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Each of 33 Canadian undergraduates (17 men, 16 women) characterized a pair of 
new acquaintances on the basis of 30 bipolar dimensions (e.g., 
optimistic/pessimistic) following a brief interaction with both of them 
simultaneously. They were assigned to the opposite poles across all dimensions 
with an average relative frequency of 0.38. Possible theoretical implications of this 
finding were elaborated in terms of Frank’s “strikingness hypothesis”.  
 
Keywords: maximal contrast, distinguishing, strikingness, opposite poles, optimism, 
pessimism. 
 

Previous findings, reviewed by Adams-Webber (1997), indicate that when 

people categorize acquaintances dichotomously on the basis of bipolar 

dimensions (e.g., happy/sad), they tend to assign themselves and other persons 

to opposite poles approximately 37% of the time. Frank’s (1964) “strikingness 

hypothesis” (summarized by Benjafield, 1997) suggests that our applying the 

“unlike-self” poles of dimensions to others with a relative frequency of 0.37 

could make perceived differences between ourselves and others stand out 

maximally as “figure” against a “background” of perceived similarities.  

Specifically, Frank (1964) theoretically defined the “strikingness” (salience)  

of any category of event as the product of its relative frequency of occurrence 

(pi) and its information value (H = -log2 pi), that is, -pi log2 pi. This function 

reaches its maximum when pi = 1/e, which is approximately 0.37. For example, 

Frank (1964) found that when people were instructed to arrange samples of 
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various colors in a display so that one particular color would stand out 

maximally from the rest, the designated color was used approximately 37% 

of the time (cf. Benjafield, 1997). It should be noted that the function -pi log2 pi 

is quite “flat” in the vicinity of its maximum, so relatively small deviations of pi 

from 1/e will involve little loss in “strikingness” as theoretically defined by Frank 

(see Attneave, 1959, p. 117).  

The research to be reported here was designed to explore the possibility that 

there may be situations in which we also try to enhance the salience of perceived 

differences between other persons by assigning them to the opposite poles of 

dimensions with a relative frequency of approximately 0.37. Specifically, it 

addressed the question of whether people might adopt this particular “strategy” 

in distinguishing between their initial impressions of a pair of new acquaint-

ances following a brief interaction with both of them.  
 

METHOD  
 

The participants in this experiment were 33 unpaid volunteers (17 men, 16  

women) enrolled in the same introductory psychology course. They were divided  

into 11 separate triplets (4 all male, 4 all female, 3 mixed) in such a way that  

none of them was acquainted with either of his or her partners. Participants 

reported separately to the experimenter, who introduced them to their two 

prearranged partners.  

The following instructions were read twice to each group:  

 

We should like the three of you to participate together in a half hour 

discussion of a topic concerning which each of you can provide useful 

information and opinion. It is essential for each person to make clear to 

the others what his or her own views are, while at the same time coming to 

a good understanding of their separate points of view. The specific 

question that we should like you to discuss is the following one: Aside 

from a thorough knowledge of relevant material, what personal qualities 

do you feel to be important for a student seminar leader to possess in order 

to promote a valuable seminar experience for students in our psychology 

courses. It is the seminar leaders’ personality characteristics rather than 

their skills and knowledge of psychology which we wish you to consider.  

The experimenter then left them alone together for 30 minutes, after which  

they were escorted individually to separate rooms where they completed a final  
task. A deck of 30 cards, each with a single bipolar dimension (e.g., optimistic/  
pessimistic) was presented to each participant, who was asked to indicate for  

every dimension in succession which pole better described each of his or her  

discussion partners. For example, they both may have been characterized as 
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either “optimistic” or “pessimistic”, or one of them as “optimistic” and the other 

as “pessimistic”. The experimenter simply recorded which pole of every 

dimension was assigned to each partner.  
 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 

The mean relative frequency with which participants assigned their two part- 

ners to opposite poles across all 30 dimensions was 0.380 (std. error = 0.033). A  

one sample t test (t[32] = 0.360, ns) revealed that this value is not significantly  

different from 1/e (= 0.368), the relative frequency (pi) at which Frank’s index of  

“strikingness” (-pi log2 pi) reaches its maximum. The 95% confidence interval 

for the observed mean has a lower limit of 0.313 and an upper limit of 0.447. 

The median was 0.367, which is an even closer approximation to the relevant 

theoretical value.  

In the light of Frank’s “strikingness hypothesis” (summarized above), these  

results imply that participants categorized their impressions of their two 

partners in such a way that perceived differences between them would tend to 

stand out as “figure” against a “background” of perceived similarities. As noted 

previously, it has been found consistently that, on average, people assign 

themselves and others to opposite poles of dimensions with a relative frequency 

of approximately 0.37, which according to Frank’s hypothesis should make 

perceived differences between self and others maximally salient. The finding 

reported here suggests further that the same “strategy” may be used in 

differentiating between other individuals in at least some situations. The 

participants in this particular experiment were not acquainted previously with 

their partners in order to hold constant their degree of prior familiarity. It would 

be interesting, however, to investigate whether there also may be specific 

circumstances in which our impressions of pairs of our close associates are 

distinguished to about the same extent, possibly in order to maximize the 

salience of perceived differences between them.  
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