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SCHACHTER, STANLEY

Born: 1922 | Died: 1997
Nationality: American
Primary Field(s): Social Psychology, Health Psychology

1. Summary

Stanley Schachter was a profoundly influential American psychologist whose career spanned the
latter half of the 20th century, cementing his status as a pioneer in the fields of social psychology
and health psychology. Schachter is perhaps best known for his groundbreaking work on
emotion, particularly the development of the Two-Factor Theory of Emotion, and his innovative
application of rigorous experimental methodologies to phenomena traditionally considered too
complex for laboratory investigation, such as group dynamics, social comparison, and human
addiction.

Schachter completed his doctoral studies at the University of Michigan, earning his Ph.D. in 1949.

His early academic career began immediately after graduation at the University of Minnesota,
where he served on the faculty for twelve years. In 1961, Schachter accepted an invitation to join
the prestigious faculty at Columbia University in New York City. He remained at Columbia for the

duration of his professional life, guiding countless students and contributing fundamental empirical
research that bridged the gap between physiological states and cognitive interpretation in human
experience.

His enduring contribution lies in his methodological rigor. Schachter successfully demonstrated that
the intricate nuances of social psychological concepts--including compliance, social pressure, and
even the complex process of attributing cause to behavior--could be subjected to controlled,
laboratory-based experimentation. Crucially, he was also adept at validating the findings derived
from these controlled environments within naturalistic, real-world scenarios, ensuring that his
theories possessed both internal validity and ecological relevance.

2. Key Contributions

Schachter's contributions are manifold, touching upon several distinct yet interconnected areas of
psychological research. His early work focused heavily on the mechanisms through which social
interaction shapes individual behavior, transitioning later to explore the cognitive and physiological
underpinnings of motivational states and self-regulation, particularly in the context of health
behaviors.

One major area of research centered on social pressure within groups and the subsequent
processes of social communication. Schachter's experiments demonstrated how group norms
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influence members, particularly how deviants are treated through increased communication aimed
at conformity, followed by eventual rejection if compliance is not achieved. This research provided
critical insight into the power structures and regulatory functions operating within social collectives.

Furthermore, Schachter was a central figure in applying experimental methods to the study of
addictive behavior patterns. His research delved into the psychological mechanisms governing
behaviors such as overeating (leading to his influential work on external vs. internal cues for
eating) and smoking. By treating these behavioral patterns not just as medical issues but as
psychological processes influenced by internal states and external stimuli, Schachter opened new
avenues for understanding behavioral self-control.

3. Intellectual Context and Impact

Stanley Schachter emerged during a period of transformation in American psychology, moving
away from purely behavioral models toward a focus on cognitive processes. His intellectual impact
is inseparable from his central role in establishing the cognitive-physiological link in emotional
experience, most notably through the 1962 paper co-authored with Jerome Singer, which
introduced the Two-Factor Theory of Emotion. This theory posited that emotion is experienced only

when an individual undergoes a state of physiological arousal and subsequently assigns a
cognitive label to that arousal, typically based on the immediate environmental context. This
formulation was revolutionary, forcing psychologists to integrate cognitive appraisal into the study
of affect.

Beyond emotion, Schachter significantly influenced the development of attribution theory and
social comparison theory. His work on affiliation, stemming from studies examining how anxiety
drives individuals to seek out others, demonstrated that people primarily compare their
physiological and emotional states with those around them to gain social reality and clarity. This
focus on the situational and cognitive elements of experience positioned Schachter as a key
transitional figure between mid-century behaviorism and modern social cognition.

Schachter's legacy extends through the methodology he championed. He trained a generation of
psychologists who utilized his exacting standards for experimental design, ensuring that complex
human interactions could be rigorously tested. His ability to translate grand social theories into
measurable, testable hypotheses remains a foundational model for contemporary experimental
social psychology.

4. Major Works

Schachter authored or co-authored numerous seminal works that shaped multiple sub-disciplines
of psychology. His publications are recognized for their elegant experimental designs and
provocative conclusions.
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The Psychology of Affiliation: Experimental Studies of the Sources of Gregariousness (1959)
Cognitive, Social, and Physiological Determinants of Emotional State (1962, with Jerome E.
Singer)

When Prophecy Fails (1956, with Leon Festinger and Henry W. Riecken)

Obesity and Eating: Internal and External Cues (1970)

Emotion, Obesity, and Crime (1971)

5. Criticisms and Debates

Despite the widespread adoption and influence of Schachter's theories, particularly the Two-Factor
Theory of Emotion, they have been subject to consistent academic debate and criticism. A primary
critique focuses on the difficulty of reliably replicating the specific findings of the Two-Factor
Theory, with some subsequent studies suggesting that physiological arousal alone may sometimes
be sufficient to generate undifferentiated emotional experience without explicit cognitive labeling, or
that the sequence of events is not always as distinct as Schachter proposed.

Furthermore, Schachter's earlier work on obesity, which posited that overweight individuals are
primarily motivated to eat by external cues (like time of day or the visibility of food) rather than
internal physiological cues (like hunger pangs), also faced significant revision over time. While the
distinction between internal and external cues was groundbreaking, later research highlighted the
complexity of metabolic and hormonal factors that Schachter's initial models may have
understated.

The source content noted that one of his articles was particularly controversial. This likely refers
to research where Schachter pushed the boundaries of experimental ethics or challenged
entrenched clinical views, particularly in his later work concerning the role of nicotine in self-
medication and its implications for smoking cessation policies, often generating vigorous debate
among public health officials and researchers regarding the interpretation and application of
experimental findings concerning addiction.

6. Further Reading

Stanley Schachter (Wikipedia Entry)
Two-Factor Theory of Emotion

Social Comparison Theory
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