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Paragraph complexity, arousal, and 
subjective evaluations of attractiveness* 

DAVID R. EVANSt 
University of Calgary, Calgary 44, Alta., Canada 

The purpose of this study was to test various postulates concerning the 
interrelationships between the arousal potential, the arousal level, and the 
attractiveness of a set of paragraphs differing in complexity. The effect of 
paragraph complexity on arousal level arid ratings of attractiveness was 
significant. A significant U-shaped relationship between paragraph complexity 
and arousal level was observed. A significant negative linear relationship between 
paragraph arousal level and ratings of attractiveness was found. There was a 
significant inverted U-shaped relationship between paragraph complexity and 
ratings of attractiveness. 

Berlyne (1963) has made the 
following postulates concerning the 
interrelationships between the arousal 
potential, arousal level, and 
attractiveness of a set of stimulus 
situations varying in arousal potential: 
(1) there is a U-shaped relationship 
between arousal level and arousal 
potential; (2) there is a negative linear 
relationship between attractiveness 
and arousal level; and (3) there is an 
inverted U-shaped relationship 
between attractiveness and arousal 
potential. The purpose of this 
investigation was to test Berlyne's 
( 1963) postulates concerning the 
relationship between attractiveness 
and arousal level and between 
attractiveness and arousal potential. In 
a previous experiment, reported 
elsewhere (Evans, 1970a), a significant 
curvilinear relationship was found 
between arousal level and paragraph 
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complexity. Stimulation from sources 
other than paragraph complexity were 
assumed to vary at random among Ss; 
therefore, the only stimuli 
contributing to arousal potential 
systematically were the paragraphs. 
Thus, the observed U-shaped 
relationship between paragraph 
complexity and arousal level supports 
Berlyne 's (1963) postulate concerning 
the relationship between arousal 
potential and arousal level. Berlyne's 
second postulate would suggest a 
negative linear relationship between 
paragraph arousal levels and indices of 
stimulus attractiveness. Finally, 
according to Berlyne's third postulate, 
there should be an lnverted U-shaped 
relationship between paragraph 
complexity and stimulus 
attractiveness. 

An attractive stimulus situation may 
be considered to be interesting, 
pleasing, and preferred. Therefore, on 
the basis of Berlyne's postulate, 
subjective evaluations of 
interestingness, pleasingness, and 
preference should decrease linearly 
over paragraph arousal level. 
Subjective evaluations of 
interestingness, pleasingness, and 
preference should also describe an 
inverted U-shaped function over 
paragraph complexity. 

SUBJECTS 
The Ss for this study were 30 

students at Peterborough Teachers' 
College. There were 6 males and 24 
females, and each sex group had a 
median age of 20 years. 

MATERIAL 
Six paragraphs between 95 and 105 

words long were used to represent 
differing levels of complexity. The 
paragraphs and the procedure by 
which they were selected has been 
given previously (Evans, 1970b). Ss 
were assigned randomly to rate the 
paragraphs in one of six orders (Evans, 
197 Ob) such that five Ss rated the 
paragraphs in each order. Five sets of 
the six paragraphs, typed with double 
spacing on 8% x 11 in. white paper, 
were collated in each order. Semantic 
differential forms, including the 
semantic scales used by Day (1967), 
along with two additional dimensions, 
"simple-complex" and 
"likable-dislikable," were 
mimeographed on 8lh x 11 in. white 
paper and collated in sets of six. 

PROCEDURE 
The 30 Ss were seated at separate 

desks in a classroom. Each S was given 
one of the sets of six paragraphs and a 
set of semantic differential forms. Ss 
were asked to write their name, age, 
sex, and the first word of the first 
paragraph in their set of paragraphs on 
the face sheet of the semantic 
differential forms. They were asked 10 
read each pllragraph and to rate each 
on the 21 semantic differential 
dimensions before proceeding to the 
next paragraph. 

RESULTS 
In a previous experiment (Evans, 

1970a), the effect of paragraph 
complexity on arousal level was 
investigated. The relationship between 
median GSR amplitude and paragraph 
complexity is shown in Fig. 1. The 
effect oe paragraph complexity on 
mean GSR amplitude was significant, 
and a nonparametric trend analysis 
indicated that only the curvilinear 
relationship was significant. Figure 1 
shows that the relationship is U-shaped 
in form. 

" 

I 

p.:,:..:. • ~.:. .. ... ~ ~ . - . 

Fig. 1. Paragraph complexity and 
GSR amplitude (Ewns, 1970a, 
p. 252). 
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Table 1 Table 2 
Trend Analysis for the Relationlhip Between Paraaraph 

Complexity and Attrac:tiveness Ratinp 
Trend Analysis for the Relationship Between Paraaraph 

Arousal Level and Attractiveness Ratincs 

F Ratio of F Ratio of 
Linear Quadratic 

Ratln& Componentt Componentt Ratinc 

Pleasin&-Dgpleasin& 
Interestin&-Borina 
Likeable-Diallkeable 

tDevee. o( freedom 

.., 
z < 
;:: 

" 0: 

Z 
.:; 
2 

on land 

...-...... = _~.:. i ',~ -: ~ = _:: .:. S .. 1-

............. ", -:;= ~! - ',~ - ;.:;; ',~ 

.-.....- _ .o:::..:..L::·: L ~. ::..:..~ _ ~ 

24.51* 
20.04* 
24.01· 

115: .p < 

Fig. 2. Paragraph complexity and 
meao ratings of pleaaingnea, 
interestingneaa, and preference. 

In the preaent experiment, the 
ratings of intereatingness, pleasingness, 
and preference (like-dislike) for each S 
on each paragraph were tabled. The 
relationships between mean ratings for 
each of the dimensions and paragraph 
complexity are shown in Fr,. 2.~-nie 
effect of paragraph complexity on 
ratings of pleasingness was significant 
[F(5,115) '" 8.50, p< .01}. The effect 
of paragraph eomplexity on ratings of 
interestingness was also significant 
[F(5,115) = 13.00, P < .01]. 

Trend analysis indieated that both 
the linear and the quadratie 
eomponents for each set of ratings was 
signifieant (see Table 1). 

The relationship between mean 
ratings for eaeh of the dimensions and 
paragraph arousal level is shown in 
Fig. 3. Trend analysis was performed 
on the data in this order, with 
orthogonal eoeffieients for unequal 
intervals caleulated as suggested by 
Grandage (1958). Trend analysis 
indieates that only the linear 
component of the trend is significant 
(see Table 2). 
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13.40* Pleasin&-Displeasin& 
21.83* Interestin&-BoriD& 
32.88· Likeable-Dislikeable 

.01. tDellreea o( freedom 

DISCUSSION 
As indicated in the introduetion, 

the resuIts of a previous experiment 
(Evans, 1970a) indicated that the 
relations hip between paragraph 
complexity and arousal level is 
JJ~shaped in form. In the preaent 
experIment, the effect of paragraph 
complexity on ratings of pleasingneu, 
interestingness and preference 
(like-dislike l was significant. Both the 
linear and quadratic components of 
the trend analysis of the relationship 
between paragraph complexity and 
attraetiveness ratings were lignificant. 
Th is Hnding suggests that the 
relationahip is best deacribed by a 
quadratie function and is, therefore, 
curvilinear in nature. Figure 2 suggests 
that there is, indeed, a sienificant 
inverted U-shaped relationship 
Q.etween paragraph complexity and 
attractiveness ratings. This finding 
supports Berlyne 's (1963) postulate 
that there is an inverted U-shaped 
relationship between arousal potential 
and a ttractiveness. The inverted 
U-shaped relationship between 
paragraph complexity and 
attractiveness ia also in agreement with 
Berlyne's (1967) later hypo thesis that 
moderate increases in arousal are 
rewarding (attractiv.e), whereas' 
extreme increases are aversive. The 
present findings are also in agreement 
with those of Kammann (1966), who 
found an inverted U-shaped 
relationship between poem eomplexity 
and poem preference. 

Trend analysis of the ratings 0 f 
attractiveness when paragraphs we" .... e 
reeorded on the basis of paragraph 
arousal level indieated that only the 
linear eomponents of the trend were 
signifieant. In~!leetion of Fig.:f 
indicates that there is a decreasing 
linear relationship between ratings of 
attractiveness and paragraph arousal 
level. This finding is in agreement with 
Berlyne's (1963) postulate that there 
is a negative linear relationship 
between attraetiveness and arousal 
level and is in agreement with 
Berlyne 's (1967) discussion eoneerning 
the interaction between arousal 

on 1 

7 

6 

'" Z 4 
;::: 
" 0: 

ond 

F Ratio of F Ratio of 
Linear Quadratic 

Componentt Componentt 

38.15* 1.14 
43.98* 0.45 
65.15* 1.38 

115: .p < .01. 

1.2 • 3 

MEDIA ' GS ~ ~=. :: .. : ::: ; v 

PARAG~':' : - .. _~~ .,' : ;: '.' -:~ 

Fig. 3. Paragraph arou .. l level and 
mean ratings of pleasingnea&, 
interestingneaa, and preference. 

potential and arousal level. 
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