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Sex of the experimenter as a variable
in the autokinetic illusion

JOHN L. ALLEN, SUSAN J. SIPES, and GREGORY P. SIPES
Spring Arbor College, Spring Arbor, Michigan 49283

Twenty-two female undergraduate students were tested for agreement with an experimenter’s
suggested direction of movement in an autokinetic illusion experiment. Half of the subjects received the
suggestion from a female experimenter and half from a male experimenter. Significantly more subjects
responded affirmatively to the female experimenter’s suggestion than to the male's (p < .005).

In 1799, Von Humboldt, an astronomer, observed
that when a stationary point of light is seen in the dark
it appears to move, a phenomenon which Aubert, in
1887, named the autokinetic effect (Day, 1969). Since
that time, considerable research has been conducted
pertaining to this illusion, investigating such variables
as target size (Luchins, 1954), suggestion (Dielman &
David, 1967; Pollis, Montgomery, & Smith, 1975 Sherif,
1935), sex of subject (Elfner & Page, 1963; Hamm &
Hoving, 1969), and degree of dark adaptation (White,
1973). Levy (1972) has summarized much of the
research involving the autokinetic illusion. Little atten-
tion, however, has been given to a variable discussed by
Kintz, Delprato, Mettee, Persons, and Schappe (1965),
namely, the experimenter himself.

Fehrman and Hagel (Note 1), while conducting
research on the effect of suggestion on direction of
movement, found that all of their male subjects reported
seeing autokinetic movement in the direction specified
by the experimenters (both males), whereas none of the
female subjects reported seeing such movement. During
the first evening of testing, Beets and Whiting (Note 2)
found that significantly more female subjects reported
seeing movement in the specified direction when the
suggestion was made by the female experimenter than
when it was made by the male experimenter. However,
no significant difference was found when additional
subjects were tested 1 week later.

The present study is similar in most respects to the
Beets and Whiting study, except that all subjects were
tested within a 2-day period and admonished not to
communicate with other subjects about the experiment.

METHOD

Subjects
The subjects were 22 female undergraduate students from a
midwestern church-related college. They were randomly assigned
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to two equal-sized groups, one being tested by a female experi-
menter and the other by a male experimenter.

Apparatus

The apparatus was located in a windowless, dark, sound-
deadened room and was situated on a table 6 ft (1.83 m) in front
of the subject. It consisted of a 15 x 12 x 9 in. (38.10 x 30.48 x
22.86 cm) corrugated cardboard box painted flat black, with a
25-W bulb suspended in the center. All seams were taped, and
the only visible light was emitted through a 1/32-in. hole in a
black metal plate attached to the front of the box. The hole was
covered with tissue paper to diffuse the light. The light and a
120-V 6-rpm motor, which emitted an audible hum to enhance
the illusion, were operated by a common switch.

Procedure

The subjects were instructed to report for the experiment on
either a Tuesday or Wednesday evening. All subjects who were
being tested on a particular evening were seated together by both
experimenters in a room across the hall from the testing room.
The following taped instructions were presented, half recorded
in the female experimenter’s voice and half in the male experi-
menter’s:

“This is an experiment in visual perception. We would like
to find out to what extent people can perceive changes in a point
of light without a visual framework. This lack of visual frame-
work is the darkened room in which you will be tested. Please sit
erect in the chair provided because this will give you the best
view of the light.

“In order to perform this experiment it is necessary that you
be dark adapted. Dark adaptation necessitates % hour in the
dark. During this adaptation period you will be listening to
recorded music. At the end of the %-h adaptation period you
will be tested one at a time. When you are tested, we will turn on
the apparatus and let you observe a point of light for approxi-
mately 1 min. While observing the light, watch for movement
and any changes in color or intensity. During this time we will
question you about what you are seeing.”

Following the instructions, the music was presented and the
lights were turned out. The experimenters left the subjects
alone during the adaptation period.

At the end of the dark-adaptation period, subjects were
randomly assigned to either the male or female experimenter and
guided to the sound-deadened room to be tested individually.
When the subject was seated, the following taped instructions,
half in the male and half in the female experimenter’s voice,
were presented:

“Remember, this experiment concerns visual perception. Sit
erect in the chair. The point of light will be presented for
approximately 1 min. During this time, watch for movement
and changes in color or intensity. I will question you about what
you are seeing.”
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The light and motor were turned on, and 10 sec later the
experimenter asked, “Is the light moving to the right?” After
her response was noted, the subject was guided out of the testing
room. All subjects were admonished not to discuss the experi-
ment with anyone else for 2 days so as not to jeopardize the
experiment. Those subjects who reported seeing the light move
to the right were questioned as to whether they actually saw
the light move or merely agreed because they thought the
experimenter wanted them to see movement.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

A chi-square test revealed that perception of move-
ment consonant with the experimenter’s suggestion was
dependent on which experimenter was giving the
suggestion (x* =8.91, df = 1, p<.005). Nine of the 11
subjects reported movement in the direction specified
by the female experimenter, but only 2 of the 11 for
the male. All subjects who reported seeing the light
move to the right insisted that they actually saw the
movement and did not just say so to please the experi-
menter. This latter finding supports the results obtained
by Dielman and David (1967).

Although variables other than the sex of the experi-
menter may be involved, these results, taken in con-
junction with those of Fehrman and Hagel (Note 1)
and Beets and Whiting (Note 2), strongly suggest that
the sex of the experimenter is an important factor.
Further research is needed to determine if a similar
effect is obtained with male subjects.
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