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No catalog of words currently available contains normative data for large numbers of words
rated low or high in affect. A preliminary sample of 1,545 words was rated for pleasantness by
26-33 college students. Of these words, 274 were selected on the basis of their high or low rat
ings. These words, along with 125 others (Rubin, 1981), were then rated by additional groups
of 62-76 college students on 5-point rating scales for the dimensions of pleasantness, imagery,
and familiarity. The resulting mean ratings were highly correlated with the ratings obtained
by other investigators using some of the same words. However, systematic differences in the rat
ings were found for male versus female raters. Females tended to use more extreme ratings than
did males when rating words on the pleasantness scale. Also, females tended to rate words higher
on the imagery and familiarity scales. Whether these sex differences in ratings represent cogni
tive differences between the sexes or merely differences in response style is a question that can
be determined only by further research.

The role of affect, mood, and emotional state in cogni
tive processes has been, and remains, an active area of
research (e.g., Isen, 1984). Studies on this topic have in
vestigated memory for words that have affective or emo
tional connotation (e.g., Anisfeld & Lambert, 1966; Bous
field, 1950; Broadbent & Gregory, 1967; Cason &
Lungren, 1932; Levinger & Clark, 1961; Teasdale & Rus
sell, 1983; White, 1936). A. S. Brown (1976) has
provided a catalog of published studies reporting scaled
verbal material. Words have been rated on such affec
tive dimensions as pleasantness, desirability, goodness,
and likability. Although these evaluative terms have
slightly different meanings, the ratings of words on these
scales are highly intercorrelated. For example, W. P.
Brown and Ure (1969) found a correlation of .96 between
the goodness and pleasantness scales, and Rubin (1980)
found a correlation of .95.

Each of the existing sets of normative data on pleasant
ness and related dimensions has significant limitations.
The likability norms of Anderson (1968) are extensive but
use only personality trait words. The norms of W. P.
Brown and Ure (1969) include 650 words comprising
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different parts of speech, but few of them are rated as
very pleasant or unpleasant. Also, W. P. Brown and Ure's
words include sets of words with the same root, such as
beauty, beautiful, and friend, friendly.

The lack of a large number of pleasant and unpleasant
words is the major problem in most of the published norms
of pleasantness-goodness. For example, Rubin's (1981)
extensive analysis of the rated characteristics of nouns was
performed on only 125 words. Other lists also contain
too few words (Ledgerwood, 1932; Silverstein & Dienst
bier, 1968). Toglia and Battig (1978) include pleasant
ness ratings for 2,854 words and letter strings. However,
as with the W. P. Brown and Ure norms, few of these
words receive high or low mean pleasantness ratings.

Words for which norms on various affective dimensions
have been obtained have not been rated on other dimen
sions. This is significant, because the manner in which
a word is processed in any cognitive task may depend not
only on its affective characteristics but also on other
dimensions, such as imagery, familiarity, and meaning
fulness (Paivio, 1971; Rubin, 1980; Toglia & Battig,
1978).

The purpose of the present study was to establish norms
for ratings of pleasantness, visual imagery, and familiar
ity for a sample of words that was selected to include many
that should be rated low or high in pleasantness. Because
the affective dimensions are highly intercorrelated, only
pleasantness was rated. Pleasantness is the scale most
commonly used by previous investigators (W. P. Brown
& Ure, 1969; Rubin, 1980; Toglia & Battig, 1978).
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MEmOD

Phase 1
A total of 1,545 words from Thorndike and Lorge

(1944) were judged by the experimenters as likely to be
either pleasant or unpleasant for a large number of peo
ple. The list of words was arranged in alphabetical order.
From each set of five adjacent words, one word was as
signed to each of the five forms of test booklet. Hence,
each test form was made up of 309 words. Each test form
was administered to a group of college students who
received course credit in introductory psychology courses
for their participation. The number of subjects tested us
ing each form varied from 26 to 33. The subjects rated
each word on a 5-point scale of pleasantness, with a rat
ing of I meaning veryunpleasant and a rating of 5 mean
ing verypleasant. A 5-point rating scale was used so that
the response sheets could be machine scored by the com
puter facilities available to the authors. The instructions
were as follows:

The purpose of this experiment is to find out whether or
not collegestudentshave positiveor negativefeelings about
different words. Words differ in the kinds of emotionsthat
they can make people feel. The purposeof this experiment
is to have you rate a list of approximately 300 words with
regard to how pleasant or unpleasant they are; that is, how
pleasantor unpleasant they makeyou feel. You shouldread
each word very carefully. Then after you read it, fill in
one of the circles on the response sheet that has the same
identification numberas the word you are rating. Makesure
that you fill in each circle completely. Use the 5-pointscale
on the front page of the booklet. If the word has a very
pleasant meaning for you, then rate if a 5. If the word has
a somewhat pleasant meaning for you, then rate it a 4. If
the word has no pleasant or unpleasant meaning for you,
then rate it a 3. If the word has a somewhat unpleasant
meaning for you, then rate it a 2. Finally, if the word has
a very unpleasant meaning, then rate it a I. Try to use all
5 points on the rating scale. Remember to read each word
carefully before you rate it. Make your rating on the basis
of how you/eel about the word, not on how you think peo
ple in general would rate the word. If you come across a
word that you do not know, then do not rate it. Leave the
spacesblankon the response sheet.Also, if you comeacross
a word that you think is spelled wrong, do not rate it.
However, try to rate as many words as you can. You have
to spend at least 30 min doing this task. So try to take at
least 5 sec to rate each word. Any questions?

Subjects were instructed not to rate words that seemed
to be spelled incorrectly in order to eliminate misinterpre
tations of words. This happened rarely, and most subjects
rated all the words.

After the mean ratings were computed, a number of
words were eliminated in the following manner. First,
for each group of words with the same root, such as ad
dict, addicted, and addiction, only that word with the most
extreme rating was included. Second, to obtain approxi
mately equal numbers of pleasant and unpleasant words,
those words with mean ratings above 4.25 (n = 129) and

below 2.00 (n = 145) were retained. To these 274 words
were added Rubin's (1981) 125 nouns, permitting the to
tal set of 399 words to include words that would not be
perceived as either pleasant or unpleasant. Hence, in the
testing done during Phase 2, the subjects would not infer
that all the words in the list had to be judged as being
either pleasant or unpleasant.

Phase 2
The final list of 399 words was randomized five times

to create five different test forms. These words were again
rated on a 5-point scale of pleasantness by 40 males and
36 females. The instructions were the same as those used
in Phase 1, except that the subjects were told to rate ap
proximately 400 words rather than 300. In addition, 27
males and 35 females rated the words on a 5-point scale
of visual imagery, and 29 males and 34 females rated the
words on a 5-point scale of familiarity. The subjects were
tested in groups ranging from 15 to 25 subjects, and no
subject rated the words on more than one scale. The sub
jects in the imagery condition were given instructions for
the imagery rating task as follows:

The purpose of this experiment is to find out whether or
not college studentscan form mentalpictures or visual im
ages for different words. Words differ in how much visual
imagery they causepeople to have. The purposeof this ex
periment is to have you rate a list of approximately 400
words with regard to how easily you can form a visual im
age or mental pictureof whatthe word meansor represents.
You shouldread each word very carefully. Then after you
read it, fill in one of the circles on the response sheet that
has the sameidentification number as the word you are rat
ing. Make sure that you fill in each circle completely. Use
the 5-point scale on the front page of the booklet. If the
word creates a very clear and vivid visual image in your
mind, then you should give the word a rating of 5. If the
word creates a clear mental picture for you, then rate it
a 4. If the image createdby the word is somewhat unclear,
then rate it a 3. Ifyour mentalpicture is very unclear, then
give the word a rating of 2. Finally, if you can form no
image at all, give the word a rating of 1. Try to use all
5 points on the rating scale. Remember to read each word
carefully before you rate it. Make your rating on the basis
of how easily you can form a visual image for the word,
noton howyou thinkpeoplein generalwouldrate the word.
If you come across a word that you do not know, then do
not rate it. Leave the spaces blank on the response sheet.
Also, if you come across a word that you think is spelled
wrong, do not rate it. However, try to rate as many words
as you can. You have to spend at least 30 min doing this
task. Try to take at least 5 sec to rate each word. Any
questions?

The subjects rating the words for familiarity were given
the following instructions:

The purposeof thisexperiment is to findout how frequently
collegestudents come acrossvariousEnglishwords. Words
differ in how frequently they are used and encountered in
language. Some words such as the words go, eat, drink,
table, and want are very frequently encountered by col-



lege students, because you use these words inyour speech,
hear other people use these words, use these words in writ
ing, and also read these words in books and newspapers.
Other words such asspanner, warlock, surtax, and archive
are less frequently encountered by college students, because
these words arenot often spoken, heard, read, or written.
The purpose of this experiment is to have you rate a list
ofapproximately 400 words with regard tohow frequently
you either use these words or come across them inspeech
and writing. You should read each word very carefully.
Then after you read it, fill in one of the circles on the
response sheet that has thesame identification number as
theword you are rating. Make sure that you fill in each
circle completely. Use the 5-point scale on the front page
of the booklet. If theword is one that you encounter very
frequently, that is, one you often read, hear, and use, then
you should give the word a rating of5. If the word isone
you encounter fairlyfrequently, then rate ita4. If the word
is encountered often, then rateit a 3. If theword appears
somewhat infrequently, then give theword a rating of 2.
Finally, if theword is one thatappears veryinfrequently,
then give the word a rating of 1. Try to use all 5 points
onthe rating scale. Remember to read each word carefully
before you rate it. Ifyou come across a word that you do
not know, then do not rate it. Leave the spaces blank on
theresponse sheet. Also, if you come across a word that
you think is spelled wrong, do not rate it. However, try
to rate as many words as you can. You have to spend at
least 30min doing this task. Try to take at least 5 sec to
rate each word. Any questions?

RESULTS

Mean pleasantness, imagery, and familiarity ratings
werecomputed for eachof the 399words. Using these399
wordsas a sample, it was foundthat the product moment
correlation between the meanpleasantness ratings and the
mean imagery ratings was .26. The correlation between
the pleasantness and familiarity ratings was .46, and be
tween imagery and familiarity was .21. Hence, thesethree
attributes of the words were not correlated with one
another to the extent that the attributes were redundant.

Interstudy Reliabilities
The meanratings obtained in thisstudywere correlated

withratingsfoundin previousstudiesfor varioussubsets
of the words. The presentpleasantness ratingscorrelated
.97 (155 words) with the goodness ratings reported by
Rubin (1981) and correlated .87 (73 words) with the
pleasantness ratings reported by Togliaand Battig (1978).
The imagery ratings correlated .94 (148 words) with the
imagery ratings of Paivio, Yuille, and Madigan (1968)
and correlated .85 (73 words) with the imagery ratings
reported by TogliaandBattig (1978). Finally, thefamiliar
ity ratings correlated .72 (73 words) with the familiarity
ratingsreportedby Togliaand Battig (1978). All of these
correlationsare high except for the correlationsbetween
the collected familiarity ratings and those reported by
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Toglia and Battig (1978). It appears that familiarity rat
ings are less reliable than ratings of pleasantness or
imagery.

Male-Female Differences
Correlationswere computedbetweenthe meanratings

provided by the males and females over the 399 words.
The correlationwas .99 on the pleasantness scale, .93 on
the imagery scale,and .90 on thefamiliarity scale.Despite
this generalevidence of between-gender agreement, there
were differences in the meansand distributions of ratings
for males and females on the three scales.

Overall Mean Differences
The meanpleasantness rating give by males was 3.10,

and that given by females was 3.06. Computing a cor
relatedt test over the 399 words, thisdifference wassmall
but significant[t(398) ::::: 3.19, p < .002]. The meanim
agery ratinggivenby maleswas3.57 andby females was
3.85 [t(398) ::::: 20.95, p < .001]. The mean familiarity
rating given by maleswas 2.87 and by females was 3.03
[t(398) ::::: 8.41, p < .001]. In summary, males rated
words as slightlymore pleasantthan did females, but fe
males rated words as higher in imagery and as more
familiar than did males.

Sex Differences on Individual Words
The Appendix provides a sample of 36 wordsfor which

the meanmaleand female ratingsdifferedat thep < .05
level on one or more of the three scales. The complete
set of ratings for the 399 words can be obtained from
Francis S. Bellezza, Department of Psychology, Ohio
University, Athens, Ohio 45701. Of the 19 unpleasant
words rated differently by males and females, all were
rated higher (i.e., less unpleasant) by males. Of the 24
pleasant words rated differently by males and females,
6 were rated as more pleasantby males. Of the 58 words
rateddifferently in visual imagery, only1wasratedhigher
in imagery by males (execution). Of the 59 words rated
differently in familiarity by males and females, only 7
were rated higher by males.

Sex Differences in Extremity of
Pleasantness Ratings

The distributions of ratings on the threescalesfor males
and females are givenin Table 1. The distributions of rat
ings for imagery and familiarity support the result that
females rated the wordshigherthanmaleson bothscales.
Ratings for pleasantness are interestingbecause they in
dicatethat females rated unpleasant wordsas beingmore
unpleasant andpleasant words as beingmorepleasant than
did males. Therefore, although the means were compara
ble for males and females on the pleasantness scale, the
females gave moreextremeratings. An overalltest of this
sexdifference in extremity of pleasantness ratings is given
by the correlation across the 399 words of each word's
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Table 1
Distribution of Mean Ratings by Males and Females on the

Pleasantness, Imagery, and Familiarity Scales for the 399 Words

Mean Rating Ranges

1.00-1.50 1.51-2.50 2.51-3.50 3.51-4.50 4.51-5.00

Pleasantness
Males .07 .35 .09 .43 .06
Females .19 .23 .09 .34 .15

Imagery
Males .00 .05 .46 .36 .13
Females .00 .01 .34 .39 .26

Familiarity

Males .01 .34 .46 .18 .01
Females .02 .28 .38 .28 .04

Note-Cell entries are proportionsof the total of 399 words. The sum
of entries in each row is 1.00.

pleasantness rating with its female-minus-male difference
in mean pleasantness. This correlation was r = .52, df

397, p < .001.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

The reason for collecting the normative data reported
here was to provide a large number of words rated as be
ing positive or negative in pleasantness for use in study
ing the role of affect in the cognitive processing of words.
The mean pleasantness ratings for our sample of 399
words are presented for males and females separately and
for males and females combined. Imagery and familiar
ity ratings for these words are also presented so that these
factors can be controlled or otherwise taken into account.
Females tended to rate words as more extreme on the
pleasantness scale than did males, even though the corre
lation between the male and female mean pleasantness rat
ings over the 399 words was .99. Also, when using the
imagery and familiarity scales, females tended to rate the
words higher than did males.

Whether these differences represent underlying cogni
tive and affective differences between males and females
or represent differences in response style is a question that
cannot be answered here. It seems that the results cannot
be attributed to any simple gender-associated response
bias, because the gender difference patterns for pleasant
ness were different from those of imagery and familiar
ity. However, if the pleasantness scale is considered as
a composite of two dimensions, pleasantness and un
pleasantness, then it is reasonable to assume that females
tend to give higher ratings both on pleasantness and on
unpleasantness.

In an initial study using the normative data reported
here, Banaji, Bellezza, and Greenwald (1985) asked col
lege students to rate the 399 words on scales of pleasant
ness, emotionality, and imagery. This rating task was fol
lowed by a surprise test of free recall. In their rating data,
Banaji et al. found that females rated words more ex
remely pleasant or unpleasant than did males, and that
more extremely pleasant and unpleasant words were bet-

ter remembered, replicating previous findingsby Kanungo
and Dutta (1966). Importantly, however, Banaji et al.
found no difference in the effect of affective intensity on
recall for males versus females. If the ratings actually
represented true sex differences in affective experience
of the words, then females should have recalled relatively
more of the extremely pleasant and unpleasant words. This
did not occur. Further research is needed to determine
whether the difference in ratings found between males and
females represents response bias or some more basic cog
nitive mechanism.
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APPENDIX
Mean Ratings of Pleasantness, Imagery, and Familiarity by

Males and Females for a Sample of 36 Words

Pleasantness Imagery Frequency

Male Female Combined Male Female Combined Male Female Combined

adorable 4.33 4.47 4.40 3.33 3.63 3.50 2.66 3.76 3.25*
agility 4.28 3.67 3.99* 3.22 2.97 3.08 2.38 2.21 2.29
breast 4.21 3.57 3.91* 4.78 4.66 4.71 3.79 3.18 3.46
capacity 3.47 3.03 3.27* 2.65 2.69 2.67 2.66 2.53 2.59
cemetery 2.00 1.31 1.67* 4.78 4.74 4.75 2.38 1.91 2.13
cheer 4.34 4.69 4.51 * 3.33 3.54 3.45 2.90 3.35 3.14
clothing 3.95 4.31 4.12* 4.26 4.91 4.62* 3.90 4.06 3.98
corpse 1.57 1.44 1.51 4.07 4.14 4.11 2.45 1.79 2.10*
cozy 4.38 4.53 4.45 3.15 3.69 3.45 2.17 3.26 2.76*
cuddle 4.32 4.64 4.47 3.37 3.97 3.70* 2.17 3.53 2.90*
dagger 2.29 1.57 1.95* 4.33 4.00 4.15 1.79 1.56 1.66
engine 3.38 2.75 3.08* 4.41 4.29 4.34 3.34 2.38 2.83*
execution 1.56 1.75 1.65 4.19 3.49 3.79* 2.31 1.97 2.13
fragrance 4.16 4.51 4.33 3.04 3.62 3.36 2.34 3.50 2.97*
girl 4.52 4.17 4.36* 4.73 4.59 4.65 4.59 4.09 4.32
green 3.67 3.43 3.55 4.48 4.66 4.58 4.21 3.50 3.82*
handsome 4.26 4.49 4.37 3.37 4.34 3.92* 3.21 3.76 3.52
hurt 1.95 1.72 1.84 2.80 3.74 3.35* 3.28 4.26 3.81*
jealousy 2.07 1.53 1.82* 2.62 3.37 3.05* 2.86 3.53 3.23*
lake 4.16 4.25 4.21 4.70 4.77 4.74 3.52 3.00 3.24*
love 4.69 4.97 4.83* 3.89 4.29 4.11 4.41 4.56 4.49
maggot 1.44 1.39 1.41 3.96 3.69 3.80 2.14 1.47 1.78*
nazi 1.47 1.33 1.41 3.78 3.79 3.78 2.21 1.55 1.85*
pervert 1.92 1.36 1.65* 3.37 3.46 3.42 2.79 2.88 2.84
rattle 3.02 2.51 2.79 3.73 4.57 4.21* 2.31 2.12 2.21
romantic 4.57 4.89 4.72* 3.44 3.89 3.69 3.34 4.12 3.76*
sapphire 4.34 4.47 4.41 3.37 4.41 3.95* 1.54 1.74 1.65
sentimental 4.27 4.78 4.51 * 2.63 3.23 2.97* 2.62 3.09 2.87
slaughter 1.47 1.31 1.39 3.59 3.40 3.48 2.14 1.53 1.81*
stress 1.90 1.81 1.86 2.74 3.03 2.90 3.17 4.09 3.67*
thoughtful 4.03 4.64 4.32* 2.52 3.06 2.82 2.79 3.71 3.29*
ugly 1.56 1.67 1.61 3.30 4.11 3.76* 3.72 3.97 3.86
vomit 1.44 1.11 1.28* 4.15 4.56 4.38 3.00 3.03 3.02
wedding 4.08 4.72 4.39* 4.54 4.66 4.61 2.72 3.26 3.02
whore 2.00 1.19 1.62* 3.89 4.11 4.02 3.21 2.65 2.90
woman 4.47 4.00 4.24* 4.74 4.63 4.68 4.31 4.50 4.41
*Indicates a difference between male and female mean ratings at p < .05.
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