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Classic Study: Watson & Rayner (1920) ‘Little Albert’
Aim: John Watson and Rosalie Rayner aimed to discover whether it was possible to classically condition an emotional response in a young child. Specifically they aimed to condition an 11 mnth old boy to fear a previously loved pet rat. 
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Method: The researchers selected a small boy known only as Albert B. His mother was a wet nurse in the Harriet Lane Home for Invalid Children and he had lived at the hospital from birth. He is described as 

Albert was a normal, stolid and placid child who was not easily upset. The experimenters worried a bit about the ethics of the study but decided that the child would face loud noises at some point in his life and so it was not too unethical.

The research method was a single–participant experiment and a diary was kept over one month to record the emotional responses shown.
Procedure: 

Stage 1: The experimenters established that Albert was not afraid of a rabbit, a white rat, a dog, a monkey, masks with and without hair, cotton wool and a burning newspaper. This was in order to establish that these objects were indeed neutral stimuli and the tests provided a baseline response in order that comparisons could be made later on. Albert was not scared by any of these things.

Next the researchers tested Albert B’s response to the sound of a hammer striking a four foot, suspended steel bar. This sound was [image: image3.jpg]


deemed to be an unconditioned stimulus that had the effect of creating an unconditioned response of fear in Albert, who was startled, his lips trembled and be cried. 

The experimenters decided to test: 
· Whether a fear response could be conditioned to the rat
· [image: image4.jpg]


Whether the fear would be generalised to other stimuli
· How long the learning would last and could they be extinguished 

Aged 11 months and 3 days…
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Watson and Rayner initiated Albert B’s first conditioning trial;  as Albert went to touch the rat, the bars were smashed together and Albert showed fear, jumpin violently, falling forward and burying his face. He did not cry. This was repeated and a similar reaction was seen including whimpering. One week elapsed before the next rial.

Aged 11 months and 10 days…

After a week he went to touch the rat but withdrew his hand before he touched it. The pairing trials were repeated five times and each time Albert was startled and fell to the right. 
By seven trials (2 the week before plus these 5), the sight of the rat alone was not to make Albert cry. 
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As soon as he saw the rat “he turned sharply to the left, fell over on left side, raised himself on all fours and began to crawl away so rapidly that he was caught with difficulty before reaching the edge of the table”. 

By way of a control Albert was also presented with wooden blocks to play with and these elicited no fear reaction what so ever.
Stage 2
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Aged 11 months and 15 days, Watson and Rayner wished to test whether Albert’s fear response would generalise to other similar stimuli. He was tested with the building blocks but these raised no fear response. Although five days had elapsed, the rat when presented alone continued to elicit a fear response. 

A rabbit produced a significant fear response in Albert. This was followed gain by allowing Albert to play with the blocks. 4 observers all noted that he played more happily than ever with the blocks.
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When a dog was presented, this too elicited some fear although not as immediately as the rabbit. He was then allowed to play a while with the blocks.

Next he was presented with a seal-fur coat which elicited crying and crawling away. Albert was also unimpressed by an open packet of cotton wool which he kicked away and although he liked the paper packet, he would not touch the cotton wool with his hands.
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Albert also showed his dislike of Watson’s white hair although he did not mind two other people’s hair when they presented their heads to him.

He also showed a similar reaction when Watson showed him a Santa Claus mask with white hair attached.

Most fear was shown toward animal stimuli and it seemed that his fear had been generalised to furry objects. 
Stage 3
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5 days later Albert was tested again. The rat alone produced a negative responses but this was not as pronounced as before and so the rat was again paired with the crashing sound, this resulted in a pronounced fear response which transferred to the next trial when the rat was presented without the sound. 

He was also re-conditioned to fear the dog and the rabbit by pairing them with the crashing sound. This all happened in the usual room while Albert sat on the mattress. 
Next Watson and Rayner moved the study to a large well-lit lecture room to see if the learning transferred to another context. Watson and Rayner conclude that the learning did transfer to a new location, although their data suggest the responses were not as pronounced and re-conditioning trials were required to create a more obvious response of crying.
Stage 4
At 1 year and 21 days, over a month since the initial trials, Albert was tested again with the fur coat, Santa Claus mask, rat, dog and rabbit and also with the building blocks. Again no fear to blocks, played happily with these but he was upset by other objects, he showed fear and withdrew. While the responses were not as intense as before, it was concluded that learnt fear does ensure and that these responses might ensure throughout life. Watson and Rayner also say that they think that if the child had not been so stolid, the intensity would not have been diminished. 

Stage 5
Should have been extinction phase but this was never carried out. Watson and Rayner knew that Albert and his mother could only stay for one further month after the original conditioning trials and so arguably it was poor planning on their part that they decided to wait the full month before seeing whether the fear response was still present, as if it was, they knew they would not have time to reverse it. 
Evaluation: 

Only looks at quantities of emotional responses but not differing qualities of responses. Adult emotions are complex and may be acquired in other ways. 

Only one participant so must be wary about generalisation. 

Different claims made in different publications of the original work especially relating to whether Albert was deconditioned or not. 

Principles developed in this study have later been used in development of treatments for phobias. First work done on boy called Little Peter who was also scared of furry animals. The process was later called systematic desensitization (Wolpe). 

Ethical criticisms of the deliberate distress caused to Albert. It was quite difficult to condition the fear and throughout the different tests they had to repeat the pairings to strengthen the association in order to test the next hypothesis, these points have been discussed by Harris (1997) and Cornwell and Hobbs (1976).
“healthy from birth and one of the best developed youngsters ever brought to the hospital, weighing twenty-one pounds at nine months of age. He was on the whole stolid and unemotional. His stability was one of the principal reasons for using him as a subject in this test. We felt that we could do him relatively little harm by carrying out such experiments as those outlined below”











