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1. Interpersonal expectations:
Some antecedents and
some consequences

ROBERT ROSENTHAL

It is a classic conception of progress that it is spiral in form. This
volume, artfully conceived and orchestrated by Peter Blanck, lends
support to that geometric conception. The spiral underlying this volume
begins with the classic context-setting paper by Donald Campbell. That
paper was presented at the first symposium on the social psychology of
the psychological experiment, a 1959 symposium that dealt, in part,
with the unintended effects of experimenters’ expectations on the re-
sults of their experiments. It is now 1993, and this volume gives the
current position of the moving spiral.

It is a heartening and enlightening experience to see more than 30
years of science go flashing by, beginning with Don Campbell’s Janus-
like classic that looks back to Francis Bacon’s idols while it locks forward
to the next generation of researchers. Campbell’s classic, miraculously
unpublished until this volume, seemed almost to have saved itself for
this occasion. And some of the scholar-scientists of that next generation
are also represented in this volume. All are young by my criteria,
although ranging in career age from senior scholars of internaticnal
renown to younger scholars in their first academic positions. But even
the youngest scholars are already beginning to acquire that interna-
tional renown.

One purpose of this introductory chapter is to review the history of
some experiments designed to test the hypothesis of interpersonal ex-
pectancy effects. The earliest such experiments were designed to test
this hypothesis in the context of the psychological experiment itself,
with the experimenter serving as expecter and the research subject
serving as expectee. What follows describes how this came about and
then discusses some substantive and methodological consequences.
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4 Robert Rosenthal

Experimenter expectancy effects and an unnecessary
statistical analysis

As a graduate student at UCLA in the mid-1950s I was much taken with
the work of two giants of personality theory, Freud and Murray. I was
taken with Freud, as were so many others, for the richness and depth
of his theory. I was taken with Murray, as were not enough others, for
similar reasons but also because of Murray’s brilliant way of inventing
whatever tool was needed to further his inquiry. Thus, the Thematic
Apperception Test (TAT) was invented simply as a tool to further his
research, though it has become recognized as a major contribution in its
own right. My dissertation was to depend on the work of both of these
great theorists.

Sigmund Freud's projection

As a graduate student in clinical psychology I was (and still am) very
much interested in projective techniques. Murray’s TAT, Shneidman’s
Make a Picture Story Test, and, of course, the Rorschach were exciting
methods for understanding people better. Shneidman, a brilliant re-
searcher and clinician, was my first clinical supervisor during my Vet-
erans Administration clinical internship. Bruno Klopfer, one of the all-
time Rorschach greats, was the chair of my doctoral committee. It was
natural, therefore, for me to be concerned with the defense mechanism
of projection for the part it might play in the production of responses to
projective stimuli.

Harry Murray’s party game

Freud’'s defense mechanism of projection, the ascription to others of
one’s own states or traits (Freud, 1953; Rosenthal, 1956), is only one of
the mechanisms that has been isolated as contributing to the process of
producing responses to projective stimuli. Another mechanism is com-
plementary apperceptive projection, that is, finding in another the rea-
sons for one’s own states or traits. It was this mechanism that Harry
Murray investigated in his classic paper on “The Effect of Fear Upon
Estimates of the Maliciousness of Other Personalities” (Murray, 1933).
At his 11-year-old daughter’s house party, Murray arranged a game
called “Murder” that frightened delightfully the five party-going sub-
jects. After the game, Murray found that the children perceived photo-
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Interpersonal expectations 5

graphs as being more malicious than they did before the game. Mur-
ray’s wonderfully direct and deceptively simple procedure of assessing
projective processes by assessing changes in perceptions of photo-
graphs was the basic measuring device I adopted for my dissertation.

“An attempt at the experimental induction of the defense
mechanism of projection”

With the foregoing as its almost unbearable title, my dissertation em-
ployed a total of 108 subjects: 36 college men, 36 college women, and 36
hospitalized patients with paranoid symptomatology. Each of these
three groups was further divided into three subgroups receiving suc-
cess, failure, or neutral experience on a task structured as, and simulat-
ing, a standardized test of intelligence. Before the subjects” experimen-
tal conditions were imposed, they were asked to rate the degree of
success or failure of persons pictured in photographs. Immediately after
the experimental manipulation, the subjects were asked to rate an
equivalent set of photos on their degree of success or failure. The
dependent variable was the magnitude of the difference scores between
pre- and postratings of the photographs. It was hypothesized that the
success condition would lead to the subsequent perception of other
people as more successful, whereas the failure condition would lead to
the subsequent perception of other people as having failed more, as
measured by the pre- and postrating difference scores.

In an attack of studently compulsivity, an attack that greatly influ-
enced my scholarly future, I did a statistical analysis that was extra-
neous to the main purpose of the dissertation. In this analysis I com-
pared the mean pre-treatment ratings of the three experimental conditions.
These means were: success= —1.52, neutral= —0.86, and fail-
ure= —1.02. The pre-treatment rating mean of the success condition
was significantly lower than the mean of either of the other two condi-
tions. It must be emphasized that these three treatment groups had not
yet undergone their treatment; they were only destined to become the
subjects of the three conditions. If the success group started out lower
than the other groups, then, even if there were no differences among
the three conditions in their post-treatment photo ratings, the success
group would show the greatest gain, a result favoring one of my hy-
potheses, namely, that projection of the good could occur just as well
as projection of the bad. Without my awareness, the cards had been
stacked in favor of obtaining results supporting one of my hypotheses.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9780521417839
www.cambridge.org
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-0-521-41783-9 - Interpersonal Expectations: Theory, Research, and Applications
Edited by Peter David Blanck

Excerpt

More information

6 Robert Rosenthal

It should be noted that the success and failure groups’ instructions had
been identical during the pre-treatment rating phase of the experiment.
(Instructions to the neutral group differed only in that no mention was
made of the experimental task, since none was administered to this
group.)

The problem, apparently, was that I knew for each subject which
experimental treatment he or she would subsequently be administered.
As I noted in 1956 with some dismay: “The implication is that in some
subtle manner, perhaps by tone, or manner, or gestures, or general
atmosphere, the experimenter, although formally testing the success
and failure groups in an identical way, influenced the success subjects
to make lower initial ratings and thus increase the experimenter’s prob-
ability of verifying his hypothesis’” (Rosenthal, 1956, p. 44). As a further
check on the suspicion that success subjects had been treated differ-
ently, the conservatism extremeness of pre-treatment ratings of photos
was analyzed. (The mean extremeness-of-rating scores were as follows:
success =3.92, neutral=4.41, and failure=4.42.) The success group rated
photos significantly less extremely than did the other treatment groups.
Whatever it was I did differently to those subjects whom I knew were
destined for the success condition, it seemed to affect not only their
mean level of rating but their style of rating as well.

The search for company

When I discussed these strange goings-on with some faculty members,
they seemed not overly surprised. A not very reassuring response was
“Oh, yes, we lose a few PhD dissertations now and then because of
problems like that.”” There followed a frantic search of the literature for
references to this phenomenon, which I then called unconscious experi-
menter bias. As far back as Ebbinghaus (1885), psychologists had been
referring to something like this phenomenon, including such notables
as Oskar Pfungst (1911), of Clever Hans fame, Ivan Pavlov (1929), and
Saul Rosenzweig (1933). Unfortunately, none of these investigators (or
even later ones) had explicitly designed and conducted an experiment
to test the hypothesis of unconscious experimenter bias; that remained
to be done.

There is something I want to add about the paper by Rosenzweig
(1933), which appeared the same year as Harry Murray’s paper (cited
earlier) and, incidentally, the same year that I appeared. In my own
several reviews of the literature (e.g., 1956, 1966), I had completely
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missed the Rosenzweig paper. I believe it was my good friend, my
long-time collaborator, and my scholarly tutor, Ralph Rosnow, who
called my attention to Rosenzweig’s extraordinarily insightful and pro-
phetic paper. Not only did Rosenzweig anticipate the problem of un-
conscious experimenter bias, he also anticipated virtually the entire area
now referred to as the social psychology of the psychological experiment. The
Rosenzweig paper makes good reading even today, some 60 years later.
There is a superb appreciation of the Rosenzweig paper in Ralph Ros-
now’s brilliant book about the methodology of social inquiry: Paradigms
in Transition (Rosnow, 1981).

The production of company

If it was my unconscious experimenter bias that had led to the puzzling
and disconcerting results of my dissertation, then presumably we could
produce the phenomenon in our own laboratory, and with several
experimenters rather than just one. Producing the phenomenon in this
way would yield not only the scientific benefit of demonstrating an
interesting and important concept, it would also yield the considerable
personal benefit of showing that I was not alone in having unintention-
ally affected the results of my research by virtue of my bias or expec-
tancy.

There followed a series of studies employing human subjects in which
we found that when experimenters were led to expect certain research
findings, they were more likely to obtain those findings. These studies
were met with incredulity by many investigators who worked with
human subjects. However, investigators who worked with animal sub-
jects often nodded knowingly and told me that was the kind of phe-
nomenon that encouraged them to work with animal subjects. In due
course, then, we began to work with animal subjects and found that
when experimenters were led to believe that they were working with
maze-bright rats, the rats learned faster than did the rats randomly
assigned to experimenters who had been led to believe that their rats
were dull. That result surprised many psychologists who worked with
animal subjects, but it would not have surprised Pavlov, Pfungst, or
Bertrand Russell, who in 1927 had said: ““Animals studied by Americans
rush about frantically, with an incredible display of hustle and pep, and
at last achieve the desired result by chance. Animals observed by Ger-
mans sit still and think, and at last evolve the solution out of their inner
consciousness” (pp. 29-30).
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8 Robert Rosenthal

Our experiments on the effects of investigators’ expectancies on the
behavior of their research subjects should be distinguished from the
much older tradition of examining the effects of investigators’ expecta-
tions, theories, or predilections on their observations or interpretations
of nature. Examples of such effects have been summarized elsewhere
(Rosenthal, 1966; see especially chapters 1 and 2 on observer effects and
interpreter effects), and there is continuing lively interest in these topics
(Gorman, 1986; Mahoney, 1989; Mitroff, 1974; Rudwick, 1986; Tweney,
1989).

Teacher expectation effects and an essential principal

If rats became brighter when expected to, then it should not be far-
fetched to think that children could become brighter when expected to
by their teachers. Indeed, Kenneth Clark (1963) had for years been
saying that teachers’ expectations could be very important determinants
of intellectual performance. Clark’s ideas and our research should have
sent us right into the schools to study teacher expectations, but that’s
not what happened.

What did happen was that after we had completed about a dozen
studies of experimenter expectancy effects (we no longer used the term
unconscious experimenter bias), I summarized our results in a paper for
the American Scientist (Rosenthal, 1963). (As an aside, I should note that
although this research had begun in 1958, and although there had been
more than a dozen papers, none of them had been able to find their
way into an American Psychological Association [APA] publication. I
recall an especially “good news—bad news” type of day when a partic-
ular piece of work was simultaneously rejected by an APA journal and
awarded the American Association for the Advancement of Science
Socio-Psychological Prize for 1960. During these years of nonpublica-
tion, there were three ““psychological sponsors” who provided enor-
mous intellectual stimulation and personal encouragement: Donald T.
Campbell, Harold B. Pepinsky, and Henry W. Riecken; I owe them all
a great deal.)

I concluded this 1963 paper by wondering whether the same interper-
sonal expectancy effects found in psychological experimenters might
not also be found in physicians, psychotherapists, employers, and
teachers (subsequent research showed that indeed it could be found in
all these practitioners). “When the master teacher tells his apprentice
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that a pupil appears to be a slow learner, is this prophecy then self-
fulfilled?”” was the closing line of this paper (Rosenthal, 1963, p. 280).

Among the reprint requests for this paper was one from Lenore F.
Jacobson, the principal of an elementary school in South San Francisco,
California. I sent her a stack of unpublished papers and thought no
more about it. On November 18, 1963, Lenore wrote me a letter telling
of her interest in the problem of teacher expectations. She ended her
letter with the following line: “If you ever ‘graduate’ to classroom
children, please let me know whether I can be of assistance” (Jacobson,
1963).

On November 27, 1963, I accepted Lenore’s offer of assistance and
asked whether she would consider collaborating on a project to investi-
gate teacher expectancy effects. A tentative experimental design was
suggested in this letter as well.

On December 3, 1963, Lenore replied, mainly to discuss concerns
over the ethical and organizational implications of creating false expec-
tations for superior performance in teachers. If this problem could be
solved, her school would be ideal, she felt, with children from primarily
lower-class backgrounds. Lenore also suggested gently that I was ““a bit
naive” to think one could just tell teachers to expect some of their pupils
to be ““diamonds in the rough.” We would have to administer some
new test to the children, a test the teachers would not know.

Phone calls and letters followed, and in January 1964 a trip to South
San Francisco to settle on a final design and to meet with the school
district’s administrators to obtain their approval. This approval was
forthcoming because of the leadership of the school superintendent, Dr.
Paul Nielsen. Approval for this research had already been obtained
from Robert L. Hall, Program Director for Sociology and Social Psychol-
ogy for the National Science Foundation, which had been supporting
much of the early work on experimenter expectancy effects.

The Pygmalion experiment (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1966, 1968)

All of the children in Lenore’s school were administered a nonverbal
test of intelligence, which was disguised as a test that would predict
intellectual ““blooming.” The test was labeled the Harvard Test of Inflected
Acquisition. There were 18 classrooms in the school, 3 at each of the six
grade levels. Within each grade level, the three classrooms were com-
posed of children with above-average, average, and below-average abil-
ity, respectively. Within each of the 18 classrooms, approximately 20%
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10 Robert Rosenthal

of the children were chosen at random to form the experimental group.
Each teacher was given the names of the children from his or her class
who were in the experimental condition. The teacher was told that
these children’s scores on the Test of Inflected Acquisition indicated
that they would show surprising gains in intellectual competence dur-
ing the next 8 months of school. The only difference between the
experimental group and the control group of children, then, was in the
mind of the teacher.

At the end of the school year, 8 months later, all the children were
retested with the same test of intelligence. Considering the school as a
whole, the children from whom the teachers had been led to expect
greater intellectual gain showed a significantly greater gain than did the
children in the control group. The magnitude of this experimental effect
was .30 standard deviation units, equivalent to a point biserial r of .15
(Cohen, 1988).

Some substantive consequences: Processes of social influence

Among the most interesting and important implications of the research
on interpersonal expectancy effects are those for the study of subtle
processes of unintended social influence. The early work in this area
has been summarized in detail elsewhere (e.g., Rosenthal, 1966, 1969).
When we look more particularly at the mediation of teacher expectancy
effects, we find early summaries by Brophy and Good (1974), workers
whose contributions to this area have been enormous, and by Rosenthal
(1974). More recent summaries of this domain are by Brophy (1985) and
by Harris and Rosenthal (1985). There is space here only to illustrate the
types of research results that have been accumulating. A preliminary
four-factor theory of the communication of expectancy effects suggests
that teachers (and perhaps clinicians, supervisors, and employers) who
have been led to expect superior performance from some of their pupils
(clients, trainees, or employees) tend to treat these “special” persons
differently than they treat the remaining less special persons in the
following four ways (Rosenthal, 1971, 1973, 1974):

1. Climate. Teachers appear to create a warmer socioemotional climate
for their special students. This warmth appears to be at least partially
communicated by nonverbal cues.

2. Feedback. Teachers appear to give their special students more differ-
entiated feedback, both verbal and nonverbal, as to how these stu-
dents have been performing.
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