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SCHACHTER-SINGER THEORY

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Social Psychology, Emotion, Cognitive Psychology

Proponents: Stanley Schachter and Jerome E. Singer

1. Core Principles

The Schachter-Singer Theory, often referred to as the Two-Factor Theory of Emotion, posits that

the experience of a specific emotion requires the successful completion of two distinct stages. The

first stage involves the experience of non-specific, generalized physiological arousal. The second

stage requires a subsequent process of cognitive appraisal, wherein the individual actively seeks

an appropriate environmental or situational label to explain the observed physical state. It is the

combination of this unexplained physical signal and the cognitive label attached to it that yields the

identified emotional experience, such as joy, fear, or anger. This revolutionary perspective shifted

the focus of emotion research toward the role of interpretation and context, arguing that the same

physiological state could lead to drastically different emotional experiences depending on the

cognitive framework applied.

This framework introduced the idea that physiological states themselves are not inherently

emotional; rather, they are ambiguous until interpreted through conscious thought processes. For

example, a racing heart and increased respiration could be experienced as excitement in the

context of a surprise party or as sheer panic when confronted by a threat. The theory suggests that

if an individual experiences arousal for which they have a clear, non-emotional explanation (e.g., "I

just ran up the stairs"), they are less likely to search the environment for an emotional label, and

thus, the emotional experience will be mitigated or absent. Conversely, if the physical arousal is

unexplained, the cognitive system rushes to assign causality, leading to the subjective emotional

feeling.

The core innovation of Schachter and Singer was the integration of physiological and cognitive

processes, moving beyond simpler linear models of emotion. They argued that cognitive factors

are crucial in determining which emotional state is ultimately identified. This theory is foundational

in understanding how humans use contextual cues to make sense of their internal bodily changes,

providing a mechanism for the development and differentiation of subjective feeling states.

2. Historical Development and Context

The Two-Factor Theory emerged in 1962 as a direct challenge and synthesis of two dominant, yet

opposing, theories of emotion prevalent in early 20th-century psychology: the James-Lange Theory

and the Cannon-Bard Theory. Prior to Schachter and Singer, emotion research was primarily

concerned with the directionality of causality--did the physical state cause the emotion, or vice
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versa? The resolution proposed by Schachter and Singer was that both prior theories were partially

correct but incomplete, as emotion required both physiological input and cognitive interpretation.

The James-Lange Theory (developed independently by William James and Carl Lange) posited a

sequence where a stimulus leads directly to a physical response, and the awareness of this

response is the emotion ("We feel sorry because we cry"). This view suggested that each distinct

emotion must have a unique, discernible physiological pattern. However, the Cannon-Bard Theory

countered this by arguing that emotional experience and physiological arousal occur

simultaneously and independently, originating in the thalamus, and that visceral changes are too

slow and non-specific to account for the rapid, diverse nature of emotional feeling.

Schachter and Singer resolved this debate by proposing that while physiological arousal is

necessary (as argued by James-Lange), it is typically non-specific across different emotions (as

argued by Cannon-Bard). Therefore, the arousal merely signals that *an* emotion is occurring, but

it is the cognitive appraisal--the search for an appropriate label--that defines *which* emotion is

experienced. Their theory provided a framework that accommodated the reality of generalized

sympathetic nervous system responses while acknowledging the complexity of human subjective

experience.

3. The Two Factors: Arousal and Cognition

The Schachter-Singer model relies fundamentally on the interaction between its two namesake

factors: physiological arousal and cognitive labeling. Physiological arousal refers to the activation

of the sympathetic nervous system, which prepares the body for action. This includes

measurable physical signs such as increased heart rate, accelerated breathing, sweating, and

peripheral vasoconstriction. Crucially, the theory asserts that these physical changes are largely

undifferentiated across various intense emotional states. A person who is terrified, furious, or

extremely joyful may exhibit very similar autonomic nervous system profiles.

Cognitive labeling, the second factor, is the process of attributing meaning to this internal state.

When unexplained arousal occurs, individuals engage in a search process, scanning the

immediate environment for cues that might provide a plausible explanation for their feeling. This

search is driven by the human need for consistency and clarity regarding internal bodily states. If

the context suggests anger (e.g., witnessing injustice), the arousal is labeled as anger. If the

context suggests happiness (e.g., a celebratory environment), the same arousal is labeled as joy.

The interaction between the factors is defined by two key hypotheses: first, if a person experiences

a state of physiological arousal for which they have no immediate or obvious explanation, they will

label this state in terms of the cognitions available to them in the immediate environment. Second,

if a person experiences a state of physiological arousal for which they have an entirely appropriate

non-emotional explanation (e.g., medication side effects or strenuous exercise), they are less likely
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to seek an emotional label for that arousal, thereby dampening or eliminating the emotional

experience. These mechanisms underscore the powerful mediating role of conscious thought in

the formation of subjective emotional reality.

4. The Classic Experiment (1962)

The seminal study conducted by Stanley Schachter and Jerome E. Singer in 1962 utilized a robust

experimental design involving the use of epinephrine (adrenaline) to test their two-factor model.

Participants were injected with either epinephrine, a drug known to induce physiological arousal

(rapid heartbeat, tremor), or a placebo. The core manipulation, however, centered on how

participants were informed about the drug's effects.

The participants receiving epinephrine were divided into three groups:

Epinephrine Informed (Epi Inf): Participants were correctly told the injection would cause arousal

symptoms (e.g., hand shaking, palpitations). They had an adequate non-emotional explanation for

their physiological state.

Epinephrine Ignorant (Epi Ign): Participants were told the injection would have no side effects.

They had unexplained arousal.

Epinephrine Misinformed (Epi Mis): Participants were told the injection would cause false

symptoms (e.g., itching, numb feet). They had unexplained arousal, as the actual symptoms did

not match the predicted ones.

A fourth control group received a placebo. Following the injection, participants were placed in a

room with a confederate who acted in one of two distinct emotional states: either intensely

euphoric or intensely angry. The researchers hypothesized that only the groups with unexplained

arousal (Epi Ign and Epi Mis) would rely on the confederate's behavior to label their internal state.

The results largely supported the hypothesis. Participants in the Epi Ign and Epi Mis groups,

lacking a cognitive explanation for their racing hearts, reported feeling happier (in the euphoria

condition) or angrier (in the anger condition) than those in the Epi Inf group, who could attribute

their physical symptoms solely to the injection. This provided powerful evidence that when arousal

is ambiguous, humans actively use external social cues to define their emotional reality.

5. Applications and Related Concepts

The Two-Factor Theory has had profound applications, particularly in the understanding of

emotional manipulation and social influence. One of the most significant concepts derived from this

work is the Misattribution of Arousal. This phenomenon occurs when an individual incorrectly

identifies the source of their physiological arousal, leading to a modified or inaccurate emotional

experience.
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A classic example of misattribution is the "Capilano Bridge Study" conducted by Dutton and Aron

(1974), which, though not performed by Schachter and Singer themselves, strongly validated the

theory's mechanism. Men crossing a high, fear-inducing bridge exhibited higher attraction toward

an attractive interviewer than those crossing a low, safe bridge. The men on the high bridge

misattributed their fear-induced arousal (rapid heart rate, mild anxiety) to romantic attraction,

thereby intensifying their reported feelings toward the interviewer.

The theory also has relevance in clinical psychology. Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT), for

instance, often addresses how clients interpret their physical symptoms (e.g., anxiety attacks). By

changing the cognitive label applied to a physical state (e.g., labeling a racing heart as "too much

coffee" rather than "impending doom"), the emotional experience of fear or panic can be

significantly reduced. Furthermore, the Schachter-Singer model underpins much of the research

into self-perception, demonstrating how we look outward to understand and interpret ambiguous

internal states.

6. Criticisms and Limitations

Despite its enduring influence, the Schachter-Singer Theory has faced substantial criticism,

primarily regarding the degree of specificity in physiological arousal and the difficulty in replicating

the original 1962 findings. Critics argue that subsequent research has demonstrated that

physiological responses are not entirely non-specific and that subtle differences exist in autonomic

nervous system patterns corresponding to distinct primary emotions (e.g., fear versus anger). If

physiological patterns are partially specific, the need for cognitive labeling to differentiate between

emotions is diminished.

Furthermore, attempts to replicate the original experimental results have yielded inconsistent

findings. Some studies have failed to demonstrate that participants with unexplained arousal

necessarily adopt the emotion suggested by the confederate. Critics suggest that the induction of

emotion in the original experiment may have been less dependent on cognitive labeling of arousal

and more dependent on demand characteristics, where participants simply behaved as they felt

the experimenters wanted them to.

A significant theoretical limitation is the exclusion of automatic, unconscious emotional processing.

The theory emphasizes conscious cognitive appraisal, but modern neuroscience suggests that

certain emotional responses (like fear triggered by a sudden loud noise) can occur virtually

instantaneously, sometimes before full cortical processing or cognitive labeling takes place. This

suggests that while two factors may be involved in complex, nuanced emotions, simpler, survival-

based emotions may follow a more direct route, lending support to concepts like Zajonc's "mere

exposure effect" where affect can precede cognition.
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7. Further Reading

Two-factor theory of emotion (Wikipedia)

Stanley Schachter Biography (Wikipedia)

Schachter, S., & Singer, J. (1962). Cognitive, social, and physiological determinants of emotional

state. Psychological Review, 69(5), 379-399.
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