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Watson & Raynor’s methodology and procedure:

This was an investigation conducted in controlled conditions. Despite 
involving a single participant, known as Little Albert, it is not a case study as 
this would involve deeper analysis of various aspects of his life. This 
investigation only explores emotional reactions. Little Albert was eleven 
months old when the research began and was the son of a hospital 
employee where Watson and Raynor worked. 

Stage 1 of the research involved establishing a conditioned emotional re-
sponse:
• Albert was initially presented with a white rat, to which he showed no fear. 

When Albert was presented with the rat a second time, Watson made a 
loud noise by hitting a hammer against a steel bar. 

• The joint stimulation (rat being presented in combination with a loud 
noise) was then repeated six times. 

• The rat was then presented alone. 

Albert’s behaviour was observed and recorded.

Stage 2 of the research which occurred five days later involved transferring a 
conditioned response to other stimuli:
• Albert was presented with a range of different stimulus, including a rabbit, 

a dog, a fur coat, and cotton wool. 
• The setting was then changed to see if it would have any effect on the 

conditioned response. Albert was taken to a lecture hall. 

Albert’s behaviour was observed and recorded.

Stage 3 of the research which occurred one month later involved exploring 
the effect of time on conditioned emotional responses:
• One month later, Albert was presented with a range of different stimulus, 

including a rat, a rabbit, a dog, a fur coat, and cotton wool. 

Albert’s behaviour was observed and recorded.

Watson & Raynor’s findings 

Stage one (Establishing a conditioned emotional response):
• Albert was initially startled when he heard the ‘loud noise’.
• Albert began crying during the joint stimulation phase.
• Albert continued to cry and began crawling away when the rat was presented 
 � without the loud noise.

Stage two (Transferring a conditioned response to other stimuli):
• Albert began crying when initially presented with a rat. 
• Albert crawled away from the rabbit, turned his head and cried in response to the 

dog, kicked away the cotton wool before touching the packaging, withdrew his whole 
body but kept his eyes on the rat and did not cry.

• When the setting was changed to a lecture hall, Albert had no sudden fear reaction 
but did hold his hands away from the rat, he simply turned away from the rabbit, he 
turned away and cried until the dog was taken away, he jumped violently when joint 
stimulation (rat and sound) occurred. 

Stage three (The effect of time on conditioned emotional responses): 
• Albert withdrew his body and when the fur coat was placed in contact with him, he 

began to cry.
• He stared at the rat and stayed still as it crawled towards him. When the rat touched 

his hand, Albert withdrew it immediately and leaned away. When the rat was placed 
on him, he withdrew his body and covered his eyes with his hands.

• He pushed the rabbit away with his feet whilst withdrawing his body. When the 
 � rabbit moved towards him, he began wailing.

Watson & Raynor’s conclusions
It is probable that many of the phobias in psychopathology are true conditioned 
emotional reactions either of the direct or the transferred type. It is also possible that 
the persistence of conditioned responses will only be found in people who are not as 
strong-willed. Emotional disturbances in adults cannot be traced back to sex alone, as 
Freudians would theorise. They must be considered with regards to conditioned and 
transferred responses set up in infancy and early youth in all three of the fundamental 
human emotions: love, fear and rage.
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Ethics of  Watson and Raynor’s research (PEEL) 
 
P – One key ethical issue present in this research is risk of stress, anxiety, 
humiliation or pain.

E -   It was clear to see that Little Albert was very distressed throughout the 
procedures. Indeed, from an ethical perspective, Watson and Raynor should have 
suspended the research process and not continued through the different stages 
that lasted a number of months. 

E – Little Albert initially just ‘cried’; however, as the stages progressed, Little Albert’s 
personality changed and he became quite an anxious and grumbly young child as a 
result of his participation in this research. 

L – In order to be ethical, the research should have been cancelled when the 
negative effects were clear, and Watson and Raynor should have 
counter-conditioned Little Albert at that point rather than allowing him to leave the 
research with an altered psychological and emotional state.

P – There may have been issues regarding valid consent. 

E – Little Albert was the son of a low-paid hospital worker employed at the hospital 
where Watson and Raynor worked. 

E – There are question marks regarding whether valid consent was obtained from 
Albert’s mum. Consent is only valid when an individual understands what will and 
what could happen in a study. Critics suggest the power difference between the 
researchers (prominent doctors at the hospital) and Albert’s mum (low-paid worker) 
meant it would have been difficult for her to refuse.  

L – If this was the case, Watson and Raynor did not obtain valid consent in the 
spirit it was intended and the fact that Albert’s mum eventually removed him from 
the research supports this. 

Social implications of Watson and Raynor’s research

P – The results of this research suggests that children’s behaviour can be 
‘conditioned’ and this has important implications in the field of education. 

E - Conditioning techniques can be used in education to positively shape young 
people’s behaviour and maximise their learning and results. 

E –  McAllister et al (1969) found that increased use of ‘teacher praise’ and 
‘teacher disapproval’ led to a decrease in the incidence of ‘inappropriate talking’ 
in class (compared to a control condition where there was no decrease). 

L – The use of conditioning techniques on children within schools can maximise 
educational achievement and teach children the skills required to succeed in 
society and ensure generations of children are prepared for the workforce. 

P – Using conditioning techniques on schoolchildren does not always yield 
positive implications for society. 

E - Conditioning techniques in education can have a negative effect on children. 
For example, some argue that the notion of rewards/punishments is harmful to a 
child’s internal motivation to learn. Lepper et al (1973) supports this criticism; 
nursery children who were asked to draw a nice picture in turn for a reward 
dedicated half the time to their drawing than children who had not been promised a 
reward.

E – This means that society would be at risk of creating generations with no 
intrinsic motivation, who are reliant on receiving rewards in order to complete a 
task. 

L – Society requires individuals who are self-motivated, as beyond childhood, 
rewards are not as readily available and as such conditioning children in this 
way has long-term negative effects. 
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Evaluation of Watson and Raynor’s methodology (PEEL)

P – One positive of this research is the degree of control Watson & Raynor had. Due 
to the environment in which the research was conducted (a well-lit dark room), they 
were able to control extraneous variables.

E - Examples of factors controlled within this research include the presentation of 
‘furry objects’ and the location of the research. 

E – Having this level of control is positive because it increases the experimental 
validity of the research. 

L – Therefore, with such scientific methodology being used, Watson and Raynor’s 
research has scientific status and can be trusted over less scientific methods where 
results cannot be quantified, such as an open interview.

P – One negative of this research is that there are question marks concerning the 
representativeness of the sample used and whether generalisations can be made. 

E - The sample consisted of one participant – Albert, a calm, even-tempered child. 
One of the main reasons he was selected was due to his emotional stability and his 
availability. His mum was an employee at the hospital in which Watson & Raynor 
worked.

E – The use of only one participant with the characteristics he possessed means it is 
difficult to draw conclusions regarding whether the findings can be generalised to 
other children, who perhaps would have a very different behavioural response to 
Albert. 

L – If this is the case, findings cannot be generalised and thus have limited 
application to society.

Evaluation of Watson and Raynor’s procedures (PEEL)

P – One positive component of the procedure is that Watson & Raynor had 
baseline measurements in place in order to compare. 

E - Albert’s ‘pre-manipulation’ behaviour could be judged to establish whether 
he was a fearful child before the study. The trial where Albert played with the 
wooden blocks provided a control condition, which showed his fear was 
exclusively for furry objects. 

E – Having a baseline control condition means that the findings are more 
scientific and can be attributed to the conditioning techniques used by Watson 
and Raynor. 

L – This makes the findings of the research more credible within the scientific 
community. 

P – One negative of this research is that the procedures were not completed as 
originally planned. 

E – Watson and Raynor intended to counter-condition Little Albert in the final 
stages of the research. This would involve effectively tackling Albert’s 
maladaptive learning (fear of fury objects, etc.) and replacing it with more 
functional, adaptive learning. 

E – Little Albert was removed from the research before this important stage was 
completed, thus he left with a series of specific phobias. 

L – Therefore, this raises some serious ethical issues with regard to the 
procedures. 


