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Abstract
It is unknown how self-relevance is dependent on emotional salience. Emotional sali-
ence encompasses an individual’s degree of attraction or aversion to emotionally-valenced 
information. The current study investigated the interconnection between self and salience 
through the evaluation of emotional valence and  self-relevance. 56 native Dutch partici-
pants completed a questionnaire assessing valence, intensity, and self-relevance of  552 
Dutch nouns and verbs. One-way repeated-measures ANCOVA investigated the  relation-
ship between valence and self, age and gender. Repeated-measures ANCOVA also tested 
the relationship between valence and self with intensity ratings and effects of gender and 
age. Results showed a significant main effect of valence for self-relevant words. Intensity 
analyses showed a main effect of valence but not of self-relevance. There were no signifi-
cant effects of gender and age. The most important finding presents that self-relevance is 
dependent on valence. These findings concerning the relationship between self and sali-
ence opens avenues to study an individual’s self-definition.
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Introduction

Interest among researchers in the concept of self and self-relevance is growing (e.g. Croc-
etti et al., 2015). However, it has been difficult to find a clear and accurate definition for 
‘the concept of self’. Several different terminologies, such as ‘self-awareness’, ‘self-rele-
vance’, ‘self-consciousness’ and ‘self-image’, have been proposed to clarify the under-
standing of the self. Definitions come with issues such as the idiosyncrasy of the nature of 
the meaning, which makes measurement very difficult to implement. Weiss and Cropan-
zano (1996) suggest that at the core of all cognitive appraisal theories lies an initial evalua-
tion based on relevance to well-being, that is self-relevance, presented in simple positive or 
negative terms. This evaluation influences the intensity of the emotional reaction towards 
the stimuli, which in turn leads to further, more specific appraisals. In the field of emotion 
research, certain aspects of self-relevance can be investigated by the use of standardized, 
validated affective stimuli sets, e.g. pictures (Gruhn & Scheibe, 2008), sounds (Bradley & 
Lang, 2000) or words (Bradley & Lang, 1999; Fields & Kuperberg, 2016). However, these 
stimuli are usually obtained in an English setting and their applicability to other languages 
and cultures remains unknown.

Although language provides researchers with the richest possibility for nuances, word 
validation studies present a language dependent challenge. The relationship of verbs and 
their valence and self-relevance is lacking in empirical evidence, hence the need to examine 
such stimuli with regard to emotional connectivity and relevance is eminent. The advantage 
of using word stimuli as compared to other types of emotional stimuli, such as pictures, is 
the possibility of using certain word nuances whose meaning is not easily captured in one 
single picture. However, small nuances of words, due to the translations, can cause a large 
difference in the meaning of a specific word. Word sets for a different language cannot be 
created simply by translating these validated words as this would violate the original high 
validity scores. For Dutch words, standardized affective stimulus sets studies such as Her-
mans and De Houwer (1994) and Van Rensbergen et al. (2015), provide ratings on separate 
factors like affect (positive and negative) and familiarity. Unfortunately, Hermans and De 
Houwer (1994) did not report any interaction effects between affect and familiarity, while 
Van Rensbergen et al. (2015) did not assess for self-relevance, hence it is not concluded 
how emotional connection is linked to self-relevance of words. In addition, the generaliz-
ability of the study by Hermans and De Houwer (1994) is unknown due to small language 
differences between the Netherlands and Belgium, therefore, the factor ‘familiarity’ might 
be a problematic concept when making a transfer to the Dutch language. Furthermore, Van 
Rensbergen et  al. (2015) made use of computationally estimated word covariates, which 
can vary when compared to human judgement. When presented with the issue of lack of 
validated word databases, studies have been using words without properly validating them 
(e.g. Thomaes et al., 2009), which further highlights the need to contribute to existing evi-
dence and generate validated word sets to be used in future research.

In terms of valence, negative and neutral valenced stimuli, have often been deemed 
as less important than positive counterparts in such research, producing less contrasting 
effects (e.g. Agustí et al., 2017). Nevertheless, the importance of negative stimuli should 
not be overlooked, as negative affect evokes stronger more rapid, physiological, cognitive, 
emotional, and social response in individuals, compared to neutral and positive (Cacioppo 
et  al., 1999). Negative affect is showcased through the way an individual relates to the 
negative information presented (Sauer-Zavala et  al., 2012), which might be mediated by 
the degree of self-relevance. Valence is responsible for attributing stronger emotional 
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connectivity to statements (Bromgard et al., 2006), and therefore, stronger self-relevance 
ratings. However, of issue lies the observed positivity bias in healthy populations, as indi-
viduals remember or look for information that positively affects them, or they find is asso-
ciated with them (Mezulis et  al., 2004), overshadowing the importance of negative and 
neutral stimuli.

The semantic differential theory, devised by Osgood et al. (1957), indicating that mean-
ing of words is appraised on three reoccurring dominant dimensions of adjectival charac-
teristics (evaluation, activity and potency), which correspond to fundamental psychologi-
cal attributes and to the organisation of processes. ‘Evaluation’ refers to the tendency to 
approach, or avoid, a stimulus with regard to its negative or positive reinforcement, and 
is measured depending on the conceptual domain (Carroll et  al., 1959). ‘Activity’ is the 
necessity, or non-necessity, of performing an action with regard to making an adjustment 
to the stimuli. ‘Potency’ is the measure of the amount of effort exerted into the response 
to the adjustment (Carroll et al., 1959). Badia et al. (2014) suggest that the semantic dif-
ferential technique may be the best choice for measuring an individual’s identity meaning 
related to emotions. Through the sematic differential meaningful response to the self as 
an object can be captured namely, using the semantic differential components in research 
allow to objectively measure and understand the self better (Burke & Stets, 2009). Ho 
et  al. (2015) indicate that three components of emotion, comparable to the components 
of the semantic differential theory, have typically been studied in word appraisal research: 
valence (positive or negative feelings triggered by the stimuli; the degree of pleasantness, 
or unpleasantness of stimuli) arousal (the alertness, attentiveness or excitement a stimulus 
evokes, i.e. intensity of a stimulus), and dominance (or degree of control exerted by the 
stimuli i.e. the stimulus’ relevance to the self). Consequently, measuring an individual’s 
response with regard to valence, intensity and self-relevance can provide valuable insight 
into their self.

Interestingly, emotional appraisals have been found to be influenced by the gender of the 
appraiser. Hoffmann et al. (2010) found that women show a small to moderate advantage in 
emotion recognition, particularly at lower intensities, but no differences between the gen-
ders on higher intensity levels of emotional charge. Such findings were also confirmed in 
a recent meta-analysis by Fischer et  al. (2018), who found evident female advantage in 
detecting subtle emotional ques. Women, compared to men, also use more extreme ratings 
of pleasantness (Bellezza et al., 1986). On the other hand, there is recent evidence which 
poses that gender exerts no influence over valence allocation (Ho et  al., 2015), which 
emphasises the need to examine the relationship further.

Furthermore, age has also been found to influence word ratings. Grühn and Smith 
(2008) showed that younger and older adults agreed on whether a word is more or less pos-
itive than another word, but age groups differed in their exact evaluations of how positive 
or negative these words were rated. The positivity bias refers to searching for information 
that is positively related to the individual, and confirms positive qualities the individual 
beliefs to possess. Particularly, children and older adults display the largest positive bias 
towards information (Mezulis et al., 2004). Previous studies (Bellezza et al., 1986; Bradley 
& Lang, 1999; Janschewitz, 2008) included university students as samples. However, such 
samples usually consist of young, diverse, liberal and open-minded students (Janschewitz, 
2008), and are likely to be unrepresentative of the general population.

It is important to expand the realm of knowledge on emotional connectivity to words, 
including in the Dutch language. The present word study assesses valence, self-relevance 
and intensity, and has several aims. The first aim was to investigate whether valence is 
dependent on the self-relevance rating of a word. More specifically, it was aimed to 
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investigate whether words rated by participants as negative were rated as more self-rel-
evant than neutral words. The second aim was to study the effects of age and gender on 
word evaluations. We hypothesized (i) that the self-relevance of a word is dependent on the 
valence of a word, (ii) that a word rated as ‘self-relevant’ will also receive a higher inten-
sity score, and (iii) that valence ratings are gender and age dependent.

Methods

Participants

The participants were acquired from the general population through opportunity sam-
pling by the means of voluntary recruitment and local advertisement. Only people above 
the age of 18 were included. Data from 56 native Dutch participants was entered in the 
analyses, 31 women (55.35%) and 25 men (44.64%), of varying ages from 24 to 62 years 
old (M = 40.03, SD = 12.61). Education level was also obtained, presenting varying results 
from low, medium and high class, with high education class being most prevalent (67.85%) 
(Table 1). Oral informed consent was obtained at the start of the study. Ethical approval 
had been obtained and performed in accordance to Dutch law. The current study was part 
of a larger neuroimaging study, for which overall approval from the Medical Ethical Com-
mittee of the University Medical Center Groningen for research was obtained (Reference 
number: METC2008.211). Throughout the process, data remained confidential and anony-
mous, and the participants were aware of their right to withdraw at any time during the 
process.

Stimulus Selection

The current study only sampled neutral and negative words, positive valenced words were 
not sampled for this study. Our main interest was to investigate self-relevance of neutral 
and negative words, with which to create representative words sets to be used in future 
research. We also had to limit the length of the wordlist to increase the likelihood that sub-
jects completed the rating of all words.

Table 1  Demographic 
characteristics of the population

Characteristics N (%)

Total 56 (100%)
 Male 25 (44.64%)
 Female 31 (55.35%)

Age distribution
 20–30 years 22 (39.28%)
 30–40 years 13 (23.21%)
 40–50 years 12 (21.42%)
  > 51 years 9 (16.07%)

Education class
 Low education class 5 (8.92%)
 Medium education class 13 (23.21%)
 High education class 38 (67.85%)
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Neutral Words

Neutral nouns were adopted from a study by Hermans and De Houwer (1994). The 
words were rated on a 7-point Likert scale, beginning from ‘very negative’ (‘1’) and 
leading to ‘very positive’ (‘7’). From this study, nouns with an affective mean rating 
between 3.50 and 4.50 (neutral) were taken into account. Additionally, nouns and verbs 
were adopted from a list that was used for the Deese/Roediger-McDermott Paradigm in 
a study by Geraerts et  al. (2005). Furthermore, neutral verbs and nouns were adopted 
from a study by Ter Laak (1992). From this latter study, only words with a result of a 
z-score of 0.82 or higher on neutral allocation, and not indicated as ‘happy’, ‘sex’, ‘sad’, 
or ‘fearful’ were selected, as those propose a positive or negative impression.

Negative Words

To select the negative words, nouns with a very or modestly negative (‘1’ and ‘2’ on 
the Likert scale) affective rating in a study by Hermans and De Houwer (1994) were 
included. Furthermore, verbs and nouns as indicated of being negative or traumatic used 
in a study by Thomaes et al. (2009) were integrated. Verbs and nouns rated as unpleas-
ant in a study by Tops et al. (2003), were also selected. Additionally, verbs and nouns 
were selected if they were rated as having a high score on ‘fear’, ‘sadness’, or ‘sex’ in 
the study by Ter Laak (1992). Words from this latter study were selected if they had a 
z-score of 0.90 or higher on either ‘sex’, ‘sad’ or ‘fearful’, and no score on the other 
emotional ratings. This meant that only words with negative connotation were approved. 
Moreover, words were adopted from a list that was used for the Deese/Roediger-McDer-
mott Paradigm in a study by Geraerts et al. (2005).

Criteria

Overall 4241 words were identified and selected from the above-mentioned studies. 
Selection criteria were applied to reduce the number of words to rate to a more man-
ageable amount. With the idea to include words of similar lengths and syllables, first 
the word length had to be between five and nine characters. This range was composed 
using the mean number of letters plus or minus one standard deviation. Second, words 
had to consist of only one, two, or three syllables. Third, words which appeared as both 
nouns and verbs in the neutral or negative wordlists were removed from the final list. 
This was done in order to reduce response error due to confusion of accuracy of choice. 
Finally, 552 words were deemed acceptable (see Appendix A), half of which offered a 
negative connotation, the other half, neutral. Three versions of the word-sets were then 
created with different order of all of the words to be presented to the participants. They 
consisted of both negative and neutral stimuli, randomly assigned, in order to correct for 
boredom and repetition effects.

Procedure

Participants rated the 552 emotionally valenced words, 425 nouns (77%) and 127 verbs 
(23%) presented on a computer in the form of a questionnaire, spread across multiple 
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pages. Participants were first asked to rate the valence felt towards a word in a multiple-
choice format consisting of five options:

1. Positive;
2. Neutral;
3. Negative;
4. Both positive and negative;
5. I cannot decide.

By including ‘positive’, ‘both positive and negative’, and ‘I cannot decide’ selection 
options, we prevented limited rating choices and uncontrollable factors, such as demand 
characteristics. As such, this enables capturing a genuine emotional connotation. It was 
important to provide adequate selection options to avoid incorrect categorisation of words, 
as well as contamination of validated word sets. The rating of truly negative and truly neu-
tral could be ensured, assuming positive ratings were allocated to seemingly ambiguous 
stimuli not adherent to the negative or neutral category, or to false-neutral words derived 
from the initial studies.

Consequently, if the selections involved positive or negative connotations, the intensity 
of the feeling was assessed on a 4-point scale ranging from:

1. Not intense;
2. Slightly intense;
3. Intense;
4. Very intense.

Valence and intensity were assessed dependently, as a set, meaning intensity was only 
allocated if the word was scored to have either a positive or a negative valence. Neutral 
intensity was not assessed because intensity is more strongly associated with an emo-
tionally charged stimuli (Brosch et al., 2009). Neutral valence does not evoke the strong 
emotional reaction negative and positive valence do, so if intensity was assessed, it would 
undermine the reliability of the allocations of the emotional words. This can overestimate 
the effects of emotion felt on neutrally valenced words, and underestimate effects on the 
emotionally charged words (Hofmann et al., 2009). In this line of argument, the exclusion 
of intensity allocations on neutral words was further justified.

Second, self-relevance towards the word was assessed on a 3-point Likert scale indicat-
ing options:

1. Not related to me;
2. A little related to me;
3. Very related to me.

Self-relevance was measured on three options to reduce the level of confusing infor-
mation and complications of choice for the participants, which could potentially alter the 
accuracy of their rating. The idiosyncrasy of experience which shapes such an assess-
ment would implicate the creation of sets of negative and neutral words, and explains why 
the questionnaire options were required to be as concise and straightforward as possible, 
resulting in less individual differences affecting the results. Both self-relevant and non-self-
relevant words were included in the analyses, first as a grouped variable and then as two 



Journal of Psycholinguistic Research 

1 3

different variables depending on the allocation of either self-relevance or no self-relevance 
to examine any effects.

Statistical Analysis

Variables

The first hypothesis, indicating that self-relevance is dependent on the valence of a word, 
has the self-relevance rating as the dependent variable (DV) and the different allocated 
valence as the independent variable (IV). The second hypothesis, regarding that a word 
rated as ‘self-relevant’ will receive a higher intensity rating, has as IV the self-relevance of 
a word, while the DV is the intensity allocation. The IVs for the final hypothesis, which is 
that valence ratings are gender and age dependent, are the ages and the gender of the par-
ticipants, while the DV is the valence of a word.

Reliability

To be certain that the outcomes represent valuable information, reliability was calculated 
using Cronbach’s alpha on the valence and self-relevance scales. This was performed on a 
separate dataset, involving all ratings to every word. The intensity scale was omitted due to 
the high number of missing values caused by the absence of intensity assessment of neutral 
words. Validation tests were also performed on the words and participants. The maximum 
missing cases was set at 70%, and the coefficient of variation at < 0.001. In doing so words 
which failed these cut-offs were removed from the final sets of validated negative and neu-
tral words, assuring higher level of reliability.

Analysis

The interaction between valence and the self was assessed through analyses of ratings on 
the three valences (positive, negative and neutral) and self-relevance (self-relevant, non-
self-relevant) allocations. To deal with the issue of the ‘a little related to me’ option, the 
individual self-relevance ratings of the words were averaged. A value between 1 and 1.49 
was representative of a non-self-relevant allocation, while a value between 1.50 and 3—
self-relevant. The data were then distributed with the total count of items per category 
based on valence and self-relevance into neutral self-relevant, neutral non-self-relevant, 
negative self-relevant, negative non-self-relevant, positive self-relevant and positive non-
self-relevant variables for each participant. The data was examined for skewness, and fol-
lowing deviations from normality, we have performed logarithmic (log10) transformations 
to ensure normal distributions across the scales. To assess the dependency of valence on 
self-relevance, one-way repeated-measures analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was used 
on the self-relevant portion of the words (neutral, negative and positive self-relevant vari-
ables). To determine the effects of gender and age, gender was placed as a between-subject 
factor, while age as a covariate. Additional pairwise comparisons were also performed. 
Cohen’s d was calculated for the post-hoc pairwise comparisons by dividing the adjusted 
mean difference by the square root of the Mean square from analysis of variance (Howell, 
2010), and was interpreted using Cohen’s (1988) benchmark of small (0.2), medium (0.5) 
and large (0.8).
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Intensity analyses were then performed for negative and positive valenced words only. 
The mean intensity rating for each participant was computed using the count of items from 
the four rating options, and it was divided based on valence and self-relevance into: mean 
positive self-relevant intensity rating; mean positive non-self-relevant intensity rating; 
mean negative self-relevant intensity rating; mean negative non-self-relevant intensity rat-
ing. Log10 transformations were performed to ensure a normal distribution of the data. 
A 2 (positive, negative) × 2 (self-relevant, non-self-relevant) repeated-measures ANCOVA 
was performed to determine any effects of valence and self-relevance on intensity ratings, 
including gender as a between-subjects factor and age as a covariate. Pairwise comparisons 
were performed, and Cohen’s d was calculated as above.

Word Analyses

It was additionally aimed to devise sets of negative and neutral words from the previously 
obtained data, which could be used in future appraisal studies. To do this the mode was 
calculated for each word with the numbers representing a category of valence allocated 
(1 = positive; 2 = neutral; 3 = negative; 4 = both positive and negative; 5 = I cannot decide), 
as per valence rating options (see Procedure). The valid percentage of the number of sub-
sequent valence allocation per category was used, to eliminate the influence of missing 
values. The highest valid percentage was taken into account as representative. In order for 
a word to represent a valence, words allocated as concrete options of ‘positive’ ‘negative’ 
or ‘neutral’ (options a, b, or c in methods) needed to have a valid percentage of above 
70% to comprise of a definite majority with at least 39 individuals from 56 participants 
agreeing. Words which fell under the ‘both positive and negative’, ‘I cannot decide’ or had 
multiple concrete allocations, the valid percent needed to be above 50%, meaning at least 
28 participants rated the word the same way, which constituted half of the total of the par-
ticipants. This was chosen due to the varying levels of agreement on the word allocation on 
behalf of the participants, while still maintaining the integrity for the majority of ratings 
being representative of a valence. Any multi-allocated words below the selection criteria of 
above 50%, or single-allocated words with a valid percent of below 70%, were not included 
in the finalised sets. Additionally, any words which were indicated as failing the validity 
checks of having more than 70% missing cases and/or a significant variation outcome, were 
removed from the lists. The percentage of missing cases was only considered for the posi-
tive and negative valenced words.

Results

Reliability and Validity

Out of the 552 words, 20 were deemed unsuitable for reliability testing due to missing 
values and were omitted from the analysis, which resulted in a final of 532 items on the 
valence scale being examined, obtaining a very high reliability rating of α = 0.967. The 
self-relevance scale obtained an alpha of α = 0.987, with 548 items examined and an 
exclusion of four words for missing data. Appendix B presents the missing words from 
the reliability tests. The valence scale indicated that six words failed the validation tests 
for the validity assessment, obtaining a coefficient of variation of < 0.001. The intensity 
scale indicated 96 words as having more than 70% missing cases, which were the neutral 
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words, while eight words failed the validation test. The self-relevance scale displayed that 
two words failed the validation test and obtained a coefficient of variation of < 0.001 (see 
Appendix C).

Main effects and Interaction Effects

Self‑relevance and Valence

One-way repeated-measures ANCOVA presented a main effect of valence (F(1.637, 
80.194) = 16.011, p < 0.001,  np

2 = 0.246), and no interaction effects of gender and age. 
Pairwise comparisons indicated a difference between neutral and negative valence 
(p < 0.001), with a mean difference of 0.762 in favour of greater self-relevance being 
allocated to negative words and a medium effect size of d = 0.54. There was also a 
difference between neutral and positive valence (p < 0.001), with a mean difference 
of 0.810 in favour of allocating greater self-relevance to positively rated words and a 
medium effect size of d = 0.57. There was no significant difference between self-rele-
vant positive and negative valence, indicating self-relevance to be equally as allocated 
for both valences. Figure 1 depicts the relationship between self-relevance and valence 
using the means of self-relevant versus non-self-relevant positive, neutral and negative 
valence. There are more emotional self-relevant words, as compared to neutral words. 
Neutral and negative words were also more often rated as non-self-relevant as com-
pared to positive words. The latter were more often rated as self-relevant. Furthermore, 
there are least observations of allocations for neutral self-relevant words and positive 
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non-self-relevant words. Negative allocations present the middle ground in both condi-
tions, however, overall there appear to be more observations in the non-self-relevant 
negative and neutral allocations.

Self‑relevance and Valence, with the Influence of Intensity Ratings

Repeated-measures ANCOVA showed a significant main effect of valence (F(1, 
53) = 5.210, p = 0.026,  np

2 = 0.090) and a significant interaction effect of valence and self-
relevance (F(1, 53) = 5.960, p = 0.018,  np

2 = 0.101) on intensity. There was no main effect 
of self-relevance and no interaction effects of gender and age. Pairwise comparisons indi-
cated a significant difference between positive and negative valence (p < 0.001) with a 
mean difference of 0.246 in favour of greater intensity for negative valence and an effect 
size of d = 0.53. For self-relevance, pairwise comparisons indicated no significant differ-
ence. Figure 2 displays the relationship between self-relevance, valence and intensity. The 
intensity for self-relevant allocations remained the same for positive and negative valence, 
however, intensity for non-self-relevant allocations varied. Negative non-self-relevant allo-
cations garnered higher intensity as compared to negative self-relevant words. Contrast-
ingly, positive self-relevant allocations indicated greater intensity ratings compared to posi-
tive non-self-relevant allocations. For positive valence self-relevant allocations resulted 
in greater intensity, while for negative valence, non-self-relevant obtained greater felt 
intensity ratings. Self-relevant neutral and self-relevant negative valence were equal in felt 
intensity. Overall, non-self-relevant negative allocations were the highest in felt intensity, 
while non-self-relevant positive allocations—the lowest.
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Word Analysis

The mode was calculated for each of the 552 words rated. Due to multi-allocations of 
words, the highest and second highest valid percent was shown (see Appendix D). There 
were 11 words (1.99%) which fell under more than one category (see Appendix E). Selec-
tion criteria indicated that for a multi-allocated word to be considered as representative 
of a valence and be placed within a word set, the valid percentage needed to exceed 50%. 
There were no instances of this, and therefore multi allocated words were not included 
in the finalised word sets. Overall, including multi allocations, positive valence acquired 
108 words, neutral resulted in 196 words, and negative valence obtained 251 words. After 
applying the selection criteria, positive valence had 33 words, neutral valence—55 words, 
and negative valence had 205 words (see appendix F, G, H). After further removing words 
which failed the validity checks, the finalised negative set included 199 words, while the 
neutral set—48 words (see appendix I). Out of 552 words, 293 words (53.08%) were allo-
cated as representing a valence with a high percentage of agreement between the partici-
pants, while 259 words (46.92%) were discarded due to low valid percentage and not sug-
gested to be used in further research.

Discussion

The present study aimed to analyse Dutch words with regard to valence, intensity, and self-
relevance. The most important finding of the study is that self-relevance is valence depend-
ent. Words rated as emotionally stimulating, negative and positive, had a greater proportion 
of self-relevance allocated to them, compared to neutral, which were most often non-self-
relevant. Secondly, self-relevant words were not higher in felt intensity, unless valence was 
taken into consideration. There was no difference between intensity ratings of total self and 
non-self-relevant words, but there was a difference in intensity between negative and posi-
tive rated words. Negative valenced words obtained greater intensity ratings on non-self-
relevant allocations, compared to self-relevant, while positive words indicated the opposite. 
Finally, the present findings suggest that valence, self-relevance and intensity ratings were 
gender and age independent.

The present findings confirm the hypothesis that the self is dependent on valence, 
and are in line with past research suggesting that valence is important in assigning self-
relevance to words, such as Brown and Ure (1969). The findings also present evidence 
indicative of a positivity bias in healthy populations, with positive words being rated as 
more self-relevant compared to negative words. Negative words were more often rated as 
non-self-relevant. This phenomenon could be explained by the fact that individuals from 
the general population use positive words to describe themselves more often than they use 
negative words (Lopez et al., 2018). Past research has indicated that individuals who share 
positive information are evaluated more favourably (Forest & Wood, 2012). Therefore, to 
associate positive words as more relevant to the self is of interest to maintaining a social 
desirability status. Grühn and Smith (2008) provide further support to the strong relation-
ship between valence and the self, in addition to indicating that positive words such as 
‘tolerant’, ‘honest’, and ‘interested’ were rated as more self-relevant compared to nega-
tive words of the likes of ‘cruel’, ‘brutal’, and ‘dumb’, obtaining the lowest self-relevance 
allocations.
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The finding that emotional valence is needed for a word to have self-relevance, is 
considered to be a novel and important finding, especially because past research has not 
addressed the self-relevance of neutral words. This can be explained by the fact that indi-
viduals are more likely to remember negative or positive information than neutral informa-
tion and attribute a greater degree of relevance and meaning to it (Butler & James, 2010). 
The levels of processing theory (Craik & Lockhart, 1972) supports such occurrence by pro-
posing that deeper levels of processing, being more effortful in both encoding and retrieval 
of information, will encourage a richer process of meaning attribution. Negative stimuli 
are shown to encourage more mental effort (Cacioppo et al., 1999), while positive stimuli 
evoke more internal, stable, and global attributions with regard to self-relevance (Mezulis 
et al., 2004), thus explaining the positivity effect evident within the self-relevance category. 
Based on such evidence, it is argued that emotionally charged stimuli require deeper levels 
of processing, and therefore, are linked to greater meaning attribution to the self and self-
relevance (Bromgard et al., 2006).

The present findings also provide support for existing research (Benau et al., 2019; Bro-
mgard et al., 2006) indicating that self-relevance influences greater levels of felt intensity, 
that is, within its representative valence. The current outcomes indicate that positively 
valenced self-relevant words have higher intensity compared to positive non-self-relevant 
words. This effect could be explained by the fact that words rated as self-relevant have, due 
to personal experience, a more intense meaning than words not related to the self. How-
ever, an interesting finding is that negatively valenced non-self-relevant words obtained 
greater intensity allocations than negative self-relevant counterparts. This is further sup-
ported by the present outcome that, while negatively valenced words are allocated a greater 
proportion of self-relevance, compared neutral words, they are also allocated a greater pro-
portion of non-self-relevance, compared to positive words. An explanation of this is exhib-
ited by the desire to maintain a positive, and therefore more attractive, self-image (Forest 
& Wood, 2012). The maintenance of a positive self-concept contributes to better mental 
wellbeing, while negative self-images have been associated with disorders such as social 
anxiety (Hulme et  al., 2012). It has been found that compared to positive words, nega-
tive words elicit slower lexical decision, but faster valence judgements, indicating a selec-
tive responding on behalf of the individual, which is mediated by stimuli requiring faster 
response actions from individuals (Estes & Verges, 2008).

In contrast with findings from past research (Bellezza et al., 1986), the current findings 
disprove the hypothesis that valence, self-relevance, and intensity are gender dependent. 
Neither valence, self-relevance nor intensity ratings were affected by the gender of the par-
ticipants. These two previous studies found systematic differences in pleasantness ratings 
between male and female raters, consequently, gender differences within the current study 
were also expected. However, compared to men, women did not use more extreme ratings 
when judging words on a pleasantness scale. Supporting this, Kinney et al. (2017) found 
no differences in attentional bias between men and women on negative and neutral infor-
mation. Based on the present finding that the words were mostly negatively and neutrally 
valenced, together with the fact that it was negative and neutral words that the participants 
were asked to rate, it explains the lack of evident gender differences effects in the sample. 
Consequently, future studies should explore this connection further. Nonetheless, an advan-
tage of the absence of gender differences is that the present word sets (see appendix I) can 
be used in studies including both male and female participants.

Moreover, age was not influential over valence, self-relevance or intensity ratings. To 
date there is little evidence about age-related differences in the perception and meaning of 
emotional material. Previous studies revealed an age effect on word valence evaluations 
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(Grühn & Smith, 2008), when comparing the ratings of young (20–30 years of age) versus 
older adults (65–76 years of age). Older adults rated positive attributes as more positive, 
more arousing, and more relevant, while negative attributes were rated as less relevant than 
younger adults. Mezulis et al. (2004) also found that older adults display a positivity bias. 
The present findings cannot be deemed sufficient to state whether age influence results are 
in line with the positivity bias. Future research would benefit from exploring this issue, 
especially when younger adults are shown to be more distracted by, and able to recognise, 
negative words, while older adults attend equally to all stimuli, yet are shown to recognise 
positive words better (Thomas & Hasher, 2006).

Our study offers knowledge about the relationship between self-relevance and valence. 
This opens avenues for studying an individual’s self-definition, and can be useful for 
future psychological and psychiatric research purposes. Attentional biases towards nega-
tive information have been observed for many disorders, for example generalised anxiety 
disorder (GAD) (Kinney et al., 2017) and comorbid presentations of GAD and depression 
have shown an increase in the likelihood of looking for negative information in compari-
son to neutral (Mogg et al., 2000). Furthermore, Mogg and Bradley (2005) indicated that 
an attentional bias for negative information was found in depressed populations, but only 
when self-relevance was present. Nevertheless, an issue of the Kinney et  al. (2017) and 
Mogg et al. (2000) studies is that they have all used facial recognition tasks. Evidence of 
word appraisals is still scarce, therefore, it is important to contribute to existing evidence 
base.

A limitation of the current study is the relatively small sample size of normal controls 
which undermines generalisation of the results. Another limitation is that only words pre-
viously labelled as neutral or negative were included, and positive stimuli were excluded. 
However, through ensuring a false positive option to the participants, truly neutral and neg-
ative valenced words could be discovered. The rating of emotional words can be highly 
dependent upon the context of other words presented (Gennari et al., 2007), so the rating 
option ‘positive’ was included in the design. As a result, a selection of negative and neutral 
words chosen from other studies was rated as positive in the current study, which indicates 
that emotional connotation is contaminated by the inclusion of positive words. Another 
reason for finding words to be rated as positive while they were initially included as neutral 
or negative on the basis of other reports is that these words were previously not validated 
as such. After validation, a part of the words was initially incorrectly categorized and actu-
ally are of positive valence. Therefore, it can be considered a strength that, even though 
a response bias cannot be ruled out, the study is not prone to an overestimation of nega-
tive valence of words due to inclusion of positive words during evaluation. On the con-
trary, the negative words are an underestimation for similar reasons. This makes the finding 
of the self and valence interaction even more robust. Another limitation is the degree of 
applicability to pathological samples, as the present sample was derived from the general 
population.

In conclusion, this study analysed 552 words with regard to valence intensity and self-
relevance. Main outcomes indicated that valence is self-relevance dependent and that 
intensity of felt valence is self-relevance dependent. Gender and age differences were weak 
and future research is needed to confirm their status. Application of the findings in clinical 
populations needs to be further examined as the current study shows great potential to pro-
vide valuable insight into the relationship between the self and salience in these samples.
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