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Despite the challenging papers of John-
son, Frincke, and Martin, and Johnson, Thom-
son, and Frincke (1960, 1961), very little re-
cent work has been reported on the infl uence 
of pleasantness of materials on recognition or 
verbal learning. Perhaps this is due partly to an 
absence of a standardized set of pleasantness 
norms for a large sample of verbal materials. 
The items presented by Johnson et al. do not 
constitute a sample large enough to allow in-
vestigators much choice. The emotionality rat-
ings of dissyllables reported by Noble (1958) 
are not based upon a suffi ciently continu-
ous scale; his Ss could respond only “pleas-
ant,” “neutral,” or “unpleasant.” The few re-
cent studies of the relation between affect and 
verbal learning have used nonsense syllables, 
and Keppel’s study (1963) has been criticized 
for not employing a wide enough range of af-
fective variation (Silverstein and McCreary, 
1964). The latter authors used nonsense syl-
lables also, but in this case the differences in 
pleasantness were experimentally manipulated. 
In an effort to fi ll this obvious gap, the pres-
ent paper reports rated pleasantness values for 
101 two-syllable nouns. Rated association val-
ues also were obtained for these words. Since 
meaningfulness is such a potent determiner of 
learning speed, it is important that investiga-
tors be able to select various combinations of 

pleasantness and meaningfulness of words to 
be used. In addition, further information on the 
correlation between meaningfulness and pleas-
antness could be obtained. 

METHOD

Ninety-fi ve of the words presented here were 
obtained by randomly selecting two-syllable nouns 
from the Thorndike and Lorge Teacher’s Wordbook 
(1944). Six of the words were added to increase 
the affective range. The words were rated for as-
sociation value (a′) by 100 male and 100 female 
students at the University of Rhode Island, and by 
different samples of 100 men and 100 women stu-
dents for pleasantness (PL). The instructions used 
for the a′ ratings were very similar to those used by 
Noble (e.g., 1961) except that the example words 
used were “Green” and “Glonoin.” The Ss rated 
how many associations each word gave them by 
checking one of the following categories: (a) none, 
(b) below average, (c) average, (d) above average, 
and (e) very many. They were not allowed to go 
back to change any of their ratings. 

The Ss used a thermometer-type scale to rate 
the subjective pleasantness of the words (Guilford, 
1954). The categories are: (a) very unpleasant, (b) 
moderately unpleasant, (c) slightly unpleasant, (d) 
neutral, (e) slightly pleasant, (f) moderately pleas-
ant, and (g) very pleasant. The Ss were instructed 
to treat the categories as equally spaced and to 
judge each word independently of their previous 
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Ratings of pleasantness (PL) on a 7-point scale and of association value (a′) on a 5-point scale are reported 
for 101 two-syllable nouns. The ratings were obtained from two samples of 100 women each and two samples 
of 100 men each. Sizable differences were obtained between words on both scales. For women and men 
respectively, PL and a′ were correlated .570 and .585; PL and printed frequency were correlated .233 and 
.207; frequency and a′ were correlated .533 and .764. Women’s and men’s ratings correlated .973 for PL and 
.899 for a′.

1 This research was supported by grant MH 08974 from the National Institute of Mental Health, U.S. Public Health Service.



82                                 SILVERSTEIN & DIENSTBIER IN J. VERB. LEARN. VERB. BEHAV. 7 (1968)



PLEASANTNESS & ASSOCIATION VALUE OF 101 NOUNS                                         83



84                                 SILVERSTEIN & DIENSTBIER IN J. VERB. LEARN. VERB. BEHAV. 7 (1968)



PLEASANTNESS & ASSOCIATION VALUE OF 101 NOUNS                                         85

ratings. As in the a′ ratings Ss were told to silently 
pronounce each word fi rst. 

The procedures were the same for both sets of 
ratings. Groups of 12–20 Ss rated the words. To-
tal time per session was between 20 and 25 min. 
The Ss were allowed to work at their own pace, 
but were urged to work quickly. Seven different 
random orders of presentation of words were used 
for each of the ratings, with the restriction that no 
word appear in the fi rst or last ten in more than one 
order. Each word was dittoed on a separate page, 
and the total list was presented to Ss in booklets of 
20. The Ss were instructed to take a few seconds’ 
rest after completing each booklet. 

RESULTS

Table I presents the means of the men’s 
and women’s a′ and PL ratings for each word, 
along with its Thorndike-Lorge frequency. 
Higher values represent greater degrees of 
pleasantness and meaningfulness. A large de-
gree of variation among words was found for 
both rated dimensions. The variabilities of the 
ratings from one word to the next did not dif-
fer greatly. For both men and women, 88 of the 
words’ PL ratings had SD values ranging from 
0.79 to 1.39. The largest SD was 1.73 and the 
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median was 1.23. For the a′ ratings, 99 of the 
words had SDs of between 0.67 and 1.08. The 
largest SD was 1.29, and the median was 0.93. 
Overall reliability of the ratings was fairly 
high. Split-half reliability coeffi cients were 
.861 and .854 for a′, and .818 and .886 for PL, 
with women and men, respectively. 

The three variables were found to be re-
liably correlated with each other. PL and a′ 
showed product-moment correlation coeffi -
cients of .570 (p < .01) for the women and .585 
(p < .01) for the men. PL and Lorge Count 
were correlated .233 (p < .025) for the women 
and .207 (p < .025) for the men. Lorge Count 
was correlated with a′ .533 (p < .01) for the 
women and .764 (p < .01) for the men. The 
correlations presented by Johnson et al. (1960) 
between pleasantness and frequency were .38, 
.40, and .63; roughly the same order of mag-
nitude as that presented here. That the correla-
tion between a′ and frequency fell so far short 
of unity is to be expected from Noble’s (1963) 
discussion of this relation. Despite the fact that 
scatterplots of the relation between PL and a′ 
showed a tendency for very unpleasant words 
to be given higher a′ values than neutral words, 
correlations between a′ and distance from af-
fective neutrality failed to increase the values 
of r more than .02 above those obtained for 
a′ and PL. These values are in close approxi-
mation to the correlation obtained by Noble 
(1958) between emotionality and meaning-
fulness (defi ned by the production method). 
These correlations make it clear that indepen-
dent manipulation of words’ pleasantness and 
meaningfulness is not easily accomplished. 

The ratings given by the men and women 
were correlated .973 for PL and .899 for a′. 

These values are slightly higher than the reliabil-
ity coeffi cients obtained and indicate that there 
is great interchangeability possible in items used 
for men and women college students. 
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