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Trait meaning in impression formation as a
function of trait variance

RAMADHAR SINGH
Indian Institute of Technology, Kanpur, India

Fifty-four subjects formed an impression of a stimulus person based upon his one trait, and generated
other traits possibly applicable to him. They also rated the likableness value of each of their generated
adjectives. The test traits were neutral in likableness value but differed as to their variance. Frequency
distribution of the generated traits with respect to their scale value produced a maximum probability
function for a neutral trait of low variance and an equal probability function for a neutral trait of high
variance. Implied traits thus seemed to be influenced by the variance of the test trait.

Ostrom (1972) has suggested that each personality-
trait word implies several other traits and that
evaluation of a person is made on the basis of not only
the test trait but also the other traits implied by it.
Furthermore, the implied traits vary as a function of
their own valence and that of the test trait.

Results of two wotd-association studies (Pollio,
1904; Staats & Staats, 1959) and one person
perception study (Podell, 1961) provide some indirect
support for Ostrom’s meaning shift formulation.
More direct support has been found in a recent study
by Davis and Ostrom (Note 1). They provided their
subjects with adjectival descriptions of 20 stimulus
persons and required the subjects to indicate their
certainty as to the presence of some other traits in the
target persons. Two lists of adjectives varying in
likableness value (Anderson, 1968) were given to the
subjects for this purpose. Examinations of the mean
certainty ratings as a function of scale value of test
sets and scale value of response traits disclosed
ditterent relationships for the non-neutral and neutral
sets. With the non-neutral sets (highly likable,
moderately likable, moderately dislikable, and highly
dislikable), the most strongly implied response traits
were of the same scale value but of greater polarity
than the test traits. Dissimilar traits were also implied
but with lower certainty. The overall relationship was
thus linear. For the neutral traits, however, a
maximum probability function was present. That is,
the neutral traits were most strongly implied, and the
positive and negative traits were less implied, making
an inverted U-shaped function. One purpose of this
study was to explicate this maximum probability
function, using an entirely different kind of response
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measure. It is proposed that a maximum probability
function for neutral traits can also be obtained, if the
subjects are asked to generate other traits possibly
applicable to the target person and a frequency
distribution of the generated traits is made with
respect to their scale value. Such free-association
responses would also allow a direct comparison of the
test traits in terms of the pooled scale value of the
generated associates.

The second intent of the present study was to
examine the effect of trait variance on the distribution
of generalized traits. In his master list of 555
personality-trait words, Anderson (1968) has reported
variance of each trait in addition to its likableness
value. The variance index represents between-subjects
differences in the rating of a trait. A trait with high
variance probably means different things to different
people. It can also evoke associations of all sorts and
values. If it is so, traits of all values could be
generalized with equal probability to a stimulus
perscn described by a neutral trait of high variance.
Accordingly, maximum probability function and
equal probability function can be expected for a
neutral trait ot low and high variance, respectively.

METHOD
Stimuli

From the Anderson list (1968), six traits were selected from the
neutral region (2.80-3.32). Three traits (hesitant, inoffensive, and
unlucky) were of low variance (M = .73) and three traits
(discriminating, self-righteous, and shrewd) were of high variance
(M = 2.80). In selecting these traits as stimuli, the main
consideration was to equate the test traits of the low (M = 3.01)
with those of high (M = 2.99) variances in their overall likableness
values. All of the six traits were written on separate cards for the
experimental purpose.

Subjects

Fifty-four students from an introductory psychology course at
Purdue University served as subjects. Participation in the
experiment fulfilled their course requirement. For the test traits of
high and low variance. they were randomly divided into two groups.
The 27 subjects of each group were further divided into three
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Figure 1. Mean proportion of total responses as a function of
trait variance and scale values of gemerated adjectives. (Listed

Fratio is for trait variance by scale value of generated
traits effect.)

subgroups in order to have an equal number of subjects respond to
each of the three traits.

Procedure

In the experimental session, subjects were run in groups of 15-20.
Upon arrival, each subject received one card listing a single
personality trait. They read the trait and put the card upside down.
They formed an impression of the described person for 1 min and
then wrote other traits possibly applicable to him on a separate
sheet of paper. They generated traits for 3 min only.

As the subjects generated traits of their own choice, ratings of
scale value of each of the generated traits were solicited from the
same subjects. They were urged to consider each of their generated
adjectives as characteristic of different persons and then to indicate
how much they would like a person if a given trait were used to
describe him. The likableness ratings were made on a 21-point
scale, having O specified as neutral and -10 and +10 as limits for
dislikableness and likableness, respectively. This scale was written
on the black board, and the subject selected one of the 21 numbers
for each of the generated traits.

RESULTS

Traits generated in response to the test trait varied
in number from 4 to 20. Mean number of associates to
the traits of low (M = 10.48) and high (M = 10.41)
variance were equal (t < 1). Analysis of the simple
average of the scale value of all the attributed traits
also yielded identical likableness value for the traits of
low (M = 11.45) and high (M = 12.04) variance
(t < 1). This finding is in accord with a previous result
of identical evaluation of the homogeneous and
hetgrogeneous neutral sets (Edwards & Ostrom, 1971;
Singh & Byrne, 1971).

To test the predictions, the original 21-point scale
was reduced to a 7-point scale: -3, -2,"-1, 0, +1, +2,
and +3, and the proportion of the total responses in
each of the seven categories was calculated for each
subject separately. Proportion of the total responses
was then examined as a function of trait variance (low
vs. high) and scale value of the generated traits (seven
levels). In this 2 by 7 between-within analysis of
variance test, the effect of scale value of generated
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traits on the proportion of total responses was
significant (F = 3.31, df = 6/312, p <.003). For
the seven levels of scale value, the mean proportion of
total responses were .094, .099, .144, .225, .124, .184,
and .128 from the negative to the positive end. These
means fit very well within a maximum probability
function (Fguad = 4.71, df = 1/52, p <.09),
supporting the first prediction.

The hypothesized trait variance by scale value of the
generated traits effect was also significant (F = 2.86,
df = 6/312, p < .01). Figure 1 depicts the profile of
this interaction. An examination of this interaction
indicated that the effect of scale value of the generated
traits on the proportion of responses held only in the
case of traits of low variance (F = 4.59, df = 6/156,
p <.001). Support for a maximum probability
function was indeed very strong (Fquad = 19.07,
df = 1/26, p <.001). Proportion of the total
responses evoked by traits of high variance, on the
other hand, did not seem to be influenced by their
own scale value (F = 1.93, df = 6/156, n.s.).
Associates of all the seven values appeared to be
equally probable in the trait-generalization process.
However, there was an indication for a cubic trend
(Feub = 4.49, df = 1/26, p < .09) in the distribu-
tion of responses in spite of a nonsignificant overall
effect.

All the three traits of high variance (discriminating,
self-righteous, and shrewd) behaved alike in trait
evocation (F < 1). Two (inoffensive and unlucky) of
the three low variance traits similarly produced
parallel effects, but the trait *‘hesitant’” engendered
more positive than neutral associates. Because of this
discrepancy, the trait replication by scale value of
generated traits effect was present (F = 2.78, df =
12/144, p < .01) in case of low variance traits.

DISCUSSION

Findings of the present experiment are informative in two
important ways. First, they establish a maximum probability
tunction for the synonymic associates of the neutral personality
traits. as was predicted. It is evident that neutral traits imply more
neutral than positive and negative traits. This is highly consistent
with the results of Davis and Ostrom (Note 1), who had employed
completely different experimental design and response measure.
Second, the results disclose a new type of distribution for the
alternative interpretations given to a neutral trait of high variance.
An equal probability function appears to be a better choice for the
traits implied by high variance traits. This not only adds a new type
of distribution to the three already mentioned by Davis and Ostrom
(Note 1) but also calls attention to the utility of the trait variance
parameter in the understanding of the process of personality
impression formation.

It should be noted here that a cubic trend was present in the
proportion of total responses made to the neutral traits of high
variance. Reliability of this trend is, however. doubtful, as the
overall effect of scale value of generated traits was nonsignificant.

An analysis of the simple average of likableness value of all the
generated adjectives did not reveal any difference between the traits
ot high and low variance. This result is in harmony with the finding
obtained through the use of evaluative scales (Edwards & Ostrom,
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1971; Singh & Byrne, 1971). In addition. it strengthens Ostrom's
(1969) thesis that the global evaluation of a test trait is the
average of the likableness values conveyed by its alternative
meanings. As the overall measure does not differentiate the traits
of high variance from those of low variance, it would probably
be judicious to use the response measure of the kind employed
in this study in future work.

REFERENCE NOTE

1. Davis. D.. & Ostrom, T. M. Trait implication in impression
formation. Paper presented at the 8lst annual meeting of the
American Psychological Association, Montreal, 1973.

REFERENCES
ANDERSON. N. H. Likableness ratings of 555 personality-trait

words. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 1968,
9. 272.279,

Epwarps., J. D.. & Ostrom. T. M. Cognitive structure of neutral
attitudes. Journal of Experimental Sociul Psychology. 1971,
7. 36-47. i

OstroM, T. M. Meuaning shifi in the Judgment of compound
.vtqimultl Mimeographed nanuscript. Ohio State University.
1969.

OsTrROM, T. M. Trait meaning in impression formation. Mimeo-
graphed manuscript, Ohio State University, 1972.

PopeLL. J. E. A comparison of generalization and adaptation
level theories of connation. Journul of Abnormal and Social
Psychology. 1961, 62. 594-597.

PoiLrio, H. R. Some semantic relations among word-associates.

" American Journal of Psychology. 1964, 77, 249-256.

SiNGH. R.. & ByrNe. D. Cognitive certainty and afttective
neutrality as a tunction of stimulus homogeneity-heterogeneity.
Psychonomic Science. 1971, 25, 207-208.

Staats. A. W.. & Staats. C. K. Meaning and mi: Correlated but
separate. Psychological Review, 1959, 66, 136-144.

(Recetved for publication December 8. 1975.)




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (ISO Coated v2 300% \050ECI\051)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Perceptual
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /PDFA1B:2005
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<


    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e55464e1a65876863768467e5770b548c62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc666e901a554652d965874ef6768467e5770b548c52175370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>



    /HUN <>
    /ITA (Utilizzare queste impostazioni per creare documenti Adobe PDF adatti per visualizzare e stampare documenti aziendali in modo affidabile. I documenti PDF creati possono essere aperti con Acrobat e Adobe Reader 6.0 e versioni successive.)
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020be44c988b2c8c2a40020bb38c11cb97c0020c548c815c801c73cb85c0020bcf4ace00020c778c1c4d558b2940020b3700020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken waarmee zakelijke documenten betrouwbaar kunnen worden weergegeven en afgedrukt. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 6.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>


    /SKY <>

    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>

    /ENU <FEFF004a006f0062006f007000740069006f006e007300200066006f00720020004100630072006f006200610074002000440069007300740069006c006c0065007200200039002000280039002e0034002e00350032003600330029002e000d00500072006f006400750063006500730020005000440046002000660069006c0065007300200077006800690063006800200061007200650020007500730065006400200066006f00720020006f006e006c0069006e0065002e000d0028006300290020003200300031003100200053007000720069006e006700650072002d005600650072006c0061006700200047006d006200480020>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.276 841.890]
>> setpagedevice




