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Abstract 

 

Self-help counselling is an important industry that not only influences its immediate users’ 

behavior but also society and social behaviors more generally. Since New Age is a main branch 

of self-help, and since positivity is a dominant concept in (New Age) self-help discourse, it is 

worth analyzing how positivity might be achieved in terms of language use. The present study 

investigates whether the adjectives in a couple of New Age publications contribute to 

communicating positivity and, if yes, how. What adjectives are used and how can they be 

categorized in terms of positive, negative, neutral or undetermined connotations as well as 

semantic prosody? The findings support the hypothesis that the use of “positive adjectives” 

(Rozin, Berman & Royzman, 2010, p. 536) is what helps to make New Age self-help books 

convey a positive spirit. 

 

 

Keywords: adjectives, connotation, denotation, semantic prosody, associative meaning, self-

help, New Age spirituality language, positivity, positive psychology. 
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1 Introduction  

 

Self-help counselling is an important industry in many parts of the world. For example, 

according to Marketdata Enterprises, it is big business in America, with a market value of $9.6 

billion in the year 2011. It comprises “infomercials, holistic institutes, self-help books and 

audiobooks, motivational speakers, websites, seminars, personal coaching, online education, 

weight loss and stress management programs” (Marketdata Enterprises, 2012, p. 1). As this list 

illustrates, self-help is a broad phenomenon encompassing different media and goals. For 

example, within the self-help book category on Amazon.com, there are 28 subcategories with 

a wide range of subjects. To name a few: success, motivation, sex, communication & social 

skills, neuro-linguistic programming, memory improvement, and the most relevant subcategory 

for the present study, New Age (Self-help, n.d.). More or less trendy practices such as yoga, 

meditation, aromatherapy, astrology, Tarot, channeling, and energy healing are all recognized 

as New Age (Farias, Claridge & Lalljee, 2005, p. 980). 

 

Positivity is a dominant concept in (New Age) self-help discourse, and it is thus worth 

investigating how it might be achieved in terms of language use. The aim of the present study 

is to test my hypothesis that the use of “positive adjectives” (Rozin, Berman & Royzman, 2010, 

p. 536) is what helps to make New Age self-help books convey a positive spirit. This will be 

done by counting, analyzing and categorizing adjectives in New Age publications in terms of 

positive, negative, neutral or undetermined connotations as well as semantic prosody. The latter 

implies that the semantics of a word can change depending on other surrounding words 

(Lindquist, 2009, p. 57), i.e. a word may gain e.g. “positive prosody”, “negative prosody”, or 

“neutral prosody” (Gabrovšek, 2007, pp. 12, 13). 

 

Why focus on adjectives in New Age books? Two reasons for looking at such books are that 

they are often international bestsellers and thus influential and that I am personally interested 

in such publications. There are of course many aspects that could be analyzed: pragmatic 

features, syntax, lexical and function words, gender and language, translations, etc. However, 

there seems to be no research that discusses self-help specifically from the point of view of 

word classes, and the present study aims to help fill that gap by taking the first step to investigate 

adjectives in chapter 22 of Ask and It Is Given: Learning to Manifest Your Desires (2005) by 
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Jerry Hicks and Esther Hicks, and chapter 5 of The Power of Now: A Guide to Spiritual 

Enlightenment (2001) by Eckhart Tolle, addressing the following research questions: 

 

1. What adjectives are employed in the investigated texts and how are they categorized in 

terms of positive, negative, neutral or undetermined connotations as well as semantic 

prosody?  

 

2. Do the adjectives contribute to communicating positivity in the texts and if yes, how? 

 

The following section will include background information on self-help publications, 

connotation, semantic prosody, and adjectives. Section 3 provides a description of the methods 

and materials employed in the present study. This will be followed by a presentation and 

discussion of the findings. Finally, a summary and suggestions for further research will 

conclude this report.  

 

 

2 Background  

 

This section describes what self-help publications are in terms of genre, content, and aim, as 

well as the influence of self-help (language) in society. Two trendy branches of self-help will 

be addressed, namely New Age and positive psychology, mainly from a linguistic perspective. 

Furthermore, connotations, semantic prosody, and the different characteristics, types, and 

functions of adjectives will be presented.  

 

2.1 Self-help publications  

 

Since its expansion in the 20th century, the self-help industry has become a massive business 

worldwide (Nehring, Alvarado, Hendriks, & Kerrigan, 2016, p. 160). There is a notable 

entrepreneurial dimension to self-help books since personal branding and authors’ activities, 

such as public speeches and book promotions, all lead to sales (Nehring et al., 2016, p. 5). Self-

help is an important area of sociological research since it “both expresses and constructs norms 

of conduct and cultural meanings of self-identity and social relationships”, e.g. in business and 
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politics (Nehring et al., 2016, p. 19). This, then, suggests that self-help not only influences its 

immediate users’ behavior but also society and social behaviors more generally.  

 

The difference between self-help books and other genres of popular literature is, with regard to 

the former, the classic model of (1) personal development content, (2) an informal, rhetorical 

writing, (3) the common problem/solution construction, and (4) a didactic function (Dolby, 

2009, p. 37). Avid self-help readers are described as learners who actively create their own 

individualistic programs which they study accordingly (Dolby, 2009, p. 26). Further, the 

didactic writing signifies the continuance of an already established style explored and 

developed by noteworthy American writers such as Cotton Mather, Benjamin Franklin, Ralph 

Waldo Emerson, and Henry David Thoreau (Dolby, 2009, p. 27).  

 

In self-help texts, the general assumptions and claims include the idea that (1) by way of 

positive thinking, negative emotions can be defeated, and that (2) success, happiness, and 

empowerment result from an individual’s thought patterns alone and has nothing to do with the 

world outside, i.e., the social, history, etc. (Nehring et al., 2016, p. 158). Similarly, self-help 

promises that success in all areas of life is achievable if the individual works on developing the 

self and is “willing to change” (Türken, Nafstad, Blakar, & Roen, 2016, p. 39). In other words, 

self-help narration takes the reader on a personal development journey where the self (i.e. the 

individual) is the main focus. In fact, the narration about the self and personal growth in self-

help texts is unavoidable, considering that the entire genre is based on autonomous self-growth 

and individual accomplishments (Nehring et al., 2016, p. 10).  

 

Moreover, it is argued that popular media discourse of self-help, such as self-help content in 

newspapers, is constructed in ways that promote self-development in the following ways: (1) 

self-development as “a prerequisite for success”, and (2) self-development as “becoming a 

better version of oneself” (Türken et al., 2016, p. 36). To achieve this, self-help authors tend to 

create narratives of a “thin” self: “a dissocialized, atomized self, one struggling with purely 

personal challenges to accomplish purely individual objectives” (Nehring et al., 2016, p. 10). 

This is described as reductionist thinking in which the outside world is disregarded and 

individuals are entirely accountable for solving their life problems (Türken et al., 2016, p. 40).  
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2.2 New Age self-help 

 

The definition of New Age according to the Oxford Living Dictionaries (2018) is: “A broad 

movement characterized by alternative approaches to traditional Western culture, with an 

interest in spirituality, mysticism, holism, and environmentalism”. New Age might be viewed 

as a religious movement but it is a form of spirituality rather than an established religion with 

institutions and strict structures (Urban, 2015, p. 11). For example, a Western type of New Age 

tends to avoid ascetic traditions presented in the Abrahamic religions while still emphasizing 

that people can choose and construct an individualistic spiritual practice (Farias et al., p. 980; 

Cuda, 2013, p. 34). In addition, it has been suggested that women are keener followers of New 

Age principles than men (Farias et al., 2005, p. 984). 

 

One issue that has been investigated in connection with New Age is how women perceive and 

use New Age Spirituality (NAS) language at work. The findings suggest that women use NAS 

language and ideas for self-empowerment within their work organizations (Zaidman, Janson, 

& Keshet, 2017, p. 9). The results indicate that NAS language has positive psychological effects 

and that women perceive it “as a source that brings meaning to their actions and efforts”. Also, 

“women use NAS as a set of ideas and premises that give directions as to the way they behave 

at work” (Zaidman et al., 2017, p. 7). In other words, NAS language can affect socio-cultural 

aspects in society.  

 

Concerning the language use in New Age contexts more generally, Heelas and Woodhead 

describe it as a “persuasive use of holistic language”, employing terms such as harmony, flow, 

integration, interaction, being at one and being centered (as cited in Cuda, 2013, p. 31). It can 

be added, however, that critical voices against New Age language, such as positive affirmations 

(I am positive or I am happy), claim that although affirmations may be beneficial for others, 

repeating these statements can also be ineffective. In fact, positive statements may even be 

destructive, making users with a low self-esteem “feel worse rather than better” (Wood, 

Perunovic, & Lee, 2009, p. 860).  

  



 8 

2.3 Positive psychology 

 

The concept of positivity (in self-help) may be best understood in its relation to positive 

psychology, which is another branch of self-help. According to Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 

positive psychology “does not rely on wishful thinking, faith, self-deception, fads, or hand 

waving; it tries to adapt what is best in the scientific method to the unique problems that human 

behavior presents to those who wish to understand it in all its complexity” (2000, p. 7). This 

seems to suggest that in contrast to New Age self-help publications, positive psychology 

comprises both a scientific foundation and practical methods, but also that more traditional 

humanistic psychology has not done enough for ensuring people’s healing and well-being. This 

gap generated the self-help movement which is more self-directed (Seligman & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2000, p. 7).  

 

Similar to how the language use in New Age self-help texts is depicted, Lee describes one 

popular positive psychology self-help book, namely Positivity by Barbara Fredrickson from 

2009, as an “energizing reminder” with practical applications to make one’s life better (2010, 

p. 101). The aim of the book is to trigger a positive mood and positive emotions (Lee, 2010, p. 

104). Further, it includes several practices that intend to increase positivity, to name a few: 

“mediate mindfully”, “visualize your future” and “savor positivity” (Lee, 2010, p. 102). In fact, 

similar practices and terms can be recognized in the primary sources used for the present study. 

In addition, one positive psychology element in writing seems to be the use of anecdotes to 

clarify ideas more effectively (Lee, 2010, p. 104). Relatedly, Dolby states that (New Age) self-

help authors usually “put advice into language” throughout their texts since they use proverbs, 

slogans, Bible verses, metaphors, etc. for the increased effectiveness of advice (2009, pp. 135, 

137). 

 

2.4 Connotation 

 

Richard and Schmidt state that connotation is not always limited to the literal meaning of an 

item; rather, it is “the additional meanings that a word or phrase has beyond its central meaning. 

That is, the meaning of an item can extend beyond its dictionary meaning. These meanings, 

then, “show people’s emotions and attitudes towards what the word or phrase refers to” (as 
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cited in Gabrovšek, 2007, p. 20). Further, the phenomenon of connotation may best be 

understood in relation to what it is usually contrasted with, i.e. denotation:  

 

Denotation, referential or lexical meaning of a word denote a core meaning of an object, an act, or a 

quality that is generally used and understood by the users; whereas connotation implies the 

associations that a word may bring to the hearer’s mind according to his cognition and experience 

that are additional to its literal or dictionary meaning. (Ilyas, 2013, p. 249)  

 

In other words, denotation is the literal meaning of a word whereas connotation employs 

associative and/or ideological aspects. For example, the denotation of the word pig in the 

Oxford Living Dictionaries (2018) is: “An omnivorous domesticated hoofed mammal with 

sparse bristly hair and a flat snout for rooting in the soil, kept for its meat”. As for the 

connotations associated with the word pig, they include greedy or glutton as reflected in the 

idiomatic expression he eats like a pig. Other negative connotations include messy, lazy and 

rude.  

 

2.5 Semantic prosody 

 

Depending on the context and what a speaker wants to convey, a word (or a phrase) can have 

“positive prosody”, “negative prosody”, or “neutral prosody” (Gabrovšek, 2007, pp. 12, 13). 

Lindquist states that “the meaning of a word can only be ascertained by looking at the context 

in which it occurs”, and that “words [may] acquire a sort of hidden meaning, which was not 

there from the beginning, from the words they frequently occur together with” (Lindquist, 2009, 

p. 57). Lindquist bases this on Sinclair, who suggests that semantic prosody is a part of lexical 

relations that can be explained by observing collocation: “the relation between a word and 

individual word-forms which co-occur frequently with it” (as cited in Lindquist, 2009, p. 57). 

The fact that meanings can be spread over several words in a sentence explains the label of 

semantic prosody (Lindquist, 2009, p. 58).  

 

How can one identify a semantic prosody? Lindquist looks at how sentences develop and end 

in terms of value: for example, reaction as in “But by the 1980s, a reaction would set in”, is in 

its context a negative reaction against the Europeanization of Turkey (Lindquist, 2009, p. 58). 

Further, Sinclair claims that most things that set in often contribute to a negative value (as cited 

in Lindquist, 2009, p. 58). However, not all cases are as clear as the phrasal verb set in, and it 
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is often difficult to determine the semantic orientation of specific words (Lindquist, 2009, p. 

58).  

 

Likewise, Gabrovšek, referring to Warren for the example, points out that to look forward to a 

meeting has a positive prosody, not because of the neutral noun meeting, but because “as a 

complement of look forward to a positive prosody is coerced” (2007, p. 22). However, it is 

further emphasized that look forward to can be modified with the adverbial with mixed feelings, 

as in “Peter is looking forward to the meeting with mixed feelings”. The addition changes the 

semantic prosody of meeting from positive to negative (Warren, as cited in Gabrovšek, 2007, 

p. 22). In short, semantic prosody as expressed by collocations, affixes, and compounds can 

contribute to a word’s semantic prosody (Gabrovšek, 2007, pp. 15, 18). 

 

2.5.1 Methodological difficulties related to semantic prosody 

 

It may be difficult to determine what semantic prosody a word or a phrase has in its context: “it 

is the researcher who must decide” (Lindquist, 2009, p. 58). Therefore, the concept of semantic 

prosody is rather controversial since personal attitudes or associations with a word can affect 

the meaning (Lindquist, 2009, p. 58). Further, an additional challenge is the issue in 

differentiating semantic prosody from connotation. Gabrovšek states that connotation is to be 

found in words that are in isolation (without context) and phrasal verbs (e.g., to show off, to 

drone on) whereas semantic prosody is to be found with multiple words (in context) (2007, pp. 

9, 20). This, then, suggests that connotation and semantic prosody extends beyond the 

denotative or dictionary meaning. 

 

Gabrovšek states that there is a common term for connotation and/or semantic prosody, namely 

associative meaning: “one existing over and above the customary denotation, specifically the 

type arising from a text segment larger than a single word” (Gabrovšek, 2007, p. 9). Therefore, 

associative meaning can be understood on at least two levels and two semantic concepts: 

connotation and semantic prosody (Gabrovšek, 2007, pp. 9, 10). However, the differences are 

complex and not entirely straightforward, presumably since semantic prosody is a rather new 

concept (Gabrovšek, 2007, p. 9). Given this circumstance, when analyzing the semantic 

prosody of the adjectives in the present study I will take the context into account when 

determining the prosody of an adjective, but not according to any strict procedure. In other 
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words, the present study employs a subjective form of categorization which is common when 

determining associative meanings. This decision is based on the fact that (at the present time), 

there does not seem to exist any one methodology that constitutes a generally agreed-on 

‘accurate’ way of determining a semantic prosody. When analyzing semantic prosody, I will 

consider the surrounding sentences, however, the analysis will not go beyond the paragraph in 

which the adjective(s) occur in.  

 

2.6 Adjectives  

 

Adjectives have descriptive properties which they have in common with other open word 

classes such as nouns, but unlike the latter, adjectives can usually be graded (Ballard, 2013, p. 

27). Further, adjectives describe, modify and classify nouns and pronouns. Finally, the position 

in which words appear in a sentence helps to identify which word class they belong to. In other 

words, for practical purposes such as the present study, adjectives can be identified by 

examining three features: the positions in which suspected candidates appear in a sentence, the 

function they have in relation to other words, and the possibility for them to be graded (Ballard, 

2013, p. 27).  

 

2.6.1 Syntactic behaviour 

 

Central adjectives can occur in both attributive and predicative positions, as in the fierce dog 

(modifying the noun directly) or after copular verbs (e.g., be, appear), as in the dog is fierce. 

Furthermore, gradable adjectives can be used with intensifying adverbs (i.e., intensifiers) such 

as fairly, extremely, and very, which cannot precede nouns directly (Ballard, 2013, p. 28). For 

example, combinations such as fairly good (fairly weakens the meaning), extremely serious 

(extremely adds emphasis), and very nice are possible, whereas *fairly dog or *very dog are 

clearly not. Of course, there are also non-gradable adjectives like excellent, impossible and 

superb, which are not normally used with intensifiers since their meaning is absolute. Instead, 

adverbs that stress the extreme or absolute nature of an adjective, such as absolutely or 

completely, can be used: “It was absolutely superb” (Hewings, 2005, p. 67).  

 

Like adjectives, nouns can also be descriptive and modify other nouns. One way to differentiate 

adjectives from nouns is to isolate the word and then place the in front of the word (Ballard, 
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2013, p. 24). For example, since nouns can stand alone with the definite article (the dog, the 

neighborhood, the evening), while adjectives normally could not (*the fierce). Then again, there 

is a complication in that one can say, e.g., the blind or the poor to refer to a group of people, 

but then we actually make nouns out of the adjectives. 

 

2.6.2 Adjective gradation and suffixation 

 

One feature which most adjectives share is their ability to be graded and to indicate to what 

extent a quality exists (Ballard, 2013, p. 89). For example, a person can be short or extremely 

short, they can look good, or incredibly good. Furthermore, by grading adjectives in this manner 

one can compare one person or thing with another (Ballard, 2013, p. 90). This is often done 

using the -er and -est inflections as seen in Example 1: 

 

(1) adjective short   George is short 

     Madeline and Emma are shorter 

     Helen is shortest 

 

The forms of adjectives without inflectional suffixes are absolute forms, while “The -er 

inflection on an adjective or adverb gives the comparative form, and the -est inflection gives 

the superlative form” (Ballard, 2013, p. 90). However, not all adjectives can take these 

inflections. For instance, if a word consists of three or more syllables, then it is more likely for 

it to be preceded by pre-modifying and comparative or superlative adverbs (notably more, most) 

(2013, p. 90) as illustrated in Example 2: 

 

absolute comparative  superlative  

(2) adjectives:   short  shorter    shortest 

    attractive more attractive most attractive 

 

Many adjectives can permit the addition of the suffix -ly to form adverbs (e.g., quiet-ly and 

beautiful-ly). Some adjectives end in -ly themselves, however: friendly, manly, lively, etc. Other 

commonly occurring adjectival suffixes are -able, -al, -ial, -ible, -like, -ful, -ish, -ive, -less and 

-ous. 
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2.6.3 Positive and negative adjectives 

 

According to Rozin et al., some adjectives have inherently more positive meaning than others. 

Generally, negative words are formed by a positive root being negated with a prefix, e.g., un-

responsive, dis-honest, un-friendly. As can be seen in these examples, negated positive 

adjectives usually have a negative value, while negated negative adjectives (e.g., un-selfish, un-

polluted) are usually neutral (Rozin et al., 2010, p. 538).  

 

The findings of Rozin et al.  concerning the English language revealed that positive adjectives 

were used much more regularly in both the written and spoken British English corpora scanned; 

for example, good was used more frequently than bad (795 vs. 153 instances per million words). 

The evidence suggests that positive words hold a privileged position in English (Rozin et al., 

2010, p. 538). Likewise, other presented findings show that in language surveys, positive 

adjectives have a significantly higher frequency compared to negative or neutral ones (Rozin 

et al., 2010, p. 538).  

 

 

3 Material and method 

 

In this section, the following points will be elaborated in detail: (1) the choice of material, (2) 

the informants, the method of identifying adjectives, (3) categorization type 1 and type 2. 

 

The main purpose of the present study was to answer the research questions listed at the end of 

section 1 above, about the types and functions of adjectives in two New Age publications, with 

a focus on their semantic prosody and connotations. To answer these questions and to improve 

reliability, I included two different categorization types and analyses which involve a partly 

quantitative and partly qualitative methodology. To begin with, regarding categorization type 

1 (see 3.4), I first identified 475 adjectives and then directly categorized them based on context 

and semantic prosody by doing an in-depth analysis of each chapter. Considering categorization 

type 2, it involved 4 informants in total, including myself who also assessed the isolated 

adjectives according to their denotation and connotation (without context). Frequencies of each 

category were calculated in both cases and comments from informants were evaluated. In what 
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follows, I will elaborate on the source material selected for investigation, the criteria for text 

selection, the informants, as well as the criteria applying to the categorization types. 

 

3.1 Material 

 

The sources for the present study are two books from the New York Times best-selling list, 

namely Ask and It Is Given: Learning to Manifest Your Desires (2005) by Jerry Hicks and 

Esther Hicks (henceforth referred to as H&H) and The Power of Now: A Guide to Spiritual 

Enlightenment (2001) by Eckhart Tolle. The former is the 21st-century inspiration for 

thousands of other books, movies, essays, and seminars (Abraham-Hicks, n.d.), and the latter 

has been translated into 33 languages (Eckhart teachings, n.d.). These particular books were 

chosen due to their popularity and influence. Two different sources were selected for the 

purpose to see if the findings would differ in any way and to achieve more reliable results. At 

the beginning of the data collection process, I chose two chapters randomly: chapter 22 “The 

Different Degrees of Your Emotional Guidance Scale” (H&H, pp. 112-123), and chapter 5 “The 

State of Presence” (Tolle, pp. 77-86).  

 

3.2 Informants 

 

Regarding the second type of categorization (see 3.5) and for the sake of gaining reliability, it 

was ideal to involve informants to sort the decontextualized adjectives into categories 

depending on their connotations. The informants including myself were 3 females (henceforth 

referred to as F1, F2, and F3), all students at Mälardalen University, and the last informant was 

1 male employee at Mälardalen University (henceforth referred to as M1). Because of interest, 

I decided to contribute as one of the informants, i.e. I also went through the list of isolated items 

and placed them in the four different categories. Next, the total results of all informants (i.e. 

categorization type 2) were compared with the results of the categorization type 1 (see 3.4). 

  

In their study, Rozin et al. (2010, p. 540) stated that relying on the linguistic knowledge and 

intuition of informants is often the case in language studies. The present study followed this 

example when informants categorized the collected data. However, neither I nor any of the 

informants were native speakers (as is more commonly the case), but advanced speakers of 

English as a second language.  
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3.3 Method of identifying adjectives 

 

Both book chapters were found online in pdf format and copied into one Word document in 

order to facilitate the analysis. This document was compared to the chapters in the physical 

books to make sure that the content and spellings were identical. One discrepancy was found, 

namely the displacement of a paragraph, which was immediately corrected. I then searched for 

adjectives in the Word document, for which I used the description of adjectives as presented in 

the background section.  

 

The chapters contain 6663 words and, as stated earlier, a total of 475 adjectives were identified: 

201 adjectives in H&H chapter (11 pages and 2922 words) and 274 adjectives in the Tolle (9 

pages and 3741 words). The headings and subheadings were included in the adjective counts, 

as were quoted proverbs and Bible verses, since it is known that self-help authors tend to include 

these throughout their treatises to support their points (Dolby, 2009, pp. 135, 137).  

 

At first, when identifying the adjectives, my thought was that participle adjectives should be 

excluded. However, since participles (i.e. -ed/-ing forms of verbs) can function as pre-modifiers 

of nouns, they were here considered as adjectives under those circumstances. Thus, the present 

study focuses on the function of adjectives rather than their form. Further, although many of 

the compound words function like noun-modifying adjectives in the context (e.g. high-energy, 

best-feeling, Zen-like etc.), these could not be found and double-checked in the Oxford Living 

Dictionaries (2018; see below), which is another reason why I wanted to exclude them from 

the analysis. Regardless, it became apparent that these add to the tone of the text, which is of 

importance for the present study, so I included them in the adjective counts eventually. 

Similarly, adjectives in fixed expressions such as emotional as in “Emotional Guidance System” 

(H&H) were also included in the count. 

 

As some word forms can have many functions, some items were tricky to identify in terms of 

word class. In these situations, I applied the distinguishing methods mentioned in section 2.6 

and/or looked up the word in the Oxford Living Dictionaries (2018). One example is the word 

chosen, as in Example 3: 

 



 16 

(3) Someone outside of you does not know if your chosen thought of anger is an 

improvement for you. (H&H) 

 

Since chosen is primarily a past participle of the (irregular) verb choose, while the dictionary 

classifies it as an adjective, it may be difficult to determine its status in a given context. 

However, since the word appears in an attributive position and functions as a pre-modifier of 

the noun thought, I categorized it as an adjective. Other identified adjectives derived from verbs 

include improved, resisted, seeming, living, and becoming.  

 

Another type of challenge is represented by well in Example 4: 

 

(4) All is well. (H&H) 

 

At first glance, I was not sure if the word had a function of an adjective or adverb. However, as 

mentioned before, adjectives can occur in predicative positions after copular verbs, as 

illustrated in Example 2, where well refers back to the pronoun all. 

 

3.4 Categorization type 1: Context and semantic prosody 

 

The first of my two types of categorization was done according to semantic prosody. Semantic 

prosody deals with context e.g. the surrounding sentences rather than words in isolation 

(without context). Hence in order to identify the semantic value of each adjective, I first carried 

out a close reading and looked at the surrounding words, phrases, and sentences in the context 

before categorizing the items. When all the adjectives were identified, they were marked in four 

different colors in the Word document in accordance with the semantic prosody values assigned 

to them: (1) positive, (2) negative, (3) neutral, or (4) undetermined. Then, to improve reliability, 

I carried out the close reading and categorization a second time. Next, all the categorized 

adjectives were placed into two separate lists representing each chapter and each category. The 

reoccurring adjectives in each category were reduced to just one entry and the number of 

occurrences was added in parentheses. During categorization, one and the same word could be 

placed into more than one category, that is, the same words ended up being placed in different 

categories (depending on its specific context). At this stage, Table 2 and Table 3, which 

illustrates these points, were created (see sections 4.1 and 4.2 for more details). 
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Initially, many of the adjectives were easy to place in the positive and negative category, 

respectively. For example, many adjectives such as beautiful, pretty, fresh, lovely, free, alive, 

and wonderful were used along with other positive (or neutral) words, producing a positive 

meaning as a result (see Example 5 below).  

 

According to Rozin et al. (2010, p. 538; cf. 2.6.3), some adjectives have inherently more 

positive meanings. Similarly, Channell claims that some lexical words are inherently positive, 

negative, or neutral (as cited in Lindquist, 2009, p. 58; cf. 3.4). Many adjectives, like those in 

the excerpt below (see markings), do not only seem to be inherently positive, but they are also 

surrounded by mostly neutral or positive words, causing a more positive interpretation, as in 

Example 5: 

 

(5) [A] mother and her adult daughter were contemplating purchasing a lovely house in a beautiful area 

and creating a wonderful bed-and-breakfast facility. The daughter said to her mother, “If only we 

could find a way to make this happen, it would make me happy for the rest of my life. If this could 

happen, it would make up for all of those things that I wanted that didn’t come to pass. (H&H) 

 

It is worth stating that all analyses of examples are informed and colored by my own knowledge 

of and investment in New Age discourse. That being stated, in example 5, it is not difficult to 

argue that the adjectives in the phrases a lovely house, a beautiful area, and a wonderful bed-

and-breakfast facility are positive. However, regarding the semantic prosody of happy, if only 

creates a “negative development” (Lindquist, 2009, p. 58) whilst would (also a conditional) 

seems to further contribute to a negative interpretation highlighting that happiness is an unreal 

condition. However, since happy conveys a strong positive ideal or wish in the context, I 

categorized it as having a positive prosody.  

 

Similarly, adjectives such as angry, negative, depressed, painful, sluggish, unfulfilled, terrible, 

insignificant, and bad seem to be inherently negative and were used in that sense in their 

contexts, as in the case of insignificant in Example 6 below. Additionally, some seemingly 

positive adjectives were classified as negative in their context. For example, the adjective strong 

is categorized as having a negative semantic prosody in Example 6:  

 

(6) Anyone with a strong ego would regard them as insignificant. (Tolle) 
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Strong pre-modifies the noun ego in this case. In its context, the phrase describes someone who 

has a big ego, that is, someone who is ‘full of’ her- or himself. As strong emphasizes the 

negative aspect of ego, it was categorized as negative. Another interesting observation from the 

book is Example 7: 

 

(7) The collective egoic mind is the most dangerously insane and destructive entity ever to 

inhabit this planet. (Tolle)  

 

In the example above, it was rather challenging to categorize some of the adjectives (see 

markings). As regards egoic, it seems to be common among New Age authors to invent new 

words and ideas, with specific or even unique meanings, and egoic is not in the Oxford Living 

Dictionaries (2018), for example. In the context, egoic is seemingly used to convey the negative 

aspects of the ego or the self. Furthermore, both collective and egoic refer to the noun mind, 

developing a negative interpretation in the sentence. The adjectives insane and destructive pre-

modify the noun entity negatively. In the context, then, the collective egoic mind is described 

as an insane and destructive entity. Therefore, collective, egoic, insane, and destructive are all 

categorized as having a negative prosody value. 

 

3.5 Categorization type 2: Decontextualization and connotation 

 

As previously mentioned, the main purpose of using two different categorization types and 

analyses was to answer the research questions in a more reliable fashion and to improve the 

qualitative aspects of the present study. The second type of categorization was therefore done 

by my informants sorting decontextualized adjectives into categories depending on their 

connotations. One aim for using a decontextualized method (i.e. categorizing the adjectives 

without the surrounding text being provided), was to see whether or not the positive category 

would dominate when classifying and connoting the adjectives in isolation. 

 

As stated before, I identified 475 adjectives and directly categorized them based on context. In 

order to collect data for categorization type 2, the identified adjectives were first placed into 

one complete alphabetical list. Then, duplicates were removed at his stage and the 475 

adjectives were reduced to 230 individual items. Next, a number of informants (me included) 
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were asked to give one of the four connotations for each adjective: (1) positive, (2) negative, 

(3) neutral, or (4) undetermined. Additionally, frequencies for each informant and category 

were calculated. 

 

The complete alphabetical list was mailed to the informants and they were instructed on how 

to categorize the individual items. Comments were welcomed. Moreover, they were asked to 

describe their private interest in the New Age self-help discourse in general on a scale of 0 to 

5, where 0 implied no interest whilst 5 indicated the highest level of interest. While I gave 

myself a 5, the other two female informants responded 3 and 4, and the male informant 

responded 0. This implies that the level of interest varied within the group and that, as Farias et 

al. (2005, p. 984) suggested, women may on average be keener followers of New Age than men. 

 

 

4 Results and discussion 

 

This section presents the results on adjectives in the selected chapters. This is done in two steps, 

following the categorization systems using the decontextualized and the contextualized 

methods described above. Although the former method was followed upon the analysis 

described in 3.3 since the previous section (i.e. 3.4) describes categorization type 2 I will present 

the results of that method first followed by the results of categorization type 1 (i.e. the order is 

reversed). 

 

4.1 Decontextualized adjectives: Numbers and frequencies 

 

As previously stated, this analysis followed upon the analysis described in section 3.4. In Table 

1 below, the figures show that participants F2 and M1 have the least comparable results in the 

positive category. Participants F2 and F1 have similar frequencies in the positive and the 

negative category (a little more than 100 and 50, respectively), compared to M1, who 

categorized only 60 adjectives as positive, and 40 adjectives as negative, while considering 

almost half of the adjectives as undetermined. Further, participant F2 placed the fewest 

adjectives in the undetermined category, approximately 90 adjectives less than M1. 
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Table 1: The informants’ categorization of the decontextualized adjectives (absolute figures). 

 

POSITIVE NEGATIVE NEUTRAL UNDETERMINED 

 

F1 102  52  26  50  

F2 106  55  50  19  

F3 91  53  38  48  

M1 60  40  25  105  

                    

 

 

In order to summarize the outcome of this step of the study, I calculated the total figures for all 

participants in each category of Table 1. The mean values reveal that most of the adjectives 

were categorized as having a positive connotation followed by undetermined, negative, and the 

least dominant category, neutral.  

 

One possible reason why M1 placed the lowest number of adjectives in the positive category 

could be that he is not interested in New Age discourse and thus perhaps not familiar with the 

supposedly positive concepts of “holistic language” (Heelas and Woodhead, as cited in Cuda, 

2013, p. 31; cf. 2.2). For example, participants F1, F2 and F3, who are familiar with New Age, 

categorized the following items as positive, compared to M1, who categorized them as 

undetermined: enlightened, holy, awakened, and transcendental. That is, the informants’ 

knowledge (or lack thereof) of New Age discourse seems to have affected the categorization of 

the adjectives. Adding to that, since M1 reported “zero” interest in New Age discourse, it is 

perhaps not unexpected that some negatively connoted items in holistic language were marked 

as undetermined by him, for example unmanifested (i.e., ‘not manifested’) and rooted (i.e., 

‘being balanced’). 

 

 

Mean   90                       50                      35                    56 
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In line with this circumstance and the fact that the male informant’s highest score was in the 

undetermined category rather than the positive category like the others’, two of his comments 

were “I had to look up what this means; even afterwards I’m not sure of the status” and “can, 

of course, be very positive, but it depends on the context and one’s outlook”. Other comments 

in connection with some items (i.e. powerful, constant, daily, and eternal) came from F1 and 

F2, who stated e.g. “Depends on the context, undetermined” and “Undetermined but maybe 

positive?”, respectively. This, then, suggests that when an informant tries to assess words 

outside of a particular type of context, many adjectives are not possible to categorize in terms 

of negative or positive (or even neutral). 

 

Another noteworthy finding is that all informants had similar frequencies regarding the 

adjectives in the negative category, that is, they categorized many of the same items as negative. 

Most of the same negatively categorized adjectives of M1 were categorized as negative by the 

other informants as well. For example, F2 categorized 37 adjectives out M1’s 40 adjectives as 

negative. One reason for this, considering Channell’s claim, is that some lexical words are 

inherently negative (as cited in Lindquist, 2009, p. 58; cf. 3.4). To give clear examples, all 

informants categorized the following items as negative: angry, bad, bored, destructive, evil, 

false, insane, sinking, sluggish, stuck, tragic, unfulfilled, wrong, etc.  

 

The overall results, then, show that in the decontextualized system most adjectives in the New 

Age material investigated have a positive connotation. 

 

4.2 Hicks & Hicks 

 

When the adjectives in each of the book chapters had been categorized within their context by 

me, they were collected into Table 2 and Table 3 (each representing a chapter) according to the 

four semantic prosody values: positive, negative, neutral, and undetermined. This is the first 

step of collecting data for the present study, and this is also the first analysis. The reoccurring 

adjectives in each category were reduced to one entry and the number of occurrences was added 

in parentheses instead, as shown in Table 2 (and Table 3, see section 4.3) below. The adjectives 

in the following tables are listed according to frequency, and adjectives with the same number 

of occurrences are listed in alphabetical order.  

 



 22 

 

Table 2: illustrates compilation of adjectives derived from the use of a context based method 

when identifying the adjectives from Hicks & Hicks (absolute frequencies in parentheses). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Results in Table 2, then, show that out of the 201 adjectives occurring in the H&H chapter in 

total, 111 adjectives were categorized as having positive prosody, 42 as negative prosody, 48 

as neutral prosody, and 0 as undetermined prosody. The reason for 0 items in the latter is 

because there were no doubts regarding which category to place the adjectives in. 

 

Concerning the frequencies in the positive category, better occurred 7 times, often used with 

the verb feel, as in you could feel better. Other frequently used adjectives were good, best, 

logical, pure, and full. In the findings of Rozin et al. (2010, p. 538), the adjective good occurred 

with a higher frequency than its opposite bad; similarly, in the Hicks & Hicks chapter good was 

used 6 times, compared to bad, which occurred twice. Moreover, in its context, full was often 

  POSITIVE                                 NEGATIVE                 NEUTRAL 

  

better (7) 

good (6) 

full (5) 

logical (5) 

pure (5) 

conscious (4) 

new (4) 

positive (4) 

fullest (3) 

important (3) 

wonderful (3) 

absolute (2) 

accurate (2) 

aware (2) 

best-feeling (2) 

better-feeling (2) 

easier (2) 

entire (2) 

free (2) 

pain relieving (2) 

powerful (2) 

real (2) 

true (2) 

well (2) 

best (1) 

patient (1) 

possible (1) 

secure (1) 

short (1) 

spiritual (1) 

able (1) 

adept (1) 

alive (1) 

appropriate (1) 

beautiful (1) 

crucial (1) 

delicious (1) 

easy (1) 

familiar (1) 

fresh (1) 

good-feeling (1) 

great (1) 

greater (1) 

happy (1) 

high-energy (1) 

improved (1) 

incremental (1) 

life-giving (1) 

lovely (1) 

necessary (1) 

non-resisted (1) 

perfect (1) 

personal (1) 

self-surviving (1) 

slightest (1) 

small (1) 

steady (1) 

tremendous (1) 

ultimate (1) 

valuable (1) 

 

angry (11) 

powerless (3) 

resistant (3) 

bad (2) 

current (2) 

former (2) 

appropriate (1) 

aware (1) 

big (1) 

constant (1) 

depressed (1) 

different (1) 

emptiest (1) 

great (1) 

hard (1) 

inappropriate (1) 

long (1) 

negative (1) 

painful (1) 

resisted (1) 

seeming (1) 

sluggish (1) 

terrible (1) 

unfulfilled (1) 

unreachable (1) 

emotional (11) 

own (9) 

vibrational (6) 

different (5) 

next (5) 

little (2) 

same (2) 

becoming (1) 

big (1) 

bigger (1) 

chosen (1) 

due (1) 

important (1) 

seeming (1) 

slightest (1) 

 

UNDETERMINED 

 

(0) 
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used in attributive positions, gaining a positive prosody, for example, full alignment, full 

connection, and full power.  

 

Within the negative category, angry, powerless, and resistant occurred the most. As mentioned 

before, most of the negative adjectives were easy to categorize because of their inherently 

negative value. However, since the semantic value of a word can change depending on other 

neighboring words, the item aware in Example 8 was categorized as negative:  

 

(8) Desire, for them, often feels like yearning, for while they are focused upon something 

that they want to experience or have, they are equally aware of its absence.   

 

In the passage, the authors describe how negative emotion is derived from people being aware 

of the absence of something they desire.  

 

As to the neutral category, the following adjectives were frequently used throughout the text: 

own, vibrational, different, and same. Example 9 shows how same and different are used twice 

each: 

 

(9) Since the same words are often used to mean different things, and different words are 

often used to mean the same things, these word labels for your emotions are not 

absolutely accurate for every person who feels the emotion.  

 

In situations where I read somewhat ambiguous sentences like the one above, I recalled 

Channell’s statement that some lexical words are inherently positive, negative, or neutral (as 

cited in Lindquist, 2009, p. 58; cf. 3.4). Looking at the lexical words in relation to the adjectives 

(prior to accurate), for example, the verbs are, used and mean, along with the nouns things and 

words, I categorized the adjectives as neutral since the content words, in this case, carry neither 

negative nor positive associative meanings. Likewise, the adjective accurate was categorized 

as neutral. This since in the chapter the author takes a position of neutrality by explaining that 

there are no accurate word labels explaining the various states of emotion. 
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In addition, consider the following sample paragraph, which employs the problem/solution 

structure that is common in self-help books, according to Dolby (2009, p. 37; cf. 2.1). In 

Example 10, 3 negative adjectives (red) are followed by 5 positive ones (green): 

 

(10)  Let us say that someone has said something that made you angry, or someone did not keep her word. 

And as you focus upon this angry topic, you notice that you do feel some relief from your depression. In 

other words, in the midst of this angry thought, you are no longer having any trouble breathing. The 

feeling of claustrophobia has lifted, and you do feel slightly better. Now, here is the crucial step in 

effectively utilizing your Emotional Guidance System: Stop, and consciously acknowledge that your 

chosen thought of anger does feel better than the suffocating depression that it replaced. And in the 

conscious recognition of your improved vibration, your feeling of powerlessness softens and you are now 

on your way up your Emotional Guidance Scale, back into full connection with who you really are. 

 

Example 10 has a didactic function since it teaches how to follow the processes of the Emotional 

Guidance System step by step. Since the occurrences of the adjectives Emotional in the fixed 

expressions trigger no particularly positive or negative semantics, I have placed them in the 

neutral category. Further, the negative semantic prosody value of angry is used 3 times to 

explain a problem, and then 5 adjectives with a positive semantic prosody value are used to 

highlight a solution. Thus, the dichotomy between negative and positive meanings and 

associations seems to be exploited by the authors here. 

 

4.3 Tolle 

 

In this section, results from the Tolle chapter are presented and discussed. Table 3 presents the 

same kind of procedures and data for Tolle as Table 2 did for Hicks & Hicks. This means that 

adjectives were collected in Table 3 according to the four semantic prosody values: positive, 

negative, neutral, and undetermined. Like the previous table, the adjectives with the same 

frequencies are positioned in alphabetical order.  

 

Table 3 below demonstrates that of the 274 adjectives in Tolle, 136 were categorized as having 

positive prosody within their context, 78 as negative, 56 as neutral, and 4 as undetermined 

semantic prosody. 
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Table 3: illustrates compilation of adjectives derived from the use of a contextualized approach 

when identifying the adjectives from Tolle (absolute frequencies in parentheses). 

 

 

 

Concerning the positive category, the most frequently occurring adjectives were present, 

conscious, divine, and pure. Example 11 illustrates one of the uses of divine: 

 

(11)  He was a man who lived two thousand years ago and realized divine presence, his true 

nature.  

 

Among other things, divine and true seem to reinforce each other’s positive prosody. Divine 

pre-modifies the noun presence, thus acquiring the kind of positive prosody usually expected 

                      POSITIVE                                                     NEGATIVE                               NEUTRAL         UNDETERMINED 

 

 present (14) 

conscious (10) 

divine (6) 

pure (6) 

still (5) 

alert (4) 

aware (4) 

enlightened (4) 

inner (4) 

timeless (3) 

true (3) 

total (3) 

absolute (2) 

apparent (2) 

awake (2) 

clear (2) 

cosmic (2) 

deeper (2) 

great (2) 

human (2) 

inconceivable (2) 

living (2) 

new (2) 

real (2) 

rooted (2) 

wider (2) 

accessible (1) 

added (1) 

alive (1) 

awakened (1) 

awestruck (1) 

certain (1) 

free (1) 

restless (1) 

Able (1) 

Collective (1) 

Deep (1) 

Direct (1) 

Easy (1) 

Eternal (1) 

Grateful (1) 

Helpful (1) 

High-energy (1) 

Higher (1) 

Holy (1) 

Incredible (1) 

Indwelling (1) 

Intense (1) 

Invaluable (1) 

Larger (1) 

Long (1) 

Meaningful (1) 

Only (1) 

Poised (1) 

Potent (1) 

Pretty (1) 

Quiet (1) 

Rudimentary (1) 

Stronger (1) 

Thoughtless (1) 

Transcendental(1) 

Ultimate (1) 

Varying (1) 

Weaker (1) 

Whole (1) 

Wild (1) 

Wise (1) 

Zen-like (1) 

Egoic (6) 

Separate (4) 

False (3) 

Human (3) 

Tragic (3) 

Unconscious (3) 

Attached (2) 

Collective (2) 

Distant (2) 

Limited (2) 

            Mental  (2) 

Cruel (1) 

Current (1) 

Daily (1) 

Destitute (1) 

Destructive (1) 

Devoid (1) 

Discursive (1) 

Erroneous (1) 

Evil (1) 

Excessive (1) 

Illegal (1) 

Immersed (1) 

Imprisoned (1) 

Industrial (1) 

Insane (1) 

Large (1) 

Lost (1) 

Mechanical (1) 

Old (1) 

Urban (1) 

Vast (1) 

increasing (1) 

lasting (1) 

Absent (1) 

Bigger (1) 

Bored (1) 

Careless (1) 

Considerable (1) 

Fundamental (1) 

Insignificant (1) 

Mind-dominated (1) 

Modern (1) 

Narrow (1) 

Obvious (1) 

Personal (1) 

Small (1) 

Strong (1) 

Stuck (1) 

Subsequent (1) 

Unable (1) 

Unchanged (1) 

Undesirable (1) 

Wide-spread (1) 

Wrong (1) 

pre-thinking (1) 

sinking (1) 

Own (5) 

Human (3) 

Next (3) 

Important (2) 

Individual (2) 

Ordinary (2) 

Personal (2) 

Physical (2) 

Psychological (2) 

Absolute (1) 

Alone (1) 

Ancient (1) 

Brief (1) 

Chronological (1) 

Complete (1) 

Different (1) 

Due (1) 

Dynamic (1) 

Endless (1) 

Esoteric (1) 

Eternal (1) 

Everyday (1) 

External (1) 

Externalized (1) 

Ineffable (1) 

Little (1) 

Manifested (1) 

Mental (1) 

Molecular (1) 

Nameless (1) 

Particular (1) 

Past (1) 

Present-day (1) 

Same (1) 

Simple (1) 

Single (1) 

Special (1) 

Subject (1) 

Synonymous (1) 

Temporal (1) 

Transitional (1) 

Usual (1) 

Different (1) 

Lost (1) 

Radical (1) 

Unmanifested (1) 
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of the adjective in New Age contexts. Further, mentioning the teachings of Christ/Jesus, and 

the Bible throughout the text adds to the didactic function which is common for self-help 

authors according to Dolby (2009, pp. 135, 137). 

 

In the negative category, the dominating negative adjectives are “egoic” (egoistic), separate, 

human, false, unconscious, and tragic. The adjectives human and unchanged were categorized 

as having a negative value in Example 12:  

 

(12) What do you think will happen on this planet if human consciousness 

remains unchanged? 

 

In its paragraph, Tolle describes human consciousness in negative terms. For example, in the 

sentence that is placed before the above example, human consciousness is characterized with 

the help of (negative prosody) adjectives such as egoic, insane, and destructive. Further, the 

prefix un- in unchanged confirms a negative interpretation, considering Türken et al.’s claim 

that self-help promises success in all areas of life under the condition that individuals are 

“willing to change” (2016, p. 39). 

 

As to the neutral category, human is categorized as neutral in Example 13:  

 

(13) The human form turns to dust pretty quickly too.  

 

The adjective human refers to form, directly modifying the noun (which evaluates as neutral). 

In its context, Tolle states that all bodies become dust and that it is a natural phenomenon, not 

tragic or cruel. Further, he maintained a neutral stance and conveyed that humans are 

‘consciousness’, not a body that eventually perishes, hence the neutral categorization.  

 

Further, considering the undetermined category, lost is categorized as undetermined in Example 

14: 

 

(14)  This process is explained by Jesus in his parable of the lost son, who leaves his father's 

home, squanders his wealth, becomes destitute, and is then forced by his suffering to 

return home. 
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Tolle describes the journey of the lost son as someone who goes from unconscious (negative 

meaning) to conscious (positive meaning). While lost seems inherently negative, it has 

potentially positive connotations in the very parable being alluded to in Example 14. In addition, 

since I cannot entirely understand the points being made about the lost son, the adjective was 

categorized as undetermined within this context. By contrast, becoming destitute creates clearly 

negative associations. 

 

4.4 Discussion of both chapters  

 

In the following section I will compare and discuss the two analyses; namely categorization 

type 1 where I categorized the contextualized adjectives, and categorization type 2 which 

describes the method where four informants categorized decontextualized adjectives. 

 

In both of the analyzed chapters, more than half of the adjectives were categorized as having a 

positive semantic prosody (see Tables 2 and 3). This is in line with the informants’ 

categorization of the decontextualized adjectives (Table 1) where all of them categorized most 

items as having a positive connotation, but some more so than others. In contrast, the 

frequencies in the undetermined category for H&H and Tolle were extremely low (0 and less 

than 5, respectively) compared to the results from the informants. The reason for this is most 

probably that different methods were used (i.e., categorizing the adjectives within and outside 

of context). However, the two different methods did not affect the fact that positive categories 

dominate. Further, duplicates (in Tables 2 and 3) occur over 50 times in the positive prosody 

category, which is two times more than the duplicates in the negative prosody category. 

Duplicates further show how the same items are used differently in the texts and how they 

acquire different semantic prosody value (see human in example 11 and 12; section 4.2). 

 

Further, as mentioned before, the authors sometimes seem to exploit the dichotomy between 

negative and positive meanings. Presumably, this dichotomy corresponds to some extent to the 

problem/solution structure mentioned in Dolby (2009, p. 37; cf. 2.1). For instance, in H&H, 

this applies to the following pairs in particular: bad/good, emptiest/fullest, powerless/powerful, 

angry/happy, different/same, and hard/easy. To illustrate, the dichotomies good/bad was used 

in the following fashion in Example 15:  
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(15) One feels good, and one feels bad.  

 

Not only does the example above and its context correspond to the problem/solution structure, 

but it also reflects the didactic function which is according to Dolby common in self-help texts 

(2009, p. 37; cf. 2.1).  

 

In Tolle, the following contrasts were used: false/true, small/large, imprisoned/free, evil/holy, 

narrow/wide, different/same, and weaker/stronger. Example 16 below gives an illustration of 

the latter:  

 

(16) Consequently, the watcher – pure consciousness beyond form – becomes stronger, 

and the mental formations become weaker. 

 

In the example above, pure and mental are adjectives like the dichotomies stronger and weaker. 

Additionally, perhaps partly in order to avoid repetition in the texts, synonyms were used to 

replace a previously mentioned adjective (e.g., dangerous/destructive, and bored/restless). 

However, near-synonymous adjectives (e.g., deep/inner), along with other adjectives (e.g., 

holy), were occasionally joined together to modify the same noun, possibly to add emphasis, 

e.g., some deep, inner, holy essence. 

 

As mentioned in the method section (i.e. section 3), all adjectives were marked in four different 

colors in order to distinguish them in the Word document. This made it visually obvious that 

negative adjectives tend to occur frequently in close connection with other negative adjectives, 

and positive adjectives close to other positive adjectives (see Example 10), compared to neutral 

adjectives, which tend to be more evenly distributed throughout the chapters. Another 

interesting observation is that adjectives with a negative semantic prosody tend to appear less 

frequently towards the end of each chapter compared to positive adjectives which appeared 

more frequently throughout the chapters. In fact, in the H&H chapter, only three adjectives with 

negative semantic prosody (hard, negative, and unreachable) appeared on the three last pages.  

Moreover, the incidence of positive adjectives occurred the most in those last three pages. This 

suggests that the didactic style adopted implies a tendency to end on a more positive note, that 

is, adjectives with a positive prosody are especially used towards the end of the chapters to 

convey a stronger and more positive spirit. 
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In view of the circumstance that self-help publications do have an entrepreneurial dimension as 

well, the fact that positive adjectives dominate in the present study is not unexpected since one 

assumption about (New Age) self-help seems to be that they want to communicate positive 

feelings in order to generate good sales. However, to avoid mere assumptions and to test my 

hypothesis, I employed quantitative and qualitative methodologies, along with two independent 

techniques to evaluate the adjectives. Likewise, informants (including myself) were included 

to improve reliability. Various conclusions have emerged from all of this; in particular, the 

different figures and comparisons allow us to not only confirm that positive adjectives dominate 

in the New Age texts but let us start to see how they are employed.  

 

 

5 Summary and conclusion 

 

To conclude, Table 1 shows that two female participants categorized roughly twice as many 

adjectives as positive than they categorized as negative, and I too evaluated most of the 

adjectives as positive, both within and without context. The mean value (90) of Table 1 was 

evidently highest in the positive category. Results in Table 2 illustrate that over half of the total 

adjectives in H&H were categorized as having a positive prosody (i.e., 111 adjectives out of 

201 were positive). Similarly, Table 3 shows that most adjectives in Tolle (136 out of 274) 

acquired a positive prosody. The overall figures, then, support my hypothesis that adjectives 

(since they dominate the most) is what contributes to communicating positivity in New Age 

self-help discourse.  

 

Since the present study relies on limited data, suggestions for further research include a wider 

range of primary material, more varied data, and additional informants. Of course, a more in-

depth semantic analysis of the present data would be welcomed. It could thus be tested whether 

my results are coincidental or if we can see a pattern in the use of adjectives (or other word 

classes for that matter) in New Age self-help texts. Finally, other forms of discourse, for 

example, pre-recorded Web seminars and/or YouTube videos on this topic, may be investigated 

to reveal how positivity is embodied in New Age language, in various domains and social 

settings. 
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