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People are capable of quickly sensing hidden relations in their environ-
ment without being able to name the origin of their feelings. Previous 
research suggests that these feelings of coherence arises from intui-
tion. Intuition is a type of information processing that operates fast, 
unconscious, and independent of deliberate reasoning. Intuitively 
detecting coherence helps people to successfully move in the complex 
world around them. Moreover, it allows people to discover meanings in 
the world and their life that may remain hidden from analytical rea-
soning. Thus, it is important to learn more about the processes that 
underlie intuitive coherence detection. The present dissertation there-
fore investigates the psychological mechanisms that facilitate people to 
judge the coherence between seemingly unrelated objects.

To examine coherence detection empirically, this dissertation 
applied the semantic coherence task, an experimental task in which 
participants are asked to judge the coherence of seemingly unrelated 
word triads. Half of the presented word triads contain a hidden, fourth 
word that is jointly related to the three presented words (i.e. coherent, 
salt, deep and foam are related to sea). The other half of the word triad 
has no such denominator (i.e. incoherent, bird, herring, and steam). 
Previous research found that people are able to accurately detect hidden 
semantic coherence within less than three seconds.

Chapter 1 provides a brief review of the milestones of intuition 
research and embeds the research on coherence detection in this histor-
ical context. Next, it summarizes previous findings on the semantic 
coherence task. More than forty studies have examined the sources and 
boundary conditions of people’s intuitive coherence judgments in this 
task. Detecting coherence in language is important as it helps people to 
quickly sense hidden themes in texts, speeches and thoughts. 
Consistently, previous research linked semantic coherence detection to 
the experience of meaning in life. Yet, it remains unclear how people 
process language to judge semantic coherence.

Thus, Chapter 2 addresses how people rely on different types of 
information processing to judge coherence. Basically, two routes of 
information processing are possible: Intuitive and deliberate processing. 
While intuition is based on unconscious, effortless processing, deliberate 
reasoning requires working memory capacity and allows people to 
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consciously analyze information. Previous models on semantic coher-
ence judgments suggest that people intuitively process the semantic 
coherence of the presented word triads leading to feel coherence. 
However, people may deliberately evaluate this feeling of coherence to 
make a final coherence judgment. Independent of their current working 
memory load, people should thus be able to accurately judge triads’ 
coherence. At the same time, their final judgment tendency should 
depend on working memory resources. These two hypotheses were 
tested using a taxing working memory load manipulation. Consistent 
with the hypotheses, two studies (total N = 307) found that taxing work-
ing memory load had no influence on the accuracy of people’s intuitive 
coherence judgments. Moreover, people were biased in their intuitive 
judgments depending on working memory load. Findings are in line 
with previous models that suggested that people’ s processing of 
semantic coherence is based on intuition.

The linguistic basis of people’s intuitive judgments of semantic 
coherence was the topic of Chapter 3. Previous models suggested that 
people’s feelings of coherence are based on the subliminal activation of 
a hidden denominator. However, a theoretical analysis of this model 
raised doubts that this small priming effect could solely account for the 
accurate detection of coherence found in many studies. Building on 
recent insights in cognitive linguistics, we proposed that people intui-
tively integrate the thematic relations between triad’s constitutive word 
pairs into an overall feeling of coherence. Thematic relations are a type 
of semantic relations that describe the complementary interaction 
between two words in the same scenario or event (e.g., student and 
exam). Thematic relations are functionally and neuroanatomically dis-
tinct from taxonomic relations, which specify the overlap in features 
between two words (e.g., student and pupil). We hypothesized that peo-
ple’s coherence judgments are predicted by the level of thematic related-
ness between the words that constitute the triads. Other semantic fac-
tors, such as taxonomic relations or the presence of a common 
denominator should play a minor role for intuitive coherence judg-
ments. Four studies (total N = 434) tested this thematic integration 
model. Consistent with the hypothesis, people judged word triads as 
more coherent when they a) encountered a thematic compared to 
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taxonomic relation in a word triad (Study 1), or b) were primed with a 
thematic compared to taxonomic processing task prior to the semantic 
coherence task. Moreover, in three datasets that were derived from pre-
viously published studies, word triads’ thematic relatedness predicted 
intuitive coherence judgments independent of the presence of a com-
mon denominator (Study 3 & 4). Moreover, thematic relations predicted 
people’s judgments of coherence much stronger than alternative sources 
of coherence (Study 4). Thematic processing therefore seems to be the 
driving mechanism of intuitive judgments of semantic coherence.

Chapter 4 transferred the findings on people’s search for coher-
ence to the search for meaning in life. Previous research found that 
coherence is the cognitive basis of people’s experience of meaning in 
life. Thus, people who search for meaning in life might intuitively 
engage in thematic processing to discover semantic coherence and, 
ultimately, meaning in life. Consistently, three studies (total N = 499) 
found that people’s search for meaning in life predicted higher levels 
of coherence judgments for thematic word triads (Study 1), and a 
higher preference for thematic over taxonomic relations (Study 2). In 
addition, when search for meaning in life was experimentally aroused, 
participants were more likely to prefer thematic over taxonomic rela-
tions compared to a control group (Study 3). Moreover, in Study 2, we 
found that a preference for thematic relations mediated a positive 
relationship between people’s search for meaning and the presence of 
meaning in life, although the latter are routinely negatively related. In 
addition, a thematic preference buffered the negative relationship 
between search for meaning and life stress. Findings demonstrate that 
thematic processing seems to play an important role in people’ search 
for existential meaning.

Finally, Chapter 5 discusses the coherence between the different 
empirical chapters and present implications of the novel findings for 
the research on semantic coherence and meaning in life. In light of the 
thematic integration model, previous findings on semantic coherence 
suggest that intuitive (compared to deliberate processing) helps to 
unfold the full potential of people’s thematic knowledge. Additionally, I 
discuss how intuitive thematic processing may help to form coherent 
stories about one’s life. In addition, Chapter 5 reflects on the role of 
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intuitive thematic processing for the detection of personal coherence 
and self-motivation, as well as adaptive social functioning.

In conclusion, the present dissertation cast new light on the psy-
chological mechanisms that allow people to intuitively detect coherence 
in language. For this purpose, we bridge the gap between different areas 
of psychological research to propose that intuitively process selective 
aspects of language that indicate the presence of hidden themes. 
Understanding these processes may help to develop interventions that 
help people with deficit in language comprehension. Moreover, the pres-
ent dissertation outlines how semantic coherence may determine suc-
cessful self-motivation and social behavior. Future research that exam-
ines these notions will help us to understand how people feel which life 
goals are good for them, and how people are able to quickly adapt to the 
implicit social norms that prevail in their social cosmos. Finally, the 
present findings highlight the role of coherence for the search for 
meaning in life. Based on the present dissertation, future research may 
develop interventions aiming to promote meaning in life.
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