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‘ I  think ’ versus ‘I  feel ’ :  Subtleties in Language as a       
Function of Gender & Self-Esteem 

RESEARCH ARTICLE

Carlie A. Merriweather

In this direct replication of Holtgraves’ Experiment 4, I examine how affective and cog-
nitive verbs elicit different patterns of responses about self-esteem based on the re-
spondent’s gender. Participants (N = 2146) responded to one of two versions of a wide-
ly used self-esteem scale, one with either ‘feel’ (e.g. “I feel…”) or ‘think’ (e.g. “I think…”) 
prompts and reported their level of emotionality. Consistent with predictions, results 
showed greater emotionality for females than males, no effect of verb type on emo-
tionality, and an association between greater emotionality and lower self- esteem. Con-
trary to predictions, results showed a higher self-esteem for females and for the ‘think’ 
group. Importantly, Holtgraves’ key Gender x Verb interactions failed to replicate. Fur-
ther research is needed to examine how disparities in sample size, gender, and age af-
fect both replication and reported levels of self-esteem and emotionality. Ultimately, 
the research reiterates the importance of replication and demonstrates the subtle in-
fluence of language on the psychological processes underlying self-report responses. 
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 There is substantial attention paid to the 
importance of language in society, from a cul-
tural stress on the emotional impact of words to 
the educational stress on words in written and 
oral communication. However, society largely 
is less concerned with the more subtle, intrinsic 
effects of language, particularly regarding the 
impact of substituting one word for another on 
a person’s psychological response. Such was a 
central idea in the Holtgraves’ (2015) study that 
examined participants’ responses to ‘I think’ 
prompts versus ‘I feel’ prompts. The study pres-
ents important findings regarding the subtle ef-
fects of language (i.e. simple verb changes from 
‘think’ to ‘feel’) on people’s responses to inquiry 
and subsequent feelings of self-esteem, as well 
as how those effects present based on gender.

 Although many of these findings were 
statistically significant, it is a crucial principle 
of science to remain skeptical and critical of 
all results. Indeed, after conducting one hun-
dred replications on a set of published psy-
chological studies, Open Science Collabora-
tion (2015) concluded that, while 97% of the 
original studies had statistically significant re-
sults, only 36% of their replications were sig-
nificant. Not only does replication, thus, serve 
the purposes here of warranting skepticism 
and prompting further reflection on scientific 
results, but replication also provides valuable 
insight into the generalizability of the research 
in question, which is vital in determining how 
results can be implicated in the external world 
(Nosek et al., 2022). Such is the instrumen-
tal importance of replication in science, and a 
catalyst for this research, which replicates the 
final experiment in the Holtgraves (2015) study.

Gender Differences in Self-Esteem

 A  topic  of  profound  interest  in psychology  
is self-esteem, typically thought to encompass 
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the ways in which thoughts about oneself are 
presented to the world (Holtgraves, 2015). More-
over, there has been a history of particular inter-
est in how men and women differ in self-esteem, 
although research on the subject has suggested 
that the answer is far from definitive. While some 
researchers have found that women report high-
er levels of self-esteem than men (Connell et al., 
1994; Ma & Leung, 1991), others have found that 
men report higher levels of self-esteem than 
women (Allgood-Merten & Stockard, 1991; Fert-
man & Chubb, 1992). Kling et al. (1999), for ex-
ample, found through meta-analytical research 
that men indeed reported slightly higher levels 
of self-esteem on standardized measures than 
women, a difference that was most pronounced 
in adolescent participants as opposed to other 
age groups. Researchers have also found there to 
be no disparity in self-esteem between men and 
women at all (Greene & Wheatley, 1992). Nonethe-
less, these findings together not only suggest the 
possibility of a link between self-esteem and gen-
der in particular, but they also suggest a need for 
further research on gender differences as a whole.  

Gender Differences in ‘I think’
versus ‘I feel’ Responses 

 Apart from self-esteem, particular uses of 
language, such as persuasion, have also been of 
interest to researchers in terms of how subsequent 
responses may differ based on gender. Specifical-
ly, the area of persuasion of chief importance to 
this paper includes two categories of wording: 
affective (i.e. subjective and emotion-based) and 
cognitive (i.e. objective and impersonal). Such 
was the primary focus of research conducted by 
Mayer and Tormala (2010) containing multiple 
studies, one of which examined the effects of 
movie critique language on participants’ report-
ed opinions of the movie. The subtle variation in 
language was introduced by either using the verb 
‘feel’ or ‘think’ in the reviews, which were shown 
to participants in advertisement form alongside 
the movie being reviewed. Male participants were 
found to have more favorable opinions after being 
shown ‘think’ reviews, while female participants 
showed greater favorability towards ‘feel’ reviews 
(e.g. “I feel/think that this will be a winner…”). 
 Moreover, the influence of affective 
and cognitive language has also extended to 
individual risk assessments, particularly the risk of 
cancer as researched by Janssen et al. (2012). When 
indicating their level of agreement regarding a

series of statements, greater levels of worry 
were indicated following affectively-word-
ed statements (e.g. “I feel that my chances of 
getting skin cancer at some point in my life 
are big when I use a sunbed”) as opposed to 
cognitively-worded statements (e.g. “If I use a 
sunbed, my chances of getting skin cancer at 
some point in my life are big”). Offering support 
to these results is the finding in prior research 
that individuals tended to base decisions on 
subjective emotions rather than rational prob-
abilities (Denes-Raj & Epstein, 1994). However, 
given the strong relationship between sug-
gested negative outcomes (i.e. susceptibility 
to cancer) and negative “feel” responses (i.e. 
level of worry regarding this outcome) found 
by Janssen et al., it is important to note that 
emotions can vary in influence according to 
their positive or negative nature. Such is a cen-
tral point of interest in the following research.

The Holtgraves Research: Gender, Self-Es-
teem, and ‘I think’ versus ‘I feel’

 Holtgraves’ (2015) research is essen-
tially a combination of many central elements 
underlying the aforementioned research, nota-
bly the focuses on ‘think’ versus ‘feel’ statements, 
self-esteem, and gender-based correlations. 
Delving further into the four studies conducted 
by Holtgraves, the first presented participants 
with an open-ended prompt that used either the 
verb ‘think’ or ‘feel,’ which asked them to discuss 
themselves in writing for five minutes (“write 
what you think/feel about yourself”). Responses 
to the ‘feel’ prompt were significantly more neg-
ative in nature than those of the ‘think’ prompt, 
suggesting that people tend to think more neg-
atively about themselves when asked how they 
‘feel’ versus what they ‘think’ about themselves.
 The second study had participants fill in 10 
sentence-starter prompts using either the verb 
‘think’ or ‘feel’ (“I think/feel I am…”). Then, to fur-
ther explore the associations between self-con-
cept and verb-type suggested in the first study, 
participants were to immediately complete the 
Rosenberg (1965) self-esteem scale. Again, re-
sponses to ‘feel’ prompts were more negative 
than those of ‘think’ prompts. Females in the ’feel’ 
group also reported significantly lower self-es-
teem scores than females in the ‘think’ group, 
while no such effect was observed in males. 
  For further examination of self-es-
teem and verb type, the third study prompted 
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participants to fill out the Rosenberg self-es-
teem scale, which was modified to have six out 
of the 10 items use either the verb ‘feel’ or ‘think’ 
(e.g. “I feel/think that I am a person of worth, at 
least the equal of others.”). On average, females 
responding to the ‘feel’ version reported signifi-
cantly lower self-esteem than males in the ‘feel’ 
version. However, greater self-esteem for females 
than males in the ‘think’ version was observed, 
though not in a statistically significant manner. 
 Lastly, and of particular interest to this 
research, Holtgraves’ fourth study prompted 
participants to complete an 8-item variation of 
the Rosenberg self-esteem scale that consisted 
only of statements utilizing either the verb ‘feel’ 
or ‘think,’ as opposed to still including regularly 
worded items as done in the previous study (e.g. 
“I feel/think I take a positive attitude toward my-
self,” as opposed to the phrasing, “I take a positive 
attitude toward myself,” used previously). Along 
with this variation, participants responded to an 
additional item to gauge their emotional orien-
tation (“I am an emotional person”). A 100-point 
slider scale was also used for each of the eight 
items, increasing the sensitivity and specificity 
of participant responses regarding their level of 
agreement with the item. As opposed to the three 
preceding studies, a predominantly non-col-
lege sample was used in this study to essentially 
broaden the assessment of responses to a great-
er range of adults. Results demonstrated a Gen-
der x Verb interaction in which females reported 
significantly lower self-esteem in the ‘feel’ group 
than females in the ‘think’ group, while males in 
each respective group did not significantly differ 
in self-esteem levels. Females in the ‘feel’ group 
also reported significantly lower levels of self-es-
teem than males in the ‘feel’ group, while males 
and females in their respective ‘think’ groups 
demonstrated no significant self-esteem differ-
ences. Female participants reported significantly 
higher levels of emotional orientation than males, 
regardless of ‘feel’ or ‘think’ group placement. 
Lower self-esteem was reported for both genders 
in the ‘feel’ group on negatively-worded items 
(e.g. “At times I feel/think I am no good at all.”) 
in comparison to positively-worded items (e.g. 
“I feel/think that I have a number of good qual-
ities.”). Additionally, when emotional orientation 
was included as a covariate in the analysis, great-
er levels of emotionality were correlated with 
lower self-esteem, suggesting an explanation for 
the association between lower self-esteem and 

a prompt’s use of the affective verb, ‘feel.’ Impor-
tantly, the initial Gender x Verb interaction for 
self-esteem was no longer significant with this. 
covariate analysis, causing the ‘feel’ verb place-
ment to appear responsible for females report-
ing higher emotionality and lower self-esteem.

Current Study

 The purpose of this study is to replicate 
Holtgraves’ (2015) fourth experiment and to 
determine whether or not the same statistical 
results can be achieved. For this reason, it is hy-
pothesized that significantly lower self-esteem 
will be reported in the ‘feel’ group than in the 
‘think’ group for female participants, but not for 
males. Male participants are also predicted to 
have significantly higher self-esteem in the ‘feel’ 
group than females in the ‘feel’ group; however, 
self-esteem is not expected to differ between 
males and females in the ‘think’ group. Moreover, 
females are predicted to have higher levels of 
emotional orientation than males overall. Both 
genders in the ‘feel’ group are predicted to re-
port higher levels of self-esteem when respond-
ing to positively-worded items as opposed to 
negatively-worded items. It is also hypothesized 
that when emotional orientation is included as 
a covariate in the analysis of self-esteem scores, 
greater reported emotionality will be associat-
ed with lower self-esteem, while the Gender x 
Verb interaction found by Holtgraves (2015) 
will no longer be significant due to the ‘feel’ 
verb eliciting higher levels of emotionality from 
women and subsequently lower self-esteem.

Method
Participants

 Participants (N = 2146) were recruited via 
social media (Facebook, Twitter, & Instagram), 
email, text message, and consisted largely of the 
researchers’ friends, family, and acquaintances. 
The sample was majority female (80.66%; n = 
1731), with the minority being males (19.34%; 
n = 415). Individuals that identified in any way 
other than male or female were excluded from 
participation to reflect the binary structure fol-
lowed by the research being replicated. Par-
ticipants ranged from ages 18 to 84 years (M 
= 36.56, SD = 14.92) and were majority White/
Caucasian (80.20%), followed by Black/African 
American (8.01%), Asian (5.82%), Other (5.40%), 
American Indian or Alaska Native (0.37%), and 
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander (0.05%)
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Materials

Self Esteem. A variation of the Rosenberg  (1965) 
self-esteem scale, which originally contained 10 
items, was used by Holtgraves (2015, Experiment 
4) to further examine verb effects. This variation al-
tered the self-esteem scale to contain eight items, 
omitting two items from the original 10 so that 
every item, as opposed to a select few, included 
‘feel’ or ‘think’ verbiage. This variation altered the 
self-esteem scale to contain eight items, omitting 
two items from the original 10 so that every item, 
as opposed to a select few, included ‘feel’ or ‘think’ 
verbiage. The self-esteem scale was also altered to 
prompt responses on a 100-point slider scale (0-
100), ranging from (0 = strongly disagree) to (100 
= strongly agree). Two versions of this altered scale 
were created: one with ‘feel’ verbs for each state-
ment and another with ‘think’ verbs instead (e.g. “At 
times I feel/think that I am no good at all.”). Items 
on the self-esteem scale with negative wording (i.e. 
items 3, 5, 7, & 8) were reverse-scored to become nu-
merically comparable to items with positive word-
ing. In this study, the items on the self-esteem mea-
sure demonstrated excellent reliability (α = 0.89). 
Emotional Orientation. An item was added to the 
end of the altered self-esteem scale to assess par-
ticipants’ reported emotional orientation: “I am an 
emotional person.” This item contained the same 
100-point scale as the eight items preceding it.

Procedure

 Participants completed the measure 
through the electronic survey platform, Qualtrics, 
which provided participants with instructions for 
the survey, debriefing materials, and information on 
informed consent before allowing the assessment 
to begin. Following the procedures of Holtgraves 
(2015), participants were then randomly assigned 
to receive either the ’feel’ or ‘think’ version of the 
self-esteem measure. They indicated their respons-
es using the 100-point slider scale. Once the eight 
self-esteem items were answered, participants in-
dicated their level of agreement to the emotional 
orientation statement at the end. They finished the 
assessment by responding to three demograph-
ic questions regarding their gender identity, age, 
and ethnicity. Upon submitting their respons-
es, participants received an electronic message 
thanking them for their participation and inform-
ing them that their responses had been recorded.

Results

To determine the influence of both gender and 

verb type on participants’ total self-esteem 
scores, a 2 x 2 (Gender x Verb) ANOVA was 
conducted. There was a statistically signifi-
cant main effect of gender, F(1, 2142) = 40.48, 
p < 0.001, such that on average females (M = 
612.44, SD = 153.38) had greater overall self-es-
teem than males (M = 558.05, SD = 170.70).
As such, just two percent of the difference in 
self-esteem between groups can be accounted 
for by gender, indicating quite a miniscule ef-
fect size, η² = 0.02. There was also a significant 
main effect of verb type, F(1, 2142) = 4.43, p = 
0.035, such that on average those responding 
to ‘think’ prompts (M = 609.65, SD = 157.07) re-
ported greater self-esteem than those respond-
ing to ‘feel’ prompts (M = 594.05, SD = 159.24). 
However, 0.00% of the differences in self-es-
teem can be accounted for by verb type, indi-
cating practically no effect size, η² = 0.00. There 
was no significant Gender x Verb interaction 
found, F(1, 2142) = 0.19, p = 0.663, η² = 0.00. 
Means are depicted in Figure 1 with 95% confi-
dence intervals. Importantly, such findings were 
not consistent with those of Holtgraves (2015). 
 Next, to examine the effects of both 
gender and verb type on participants’ reported 
levels of emotional orientation, an additional 
2 x 2 (Gender x Verb) ANOVA was conducted. 
Consistent with predictions, there was a signif-
icant main effect of gender, F(1, 2142) = 67.83, 
p < 0.001, such that on average females (M = 
73.05, SD = 26.72) reported greater overall emo-
tionality than males (M = 60.58, SD = 31.65). Just 
3% of these differences can be accounted for 
by gender, indicating another miniscule effect 
size, η²= 0.03. Also consistent with predictions, 
there was not a significant main effect of verb 
type, F(1, 2142) = 0.22, p = 0.639, η² = 0.00. Con-
trary to Holtgraves (2015), however, there was 
not a significant Gender x Verb interaction, F(1, 
2142) = 1.17, p = 0.279, η²  = 0.00. Means are dis-
played in Figure 2 with 95% confidence intervals.
 Lastly, a 2 x 2 (Gender x Verb) ANCOVA was 
conducted on self-esteem scores with emotional 
orientation as a covariate. As in the ANOVA for 
self-esteem, there were significant main effects 
of both gender, F(1, 2141) = 68.88, p < 0.001, η²  = 
0.03, and verb type, F(1, 2141) = 5.15, p = 0.023, η²  = 
0.00. Such findings were not consistent with pre-
dictions. However, like Holtgraves (2015), the AN-
COVA statistic did not produce a significant Gen-
der x Verb interaction, F(1, 2141) = 0.48, p = 0.486, 
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significant Gender x Verb interaction with the 
respective 2 x 2 ANOVA statistic conducted on 
self-esteem scores, this interaction was not yield-
ed by the ANCOVA statistic when Holtgraves in-
cluded emotional orientation as a covariate; the 
latter results regarding the ANCOVA were consis-
tent with those yielded in this research, while the 
former results were not. Means are depicted in 
Figure 3 with 95% confidence intervals. Further-
more and as predicted, the emotional orientation 
covariate, F(1, 2141) = 114.11, p < 0.001, η² = 0.05, 
was significant, such that higher emotionality 
was associated with lower self-esteem (r = - 0.20).

Discussion

 The purpose of the present research was to 
replicate Holtgraves’ (2015) final experiment and to 
determine if the same statistical results could be 
achieved. Such results suggested significant influ-
ences of participant gender and, when controlling 
for reported emotional orientation, either affective 
(e.g. “I feel…”) or cognitive (e.g. “I think…”) prompt 
wording on participants’ total self-esteem. In sum-
mary, there are three key findings that suggest only 
a partial corroboration of the hypotheses. First, 
contradictory to Holtgraves’ (2015) findings, the ef-
fect of participants’ gender on their self-esteem did 
not depend on the type of verb in the prompt they 
responded to; instead, I found that females over-
all reported greater levels of self-esteem, as did 
participants responding to prompts with the verb 
‘think.’ In other words, while Holtgraves found lower 
self-esteem only in females, specifically when they 
responded to ‘feel’ prompts, my results indicated 
greater self-esteem for two separate groups: female 
participants and participants, regardless of gender, 
that responded to ‘think’ prompts. A second key 
finding was that females reported greater levels 
of emotionality than males, which was consistent 
with Holtgraves’ findings. However, I found that the 
influence of gender on emotional orientation did 
not depend on the type of verb in the prompt par-
ticipants responded to, whereas Holtgraves found 
greater emotionality in females within the ‘feel’ 
group in particular, with no such results for males. 
 A third key finding, which, importantly, was 
consistent with Holtgraves (r = - 0.36), was that 
the significant emotional orientation covariate in 
the final statistical analysis yielded a negative – al-
beit moderately weak – correlation where higher 
emotional orientation was associated with lower 
self-esteem. Holtgraves’ suggestion that such a 
finding could result in lower self-esteem in women, 

given that they reported greater emotional-
ity than males, is challenged by my finding 
that females, in fact, reported higher self-es-
teem than males. Ultimately, comparing the 
results of the present research to that of Holt-
graves (2015) demonstrates both consistent 
and contradictory findings, which partially 
confirms my early predictions and raises ques-
tions as to the fortitude of Holtgraves’ results.
 Potential sources of these contradictions 
may be related to the limitations of this research. 
Not only was the number of male participants 
in my study (n = 415) substantially smaller than 
the amount of females (n = 1731), but this sam-
ple size (N = 2146) and its disparities in gender 
makeup were also considerably larger than that 
of Holtgraves (N = 279; 140 females). It’s im-
portant to note, however, two possibilities: that 
my large sample size may also strengthen the 
results due to allowing for a greater degree of 
representation and that, given the presence of 
significant gender effects in my results, dispari-
ties in gender makeup may not be fatal. More-
over, another limiting factor may be disparities 
in age, which ranged between 18 and 84 years 
(M = 36.56, SD = 14.92) for my sample and be-
tween 18 and 73 years (M = 34.37, SD = 10.86) 
for Holtgraves’ sample. Because a moderately 
weak, positive correlation exists between age 
and total self-esteem (r = 0.35) in my study, hav-
ing more female and more elderly participants 
on average than Holtgraves may have contribut-
ed to my contradictory finding of greater overall 
self-esteem in females. Another potential source 
for disparities may lie within the methods used 
to gather participants; while I used various so-
cial media platforms for recruitment, Holtgraves 
used the single, professional platform, Mechan-
ical Turk. Thus, replication disparities may be 
attributed to the likely greater degree of het-
erogeneity in my sample. Another limitation in-
volves the relatively uncontrolled nature of data 
gathering, in that a notable degree of trust was 
placed upon participants to take the time to 
respond to the Rosenberg (1965) self-esteem 
scale honestly and thoughtfully. Nonetheless, 
this measure demonstrates excellent reliability, 
suggesting that this limitation is not fatal either. 
 To further add to this discussion, under-
lying the present research is an interest in the 
subtle, intrinsic value of language as a tool of psy-
chological influence, which is especially evident 
in studies surrounding cognitive and emotional 
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verb substitution. According to Holtgraves (2015), 
such data is particularly relevant to the field of 
marketing, in which research has been conducted 
on consumers’ psychological grouping of prod-
ucts affectively or cognitively (Claeys et al., 1995).
 Expanding on the findings of Mayer and 
Tormala (2010), which suggested greater sus-
ceptibility to persuasion for more emotional in-
dividuals responding to affectively framed mes-
sages, an interesting direction for this research 
may be in the world of politics regarding the lan-
guage-based ways in which voters are influenced 
by politicians. The high stakes of such influence 
demonstrates the great importance of subtle-
ties in language, which is also highly relevant in 
societal consumption of messages from popular 
culture, social media, news, parents, teachers, 
and many other facets of modern consumerist 
and social culture. Lastly, and interestingly so, 
whereas both Kling et al. (1999) and Holtgraves 
(2015) found higher overall self-esteem in men 
than women, this research found higher self-es-
teem for women. As suggested, the psycholog-
ical influence of subtleties in language also falls 
upon an individual’s self-esteem, which research 
has indicated to be particularly lower and less sta-
ble in the early stages of life (Kling et al., 1999). 
Thus, an interesting focus for future research may 
be to examine potential disparities in self-esteem 
in relation to age in years, and how those results 
interact with the current body evidence on lan-
guage as a function of gender and self-esteem. 
Additionally, the modification of the self-esteem 
scale for these research purposes may yield fur-
ther research into the apparent parallelism be-
tween subtle shifts in wording and similarly sub-
tle shifts in perception of the self and the world. 
Although my findings fail to fully replicate the re-
sults of Holtgraves’ (2015) study, they successfully 
demonstrate the importance of replication stud-
ies in adding validity to statistical results and, thus, 
to the field of psychological research as a whole. 
Finally, returning back to the introductory dis-
cussion on the importance of replication as 
a pillar of scientific skepticism, the failure of my 
findings to replicate that of Holtgraves contrib-
utes to the plethora of raised questions and al-
tered explanations that exist across all fields 
of scientific research. Thus, from this research 
the scientific community has gained not only 
a more nuanced and complex understanding 
of the power of language on the human psy-
che, but also another pillar of support for the

cornerstone of research that is reproducibility.
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Figure 1

Gender x Verb Interaction for Total Self-Esteem
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Figure 2

Gender x Verb Interaction for Emotional Orientation
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Figure 3

Gender x Verb Interaction for Total Self-Esteem with Emotional Orientation as a Covariate
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Appendix A

Self-Esteem Measure

Below is a list of statements describing how you may feel about yourself. Please indicate 

how strongly you agree or disagree with each statement. 

(0 = Strongly Disagree; 100 = Strongly Agree)

I feel/think that I am a person of worth, at least the equal of others. 

0   10   20   30   40   50   60   70   80   90   100

Level of Agreement (Sliding Scale Answer Option)

I feel/think that I have a number of good qualities. 

0   10   20   30   40   50   60   70   80   90   100

Level of Agreement (Sliding Scale Answer Option) 

All in all, I am inclined to feel/think that I am a failure. 

0   10   20   30   40   50   60   70   80   90   100

Level of Agreement (Sliding Scale Answer Option) 

I feel/think I am able to do things as well as most people. 

0   10   20   30   40   50   60   70   80   90   100

Level of Agreement (Sliding Scale Answer Option) 

I feel/think I do not have much to be proud of. 

0   10   20   30   40   50   60   70   80   90   100

Level of Agreement (Sliding Scale Answer Option) 

I feel/think I take a positive attitude toward myself. 

0   10   20   30   40   50   60   70   80   90   100

Level of Agreement (Sliding Scale Answer Option) 

I certainly feel/think I am useless at times. 

0   10   20   30   40   50   60   70   80   90   100

Level of Agreement (Sliding Scale Answer Option) 

At times I feel/think that I am no good at all. 

0   10   20   30   40   50   60   70   80   90   100

Level of Agreement (Sliding Scale Answer Option) 



1 2

I am an emotional person. 

0   10   20   30   40   50   60   70   80   90   100

Level of Agreement (Sliding Scale Answer Option) 


