Review of European Studies; Vol. 6, No. 1; 2014
ISSN 1918-7173
E-ISSN 1918-7181
Published by Canadian Center of Science and Education

Assessing Natural Language: Measuring Emotion-Words within a
Sentence or Without a Sentence?
Nicolay Gausel1 & Gunnar Salthe1
1

Faculty of Health and Social Sciences, Centre for Emotion Research, Østfold University College, Fredrikstad,
Norway
Correspondence: Nicolay Gausel, Faculty of Health and Social Sciences, Centre for Emotion Research, Østfold
University College, Fredrikstad, 1757 Halden, Norway. Tel: 1-613-947-3592. E-mail: nicolay.gausel@hiof.no
Received: December 9, 2013
doi:10.5539/res.v6n1p127

Accepted: January 22, 2014

Online Published: February 24, 2014

URL: http://dx.doi.org/10.5539/res.v6n1p127

Abstract
Recently, researchers in the quantitative, questionnaire tradition have been increasingly interested in the impact
of emotion language and the measurement of this. Some of these researchers measure emotion-words within a
meaning-giving sentence, others measure them in isolation. Based on semantic theory, we argue that
emotion-words presented in isolation should mean less to a participant than emotion-words combined with other
words forming a sentence as in natural language. Reflecting this, we demonstrated in our study that
emotion-words are rated with great intensity when an emotion-word is placed within a sentence than when
presented in isolation. As a result, we suggest that questionnaire research is better off measuring emotion-words
within a meaning-giving sentence.
Keywords: language, questionnaire, design, words, emotion
1. Introduction
In recent years, quantitative scholars have developed measurement techniques that are aimed to tap into the
language used to symbolize subjective experiences of emotions and through this, quantify and generalize
emotion-expressions. Some (e.g., Smith, Webster, Parrott, & Eyre, 2002) therefore design their questionnaires
with a general heading à la “What would [someone or you] be feeling and thinking” and then present various
key-words (like “embarrassed”) for the participants to rate. Others argue that questionnaire statements should be
measured within a meaning-giving context (e.g., a sentence) so the key-words (like “embarrassed”) form a part
of a meaning-giving appraisal emotion chain (e.g., Gausel, Leach, Vignoles, & Brown, 2012) as in natural
language. But which is the better approach?
Based on semantic theory and appraisal theory of emotion we argue that a word has an unclear meaning until
combined with other words in a sentence. Therefore, in this study we aim to demonstrate how self-critical
emotion-words can be measured with greater precision and intensity when placed within a sentence than if
presented in isolation (i.e., without being part of a sentence). The explanation is that an emotion-word presented
in isolation should means less to a participant than an emotion-word combined with other words forming a
sentence.
1.1 Does an Isolated Word Have a Meaning?
Obviously, words have a meaning. But the meaning of words is found in how they are used and not in how they
are pre-defined (Wittgenstein, 1958, for a discussion, see Davidson, 1984; Quine, 1960). Hence, as words have
an unclear meaning until they are placed within a sentence that allows for a meaningful interpretation of it
(Davidson, 1984), single, isolated words often vary considerably in their meaning. This is why a dictionary
typically offers several definitions depending on how a word is used by the relevant linguistic community, and
even then, we must guess the correct meaning based on the context in which the specific word is used. The
ambiguous word “small” is a good example. Oxford Advanced Learners' Dictionary (Horny, 1989) uses 75 lines
to explain the meaning of the English words “small” and “small-ness”, but only 3.3% explain its emotional
meanings -- even though people often use the word “small” to describe how they feel about something.
Consequently, definitions can only aid us in our attempts to guess what a word means because an isolated
predicate simply does not confer sufficient meaning so we can assign truth-value to it (Tomassi, 1999). In a
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natural language, like English, they must typically contain what may be identified as a nominal and a verbal
phrase (Greene, 1972). In predicate logic, variables must, as a minimum, be assigned one predicate and bound by
quantification; but to say simple things such as “I feel embarrassed”, for instance, we need two predicates, one
connective and all of it bound by a quantifier. Hence, it would be extremely difficult, and often impossible, to
guess correctly what adults said if they restricted their language use to single-word utterances or if we looked up
every word they used in a dictionary.
Moreover, as language is a social institution, we learn to talk about, to differentiate among and to think about
emotional experiences through the insight available to someone who has already learned the practice (Quine,
1960; Wittgenstein, 1958). This, however, depends on the linguistic community’s ability to discern correct from
incorrect utterances about emotions. For physical objects (say a “chair”) this can be rather precise as we talk
about them depending on different perspectives (Quine, 1960). Emotions, on the other hand, are not about
physical objects. They are about subjective impressions. It is therefore difficult for the surrounding linguistic
community to discern correct from incorrect use of emotion-words as they have to base their interpretation on
behavioral observation as indirect evidence of the emotion (Frijda, 1986). Emotion experiences (especially the
self-critical ones) can therefore be very difficult to identify (Beck, Emery, & Berg, 1986; Gausel & Leach, 2011),
to articulate (Izard, 2009) and to communicate (Lewis, 1971).
1.2 Understanding Emotion-Words through Appraisals
How can we then understand what is meant with emotion-words?
When emotions are felt, we often express our emotions with words that are meant to symbol our emotional
experience. But it is difficult, if not impossible to understand what is meant with the words if they are not
relating an affective reaction to observable events. Aristotle (1984) therefore suggested that in order to define
emotions one had to describe the situation to which they were a reaction. This is very similar to appraisal theory
of emotions, where it is argued that an emotion can best be understood based on how one appraise or interpret
the situation in which one finds oneself (Lazarus, 1991; see also Schachter & Singer, 1962). Hence, the
determination of emotions is made possible by accounting for something meaningful that has happened or is
happening. Lazarus (1991) therefore suggested that in order for emotions to be defined, there must be some
cognitive goal-relevance associated with it. Without this one cannot know what is felt, as an emotion “cannot be
adequately defined without reference to an individual’s (…) appraisal” (p. 10).
As already mentioned, the word “small” can mean many things. It can be used to describe actual size of objects
for example of a chair. Or it can be used to illustrate a trivial matter, or to say that something is of modest impact.
But it can also be used to illustrate an emotional experience as in “I feel small” (e.g., Lewis, 1971; Smith et al.,
2002). Obviously, the word “small” can be hard to define if it does not have a meaningful, cognitive appraisal
attached to it (Lazarus, 1991) that can explain what is meant. Thus, if one knows what is cognitively appraised,
then one also have a chance to understand what is meant with the words that people use to express their
emotional experiences (Beck et al., 1986; Gausel & Leach, 2011).
In other words, a single emotion-word (measured in isolation) would not convey meaning unless it is associated
with cognitive appraisals that can define it. It is only then that the participants can be fairly sure that they (and
we, the researchers) understand what the emotion-words symbol.
2. The Current Study: Method
As we have argued that words do not carry a sufficient meaning until it is placed in a semantic context with other
meaning-giving words, we expected that emotion-words would be better understood - and therefore responded to
with greater intensity - if measured within a meaning-giving sentence than if measured in isolation (i.e., without
being part of a sentence). Hence, we revisit a study by Gausel and colleagues (2012) where we investigate four
items that were presented to participants within a sentence and without a sentence.
2.1 Participants
One hundred and ninety four Norwegian community participants (80 men and 114 women; mean age: 26.7, age
range: 18-68 years) voluntarily agreed to partake in an anonymous study focusing on emotional responses to
historical in-group misdeeds.
2.2 Procedure
In the first section of the questionnaire (page 1) we asked the participant to fill in their demographics. This was
followed by a factual description about how a gypsy minority in Norway (termed “Taters”) had been severely
abused by the larger Norwegian community and the Norwegian state (for a closer description, see Gausel et al.,
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2012). Dirrectly after this, participants were presenteed with a quesstionnaire askiing about respoonses to this moral
m
failure. W
Within this largee questionnairre our eight pree-selected targget items weree randomly intterwoven makiing it
practicallyy impossible too relate the siingle emotion--word with thee identical senntence-placed emotion-word
d. All
responses were measureed with an inteensity scale rannging from 1 ((not at all) to 7 (very much)). Participants were
thoroughlyy debriefed andd thanked.
2.3 Measuures
The four eemotion-wordss we had chossen – “small”
”, “embarrasseed”, “mortifieed”, “inferior” - were prese
ented
either withhin a meaning--giving sentennce (i.e., I feel [emotion-worrd] when I thinnk about the T
Tater and the abuse
a
they have experienced) following
f
the G
Gausel et al., ((2012) questioonnaire design, or in isolation (i.e., without this
specific m
meaning-givingg sentence). Hoowever, when the words werre presented inn isolation, thee questionnaire
e had
a general ssub-heading with
w the same innformation as in the meaningg-giving senteence (i.e., the hheading read: When
W
I think abbout the Tater and the abusse they have eexperienced, I feel […]) folllowing the Sm
mith et al., (2
2002)
questionnaaire design.
3. Results
As expecteed, through a paired
p
samplees t-test, it beccame clear thatt there was a ssignificant diffference in inte
ensity
among ouur eight statem
ments. Perfectlyy supporting oour hypothesiss, when the key-word was measured with
hin a
meaning-ggiving sentencee, then our parrticipants respoonded with siggnificantly highher intensity thhan if the key-word
was measuured in isolatioon.

Figure 1.
1 Mean differrences betweenn words in a seemantic contexxt vs. in isolatioon
Just as exppected, when the
t key-word “
“small” were pplaced within a meaning-givving sentence: “I feel small when
w
I think aboout the taters and
a the abuse tthey have experienced”, thenn participants responded witth a large (Coh
hen’s
d = 1.65, r = .64) and siggnificantly higgher intensity ((M = 3.30, SD
D = 1.86) than w
when measureed in isolation (M =
1.86, SD = 1.40), t (193)) = 11.44, p < .001. We founnd the same patttern with the key-word “em
mbarrassed”. When
W
this was m
measured withiin a meaning-ggiving sentence, then particippants respondeed with a modderate (Cohen’s d =
1.36, r = .556) and signifiicantly higher intensity (M = 3.77, SD = 1.96) than whenn measured in isolation (M = 2.62,
SD = 1.877), t (193) = 9.43, p < .001. Also as expeccted, when the key-word “m
mortified” was measured within a
meaning-ggiving sentencce, then particcipants responnded with a moderate (Coohen’s d = 1.06, r = .47) and
significanttly higher inteensity (M = 2.551, SD = 1.55) than when m
measured in isolation (M = 1.79, SD = 1.2
28), t
(193) = 7..38, p < .001.. And finally, perfectly suppporting our hyypothesis, wheen the key-woord “inferior”
” was
measured within a meanning-giving seentence, then pparticipants reesponded with a moderate (C
Cohen’s d = .93, r
= .42) andd significantly higher
h
intensitty (M = 2.14, SSD = 1.36) thaan when measuured in isolatioon (M = 1.57, SD =
1.12), t (1993) = 6.44, p < .001.
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Table 1. Scale inter-correlations and descriptive statistics

1
2
3
4

Variable
“Small”
“Embarrassed”
“Mortified”
“Inferior”

1
.57*
.52*
.44*

Within a context
(meaning-giving sentence)
2
3
4
.54*
.45*

.72*

-

1
.49*
.38*
.34*

In isolation
(without meaning-giving sentence)
2
3
4
.60*
.68*

Mean
3.30
3.77
2.51
2.14
1.86
2.62
SD
1.86
1.96
1.55
1.36
1.40
1.87
Note. N = 194. Response scale ranged from not at all (1) to very much (7).

.73*

-

1.79
1.28

1.57
1.12

4. Discussion
There are several ways to tap into the symbolic emotion-words used in a language if deploying a questionnaire.
Some prefer to list isolated key-words for participants to rate (e.g., Smith et al., 2002). Others choose to place the
key-words within a meaning-giving sentence and then let participants rate these sentences (e.g., Gausel et al.,
2012). Even though there can be good reasons for both designs, we had argued that the latter would be preferable.
Our conviction is mainly based on the knowledge we have from the semantic field that a word in itself have an
unclear meaning until it is placed within a sentence that allows correct interpretation (Davidson, 1984).
As a single word can mean many things depending on how it is used, a participant that is asked to rate an
isolated word (i.e., without a meaning-giving sentence) may be insecure about its meaning, and as a consequence,
rate the word with lower intensity. In contrast, if the word is placed within a meaning-giving sentence, then the
participant may be more secure about its meaning, and as a consequence, rate the word with higher intensity.
Consistent with this hypothesis, the isolated emotion-words almost doubled in their mean-levels when placed
within a meaningful sentence that allowed for a precise interpretation.
In fact, as around 95% (give or take some) of the definition of the word “small” is defined by something else
than emotion (in both English and Norwegian language), the wide usage of this word renders the possibility that
it can be interpreted widely as well. This is underlined by the large standard deviation (SD = 1.40, related to the
mean it constitute 75.3%) for the isolated word “small” (M = 1.86). Had the word “small” always had this wide
meaning then one should expect that this large disagreement would reflect itself within a sentence as well. But in
comparison, when the word “small” (M = 3.30) is within a sentence, it has a standard deviation of 1.86, that,
when related to the mean constitute 56.4% - a significant difference of 18.9%, z (194) = 3.93, p < .001. Hence,
the word “small” is less disagreed among when placed within a meaning-giving sentence.
Taken together, this result support semantic philosophers’ view that single words carries with it little meaning
unless it is placed within a meaning-giving sentence (e.g., Donaldson, 1984; Quine, 1960; Tomassi, 1999;
Wittgenstein, 1958) and it supports the sentence-based design of statements that some quantitative researchers
promote (e.g., Gausel et al., 2012).
4.1 Possible Limitations
That said, we must acknowledge at least two limitations. First, the low intensity ratings of isolated
emotion-words may be explained in a different manner. As unpleasant (and especially self-critical)
emotion-words might have serious impact on participant’s self-esteem (Gausel et al., 2012), they are often
avoided (e.g., Beck et al., 1986; Gausel, 2012; Lewis, 1971). Avoiding the impact of such emotion-words seems
easier when they are placed outside of a meaning-giving sentence. In such cases, the participant has the
possibility to deem the isolated emotion-words as less meaningful and therefore rate them lower. This tendency
to avoid unpleasant emotions words by rating them lower might explain the low mean levels on unpleasant
emotion words generally found in questionnaire research (Leach, Zeineddine, & Čehajić-Clancy, 2013).
Secondly, our study was conducted in the Norwegian language. As there are differences between languages, the
words might also differ in their usage and definitions so some words might have a more specific meaning and
other words a less specific meaning. Nevertheless, in the Norwegian language the word “liten” (i.e., “small”) like in English - is a widely used word. According to the most influential Norwegian dictionary,
Riksmålsordboken (Guttu, Skadberg, & Wettergren-Jensen, 1977), the word “liten” (i.e., “small”) is explained
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with 18 lines where approximately 5.6% refer to an emotional experience. Although this indicates that this word
has slightly more informative meaning concerning an emotional experience in Norwegian than in English (3.3%),
it can be compared to its usage in the English language.
4.2 Practical Implications
In order to design a questionnaire that measure emotion-words, one must accept that the meaning of words
derives from their relation with other words within a sentence (Davidson, 1984). A word simply cannot be
isolated from the semantic context where it belongs and then be expected to keep its original and precise
meaning. Hence, a questionnaire with a list of single emotion-words removed from its semantic context (i.e., a
meaning-giving sentence) will likely produce systematic errors of a kind that undermines the genuine attempts
by the researcher to understand what participants mean with their ratings. In fact, such an approach might
produce a Type II error as the researcher cannot be sure that the instrument measures what it is believed to be
measuring.
In addition to the above, as science is indeed an international activity, scientific results are read and produced
across several languages. As each language has its own variation in the usage of emotion-words, one might risk
that the interpretation of emotion-words will vary considerably across linguistically different communities. To
place emotion-words within a meaning-giving sentence instead of measuring them in isolation, will help reduce
this variation to one type of use, thus minimizing the risk of misinterpretation across languages as well.
5. Conclusion
Emotions are subjective experiences. Therefore, we need a semantic context that can provide an emotion-word
with meaning so we can understand what people mean when they use emotion-words, and so they can understand
what we mean with the emotion-words that we ask them to rate. As seen in this study, when unpleasant
emotion-words are presented within a sentence, then our participants rated these words with significantly higher
intensity than when presented to them in isolation. Consequently, for a more precise understanding, we
researchers need the linguistic context rendered by a full sentence in order to be fairly sure that we measure what
we think we measure. This is very important because the number of well-formed utterances within a language
allows for far more variation and interpretation than what is offered by a lexicon definition of a word.
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