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Introduction


Believe it or not, you do experiments pretty often in your day-to-day life. You may not call them that, and they may not fit the classic definition, but whenever you try to find out why something happened you are setting up an experiment. For example, imagine you get sick. You decide to figure out which food you ate yesterday made you sick. So you look for something that stands out—something unusual that you don’t do every day. You think you’ve identified the offending food (at least you have a hypothesis), and so you decide that today you’re going to keep everything the same in your diet except for that one thing. You’re going to eliminate the possibilities. Congratulations, you’re a scientist!


The only difference between you and a classic “scientist” is that what you do every day is a little “messy” scientifically speaking. You don’t have control groups and impartial observers, you don’t clearly define or measure your variables, and you don’t run any statistics, but all these methods used by scientists are designed to do one thing: make us more careful observers so we can answer the “why” question with more confidence.


You may not carry out all of the studies described in this book, and that’s okay, because you’re still going to learn a lot about human behavior along the way. But if you do, I think you’re going to have fun and learn a lot. Almost all the big names in the history of psychological experimentation are here: Pavlov, Skinner, Rorschach, Festinger, Piaget, Kohlberg, and Asch, along with other, more recent names like Seligman, Loftus, Cialdini, and Zimbardo. And you’ll be introduced to some of the very latest research being conducted right now by psychologists like Barrett, Eastwick, Diehl, Wiseman, and Ariely.


Psychological research is very much alive and well and far from being something that’s only done in “ivy towers.” Psychological research is happening on websites (see the “curiosity effect”), in restaurants (see entry on how to increase your tips), in the courtroom (see entries on false memories and new lie detector tests), in advertisements (you’d be surprised how much you’re influenced by the color red), and even right on your smartphone (why you are addicted to it and whether or not taking photos with it detracts from your real-life experience).


You’ll be surprised to learn what psychologists are up to these days. But as I said, even if you don’t carry out a single experiment or demonstration described in this book, I think you’ll find that experimenting is actually kind of intriguing. You’re like Sherlock Holmes when you conduct an experiment. You survey all the evidence looking for clues (in this case, clues about the “why” of human behavior) and then you try something to see what happens. And after all, isn’t that what scientists and all curious people do? They try things to see what will happen.


So try a few things in this book and see what happens . . .







Chapter 1


An Introduction to Psych Experiments


Salivating dogs, confused cats, superstitious pigeons, insightful gorillas, aggressive children, fearful adults—the list of fascinating psychological studies goes on and on. Research on humans is colorful, odd, brilliant, embarrassing, and sometimes difficult to watch. We have learned a lot and we have come a long way since Wilhelm Wundt (the “founder” of psychology back in 1879) had participants listening to metronomes tick and introspecting on the experience. Today we have sophisticated personality tests and MRI (magnetic resonance imaging) scans to look “inside the black box” of the brain while it thinks. But just because some research is “old”—like B. F. Skinner’s work with pigeons—doesn’t mean it’s “old fashioned” or wrong. It’s still quite useful. And just because we’re using an MRI scan on our brains doesn’t necessarily mean we understand what we’re looking at. We look back at Sigmund Freud’s work and think about how silly some of it was. But a hundred years from now we’ll look back at what we’re doing today and think the same thing.


Why Psych Experiments Matter


In this book we’ll take a look at some of the most famous and some of the lesser-known studies in the history of psychology. I think you’ll find it fun even if you never carry out any of the studies described here. Here are a few examples of the odd, the brilliant, and the important studies (some of which we’ll re-create in this book).


The Odd


What if you showed up to assist an experimenter and he said that your job was to sit in a men’s bathroom stall and videotape men as they stand at a urinal and pee? Yes, that study was actually carried out in the 1970s by R. Dennis Middlemist and his colleagues. Sounds odd, but they wanted to see what effect it has on us to have someone else nearby when we’re . . . eliminating. Not surprisingly perhaps, it does take longer for the “onset of micturition (peeing)” to occur when someone is nearby. You probably refer to this as an “invasion of your personal space.” This study, while indeed a little odd, has been enormously helpful to people who suffer from shy bladder syndrome.


The Surprising


Many people fear the end of the world. Sometimes they even have a specific date (remember December 12, 2012, when the world was supposed to come to an end?). What goes on in people’s minds when they very strongly believe something like this and then the world doesn’t come to an end? How do they deal with it? Leon Festinger and his colleagues decided to actually join an “end of the world” cult to find out what happened on that last day. This study taught us a lot about an idea called cognitive dissonance. As you’ll see in this book, cognitive dissonance is at work almost every day in your life.


The Brilliant


Not many studies can claim to have been inspired by a Bible story, but John M. Darley and C. Daniel Batson’s study did just that. They took the parable of the Good Samaritan and turned it into a psychological study. The parable describes several people who walked by a man who was clearly in need of help. Many people did not help. One did. So Darley set up a study in which participants (who were seminary students) were asked to give a brief talk about this parable. But wouldn’t you know it—participants had to walk to a building across campus to give the talk. And along the way, Darley and Batson placed a person on the ground who pretended to be in need of help. We learned a lot about situations in which helping does and doesn’t happen and what to do to get help when you need it.


The Influential


Many of us believe our memories to be accurate. We think we have “flashbulb memories” and we think that because we “saw it with our own eyes!” it must have happened just the way we recall it. Psychologist Elizabeth Loftus showed us just how inaccurate and easily influenced our memories can be. She showed participants recordings of car accidents and then later asked them what they saw. A simple change in wording was all that was needed to make people believe that they saw things that weren’t there or that did not happen. This research has been very influential (though perhaps not as much as psychologists would like) in the courts today when jurors examine evidence and come to their decisions.


Conceptual Replications


We’re not going to be carrying out a replication of Stanley Milgram’s research in which many participants actually believed that they were giving someone a lethal level of electric shock. Nor will we be locking participants into false jail cells and assigning them to roles of “Prisoner” and “Guard” (Philip Zimbardo). We won’t be delivering small electric shocks to dogs (Martin Seligman), entering ourselves into psychiatric facilities (David Rosenhan), or running rats in a maze or shaping the behavior of pigeons (Skinner). Nonetheless, we can still learn about the power of conformity, social roles, labeling, shaping, and helplessness by carrying out what are called “conceptual replications.” That is, we can still examine these important ideas by doing small studies that are different from the original ones but that could still demonstrate the existence of the phenomenon.


For example, we’ll be looking at these concepts, but we’ll be doing so in original ways:



	
Cognitive Dissonance: Instead of following cult members around as Festinger did, we’ll look at how dissonance occurs when you shop online.


	
Social Roles: Instead of creating a mock prison as Zimbardo did, we’ll see how social roles affect us when we’re just working as a group in a class discussion.


	
Learned Helplessness: Instead of giving small shocks to dogs as Seligman did, we’ll examine the effects of helplessness by asking participants to solve anagrams—some of which are really hard to figure out.


	
Rorschach Inkblots: Instead of giving inkblots to people to see if their interpretations of them indicate schizophrenia, we’ll examine the difficulty of scoring these inkblots by showing them to participants and assigning unusual names to the responses.


	
Detecting Lies: You probably don’t have a polygraph machine lying around, but we can still explore how lies can be detected using a fun “story telling” approach.


	
Behavior Modification: I’m going to assume that you also don’t have access to a “Skinner box” and a bunch of pigeons. Nevertheless, you can still experience the idea of behavior modification using a piano keyboard (you’ll find out).



Respect Your Participants


Even though the replications described here should be fun, if there’s one issue psychologists are fanatical about it is the care and respect for those people who agree to participate in our studies. For example, every college and university has an internal review board (IRB)—a group of people who read a proposal for every research study a psychologist would like to carry out. The IRB makes sure that these key components are a part of every study:



	
Informed Consent: Every participant should be provided with enough information about the study to make a decision as to whether or not they wish to participate.


	
Freedom to Withdraw: No one is ever forced, fooled, or coerced into participating in a psychological study. While many colleges and universities require Psychology 101 students to participate in research as a learning experience, those below the age of eighteen and those who simply do not wish to participate have the option of doing an alternative assignment (such as writing a short paper on a topic of their interest).


	
Debriefing and Follow-Up: Once the study is over, all participants are entitled to know exactly what the study was about, how to find out the results if they’re interested, and who to contact if they have any questions or concerns about their participation in the study. Some studies, in order to really find what they’re looking for, require some amount of deception or at least leaving out important information so that participants will act in as natural a way as possible. However, once the study is done, everything is explained to the participants.



Is It Ethical?


As investigators of human behavior, researchers must weigh the potential to learn something very important against the potential for risk to participants. This is the “ethical dilemma” that the IRB must assess when they read a proposal.


Risks


What are the potential risks to participants? In addition to risks of bodily harm, could participants suffer undue stress during the study? Is it possible that they’ll leave the study feeling bad about themselves? Anxious? Sad? Ideally, we want participants to leave the study with a positive feeling about having contributed to our understanding of the human condition. But any study could stir up emotions in participants that the researchers (that’s you) didn’t anticipate. Some situations have obvious concerns, such as research on childhood abuse in which you’re going to ask people questions about their pasts that they might not want to think about. Other situations are more subtle. Suppose you’re interested in memory and you ask people to memorize words on a list. Sounds harmless, but some subjects might do poorly on the task and if they’re older, they might begin to worry about whether they’re coming down with Alzheimer’s disease because they had a parent who had it. This is one reason debriefing and follow-up contact info are always provided to participants in case they have concerns or worries that pop up later on.


Benefits


What are the benefits to humankind of this research? Typically, an IRB will focus on seeing if the risks to your participants are minimal. However, some risk might not be unavoidable, such as when researchers try out a new drug and don’t know exactly which dosage is best or what the side effects could be. In cases like this, IRB members have to ask themselves, “Are we going to learn something here that is so important that it’s worth such risks?” It’s an important and difficult question.


Psychology Studies and Ethical Dilemmas


Here are some examples of studies with some obvious and some not-so-obvious dilemmas:


Milgram’s Study of Authority


Will people obey an authority figure even if it means seriously hurting another person? You have probably heard of the study conducted by Stanley Milgram in which participants, instructed to act as “teachers,” gave shocks to “learners” when learners gave the wrong answer to questions. The study gave us some unsettling news about human beings and how we can do some hurtful things to others when told to do so by an authority figure. We also learned how and when blind obedience to authority can be decreased. Of course, no one was shocked in the Milgram study. The learners' yells of pain were pretend and they were recorded so that every participant heard the exact same recording. But still, this was a study that left many of the participants shaken to say the least. It was one of the studies that led to the establishment of the APA Code of Ethics. The study took place in the early 1960s and it was thought that while the findings were important, the study would never be replicated because of the potential for psychological harm to the participants. However, psychologist Jerry Burger came up with an ingenious way to replicate the study while significantly reducing the risks to participants. He looked carefully at Milgram’s research and found that 79 percent of the “teachers” who gave the “learner” a shock of 150 volts went all the way to giving 450 volts (a voltage level labeled XXX on the “shock machine”). So 150 volts was something of a turning point. If you were willing to go that far you would probably go all the way. So what if we replicate the study but stop at the 150-volt point? Why go any further? Burger’s IRB committee agreed to this thinking and the famous Milgram study was replicated in 2009. Burger provided a more extensive debriefing of his participants than Milgram did and the participants experienced much less stress. Unfortunately, it appears that not much has changed in the human psyche since Milgram’s time: Burger also found that about two-thirds of his participants did what they were told to do by an authority figure and administered 150 volts. Blind obedience to authority is apparently still with us.


Frustration and Creativity


Does frustration help people become more creative? Perhaps you’ve found yourself in a frustrating situation and it actually caused you to find a creative solution to the problem. So it’s a reasonable question: does frustration (and how does frustration) cause us to be more creative? To answer this we would have to frustrate some participants. Hmm . . . How do you frustrate people? You could:



	Ask them to do a task that isn’t actually possible to complete


	Give them false information such as telling them they did very poorly on a task (when actually they did as well as anyone else)


	Tell students that their class schedules were lost and they have to sign up for everything all over again (this was actually proposed at one university I attended)



What we have to do is find a way to frustrate subjects that does not cause too much stress, but which will still allow us to examine what we’re interested in (creativity in this case). See the chapter titled “How Does Creativity Really Work?” to learn one way researchers figured out how to do this.


Virtually Fighting Fear


Can virtual reality (VR) headsets be used to treat phobias? Suppose you have a fear of heights (most of us do, and for good reason), but you want to overcome it because your new job requires you to be in high places often. Well, one approach to treating phobias like this is called flooding, which in this case would involve your therapist actually taking you to a high building and asking you to stand near the edge. You’ll be anxious, perhaps for quite a while, but eventually your anxiety will subside. Previous research has already demonstrated the effectiveness of this technique. But today we have virtual reality headsets. A reasonable question is, would it be equally effective to have a client wear these glasses and stand at the edge of a virtual building? Would this help cure the phobia? A research study on this sounds pretty straightforward: get yourself some VR headsets, hire a VR programming expert to create an “edge of the building” simulation, advertise that you’re looking for participants who have a fear of heights to try a new kind of treatment, and see if you can have someone successfully overcome their fear of heights using the head gear. This sounds safer than having them actually stand at the edge of a building where they could fall. However, you’ll want to realize that many people find the experience of wearing a VR headset not only disorienting, but literally sickening. How are you going to protect participants who may not yet be aware of this tendency?


Positive Posts and Positivity


If you see positive posts on Facebook, are you more likely to post more positive posts yourself? You may have heard that back in 2012 researchers at Facebook conducted a study in which they showed some people mostly positive posts in their Facebook News Feed while other people saw more negative posts. They wanted to see if reading positive posts would make people feel more positive and then write positive posts themselves. Over 700,000 people had their Facebook feeds manipulated in this way. They found out that doing this manipulation of the News Feed didn’t have a strong effect on people. But was it ethical? You might think it’s relatively harmless, but what if slightly depressed persons started seeing lots of depressing posts? Could this make them more depressed? A review board, if given the chance to review this study before it was carried out, would have insisted on informed consent. Facebook might contend that when you agree to their terms of service you have consented to these sorts of manipulations. You might argue that, realistically, very few people actually read the terms of service for any online site they visit. What’s the right thing to do?


The “Science-y” Stuff


Student or teachers of psychology have probably noticed that I have avoided the use of many terms students learn in their classes about research methods in psychology—terms like independent and dependent variables, operational definitions, and control variables, as well as terms that deal with the details of statistical analysis. This was done so that this book can be enjoyed by a non-academic audience. However, all of the experiments described in this book can be carried out, the data analyzed, and report summaries written up. The variables—both independent (what is manipulated) and dependent (what is measured)—should not be hard to identify.


The data for most of these studies is in the form of what are referred to as “Likert scales.” This means your participants circle a number on a scale from 1 to 5, 7, or 10. When this is the case and the study involves two groups of participants, the proper statistical test would be a between-groups t-test (no within-groups designs are described here). Some studies include three groups, and in this case a between-subjects ANOVA (analysis of variance) would be called for. When the response from your participants is in the form of yes/no, then a chi-square test is called for. Conducting statistical tests isn’t necessary, however, and in most cases students can simply calculate averages and put the results in a bar chart.


None of the studies described in this book are done in a way that would eliminate all conceivable extraneous variables, so of course, if an analysis of the data is conducted, it’s not certain that you will find a statistically significant result. In research, a significant result is never (and should never be) guaranteed. If you conduct a test and don’t find a significant result, perhaps an extraneous variable got in the way. Or perhaps the original study got it wrong and you’ve found that the effect you’re looking for actually doesn’t exist. In that case, you might want to see if you can get your study published!


Okay, enough background information. Are you ready? Then let’s do some experimenting!







Classical Conditioning You Can Do Yourself


Maybe We’re Not So Different from Dogs After All



Psych Concept: Classical Conditioning


Name of Experiment: The Work of the Digestive Glands


Original Scientist/Research: Ivan P. Pavlov (1897/1902)




Aside from Sigmund Freud, Ivan Pavlov is the most well-known figure in psychology. Who has not heard about his famous salivating dogs? Many people think that what Pavlov did can only be done with dogs, but that’s not so. Classical conditioning happens in humans as well. In this experiment we’ll see that we can condition people to a stimulus that used to have absolutely no effect at all on them.


First, a little clarification about Pavlov’s work: Pavlov was not a psychologist. He was a physiologist and was mainly interested in digestion. In his studies with dogs he was specifically interested in the salivation reflex. When we put food in our mouths we automatically release saliva as part of the digestive process, and he wanted to understand this process more fully.


Pavlov’s work focused on bodily actions that are typically automatic, and he showed how these reactions can be learned. This is not to be confused with actions that are learned by being rewarded. For example, your dog may walk to you after you trained it to do so by giving it a treat when it came to you. Learning that occurs in response to some kind of reward is referred to by psychologists as operant conditioning.


The Original Experiment


To make sure we have all the pieces of Pavlov’s study in our heads, let’s briefly go over what he did. First, Pavlov did a little surgery to implant a small tube (similar in size to a test tube) into the cheek of each dog. The tube collected and measured the dog’s saliva. Then he put his dogs on a table and in a harness so they wouldn’t walk away. Finally, he presented his dogs with a powder made from meat (not an actual steak as you might have heard). You can find images of the setup online by simply doing a search on the terms “pavlov dog setup.”


Pavlov fully expected the dogs to salivate in response to the meat powder placed in front of them. What he didn’t expect was what he noticed next: the dogs salivated when they heard his assistant with the meat powder walk up the stairs to the laboratory. It’s a good thing Pavlov kept a keen eye on what was happening in his lab and noticed this. Once he saw it he decided to see if he could bring about salivation in response to other events.


So here’s what he did. He put the dogs on the table and in the harness. Then he started a metronome. We think of Pavlov using bells but he didn’t actually use a bell at first. Instead, he wanted a sound that dogs had never heard before—a “neutral stimulus”—so he used a metronome. In Pavlov’s time metronomes were wound up and made clicking sounds as the pendulum slowly swung from right to left.


[image: 9781440597077 Pavlovs Dog]


At first, the dogs probably looked at the metronome curiously and then looked away. Then, just before giving the dogs a plate of the meat powder Pavlov started the metronome. He performed this pairing a number of times. Then he simply turned on the metronome and watched. Sure enough, saliva started to drip into the tubes. The dogs had made an association. They had learned something and did it in a very predictable, scientifically observable way. There was a lot of excitement about his findings, and justifiably so.


Let’s Try It!


Typical demonstrations of classical conditioning (often also referred to as “Pavlovian conditioning”) involve asking someone to put on a poncho or a plastic garbage bag. The teacher then reads a list of words to the student. Every time a specific “key word” on the list is spoken (for example the word “chair”), the teacher sprays the student with water. Of course, the student flinches from the spray of water. After many repetitions, the student flinches to the sound of the word “chair,” even if the teacher decides not to spray the person after saying the word. And that’s all there is to it really. In this example the word “chair” is a neutral stimulus at first. Then through repeated pairings with the water (the unconditioned stimulus) the person flinches in response to the word “chair.” The word “chair” is now a conditioned (or trained) stimulus, and the flinching in response to the word is the conditioned response. Voilà! Pavlov at work.


Here’s another fun way to try out Pavlov’s ideas. You’ll need:



	Two dice


	Dice cup


	Horn—preferably a really loud and annoying one


	Table where you and your participants can sit


	A place where a loud noise isn’t going to bother anyone



To make this an experiment you’ll need two groups of people. We’ll call them group A and B.


What to Do:


Group A



	
Step 1: Sit your subjects at a table and have the dice in the cup and your horn ready.


	
Step 2: Tell members of group A that you’re going to roll the dice and if the dice add up to an even number you’re going to blast the horn. If the number is odd, no horn. Make sure that the horn is loud enough to make your subjects wince.


	
Step 3: Shake the dice in the cup and then roll your dice and sound the horn when the criteria are met.


	
Step 4: Repeat this about a dozen times.



Group B



	
Step 1: Again, sit your subjects at your table and have your materials ready.


	
Step 2: Tell this group that you’ll only sound the horn if the dice add up to less than 6.


	
Step 3: Put the dice in the cup and shake it, roll the dice onto the table, and sound the horn when the criteria are met.


	
Step 4: Repeat a dozen times.



The Results


What you’re doing is conditioning your subjects to wince when you shake the dice. At first, shaking the dice is a neutral stimulus. That is, in your first few shakes of the cup you won’t see any reaction from your participants. In group A, however, you’ll be hitting that horn almost every time you roll the dice and they’ll get conditioned to wincing when you shake the cup. Group B probably will not wince to the sight and sound of shaking the cup because the connection to the horn sound is very weak. In a way, the shaking of the cup is similar to Pavlov’s assistant walking up the stairs.


Why It Matters


If you’re observant you’ll see Pavlov’s principles at work in your life. Are you or anyone you know uncomfortable when you go to the hospital—even to visit someone? That’s because the sights, sounds, and smells of hospitals have become associated with anxiety. The classic example of Pavlovian conditioning in everyday life is the dentist’s drill. The sound is neutral at first, but the more often you have dental work and experience the drill (which is sometimes painful), the more likely it is that you’ll wince even when you just see that darn drill.







How You Are Manipulated Into Paying More Money Than You Wanted


I’ll Bet You Expected to Pay Thousands for This!



Psych Concept: Anchoring


Name of Experiment: “Coherent Arbitrariness”: Stable Demand Curves Without Stable Preferences


Original Scientist/Research: Dan Ariely, George Loewenstein, and Drazen Prelec (2003)




The title of this research probably sounds pretty daunting, but every time you go to a store or shop online you are probably being influenced by what these researchers found. Here’s an example: have you ever shopped for a mobile app? The typical app in either iTunes or Google Play is either free or just a dollar or two. What if you came across an app that cost $5.99? Wow—you’d probably think that’s expensive. But think about it—six dollars? You could easily spend that amount on a soda and a couple slices of pizza. And that’s the point: what you think of as expensive or cheap isn’t some objective standard you carry around in your head. What you think of as expensive or cheap often depends on how much products cost that you just heard about or looked at.


This is why you’ll hear an advertiser tell you what you would “expect to pay” for a product and then give you what is still a very high price. Let’s say you’re watching an ad on TV for the latest calorie-burning fitness equipment. The advertiser would like to sell the equipment for $300. You probably don’t have any expectations regarding the price of this piece of equipment but the advertiser will suggest that “you would probably expect to pay $600 for a product like this” and that “some stores sell this for $500.” When the price of $300 is finally given you’re likely to think that $300 is a darn good price.


Another example: when you’re shopping for a car the dealer will ask you how much you’re looking to spend. Let’s say that you’re looking to find a car for no more than $15,000. The dealer will start by showing you cars that cost a lot more than that—perhaps $25,000. The dealer is trying to psychologically set what’s called a high “anchor.” The anchor is a price you will use in your mind when you look at every other car. The next step in this influence process is to show you cars that are a little bit lower than the expensive one but still higher than what you would like to spend. If the dealer is successful with this technique you would wind up thinking that a car of $18,000 is a darn good buy.


You’ve just been manipulated by the anchoring effect.


The Original Experiment


You would be amazed at how easy it is to manipulate people with this technique. Dan Ariely and his colleagues were able to manipulate people’s sense of how much they would pay for a product using anchor numbers that had nothing at all to do with the product itself. First they picked products that people weren’t that familiar with, such as cordless trackpads, keyboards, and a box of Belgian chocolates. Do you have any idea how much these products typically cost? You probably have a wide range of prices in mind—anywhere from, say, $10 to $100. As it turns out, Ariely chose products with an average price of about $70.


So how do I get you to be willing to pay a price that’s as high as possible? Ariely used the anchoring manipulation but he didn’t do what the TV advertiser did by telling you the prices of “similar products.” Instead, he simply asked people whether they would be willing to buy these products for the amount that is equal to the final two digits of their social security number. They were also asked for the maximum amount they would be willing to pay for the products.
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