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Two background factors in laboratory
research are explored in terms of their
effects onwthe arousal level of Ss. One factor
is the laboratory environment as a whole,
assessed by comparing arousal levels
obtained there to levels obtained during
equivalent activities in Ss’ homes. Secondly,
arousal levels of experienced, paid Ss are
compared to those of inexperienced, unpaid
Ss. An interaction between these factors
unexpectedly partitioned the set of Ssintoa
low-arousal and a high-arousal group and
suggested a reinterpretation of the psycho-
logical significance of the factors respon-
sible. Until future research establishes more
decisively the relevance of these background
factors, auxiliary skin-resistance recording
during experiments can help investigators
control for these effects.

In designing studies and generalizing from
their findings, psychologists necessarily
ignore many of the myriad factors which
might influence the Ss’ behavior in the
laboratory experiment. “Irrelevant” charac-
teristics and behaviors of the E, the
appearance and atmosphere of the labora-
tory, and the Ss’ motivations, intentions,
and previous experience, for example,
generally are not considered in research
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reports. Factors which are excluded from
explicit research designs might appropriate-
1y be called “background factors.” In recent
years, a number of investigators have sought
to bring these background factors into the
foreground by explicitly examining their
effects. They have undertaken direct studies
of what actually happens-in the laboratory
environment, and havejfound that back-
ground factors often increase the probabil-
ity of Type II errors, and worse, systemati-
cally bias the data obtained in this
environment (Orne, 1964; Rosenthal, 1966;
Friedman, 1967; Argyris, 1968).

Rather than dealing with any specific
overt behavior, this study is concerned with
the relationship between background fac-
tors and a “central” concept, arousal.
Arousal, often mgasuref by electrodermal
recording (van Olst & Orlebeke, 1967), has
been found to have a pervasive influence on
a wide range of processes and behaviors of
interest to the psychologist. With respect to
background factors the overall arousal level
of the S seems more appropriate than
momentary arousal reactions. The Basal
Skin Resistance (BSR), which is commonly
used for obtaining such a base level, also has
the advantage of being relatively simple to
record and score as a supplementary
measure in any experiment (Kaplan &
Hobart, 1964, 1965). This measure hasbeen
used successfully in a variety of different
settings. For example, it has been shown to

be related to reaction time (Elliott, 1964;
Andreassi, 1966), perceptual sensitivity
(Martin & Edelberg, 1963; Fiss, 1966), and
learning and memory (Berry, 1962;
Kleinsmith, Kaplan, & Tarte, 1963;
Levonian, 1968).

The effects of background factors on
behavior vary greatly depending on the kind
of behavior measured, so much so that a
generally applicable conception of back-
ground effects has yet to emerge. Arousal
measurement may contribute to a more
coherent picture in this area. Arousal is very
likely to be influenced by at least some
background factors of interest, and has
already been shown to be related to a wide
variety of processes and behaviors. The
particular background factor studied in this
experiment was the laboratory environment
as a whole. The BSR levels were compared
for the same Ss when they were at their
campus home and in the laboratory.
Virtually identical tasks were being per-
formed in the two settings.

In addition to the “lab-home” dichot-
omy, differences between two “types” of
Ss, “neophytes” and ‘veterans,” were
explored. These two types represent the two
main ways in which university laboratories
obtain their Ss, students fulfilling course
requirements and paid volunteers.

SUBJECTS
Sixteen male honors students served as Ss.
Eight of these, the “neophytes,” had no
previous experience as Ss and served in
partial fulfillment of a course requirement.
The other eight, the “veterans,” were
volunteer paid Ss who had previously been
in at least two experiments, including at

least one in our laboratory.

PROCEDURE

Each S participated in two sessions,
separated by 1 or 2 days, and both run at the
same time of day. The “lab” session
occurred in a 7 x 7 ft windowless room,

. somewhat cluttered with equipment from

other ongoing experiments. The “home”
session took place wherever S said he usually
studied at home, generally at a desk. The S
either was alone in his room or was asked not
to converse with roommates present during
the “home” session. For half of each of the
two S groups the “lab” session occurred
first, while the other half started with the
“home” session.

Each session was divided into two
portions. The first 10 min were spent doing
timed tasks including paired-associate.
memorization and recall and a paper-and-
pencil visual search task. Paralle]l forms of
these tasks were constructed for the two
sessioms.. The following 30 min were spent
doing homework or other reading of §’s own
choice and at S’s own speed. These
self-selected activities were restricted only in
that each S was asked to read approximately
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the same kind of material in each of the
sessions.

In the “lab” session, E waspresent during
the timed tasks, reading instructions aloud
and timing the tasks. The E then left the
room for the self-selected study period and
returned at the end of the session. In the
“home™ session, E merely connected the
recording equipment and departed imme-
diately. Left to himself, S executed the
entire procedure by following printed
instructions identical to those given verbally
in the “lab” session. The S was given a timer
to use in self-administering the timed tasks.

Skin resistance was recorded throughout
both sessions using a semiportable, cohstant
current, wideband recording sy stem(Kaplan
& Hobart, 1964) and nonpolarizing fingertip
electrodes (Kaplan & Fisher, 1964). For
each session, four BSR scores -were
computed, each representing thes mean
resistance level during a 2-min segment of
the session. Segments scored were as
follows: (a) the middle 2min of the
paired-associate task; (b) the middie 2 min
of the search task; (c) the second and third
minutes of the self-selected activity period;
and (d) the last 2 min of the self-selected
activity period. Foreach session the mean of
these four scores for each S was used in the
analyses.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

While the distribution of mean BSR
scores for the “home” session was roughly
normal, the BSR scores for the “lab” session
were strongly bimodal. No S had a mean
score between 125 and 185 Kohms in the
“lab” setting, while the majority of BSR
means i the “home” setting fell in this
range. This bimodality can be accounted for
by the interaction between an “‘order of
sessions” (whether Sshad the “home” or the
“lab” condition first) and the “‘neophyte-
veteran” factor [F(1,12)=18.38,
p < .005] . The ““veterans” who first worked
at “home” and the “neophytes” who first
had the “lab” sessions had a mean BSR of
185 Kohms. On the other hand, the
“veterans” who started with the “lab”
session and the “neophytes” who first
worked at “home’” had a significantly higher
arousal level, amean BSR of 106 Kohms.

These data clearly call for a revision of the
apriori descriptions of the “lab-home”
factor, particularly the nature of the
“home” session. The original notion was
that the more familiar and tranquil “home”
environment would relax Ss, giving lower
arousal in the “home” session. If anything,
there was a trend in the opposite direction.
It appears that the extra activity and
responsibility required of Ss during this
session rendered the broader setting irrele-
vant. At home, Ss were on their own. [t was
up to them to execute the session, whereas
in the laboratory they had but to follow E’s
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instructions. Two Ss  spontaneously
reported some anxiety during the “home”
session lest the recording equipment break
down while they were “in charge” of it.
Perhaps “home” and “lab” are misnomers
for the two sessions. They might better be
called, respectively, the “active-responsible™
and the “passive-compliant™ sessions.

The “veterans-neophytes” factor also
requires a closer look. The “veterans” had
been lured by an advertisement promising
easy work and easy money ; our experience is
that paid Ss manifest relatively little
enthusiasm for experimental activities. (In
one study in our laboratory, where Ss were
left alone to do a boring task, paid Ss
occasionally walked out in the middle of a
session, while Ss from introductory courses
never did). Though the “neophytes’”
participation was enforced by a course
requirement, an emphasis is placed on the
educatjonal possibilities in the experience,
and arrangements are provided for subse-
quent discussions of the study. Organiza-
tional research gives additional grounds for
believing that ‘“‘veterans” would have an
employee-like attitude while “neophytes”
would find the experiment more intrinsi-
cally involving (Argyris, 1968). In short, it
would seem that the “veterans” perceived
the experiment as ajob and the “neophytes”
perceived it as a challenge.

Finally, the stability of the BSR scores
across sessions requires some explanation.
There are indications in the data that S’s
reaction to his first encounter with this
experiment, as reflected in first-session BSR,
had a “pace-setter” effect, determining the
general arousal level he maintained through-
out both sessions. The Ss in this study were
told in advance thit the two sessions would
be ““identical,” and-their “lab” and “home”
BSRs had a rank-order correlation of .69
(p < .001). In other multiple-session studies
where sessions Were not announced as
identical, this correlation has been much
lower. The general “pace-setter” hy pothesis

~ would be that to the extent that a person’s

first encounter with a situation establishes a
perception of or attitude toward the
situation wifich c!rries over to subsequent
encounters, his arbusal levels will tend to be
similar.

Thus, for the “veterans,” with their
employee-like attitude, the fact that the
“boss” (E) was present watching their
performance in the laboratory made that the
more stressful session. For the “veterans,” a
first session in the lab was therefore a
high-arousal “pace-setter,” while a first
session in the unsupervised “home” setting
established a low-arousal reaction to the
experiment. For the “neophytes,” for
whom the challenge of the activities was the
main determinant, the active-responsible
nature of the “home” session established a

high-arousal pattern in those who went
“home” first, while the passive-compliant
“lab” session set a low-arousal pace for the
“neophytes” who had this session first. The
net result of these factors, then, is the
interaction effect between the veteran-
neophyte factor and the order of sessions.

It thus appears that the source of Ss and
the perceived nature of the experimental
task are important as determinants of
arousal level in experiments and, moreover,
interact to produce unexpected patterns.
More research along these lines appears
sorely needed. For the present, an
investigator might be wise to use a simple
auxiliary electrodermal recording system to
detect such effects.
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