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Psy 531  Affects and Emotions

Discussion Guide for April 2

Reading

Bekoff, M. (2000).  Animal emotions: Exploring passionate natures, BioScience, 50(10), 861-870.

Schwarz, N. (1999).  Self-reports: How the questions shape the answers, 
American Psychologist, 54(2), 93-105. 

Winkielman, P. & Berridge, K.C. (2004).  Unconscious emotion.  Current Directions in Psychological Science, 13(3), 120-123.

Katkin, E.S., Wiens, S. & Ohman, A. (2001).  Nonconscious fear conditioning, visceral perception, and the development of gut feelings, Psychological Science, 12(5), 366-370. (facilitaors: Timalyne, Neil, Talia)
DUE:  Selection of probable topic and readings for April 16 paper
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Now that you’ve had to grapple in writing with the difficult question of what an emotion is, it’s time to examine the elephant in the room (pun intended): how do you monitor your affective states?  How do know when you are having an affective reaction or a specific emotional reaction?  How do you monitor the affective states of others, and how do you know when others are having an affective reaction or a specific emotion?  

We’ve touched on possible answers to these questions, but never focused on them.  Many psychologists would claim that answering them should be done before ever attempting a definition, because psychological entities (arguably:  all entities) are inherently defined by inferences that depend on the ways we detect their presence and measure their influence.  To rehearse some questions posed early in the course:

Must an affect or emotion generate a subjective experience?  If so, must this experience be categorized and labeled, making it “self-reportable”?  Can we trust our own “self reports”?  Can we trust the self-reports of others?

Are there other indices of ongoing affect/emotion that might be valid and reliable? We should generate a possible list in class.   Should we trust any of these more than self-report?  Why or why not? 
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The three review papers assigned for this class are (hopefully) thought-provoking without commentary on my part.  In particular, I consider the Schwarz paper to be “a classic,” potentially useful to anyone designing a questionnaire, independent of topic.  I’ll ask us to apply the insights in this paper to all future empirical papers in which self-reports are utilized.

Winkielman & Berridge provide a quick and dirty overview of some of the research approaches used to study the relationship between affects/emotions and awareness. Most (perhaps all) of the examples they provide are of the influence of “unattributed” core affects so it would be clearer if they consistently distinguished between “affects” and “emotions”.  Interesting extensions of the research reviewed in this paper are provided by the priming study of Neumann (March 5), the Katkin et al. article assigned for today, and the readings for April 9.

The Bekoff paper is much less coherent, I think.  Here are some notes I took on this paper:

The central questions that Bekoff seems to want to address are posed on p. 861:  “Do animals experience emotions?  What, if anything, do they feel?”

Bekoff’s definition of emotions, “psychological phenomena that help in behavioral management and control” (p. 862) is very broad.  Among other things, it could apply to both cognitive and affective phenomena.  Interestingly, one might conclude that Bekoff thinks that how emotions are “felt” falls into the cognitive domain (pp. 863-864), although his consideration of the cognitive contributions to emotions is weak.  He also ignores the social relations and the social constructionist positions.

How does one answer Bekoff’s questions?  Although he seems to contradict himself in places, Bekoff seems to favor a search for behavioral and physiological similarities.  

Behavioral observation:  eliciting circumstances, behavioral responses.  Ability to predict future behavior (p. 863). Procedurally, this is the approach taken by behaviorists, about whom Bekoff has little good to say (p. 862).  The difference, of course, is what one is willing to infer from these data.  The behaviorist would argue that one can never argue homology of internal states on the basis of such similarities.  Because a baby cries under appropriate circumstances, one cannot conclude that the baby “experiences” sadness or frustration.  Because an adult from a very different culture smiles, one cannot conclude the individual “experiences” joy.  A broader discussion of the validity of inferring emotional experience from facial expressions and other behavioral indices is suggested.

One possible difference between humans and other animals:  degree to which experience can be directly queried, via verbal report.  Behaviorists would argue, however, that verbal report is another “behavior.”  Further, social (and cognitive) psychologists have shown us that verbal report has limited access to underlying processes, and verbal report is subject to high degrees of “top-down” control.  The Schwarz paper is relevant here.

Physiological similarities: At some points in this piece, Bekoff seems to be arguing that pursuing the studies of brain homologies is the most revealing approach (e.g., middle of column 2 on p. 865).  However, he also states that physiological studies in the absence of information about behavior and context are insufficient (p. 867,        p, 868). His discussion of primary emotions is quite localizationist and seems to “reduce” these emotions to built-in reflexes.  To pursue his interest in how animals “experience” emotions, we presumably must turn to what he calls “secondary” emotions, which involve “higher” brain centers.  Further, Bekoff seems to be claiming that consciousness is required to translate affects into action and for learning.

At other points, Bekoff seems to be adopting the functionalist perspective, i.e., that the important question is whether human and animal emotions serve the same functions (e.g., bottom of first column of p. 862). In other words, any set of coordinated behaviors that leads to a particular functional outcome (e.g., escape from a dangerous situation) could be considered to have evoked a common central affective state (e.g., fear).  It is important to note that there can be functional similarities in the absence of both behavioral and physiological similarities. 

Some “details”:

p. 861.  Darwin’s view:  continuity, differences in degree rather than in kind.  Maybe, but this argument does not seem to hold for language and, probably, for some processes of social inference.  Ability to engage in self-reflection (p. 862) may be a component of the difference between human and animal emotions. 

p. 861-862  Field research is critical.  Unarguably correct, and equally true for research on human emotions. 

Last 2 paragraphs on p. 862: muddy introduction to the “sequencing” issue .
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Comments on Katkin et al.

This is a straightforward experiment, but because it involves several parts, each with a different method, the description may be confusing at first reading.  To make the task a bit easier, I’ll summarize the experiment chronologically:

1. Participants were “hooked up” to equipment that could record the EKG (electrocardiogram, see below) and skin conductance responses (SCRs).  They were seated in a sound-attentuating chamber and given a 5 min rest.

2. Shock intensity levels were individually selected.

3. Participants practiced the rating procedure, presumably to a blinking cursor (this is unclear)

4. Conditioning task (16 participants did this task first; 20 did the heartbeat detection task first – the unequal number due to later elimination of 10 participants)

a. 4 habituation trials (two with masked spider, two with masked snake; no shocks)

b. 48 acquisition trials (half with masked spider, half with masked snake).  For half the participants, masked spider paired with shock (CS+); for the other half, masked snake paired with shock

c. 24 extinction trials (half unmasked spider, half unmasked snake; no shocks)

d. forced-choice recognition task.  Ten participants eliminated due to nonrandom performance in this task.

5. Heartbeat detection task

a. Practice task (number of trials not specified)

b. 50 trials of actual task, half with short delay, half with long delay

c. participants classified as good or poor detectors

In reading this article, focus especially on what happen to the SCRs and to the shock expectancy ratings during the acquisition phase of the conditioning task, as a function of good/poor heartbeat detection ability.

Think also of the way this article relates to feedback theories of affect/emotion and to the question of whether we want to confine our definition of affects/emotions to responses that are consciously experienced.

Some definitions:

Masking:  Our ability to identify a briefly presented visual stimulus depends in part on how long the image of that stimulus is unambiguously “recorded” in neural activity.  Two obvious parameters are the clarity and the duration of presentation of the stimulus itself.  Another parameter is how long the neural representation of the stimulus is present in a relatively isolated form.  The representation is influenced both by what comes immediately before it and by what comes immediately after it.  Interference with the representation by a preceding stimulus is called forward masking; interference by a subsequent stimulus is called backward masking.  These techniques are used to prevent the stimulus from being identified consciously – but with the proper parameters, the stimulus can still influence other psychological processes.

Differential or discriminative classical conditioning.  This paradigm was described in the guide for March 5,

Skin conductance response (SCR).  A measure of the electrical conductivity between two electrodes, usually placed on the left and right sides of the palm of the hand.  An increase in the sweat in the sweat glands increases the conductivity.  Although we have sweat glands in many places on our bodies, most are activated in the service of thermoregulation.  The glands in the palms and on the soles of the feet are uniquely activated during psychological arousal.

Forced-choice procedure.  We’ve encountered this procedure a number of times before.  The participant is provided with 2 or more discrete response options and must choose only one.

Electrocardiogram (EKG).  This is a recording of the electrical activity of the heart during each heartbeat.  I append a diagram of the EKG.  The R-wave is the tall spike that occurs during the contraction of the left ventricle (sending the blood out of the heart to the rest of the body).  Because of its size, it is easy to use the R-wave to “trigger” other calculations, such as the interval between successive R-waves (interbeat interval, the reciprocal of heart rate).

Heartbeat detection task.  Previous research has shown that some people can discriminate between a condition in which tones follow the EKG R-wave by 200 ms and a condition in which tones follow the EKG R-wave by 500 ms. The former condition is perceived as having no delay; the latter as having a perceptible delay.  Control conditions have suggested that the ability to discriminate does not rely on active control of the heart rate or strength of the heartbeat.  See Craig (2004) for an accessible summary of a study that reports a brain correlate of this ability.
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Suggested additional readings:
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Bekoff, M. (2007).  The Emotional Lives of Animals, New World Library.

Berridge, K.C. & Winkielman, P. (2003).  What is an unconscious emotion? (The case for unconscious “liking”), Cognition & Emotion, 17(2), 181-211.

Chen, M. & Bargh, J.A. (1999).  Consequences of automatic evaluation: immediate behavioral predispositions to approach or avoid the stimulus, Personality & Social Psychology Bulletin, 25, 215-224.

Clore, G.L. (1994).  Why emotions are never unconscious.  In Ekman, P. & Davidson, R.J. (Eds).  The Nature of Emotions: Fundamental Questions, NJ:  Lawrence Erlbaum, pp. 285-290.  (LR)

Craig, A.D. (2004).  Human feelings: why are some more aware than others?  Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 8(6), 240-241.
Feldman Barrett, L. (1996).  Hedonic tone, perceived arousal, and item desirability: three components of self-reported mood, Cognition & Emotion, 10(1), 47-68.
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Monahan, J.L., Murphy, S.T. & Zajonc, R.B. (2000).  Subliminal mere exposure: specific, general, and diffuse effects, Psychological Science, 11(6), 462-466.
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Chapt 6, Emotion and memory: implications for self-report

Chapt 16, Real-time self-report of momentary states in the natural environment: computerized ecological momentary assessment
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