
Although emotional word norms are easily accessible 
to investigators (see, e.g., Bellezza, Greenwald, & Banaji, 
1986; Bradley & Lang, 1999), no normative data are read-
ily available for a specific kind of emotional word: taboo 
words. The category of taboo words, broadly defined, in-
cludes profanities, vulgarities, sexual terms, racial epithets, 
and other insults (see Jay, 1992, 2000, for comprehensive 
treatments of taboo semantics). Cognitive psychologists 
and other investigators have used taboo words to demon-
strate the effects of emotion in a number of domains of 
information processing; they are associated with enhanced 
attention (Anderson, 2005), superior recall (Jay, Caldwell-
Harris, & King, 2008), and heightened autonomic response 
(Harris, Ayçiçegi, & Gleason, 2003; LaBar & Phelps, 
1998) relative to emotionally neutral words.

Taboo words are also processed differently than are other 
kinds of emotional words. Word emotionality tends to be 
defined along dimensions of valence (evaluation: nega-
tive to positive) and arousal (the quality of being exciting 
or attention grabbing, often measured physiologically). 
The defining feature of taboo word emotionality is high 
arousal. Indeed, comparisons between low-arousal nonta-
boo words and taboo words have yielded differences in 
patterns of neural activity associated with initial word pro-
cessing that correspond to differences in attention. That is, 
taboo words are processed more automatically (Kensinger 

& Corkin, 2004). A related finding is enhanced memory 
for taboo words relative to low-arousal valenced words 
(Jay et al., 2008; Kensinger & Corkin, 2003, 2004). Taboo 
words have also been shown to enhance repetition priming 
relative to low-arousal words (Thomas & LaBar, 2005).

The purpose of the present study was to provide nor-
mative data for taboo words, and as such it is novel in 
several ways. To begin with, taboo words are noticeably 
absent from standard measures of written frequency (e.g., 
Ku era & Francis, 1967). Jay (1992) provided missing 
frequency data through a record of taboo words as spo-
ken utterances (1986 field study) and provided both fre-
quency and tabooness data for taboo words that are based 
on subjective ratings (1977 and 1978 rating studies). In 
the 1977 study, a small, complementary set of nontaboo 
words was rated for frequency and tabooness. With this 
exception, however, no study exists in which taboo and 
neutral words have been compared along the same kinds 
of frequency measures, which makes relative judgments 
of frequency across word type difficult. Whereas neutral 
and valenced nontaboo words can be quantified in terms 
of their emotional qualities and written frequency, taboo 
words are often compared alongside these words using 
incomparable frequency estimates (e.g., from the Inter-
net; Kensinger & Corkin, 2003). For this reason, partici-
pants in the present study were asked to rate sets of taboo, 
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nontaboo concept words suggests that this might not be 
the case, taboo word imageability ratings are necessary to 
establish this point with confidence.

The emotionally valenced nontaboo words that were 
used in this study comprise sets of positive and negative 
words that have been normed previously by Bradley and 
Lang (1999). It was anticipated that the inclusion of emo-
tional nontaboo words and the valence rating would be 
useful for investigators who are interested in manipulat-
ing arousal (as well as valence). In this case, the nontaboo 
emotional words can be construed as a medium-arousal 
category, and taboo words can be considered high arousal 
by comparison. Further, both the positive and negative sets 
that were rated here were constructed in such a way that 
there were high- and low-arousal sets within each. This 
within-set control for arousal level may not have entirely 
disentangled the contributions of valence and arousal to 
word emotionality, but it was an effort to make these qual-
ities as independent as possible.

Taboo word valence was systematically assessed for the 
first time in this study. Small samples of taboo words have 
been shown to be negatively valenced, although valence 
norms for taboo words are not widely available. This is an 
interesting research question, both because valence ratings 
will be practically useful and because some investigators 
(e.g., Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & Vohs, 2001; 
Rozin & Royzman, 2001) have noted a positive–negative 
asymmetry within language: more variability within cat-
egories of negative emotion words; more words for nega-
tive emotions and states; more strongly negative words 
than strongly positive words, and so forth. This study 
was a first attempt to examine the structure of the taboo 
lexicon with respect to both valence and arousal. Thus, it 
should be possible to determine whether the distribution 
of ratings skews consistently with the negativity bias.

Finally, within the set of neutral words that were used 
in this study, both category-related and category-unrelated 
words were defined. This distinction was intended to ad-
dress a question that arises in memory and attention re-
search that uses taboo words: Should taboo words be con-
sidered a distinct, cohesive category of words? In studies 
that have related emotional words to control sets of neutral 
words, category-related neutral words were often chosen 
because of the possibility that emotional effects are due 
to organizational processes that are a function of category 
coherence (e.g., negative-valence emotional words com-
prise a category of “bad things”) rather than, or in addition 
to, arousal or valence. When category-unrelated neutral 
words are compared with emotional words, effects for the 
emotional word set that are attributable to semantic relat-
edness do occur. For example, in a recognition memory 
test, an increase in false-positive responses to emotional 
words due to “semantic cohesion” of the emotional word 
set has been demonstrated (Maratos, Allan, & Rugg, 
2000). When category-related neutral words have been 
compared with emotional words, some evidence has sup-
ported a strong version of the semantic relatedness claim 
(e.g., Talmi & Moscovitch, 2004), but the bulk of the data 
have suggested that semantic relatedness is at best a par-
tial explanation, unable to fully account for emotional ef-

emotionally valenced, and neutral words using the same 
method and scales.

A novel feature of the rating procedure that was used in 
this study concerns the measures of frequency and inap-
propriateness. These measures take advantage of the sub-
jectivity inherent in rating studies by allowing raters to dis-
tinguish between their own judgments of a word and their 
estimations of the judgments of others regarding the word. 
For example, a word’s inappropriateness was measured 
both from the point of view of the rater (offensiveness) and 
in terms of how the rater perceived the inappropriateness of 
the word to society at large (tabooness). The necessity for 
this kind of within-dimension distinction comes from Jay’s 
(1992) finding about the inappropriateness of taboo words: 
The semantic or emotional property of the word per se may 
be different from the personal reaction of the rater to the 
word. Jay found that it is important to make it clear to a 
rater whether or not the rating is personally relevant; oth-
erwise, the rating will be a composite of personality factors 
and semantics in unknown proportions. In most experi-
ments, the question of whether the emotion elicited by an 
experimental stimulus comes from a personal reaction or 
from the more universal tabooness of the word has been 
unexplored. The present set of ratings should inform re-
searchers who are interested in disentangling the contribu-
tions of these factors. In this context, offensiveness ratings 
were expected to be lower than tabooness ratings, based on 
some raters’ tendencies to “act as if they are not offended 
by anything” (Jay, 1992, p. 161). Likewise, frequency was 
measured in terms of both how often the rater used words 
him- or herself (personal use) and how often the rater es-
timated the word to be used in general (familiarity). This 
distinction was made to complement the dual measures of 
inappropriateness, since there is a strong inverse relation-
ship between word frequency and inappropriateness (Jay, 
1992). It was expected that, for taboo words, personal use 
ratings would be lower than familiarity ratings, based on 
the demand characteristics of the experimental setting and 
on raters’ desire to appear as if their speech patterns were 
more socially appropriate than average.

Other novel contributions of this set of norms are arousal 
and imageability ratings; no set of published norms has 
compared taboo, emotionally valenced, and neutral words 
on arousal or imageability measures. It was expected 
that, consistent with much previous research (e.g., Harris 
et al., 2003; Jay et al., 2008; Kensinger & Corkin, 2004), 
taboo words would be rated as more arousing than either 
emotionally valenced or emotionally neutral words. Cur-
rently, no imageability data are available for taboo words, 
although some exist for valenced nontaboo words (see, 
e.g., Altarriba & Bauer, 2004). These data suggest that 
valenced words are comparable to abstract neutral words; 
that is, emotional words are not highly imageable. Im-
ageability ratings can be used to determine whether this 
nonemotional psycholinguistic factor contributes to taboo 
word effects that are otherwise assumed to be attributable 
to emotionality. For example, high imageability has been 
associated with enhanced memory (Dewhurst & Conway, 
1994; O’Neill, 2005). Although Altarriba and Bauer’s 
finding of relatively low imageability ratings for valenced 
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of 5.71 letters (SD  1.68) and 1.74 syllables (SD  0.74). Negative 
valence words contained an average of 5.70 letters (SD  1.51) and 
1.75 syllables (SD  0.72). The category-related neutral set aver-
aged 5.71 letters (SD  1.73) and 1.71 syllables (SD  0.78) per 
word, and the category-unrelated neutral set averaged 5.66 letters 
(SD  1.67) and 1.80 syllables (SD  0.58) per word. All of these 
word statistics are presented by word type in the Psychonomic Soci-
ety Archive of Norms, Stimuli, and Data, along with the ratings that 
were obtained in this study.

Measures
Because of the size of the word set to be rated, words were pre-

sented in two packets to allow participants to take a break halfway 
through the rating process. The order of the presentation of a par-
ticular word was counterbalanced in such a way that it appeared the 
same number of times in the first packet as in the second packet 
across all participants. Two randomizations of each packet were con-
structed to further control for order effects. Thus, four randomized 
complete word lists were constructed. In order to be consistent with 
the ANEW ratings, each word was rated on a scale of 1 to 9, with 9 
being the highest possible rating, for seven qualities: personal use, 
familiarity, offensiveness, tabooness, valence, arousal, and image-
ability. Personal use was defined as the extent to which a participant 
used the word him- or herself. Familiarity was defined as the extent 
to which a participant had heard, read, or otherwise encountered 
the word in any setting (e.g., in a conversation with friends or in 
a movie). Offensiveness was defined as the extent to which a par-
ticipant found the use of the word personally offensive or upsetting. 
Tabooness was defined as the extent to which a participant viewed 
the use of a word as offensive or upsetting to people in general. For 
this rating, participants were encouraged to think of the word being 
used in multiple contexts and by multiple types of speakers. Valence 
was defined as the extent to which a participant found the word 
good or bad, with larger numbers representing positive evaluation, 
smaller numbers representing negative evaluation, and a value of 5 
indicating neither positive nor negative evaluation. Arousal was de-
fined as the extent to which a participant found the word exciting or 
attention grabbing. Imageability was defined as the extent to which 
a participant found it easy to form a mental image of the word. The 
instructions are presented in Appendix A.

A short demographic questionnaire was also created. This ques-
tionnaire assessed age, sex, and English experience, and it included 
one question about religiosity (How religious are you?), measured 
on a scale of 1 to 5. Religiosity has been shown to be an important 
contributory factor to self-reported projected frequency of use for 
taboo words (Mabry, 1975).

Procedure
The materials and experimental protocol were approved for use 

with human subjects by the Institutional Review Board of the Uni-
versity of California at Los Angeles. Before the data-collection pe-
riod, participants were informed of the purpose of the study and 
were told that they would encounter offensive words during the 
course of the study. Participants were offered the opportunity to opt 
out of participating without penalty, but none chose to do so. Fol-
lowing the informed-consent procedure, participants completed the 
demographic questionnaire. Data collection began after an experi-
menter had read and confirmed participants’ understanding of the 
instructions for and the meaning of the rating scales. Participants 
completed the questionnaires individually; completion time was ap-
proximately 3 h, including a 5-min break.

RESULTS

Ratings of taboo, positive-valence, negative-valence, 
category-unrelated neutral, and category-related neutral 
words are presented in alphabetical order by word type in 
Appendix B. The top 10 taboo words are rank ordered on 

fects (see, e.g., Anderson, 2005; Doerksen & Shimamura, 
2001; Kensinger & Corkin, 2003). Both category-related 
and category-unrelated neutral words were included in 
the ratings in order to accommodate investigators who 
endorse either of the claims and wish to choose stimuli 
accordingly.

METHOD

Participants
Participants were 84 undergraduate students (34 men and 50 

women) from the University of California at Los Angeles. All were 
native English speakers. Participation was compensated with course 
credit. Data from 6 participants (1 man and 5 women) were excluded 
due to a failure to properly follow instructions.

Materials
Four hundred sixty words were included in the word ratings: 92 

taboo words, 184 emotionally valenced words, and 184 emotionally 
neutral words. Taboo words were defined as words that were socially 
inappropriate, stemming from several semantic domains, including 
religion (goddamn or hell ); sexuality, including both slang ( pussy) 
and clinical terms (vagina); scatology (shit); racial slurs (kike); and 
other insults (homo, whore, or bastard ). The words were selected 
from those that appeared in Jay (1992) as well as at the discretion 
of the experimenter.

Emotionally valenced words were selected from Bradley and 
Lang’s (1999) Affective Norms for English Words (ANEW). The 
ANEW database includes ratings for several hundred words on mea-
sures of valence and arousal; both measures range from 1 to 9. For 
valence, larger numbers indicate positive valence, and smaller num-
bers indicate negative valence; a rating of about 5 is neither positive 
nor negative. For arousal, larger numbers indicate high arousal and 
smaller numbers indicate low arousal; the average arousal rating is 
approximately 5. In the present study, the valenced set comprised 92 
positive and 92 negative words. Each valence was subdivided into 
high-arousal and low-arousal sets. The positive set was defined by an 
average valence of 7.40 (in both high- and low-arousal conditions); 
the high-arousal positive set had an average ANEW arousal rating 
of 6.22, whereas the low-arousal positive set had an average arousal 
rating of 4.56. Similarly, the negative set was defined by an average 
valence of approximately 2.8 (2.81 for the high-arousal set, and 2.80 
for the low-arousal set); the high-arousal negative set had an average 
ANEW arousal rating of 6.55, whereas the low-arousal negative set 
had an average arousal rating of 4.56. It is important to note that the 
average arousal values of the high-arousal sets did vary by valence. 
We suggest that this is a natural property of the emotional lexicon 
that is related to a negativity bias in information processing (see, 
e.g., Baumeister et al., 2001; Rozin & Royzman, 2001).

The category of neutral words was subdivided: 92 neutral words 
were category related (i.e., having to do with household objects 
[table] and activities [scrub]), and 92 were category unrelated (but-
ter or cannon). Neutral words were chosen from the ANEW data-
base and at the discretion of the experimenter. Where possible, va-
lence and arousal ratings were computed from the ANEW ratings to 
ensure that these sets were, in fact, emotionally neutral. According 
to the ANEW statistics, the category-related neutral set had an aver-
age valence rating of 5.21 and an average arousal rating of 3.88. The 
category-unrelated neutral set had an average valence rating of 5.25 
and an average arousal rating of 3.91. 

Written frequency was controlled across word set for all word 
types (except taboo words) according to Ku era and Francis’s (1967) 
norms. The average written frequency estimates for the positive, 
negative, category-related, and category-unrelated sets were 28.78, 
26.20, 27.84, and 28.59, respectively. Estimates of written frequency 
for taboo words were not provided in Ku era and Francis. Taboo 
words contained an average of 5.58 letters (SD  1.94) and 1.75 
syllables (SD  0.83). Positive valence words contained an average 
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ratings varied systematically by word type. The main ef-
fects of frequency measure and word type were signifi-
cant [F(1,455)  1,795.39, MSe  0.07, p  .001, 2

p  
.80, and F(4,455)  9.64, MSe  2.43, p  .001, 2

p  .08, 
respectively], as was the frequency measure  word type 
interaction [F(4,455)  45.14, MSe  0.07, p  .001, 

2
p  .28]. It should be noted that the taboo set was rated 

lower on the global measure of frequency than any other 
set [all ts(182)  3.43, ps  .001, uncorrected] except the 
category-unrelated set [t(182)  1.36, n.s.]. This result is 
somewhat difficult to interpret, and it may be qualified 
by the interaction. Post hoc t tests were significant by fre-
quency measure within each word type (all post hoc tests 
were evaluated using Bonferroni corrected alphas; note 
that uncorrected p values are reported here). This reflects 
an overall tendency for raters to provide higher familiar-
ity ratings than personal use ratings [all ts(91)  16.40, 
p  .001].The magnitude of the difference between the 
personal use and familiarity ratings, however, was numer-
ically largest for taboo words (personal use, M  3.64, 
SD  1.51; familiarity, M  4.79, SD  1.46), followed 
by negative words (personal use, M  4.40, SD  1.07; 
familiarity, M  5.30, SD  0.94), positive words (per-
sonal use, M  4.77, SD  1.02; familiarity, M  5.44, 
SD  0.86), category-unrelated neutral words (personal 
use, M  4.17, SD  1.09; familiarity, M  4.78, SD  
0.99), and, finally, category-related neutral words (per-
sonal use, M  4.66, SD  1.11; familiarity, M  5.13, 
SD  0.94). That is, raters thought they were more likely 
to encounter all types of words in various situations than 
to use the words themselves, a difference that was most 
pronounced for taboo words.

Inappropriateness Ratings
Offensiveness and tabooness ratings were significantly 

correlated for all word types (all rs  .56, ps  .001).
As with the frequency measures, a 2 (inappropriateness 

measure)  5 (word type) mixed ANOVA was conducted 
to determine whether inappropriateness ratings would 
vary systematically by word type. Both main effects of 
inappropriateness measure and word type were significant 
[F(1,455)  531.62, MSe  0.11, p  .001, 2

p  .54, 
and F(4,455)  343.35, MSe  0.75, p  .001, 2

p  .75, 
respectively], as was the frequency measure  word type 
interaction [F(4,455)  316.13, MSe  0.11, p  .001, 

2
p  .74]. That is, while the taboo set was rated as more 

inappropriate than any other set [all ts(182)  16.12, ps  
.001], raters tended to provide tabooness ratings that were 
higher overall than offensiveness ratings. An analysis of 
the interaction clarifies these effects. Post hoc tests were 
significant by inappropriateness measure for all word 
types [all ts(91)  3.38, ps  .001] except category-
 related words [t(91)  2.19; p  .03, uncorrected], for 
which the difference approached significance in the same 
direction. The magnitude of the difference between ta-
booness and offensiveness ratings, however, was much 
larger for taboo words (tabooness, M  4.83, SD  1.45; 
offensiveness, M  2.77, SD  1.12) than for the other 
word types: negative (tabooness, M  1.71, SD  0.56; 
offensiveness, M  1.45, SD  0.40), positive (tabooness, 

each rating scale and are presented in Appendix B. Single-
sex ratings are available in the Psychonomic Society Ar-
chive of Norms, Stimuli, and Data.

Validity of the Measures
Correlations between these data and other word norms 

were computed using Pearson’s r. Both frequency mea-
sures were significantly positively correlated with Ku era 
and Francis’s (1967) written frequency norms (377 shared 
words; personal use, r  .43, p  .001; familiarity, r  
.41, p  .001). Although these were significant relation-
ships, they were smaller than expected. Differences in the 
type of measure (subjective ratings vs. written frequency) 
and in the relative ages of the norms likely contributed to 
the magnitude of the effect.

Correlations were also computed between the present 
valence and arousal ratings and those in the ANEW data-
base. The valence ratings obtained in the present study were 
significantly positively correlated with those in ANEW 
(316 shared words; r  .94, p  .001). The arousal rat-
ings obtained in the present study were also significantly 
positively correlated with ANEW arousal ratings (r  .72, 
p  .001). The correlations between the single-sex analy-
ses of the present set of ratings and those in ANEW were 
as follows: valence for men, r  .89, p  .001; valence for 
women, r  .94, p  .001; arousal for men, r  .67, p  
.001; arousal for women, r  .68, p  .001.

For taboo words, both frequency measures were sig-
nificantly positively correlated with Jay’s 1986 estimate 
of spoken frequency (38 shared words; personal use, r  
.50, p  .001; familiarity, r  .52, p  .001; Jay, 1992). 
These frequency measures were also correlated with two 
other sets of spoken frequency estimates of taboo words 
that were reported in Jay and Janschewitz (2008b). Famil-
iarity ratings were significantly positively correlated with 
a 1997 estimate (31 shared words; r  .41, p  .02; the 
personal use correlation trends in the same direction but 
is nonsignificant). Both sets of frequency measures were 
also significantly positively correlated with an estimate 
from 2006 (46 shared words; personal use, r  .38, p  
.01; familiarity, r  .41, p  .005). The present set of 
ratings was most similar to sets of subjective frequency 
estimates from 1977 and 1978 that were reported in Jay 
(1992). Both frequency measures were significantly posi-
tively correlated with Jay’s 1977 frequency ratings (24 
shared words; personal use, r  .81, p  .001; familiarity, 
r  .80, p  .001) and Jay’s 1978 frequency ratings (63 
shared words; personal use, r  .71, p  .001; familiar-
ity, r  .78, p  .001). Jay’s rating studies also measured 
tabooness. Both inappropriateness measures were signifi-
cantly positively correlated with Jay’s 1977 tabooness rat-
ings (offensiveness, r  .56, p  .004; tabooness, r  .69, 
p  .001) and Jay’s 1978 tabooness ratings (offensiveness, 
r  .60, p  .001; tabooness, r  .59, p  .001).

Frequency Ratings
Personal use and familiarity were significantly corre-

lated for all word types (all rs  .92 or above; p  .001).
A 2 (frequency measure)  5 (word type) mixed 

ANOVA was conducted to determine whether frequency 
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ps  .001]. The neutral sets did not differ in arousal level 
[t(182)  2.16, p  .03, uncorrected].

The positive and negative sets did not differ from each 
other in arousal ratings [positive, M  2.92, SD  0.79; 
negative, M  2.89, SD  0.62; t(182)  0.31, n.s.]. As 
expected, the high- and low-arousal groups that were cre-
ated within each valenced set differed significantly in 
arousal ratings [positive high arousal, M  3.17, SD  
0.80; positive low arousal, M  2.66, SD  0.70; positive 
arousal, t(90)  3.26, p  .002; negative high arousal, 
M  3.20, SD  0.53; negative low arousal, M  2.57, 
SD  0.55; negative arousal, t(90)  5.57, p  .001]. 
The valenced sets yielded reliably higher arousal ratings 
than those of the neutral sets and reliably lower arousal 
ratings than those of the taboo set [both ts(182)  10.74, 
ps  .001]. The taboo set (M  4.34, SD  0.99) yielded 
significantly higher arousal ratings than those of all other 
word types [all ts(182)  10.74, ps  .001].

Imageability
A one-way ANOVA was performed on imageability 

ratings to analyze the ratings by word type, and the result 
was significant [F(4,455)  40.02, MSe  3.37, p  .001]. 
Post hoc tests indicated that the taboo, positive, and nega-
tive sets yielded comparable imageability ratings [taboo, 
M  4.54, SD  1.69; positive, M  4.90, SD  2.15; 
negative, M  4.40, SD  1.78; all ts(182)  1.71, n.s.], 
and all were lower in imageability than either the category-
related or category-unrelated sets [all ts(182)  3.91, ps  
.001, uncorrected]. The category-related set yielded image-
ability ratings reliably higher than those of the unrelated set 
[category- related, M  7.22, SD  1.13; category- unrelated, 
M  6.16, SD  2.22; t(182)  4.09, p  .001]. This may 
be because the set of category-related words, which denoted 
household items and activities, included more concrete neu-
tral words than did the category-unrelated set.

Sex Differences
For each measure, t tests of raters’ taboo means were 

conducted according to sex. Significant sex differences 
were found for personal use [t(76)  2.71, p  .008], 
arousal [t(76)  2.09, p  .04], and imageability [t(76)  
3.22, p  .002]. In all cases, men yielded ratings that were 
higher than those of women; that is, men reported that 
they used taboo words more often than women reported 
to (men, M  4.04, SD  1.10; women, M  3.38, SD  
1.04), men reported that they found taboo words more at-
tention grabbing than women reported to (men, M  4.75, 
SD  1.67; women, M  4.03, SD  1.37), and men re-
ported that they found taboo words more imageable than 
women reported to (men, M  5.16, SD  1.47; women, 
M  4.15, SD  1.29).

Since an analysis of individual words by sex was beyond 
the scope of this article, readers are encouraged to consult 
the Psychonomic Society Archive of Norms, Stimuli, and 
Data for single-sex ratings.

Religiosity
Raters’ taboo means were correlated with their scores 

on the religiosity item (How religious are you?), which 

M  1.21, SD  0.54; offensiveness, M  1.06, SD  
0.11), category- unrelated (tabooness, M  1.10, SD  
0.14; offensiveness, M  1.07, SD  0.11), and category-
related (tabooness, M  1.05, SD  0.14; offensiveness, 
M  1.02, SD  0.04). That is, the taboo set was rated 
significantly higher on both inappropriateness measures 
than were the other sets, though raters thought all types of 
words were more generally taboo than personally offen-
sive. This difference was pronounced in the taboo set and 
nearly negligible for other word types (with the possible 
exception of negative words).

Frequency–Inappropriateness Relationship
Jay (1992) found a strong inverse relationship between 

frequency and inappropriateness measures for taboo words. 
Because the present set of ratings decomposed those mea-
sures based on a point-of-view distinction—that is, to 
whom the rating applies—correlations were computed to 
determine whether this distinction affected the frequency–
inappropriateness relationship. Indeed, within the taboo 
set, it was found that the frequency measure of personal 
use yielded the predicted inverse relationship with both 
inappropriateness measures (offensiveness, r  .22, p  
.04; tabooness, r  .25, p  .02). Interestingly, the fre-
quency measure of familiarity did not yield this relation-
ship (both offensiveness and tabooness rs  .02, n.s.).

Valence
A one-way ANOVA was performed on valence rat-

ings to analyze the ratings by word type, and the result 
was significant [F(4,455)  363.58, MSe  0.39, p  
.001]. Post hoc tests attested to the validity of the valence 
manipulation: Both neutral sets’ valence ratings were 
approximately 5, indicating neither negative nor posi-
tive evaluation (category- related, M  5.11, SD  0.21; 
category- unrelated, M  5.05, SD  0.33); they were also 
statistically equal [t(182)  1.48, n.s.].

Comparisons between the positive-valence set and all 
other sets were significant [all ts(182)  15.20, ps  
.001], indicating that positive words were rated as signifi-
cantly more positive (M  6.29, SD  0.71) than all other 
word types. Likewise, the negative set (M  3.30, SD  
0.52) was rated as significantly more negative than the 
positive or neutral sets [all ts(182)  27.33, ps  .001]. 
There was no difference in overall valence rating between 
the negative and taboo sets [t(182)  2.05, p  .04, un-
corrected], although the taboo set trended in the direction 
of being rated slightly less negative than the negative set 
(taboo, M  3.54, SD  1.01). The taboo set was rated as 
significantly more negative than the positive and neutral 
sets [all ts(182)  13.68, ps  .001].

Arousal
A one-way ANOVA was performed on arousal ratings to 

analyze the ratings by word type, and the result was signifi-
cant [F(4,455)  272.68, MSe  0.43, p  .001]. Post hoc 
tests showed clear between-set differences in arousal. Both 
neutral sets yielded arousal ratings lower than those of any 
other set [category-related, M  1.56, SD  0.29; category-
 unrelated, M  1.66, SD  0.31; all ts(182)  14.31, all 
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a particular word. Although subjectivity in this case is 
problematic, rating studies are often the easiest or the only 
way to describe other word properties (e.g., offensiveness 
or arousal), and the present set of ratings exploited the 
aspect of subjectivity by offering the rater the opportu-
nity to make a point-of-view distinction within frequency 
and inappropriateness measures. The necessity for this 
distinction was validated in several ways. First, although 
some difference between the measures could be expected 
because raters were presented with two kinds of measures 
for the same quality, the differences between taboo word 
sets and other word sets were not of the same magnitude. 
Frequency measures for all word types showed that esti-
mates of one’s own use were lower than estimates of the 
likelihood of encountering the words from other sources, 
an effect that was especially large for taboo words. Like-
wise, although taboo words were rated higher than all 
other word types on both inappropriateness measures, 
the taboo set was rated as far more generally taboo than 
personally offensive, whereas the difference was quite a 
bit smaller for the other word types. Also, Jay’s (1992) 
strong inverse relationship between frequency and inap-
propriateness ratings for taboo words obtained only for 
the personal use measure. That is, the inverse relationship 
between taboo word inappropriateness and the frequency 
with which the word was used was apparent only when 
raters made frequency judgments about their own use. Fi-
nally, religiosity ratings were related to the inappropriate-
ness and (to a lesser extent) frequency measures only on 
the self-relevant dimensions of each.

The finding that the taboo set was more arousing but 
not of more extreme valence than the other word sets sup-
ports what has generally been assumed about taboo words: 
Their strong emotionality comes from arousal (see, e.g., 
Jay, 1992, 2000; Kensinger & Corkin, 2003, 2004). Taboo 
words were shown to be as imageable as both sets of va-
lenced nontaboo words; that is, they were less imageable 
than the neutral sets. This finding should be useful to in-
vestigators who wish to rule out high imageability as a 
possible explanation for emotion effects on information 
processing.

Regarding valence, these data show for the first time 
that the category of taboo words is most similar to that of 
negative words, supporting what has been suggested with 
smaller samples (e.g., Anderson, 2005). The semantic 
heterogeneity in the taboo category, however, should be a 
caveat to investigators: Individual differences and context 
are much more likely to influence the valence ratings of 
taboo words than to influence those of negative-valence 
words. That is, certain subcategories of taboo words (e.g., 
sexual terms) should not be considered uniformly nega-
tive in valence—a negative evaluation likely depends on 
the social or physical context (e.g., on experimental set-
ting vs. a conversation with friends) and participant-level 
variables (e.g., religiosity, age, or sex; see Jay & Jansche-
witz, 2008a, for a discussion of contextual variables that 
influence taboo word offensiveness evaluation). It should 
also be noted that the valence ratings that were obtained in 
this study may have been biased in the negative direction, 

was rated on a scale of 1 to 5 (M  2.79, SD  1.14). A 
significant positive correlation was obtained between reli-
giosity and taboo word offensiveness (r  .23, p  .04). A 
negative relationship between personal use of taboo words 
and religiosity approached significance ( p  .08). That is, 
raters who reported being more religious were more likely 
to report being offended by taboo words and marginally 
less likely to report using taboo words. It should be noted 
that religiosity was not significantly related to ratings on 
the associated frequency measure of familiarity, the as-
sociated inappropriateness measure of tabooness, or the 
arousal and imageability measures.

DISCUSSION

The experimental use of taboo words can benefit re-
searchers in psychology, neuroscience, and linguistics, but 
only if the qualities of the words are clearly defined. The 
set of ratings that are presented in this article should be 
useful to researchers who are interested in these words as 
emotional entities.

The present set of ratings describes several ways in 
which taboo words are different from emotionally va-
lenced and emotionally neutral words. The finding that 
both kinds of frequency estimates were lower for the 
taboo set than for most other sets contrasted with Jay’s 
(1992) claim that taboo words are as frequent in language 
as neutral words are. It is important to note, however, that 
these estimates may not accurately describe the actual 
(objective) frequency of taboo words in written or spoken 
language. The present set’s frequency measures corre-
lated strongly with Jay’s 1977 and 1978 rating studies (in 
Jay, 1992), but less so with his spoken estimates. Spo-
ken frequency data collected by Mehl and colleagues set 
rates of swearing from 0.5%–0.7% of words spoken per 
day (Mehl, Gosling, & Pennebaker, 2006; Mehl & Pen-
nebaker, 2003), or about 80 out of an average of 16,000 
words (Mehl, Vazire, Ramírez-Esparza, Slatcher, & Pen-
nebaker, 2007). Mehl and colleagues used a definition 
of swearing that is narrower than the definition that was 
used here (e.g., sexual terms were considered separately); 
according to the present definition, swearing is even more 
frequent. Also, considerable variability in spoken esti-
mates of taboo word use has been demonstrated at both 
the speaker level (e.g., some people curse frequently, oth-
ers very rarely; Mehl et al., 2006) and the word level. 
Jay suggested that the distribution of frequency of use 
may be different for taboo words than for neutral words, 
inasmuch as the relatively small taboo set includes a few 
words that are used quite frequently and others that are 
hardly used at all. In thousands of instances of swearing 
recorded in his field studies, 10 words comprised 80% of 
the data (Jay & Janschewitz, 2006).

Inconsistencies between records of written language, 
field studies of spoken language, and subjective estimates 
of language use raise the issue of which is the “best” or 
most accurate descriptive measure for a set of words. For 
frequency, subjective estimates may be relatively inaccu-
rate in describing how often a person uses or encounters 
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tivity in one’s native language than in a second language 
(Harris et al., 2003), a finding that correlates with behav-
ioral evidence that has shown that the emotional force of 
taboo words decreases with the order in which additional 
languages are learned (Dewaele, 2004). The correlations 
between religiosity and some of the measures in this study 
also attest to the influence of individual differences on 
taboo word evaluation.

Similarly, context plays a considerable role in how the 
emotionality of taboo language is perceived (Jay, 1992, 
2000; Jay & Janschewitz, 2008a), but these ratings were 
made independently of biasing context. Even with these 
limitations, however, this study has shown that taboo 
words do not behave like other word categories, partic-
ularly in the distinctions within frequency and inappro-
priateness measures, and on the arousal measure. Future 
studies should expand on the dimensions examined here 
in conjunction with psychological variables (e.g., sexual 
anxiety, age, cultural background) and contextual vari-
ables (e.g., speaker–listener relationship, location).

Finally, an examination of taboo word properties by 
gender should be conducted for a subset of taboo words 
that have been shown to be particularly offensive to males 
and females (as in Jay, 1992, 2000).

Taboo Words As a Category
Talmi and Moscovitch (2004) make the important 

point that semantic relatedness accounts at least partially 
for some effects of emotional words, particularly in the 
context of memory and attention research; accordingly, 
category-related neutral words are often used as neutral 
foils to control for effects of category cohesion among 
taboo words. Considering the substantial variability in 
the semantic domains that make up the taboo lexicon, 
it is important to stress that to be considered a category, 
taboo words should be related in meaning. That is, emo-
tional meaning should be considered distinct from se-
mantic meaning, and researchers who limit neutral foils 
to category-related words should also limit taboo words 
to a certain taboo subcategory (e.g., sexual terms). The 
experiments by Anderson (2005) were well-constructed 
in this respect; valence was used to define categories of 
emotional words.

The data that are presented here show that the “cate-
gory” of taboo words is not statistically similar to negative-
 valence or positive-valence words or to category-related 
or category-unrelated neutral words, and could not easily 
be equated with those categories on a number of dimen-
sions, except letter and syllable length (see Mabry, 1975). 
A more thorough and accurate understanding of taboo 
words would necessitate a subdivision of the present cat-
egory along various dimensions (e.g., semantic category, 
valence, degree of arousal, and tabooness); until then, it 
will be difficult to be confident about the characteristics 
that are needed for words to match taboo words for stimu-
lus selection. More generally, it would be linguistically 
and anthropologically interesting to consider subcatego-
ries of taboo words in terms of the dimensions that have 
been considered in this study.

both because participants encountered these words in the 
experimental setting and because the layout of the rating 
sheets resulted in most participants making valence judg-
ments immediately after tabooness judgments.

A potential problem with these ratings concerns the 
extent to which participants rated the words on the basis 
of their denotative or connotative meaning. This may be 
a problem for the taboo set in particular, because emo-
tional, connotative meaning is such a salient quality for 
taboo words—often more so than the literal meanings of 
the words (Jay, 1992, 2000). Arguably, the connotative 
meanings of many taboo words are based on their status 
as “bad,” taboo, or socially unacceptable. Thus, evaluation 
based on connotative meaning may have contributed to the 
determination that the set as a whole was more negative 
than either the neutral or the positive sets. While this does 
not undermine the usefulness of the valence ratings—par-
ticipants in studies in which taboo words were used were 
almost never given instructions about how to interpret the 
meaning of the words—it may be fruitful to disambiguate 
this issue in the future.

Similarly, an effort should be made to examine emo-
tional and taboo words with multiple meanings. In the 
present study, when a particular word had more than one 
meaning, raters were not directed to base their ratings 
on a specific meaning. Explicitly providing this direc-
tion might have eliminated some confusion in the raters 
and made certain data cleaner (especially for mild taboo 
words, e.g., hump). It would also be interesting to focus 
specifically on words with multiple meanings in order to 
determine whether taboo meanings are consistently ac-
cessed primarily, secondarily, or in no particular order. 

A Note About the Sample
Although the sample in the present study was typical for 

experimental research, it is unlikely to accurately represent 
the population at large on a number of dimensions (e.g., 
age, educational level, or social-economic status). These 
factors may have influenced the ratings, particularly with 
respect to the point-of-view distinctions within frequency 
and inappropriateness categories. A college sample likely 
comprises relatively young, diverse, liberal, and open-
minded students, who are used to being in situations in 
which casual swearing is tolerated. Accordingly, students 
may be less personally offended by taboo words, or they 
may report using or encountering taboo words more often 
than would a random sample of older adults. Because the 
demographic characteristics of the college sample were 
not extensively assessed and noncollege samples were not 
recruited, these data should not be assumed to generalize 
to the population at large.

To compound this problem, the method of norming in-
volves averaging over individual differences, which elimi-
nates variability that contributes to one’s perception about 
the qualities of words. This is especially problematic for 
taboo words, because the meaning and emotional impact 
of taboo language depends on one’s unique psychologi-
cal, cultural, and neurological background (Jay, 2000). 
For example, taboo words elicit more autonomic reac-
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APPENDIX A 
Instructions for Word Ratings

In this study we are interested in how people perceive words. You will be given a list of words—your task is 
to rate each word according to the scales that are presented on this page. Please be as honest as possible in your 
judgments; they are very important to us! Work at a rapid pace and don’t spend too much time on each word. 
Make your ratings based on your first reaction to the word. You will be given a break halfway through.

Read the scales carefully before you start rating the words!

Personal use: How often do YOU use the word in any way—speaking or writing? Give a 1–9 rating:

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

I never use this word I sometimes use this word I use this word all the time

Familiarity: How often do you encounter the word? For example, you may hear it used in a conversation, 
on the radio, in a movie or on TV, or you may read the word in a magazine, book, on the Internet, etc. Give a 
1–9 rating:

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

I never encounter this word I sometimes encounter this word I encounter this word all the time

Offensiveness: How offensive is this word to YOU? Give a 1–9 rating:

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

I am not at all offended by this word This word is very offensive to me

Tabooness: How taboo or socially unacceptable is the word to people in general? Imagine the word being 
used at work, in a classroom, at a religious service, at a cocktail party, with friends, with family, etc. Give a 1–9 
rating:

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Not at all taboo Medium taboo Very taboo

Valence: How positive or negative is the word? Give a 1–9 rating:

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Strongly negative Not negative or positive Strongly positive

Arousal: How exciting is the word? Consider how much the word grabs your attention. Give a 1–9 rating:

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Not at all arousing Medium arousing Very arousing

Imagery: How easily does the word bring an image to mind? When you think of the word, can you picture 
what it is? If this is easy, the word is high in imagery. For example, a word like “apple” has more imagery than 
a word like “honor.” Give a 1–9 rating:

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Doesn’t bring an image to mind Brings a vivid image to mind

CHECK BACK TO THIS SHEET WHILE YOU ARE MAKING YOUR RATINGS

SO YOU REMEMBER WHAT THE SCALES MEAN!

If you have questions, ask the experimenter!

Thank you!

(Continued on next page)
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APPENDIX B 
Top 10 Taboo Words for Each Measure

Personal Use Familiarity

Word  M  SD Word  M  SD

stupid 6.60 2.09 shit 7.42 1.75
damn 6.52 2.27 fuck 7.14 2.11
dumb 6.39 2.01 stupid 7.13 1.84
pee 6.30 2.22 damn 7.05 1.84
lame 6.29 2.27 bitch 7.00 1.77
shit 6.23 2.47 ass 6.78 1.93
suck 6.16 2.25 dumb 6.71 1.96
ass 5.88 2.46 suck 6.59 2.22
butt 5.82 2.35 boobs 6.53 1.94
fuck 5.79 2.72 gay 6.53 2.14

Offensiveness Tabooness

Word  M  SD Word  M  SD

nigger 6.64 2.82 nigger 8.45 1.20
cunt 5.08 2.83 buttfuck 7.91 1.56
fag 5.08 2.81 motherfucker 7.75 1.63
cocksucker 5.00 2.82 cocksucker 7.73 1.68
chink 4.97 2.78 fuck 7.50 1.80
motherfucker 4.83 2.85 cunt 7.40 2.06
buttfuck 4.82 2.81 fag 7.13 2.04
bitch 4.60 2.54 chink 6.75 2.45
retard 4.52 2.56 blowjob 6.61 2.08
whore 4.45 2.62 pussy 6.60 2.01

Positive Valence Negative Valence

Word  M  SD Word  M  SD

orgasm 6.63 1.80 nigger 1.42 0.85
climax 6.04 1.26 motherfucker 1.80 0.92
breasts 5.51 1.29 fag 1.87 1.24
boobs 5.13 1.54 cunt 2.05 1.45
booty 4.97 1.03 whore 2.13 1.11
randy 4.83 0.94 cocksucker 2.16 1.16
nipples 4.79 1.23 bitch 2.18 1.18
vagina 4.79 0.96 hell 2.19 1.21
ejaculate 4.65 1.45 shithead 2.32 1.12
semen 4.64 0.96 slut 2.33 1.04

Arousal Imageability

Word  M  SD Word  M  SD

nigger 7.03 2.62 breasts 7.83 1.62
cocksucker 6.30 2.48 nipples 7.83 1.63
fuck 6.26 2.38 penis 7.82 1.78
motherfucker 6.22 2.55 boobs 7.78 1.56
pussy 6.03 2.12 butt 7.44 1.91
buttfuck 5.91 2.63 vagina 7.32 2.32
blowjob 5.77 2.51 balls 7.01 2.40
cunt 5.77 2.72 tits 7.00 2.29
orgasm 5.75 2.43 dildo 6.84 2.33
clit 5.48 2.57 ass 6.74 2.36
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