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An Analysis of Schachter and Singer’s (1962) Study of Emotional State

[bookmark: _Int_iDYQFLqX]The nature of emotion has been debated within psychology for a prolonged period of time, particularly regarding the relative roles of physiological arousal and cognitive processes. Early theories of the psychological workings of emotion, such as the James–Lange theory, emphasised physiological responses as the primary cause of emotional experience, whereas later cognitive approaches highlighted appraisal and interpretation (Gross, 2015). Schachter and Singer’s (1962) seminal study ‘Cognitive, Social, and Physiological Determinants of Emotional State’ attempted to combine these perspectives by proposing the Two-Factor Theory of Emotion. This theory argues that emotion arises from a combination of physiological arousal and cognitive interpretation of that arousal within a social context. This essay will first describe the aims, methodology, procedure, and findings of Schachter and Singer’s (1962) study, including relevant criticisms. It will then discuss the methodological and ethical issues associated with attempting to replicate the findings in modern-day psychological research.

Schachter and Singer (1962) aimed to test whether physiological arousal alone could determine emotional experience or whether the consideration of cognitive processes was necessary to label emotions. According to the Two-Factor Theory, individuals experience physiological arousal first and then cognitively interpret this arousal based on situational cues to experience a specific emotion (Schachter & Singer, 1962). The researchers heavily based their research on the Marañón (1924) study, where participants were administered with a sympathomimetic drug, adrenaline. Participants were then asked to self-report how they felt after being injected with the drug.
Schachter and Singer’s study employed a laboratory experiment using an independent measures design. The sample consisted of 184 male undergraduate students recruited through opportunity sampling, which was the most common method of recruiting participants in psychological research at the time (Schachter & Singer, 1962). Participants were randomly allocated to different experimental conditions to reduce the effects of individual differences.
Participants were told that the study was investigating the effects of a vitamin compound called “Suproxin” on vision. In reality, participants were injected with either epinephrine (adrenaline), which produces physiological arousal such as increased heart rate and trembling, or a placebo injection of saline solution (Schachter & Singer, 1962). This manipulation was designed in order to induce differing levels of physiological arousal.
Those who received epinephrine were further divided into three cognitive conditions. The informed group were accurately told the true physiological effects of epinephrine. The misinformed group were told incorrect side effects that did not match the actual effects of the drug, and the uninformed group were given no information about potential side effects. A placebo group acted as a control condition and received no arousal-inducing substance (Schachter & Singer, 1962).
Following the injection, participants were placed in a waiting room with a confederate who behaved in either a euphoric or an angry manner. In the euphoria condition, the confederate displayed playful and cheerful behaviour, while in the anger condition the confederate expressed irritation and frustration over a questionnaire. Participants’ emotional responses were measured using self-report questionnaires and behavioural observations (Schachter & Singer, 1962).
The results supported the Two-Factor Theory of Emotion. Participants who received epinephrine and were uninformed or misinformed about its effects were more likely to report emotions that matched the behaviour of the confederate. For example, participants in the euphoria condition reported higher levels of happiness, whereas those in the anger condition reported increased anger (Schachter & Singer, 1962). In contrast, participants in the informed condition showed weaker emotional responses, as they attributed their physiological arousal to the injection rather than the social situation.
The placebo group demonstrated relatively low emotional intensity, suggesting that physiological arousal contributed to the strength of emotional experience. Schachter and Singer (1962) concluded that physiological arousal creates a general state of activation, but cognitive appraisal of the situation determines the specific emotion experienced. This challenged purely physiological theories of emotion and highlighted the importance of considering both cognitive and physiological processes in emotional experience.

Despite its influence, the study has been criticised on several grounds. One key issue concerns reliability. Replication attempts have produced inconsistent findings, with some studies failing to fully support the Two-Factor Theory (Marshall & Zimbardo, 1979). This raises questions about the reproducibility of the original results.
The ecological validity of the study has also been criticised. The artificial laboratory environment and the exaggerated behaviour, due to them being observed, of the confederates may not accurately reflect emotional experiences in real-world contexts (Gross, 2015). Furthermore, the use of an all-male, student sample limits the generalisability of the findings to other populations, such as women and older adults.
Measurement validity is another concern. Emotional responses were assessed using self-report measures, which can be subject to social desirability bias, and behavioural observations, which may be subject to observer bias. These factors may have influenced the accuracy of the results (Marshall & Zimbardo, 1979).

Replicating Schachter and Singer’s (1962) study in the modern world would pose significant methodological challenges. The use of epinephrine injections to induce physiological arousal would lead to a violation of several BPS ethical guidelines, particularly responsibility and integrity, as deceiving participants into administering them with a substance that was proven to be behaviourally changing may lead to feelings of anxiety, distrust and betrayal in the participant (British Psychological Society, 2021). While effective, the manipulation of participants is invasive and may introduce confounding factors, such as anxiety caused by the injection itself. Contemporary research would likely use less invasive arousal techniques, such as physical exercise or stress-inducing tasks, as a more suitable method.
Another methodological issue involves demand characteristics. Modern participants may be more aware of psychological research methods, increasing the likelihood that they will guess the aims of the study and alter their behaviour accordingly. This could reduce internal validity and make replication more difficult. The use of deception may help to minimise demand characteristics, as used within the study. However, the style and topic of the questions within the questionnaire may lead participants to figure out the aim of the study and so alter their answers and behaviour accordingly.
Additionally, contemporary research standards emphasise more diverse and representative samples. While this improves external validity, it may also increase variability in emotional responses, making it harder to obtain clear-cut results comparable to those reported by Schachter and Singer (1962).

From a modern ethical perspective, the original study raises serious concerns. One major issue is deception. Participants were misled about both the purpose of the study and the nature of the injection, which undermines informed consent (British Psychological Society, 2021). Although deception can be justified in some cases, current ethical guidelines require that it be minimised and carefully justified. In the study, participants were deceived about the substance, purpose and physical risk. Instead, following the ethical guidelines of today, participants could take part in exercise, such as cycling, to induce a state of physiological arousal. This removes deception over the source of arousal and the medical procedure. The participants would still be deceived about the aim of the study to minimise demand characteristics.
Protection from harm is another significant concern. Injecting participants with epinephrine exposed them to potential physical risks, including increased heart rate and anxiety. While medical screening was conducted, such risks would likely be considered unacceptable in contemporary research unless there was a strong clinical justification (BPS, 2021). Using exercise instead of epinephrine to induce physiological arousal would remove this risk of harm, as arousal occurs naturally, as opposed to through an unnatural injection.
Furthermore, informed consent was compromised, as participants could not fully understand what they were agreeing to. Although debriefing occurred, modern ethical standards place greater emphasis on participant autonomy and the right to withdraw at any stage without penalty. Ethical replication would therefore require non-invasive methods for inducing arousal and greater transparency, for example using exercise instead of an epinephrine injection.

To conclude, Schachter and Singer’s (1962) study remains a highly influential contribution to the psychology of emotion, providing evidence that emotional experience arises from an interaction between physiological arousal and cognitive interpretation. While the findings offered strong support for the Two-Factor Theory of Emotion, the study has been criticised for methodological weaknesses and significant ethical issues. Attempting to replicate the findings today presents challenges related to participant safety, deception, and informed consent. However, with appropriate methodological adaptations and strict adherence to modern ethical guidelines, the core principles of the theory can still be investigated. The study continues to highlight the importance of context and cognition in shaping emotional experience.
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