
PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

TWO-WAY FACTORIAL DESIGN,
TWO-FACTOR THEORY

Authored by

mohammad looti

October 19, 2025

RECOMMENDED CITATION

mohammad looti (2025). TWO-WAY FACTORIAL DESIGN, TWO-FACTOR THEORY.

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES. Retrieved from https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=53289

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=53289
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=53289
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=53289
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


TWO-WAY FACTORIAL DESIGN, TWO-FACTOR THEORY 2

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

TWO-WAY FACTORIAL DESIGN, TWO-FACTOR THEORY

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology (Learning Theory, Psychometrics), Experimental

Design, Statistics

Proponents: O.H. Mowrer (Avoidance Learning); Charles Spearman (Intelligence)

1. Two-Factor Theory: Conceptual Distinctions

The term Two-Factor Theory is applied across several domains within psychology, most notably

in learning theory concerning avoidance behavior and in psychometrics regarding the structure of

human intelligence. Despite sharing a name, these two theoretical frameworks address

fundamentally different phenomena using a dual-process or dual-component explanation. In

learning, the model proposes that avoidance is maintained by the interaction of two distinct types

of conditioning: classical and instrumental. In intelligence research, the theory posits that

intellectual performance is determined by the interplay of a single general factor and multiple

specific factors. Understanding these models requires differentiating their contexts--one addressing

behavioral acquisition and maintenance, the other addressing the latent structure of cognitive

ability.

Furthermore, the inclusion of Two-Way Factorial Design in the entry title points to a related,

though distinct, methodological concept used widely in experimental research. A factorial design is

an experimental structure where two or more independent variables (factors) are manipulated

simultaneously to observe their effects on a dependent variable. A two-way design, specifically,

involves the manipulation of exactly two factors, allowing researchers to assess both the main

effects of each factor and, crucially, their interaction effect. While not a theory in the explanatory

sense, the factorial design is the statistical tool often necessary for testing the complex interactions

implied by many two-factor theoretical models.

2. The Two-Factor Theory of Avoidance Learning

The Two-Factor Theory of Avoidance Learning, primarily attributed to psychologist O.H.

Mowrer, provides a detailed explanation for how an organism learns to avoid an aversive stimulus

even when the stimulus is no longer present, a phenomenon that puzzled early behaviorists. This

theory resolves the paradox of avoidance--how can the non-occurrence of an event (the shock or

punishment) serve as a reinforcer for the avoidance behavior? Mowrer proposed that avoidance

actions are sustained not by the termination of the aversive stimulus itself, but by the successful

escape from a conditioned fear state.

This model posits that avoidance behavior involves two sequential stages of conditioning. The first

stage involves Pavlovian conditioning, also known as classical conditioning. In this stage, a
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neutral stimulus (the conditioned stimulus, CS), such as a buzzer or a light, is paired repeatedly

with an aversive stimulus (the unconditioned stimulus, US), such as an electric shock. Through this

association, the previously neutral stimulus develops an aversive quality and begins to elicit a

conditioned emotional response, typically fear or anxiety. The organism learns that the CS signals

the imminent arrival of the US.

The second stage involves Operant conditioning (or instrumental conditioning). Once the CS has

become aversive, the animal learns an instrumental response (e.g., jumping a barrier, pressing a

lever) that allows it to terminate or escape the CS. Because escaping the fear-eliciting CS reduces

the conditioned anxiety, this escape behavior is powerfully reinforced via negative reinforcement.

The critical insight of Mowrer's theory is that the organism is not avoiding the actual shock in the

long run; it is successfully escaping the conditioned internal state of fear triggered by the warning

signal (the CS).

3. Two-Factor Theory of Intelligence (Spearman)

A completely separate theoretical construct is the Two-Factor Theory of Intelligence, formulated

by the English psychologist Charles Spearman in the early 20th century. Based on his use of factor

analysis on correlations derived from various mental tests, Spearman observed a consistent

pattern: performance across diverse cognitive tasks was never perfectly correlated, yet they all

showed positive correlations with one another. To account for this ubiquitous finding, Spearman

proposed that intelligence comprises two types of factors working in tandem.

The first factor is the general factor, labeled 'g'. Spearman proposed that 'g' represents a single,

pervasive intellectual ability that influences performance on virtually all cognitive tasks. This

general factor is considered the underlying mental energy or capacity that an individual brings to

any intellectual analysis. The strength of 'g' determines, to a significant extent, the overall ceiling of

an individual's cognitive potential and is believed to be relatively stable across time and tasks.

The second type consists of the specific factors, labeled 's'. Each 's' factor is unique and specific

to a particular task or test. For example, a test measuring verbal fluency would tap into a specific 's'

factor related to language skills, while a test of spatial visualization would rely on a different,

specific 's' factor. Therefore, an individual's score on any given test is a combination of their overall

'g' ability and the specific 's' ability required for that unique test. The impact of each 's' factor is

limited only to that sole test or a narrow range of similar activities within a test battery.

4. The Context of Two-Way Factorial Design

While not a psychological theory describing mechanism, the Two-Way Factorial Design

(sometimes referred to as a 2x2 design, or an A x B design) is a foundational structure in

experimental statistics and methodology, particularly critical when testing complex psychological
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theories like the two-factor models described above. The two-way design involves crossing two

independent variables (Factor A and Factor B) at every level of each variable. For instance, if

Factor A has two levels (A1, A2) and Factor B has two levels (B1, B2), the experiment generates

four distinct treatment conditions (A1B1, A1B2, A2B1, A2B2).

This design allows researchers to evaluate three distinct types of effects on the dependent

variable. First, the main effect of Factor A assesses the overall impact of Factor A, averaging

across all levels of Factor B. Second, the main effect of Factor B assesses the overall impact of

Factor B, averaging across all levels of Factor A. Most importantly, the two-way design permits the

calculation of the interaction effect between A and B. An interaction occurs when the effect of one

factor depends on the level of the other factor--for instance, if Factor A only produces a change

when Factor B is present at level B2.

In the context of the Two-Factor Theory of Avoidance, a researcher might use a two-way factorial

design to test the roles of the two types of conditioning: one factor manipulating the strength of the

conditioned stimulus (Classical component) and the second factor manipulating the availability of

the escape response (Operant component). The design would be crucial for demonstrating that the

avoidance behavior is only optimally maintained when both the fear-inducing classical pairing and

the negative reinforcement mechanism are simultaneously present, thus providing empirical

support for the theoretical interplay of the two factors.

5. Key Concepts and Components of the Theories

Conditioned Aversive Stimulant (Avoidance Theory): This is the key intermediate concept in

Mowrer's model. The initially neutral stimulus (CS) becomes powerfully aversive and fear-inducing

through its association with the unconditioned painful stimulus (US). The subject's immediate goal

shifts from avoiding the US to escaping this conditioned internal state of fear triggered by the CS.

General Factor (g) (Intelligence Theory): Defined by Spearman as the common intellectual

variance shared across all tests of ability. It is hypothesized to represent fundamental cognitive

capacity, often linked to concepts like mental speed, working memory capacity, or efficiency of

neural processing. It is the primary determinant of overall intellectual performance.

Specific Factors (s) (Intelligence Theory): These are unique abilities necessary only for success

on particular, narrow tasks. They account for the portion of test performance variance that is

residual once the influence of 'g' has been removed. Examples include specific motor skills,

specialized factual knowledge, or unique perceptual abilities relevant only to a single test.

Negative Reinforcement (Avoidance Theory): The mechanism sustaining the avoidance

response. The subject performs the avoidance action, leading to the termination of the conditioned

aversive stimulus (fear/CS). The removal of this unpleasant internal state acts as a powerful
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reinforcer, making the avoidance behavior more likely to occur in the future.

6. Criticisms and Limitations of Dual Factor Models

The Two-Factor Theory of Avoidance Learning faced significant criticisms, primarily focusing on

the phenomenon of extinction. According to the theory, if the subject continually avoids the US, the

CS should eventually lose its association with the US (since the shock never occurs), leading to

the extinction of the conditioned fear and, consequently, the cessation of the avoidance behavior.

However, empirical studies showed that avoidance responses are notoriously resistant to

extinction, often persisting indefinitely even after the US has been permanently removed. Critics

suggested the theory overemphasized fear as the primary motivation and failed to adequately

account for the long-term maintenance of avoidance habits, leading to the development of

alternative models like safety-signal theory and cognitive expectancy theories.

Spearman's Two-Factor Theory of Intelligence was foundational but eventually superseded by

more complex hierarchical and multi-factor models. Critics argued that reducing intelligence to a

single 'g' factor and numerous minor 's' factors was an oversimplification. Subsequent factor

analyses, notably those by Thurstone, demonstrated that intellectual abilities often cluster into

several distinct primary abilities (e.g., verbal comprehension, spatial visualization, perceptual

speed) that are highly correlated but not reducible to a single 'g' factor in the manner Spearman

proposed. Modern theories, such as the Cattell-Horn-Carroll (CHC) model, retain the concept of a

general factor but place it atop a hierarchy of broader and narrower abilities, offering a more

nuanced and empirically validated structure of intellect.

In experimental design, while the Two-Way Factorial Design is robust, a common limitation lies in

the difficulty of interpreting complex, higher-order interactions. As researchers add more factors

(leading to three-way, four-way, or N-way designs), the interpretation of the interaction effects

becomes exponentially more challenging, often requiring sophisticated statistical methods and

leading to potential issues with replicability and generalizability. Furthermore, the factorial

approach requires substantial sample sizes to detect interaction effects reliably, making it

resource-intensive compared to simpler univariate designs.

7. Further Reading

Two-factor theory of avoidance

Spearman's Two-factor theory of intelligence

Factorial experiments and design

O. H. Mowrer biography and contributions
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