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EXPOSURE FREQUENCIES AND SENSATION-SEEKING: NO
NOVELTY EFFECT BUT AN UNEXPECTED EXPERIMENTER-
SUBJECT SEX INTERACTION

LAWRENCE W. LITTIG AND DOREEN BRANCH
Howard University

To test the hypothesis that individuals who are very sensitive to novel experiences do
not show the usual exposure frequence-preference pattern, high and low sensation-
seeking African-American subjects were exposed serially in random balanced order a set
of 10 Japanese ideographs at 0, 1, 3, 9, and 27 frequencies. Both high and low sensation-
seekers manifested the usual pattern of preference for stimuli exposed at higher
frequencies and no support for a novelty sensitivity effect was observed. There was
evidence of an unexpected experimenter-subject sex interaction confirming previous
reports of this phenomenon. Male and female subjects reacted differently to the total
experiment as a function of their level of sensation-seeking.

Keywords: sensitive to novel experiences, exposure frequence-preference pattern,
sensation-seeking, subject sex interaction

McClelland (1985) has suggested that individuals who are highly sensitive to novel
and/or very arousing experiences may not manifest the usual exposure frequency-
positive affect pattern. This research set out to examine this possibility by contrasting
exposure frequency preference patterns among subjects who are presumed to be more
or less reactive to novelty as they are classified as being high or low sensation-seekers
(Zuckerman, 1979).

Generally, the high sensation-seeking personality is considered to be one that is
looking for stimulation and that characteristic is satisfied by novelty in contrast to
more familiar stimuli which may be boring: low sensation-seeking personalities are
hypothesized to prefer to maintain a homeostatic condition and thus to favor more
familiar stimuli. A low sensation-seeking personality would be more likely to exhibit
the usual frequency of exposure preference pattern that has been observed by several
investigators (Moreland & Zajonc, 1977; Verneer, Barry, & Bousfield, 1933; Zajonc,
1980).

Another line of reasoning suggested that ethnicity might also affect the exposure
frequency phenomenon. Boykin (1978) has proposed that African-Americans may

25



EXPOSURE FREQUENCIES & SENSATION-SEEKING 26

have a relatively high level of psychological verve which he characterizes as an “...
increased affinity for stimulus change.” The present study was, therefore, initiated to
explore the relationship between exposure frequency preferences and the trait of
sensation-seeking in an African-American group with the expectation that this group
would be more likely to show a relationship between high sensation-seeking and
preference for infrequently experienced stimuli than would subjects in previous
experiments who were, it may be assumed with some surety, drawn from
predominantly white research participant pools. It was thought that McClelland’s
(1985) suggested relationship between high sensitivity to novel stimuli and a reversal
of the usual frequency of exposure-preference pattern (Zajonc, 1980) would be likely
to appear in high sensation seeking African-American subjects.

METHOD
SUBJECTS

The voluntary participants of this study were 20 male and 20 female African-
American undergraduate students selected from the Howard University subject pool,
between the ages of 18 to 24 years, who were assigned to the following categories: 10
high sensation-seeking males, 10 high sensation-seeking females, 10 low sensation-
seeking males and 10 low sensation-seeking females. They were selected on the basis
of their scores on the Sensation Seeking Scale, Form V (Zuckerman, 1979).

DESIGN

Subjects, in four person groups, were exposed in random sequence to sets of Japanese
ideographs at frequencies of exposure of 0, 1, 3, 9, and 27 in a research design that
allowed for each ideograph to be presented at each of the frequencies in one of the five
groups of four subjects.*

APPARATUS

Ten Japanese ideographs were obtained from Introduction a 1’ldeographie
Japonaise, la Foret des symboles (Bonneau, 1933).2 The ideographs were copied and

L A complete description of the presentation of the ideographs and the method by which they
were counterbalanced with frequency of exposure is available from the first author.
2 Copies of the ideographs may be obtained from the first author.
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enlarged, using a standard Xerox photocopy machine, to approximately 17.78 cm
square. They were then photographed and, in random sequence, transferred to
videotape using a Kodak slide Carousel projector and JVC GRC7U VHS HQ
camcorder at frequencies of 0, 1, 3, 9, and 27 with a five second interval between each
ideograph. Presentation allowed each ideograph to be presented at each frequency to
control for any inherent preferential qualities in the ideographs.

PROCEDURE

The Sensation Seeking Scale, Form V was administered to 238 potential research
participants. From this group, 10 highest scoring males (M = 25.8), 10 highest scoring
females (M = 24.5), 10 lowest scoring males (M = 12.7), and 10 lowest scoring
females (M = 7.5) were selected as participants in the experiment. The 40 subjects
were assigned to five four-person groups, each composed of two high and two low
sensation-seeking males and two high and two low sensation-seeking females. Each
group viewed the 10 different ideographs at different frequencies for a total of 80
ideographic presentations with ideographs and frequencies balanced between groups.
The ideographs appeared sequentially on a 21 in video monitor in random order at the
several frequencies. A presentation lasted approximately 13 minutes. The subjects
were given a five minute break and then asked to complete a rating scale on which
they indicated, on a seven point scale, their level of liking for each of the 10
ideographs. These ratings were analyzed by means of a 2 X 2 X 5 analysis of variance
to assess sex (2 levels), sensation-seeking (2 levels), and frequency of exposure (five
levels) effects.

RESULTS

The hypothesized relationship between the trait of sensation-seeking and exposure
frequency was not supported. Subjects high in the trait of sensation-seeking did not
prefer stimuli presented at low exposure frequencies and subjects low in sensation-
seeking did not prefer high exposure frequency stimuli: the interaction sensation-
seeking by exposure frequency was not significant, F(4, 144) = .70, p = ns. There was,
however, a significant main effect for exposure frequency: subjects preferred high
exposure frequency ideographs regardless of their sensation-seeking disposition,
F(4, 144) = 2.48, p < .05. Furthermore, there was a significant interaction between sex
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of subject and sensation seeking, F(1,36) = 10.16, p < .01. The preference means for
high and low sensation-seeking males were 3.16 and 3.85 respectively, and the
preference means for high and low sensation-seeking females were 3.50 and 2.91
respectively: a lower number reflects a greater preference level. Scheffe tests
compared the groups in this interaction with the following results: low sensation-
seeking males and females, p = .01: high sensation-seeking males and females, p = .10:
high and low sensation-seeking males, p = .05: high and low sensation-seeking
females, p = 0.4. The most favorable ratings were given by females low in sensation-
seeking followed by high sensation-seeking males, high sensation-seeking females,
and low sensation-seeking males in that order. The results are summarized in Tables 1
and 2.

TABLE 1
MEAN PREFERENCE LEVELS AS A FUNCTION OF SENSATION-SEEKING
AND FREQUENCY OF EXPOSURE

Frequency of Exposure

Sensation-Seeking 0 1 3 9 27 All
High 3.30 3.60 3.50 3.27 3.00 3.33
Low 3.92 3.77 3.42 3.00 2.77 3.38
Both 3.61 3.69 3.46 3.14 2.89 3.36

Lower number indicates greater preference

TABLE 2
MEAN PREFERENCE LEVELS AS A FUNCTION OF SEX OF SUBJECT AND
SENSATION-SEEKING

Sensation-Seeking

Sex of Subject High Low Both pHL
Male 3.16 3.85 3.51 .05
Female 3.50 291 3.21 .04
Both 3.33 3.38 3.36 ns
pPMF 10 .01 ns

Lower number indicates greater preference
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DISCUSSION

The results of the experiment did not support the hypothesis of a preference
interaction between the trait of sensation-seeking and stimulus exposure frequency in
an African-American sample. The results do, however, suggest the operation of certain
interesting phenomena that were not considered at the onset of the research.

Based upon the findings, the following comments are warranted:

1 The frequency of exposure effect is robust and not limited by ethnicity.

2 The frequency of exposure effect is not influenced by individual differences in
sensation-seeking as McClelland (1985) hypothesized.

3 Male and female subjects reacted differently to the total experimental procedure as a
function of their trait of sensation-seeking level. That is, if the mean preference
levels (Table 2) are interpreted as reflecting subjects’ general level of pleasantness in
the experimental experience, then those data suggest that high sensation-seeking
males found the experience to be more favorable than low sensation-seeking males,
but low sensation-seeking females were more favorably disposed to the experiment
than high sensation-seeking females. The male and female subjects reacted with
different levels of liking for the experimental experience as a function of their
sensation-seeking dispositions. This interaction of sex and sensation-seeking was
unexpected and lends itself to an interpretation that it reflects the subjects’ affective
response to the entirety of the experiment, including the person who conducted the
experimental sessions. It is the rating given to all stimuli used in the experiment,
indeed, to the experiment itself, in the sense that the subject is giving a more or less
favorable rating to all stimuli in the general context of the experimental experience.
Males and females, in a more general sense, appear to have different level of
affective response to experiments, if this experiment is considered to be
representative of the experimental procedure in general, as a function of their status
with regard to the trait of sensation-seeking.

There are few studies in the literature reporting the significance of subjects’ sex
and its interplay with experimental conditions, including the sex of the experimenter,
as it may affect experimental outcomes. One study (Littig & Waddell, 1967) found, for
example, that with a male experimenter, females performed better on a serial learning
task than they did with a female experimenter — that there was a sex of experimenter
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by sex of subject interaction. This effect was also reported in a study by Archer, Cejka
and Thompson (1961). Using a serial anticipation method with 12 male and 12 female
subjects and two male and two female experimenters, they found that female subjects
performed better for male experimenters than for female experimenters.

In the present study, the experimenter was (an attractive) female. If one assumes
that individuals who volunteer to participate as subjects in psychological experiments
are more likely to be high sensation-seekers than individuals who do not volunteer, it
may be speculated that, regardless of the nature of the task to be performed, e.g., serial
learning or rating affective qualities of stimuli, a “better” performance occurs when the
subject and the experimenter are of the opposite sex as a consequence of the subjects’
high sensation-seeking trait. Thus, in the Littig and Waddell (1967) experiment, “high
sensation-seeking” female volunteers performed a serial learning task better with a
male than with a female experimenter. In the present experiment, male subjects,
measured as high sensation-seekers, rated the stimuli more favorably than their low
sensation-seeking counterparts and the experimenter was female. Conversely, high
sensation-seeking female subjects rated the stimuli less favorably than low sensation-
seeking female subjects - a female experimenter is not an arousing “novel” stimulus
for high sensation-seeking females (but perhaps she is a familiar stimulus for low
sensation-seeking females).

The implications of these speculations is that, to the extent that sex of subject/sex of
experimenter interactions are present or suspected in research outcomes, the trait of
sensation-seeking may be a variable to consider. Laboratory sex effects may be
enhanced or diminished as a function of sensation-seeking.

We conclude that sex and sensation-seeking are interacting variables that, when not
controlled, result in unclear or misleading experimental results, further confusing an
already confused literature.
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