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Describe the Schachter and Singer (1962) study of emotional state and discuss the methodological and ethical issues with attempting to replicate the findings

The purpose of this essay is to describe and explain Schachter and Singer’s (1962) study ‘Cognitive, social and psychological determinants of emotional state’. Ethical issues will be considered and alternative options to achieve similar results will be proposed. 

The aim of this study was to try and find relation between physical arousal and the cognitive label assigned to it. Schachter and Singer believed that as we see stimulus, physical arousal occurs and after processing it cognitively, we assign a label to it based on what we have available. For example, a woman walking home alone at night, sees a man walking towards her, her heart starts to raise, and she’s trembling (physical arousal). She knows those are caused by fear, in conclusion she is frightened (cognitive label).

Schachter and Singer first speak about previous studies and research. The study they were most interested in, and heavily influenced by, was Marañon (1924). Marañon injected 210 participants with sympathomimetic agent adrenaline (epinephrine) and asks them to introspect. 71% reported feeling only physical symptoms with no emotional differences. While 29% responded with claims of feeling emotional energy, majority reported it was ‘as if’ they were sad rather than feeling sad (deja vu).

While intrigued, they had two main criticisms. Firstly, people dismiss certain symptoms and feelings when they know what they are being injected with. They posited recreating the study without the participants knowledge on what they were being injected with. Secondly, they believed that if people didn’t have a word to describe what they were feeling they either ignored it or mislabel it.

Both these criticisms were considered when undertaking their study. Their hypothesis was that people's feelings are a combination of physiological arousal and cognitive labels for said arousal, this is what they were trying to prove. They were going to inject people with adrenaline whilst telling them it was “Suproxin” a new vitamin drug, so they didn’t write off any of their emotions or symptoms. 
First the methodology and participants must be established. The study used 184 male volunteer university students, the “subject” as the paper calls them, were told they are going to be injected with a new vitamin to see the effects it had on eyesight. Into each group a ‘stooge’ was introduced to elicit emotions by openly displaying their own. There were two groups in the experiment, as they wanted what they viewed as opposing emotions, anger and euphoria. There are then four subset groups: 

Epi inf – epinephrine informed, told accurate side effects they could expect due to injection: shaking hands, increased heart rate and/or flushed face

Epi ign – epinephrine ignorant, were told there were no side effects

Epi mis – epinephrine misinformed, were told side effects completely irrelevant to the injection: numb feet, itching sensation over body and a slight headache. This group was only done in the euphoria experiment and used as control group.

Placebo – injected with saline which would have no effect on emotional or physical state

Both groups will receive their injections and information based on their subgroup. The euphoria experiment begins when the experimenter introduces the ‘stooge’ as another participant. Then excusing himself for 15-20 minutes with the excuse of letting the drug set, saying “only other thing I should do is apologize for the condition of the room... if you need any scratch paper or rubber bands or pencils, help yourself”. Throughout that time the stooge grabs a piece of paper, confirming with the participant that it’s allowed, and doodles a fish before saying the paper is not fit to purpose. He then tries to get the participant to join in a makeshift game of basketball, makes paper aeroplanes and slingshots pieces of paper. Then finding 2 hula-hoops under some folders he knocked over and playing with them before replacing them and sitting down for the experimenters return. Throughout, the stooge refers to childhood and feelings of joy. Part of the instructions the stooge is given is to follow the participants lead and respond to any comments made. 

Similarly, the anger group had a stooge join them after receiving the injection, but they were given a questionnaire to fill out before the experimenter returned. The stooge first makes comment about the injection not being mentioned prior to arrival, followed by a remark about the length of the questionnaire. The questionnaire starts innocently, asking about daily food intake and childhood diseases, both questions the stooge has a narration for. Progressively getting more personal and invasive with questions regarding father's income and asking participants to assign rude or insulting statements to family members. The final question the stooge refuses to answer is about his intimacy life which shortly result in the stooge ripping and screwing up the questionnaire before leaving the room stating “I'm not wasting any more time. I’m getting my books and leaving”. The questionnaire has eight more questions beyond this point ending with a question regarding the number of sexual partners their mother has had.

In both cases the experimenter will return to the room and give the participant (and the stooge in the euphoria case) a questionnaire to fill out stating that to accurately measure their eyesight they also need to know about their emotional state. This questionnaire consists of questions about the participants feelings of happiness and anger, questions about physical symptoms and two open-ended questions about any other physical or emotional sensations. Their pulse is taken (it would also have been taken before the injection was given) and that is the experiments end. The true experiment and injection content are then explained to the participants including why it was necessary to deceive them. A smaller questionnaire about their experience is completed. This asked questions about their experience and any suspicions they had regarding the study. This resulted in 11 results being discarded as they showed extreme suspicions of some crucial feature of the study. 

Finally, they speak about the results. Firstly, the euphoria study showed that the participants with the least appropriate knowledge of side effects were the ones most influenced by the stooge's routine. The researchers posit that this is because of their lack of explanation for their feelings and so they cannot write any of them off. They did find however that 16% of the epi mis group and 28% of the epi ign group, also identified accurate symptoms in the open-ended question in the questionnaire. However, the group more informed of their symptoms, epi inf, was also the group that reported the least amount of euphoria and seldom joined in on the activities with the stooge or started their own. A similar result happened with the anger experiment. At least behaviourally, the epinephrin shot seemed to make people angrier. The epi ign group was significantly angrier than the epi inf group who presented as largely neutral. Schachter and Singer did however identify an issue with the anger experiment, as a result of the anger being directed at the experimenter, the participants would not openly express hostility towards them as they didn’t want to jeopardise the extra exam points, they were promised at the end of the study. They explain that anger was expressed by participants after the study was explained and they were aware of what information was being collected and when they believed they were alone with the stooge. Overall, the epi ign were most affected by the stooge's routine. The researchers put this down to the fact that the participants had no other way of explaining their heightened state and therefore were more susceptible to the stooge's act. Opposingly the epi inf group were least effective as they had the information needed to explain their behaviour and feelings. They determined their results as consistent support to the notion that emotion is a physiological arousal with an appropriate cognitive label.

However, no study is without criticism. The two main critics for this study from a psychological standpoint were Plutchik and Ax, and Marshall and Zimbardo. Plutchik and Ax (1967) have many criticisms for the study. They claim that levels of arousal were not completely equal across the groups, the self-reports were inadequate as measuring tools for emotions and that, largely, the placebos groups never showed significant difference from the other groups. Likewise, Marshall and Zimbardo criticisms came after their 1979 recreation of the study failed to yield the same or similar results. Their study, in fact found contradicting result that claimed that unexplained arousal can lead to emotional plasticity. 

There is also a lot to be said surrounding ethical issues in this study and why it could not be done again in modern day. The BPS code of ethics and conduct (2021) states that the 4 key values are respect, competence, responsibility and integrity. These are labelled as the primary ethical principles a psychologist today should possess and upkeep. An even more relevant code to this experiment is the BPS code of Human Research Ethics (2021). Section 4.2 is ‘consent and risk’ which states that any potential risks need to be disclosed so participants can make an informed decision on whether they want to take part in the study. The participants were not told what they were being injected with until after the study had concluded which made any previous consent given invalid as they cannot consent to what they don’t know. 

If this research were to be conducted today, the injection given without disclosure could not be done for ethical reasons however modern technology gives more ways to manipulate emotions. One way this can be done is through virtual reality (VR), a consol is placed on a participant's head immersing them in a virtual world. This can be used to induce different emotions. Lambe et al (2026) used VR to induce anger in a group of men with average anger levels and a smaller group with higher anger levels. This demonstrates that modern technology provides more ethical ways of recreating this experiment 
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