Edwin D. Lawson
Psychological Dimensions of Women’s Names:
A Semantic Differential Analysis

Zusammenfassung
Psychologische Dimensionen von Frauennamen:
eine semantische Unterscheidungsanalyse

Zur Beurteilung von Stereotypen der 518 haufigsten Frauennamen anhand von
sechs Dimensionen: Gut-Schlecht, Stark-Schwach, Aktiv-Passiv, Aufrichtig-Un-
aufrichtig, Intelligent-Dumm, und Ruhig-Gefiihlsbetont, wurden die ,,Osgood
Semantic Differential® bei 250 Mannern und 250 Frauen angewandt. Wahrend
schon frithere Untersuchungen an den ersten drei, oben genannten, Dimensionen
durchgefiihrt wurden, istdies das erste Mal, daB3 das Verfahren mit sechs Dimensionen
auf Frauennamen angewandt wurde. Die Ergebnisse bestitigen, dal es ,,unter-
schiedliche Stereotypen™ gibt und dariiberhinaus, daf3 es eine Anzahl von erheb-
lichen Unterschieden in der Auffassung von Mannern und Frauen gibt. Man kann
daraus schlieen, da diese ,,unterschiedlichen Auffassungen® (und Stereotypen)
zu,unterschiedlicher Behandlung* fiihren und zu Variationenin der Selbstachtung
des betroffenen Einzelnen.

At the 1984 meeting of the International Congress of Onomastic Sciences in
Leipzig, stereotypes held by men and women on over 450 men’s names were
reported. That research used the semantic differential (OSGOOD, SUCI, TAN-
NENBAUM; 1957) to measure attitudes on six dimensions: three were the original
ones of OSGOOD et al., Good-Bad, Strong-Weak, and Active-Passive and three
additional ones, Sincere-Insincere, Intelligent-Dumb, and Calm-Weak. The results
indicated: (1) there were different stereotypes of names, (2) there were general
correlations between men and women on five of the dimensions, but there were also
many significant differences on the names, and (3) that frequency of a name was
correlated with its score on the dimensions.

This investigation with over 500 women'’s names is a follow-up to that one. The
basic methodology is the same.
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Method

Concepts/Names Rated

Reference concepts and names were rated. The reference concepts were good and
bad, strong and weak, and active and passive, which were to represent the poles of
three assumed axes of Evaluation (E), Potency (P), and Activity (A). In addition,
sincere and insincere, intelligent and dumb, and calm and emotional were included
to measure poles on new dimensions. The list of 518 women’s names was taken
from DUNKLING (1977) who gives the estimated frequencies per 10,000 births
for names in the United States. In addition, the 1970 and 1983 first name frequency
lists of the Office of Vital Statistics of the New York State Health Department were
consulted.

The specific testing instrument used a set of rating scales for each concept or
nameevaluated. Each sethas nine 7-step subscales: (1) Kind-Cruel, (2) Weak-Strong,
(3) Fast-Slow, (4) Cold-Hot, (5) Large-Small, (6) Dishonest-Honest, (1) Happy-
Sad, (8) Delicate-Rugged, and (9)Sharp-Dull (the polarity of the scalesisalternated
to avoid a directional tendency). Scales 1, 6, and 7 measure the E factor; 2, 5, and
8,theP;3,4,and9, the A. In practice, the 12 reference concepts, good, bad, strong,
weak, etc. were presented in random order, followed by 52 names, also in random
order. The respondents were organized into 10 groups of 25 men and 10 groups of
25 women.

Respondents

The respondents were 500 students (250 men and 250 women) at State University
College, Fredonia who chose participation in aresearch project as a way of earning
a small amount of extra credit in an introductory psychology course. Testing was
done in group sessions with conventional semantic differential instructions.

Results

Results were analyzed using several computer programs developed for use with the
semantic differential by LAWSON, METIVIER and METIVIER (1984a, 1984b).
One of the measures for analysis suggested by OSGOOD is the D (Distance) score.
The D score is essentially a difference profile between ratings of two concepts on
the same subscale. Thus, scores on the nine subscales (KindCruel, Weak-Strong,
Fast-Slow, etc.) for the concept good would represent one profile, scores for the
concept bad, another profile. The D score is the sum of the differences on the
subscales and is found by the generalized distance formula D = vd2 in which d is
the difference in ratings of two concepts on the same subscale. The d’s of the nine
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subscale scores were combinedintoasingle D score. For concepts ornames perceived
as being close, such as good and ethical, D would be small; for concepts far apart,
suchas goodand bad, Dwould belarge. Foreach participant, D scores were computed
between each concept and each name.

The Wilcoxon matched pairs procedure (WILCOXON, WILCOX, 1964) was
used with the D’s for each name and reference concept to determine the degree of
proximity to either good or bad, strong or weak, active or passive representing the
E, P, and A dimensions. Similar computations were done for the new dimensions
of Sincerity, Intelligence, and Emotionality. The significance levels of the Wilcoxon
tests can be expressed in probability levels and standard scores. However, for
clarity, all of the original standard scores were recalculated on arange from O to 100,
with the high scores at the more positive end of the dimension. These results are
shown in Table 1. Thus, reading the scores in Table 1 on the Good/Bad dimension,
the score by men for Mary of 86 is actually so close to good rather than bad that the
probability of this occurring by chance is <.01. The score for women of 100 has a
significance level of <.0001. Scores were similarly derived for other dimensions.
The probability levels for the scores are shown at the bottom of Table 1.

The average scores were computed on the basis of the first five dimensions.
Experience with the men’s names had shown that the sixth dimension, Calm-
Emotional did not correlate with the other dimensions and this was confirmed with
the women’s names.
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Note. Within each group the following scores are significant at the levels
indicated: 21-27, 73-78 <.05; 14-20, 79-86 <.01; 7-13, 87-93 <.001 ; 1-6, 94-99
<.0001.

Differences between names on the same dimension wirthin a sex group are
probably significant at the .05 level if they are 17 units apart. The significance level
of the differences between the sexes is indicated by suffix letters following the
comparison pairs,
a=p<.05, b=p<.0l, c=p<.00l.

In determining the significance of scores between the sexes, not only is the
average or mean score important, but also the pattern of the scores.

Average scores for men and women were computed on only the first five
dimensions since the Calm-Emotional dimension did not correlate with the others.
As mentioned in the text, Calm appears to be a positive attribute for men whereas
for women, Emotional appears to be more of a positive attribute.
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Psychological Dimensions of Women’s Names

Note.Thelast column shows the rank of each name based on frequency. Thus, Mary
was the most common name on the campus and has arank of 1. Many names were
tiedin frequency resulting in giving the same rank to more than name. Barbara and
Kathleen both tied for position after rank 6, taking places 7 and 8. This resulted in
the rank of 7.5 being divided between them. For further information, please see the
note at the end of Table 1.

When comparisons are made between the sexes, several computations have to
be made using the Mann-Whitney test for independent groups (SIEGEL, 1956).
Because of the nature of the semantic differential, the assumed axes for E, P, and
A (and probably other dimensions as well) vary in length from sample to sample.
Thus, in order to test whether Linda (rating on Strong by men is 78; by women, 46)
isreally rated differently, itis first necessary to compare the Strong-linda scores for
men with those of women. It is also necessary to compare the Weak-linda scores
for men with those of women. These comparisons show that the Strong-linda scores
differ at the .05 level which is indicated by the suffix letter a following the scores
of 78 and 46 to indicate the difference level. The Weak-linda differences are not
significant. In this report the suffix letters indicate significance level between the
name and either reference concept. For further information on the procedure, see
LAWSON, METIVIER, and METIVIER (1984b).

In order to obtain some idea of the overall trend of the names, averages were
computed on the six dimensions for men and for women. Table 1 also shows in the
last column the rank for frequency of the names on the Fredonia campus. The names
which were not on the campus have an asterisk.

Table 2 shows the Fredonia names in rank order, the most common name, Mary,
ranks first followed by the others. It was possible to rank only the first 299 names
since only that number appeared on the campus during the time of this investigation.
Also, it is to be noted that there were a number of ties. This is accounted for by a
number of names with the same frequency.

Another way of looking at the data is to select from the sample of 518 names
those names with the highest average scores and those with the lowest. The top 20
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Table 3
High
High Scores
Name Ave/Men
288. Linda 85.2
400, Pat 82.0
419. Randi 81.6
203. Jacquelyn 80.6
477. Tanya 80.0
289. Lindsay 79.6
367. Merry 79.6
7. Alexandra 79.2
115. Dianna 78.8
266. Kristen 78.8
470. Susan 78.2
506. Vicki 78.2
39. Beth r 78.0
509. Victoria 77.6
22. Jenifer 77.4
383. Nanci 77.4
36. Bernadette 77.2
318. Lynn TIa2
17. Andrea 2720
319. Lynne 76.8
5. Agnes 31.0
388. Nellie 33104
395. Olive 34.8
47. Blanche 35.0
125. Edith 36.2
388. Nada 3752
370. Mildred 38.2
175. Glynis 39.2
474. Sybil 40.0
110. Delores 41.6
186. Helene 43.0
195. Ina 43.4
32. Beatrice 43.6
495. Una 43.6
42, Beulah ~ - 44,2
379. Myra 44.2
285. Lila 44.4
403. Patsy 44.8
145. Ernestine 45.2
167. Georgia 4572
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apd Low Average Scores for Names by Sex - Entire Sample

Rank

5.0
*

*
151.0
197.0

263.0
263.0
197.0
2.0
87.0
32.5
102.5
263.0

'263.0

197.0
36.0
71.0
64.0

263.0

263.0

263.0

197.0
*

48.
271.
391.
255.

a9.
434,
281.
238.
324.
367

25%

67.
227k
483.
226.
3335
254.
490.

64.
260.
515.
121.
370.
474.
140.
163%

47.
388.
110.
418.
503.
195.
494.

5.
439.
149.
502.
379.
376"
308.

Name
Bobbie
Kyle
Noel
Katherine
Bobby
Rosa
Leigh
Joni
Mae
Merry
Anne
Catherine
Jess
Terri
Jeri
Margo
Katharine
Toni
Carolyn
Kay
Winifred
Dora
Mildred
Sybil
Elvira
Gay
Blanche
Nellie
Delores
Ramona
Verna
Ina
Twila
Agnes
Roseann
Eugenia
Vera
Myra
Mona

Lu

84.6
84.6
84.4
83.4
83.2
81.4
80.2
79.8
79.2
79.2
78.8
78.0
78.0
77.8
77.6
77.6
77.4
77 .4
77,2
772
29.8
33.4
33.4
34.2
34.2
34.4
352
3552
36.2
36.8
372
37.4
38.8
39.8
40.4
40.6
40.6
41.0
42.6
42.8

Ave/Wom Rank

*

*

197.0



Psychological Dimensions of Women’s Names

and the bottom 20 were chosen for each sex. These results are shown in Table 3.
For these extreme groups the relationship between the averages and frequency can
be examined. Thus, for the men, 16 of the top-rated names were on the campus, but
only five of the lowest-rated names. For the women, 10 of the names in the high
group were on the campus and fourin the low group, giving asomewhat ambiguous
picture. So, for men, there appears to be some relationship between frequency of
women’s names and its positive value. This is not true for women.

Further analyses were performed by correlating scores on the names between
men and women and by frequency as is shownin Table 4. The correlations between
men and women are 39 or higher, which is highly significant, on all of the
dimensions except Calm-Emotional These compare with correlations of .53 or
higherin the investigation with men’s names, again, except for the Calm-Emotional
dimension.

Table 4

Correlations of Names Scores by Sex and Frequency
Good Str Act Sinc Int Calm Ave
Men X Women N=518 47 39 41 48 50 .01 .43

Names X Frequencies

Fredonia N = 299
Men 3 S et (e Al (e $D R D 81 w3 ()
Women 11 0707t sl O 281502 307005 .14

Note: correlations of .15 or higherare significantatthe .01 level using the Spearman
rho.
Average scores were computed on only the first five dimensions.

The final correlations report the relationship between dimensions and frequency.
It might be well to first recall the results with the men’s names. There, significant
correlations occurred between frequency and all dimensions except for the women
on Calm-Emotional. However, with women's names the results as shown in Table
4 show a mixed picture. While frequency correlates with both averages, the other
correlations are with Good, Sincere, and Intelligence for men; with Intelligence
only. for women.
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Discussion

The results of this investigation confirm that differential stereotypes exist ona
large number of women’s names. Also, there is a substantially high correlation of
the attitudes of men and women except on the Calm-Emotional dimensions (while
the men/women scores are correlated, there are, however, stillanumber of significant
differences of individual names).

The correlations between frequency of a name and its dimension scores have
been shown to be significant in four measures with men but in only two with
women. Thus, the role of frequency in regard to evaluation of women’s names is
ambiguous.

The difficulties with the Calm-Emotional dimension were somewhat forecast
in the previous research with men’s names.

Perhaps this is related to basic differences between the sexes in the perception
of the dimension itself. Post-survey interviews give some indication that men
associate calm as opposed to emotional as desirable, as control vs. impulsiveness,
whereas women make the association of calm with emotional coldness; emotional
with warmth or sensitivity. So, for men, calm is a positive value, but for women,
emotional is a positive value. A general pattern also seems to appear in that for
men’s names, the frequency of the name is positively associated with the dimensions.
This is true for both men and women. For women’s names, only men show
correlations between frequency and dimension and this on four of the seven
possible relationships.

How can we account for this? Fortunately, the LAWSON 1980 study also had
the concepts IDEAL MAN and IDEAL WOMAN. Those results indicate that both
men and women see the IDEALMAN as having high scores on the Good, Strong,
and Active dimensions. The IDEAL WOMAN has ascore as high as that of IDEAL
MAN on Good but considerably lower scores on Strong and Active.

These differencesin perception may explain partof the failure to find relationships
between frequency and Strong and frequency and Acrive. On women'’s names,
however, there may be an additional factor. In general, the literature on names
seems to suggest that where men’s names are concerned, both sexes like popular
names. With women’s names, variation seems to be more the pattern with the
popularity of women’s names being more cyclical.

One possible approach for further investigation would be to determine whether
there is arelationship between the semantic distance between the ideal woman and
each name oneach dimension and frequency, the hypothesis being that those names
closest to ideal woman on the six dimensions would have the greatest frequencies.
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