in attitude change in order to 
align with the text’s argument, and that this transportation 
effect on reader attitudes was not due to other text factors 
(i.e., rhetorical means) (Mazzocco et al., 2010).

These findings suggest that belief consistency may 
interact with argument type to reduce or neutralize belief-
consistency effects on reading outcomes with personal 
case-based texts when compared to science-based texts. 
Therefore, the well-documented belief consistency effect 
in comprehension and evaluation of texts might not be 
comparable across different types of text content, such as 
those that are science based versus those that are personal 
case based, which possibly stimulate emotional and imag-
ery engagement with their story-telling content.

Reading Goals
People read multiple texts in a variety of formal and 
informal contexts, and for a variety of reasons: to learn, 
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to form opinions, and to make important decisions 
(Betsch et al., 2011). Reasons for reading multiple con-
flicting texts may influence to some extent whether 
readers notice and consider differences in argument 
type or even readers’ vulnerability to belief bias. For 
example, one would expect readers to pay closer atten-
tion to the argument and juxtapose claims to their own 
beliefs when they read in order to make an important 
decision as opposed to when they read to simply gain 
information. Many studies have investigated the influ-
ence of reading goals in single-text comprehension by 
manipulating pre-reading instructions (e.g., Diakidoy 
et al., 2017; van den Broek et al., 2001). In general, find-
ings indicate that reading goals influence both memory 
for text and inferencing. For example, van den Broek 
et  al.  (2001) showed that college students who read a 
text for study purposes generated more online infer-
ences that helped to construct a coherent mental repre-
sentation and were more successful in recalling the text 
offline. Furthermore, Diakidoy et  al.  (2017) showed 
that an evaluation goal benefited argumentative text 
recall to a greater extent than a comprehension goal as 
participants who read for comprehension were more 
likely to confuse the text’s main claim with some of the 
arguments presented to support it.

In contrast, multiple-text comprehension research 
has focused more on post-reading tasks as an indirect 
manipulation of reading goals (e.g., Wiley et al., 2009). 
These studies showed that argumentative essay tasks 
were more effective in helping readers connect infor-
mation from different texts and maintain a fair balance 
in representing their content, when compared to tasks 
designed to gauge learning and understanding, such as 
summary and essay writing (Bråten & Strømsø,  2009; 
Le Bigot & Rouet, 2007; Maier & Richter, 2016; Stadtler 
et al., 2014; Wiley et al., 2009).

Setting goals prior to reading is especially important 
when encountering multiple texts as it can induce goal-
relevant processing determining, in part, the contents of 
the resulting mental model of the text(s) that readers 
form (Britt et  al.,  2014; McCrudden,  2018; Rouet & 
Britt, 2011; van den Broek & Helder, 2017). Recent con-
ceptualizations for reading multiple texts have explicitly 
incorporated reading goals in their theoretical models 
(e.g., MD-TRACE model in Rouet & Britt,  2011; 
RESOLV in Rouet et  al.,  2017). The RESOLV model 
(Rouet et  al.,  2017), specifically, views reading as rele-
vance based and distinguishes context-derived reading 
goals (context model) from the reading goals generated 
by the reader (task model). Even though empirical evi-
dence is lacking, recent studies showed that readers form 
their own representations for given reading goals and, 
specifically, tasks. In a recent study, List et  al.  (2019) 
examined participants’ perceptions for tasks’ require-
ments and showed that almost half of them perceived the 

argument task as taking and justifying a position, whereas 
only a quarter considered it to entail presentation of both 
sides along with evaluation. Elaboration and source use 
were less mentioned as requirements for the argument 
task compared to the essay and the research task, respec-
tively (List et al., 2019). Nonetheless, empirical evidence 
about the contribution of the task model on actual per-
formance is ambiguous. For example, in a multiple-text 
context, those who consider argument construction to 
require citation are more likely to include citations in 
their responses (List et al., 2019). However, understand-
ing that the task demands entail multiple-document 
activities (such as detection of similarities and differ-
ences between documents and comparison of their con-
tent, evaluation of the documents’ sources, etc.), did not 
show any relationship with participants’ comprehension 
of multiple texts or their actual engagement in multiple-
document activities online (Schoor et al., 2021).

Therefore, in this study, we manipulated directly 
context reading goals prior to reading in order to exam-
ine their effects on single- and multiple-text comprehen-
sion and trustworthiness evaluation. We varied reading 
goals in a way that they would orient readers either 
toward learning or critical evaluation. We selected these 
two reading goals because we considered them to be 
more in line with naturalistic reasons for reading multi-
ple texts in everyday life. They are also possibly more 
analogous to the recall, summary, and argument writing 
tasks that have been commonly used in prior research.

The Present Study
To advance current knowledge, the main purpose of the 
present study was to examine the possible independent 
and interactive effects of three critical variables consid-
ered together in their relationships, that is, multiple con-
flicting texts’ argument type (science based vs. personal 
case based), belief consistency (belief consistent vs. belief 
inconsistent), and reading goals (read to evaluate vs. read 
to learn) on comprehension (single and multiple) and 
evaluation (trustworthiness ratings) outcomes. The pos-
sible interference of prior topic knowledge and working 
memory capacity was also controlled for (see Figure 1 for 
an overview of the study).

Based on prior research (Diakidoy et al., 2005, 2017; 
Kraal et  al.,  2017; Maier & Richter,  2016; Sadoski et  al., 
2000; van Strien et al., 2014, 2016) we hypothesized that 
argument type, belief consistency, and reading goals would 
exert significant independent influences on single- and 
multiple-text comprehension. Specifically, we expected 
higher comprehension and better memory for personal 
case-based texts than science-based texts at the single 
[Hypothesis 1a] and the multiple-text comprehension 
level [Hypothesis 1b]. We also expected higher 
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comprehension and better memory for the belief-
consistent than the belief-inconsistent texts at the single 
[Hypothesis 2a] and the multiple-text comprehension 
level [Hypothesis 2b]. Similarly, we expected higher com-
prehension and better memory for participants with an 
evaluation goal in comparison to a learning goal at the 
single- and multiple-text comprehension level (Diakidoy 
et al., 2005, 2017) [Hypotheses 3a and 3b respectively].

On the basis of prior work (Eliades et al., 2012; Esca-
las, 2004; Kiili et al., 2022), we considered two alternative 
hypotheses regarding the possible influence of argument 
type on trustworthiness evaluations. First, it is possible 
that readers will recognize that the science-based texts 
have higher argument quality in comparison to the per-
sonal case-based texts and, thus, evaluate them as more 
trustworthy [Hypothesis 4a]. However, in light of findings 
regarding the negative influence of content with imagery 
and emotional characteristics on critical evaluation (e.g., 
Eliades et  al.,  2012), it is also possible that the personal 
case-based texts will not be considered less trustworthy 
than science-based texts [Hypothesis 4b]. In contrast, we 
expected a more clear influence of prior beliefs on evalua-
tion in favor of the belief-consistent texts [Hypothesis 5] 
(Kobayashi, 2014).

Despite the lack of empirical evidence regarding the 
relationship between reading goals and trustworthiness 
evaluations of multiple conflicting texts, we also consid-
ered the possibility of two competing hypotheses. First, we 
considered it possible that reading to evaluate will result in 
lower trustworthiness evaluations overall regardless of 
argument type [Hypothesis 6a] (Diakidoy et  al.,  2017). 
However, it is also possible that an interaction would 
emerge, namely reading to evaluate would support 

readers in recognizing the higher quality of science-based 
arguments resulting in higher trustworthiness ratings for 
these texts in comparison to the personal case-based texts 
(Wiley et al., 2009) [Hypothesis 6b].

Method
Participants and Procedure
Participants were 95 psychology (n = 44) and education 
(n = 51) undergraduates from the University of Cyprus 
(84.2% females, age M = 20.91 years, SD = 2.75). The 
proposal for the study (aims, materials, and design) 
was approved by the National Bioethics Committee of 
Cyprus (Number: CNBC RP 2015.01.47) prior to par-
ticipant recruitment. Students participated voluntarily, 
after giving their written consent, and received extra 
course credit for compensation. Power analysis indi-
cated that the sample size was adequate (N ≥ 82) for an 
analysis of variance test with a statistical power of at 
least .80 (α = .05).

The study was divided into two sessions approxi-
mately one month apart. Each session lasted 1.5 hours. 
In Session 1, we administered all pre-reading measures, 
namely tests for Prior Topic Knowledge, Prior Topic 
Beliefs, and Working Memory Capacity. For Session 2, 
participants were randomly divided into the two Read-
ing Goal groups: Read to Learn versus Read to Evaluate. 
Participants were given both written and oral informa-
tion about their reading goals. Specifically, participants 
in the Read to Learn group were instructed to “Read the 
texts with the aim of learning about vegan nutrition and 

FIGURE 1  
Overview of the Main Variables of the Study
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Multiple-Text Comprehension and Evaluation: The Influence of Reading Goal, Belief Consistency, and Argument Type  |  7

its health consequences.” Participants in the Read to 
Evaluate group were instructed to “Read the texts with 
the aim of evaluating the arguments presented either in 
favor or against vegan nutrition.” During Session 2, par-
ticipants read four experimental texts in a counterbal-
anced order in order to control for order effects. Then, 
they rated each text’s trustworthiness and answered 
three comprehension questions. After reading all the 
texts, participants completed the multiple-text compre-
hension task. The text was not available to the partici-
pants after the reading was completed. Thus, all 
post-reading tasks (comprehension and trustworthiness 
ratings) were completed from memory.

Experimental Texts
The four experimental texts were presented on separate 
sheets of paper. They did not contain any source infor-
mation or other contextual cues, apart from the title and 
the text itself. Their content was about vegan nutrition 
and they were harvested from the Internet. The texts were 
selected to be claim-conflicting and to differ in terms of 
argument type. Two texts argued against vegan nutrition 
(con texts) by referring to possible side effects while the 
other two texts argued in favor of vegan nutrition (pro 
texts) by focusing on its benefits. Texts promoting the 
same claim differed in terms of argument type, support-
ing the claim on the basis of scientific information or on 
the basis of personal experience. The science-based texts 
promoted conflicting claims by presenting scientific evi-
dence concerning the health benefits or risks of vegan 
nutrition. In contrast, the personal case-based texts pre-
sented positive or negative effects of vegan nutrition on 
health, appearance, and/or emotions as experienced by 
the texts’ protagonists (see Table 1 for examples).

The selected texts were slightly modified to ensure 
clear differences in argument type and comparable length 
(687–719 words, 17.9–22.7 words/sentence).

Pre-Reading Measures
Prior Beliefs were measured with a 10-item Likert-type 
rating task (1 = totally disagree and 6 = totally agree) 
including positive (“Vegan nutrition helps to prevent and 
fight diseases”) and negative statements (e.g., “Vegan 
nutrition is a danger to human health”) about vegan nutri-
tion. Negative statements were reverse scored, so that 
higher total scores would indicate more positive beliefs 
toward vegan nutrition (M = 3.77, SD = .65). The rating 
task’s reliability was satisfactory (Cronbach’s α = .77), and 
a median split (Mdn = 3.80) was used to determine Belief 
Consistency (pro vs. against vegan nutrition).

Prior Topic Knowledge was measured with a set of 23 
statements about nutrition and biology, each followed by 
a Likert-type scale (1 strongly disagree–6 strongly agree). 
Some of the statements were accurate (n = 12) (e.g., “Fruc-
tose and lactose are carbohydrates”) and the rest were 
incorrect (e.g., “Saturated and trans-fat are good fat”). 
False statements were reverse scored, with higher total 
scores reflecting higher levels of prior topic knowledge. 
Participants’ ratings were summed across items and 
divided by the total number of items in the test, to create a 
mean score for Prior Topic Knowledge. The test had ade-
quate reliability (Cronbach’s α = .70).

Working memory capacity was measured with a read-
ing span test that was constructed based on the test used 
by Singer et al. (1992). The test used in the present study 
included 18 sets of sentences (63 sentences in total) that 
were derived from sources with different textual content 
(expository and narrative). The number of sentences 

TABLE 1  
Examples of Science-Based and Personal Case-Based Arguments in Experimental Texts

Texts Example excerpt

Science-based Con text “Good cholesterol helps reduce bad cholesterol (LDL) by transferring it to the liver where it can 
be reprocessed. It also helps maintaining the internal walls of the blood vessels. Therefore, the 
heart needs cholesterol and if it is not produced, you will end up with heart failure”

Science-based Pro text “Plant-based nutrition has a minimal amount of saturated and trans fats. By contrast, most 
saturated fats are derived from animal products (…) It appears that saturated and trans fats, like 
cholesterol, from animal products increase the risk of arterial obstruction and heart disease”

Personal case-based Con text “During the last six months of her vegan diet, 26-year-old Pamela Stubbart saw her blood sugar 
levels go up and experienced intense cravings. She could not concentrate on anything else except 
whether or not she had to eat an egg (…) While initially her energy levels skyrocketed, then they 
fell sharply and she felt extremely tired. In fact, panic attacks were almost a daily situation”

Personal case-based Pro text “I also read some informal reports from older vegetarians on how they felt their diet delayed 
their aging. A friend of my sister became a vegan and, almost overnight, her battle with irritable 
bowel syndrome (spastic colitis) stopped. Dairy products, it seemed, upset her stomach and, 
by following a plant-based diet, her problems were eliminated. (…) Also, I almost immediately 
discovered a whole new community of friends I so long lost, not only vegans, but also those who 
are interested in better health and environmental sustainability. (…)”
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8  |  Reading Research Quarterly, 0(0)

changed across sets in order to reflect different difficulty 
levels: three sets had two sentences, six sets had three sen-
tences, six sets had four sentences, and three sets had five 
sentences. A higher number of sentences in a set reflected 
a higher difficulty level. Within each difficulty level, the 
length of sentences also varied: there were 10-word, 12-
word, and 14-word sentences. The reading span test was 
administered through a computer for each participant. 
Participants had approximately 3–5 minutes to read each 
set before the cloze and the recall tasks were presented 
automatically on separate screens. For the cloze task, par-
ticipants had to fill in two words missing from a randomly 
selected sentence from the set. For the recall task, partici-
pants had to fill in the last word of each sentence presented 
in the set. A pilot study with a different but comparable 
sample (N = 110, 78.8% females, Mage = 20.6, SD = 4.1) indi-
cated that a strict scoring of the cloze task resulted in low 
overall performance (M = .20, SD = .19). Therefore, we 
decided to apply a more lenient scoring giving credit for 
correct performance on the recall task when performance 
in the corresponding cloze task was partially correct (pro-
viding at least one of the two words). Participants’ points 
in the recall tasks were summed and divided by the total 
number of sets in the test to create a score reflecting the 
proportion of correctly recalled words across sets, and the 
test’s reliability was satisfactory (Cronbach’s α = .78).

Post-Reading Measures
Single-Text Comprehension was assessed with three 
open-ended questions per text. In total, participants 
answered 12 open-ended questions for all four texts. 
Each question targeted implicit relations between the 
text’s parts (Rukavina & Daneman,  1996). This was 
achieved by dividing each text into sentences and sub-
topics and then identifying the links (e.g., causal, cate-
gorical, etc.) between them. These links were used as the 
basis for designing the questions and prototype answers 
for scoring purposes. For example, in order to correctly 
answer the question asking about the relationship 
between heart problems and vegan nutrition, partici-
pants had to infer the links connecting information 
about the liver’s function, cholesterol, sugar, and artery 
blockage. Participants’ answers for each question were 
compared against the corresponding prototype answer 
and received one point for each correctly recalled text 
idea. Then, we summed all points received across all 
questions per text and converted them into a proportion 
score based on the maximum score one could obtain for 
each text. Apart from the main rater (one of the authors), 
another independent rater scored 30% of participants’ 
answers for inter-rater reliability purposes. Inter-rater 
agreement was 83.3–100% for single-text comprehen-
sion answers per text, K = .66 to K = 1, all p < .001. Differ-
ences were resolved in conference.

Multiple-Text Comprehension was assessed with a 
single synthetic question asking participants to delineate 
the advantages and disadvantages of vegan nutrition based 
on all texts in the set. The selection of this particular ques-
tion format aimed to encourage the synthesis of informa-
tion from the various texts in the set. This task was chosen 
in order to minimize biased responses that stem from pre-
existing beliefs (e.g., van Strien et al., 2014, 2016), which 
might be included in an essay task that is commonly used 
to assess comprehension of multiple texts (e.g., Anmark-
rud et al., 2013). We used the texts’ sentences and the pre-
viously identified links between them in order to construct 
a prototype answer to the Multiple-Text Comprehension 
question. The prototype answer included 81 text-based 
ideas from all texts (14 to 28 text-based ideas for each text). 
Participants’ answers were compared against the corre-
sponding prototype answer and received one point for 
each correctly recalled text idea. Then, we summed all 
points received and converted them into a proportion 
score based on the maximum score one could obtain from 
the Multiple-Text Comprehension question. Additionally, 
we constructed four text-specific proportion scores, 
reflecting the proportion of correctly recalled ideas from 
each text. A second independent rater scored 30% of par-
ticipants’ answers for inter-rater reliability purposes. Inter-
rater agreement was 83.3–90%, K = .71, p < .001. Differences 
were resolved in conference.

The difference between the Single- and the Multiple-
Text Comprehension measures lies in the different kinds 
of processing required to complete them. The Single-
Text Comprehension task targeted inferring implicit 
connections and integrating information contained 
within a single document. In contrast, the Multiple-Text 
Comprehension task required participants to recall argu-
ments in favor and against vegan nutrition presented 
across texts. To complete the task participants needed to 
recall comparable and contrasting information from dif-
ferent texts and perspectives. The integration of different 
perspectives and the representation of links or contrasts 
between documents is an integral part of the Documents’ 
Model (Britt et al., 1999; Perfetti et al., 1999).

We measured Trustworthiness evaluations with a 
single Likert-type rating item (1 = totally disagree and 
6 = totally agree) per text, following the approach 
adopted in previous research (e.g., Bråten, Strømsø, & 
Salmerón, 2011b). Specifically, we asked participants to 
rate the level of their agreement to the following state-
ment: “I consider the text as credible and I can trust the 
content presented.”

Results
Preliminary analyses indicated that all dependent mea-
sures and covariates were normally distributed 
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Multiple-Text Comprehension and Evaluation: The Influence of Reading Goal, Belief Consistency, and Argument Type  |  9

(skewness <1) with homogeneous variances across 
Reading Goal groups (p > .10). Moreover, Reading Goal 
groups’ performance was comparable across covariates 
and comprehension measures (p > .05) except for Trust-
worthiness Evaluations (p < .01). Main analyses fol-
lowed the logic of Mixed Analysis of Covariance with 
Argument Type (science based vs. personal case based) 
and Prior Belief (belief consistent vs. belief inconsis-
tent) as the within-subject factors, Reading Goals as the 
between-subjects variable and Prior Topic Knowledge 
and Working Memory Capacity as the covariates. 
Table 2 shows descriptive statistics and correlations for 
main dependent measures and covariates.

Comprehension
Contrary to expectations (Hypotheses 1a, 2a, and 3a), 
the results for Single-Text Comprehension indicated 
no significant effects of Argument Type (F (1, 
89) = 3.36, p = .070, η2

p = .04), Belief Consistency (F (1, 
89) = 2.53, p = .115, η2

p = .03), and Reading Goals (F (1, 
89) = 2.80, p = .098, η2

p = .03). Nevertheless, in line with 
Hypothesis 1a, it can be seen from Table 3 that, overall, 
personal case-based texts (M = .30, SD = .10) were bet-
ter comprehended than science-based texts (M = .25, 
SD = .09), (paired t = 4.94, p = < .001, Cohen’s d = 0.52) 
regardless of belief consistency (p > .05) Finally, Prior 
Topic Knowledge (F (1, 89) = 16.88, p < .001, η2

p = .16) 
and Working Memory Capacity (F (1, 89) = 5.33, 
p = .023, η2

p = .06) positively contributed to Single-Text 
Comprehension outcomes (see also Table 2).

Regarding Multiple Text Comprehension and in 
line with Hypothesis 1b, there was a significant effect of 
Argument Type, F (1, 89) = 5.46, p = .022, η2

p = .06. Par-
ticipants recalled more information from personal case-
based texts (M = .22, SD = .08) compared to the 
science-based texts (M = .15, SD = .08), t = −8.57, p < .001, 
Cohen’s d = 0.87. Although the main effect of the Read-
ing Goal was not significant (p > .05), there was a 

significant two-way interaction between Reading Goal 
and Belief Consistency (F (1, 89) = 7.24, p = .009, 
η2

p = .08) and a three-way interaction between Reading 
Goals, Prior Belief Consistency, and Argument type (F 
(1, 89) = 8.62, p = .004, η2

p = .09). It can be seen from 
Table  4 and Figure  2 that participants recalled more 
information from the belief-consistent personal case-
based texts when reading to learn (paired t = 1.91, p < .05, 
Cohen’s d = 0.46) and more information from the belief-
inconsistent personal case-based texts when reading to 
evaluate (paired t = −2.69, p < .01, Cohen’s d = 0.60). In 
contrast, performance for the belief-consistent and 
belief-inconsistent science-based texts was comparable 
across Reading Goal groups (p > .05).Finally, Prior 
Topic Knowledge (F (1, 89) = 7.12, p = .009, η2

p = .07) 
and Working Memory Capacity (F (1, 89) = 11.44, 
p = .001, η2

p = .11) contributed positively to 
Multiple-Text Comprehension outcomes (see also 

TABLE 2  
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for Pre-Reading and Post-Reading Measures

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Prior beliefs 3.77 .65 -

2. Prior Topic Knowledge 4.27 .48 −.20* -

3. Working Memory Capacity .25 .13 −.09 .20 -

4. Single-Text Comprehension  
(overall mean score)

.27 .08 −.03 .43** .32** -

5. Multiple-Text Comprehension 
(overall mean score)

.18 .07 −.01 .32** .38** .57** -

6. Trustworthiness Evaluations  
(overall mean rating)

3.73 0.84 .25* .02 −.17 −.24* −.08 -

*p < .05. **p < .01.

TABLE 3  
Single-Text Comprehension as a Function of Reading 
Goals, Belief Consistency, and Argument Type

Read to 
learn

Read to 
evaluate

Single-text 
comprehension M SD M SD

Cohen’s 
d

Belief Consistent

Science based .23 .14 .26 .12 0.23

Personal case based .30 .14 .29 .14 0.07

Cohen’s d 0.50 0.23

Belief Inconsistent

Science based .23 .10 .25 .10 0.20

Personal case based .27 .13 .34 .14 0.52

Cohen’s d 0.34 0.74
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Table  2). No other main effects were found, thus, 
Hypotheses 2b and 3b were not supported.

Trustworthiness
Analyses for Trustworthiness Evaluations indicated a sig-
nificant main effect for Reading Goals only, F (1, 89) = 9.64, 
p = .003, η2

p = .10. Participants who read to evaluate gave 
lower evaluations overall (M = .3.51, SD = 0.79) in compari-
son to the evaluations of those who read to learn (M = 4.01, 
SD = 0.83, t = 3.00, p = .003, Cohen’s d = 0.62). Nevertheless, 
in line with Hypothesis 4a, it can be seen from Table 5 that, 
overall, science-based texts were evaluated as more trust-
worthy than personal case-based texts (M = 3.85, SD = 0.92 
and M = 3.61, SD = 0.99, paired t = 2.58, p = .011, Cohen’s 
d = 0.25). Similarly, belief-consistent texts were evaluated as 
more trustworthy than belief-inconsistent texts (M = 3.91, 

SD = 0.97 and M = 3.55, SD = 1.00, respectively, paired 
t = 3.38, p = .001, Cohen’s d = 0.37).

Discussion
The study examined the effects of argument type, belief 
consistency, and reading goals in multiple conflicting 
text comprehension and evaluation. The findings high-
lighted the influence of argument type on multiple-text 
comprehension and that of reading goals on trustwor-
thiness evaluations.

Comprehension
The findings provided support for our hypothesis con-
cerning the influence of argument type on multiple-text 

TABLE 4  
Multiple-Text Comprehension as a Function of Reading 
Goals, Belief Consistency, and Argument Type

Read to 
learn

Read to 
evaluate

Multiple-text 
comprehension M SD M SD Cohen’s d

Belief Consistent

Science based .15 .09 .16 .09 0.11

Personal case based .25 .11 .20 .10 0.48

Cohen’s d 1.00 0.42

Belief Inconsistent

Science based .14 .10 .15 .11 0.10

Personal case based .18 .11 .24 .10 0.57

Cohen’s d 0.38 0.86

FIGURE 2  
Three-Way Interaction between Argument Type, Belief Consistency, and Reading Goals on Multiple-Text 
Comprehension

TABLE 5  
Trustworthiness Evaluations as a Function of Reading 
Goals, Belief Consistency, and Argument Type

Read to 
learn

Read to 
evaluate

Trustworthiness 
evaluations M SD M SD Cohen’s d

Belief Consistent

Science based 4.20 0.99 3.75 1.03 0.45

Personal case based 4.08 1.18 3.60 1.17 0.41

Cohen’s d 0.11 0.14

Belief Inconsistent

Science based 3.97 1.12 3.47 0.97 0.48

Personal case based 3.78 1.16 3.02 1.23 0.64

Cohen’s d 0.17 0.41
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Multiple-Text Comprehension and Evaluation: The Influence of Reading Goal, Belief Consistency, and Argument Type  |  11

comprehension (Hypothesis 1b), but only partial support 
for its influence at the single-text comprehension level 
(Hypothesis 1a). In general, texts that capitalize on per-
sonal experiences and emotions to support their claims 
were better comprehended and their content was more 
memorable than texts that capitalize on scientific infor-
mation. These findings are consistent with studies show-
ing single-text comprehension and memory advantage for 
narrative texts with concrete content in comparison to 
expository texts with more abstract content (Diakidoy 
et al., 2005; Graesser et al., 2002; Kraal et al., 2017; McNa-
mara et al., 2011; Sadoski et al., 2000). The present study 
documents this advantage at the multiple-text compre-
hension level as well.

Contrary to our expectations (Hypotheses 2a, 2b, 3a, 
and 3b), neither belief consistency nor reading goals had 
an independent influence on single- and multiple-text 
comprehension. With respect to belief consistency, it is 
possible that the overall moderate prior beliefs of our par-
ticipants, the counter-balanced order of text presentation, 
and the recall task that is less likely to elicit personal opin-
ions in comparison to an essay task may have served to 
reduce the manifestation of belief bias in comprehension 
and recall (Hart et  al.,  2009; Maier & Richter, 2013; van 
Strien et al., 2016; Wiley et al., 2018). However, the signifi-
cant three-way interaction also suggests that argument 
type may have masked the effects of belief consistency and 
reading goal. Participants who read to learn recalled more 
information from belief-consistent texts, showing thus a 
belief bias effect. This effect has been documented in many 
multiple-text comprehension studies (e.g., Kobayashi, 
2014; Maier et al., 2018; van Strien et al., 2014, 2016). On 
the contrary, those who read to evaluate recalled more 
information from the belief-inconsistent texts. Critical 
thinking research has shown that people are more likely to 
scrutinize and question arguments and evidence inconsis-
tent with their own beliefs (Klaczynski et al., 1997). There-
fore this finding may be the side-effect of the deeper 
processing associated with motivated reasoning in the 
context of evaluation tasks.

These results plausibly reflect different text processing 
due to reading goals. Namely, participants possibly under-
stood that the read to learn goal entails memory-oriented 
processing which leaves open the possibility of belief bias 
manifesting in comprehension and recall tasks. In con-
trast, participants who read to evaluate might have 
engaged more in validation and evaluation processes 
resulting in the reverse effect (Diakidoy et al., 2017; Maier 
& Richter,  2016). However, it is interesting to note that 
these bias effects were manifested only in connection with 
the personal case-based texts. It is possible that the objec-
tive nature of reporting facts and processes in conjunction 
with the higher unfamiliarity and difficulty of the science-
based texts (as indicated by the lower levels of recall), left 
little room for knowledge- and belief-based evaluations 

and contributed to more memory-oriented processing 
regardless of reading goals. Nevertheless, the present 
results, taken together, are partly in line with prior work 
suggesting that reading goals that orient readers toward 
more critical processing contribute to more accurate and 
balanced recall of argumentative texts (Diakidoy et  al., 
2017; Maier & Richter, 2016).

With respect to the covariates, prior topic knowl-
edge and working memory capacity significantly and 
positively influenced both single- and multiple-text 
comprehension outcomes. Prior topic knowledge has 
been widely documented as an important factor in aid-
ing single- and multiple-text comprehension (e.g., 
Bråten et al., 2014). In addition, reading span tasks as a 
measure of working memory capacity have been found 
to significantly influence single (e.g., Nouwens 
et al., 2016) and multiple-text comprehension measures 
(Banas & Sanchez,  2012; Braasch et  al.,  2014). More-
over, working memory capacity can be expected to play 
a role in the comprehension of argumentative texts, as 
readers need to keep important argument elements 
(claims and supporting reasons, at least) and their inter-
relations active in working memory (e.g., Diakidoy 
et al., 2017). Finally, the comprehension measures used 
in this study may have highlighted the contribution of 
both prior knowledge and working memory capacity, 
considering that they required inferring connections 
between text parts at the single-text level and maintain-
ing information associated with opposing claims and 
arguments at the multiple-text level (Baddeley,  2012; 
Kraal et al., 2017).

Moreover, our comprehension measures—single-
text comprehension through bridging questions and 
multiple-text comprehension through the recall of argu-
ments for and against vegan nutrition—mirror the com-
plex cognitive processes individuals engage in daily 
while navigating online information. The increasing 
reliance on the Internet as the dominant source for edu-
cating ourselves on health and nutrition necessitates a 
nuanced understanding of how we comprehend and 
synthesize information from texts with diverse argu-
ment types. Particularly in the context of health and 
nutrition, where personal anecdotes can be quite influ-
ential in opinion formation and decision making (e.g. 
Betsch et al., 2011), our argument type as the main inde-
pendent variable illuminates the differential impacts the 
argument types may have on comprehension and the 
subsequent integration of information.

Evaluation
Consistent with our hypothesis (6a) and prior research 
(Diakidoy et al., 2017), participants who read to evaluate 
were stricter in their trustworthiness ratings than those 
who read to learn. However, it is noteworthy that the 
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reading goal was the only factor influencing trustworthi-
ness evaluations in this study. Argument type and belief 
consistency did not have a significant independent or 
interactive influence on trustworthiness ratings (Hypoth-
eses 4a, 5, and 6b). These findings are in contrast with 
empirical evidence demonstrating more positive evalua-
tions for belief consistent over belief inconsistent content 
(Kobayashi, 2014; McCrudden & Barnes,  2016). Never-
theless, our participants tended to consider science-based 
and belief-consistent texts as more trustworthy than per-
sonal case-based and belief-inconsistent texts. These 
results suggest that participants did take into consider-
ation to some extent argument or possible source quality 
(Glassner, 2017; Kiili et al., 2022; List & Alexander, 2017) 
and their own beliefs. Therefore, it is possible that the 
influence of reading goals may have served to mask in part 
the effects of both argument type and belief consistency.

Limitations and Future Directions
In this study, we manipulated argument type on the basis 
of whether a text capitalized on scientific evidence or 
personal experience and emotion to promote a claim. 
This distinction is prominent in naturally occurring 
Internet texts focusing on health and nutrition, it can be 
associated with informal reasoning fallacies such as hasty 
generalization and false cause (e.g., Ricco, 2007), and it 
can subsume more specific distinctions at a subordinate 
level (e.g., Scharrer et al., 2012). However, it remains an 
open question whether the distinction can generalize 
across topics, beyond health and nutrition. Moreover, it 
must be noted that our argument-driven text selection 
did not take into account the valence of text content. The 
texts promoting a claim in favor of vegan nutrition 
focused on the positive aspects and consequences of 
vegan nutrition, whereas the texts promoting a claim 
against vegan nutrition focused on the negative aspects 
and consequences. However, there is some evidence that 
content discussing dangers for human health may be 
considered more trustworthy than positive information 
(e.g., Siegrist & Cvetkovich,  2001). Therefore, future 
work needs to explore this possibility in the context of 
multiple-text comprehension and evaluation.

Our findings are, at least in part, consistent with those 
of other studies that have examined the influence of narra-
tive content on comprehension (e.g., Sadoski et al., 2000), 
belief bias in recall (e.g., Maier & Richter, 2013), and read-
ing goals on texts’ evaluation (e.g., Diakidoy et al., 2017). 
This consistency lends a degree of external validity to our 
results, suggesting that the observed patterns and effects 
possibly reflect genuine phenomena. However, it must be 
noted that the observed power associated with the testing 
of the effects of our three main variables ranged from .61 
to .73 in the full model, indicating that the sample size was 

somewhat limited given the design of the study. This 
leaves open the possibility of true effects being masked 
and limits the generalizability of the findings. Therefore, 
further research is needed to examine the influence of 
argument types on single- and multiple-text comprehen-
sion and trustworthiness evaluation.

In this study, we measured multiple-text compre-
hension by asking participants to provide a list of the 
advantages and disadvantages of vegan nutrition based 
on the texts read. We chose this recall task as opposed to 
a synthetic or argumentative essay in order to minimize 
task interpretation influences and limited use of all tex-
tual sources (List et  al.,  2019; Rouet et  al.,  2017; van 
Strien et  al.,  2014, 2016; Wiley et  al.,  2014, 2018). It is 
also possible that the argument task is interpreted differ-
ently by readers (Rouet et al., 2017), which, may explain 
evidence showing that the argumentative essay task 
influenced comprehension differently based on the level 
of prior knowledge and epistemic beliefs (Bråten & 
Strømsø, 2009; Gil et  al.,  2010). Although our instruc-
tions emphasized the use of information from all texts, 
one could question the extent to which this measure 
reflects across-text integration. Specifically, one could 
argue that the task reflects single-text representations as 
opposed to a single across-text integrated one. However, 
even if that is the case, to complete the recall task partici-
pants had to activate single-text representations, recog-
nize across text claim conflicts (e.g., Britt et  al.,  1999), 
and organize their recall accordingly. Nevertheless, 
future work can be designed to provide for direct com-
parisons between recall and essay tasks.

Additionally, it is important for future research to 
address questions regarding the direct and indirect rela-
tionships between person, text, and task factors and com-
prehension and evaluation outcomes. Rouet et al. (2017) 
suggested that multiple text reading outcomes are pre-
dicted by the goals set in the beginning. It is, therefore, 
pertinent to investigate a model wherein the effects of 
reading goals on comprehension—whether of single or 
multiple texts—are mediated by evaluations of text trust-
worthiness. This approach not only contributes to the 
existing literature, which has shown a link between evalu-
ation and comprehension in the context of multiple docu-
ments (Bråten et  al.,  2009; Wiley et  al.,  2009), but also 
explores the predictive power of reading goals. Moreover, 
it is important to investigate also a possible model wherein 
reading goals’ effect on comprehension is mediated by 
argument types and /or belief consistency. This can inform 
the design of targeted interventions regarding different 
instructional designs, textual materials, etc. Overall, the 
investigation of the above path models would offer 
insights into the possible processes that underlie the 
observed relationships and contribute to more robust 
results and educational practices.
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Conclusions and Implications
Although in naturalistic Internet search contexts, 
source information is typically provided, knowledge 
about the source or the criteria to evaluate its quality 
is often lacking (Britt et al., 2014). Moreover, readers 
may fail to attend to the source information, focusing, 
instead, and using text content to guide comprehen-
sion and trustworthiness evaluations (Bråten 
et al., 2009). The present study provided evidence that 
a characteristic associated with text content, such as 
argument type, can influence the comprehension of 
multiple conflicting texts and moderate the effects of 
other person- and task-characteristics, such as prior 
beliefs and reading goals. Texts that present personal 
experiences and conform to narrative structures are 
more memorable than texts presenting scientific evi-
dence in support of claims. The memorability of sto-
ries, however, can be a double-edged sword. Although 
it can be exploited instructionally to support learning 
(e.g., Wolfe & Mienko,  2007), it can also contribute 
to, sometimes unwarranted, changes in behaviors, 
beliefs, and attitudes, as prior social and consumer 
research has shown (Escalas,  2004; Mazzocco 
et  al.,  2010). The present findings suggested that 
young adult readers may be aware of the lower argu-
ment quality associated with personal stories, consid-
ering their tendency to give lower trustworthiness 
evaluations. However, lower trustworthiness, just as 
lower argument quality, does not necessarily prevent 
readers from being influenced by the message, espe-
cially if that message is close to their own experience, 
aspirations, and fears (e.g., Klaczynski et  al.,  1997). 
Nevertheless, learning and applying context-appro
priate criteria for evaluating both arguments and evi-
dence is amenable to instruction and can contribute 
to the development of a more critical stance toward 
information.

Our results also have more general but significant 
implications for health communication strategies, par-
ticularly in the design and dissemination of public 
health messages through texts. Incorporating personal 
narratives and experiences into texts could enhance 
the memorability of the message and, in turn, its 
impact. However, it must also be acknowledged that 
personal experiences are and cannot be generalized 
across people and situations. Therefore, this approach 
also highlights the need to ensure that these narratives 
accurately represent scientific content to avoid the 
spread of misinformation.
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