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Emotion words have high arousal values and positive (e.g., “puppy”) or negative (e.g., “snake”) valence.  Neutral words have low arousal and little or no valence (e.g., “camel”).  Emotion words have been investigated across a range of behavioural (RT) and brain imaging (ERP, fMRI) methodologies.  Word frequency has rarely been manipulated as a factor despite the fact that frequency effects can index lexical access processes.  When coupled with temporally precise measures, word frequency can serve as a valuable tool for delineating a time-course of lexico-emotional processing.  The only study to date which has investigated the roles of both emotion and frequency is a lexical decision/fMRI study by Nakic et al. (2006).  However, they only examined negative and neutral words, and not positive words.  Although Kissler et al. (2006) present a comprehensive review of ERP studies into emotion word processing, many questions remain unanswered because of disparities between studies in stimuli and task.  Furthermore, no study has yet sought to investigate emotion words in any manner other than presenting them as single words in isolation.
We presented low and high frequency positive, negative, and neutral words as targets in neutral sentences, and recorded eye movements during normal reading.  In gaze duration measures, we found a significant word type by frequency interaction.  For low frequency words, high arousal words (positive and negative) were fixated for less time than neutral words; for high frequency words, positive words were fixated for less time than either negative or neutral words.  First fixation duration measures showed a similar pattern.  Results are discussed in terms of the role of emotionality in word recognition.
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