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. "he experiment’ reported 1n this document extended the
study by Milburn and Bell (1969) of English word frequencies.
Specifically, tuis experiment examingd the influence of instructional.

~set on the relationship between affect and frequency estimates, with

. a distinction between personal and nationwide norms. The experiment
design provided for two within-subjects variables--natural ldnguage
frequency and affect (three categories: positive, neutral, and
negative) ~-and) one between-subjects variable--instructions (two -

- categories: personal and Kuce?g-Francis). fixty-nire subjects
completed the two tests. Results showed that there is a curvilinear.

, relationship between affeet and estimates of English word frequency;
that subjects believe that positive and negative English words occur

. equally often, .but more often than néutral words; that the influence
of affect on frequency estimates was strongest in the personal
instructions condition and in the lower frequency range;:- and that
subjects tended ta make more conservative judgments in the
Kucera-Francis condition than ir the personal condition. (J¥)
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Exper:.mental psychology appears to be experlencmg a reblrth of interest J.n

1

freqmncy estlmatlon. In the majority of these studies, freque.qcy has been ex-

i permentally manipulated in the laboratory (Beaqg, 1974, Hmtznan, 1969; .Howell,

-

¥973; Underwood et. al., 1971). Same of these’experiments have been concerned

with the mfluence of affect on frequency estimates but the exact nature of this

/influence is. unclear. Several studies have shown a linear relz{tionship betmeen

affect and estimated frpquency AStang, 1974; Maum & Stang, 1975%; Matlin &-
St:one, 1975) whlle others have demonstrated a curvilinear relatlonshlp (Gerard
et al., 9973; Stang, 19724), In other words, pleasant items are consxstently
judged to have occurred rore frequmtly than neutral items. However, it is un-
clear, whether unpleasant items are judged to occur more frequently or le;s fre-

vently than neutral items. This literature is reviewed in llatlin and Stang
. I4 I

v

(197%) ..

In contrast to this abundant literature on’ emmentally—nnnlptﬂated word

B

:frequenaes, there is a surprising scarcity of literature on est;mtes for natural

word frequency. “e do have evidence that subjects are quite accurate in estimat-
ing the frequenq; with vhich words appear in the Inglish language (Howes, 1964;
Shaniro, 1969), but 'fe‘w studies have explored the factors whlch may influehce
these estlmates of Enclish word fraquency.

One exception is a study by Ml]burn and Bell (1969) . These authors asked

: sub]ects to judge English word frequencxes on a 0-7 frecmenc’:y-rating scale.

There were 24 Fnqlish words, which had been previously rated by other subjects

. as being positive, neutral, or nedgative. The results showed that subjects ’judged‘

" both positive and negative words as being more frequent the?n neutral words but

not differing in frequency from each. other. Thus, ‘these results support the cur-
vi]:ineaf‘re_latidnship between affect and frequency estimation observed by Gerard
et. al., (1973) and Stang (1974). Ve ’

N

. .
My primary interest in pursuing this paradigm is to investigate the general-
{ - '

ity of Milburn and Bell's curvilinear relationship, especially in 1i<jht of the
' .
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contradictory findings for experimentally manipulated frequencies. The present

7

experiment is an.extension of Milburn and Bell's study, modificd by several

methodological ‘changes that~will be discudsed later. As an additional variable,

I examined the influence of instructional set on the relationship between affect
and fteqnx»_zncy estimates. Milburn and Bell had aske.d. subjects to make their judg-
ments, on the basis of how freqten’ﬁy they felt the word occuned in the Engllsh
language or in printed material. These J.nstruct.lons imply to suhjects that they
must make judgments reqardlng the incidence of words in the English lanquage on {
the basis of nationwide norms, rather than on the incidence among words they have
encountered "personally.

Thls distinction between personal and natlonmde norrrs is an mterestmg one

.because subjects may predlct different outcomes for themselves than for the rest

of the world. ~ There is abundant evidence, for exarple, that subjects typlcally
£

belleve that they are hapnier than werage (Matlm anh Stang, 1975b) oub]ects

" also belleve that thelr personll happiness ratings are subotantlally Mmore posxtlve .

. than similar happiness ratings for the national situation (Watts and E&:ee, 1974)

It seems likely, then, that subjects may ihdeed-judge positive and negative \:]OI‘_dS
as being equally frequent in a pataion—wide sarmple. -As 'I\esser,has observy!,

glance at your rorning naper suggeéts that, by and large, i)eople relish communi-

»~ . L4

cating bad news," and subjects may give large frequency estimates for negatiye ¢

words on the basis of this knowledge.' In contrast, subjects ray, tend in theix

o experiences to avoid bad. news (Iatlin and Stang, 1‘{75&)), 1f this is the

case, then-instructions for subjects to attend to the frequencyaf occurrence in b

their own experience will result in higher estimates for positiye words than for

negative words.

.
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Desiqn . o 7. .
The design of experiment provided for two within-susjectstvariables:
. % .

Natural language frequency (seven frequency c-ﬂteg;)rieé from Kucera-Francis hoxfné
(1967) of approximately logarithrically equal intervals: 1. 2-4, 59, 10-21,
25-49, 50-99, 100-249) and Affect (three affect mte_gorieeg positive, neutral;?
afxd negative). The one between-subjects variible was Instructions (M J.ns\truc-
tlon categofies: Personal'and Kucera-Francis) . Sixty-nine Ss were tested.

Stimilus ! hterial

A list containing 210 words was derived by selecting 10 words from the Kucera-
Francis norms (1967) for each category of affe_ct“and frequéncy. The 210 wordé
were then rated by 106 naive Ss',aand an average rating was obtained' for each word.
'Ihé, final list of 195 words was selectc;d from these rated words, in accordance ‘

with the following criteria: 1) The "positive" categories contained words with

average ratings of 1.00-2.56, "noutral® between 3.50-4.50, and "negative” between

*5.50-7.00. _ 2) For -words in a given frequency cdtegory, all three evaluation

categories were equated for word length, part of speech, and exact frequency. 3)
For words in a given avalua,tion catgqgory, all seven frequency categories were

equated for avexage), affect rating. (Without this last praviso, high frequency

- [ 4

cateqgories would have karl more positive affect ratings.)
The words were typed on two frequency estimation sheets. One of two instruc-
tion sheets was stapled to the front. The "Perscnal Frequency” instructions read:

In this experiment I want-you to make some judgments about English word
frequency. Assume that in the last year in all youwr reading you have read
a total of one million words. (Obviously, many words occurred more than
“once.) This might be in magazines, newspapers, and all types of books,
including textbooks. I want you to estimate how many times in the last
year you read each of -the words t appear on these sheets. To give you
some quidelines, imagine that the riumber of 250 is the maximum nuvber of
.- " times you have remdb any of the words—250 is the largest number you can
put down. For those words you have not read in the last year, put down
0. 'Ibrépeat,putdovmsaremmbererUOtOZSOintrespaceinfront
of each word. Be sure to judge the frequency of the word exactly as you
see it on the sheet, not some other form of the worgd. (For. example, if
it says CHAIRS, write down the nmumber of tirmes you read the word CHAIRS,
not CHAIR,) Glance over all the words before you begin

3]
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The "Kucera-Francis F cy" sheet read:

In this experiment I want you to mgke some judgments about English word
frequency. A few years. ago, a language expert tock passages, one million
- words total, out of some neuspapers, .and books. Obviously, mAny words ,‘
occurred more than once.Y He included magazines, newspapers, and all types
of books, including textbooks. Then he counted up how many times each in-
dividual' word occurred in hig whole sample, Now, I want you to estimate
//) how many times each of tthe words here was found in his sample. To give
you same quidelines, imagine that the number 250 is the maximum nunber of
tires any of these wofds appeared in his sample--so 250 is the larqgest
nurber you can put down. For those words you ‘do not think appeared in
the sarmple, put down 0. To repeat, put down scme number from 0 to 250 in
the space in front of each word. Be sure to judge the' frequency of the
word exactly as you see it on the sheet, not some other form of the word.
(For example, if it says CHAIRS, write down the nutber of times e found
+ ' the word (HAIRS, not CHATR.) Glance over the woxds before you begin.

Subje_g:ts vere a}llowed 15 minutes to carplete t;hefsheets.
o —— |

Ingpection showed that .the data were marke‘dlY skewed, so- the frequeﬁcy esti-
mates were oconverted using the formula: ~.19910(x + 2). BAn analysis of varlance . ‘

- f Y
~ performed on the converted scores deronstrated the main effect of instructions , -

vias not significant (F = 5.67, 1Af = 1 67, p>.05) all other factors were signifi-

cant: (F = 365.79, df

g

6/402, p<.001): Affect (F = 120,27, df = 2/134, p<.001):‘"
Instr\rtlons x Affect (F = 6.45, df = 2/134, p<.002); Frequency X Affect (F = ‘\

'40.29, df = 12/804, p<.001); Instructions x Frequency (F = 8.42, df = 6/402,
p<.001; Instructions x Frequency x Affect (F = 6.50, df = 12/804, p<.001).

| _Post hoc analyses showed that the relationship between affect’and frequency

estimates was cim;near “(Peadratic trend - 4.52, af = 1/134, p<.001). The

rean frequency eétinnbes wefe identical for positive and negative words (1.72) . ‘

The mean freqLer}cy es.'n_wq!:or neutral words (1.52) was markedly lower. ’Ihése )

results. clearly confirm the findings of Milburn and Bell 91972).

3

The Instructions x Affect interaction is a primary focus of the experiment (

(see Figure 1).

Figure 1 about here
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Note, however, that the Perscnal instructional set does not show the higher fre-

qlenc"y estimates for positive words than for negative words\'that we had predicted.

" Instead, Personal instructions ser/ve to heighten the contrast hetween neutral

words and both other categories. In other words, all subjects estimate that posi-
tive and negative words ocr.:ur nore Of‘tc:n, than neutrak words, 'but the discrepancy
is largest when suﬁjects'hgasked to jugge the words in terms of their personal
experiences. Subjects are willing to make extreme judgments about their personal
experiences. They are more conserQative about judgments fc;r 'national norms.

Figure 2 illustrates the nature of the Frequency x Affect relationship. At

O Figure 2 about here

_ high frequencies, affect does not influence frequency estimates. At lower fre-

quen"cies, affect has an i_ncreésing'influence on. frequency estimates. Affect has _
the larqest& effect upon estimates in the lowest frequency category.

The Ingtructions x Frequency interaction is due to a wider spread of means
for subjects résponding in the Persanal condition. The u*b groups estimate low
frequency words similarly. However, subjects in the Kucera-Francis condition
gave much more conservative estirmates for the high frequency words than did sub~
jec'ts in the‘Personal condition. As in thtf Instructions x Affect interaction,
subjects seem to be more willing to make extreme judgments about their personal
experiences than about natlonal NOIms. i . |

Finally, let us consider the triple ?_nteragtion Instructions x Frequency

x Affect. Inspection of the mears here shows that the Frequency X Affect inter-

. action is stronger in the Personal instructions condition than in the Kucera-

Francis instructions condition.

v
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S DISCUSSION

“The present experiment differs methodologically in several ways from the

i

Milbum and Bell (1972) study: 1) This study examined adjectives, verbs, an®

nouns while the earlier study used only nouns; 2) Subjects in the present
study made magnitude estimates with anchoring poipts of 0 and 250, while the
earlier study used a rating scale; 3) 'Ihe present sampie of words was substan- |
ially 1arger‘;y 1) The present studly equated negative and positive words for
poiarity (deviation from the affectively r\etitral point}, while !ilbun and 11's
ﬁegative words were more polarized than the positive words. Despite
ences, the !%ilburn ard Bell results are confirmed here. // :
1t is interesting that subjects are more oconservative when they make judg-
ments in terms of national norms. This cbservation S same resenblaanoe to the
‘abservation elsewhere (Beqg, 1974)l that means for ;medmte, cdfme judgments
show a wide spread as a fur_w:tion of frequency while means for delayed judgments
tend to cluster closer to the ove'ral_lﬂ mean. It seems that subjects do not hesitate
in supplying‘extrene _judgrr%ﬂts for immediate .emgriences. With uncertainty, re-
sulting either from a delay period or an ambiguous norm, judgments grow oonserva-
tive. ‘ ' '

| ! | IGI‘ICLUSI(NS .

'memwis a curvilinear relationship between affect and estimates of English
word fqumcy; 'subjects belie(re that positive and neqative English words occur
equally often, but more often than neutral words. Furthermore, the influence
of affect on fjrog\;tency estimates was strongest in the persomal instructions con-
dition and in 'the lower frequency range. ¥Finally, subjecté tended “to make rore
conservative judgments in the "Kucera-Francis" oohdition than in the "Personal”

ocondition.
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Figure 1l:

Fiqure 2:
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Fiqure (hption's , .
The relationship between category of affect and frequency e/stimate for
the two Instructions gonclitims . ' v

The relat\ionshié bet:ueen category of affect and frequency estimate for

the seven Frequency conditions. - . \ 5
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