
































THE METHODS OF KURT LEWIN 211

has the upper hand. ‘Volitional behavior’ can thus be
placed in neither category exclusively. It may be controlled
or uncontrolled; a child makes up its mind to go past a dog
but scuttles by in an uncontrolled and purely instinctive
manner. The driver on the other hand who by a skillful
swerve avoids sudden catastrophe exhibits controlled behavior
without any preceding ‘intention.’

Here we have Lewin’s own description of the essence of
intention. “‘In an intention the individual so transforms the
outer and inner field for a future moment, that he wili then,
even though his behavior may be uncontrolled, accomplish
what he has now in mind. Preconceiving only occurs when
the individual foresees that a situation will arise where he
would otherwise instinctively behave differently.” The child
resolves not to take more than two pieces of cake at the
party. One’s daily tasks are performed without any such
preconceived intentions.

Thus we can account for every possible variation in the
method of execution of an intended act, which as we have
seen the association theory cannot do. In a separate category
belongs absolute decision (Entschluss). This occurs when the
entrance to the motor component for a tension is made
possible in a way that did not exist before. The fiat of
James accompanies this, clearing the path.

The intended act and the derived need are not isolated
mental phenomena but are embedded in different complexes
and stand in communication with other derived and genuine
needs. A tension due to a genuine need discharges when the
need and a definite situation come together. Thus the actual
type and execution of intended acts depends largely on field
forces.

We have now covered the essential points of Lewin’s
program papers. We find developed dynamic concepts such
as tension and field that are conditional-genetic at the same
time. Essentially Lewin views behavior as tensions dis-
charging in definite fields. It now remains for him to give
us his actual evidence for the existence of these tensions and
his manner of measuring them.’* We come then to the

3 The other side of the question—How do the tensions in the organism actually
arise?—Lewin admittedly leaves for the present unanswered.
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experimental work on these problems, and take up Zeigarnik’s
paper ‘on the retention of completed and incompleted
acts’ (3).

We have seen that it is not necessary for the imagined
opportunity to present itself before the preconceived act
shows a tendency in the direction of discharge. Instead of
that, the intended act is characterized by the derived need
and its dynamically equivalent tension. This tension will
make itself felt in every possible direction, and the purpose of
Zeigarnik’s experiments is to show its presence whenan act
has not been completed and to show the effect of such a
tension upon memory performances related to the act.

She sets out to measure the difference in the retention of
interrupted and completed acts. The tension in the first
place remains, in the second it is discharged through the
fulfillment.

The experiments were performed on 164 subjects, children,
students, teachers; and two group experiments, over 40 to
the group, were held.

The procedure was to give the subject twenty-two simple
tasks to perform and allow him to finish one-half of these, to
interrupt him in the other half. Immediately afterwards he
was asked to list them. The order was unessential to the
listing. Needless to say the acts were interrupted in chance
order, different ones interrupted in different experiments and
the usual repetition controls used.

I give a few of the acts called for:

To write down a poem from memory.

To draw one’s monogram.

To draw a plan of a particular section of Berlin.

To string beads.

To count backwards from 535.

To solve simple match puzzles. (

To find two triangles (out of thirty all different) which fitted
together to form a square.

The subject’s introspection was taken after the list was
made. Thus there was a control over the subject’s in-
sight into the purpose of the experiment, his attitude towards
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it, the degree of indifference, etc. 'The results of the experi-
ments are given in terms of the quotient RI/RC that is
retained interrupted
retained completed
arithmetic mean of RI/RC = 1.9, i.e. the interrupted tasks
were retained much better (9o per cent) than the completed
acts; the single subjects showed quotients varying from 6
to .75. The results of the individuals showed that in 17 cases
RI/RC > 1,intwocases = I,and inonly threecases < 1. A
repetition with different subjects and different tasks gave
practically identical results. Also the group experiments
showed for adults a.m. of RI/RC = 1.9, for children a.m. of
RI/RC = 2.1.

The introspection showed that very rarely did a subject
see the point of the experiments. They were usually assumed
to be intelligence tests or something entirely different from
what they really were. The motivation was usually dis-
covered to be (1) ambition to excel, (2) feeling of duty towards
experimenter, (3) interest in the task itself.

It is interesting to note that subjects often objected to the
interruption and attempted to resume the interrupted acts.

To show that the retention is not due to the shock of
interruption, experiments were performed where half of the
experiments were interrupted and later allowed to be com-
pleted, the other half remaining unfinished.

In this case the quotientﬂ-l—gl_—@- i.e.

The first experiment showed that the

(Retained interrupted and later completed)
(Retained interrupted) =1

The same results, we see. A further experiment with the
same subjects in which the two methods were combined
correlates for the individual subjects rho = go (Spearman
rank difference method).

To meet the explanation that the interrupted are better
retained than the completed because the subject might
expect to finish them later, experiments were conducted in
which the subject was told at each interruption ‘we’ll finish

15
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that later,” with such emphasis on the finishing later that
we should expect RI/RC to rise. It becomes, however,
lower than formerly, 1.7.

All other possibilities are considered and controlled, and
we must find the cause of the retention in the tension set up
by the derived need behind the intended act. These tensions
persist and become evident in the better retention of RJ.

The results so far are not astounding. It is to be noticed,
however, that RI for all cases stands at about 7. The
variation in RI/RC is localized in RC. Introspection showed
that certain subjects viewed the listing as a memory test,
others as merely the final task of a series. When these groups
are separated, RI/RC for those that viewed the listing as
merely another task, rises to 3.8! Thus, besides the tension
due to the quasi-need we have others in force. These others
work in different degrees and further experimental analysis
exhibits them. In cases where the subject is not satisfied
with the completion a very high percentage is returned,
those interested in the experiments show an increase in RC
while RI remains constant. Other controls and analyses we
do not mention through lack of space.

Zeigarnik comes to the following conclusions. There is an
actual tension present due to the derived need, that works
towards the completion of an act begun and also affects the
retention of this act. The amount of this retention is
dependent on the intensity. When the subject’s ambition is
aroused, that is, when a genuine need is raised, RI/RC grows
enormously. Acts which naturally have a definite completion
point, arouse a much stronger tension than those which have
no such definite end position. Tensions are not set up unless
there is a certain stability in the whole psychic field. In
cases of fatigue and excitability no tensions are set up.
Subsequent emotional upsets can cause existing tensions to
explode (thus making RI = RC). After a certain lapse of
time, i.c., in the course of a few days, the tension also
disappears from natural causes, again making R/ = RC.
Children show a greater tendency to develop tensions than
adults. Lewin through Zeigarnik’s work has been able to
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prove the existence of psychic tensions and measure them in
different situations.

The second paper of the series, by Schwarz, deals with
‘Regressions in Rehabituation.” The former studies of re-
gression, among others those of Minsterberg, have all been
from the standpoint of quantitative performances, such
questions as the possibility of rehabituation, the time neces-
sary, etc., being those considered. Lewin is interested from
the conditional genetic side. What are the tensions operating,
how do they operate, what is the nature of the process of
rehabituation?

The experiments set up by Schwarz require the subject
to go through a series of acts, which form a connected whole
(Handlungsganzheit). One of these acts in the series is
varied in its method of execution. It is in this act that we
find regressions (reversions to an habitual type of behavior).
The apparatus used was very simple. A marble is placed in
a trough and drops into a closed box. It is then ejected
from the box by pressing a lever, caught in the hand, and
placed in a tray. The variation was in the lever component,
which could be set by the experimenter so that instead of
pressure, lifting was required.

To summarize briefly the results of these experiments.
When one develops in the subject the habit of pressing the
lever in carrying out the whole act and then changes the
arrangement so that the lever must be lifted, a certain number
of performance errors result. These fall under two heads,
errors due to regression where there is an actual drive towards
carrying out the habitual act, and errors due to confusion
where there is no drive but merely doubt in the subject’s
mind as to which to do. In both cases these errors are
graded from actually executed errors to a mere tendency
towards error.

That either type of error occur, the change must be made
in a part of a total act, that is, in one part of an act that can
be viewed as an integrated whole. In other cases there is no
tendency towards regression or confusion errors. The part
changed cannot be the chief act or there is also no regression.
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In other words errors only occur when a dependent part of a
Gestalt act is changed.

We have to distinguish between habits based on instinct
or drive, as in the case of the drug fiend, and mechanical
habits of action, such as we acquire, for instance, in the way
we switch on or off the electric light. The case in hand is an
example of the latter. The energy responsible for the
execution of the part action, whether it is the correct re-
habituation or the regression, is obtained from the derived
need which is responsible for the total act. There is no
independent source of energy. The reason why mistakes
occur is that this part action has become embedded as an
absolutely dependent part in the Gestalt of the total action;
there is no other source of energy present to correct this until
it is finally overcome by an increasing amount of self-control,
which enables the parts of the total-action to become more
directly dependent on the derived need and less embedded in
the Gestalt of the total act.

When we change the act back to the old original habit act,
i.e., in our example pressing instead of lifting, the reversion
errors become decidedly less. Theoretically we are dealing
now with a two-track structure. There are two possible
motor tracks over which the tension may discharge; after
changing the original act to the rehabituated act several
times, the tendency to regression is zero.

At this level there are no longer errors of regression, but
confusion errors often manifest themselves. This occurs
when the two-track motor system is thoroughly built up.
If one greatly increases the positively stimulating character
of the lever either as pusher or lifter, the action right from the
beginning proceeds smoothly and without error.

When we summarize the results, we find that we are not
dealing psychologically with a mere summary of movements,
a + b4 ¢+ d+ ¢ but that the total integrated act is of a
Gestalt nature. When we have developed habitual response
of the pushing type, we can represent this as follows,
a(b.c.d.)e. A represents choosing a marble, b.c.d. throwing it
in the trough, pushing the lever, catching it, and ¢, placing it
in the tray.
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When we change ¢ (pushing) to ¢, lifting, the general
Gestalt nature is changed. Hitherto a and ¢ were relatively
independent part actions as against the relatively inter-
dependent group of the three actions b.c.d. To enable ¢ to
be successfully replaced by c,, this Gestalt formation must be
broken up and ¢ becomes emphasized, so that the total act
now looks like this (ab) c; (de); in this way the other variant ¢
is kept suppressed. Additional experiments not yet published
serve to bring out further the Gestalt nature by showing that
no regression errors occur when all the parts of the middle
act are changed and when it is no longer a case of a difficult
transformation (Umgestaltung), or isolating a part act that
has become deeply embedded in another configuration.
Lewin, we see, is thus able to attack the problem of re-
habituation from the conditional-genetic side and we gain
some insight into its nature.

Another paper, by Ovsiankina ‘On the resumption of
interrupted acts’ is now in the process of publication. It
deals with further manifestations of the derived needs and
tensions in experiments similar to those of Zeigarnik. When-
ever an act is begun, a tension is set up. What happens to
this tension when the act is interrupted? That it remains to
influence memory is shown by the Zeigarnik experiments.
Ovsiankina shows that when an act is interrupted there
remains in the subject a natural tendency towards resumption.
Tasks similar to those in the Zeigarnik experiment were set.
The interruptions were either ‘disturbance’ interruptions
such as deliberate requests from the experimenter to start
something new or ‘chance’ interruptions. There were several
kinds of chance interruptions. The lights went off auto-
matically, the experimenter dropped a drawer and requested
the subject to help pick up the contents, etc. The subjects
were occasionally interrupted by being asked to give intro-
spections; several other such devices were also made use of.
The tasks set were also divided into end acts, or those with
a definite finished point, and continuous acts, those upon
which an indefinite amount of time could be spent. A puzzle
belongs to the first type, while drawing lines at a certain
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distance from each other on a piece of paper is an example
of the second. The procedure was simply to note whether or
not the subject resumed or showed any tendency to resume
the interrupted act. Only twénty seconds were allowed for
the resumption.

The first experiment showed that of the C.I. (chance
interruptions) 100 per cent were resumed. Of the D.I.
(disturbance interruptions) 91 per cent were resumed. Need-
less to say only about half of the tasks were interrupted.

That the resumption was not due to mere boredom with
the situation, was shown by the insertion of a pause for rest
after completed acts. No desire for mere activity was
exhibited. When the experimenter expressly forbade resump-
tion, resumptions of an underhand nature occurred. That is,
the subject took up the task again in a sly manner when the
experimenter was not looking. That it was not mere interest
which caused the activity, was shown by the introspections
of the subject. The acts in themselves (cf. list in Zeigarnik)
are not of the type to arouse interest in adults. In addition,
acts positively unpleasant to the subject were often under-
taken.

Experiments were also done on the influence of the time of
interruption. It was found that tasks interrupted towards
the beginning were invariably resumed. This 100 per cent
falls occasionally to 60 per cent around the middle of the
task, but rises again to 8o per cent in the end spurt. Experi-
ments also yielded examples of compensatory and crude
fulfillment.

Actual fulfillment, as we have seen in the Zeigarnik
experiments, discharges the tension. Ovsiankina found there
was no tendency to resume a task which had once been
completed. Acts which normally have no interest for the
subject acquire a positively stimulating character when the
derived need and tension towards completion is once set up.
Thus we have additional proof of the validity of Lewin’s
concept of psychic tension.

From the other investigations in this series which have
not been published I choose a few that give clear results.
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Birnbaum finds that ‘forgetting’ in the sense of failing to
carry out an intended act can be experimentally shown at
times to be due to compensatory fulfillment. Thus in a
series of tasks the subjects were instructed after completion
of each task to write their names on the papers. The task
of monogram writing served usually as compensation and
with this task the name was forgotten with astounding
regularity. Other examples of marked compensatory fulfill-
ment have been found by Dembo. The subject was required
to throw rings over a bottle (an almost impossible task)
and a certain amount of satisfaction and hence discharge
was found to occur when these were thrown over hooks or
near-by articles. In instructing the subject to obtain certain
flowers that could not be reached, it was found that others
which could, but which from the standpoint of the experi-
menter were worthless, served to discharge tension.

Lewin’s general manner of attacking a problem i1s worthy
of a few words. The experimental situations chosen, as we
have seen, make use of total acts. Rather than validity
through repetition Lewin stresses validity through careful
control and variation. Careful records of the course of each
experiment are made. After each experiment a complete
introspection is taken. The interpretation is always, how-
ever, from the descriptive protocol. The introspections are
only treated as decisive when, all other factors being equal,
the results are capable of a two-fold interpretation. Par-
ticularly useful is Lewin’s use of the film to secure as thorough
a record as possible. Whenever practical he secures a cine-
matographic record of the course of behavior.'’

Let us now sum up what Lewin has actually accomplished.
At this point the American psychologist may at first be
inclined to be dubious. Surely, he will say, the outcome
of such experiments as those of Zeigarnik, Schwarz and
Ovsiankina are statistical regularities of no very marked
predictive value. Where are the absolute psychological laws
of which Lewin has made so much? Such a criticism would

17 For Lewin’s use of film see particularly ‘Filmaufnahmen’ etc. (9) and ‘Kind-
licher Ausdruck’ (x0).
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mean a complete misunderstanding of Lewin’s attitude. He
is not yet able to set up his laws, but is simply in a position
to show the material from which they must eventually come.
That is, he has shown that any law must be a genotypic
description of behavior, that the associationists and be-
haviorists have confused the genotypic and the phenotypic.
He is able logically to prove the existence of tensions, to
measure them roughly and indicate that dynamic laws must
be in terms of energy exchanges and field equations. His
most important contribution is methodological rather than
factual.

His factual contribution, however, should not be under-
estimated. The investigations are also pedagogically inter-
esting. Certain results tend to corroborate and shed light
on the Freudian and Adlerian mechanisms. These concepts,
behind which a great deal of value undoubtedly lies, have
hitherto received no adequate experimental criticism from
the laboratory psychologists. Roughly speaking, Freud, too,
is dealing in genotypes. Thus we can see compensation
experimentally investigated by Dembo. From Zeigarnik’s
experiments we see certain corroboration of the Freudian
doctrine of memory. In pointing out the possibility of
laboratory experimentation on psychoanalytic mechanisms,
Lewin has done something that will tend to clarify our
heterogeneous science. That he is not yet able to measure
with great exactness lies in the newness of real dynamic
concepts for psychology. One remembers that the first
electric potentials were measured on the legs of a frog, that
the clock was not possible as a time-piece before the days of
Galileo. Lewin is certainly able to set up, measure and
predict psychic energies with as much accuracy as the
physicist used in the early days of dynamic concepts in his
science. Like all pioneers, his work, rather than to dictate
finished laws, has been to indicate directions and open up
new paths of experiment from which the laws must eventually
come.

[MS. received October 4, 1928]
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