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AVOIDANCE CONDITIONING

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

1. Core Definition and Terminology

Avoidance conditioning, often referred to synonymously as avoidance learning or avoidance
training, is a fundamental concept within behavioral psychology that describes the establishment
of a pattern of instrumental behavior designed to prevent, postpone, or reduce the frequency and
intensity of an impending aversive stimulus. Unlike escape conditioning, where the response

terminates a stimulus already in progress, avoidance conditioning is characterized by a preemptive
response that prevents the undesirable outcome from ever occurring in the first place. The
successful performance of the avoidance response is reinforced by the absence of the negative
consequence.

This type of learning is categorized under operant conditioning because the probability of the

behavior increases based on the consequences it produces--specifically, the negative
reinforcement derived from the removal of a threat or the non-occurrence of an unpleasant event.
The central operational component is the contingency between the response (R) and the outcome
(0), where R leads to the cancellation of O (the aversive stimulus). Because the subject never
experiences the aversive stimulus after the learning is complete, the response is highly adaptive in
minimizing exposure to pain or distress, yet it creates unique theoretical challenges related to how
"nothing" (the absence of the expected punishment) can serve as a sufficient reinforcer.

A classic experimental setup illustrates this process: A subject, such as a dog, is placed in a
chamber. A conditioned stimulus (CS), typically a buzzer or light, is presented, immediately
followed by an unconditioned stimulus (US), an electric shock. The shock persists until the animal
performs a specific action, such as jumping over a barrier. Initially, the animal only jumps when
shocked (escape learning). However, after several pairings, the animal learns the association
between the CS and the US, and begins to jump immediately upon hearing the buzzer, thereby
completely avoiding the shock. The behavior of jumping is established and maintained through
negative reinforcement.

2. Historical Context and Theoretical Antecedents

The study of avoidance behaviors gained prominence in the early 20th century as researchers
moved beyond the purely reactive models of classical conditioning proposed by Pavlov. Early

investigations, particularly those focused on instrumental learning, sought to explain how animals
could learn to manipulate their environment to control outcomes. While classical conditioning (e.g.,
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Pavlov's dogs salivating to a bell) relies on involuntary responses elicited by environmental cues,
avoidance conditioning requires a voluntary, goal-directed action.

The formal distinction between escape and avoidance behaviors was critical to the development of
robust learning theories. Early experiments often combined both elements--the subject first had to
escape the shock, and only later learned to avoid it entirely. The need to explain the mechanism
underpinning the transition from escape to anticipation led to the most influential theoretical
framework in the field: the Two-Factor Theory of Avoidance. This framework provided a unified
psychological explanation for how a response initiated in anticipation of a future event, rather than
in response to a present one, could be sustained.

3. The Two-Factor Theory of Avoidance

The most widely accepted explanation for avoidance conditioning, particularly in discrete-trial
settings, is the Two-Factor Theory (developed primarily by O. Hobart Mowrer in the 1940s). This
theory posits that avoidance learning is not a single process, but rather an interplay between two
distinct learning mechanisms: one classically conditioned and one operantly conditioned. This dual
mechanism resolves the paradox of how non-occurrence of a stimulus can reinforce behavior.

The first factor involves Classical Conditioning (Factor 1), in which the warning signal (CS, e.g.,
the buzzer) is repeatedly paired with the aversive stimulus (US, e.g., the shock). Through this
pairing, the CS becomes a signal for impending danger, eliciting a conditioned emotional response
(CR), specifically fear or anxiety. The subject learns to fear the warning signal itself.

The second factor involves Operant Conditioning (Factor 2), where the subject learns that
performing the avoidance response (R, e.g., jumping the barrier) leads to the termination of the
warning signal (CS). Since the CS now elicits fear (an aversive internal state), terminating the CS
acts as a form of negative reinforcement. The subject is not primarily reinforced by avoiding the
external shock, but rather by escaping the internal state of fear triggered by the warning signal.
Therefore, the avoidance behavior is continually maintained because it successfully reduces the
fear associated with the CS, even if the external punishment (the shock) never occurs.

4. Experimental Paradigms and Mechanisms

Avoidance conditioning is studied extensively using standardized laboratory settings, the most
famous of which is the Shuttle Box. This apparatus is typically a rectangular chamber divided into
two compartments by a small barrier or hurdle. Avoidance procedures can be classified based on
the nature of the task:

In the One-Way Avoidance task, the aversive stimulus is always delivered in the starting
compartment. The subject learns to run from the start side to the safe side upon the presentation of
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the CS. This task is generally learned quickly because the safety compartment remains
consistently safe, simplifying the contingency for the animal.

In the Two-Way Avoidance task, the aversive stimulus is presented sequentially in both
compartments. If the animal is on Side A, the shock occurs there, and the animal must run to Side
B. On the next trial, the shock occurs on Side B, requiring the animal to shuttle back to Side A. This
task is often more difficult to learn because the avoidance response (running) places the subject
into the compartment where the previous shock occurred, creating a conflict between approach
and avoidance tendencies. Regardless of the setup, the defining characteristic remains that the
response must occur during the interval between the CS onset and the US onset to be classified
as true avoidance.

5. Resistance to Extinction and The Avoidance Paradox

One of the most theoretically challenging and practically significant characteristics of avoidance
conditioning is its remarkable resistance to extinction. In standard classical or operant
conditioning, extinction occurs when the contingency is broken (e.g., the bell is presented without
the food, or the lever press is no longer reinforced). However, in avoidance conditioning, once the
behavior is established, the subject continues to perform the avoidance response indefinitely, even
if the US (the shock) is permanently removed from the experimental setup.

The Two-Factor Theory explains this resistance. Because the subject performs the avoidance
response successfully, the CS is terminated, and the subject is never exposed to the full duration
of the warning signal without the US. The animal never has the chance to realize that the
environment is now safe (i.e., that the shock contingency has been removed). The persistent
avoidance behavior prevents the necessary exposure required for the classical component (the
fear of the CS) to extinguish. This creates a self-perpetuating cycle where the fear is never
disconfirmed, leading to highly durable learning that can persist across hundreds or thousands of
trials.

6. Clinical and Real-World Applications

The principles of avoidance conditioning are highly relevant to understanding complex human
behavior, particularly the etiology and maintenance of various psychological disorders. Avoidance
behavior is a core mechanism underlying most anxiety disorders and phobias.

For example, in the case of a specific phobia, if a person experiences intense fear (US) when
encountering a spider (CS), they will learn to avoid places, situations, or objects associated with
spiders. The act of avoidance (staying home, refusing to go to the basement) is reinforced because
it immediately reduces the acute anxiety triggered by the potential encounter. As noted in the
source content, a person who has received a multitude of consequences each time he or she has
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taken a test will likely avoid tests, or academic challenges in general, because that avoidance
behavior is reinforced by the immediate relief from potential failure or negative evaluation.

In Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD), the compulsive rituals (the avoidance response) are
maintained by the reduction of anxiety (hegative reinforcement) associated with the obsessive fear
(the threat of contamination, harm, or disorder). The patient performs the compulsion to avoid a
feared outcome, and the resulting temporary relief sustains the highly ritualistic behavior,

preventing the extinction of the underlying obsession. Clinical treatments, such as Exposure and
Response Prevention (ERP), are specifically designed to break this avoidance cycle by
systematically exposing the individual to the feared stimulus while preventing the avoidance
response, thus allowing extinction to occur.

7. Further Reading

Two-factor theory of avoidance (Wikipedia)

Operant conditioning (Wikipedia)

Anxiety disorder (Wikipedia)

Extinction (psychology) (Wikipedia)
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