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Relationships among goodness-of-example,
category norms, and word frequency
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The relationship between two indices of the internal structure of natural-language categories,
goodness-of-example (as measured by subjects’ ratings), and item dominance (as assessed by
category-norm data) was assessed by correlational analysis. For all eight categories examined, the two
variables are significantly positively correlated. Item dominance also bears some positive relationship to
word frequency, while goodness-of-example does not.

Natural-language categories have internal structure, in
that not all members of a given category have equal
status within that category. One symptom of this
internal structure is goodness-of-example ratings; when
subjects are asked to rate various members of a category
on the basis of how well each item represents their idea
of the meaning of the category name, the subjects
concur in rating some items as being better examples of
the category than are others (Rosch, 1973, 1975). A
second symptom of the internal structure of categories
is item dominance in category norms; when subjects are
asked to list instances of a category, given only the
category name as stimulus, some items are listed with
much greater frequency across subjects than are others
(Cohen, Bousfield, & Whitmarsh, 1957; Battig &
Montague, 1969).

The speed with which subjects are able to judge that
a particular item is in fact a member of a given category
is influenced in similar ways by goodness-of-example
(Rips, Shoben, & Smith, 1973; Rosch, 1973) and by
item dominance (Wilkins, 1971; Loftus, 1973). It thus
seems plausible that the two variables, goodness-of-
example and item dominance, may be closely related
measures of the same underlying factor; in confirmation
of this, Rips et al. found evidence that the two variables
are highly correlated for the category bird.

Subsequent studies (e.g., Smith, Shoben, & Rips,
1974; Glass, Holyoak, & O’Dell, 1974) have tended to
assume that the correspondence between goodness-of-
example and item dominance is a general one, holding
across a variety of natural-language categories. In the
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present study, we use correlational analysis to show that
there is in fact a systematic correspondence between
goodness-of-example and item dominance for a variety
of categories. In addition, we examine the relationship
between each of these variables and word frequency.

METHOD
The item-dominance data used in the correlational
analysis were the data for eight categories from the

Battig and Montague category norms: bird, carpenter’s tool,
fruit, furniture, sport, vegetable, vehicle, and weapon. Word fre-
quency was determined for each item in the data by reference
to the Kucera and Francis (1967) tabulation, adding together
singular, plural, and possessive forms. The norms used for
goodness-of-example, for between 50 and 60 of the Battig and
Montague instances for each of the eight categories (including
all instances for each category which occurred 10 or more
times), were those constructed by Rosch (1975). Spearman
rank-order correlations between item dominance and goodness-
of-example, between item dominance and word frequency, and
between word frequency and goodness-of-example were
calculated for each category, using the Statistical Package for
the Social Sciences NONPAR CORR program (Nie, Bent, &
Hull, 1970).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The correlations computed between item dominance
and goodness-of-example, between item dominance and
word frequency, and between word frequency and
goodness-of-example are presented in Table 1. Type I
error was controlled at the .05 level (two-tailed) per
column of correlations using the adjusted-significance-
levels method. All of the correlations between item
dominance and goodness-of-example were significant.
Two of the eight correlations between item dominance
and word frequency were significant; all eight were
positive. None of the correlations between word
frequency and goodness-of-example were significant.

There is clearly a definite relationship between item
dominance and goodness-of-example, confirming the
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Table 1
Correlations Among Various Measures

Correlations

Item Dominance

Item Dominance Word Frequency

Categoryt With With With
Goodness-of-Example Word Frequency Goodness-of-Example

Bird (54) .69% .34 .00
Carpenter’s Tool (60) .74* .22 12
Fruit (51) 0% 42* .18
Furniture (59) 54 .22 -.27
Sport (59) S55% 22 .01
Vegetable (56) 74%* .38 -.07
Vehicle (50) ST* 46* .26
Weapon (60) 48* .20 -.27

FNumbers in parentheses indicate the number of instances for each category.

earlier results obtained by Rips etal. Thus, this
correspondence appears to be a general one across
natural-language categories. In addition, as item
dominance also shows some relationship to word
frequency, while goodness-of-example does not, good-
ness-of-example may be a more direct measure of the
common factor underlying the two variables of interest.
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