
In-class experiment 

Course: Biological Psychology 

In this course, students are expected to learn about the biological basis of human behaviors 

and to understand the research techniques that are used in Biological Psychology. In one of 

the lessons, students are invited to conduct an experiment on themselves. The experiment was 

designed based on a study published on the scientific journal, Science (Willaims and Bargh 

2008). The study aims to demonstrate the concept of emotion embodiment that our emotion 

can be altered by the physical status of the body. In the class experiment, half of the students 

were given a cup of hot water while the other half was given a cup of cold water. Then, they 

were all given the same neutral description of a person (Person A) and were asked to rate the 

personality of that person using a 7-point likert scale. Without knowing the rationale of the 

experiment beforehand, students who held a cup of hot water rated Person A as a warmer 

person than the students who held a cup of cold water. Although the difference was not 

statistical significance due to the small sample size, students got a sense about the effect of 

how physical warmth can promote interpersonal warmth and how a biological psychology 

experiment can be conducted with simple manipulations.  

 

  



Experiment procedures: 

1. As a cover up of the experiment, students were told that the experiment was about taste 

sensation.  

 

  



2. During the lecture, students were given a 10-minute break and invited to participate in the 

experiment after the break. When the students came back to the lecture theater after the break, 

each of them was given a cup of “solution” which was either a cup of hot or cold water. 

Without knowing what exactly the “solution” was, students had to carry the cup back to their 

seats and to fill in a questionnaire. 

 

 

  



3. The questionnaire is consisted of two parts. Part A is a dummy questionnaire about the 

taste of different beverages. The purpose of having PartA is to make the students believing 

that it is an experiment about taste sensation. 

A taste study (PART A) 

 

Coca-Cola 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

not tasty at all                      very tasty  

 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

Not healthy at all                      very healthy 

 

 

Starbucks coffee 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

not tasty at all                      very tasty  

 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

not healthy at all                      very healthy 

 

 

Chinese tea 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

not tasty at all                      very tasty  

 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

not healthy at all                      very healthy 

  



4. The second part of the questionnaire was adopted from the original study (Willaims and 

Bargh 2008) which aims to assess the interpersonal judgment of the students.  

Person A is intelligent, skillful and industrious. Person A is also determined, practical and 

cautious. You think Person A is: 

 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

   ungenerous                                                generous 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

   unattractive                                        attractive 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

       serious                               carefree 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

      unhappy                                                       happy 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

      irritable                    good-natured 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

         quiet                              talkative 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

   anti-social                               sociable 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

        selfish                                                     caring 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

       weak                                                           strong 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

     dishonest                                                           honest 



5. Half of the questions in Part B assessed the personality of a person in a cold-warm 

dimension. The average score of the cold-warm questions and the control questions were 

calculated and compared with a pre-programmed excel file in the class. 
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Reflection: 

Although the experiment results did not reach statistical significance, students found the 

experiment interesting that holding a cup of hot or cold water for a very briefly may be 

enough to alter their judgment on a person in the cold-warm dimension but not the control 

questions. Through the experiment, students got a first-person experience about the concept 

of emotion embodiment and how scientific experiment on human behaviors can be conducted. 

The experiment also motivated students to think about the implications of the theory of 

emotion embodiment. Some of them expressed interest to conduct some similar experiment 

for their research project course. 
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