This paper looks at three hypotheses: that regardless of the financially
or bad years of a corporation, the communication in the annual letters to the stockholders will be predominantly positive; that negative
words are less frequent in a financially good year than a bad year; and that
German readers also tend to accept the same preferred, positive words as
Americans. All hypotheses were sustained after viewing 12 annual letters
to stockholders in 1975 and 12 letters in 1977.
The Pollyanna Hypothesis provides a fertile area for further research:
into business letters, business speeches, or other areas which fall into the
genre of written or oral business communication.
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WE DO NOT OFTEN READ BOOKS written in 1913, particularly about an eleven-year-old girl in a red gingham dress. Yet,
during that year a book was published which later became the
genesis for this paper: The Pollyanna Hypothesis. A brief monologue from that book will provide some insight into the concept:
There! Isn’t this lovely? Is it far? I hope ’tis-I love to ride ... Of
course, if ’tisn’t far, I shan’t mind, though, ’cause I’ll be glad to get
there all the sooner, you know. What a pretty street! I knew ’twas
going to be pretty....1

Pollyanna has come to represent a class of persons who are
eternal optimists; who refuse to see the negative side of life;
who see delight, sunshine, positiveness, and sweetness beyond
measure.

Hence the purpose of

our

paper:

can we see

reflections of the

Pollyanna Concept in business writing? Are there opportunities
for further investigation?
We will limit our analysis to one aspect of written communication : the letter of the President or Chairman of the Board to
shareholders in the annual report. Three hypotheses relating to
business communication will be discussed:
1. Positive words occur more frequently in annual letters to
stockholders regardless of a financially good or bad year.
2. Negative words occur less frequently in a good year than a
bad year.
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3. German respondents will parallel American respondents
when viewing positive and negative words in isolation.
Stated another way, we are interested in this question: Is there
any kind of linguistic correlation between a year of profit and a
year of loss as expressed in the annual letter to stockholders?

PREVIOUS RESEARCH
It is not our intent in this brief paper to review all the research
the Pollyanna Hypothesis. A few sample assertions will give
the reader some major research generalizations: positive, affirmative words are used more often than negative words (Postman,
1958),~ similarly supported by Jenkins, Russell, and Suci
(1958).3 The value of a word affects word frequency (Johnson,
Thompson, and Frincke, 1960);~ words rated as good were
higher in meaningfulness than words rated negatively (Noble,
1952);~ recall of pleasant events over the unpleasant was in the
majority (Johnson and Lim, 1961 );6 the goodness-frequency
relation is present in all word classes (Johnson, 1966 );’ and
positive words are learned faster than negative nonsense syllable
words (Ainsfeld and Lambert, 1966).8
In 1968, the most comprehensive review of all the literature
on the subject was offered in a brilliant monograph by Zajonc
(1968)9 who proposed a counter hypothesis that frequency of
usage affects word value correlation, later restated by him in
Psychology Today (1970)10 and still later in a statement with
Harrison (1970)Y
A recent book entitled The Pollyanna Principle: Selectivity
In Language, Meaning, and Thought summarized all the studies
referred to above and also included some small research projects
on the topic.&dquo;
Eleanor Porter’s 1913 Pollyanna had no idea that her work
would spawn an entire research genre, or would in 1969 become
part of a scholarly definition, or have a principle named after
her: &dquo;The Pollyanna Hypothesis asserts that there is a universal
tendency to use evaluatively positive words (E+) more frequently and directly than evaluatively negative words (E-) in commuon

nicating.&dquo;13
Nowhere in the above cited literature is attention given to
business communication. Therefore, it is our intent to adapt
some of the psychological principles and apply them to business
communication, to which we shall now turn.
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METHODOLOGY
Our approach is to apply a quantitative content analysis which
analyzes positive-negative words in context, as opposed to viewing words in isolation as previous studies have done. Two aspects
of the first and major hypothesis deserve comment. First, we
will specifically examine one facet of business communication
within two variables: a financially good and a financially bad
year. Second, we will analyze positive and negative words in
context.
Three steps make up our methodology:
(2) determination of positive and negative
summary and analysis.

Sample

(1) sample selection;
words; and (3) data

Selection

The sample for the first three hypotheses consisted in viewing
letters to stockholders in twelve corporations in two financially
different years: a good year, 1977, and a bad year, 1975.
Corporate annual reports were chosen as the sample. They are
accessible; addressed to a corporation’s most important audience, its stockholders; and are issued on an annual basis. Furthermore, they were 1-4 page statements of persuasion where
the writer attempted to influence readers.
Second, common good and bad years were sought to hold
time as constant. Due to the need for common periods, overall
economic conditions were used to determine the two years. We
chose 1975 as the financially bad year since a severe recession
occurred then; and 1977 as the good year since therein many
companies reported record earnings.
Finally, the Dow Jones’ 30 Industrials were used as the pool
of candidate corporations. Also, the effect of bias present in
certain industries would be reduced since these companies are
involved in a wide range of business activities. Twelve corporations fit our criteria and became the sample for this study. 14

Determination of Positive and

Negative Words

Three parts made up our classification process. First, a list of
base antonym pairs totalling 356 words was selected for determining positive and negative words in context. That is, we first
had to determine which of two opposite words were positive
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negative in tone. This list came from two sourcreated
148 of our antonym pairs and we added
Zajonc,15
30 more, primarily from the business world. Our additional 30
antonym pairs had to receive 100 percent agreement between
24 business professors before being added to the original 148
antonym pair list of Zajonc.
Following the additions, the entire list was given, occasionally rearranged, to over 100 students in the Graduate School of
Business at The University of Michigan. Students circled the
preferred word in each pair and thus determined the preferred
word in isolation. Our results were not dissimilar from that of
Zajonc’s original list of antonyms; but we included this step in
order to position the added business terms into the preferrednonpreferred category. Exhibit 1 suggests the percentage of persons choosing the preferred word, the nonpreferred word, and
the frequency data as compiled in the Thomdike-Lorge Land which

were

ces :

count. 16
As preparation for further research, we also translated the
356 words into German to determine whether a different culture would select the identical preferred word in their native
language as did Americans.
Second, we read the 24 annual letters to stockholders recording occurrences of each of our base 356 words. Third, each
occurrence of a word was placed into one of three classifications
according to contextual usage; for example, the following
italicized words were classified as positive:

Positive Statements
1. The demand for our products is very high.
2. We expect costs to rise further, but at rates below those of
the past two years.
The reader will see that in statement 2, below is a positive
word in context since costs will be rising at a lower rate. In an
isolated pair, below is a negative word when paired with about.
Words which reflect unfavorably on corporate goals are classified as negative, for example, the following italicized words:

Negative Statements
or

1. Net income decreased 46.2%
$5.68 a share in 1974.

compared with $1,544,745,
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2. The OPEC nations, because of their consolidated position,
able to increase crude oil prices about $1 per barrel in
October.
In statement 2 above, able and increase are negative in context
since higher oil prices imply higher costs, a negative in business.

were

When choosing the more preferred, positive term in isolation as
able-unable and increase-decrease, the terms able and increase
are positive words.
Words which reflect neither favorably or unfavorably were
classified as neutral, for example, the following italicized words:

Neutral Statements
1. In this Annual report, we have set down another such
statement of policy.
2. This is evident in the chart below that shows the comparative price movements of (our products) and competing materials
since 1970.

Our neutral classification implies that certain antonymic
words sometime have no effect on tone. Down and below are
both negative alternatives, yet appear to have neither a favorable nor unfavorable impact on corporate goals.
Data

Summary and Analysis&dquo;

Exhibit 2 shows the breakdown of the percentage of positive,
neutral, and negative words in each of the 24 letters. It is this
exhibit which allowed the first hypothesis to be tested, namely,
that positive words occur more frequently than negative in annual letters to stockholders regardless of whether the involved
corporation has had a financially good or bad year. The t-statistics were 7.05 for 1975, and 17.0 for 1977, exceeding the t-value
of 1.796 needed for acceptability at the 95 percent level of confidence.
Exhibit 3 shows the percentage point change in positive and
negative words from 1975 to 1977 for each of the 12 corporations. The second hypothesis-that negative words occur less
frequently in a good year than a bad one-is upheld by a tstatistic of 2.32, which also exceeded the minimum level of
acceptability at the 95 percent confidence level.
One other comparison was completed which answered this
question: Would the identical English antonym when translated
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produce a similar preferred (positive) and nonpreferred (negative) list? This addition to the study was included
into German

because the writers will in the future review German annual reports, specifically the annual letter to stockholders, to determine
whether the Pollyanna Hypothesis crosses cultures in business
communication. The data is recorded in Exhibit 4.
Fourteen of the 178 antonym pairs have 100 percent agreement across cultures as to the preferred word. Indeed, over half
of the preferred words selected from the 178 antonym pairs
have 90 percent agreement in both languages; this is beyond
mere chance. An additional interesting query-to be developed
further-involves why certain antonym words in German receive
100 percent agreement but not in English, and vice versa. The
tentative data suggests that the Pollyanna Hypothesis transcends
linguistic barriers.

CONCLUSIONS
1. The main

hypothesis of the study is valid; i.e., positive words
frequently than negative words in annual letters to
stockholders regardless of the corporation’s financial position.
Hence, a financially bad year will include prose statements positive in nature which belie statistics reporting the negative year.
One could infer that the annual letter is thus used to underplay
the negative news, replacing it with positive conclusions.
2. Negative words are less frequent in a financially good year
than a bad year. This conclusion seems logical in view of the Pollyanna Hypothesis and would further support the hypothesis that
in any year the positive words would outnumber the negative.
3. Over half of the preferred words selected from 178 German
antonym pairs had a frequency relationship similar to that of
English. In fact, 100 words of a pair were preferred at an agreement level of 90 percent and above. This suggests that the Pollyanna Hypothesis is not limited to English, but has similar reflecoccur more

tions in German.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH
What does the above information portend for the annual reas a piece of business communication? The conclusions of

port
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this and earlier studies are starting points for further research into the field of positive and negative words and their effect on
interpersonal communication. The hiding of negative information
through excessive positive words suggests a contradiction between the financial figures and the prose treatment by management. Therefore, a number of important areas still need to be

investigated.
First, studies similar

to this one based on contextual word
definition need to be undertaken on a much larger scale. This
study was relatively small, 24 letters, and may serve as a pilot
for further research.
Second, in the area of business communication, research into
stockholders’ reactions to letters of varying positive to negative
ratios could be undertaken to provide quantitative support for
the ratio affect on tone assumption.
Third, studies similar to this one based on contextual word
definition could be undertaken in fields other than business
communication. For example, interesting research opportunities
exist in the areas of legal briefs and political speeches and writings.
Finally, similar studies could be undertaken in different cultures. The universality of the main hypothesis could be tested
in numerous cultures.

EXHIBIT 1

Preference and

Frequency for

Business Terms
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EXHIBIT 1, Continued
Percent and

Frequency for Business

Terms

EXHIBIT 2
Classification of Words in Context
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EXHIBIT 3

Percentage

*Change

=

Point Change* in Classifications
from 1975 to 1977

1977 Percentage -1975

Percentage

EXHIBIT 4

Percentage of Preferred Word Agreement
English and German Antonym Pairs

Between
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EXHIBIT 4, Continued

Percentage of Preferred Word Agreement
English and German Antonym Pairs

Between
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