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ACTIVE AVOIDANCE

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Behavioral Science, Learning Theory

1. Core Definition

Active avoidance refers to a specific type of instrumental or operant conditioning wherein an
organism learns to perform an overt, measurable behavior or response that successfully prevents,
postpones, or terminates the introduction of an impending aversive stimulus. This process is
fundamentally proactive; the organism initiates an action to control the negative aspects of its
environment, thereby achieving deterrence through a clear and demonstrable behavior. Unlike
passive avoidance, which involves the suppression of a response, active avoidance necessitates
the performance of a novel or learned behavior, such as moving to a different location, pressing a
lever, or clicking a button, as noted in the source material.

The success of active avoidance is measured not by the receipt of a positive reward, but by the
successful omission of a negative outcome. The behavior is reinforced because it is correlated
directly with the relief provided by the absence of the anticipated negative input, such as a painful
electric shock or a loud noise. Consequently, the strength of the avoidance response is directly
linked to the intensity of the organism's anticipation--specifically, the fear--of the potential aversive
event, leading to a highly persistent behavioral pattern.

2. Theoretical Mechanisms: The Two-Factor Theory

The most historically influential framework for explaining how active avoidance learning occurs is
the Two-Factor Theory, primarily associated with the work of O. Hobart Mowrer (1947). This
theory attempts to reconcile the seemingly paradoxical nature of avoidance: how can the non-
occurrence of an event serve as a reinforcer? The theory posits that avoidance learning is not a
single process but involves two distinct stages, combining both classical conditioning and
operant conditioning principles.

The first stage involves Classical Conditioning, where the organism learns to associate an
environmental cue or warning signal (the conditioned stimulus, CS), which precedes the aversive
event (the unconditioned stimulus, UCS), with fear. The warning signal, which might be a light, a
tone, or a spatial location, acquires the capacity to elicit a conditioned emotional response (CER)
of fear. It is this acquired fear that drives the subsequent learning.

The second stage involves Operant Conditioning, where the organism performs a specific
instrumental response (the active avoidance behavior) that terminates the conditioned stimulus
(the warning signal) and thereby reduces the associated fear. In this model, the true reinforcer for
the avoidance behavior is not the prevention of the shock itself, but the immediate reduction of

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com



https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=44363
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

ACTIVE AVOIDANCE

the conditioned fear elicited by the warning signal. Because fear reduction is a powerful internal
state of relief, it strengthens the instrumental response, allowing the organism to perform the
avoidance behavior repeatedly, even when the aversive stimulus rarely or never occurs.

3. Experimental Paradigms

The study of active avoidance relies heavily on controlled experimental setups designed to elicit
and measure the learned response. These paradigms ensure that the organism is actively
preventing the negative stimulus rather than merely escaping it after its onset. The two primary
paradigms are Discriminated Avoidance and Non-Discriminated Avoidance.

The most classic example of discriminated active avoidance is the Shuttle Box Procedure. In this
setup, an animal (typically a rodent) is placed in a divided chamber. A warning signal (CS) is
presented, followed shortly by an aversive stimulus (UCS), such as an electric floor shock, applied
to the animal's current side. The learned active response is for the animal to shuttle or run across a
barrier into the other, safe compartment during the interval between the CS and the UCS. If the
animal successfully performs this response, it avoids the shock entirely, and the warning signal is
terminated. The quick and reliable performance of the shuttling behavior is the measure of
successful active avoidance learning.

Conversely, Non-Discriminated Avoidance, often called the Sidman Avoidance Task,
eliminates the explicit external warning signal. In this procedure, shocks are delivered periodically
(e.g., every 20 seconds), but the animal can reset the shock interval (e.g., adding 30 seconds to
the time before the next shock) by performing the active response (e.g., pressing a lever). This
creates a continuous behavioral routine where the animal must maintain a consistent response
rate to ensure the shock is constantly deferred. Since there is no external CS, proponents of
cognitive learning theories argue that the organism is relying on internal timing cues and the
expectation of safety, challenging the necessity of the conditioned fear proposed by the Two-
Factor Theory.

4. Key Characteristics

Active avoidance behaviors demonstrate several distinguishing characteristics that set them apart
from simple escape or punishment procedures:

Overt Response Requirement: The learning requires the performance of a specific, observable
motor act (e.g., running, pressing, jumping). This is crucial, as the mere suppression of behavior
constitutes passive avoidance.

Anticipatory Nature: The behavior is initiated prior to the onset of the aversive stimulus, driven by
the anticipation or expectation of the negative event, usually triggered by a conditioned stimulus or
internal time cue.
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Persistence and Resistance to Extinction: Active avoidance responses often become extremely
resistant to extinction. Even when the UCS (the shock) is permanently removed, the organism may
continue to perform the avoidance response indefinitely because the response successfully
terminates the CS, thereby reinforcing itself through fear reduction, even if the fear itself is no
longer warranted.

The Paradox of Avoidance: The successful avoidance behavior is reinforced by the omission of a
stimulus. The animal performs the behavior precisely because the shock is not delivered, leading
to the challenge of explaining how a non-event can possess reinforcing properties, which the Two-
Factor Theory attempts to solve.

5. Significance and Impact in Clinical Psychology

The concept of active avoidance is highly significant in clinical psychology, providing a powerful
explanatory model for the maintenance of various anxiety disorders, particularly phobias and
obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD). In these clinical contexts, the avoidance behavior, while
providing immediate relief, prevents the individual from learning that the feared situation is actually
safe, thereby perpetuating the anxiety cycle.

For instance, an individual with a specific phobia (e.g., fear of flying) may engage in active
avoidance by consistently choosing to drive or take a train, even when flying is more practical. The
act of choosing an alternative transport method is the active response. While this response
immediately reduces the intense anxiety associated with the thought of flying, it prevents the
individual from engaging in corrective learning (i.e., learning that flying is statistically safe). The
avoidance response is thus negatively reinforced by the reduction of anticipatory anxiety.

Similarly, compulsive rituals in OCD can be viewed as complex active avoidance behaviors. The
compulsion (e.g., repeated washing) is performed to actively prevent a feared outcome (e.qg.,
contamination, disaster). The performance of the ritual brings a momentary reduction in the
distressing anxiety (the conditioned fear), reinforcing the ritualistic behavior and making it highly
resistant to extinction, mirroring the persistence seen in experimental shuttle box procedures.
Therapeutic strategies like Exposure and Response Prevention (ERP) are designed to break
this cycle by forcing the individual to cease the active avoidance response while confronting the
fear trigger.

6. Debates and Criticisms

While the Two-Factor Theory dominated the explanation of active avoidance for decades, it faces
significant theoretical challenges, particularly regarding the phenomenon of response persistence
and the role of fear.

A primary criticism is the observation that highly trained avoidance responses continue long after
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the measurable signs of fear (e.g., heart rate increase, galvanic skin response) have disappeared.
If the response is truly reinforced by fear reduction, and fear dissipates over trials, the response
should weaken. However, avoidance behaviors often stabilize into an efficient, emotionless habit.
Cognitive theories argue that, after initial learning, the behavior shifts from being fear-driven to
being guided by a stable cognitive expectation: the expectation that performing the response
leads to safety, and the expectation that not performing it leads to shock. This shift suggests that
the behavior becomes autonomous and is maintained by the expectancy of the outcome, rather
than just the immediate reduction of conditioned anxiety.

Furthermore, alternative single-factor theories of avoidance have been proposed, rooted purely in
operant principles. These theories suggest that avoidance is simply reinforced by the safety
interval or the temporal cue of the shock omission, bypassing the need for an internal mediator like
conditioned fear. While challenging, the ongoing debate highlights the complexity of learning that is
driven by the anticipation of non-events and the difficulty in isolating the precise mechanism of
reinforcement in successful active behavior.
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