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T H E  E X P E R I M E N T S

Lewin's "major revolution in psychological research" consisted of a
series of nearly twenty empirical studies done by his students, most-
ly as doctoral dissertations. They were theory-oriented and dealt
with personality structure and the psychological environment. All
l i 'ere publishcd as articles in thePsyc/:ologiscbe Forsclnmg,the jour-

nal of experimental psychologylaunched at theUniversity of Berlin.
Lewin did not gencrally employ the apparatus that other psy-

chologists were so fond of using in their experiments. Although he
loved to tinker u.'ith complicated equipment and was considered one
of the best laboratory technicians at the Institute, Lewin himself
used a minimum of apparatus. For most of the Forschung experi-
ments conducted by his students, pencil, paper, and a simple game
or task were enough.

Lewin never told his stuclcnts, that he had a system of this or that

sort, Tamara Dembo reports. "Rather he would say, 'These are

only the beginning concepts; we will have to find out more about
them. We cannot do this yet; this is possible to do,'and so on. What
he tried to do was conceptualize phenomena and connect them with

other facts. He never produced a theory and then looked for facts

to fit it. However, if you asked him, 'How can one do this topologi-

cally?' he would reply, 'What's the probleml Let's first look at the

plo-blen and see whether any of this is possible.' Those were the

terms he thought in."
Lewin's fresh insights as a psychologist also stemmed from having

+o

5



The ExPeriments

the skills and competence of a clinician' N4acKinnon feels that

Lewin possessed 
"mtre critical insights' rnore depth psychologically

thar, -ort psychoanalysts. You "o"ldn't discuss any prychological

problem *irn f,i- -iilto.,t his irrmediately seeing it in some.fresh

p"rrp..tiu" and putting it in a new light, which always included

p"t,ing it down on PaPer' drawing circles, Jordan curves' vectors'

"nd *hrtrro,, ,"p."r.rrring the life space of the individual' Putting

it down on p"p", this way, topologicall/r wxs now one of Lewin's

hallmarks. H" ,""ognized that psychology would extend to all sorts

of human relations insofar as they could be dealt with experimen-

tally. He believed that this would require the kind of language that

could signify all manner of problems which earlier would have been

deemed"quite impossible to exPress' He was confident that it was

not necessary ro re-create the same intensities in the laboratory that

obtain outside it, but what aras necessary was to set uP the same

dynamic systen. \Vhat he worked out, in follorving these insights'

furthered the develoPment of experimental psychodynamics'"

Lervin hopecl by |,"r.rn, of thesc empirical studies to account for

behavior as a function of the total psychological field' What he

planned to do was to set up experiments in fields that had been

ilelieved psychologically unapproachable-experirnents to investi-

gate the -.aning olf ,u.."r, "n,l f"ilut", of reality and unreality, of

ih. rnotil,"tion Jf anger. These had, of course, to include studies of

environment, its topologv and dynamics, and its relation to psycho-

logical sariarion, the levels of aspiration, substitution, and conflict'

Tf," "on""ptual tools were available, he believed, to measure the

direction and strength of psychological forces'

It was Lewin's earliest pupils-Zeigarnili, ovsiankina, N'Iahler'

Dembo, and a handful of others-who in their pioneer studies

charted what had been the no man's land of psychology. The series

of studies, rated as among the mosr distinguished group of empirical

inquiries in the historv of psvcholog/, can be grouped under the

h.adings of (r) Recall of unfinished Tasks, (z) Level of Aspira-

tion, il) Substitution, (4) Satiation, (S) Anger' In terms of

Leu,in's Slostulates thcY can tle treated as conting under one heading

and shaping into onc clcsign'
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The Experiments_Theory and purpose

The first published experiurent ,_and one of the mosr influential, inthat a nurnber of the ,u-br.qu.n, ,r"il", were variarions of the initialexperimenr-was crone bv.Rlunr" Z.ig"rnit.. A crassic ",*g Gestartexperiments, it .ivas clescribeci by L"".,
first parh,rr,.,"gr-, a forest of facts r""rti":_-"".attemDt 

to break a
rh"r ro,.r" *i' ,,i..,r.a.,,The n.r,, "i 11,glt.ilil:T,n;Tf,;:iT:::to test Lewin's theory that the desire o". i",."ri"n-i"'"r.., ou, ,specific rasli corrcsponcls to the buildical "tensio',,ancr ti.,"r rr.,. "..;;"-;;,;:"trtn1rt.l;:il""i.i:{:l:t:fr:
tain goar-directed acti'ity ".i' ,i"'l"tendecr task is carried out.Dynamicalry, Lewin ,t.r.-ir.a,- r;t;;-,."n, thar the sysrem createdby rhe unfulfilled go"l .,,nti,r;;;";; malie its infl.ence felt intho.ght o. "",tol 

.-!Jr 
bltf ) ;,l;;;, the tension i, ,,u, y.. air_charged by conrpreti'' of thc a.tir.iil,. Zeiga'riri sougrrt ro discover

-yn-"rnrr 
the "quasi-'ec.d" 

(the il;;; ro rerease the tension) func-trors onry to accomprish the int.,rt'iu,, n, *,hetlr., ir influences otheraspecrs of behavior, such as nlenlorl-. she ,lesigncd her stucry so thatthe expressirn of an intentio. .r.",il ;; found in the desire ro finishrnterruprecr tasrts a'd tr-re effcct ,f the quasi-need w'uld be seen in
::il::,1T:l.ll 

"""''ber unfinishccl acti'ities more ..ra'y ,1,",,
Zeigarnik's finclings orTcred thc first raboratory confirr'ation ofLervin's theory of s1'stcr.s in tension, a'cl particurarly trre icrea trratthe decisive fr.ru. in rhc rclerrse "i,lr;r',.rr;on i, the."r"h;rrg of "goal.-The phenonrenon revealccl in this erecall of un.,rn.,pr.,.cl tasris_lras o".,rrr.tt"ttttent-the 

preferential

psychologr- ,na ;lr'in,,.,,n as trre ,,2"ig".,,';? iL:::: i:i l:[llXi."::otrlt- to Lcr.rrin's assunrptions ,f ,nu, ,r,.r."ts in tension but also to theFreudian trresis rhar .,.irh", p*t;, ;,r,i",n"y are satisfied and thatslips of rhc r'ng.c, crrear,s, ,.a ,-iir. beha'ior are nranifcstarionsof rhe systcnl iritension sccking ,tir.t-r-g"l

,,',1,1,1,',ii;::llliiTil;il1:1,ifi;:,ll;.i'',T"F,rrc\:,,,rr rc:rrrrs ,r rrrc Bcrri,r cx'cri-
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Bluma Zeigamili carried out hcr experitrtent from r 924 to t926.

Her findings werc published in the Psychologiscbe Forsclttmg in

r927. Several years later she returned to i\ ' loscow with her husband.

She has continued terching and doing research as a member of the

faculty of the University of i\ ' loscow. (In r966, at the International

Congress of Psychology in nfoscow, Bluma Zeigarnik held a re-

union u'ith Tanrara Dembo and N'Iaria Ovsiankina. her fellow stu-

dents under Leu'in four decades earlier.)

Follou.ing closely on Zeigarnili's worh on the anatomy of goal

tensions were the experiments of A{aria Ovsiankina, another of

Lewin's young \vomall students frour Russia. \\ihere Zeigarnil<

tested dre recall of interrupted taslis, Or.siankina sought to measure

the spontaneous resunrption of taslis after they had been interrupted.

Her findings that interruptccl tirs.l<s u'crc alnrost ahvavs resunred

offercd further confimration of Lcwin's postulate that there is a

direct correlation bcm'een the relcase of a tension and the satisfac-

tion of a need.
Still another implication of the tcnsion-system theory was ex-

plored by \rera N{ahler. She sought to deterrninc whether substitute

actions r-night rclcase the tensious arising frortr the interruption of

assigned tasl<s, and if so, what the relative effectiveness was of vari-

ous liinds of substitute actions, such as tall<ing or thinking about the

activity. The phenonlenon of substitution (or "sublintation") had

been used extensivcly by Frcud to crplain bchavior. Undcr Letvin's

direction, llahler began to inr.estigate the dynantics of such substi-

tution. Hou' did substitutc actions originatel \\/hat did substitute

satisfaction mcan? \\rhich substitute activities led to satisfaction,

and under rvhat conditions? Frdulein N{ahler's conclusions on the

substitute r.aluc of any particular action in ternts of its relation to

the inner goal of the original activity sen'ed to refine further

Lewin's idea of tcnsion systems and goal achicvement.

Along the lines of A{ahler's study of substitute value, Sarah

Sliosberg gavc herself tl're task of investigating the relationship be-

t\l,'een reality ancl necd satisfaction in the lifc of a chilcl. In an experi-

ment on the dynanrics of play, Frdulein Sliosberg asked the question:

Does a chilcl accept as a substitute an oblect rvhich is functionally
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different fro'r the original but u,hich is suitable ro represent it in
playi Her c<inclusions shec'l nc*-light o'the differing piychological
responses of I'ounger \rersus older childrcn and of the differenr
effects of re al-life \:ersus plav situations.

Yet another 'ariation in th. rn dr- of tension systems was worlied
out by ci ta Birenbau.r.  wlr<, srught ru i . lenr i i r . the factors that
determined whether an intenti'n, once formed, is either carried out
or forgotte n. Birenbaunr anticipared s'me of these influences,
among thenr the naturc ancl enroticlnal t'ne of the person formingthe
intention, the .arure of the intenticin itself, and the connection be-
tween the intention and other intentions in the subject's life. \vhar
she sought to measure *'as the stre.gth of these influences in terms
of the individual's overall psr.chic actir.ity.

Lewin's theory of the iui. ,,f gorl ".i 'ri.r..nrenrs in the release of
tensions raised a series of questions abour goal setting. \\rhat are
some of the factors that go into the decision to atrempt a difficult
goal or uy for an easier success at a l'*,er leveli \Vhat are the
reactions ro success or failure in reaching the goal decidecl upon?
The first cxperinrents in this area werc done by Ferdinand Hoppe
and published in thc I'stchologiscl:e Forsclsung in ,93o. IIoppe's
s.bject was "le'el of aspirati,u," a phrase originally coined by Ta-
nrara Denrbo ro rnean "rhe clegree of clifj jculty of the goal torvard
which a pcrson is stri ' i 'g." (Thus, the more difllcult the goal, the
higher the le'el of aspiration.) H'ppe aimed to in'cstigate the fac-
tors rvhich influence g'al-setting bel-ra'ior by nreasuring the effect
of success or failure on thc indi'iclual's decision to raise or lower his
aspiration level.

Hoppe's pioneering u.orl< hacl nrajor practical as well as experi-
nrental signiEcance. IJefore this srucly little hacl becn knorvn about
the cverydat' prolllents a person faces u'hen trr-ing to clecide r.vhich
goals to seek. Alore than any of the other arcas expl'red b\. Lcr.r'in's
students. Hol lpe's erpcr irrrcnr r .rrched off  a r  er i t rrble chain reacr i , rn
of additional studies.

One of the first *'as by an'ther of Ler.r'in's Bcrli ' stuclents, Sara
Jucknat, w-ho sought confirmatio'rf I{oppe's fi 'cli 'gs with a larger
group of subjects. (Floppe had u'orlicd rvith only ro subjects;
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Jucknat studied 65o children and 5z adults.) FIer conclusit-rns bore

lot Hopp"'s findings on the factors that influence the choice of a

dificult or easy goal, wirh the further refinemenr that the kind of

success experienced also affected the aspiration level.

The work of Lewin's smdents in the uncharted arca of level of

aspiration \\,as an early indication of the iniplications of I.ewinian

th.ory for social phenomena. Alorton Deutsch has pointed out that

the factors that deternrine level of aspiration provide new insight

into the reasons for social apathy in the face of pressing political and

international problems. 
"People are nor likely to attemPt to seek

even highly valued oblectives when they see no way of attaining

them,', be.rtsch has u,rirren. Siniilarly, he adds, level of aspiration
,,sheds some light upon u'hy social revolutions tend to occur only

after there has been a slight improvernent in the situation of the

oppressecl groups; the improvemenr raises their level of aspiration,

making goals which were once Viewed as unartainable now per-

ceived as realistic possibilities."
Another major area of pioneering psychological research launched

by Lewin's students at Berlin rvas that of entotion. Tamara

Denrbo chose angcr for hcr expcriment. She began her Forscbung

article by pointing out that the emotions-although one of the most

vital of all arcas of human concern-had been relatively unexplored'

whereas perception had been exhaustivelv studied since the rurn of

the century. Even Freudian theory-the t.l.tost irnportant ntovement

toward the psycl-rology 0f affect rvith non-experimental methods-

was stil l dominated by the principles and practices of association

psychology.
Dembo devotecl special attention to the genesis of anger and to

why it was that frustrations in achieving one's aim or PurPOSe
caused anger in some insrances but not in others. Her point of de-

parrure was Ler,vin's posrulate that behavior is determined by the

,t..,"r.,r" and state of the Person in his life space and by the psycho-

logical environment at that particular molrlent. In a series of experi-

,n.nt, renrarkable in their originality (ancl their ability to provoke

her subjects'anger), Dembo showed that the emotional effect of a

felt need depended on the intcnsity (as opposed to the importance)
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of that need. Thus, a person engaged in a triviality could reacr vio-
lently to frustration because-in this field and at this moment-trivial
objects had received special significance. she demonsrrared that a
barrier which frusrrated a person's a*empr to reach a goal led to
anger only if the person was surrounded by an ourer barrier that
prevented him from leaving the field.

Another of Lewin's srudenrs, Anirra Karsren, studied still another
emotional phcnomenon: satiation. In an ingenious experiment, Kar-
sten showed how repetitions of the same acti'ity ca,.cause the sub-
ject to reach the point of refusing ro conrinue (psychic satiation)
irrespecrive of fatigue or other physical fa.tori. Karsten linked
these findings to a lowering of the tension le'er after nunerous
repetitions, thus explai.ing whv nrere reperition, if carried on long
enough. can have a harrrrf' l effecr on learning. practice. Karstenli
study implied, does nor necessarily make perfect.

A variation on Karsten's satiation study was undertaken bv Alex
Freund, who sorrght to nlcrsrlre the effect of mensrruation on the
speed of satiation. Freund's study, which found that durinq men-
struation psychological satiation occurred z6 to 3o p". ..rri frr,.,
than at other times, further confirrled Lewin's 'iew that, in general,
the speed with which any activity is satiatecr increases ',riith the
degree to which the a*ivity is psvchologically centrar. (During
menstruation, Freund posrulated, all activities tend tc_r be central.)
This theory rvould also pro'ide rhe reason why satiation occurs
sooner in younger childrcn than in older ones. "children are likely
to be involved in activity rvith their rvhole person," saicl Lewin,"and the velocity of satiation is drcrefore much greater."

For several nrore years neu'studies ca'e in s.ccessi'., each secli-
ing additional evidence of the theory of a sl,srern in tension. Sara
Fajans examined the effect of  the , l istance betrueen a chi l t l  a 'd an
attractive objecr (such as a rattlc or a doll) and the srrengrh of the
attraction in determining the direction of the child's bJhavior in
reaching the toy. Faf ans recognized that the strertgth of a valence
might depend on a number of things-the kind and quality of a
particular ob]ecr, the stare of the indi'iclual's rreed (is ire hungryt
satiated? oversariated?), the presence of other obiects with a posi-
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tive or negative valence, ancl the direction of the obiect in question

from the 
-p".rorr. 

But her srudy revealed that the distance from an

attractive oblect was so important as to determine a change in the

children's behavior.

Lewin was content to lct his stuclents who rvere preparing for the

doctorate follow their own bent in the design and conduct of their

experiments. They could range over all the aspects of psychic be-

h"uio, rather than being lirnited to the traditional Iaboratory sub-

lects of perception ancl memory. Lewin believed that the real sig-

nificance of an etperimental finding lay in the contribution it made

toward defining a ger-reral principle of universal application._In de-

termining the general Valiclity of a la$', he tvrote in r 93 r, 
"Ieference

to the totality of the whole concretc situation must replace our

reference to the greatcsr possible historical collection of frequent

repetitions."
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