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Information and meaningfulness needs in sensory 
deprivation 1 

P. BR UCE LANDON and PETER 
SUEDFELD, Rutgers, TheState University, 
N ew Brunswick, N.J. 08903 

To evaluate the relative reinforcement 
value of unpredictability and 
meaningfulness in sensory deprivation, Ss 
were allowed to button-press for visual 
stimuli after 0, 1.5, or 3 h of darkness and 
si/ence. Stimuli were proverbs, the same 
with words randomly a"anged, or the same 
with [etters randomly a"anged. Increasing 
duration led to more pressing, but with no 
difference among stimuli. Boredom ratings 
indicated increase with time and low 
boredom with random words. The 
susceptibility of these stimuli to active 
cognitive manipulation may have been the 
relevant characteristic. 

In aseries of studies, J ones and his 
coworkers (see Jones, 1969) made 
nonmeaningful stimuli available to Ss in 
sensory deprivation. Using light and tone 
patterns of various levels of fluctuation, 
complexity, and information (defmed in 
terms of randonmess), they found that the 
last of these was the best predictor of the 
reinforcement value of the stimuli. Since 
previous research had indicated that 
meaningfulness was also reinforcing 
(Rosenzweig & Gardner, 1966; Jones, 
1969), we designed the present experiment 
to evaluate the relative importance of these 
two factors to sensorially deprived Ss. 
Further , we wanted a parametric 
manipulation to determine the effects of 
deprivation duration on pressing for the 
stimuli. 

METHOD 
Sixty-nine students, paid at $1.50 per 

hour, were randomly assigned to nine 
treatment groups_ Each replication was 
completed before another was begun; group 
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size was equated at six and, after eight 
nonresponders were eliminated, 54 Ss were 
used in the major analyses. The deprivation 
durations were 0, 1.5, and 3 h, with S lying 
on a bed in a dark, sound-attenuating 
chamber. Stimuli consisted of 76 
red-on-black slides presenting English 
proverbs (P), the same with order ofwords 
randomized (W), or the same with letter 
order randomized (L). Meaningfulness 
decreased and unpredictability (information 
value) increased in this order. After the 
appropriate period of deprivation, S was 
informed that he could obtain stimuli by 
pressing a button; each press brought a 
l()'sec exposure, the projector then cycllng 
on to the next slide. 

Predeprivation instruments consisted of 
the Wonderlick Intelligence Test, Form I, 
and the Sensation Seeking Sca1e 
(Zuckerman, Kolin, Price, & Zoob, 1964; 
Zuckerman & Link, 1968). After release, the 
Effectance Scale (Byrne & Clore, 1967) was 
administered. 

RESULTS 
Because of skewedness, a nonparametric 

ANOVA (Wilson, 1956) was used to analyze 
instrumental responding. Only time in 
deprivation had an effect, X2 = 5.78, 
p< .06 (see Table 1). The only othermajor 
difference was found on the "boredom" 
self-rating ofthe Effectance Scale, with both 
stimuli and duration having significant 
efIects [F(2,45) = 4.78 and 4.34, both 
p< .025]. 

There were no pre- or posttest differences 
between responders and nonresponders. The 
Sensation Seeking Scale predicted 
efIectance ratings, r = .36, P < .01. 

DISCUSSION 
In postexperimental interviews, 

nonrespondents reported that they had 
believed the instructions, but had not 
desired to see any stimuli; thus, suspicion ,'r 

Table 1 
Instrumental Responses and Boredom Ratings 

Deprivation Duration (Hours) 

Series 0.0 1.5 3.0 

Mean Responses Per Minute 
P 0.35 2.27 1.44 1.35 
W 0.84 1.99 1.81 1.54 
L 1.09 2.04 2.12 1.75 
X 0.76 2.10 1.79 1.55 

P 
W 
L 
X 

1.83 
3.33 
3.00 
2.72 

Mean Boredom Rating· 
2.50 0.83 1. 72 
~50 ~67 ~83 
1.33 1.67 1.83 
2.11 1.5'6 2.13 

• 0 ("Extremely bored") to 4 ("Not at all 
bored'~ 

demand characteristics do not seem to be 
responsible for the difference. Instrumental 
response rate, while indicating that the 
stimuli increase in reinforcement value as 
time in deprivation increases from 0, did 
not show whether information or meaning
fulness was the more relevant characteristic. 

Boredom ratings, reflecting linear 
increase with duration, also were lower for 
Series W than for either Series P or L. Thus, 
the moderately meaningful and moderately 
unpredictable stimuli led to less boredom. 
Since this series was the most capable of 
being cognitively manipulated for a 
meaningful outcome, the result supports 
theories that emphasize the need for active 
structuringofthe environment (e.g., Fiske & 
Maddi, 1961; Gibson, 1966). To strengthen 
this inference, it would be desirable to 
conduct an experiment in which Ss have a 
choice among P, W, and L stimuli and then 
to compare results within as weIl as across 
Ss. 
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