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Between 2002 and 
2014, Congress’s 
approval rating 
dropped from over 50 
percent to less than 
10 percent.



Possible Explanations

1.People blame Congress for bad stuff happening in the 
world.

2.People don’t like it when the government is deadlocked.
3.Members of Congress stopped using warm and fuzzy 

language.



Rationale

Speech communicates feelings and intentions
Talking about helping people makes you seem friendly
 If you seem friendly, people will like you



The Experiment

Method: Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC)
Text: transcripts of House sessions
Dictionary: prosocial words and word stems



Result

Congressional 
approval ratings and 
density of prosocial 
words follow the same 
trend



Correlation is not causation!



Result

• Prosocial language 
predicts Congressional 
approval ratings, with a 
29-week time lag

• “Warm, prosocial 
language was the 
strongest single predictor 
of public sentiment.”





A challenge?

 “Population Size Predicts Lexical Diversity, but so Does the Mean Sea Level – Why 
It Is Important to Correctly Account for the Structure of Temporal Data” 
(Alexander Koplenig, Carolin Müller-Spitzer)

 “whenever two variables evolve through time, those variables will almost always 
look highly correlated”

 If you get a surprising result, ask: Is it plausible?



Discussion

 Koplenig and Müller-Spitzer argue that “it is…important–especially for a 
spectacular and unexpected result–to remain skeptical and to carefully check 
plausibility.” In your opinion, is the conclusion of this study plausible?

 The results of this study were picked up and reported by multiple news 
organizations and bloggers. Are researchers responsible for the public response 
to their publications?

 If prosocial language does predict Congressional approval, where else could we 
expect to see this effect?

 Do YOU watch C-SPAN once a week?
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