
To test their idea, Schachter and Singer performed a clever experiment. Male participants were 
randomly assigned to one of several groups. Some of the participants received injections of 
epinephrine that caused bodily changes that mimicked the fight-or-flight response of the sympathetic 
nervous system; however, only some of these men were told to expect these reactions as side 
effects of the injection. The other men that received injections of epinephrine were told either that the 
injection would have no side effects or that it would result in a side effect unrelated to a sympathetic 
response, such as itching feet or headache. After receiving these injections, participants waited in a 
room with someone else they thought was another subject in the research project. In reality, the 
other person was a confederate of the researcher. The confederate engaged in scripted displays of 
euphoric or angry behavior (Schachter & Singer, 1962). 

When those subjects who were told that they should expect to feel symptoms of physiological 
arousal were asked about any emotional changes that they had experienced related to either 
euphoria or anger (depending on how their confederate behaved), they reported none. However, the 
men who weren’t expecting physiological arousal as a function of the injection were more likely to 
report that they experienced euphoria or anger as a function of their assigned confederate’s 
behavior. While everyone that received an injection of epinephrine experienced the same 
physiological arousal, only those who were not expecting the arousal used context to interpret the 
arousal as a change in emotional state (Schachter & Singer, 1962). 

Strong emotional responses are associated with strong physiological arousal. This has led some to 
suggest that the signs of physiological arousal, which include increased heart rate, respiration rate, 
and sweating, might serve as a tool to determine whether someone is telling the truth or not. The 
assumption is that most of us would show signs of physiological arousal if we were being dishonest 
with someone. A polygraph, or lie detector test, measures the physiological arousal of an individual 
responding to a series of questions. Someone trained in reading these tests would look for answers 
to questions that are associated with increased levels of arousal as potential signs that the 
respondent may have been dishonest on those answers. While polygraphs are still commonly used, 
their validity and accuracy are highly questionable because there is no evidence that lying is 
associated with any particular pattern of physiological arousal (Saxe & Ben-Shakhar, 1999). 

 


