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CONCLUSION 

As e v i d e n c e d by s tud ies d i scussed in th is r e a d i n g , scientific i n t e r e s t in t h e d e 

fense m e c h a n i s m s a p p e a r s t o b e o n t h e u p s w i n g a m o n g psychologis ts i n va r ious 

subf ie lds , i n c l u d i n g c o g n i t i o n , h u m a n d e v e l o p m e n t , personal i ty , a n d social psy

c h o l o g y (see C r a m e r , 2 0 0 7 ) . T h r o u g h a n awarenes s a n d u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e 

d e f e n s e m e c h a n i s m s , y o u r ability t o o b t a i n i m p o r t a n t ins ights i n t o t h e causes o f 

p e o p l e ' s a c t i o n s i s clearly e n h a n c e d . I f y o u k e e p a list o f t h e d e f e n s e m e c h a 

n i s m s h a n d y i n y o u r "b r a in ' s b a c k p o c k e t , " y o u m a y b e g i n t o n o t i c e t h e m i n o t h 

e r s or e v e n in yourself. By t h e way, i f you t h i n k s o m e o n e is u s i n g a d e f e n s e 

m e c h a n i s m , r e m e m b e r this: h e o r s h e i s d o i n g s o t o avoid u n p l e a s a n t anxiety. 

T h e r e f o r e , i t i s p r o b a b l y n o t a g r e a t i d e a to b r i n g i t to h i s o r h e r a t t e n t i o n . 

K n o w l e d g e o f t h e d e f e n s e m e c h a n i s m s c a n be a power fu l too l i n y o u r in t e rac 

t i ons wi th o t h e r s , b u t t h a t k n o w l e d g e m u s t b e u s e d carefully a n d responsibly . 

You c a n easily e x p e r i e n c e for y o u r s e l f t h e c o n t i n u i n g i n f l u e n c e o f A n n a 

F r e u d ' s syn thes i s a n d analysis o f h e r f a t h e r ' s c o n c e p t o f d e f e n s e m e c h a n i s m s 

b y p i c k i n g u p v i r tua l ly a n y r e c e n t a c a d e m i c o r s cho la r ly w o r k t h a t d i scusses 

p s y c h o a n a l y t i c t h e o r y i n de t a i l . M o s t o f t h e F r e u d c i t a t i o n s y o u will e n c o u n t e r 

will b e r e f e r r i n g t o S i g m u n d , a n d r igh t ly so . B u t w h e n t h e d i scuss ion t u r n s t o 

t h e d e f e n s e m e c h a n i s m s , i t i s A n n a F r e u d ' s 1946 b o o k a n d its v a r i o u s rev i s ions 

t h a t s e r v e a s t h e a u t h o r i t a t i v e w o r k o n t h e t o p i c . 
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Seligman, M. E. P., & Maier, S. F. (1967). Failure to escape traumatic shock. Journal 

of Experimental Psychology, 74, 1-9. 

I f y o u a r e l ike m o s t p e o p l e , y o u e x p e c t t h a t y o u r a c t i o n s will p r o d u c e c e r t a i n 

c o n s e q u e n c e s . Your e x p e c t a t i o n s c a u s e y o u t o b e h a v e i n ways t h a t will p r o 

d u c e d e s i r a b l e c o n s e q u e n c e s and t o avo id b e h a v i o r s t h a t will l e a d t o u n d e s i r 

a b l e c o n s e q u e n c e s . I n o t h e r w o r d s , y o u r a c t i o n s a r e d e t e r m i n e d , a t leas t i n 

p a r t , by y o u r be l i e f t h a t t h e y will b r i n g a b o u t a c e r t a i n r e su l t ; t h e y a r e c o n t i n 

g e n t u p o n a c e r t a i n c o n s e q u e n c e . 

Le t ' s a s s u m e for a m o m e n t t h a t you a r e u n h a p p y i n y o u r p r e s e n t j o b , s o 

you b e g i n t h e p r o c e s s o f m a k i n g a c h a n g e . You m a k e c o n t a c t s wi th o t h e r s in 
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y o u r f i e l d , r e a d p u b l i c a t i o n s t h a t adver t i se p o s i t i o n s i n w h i c h y o u a r e i n t e r e s t e d , 

b e g i n t r a i n i n g i n t h e e v e n i n g t o a c q u i r e n e w skills, a n d s o o n . All t h o s e ac t i ons 

a r e m o t i v a t e d b y y o u r be l ie f t h a t y o u r effort will even tua l ly l e a d t o t h e o u t c o m e 

of a b e t t e r j o b a n d a h a p p i e r life. T h e s a m e i s t r u e o f i n t e r p e r s o n a l r e l a t ion 

ships . I f y o u a r e in a r e l a t i o n s h i p t h a t is w r o n g for y o u b e c a u s e i t i s abus ive or i t 

o t h e r w i s e m a k e s y o u u n h a p p y , you will t ake t h e n e c e s s a r y a c t i o n s t o c h a n g e i t 

o r e n d i t b e c a u s e y o u e x p e c t t o s u c c e e d i n m a k i n g t h e d e s i r e d c h a n g e s . 

All t h e s e a r e issues o f p o w e r a n d c o n t r o l . M o s t p e o p l e be l i eve t h e y a r e 

p e r s o n a l l y p o w e r f u l a n d a b l e t o c o n t r o l w h a t h a p p e n s t o t h e m , a t leas t p a r t o f 

t h e t i m e , b e c a u s e t h e y h a v e e x e r t e d c o n t r o l i n t h e pas t a n d h a v e b e e n success

ful. T h e y be l i eve t h e y a r e ab l e to h e l p t h e m s e l v e s a c h i e v e t h e i r goa l s . I f th is 

p e r c e p t i o n of p o w e r a n d c o n t r o l i s l ack ing , all t h a t i s left i s he lp l e s snes s . I f y o u 

feel you a r e s tuck i n a n unsat is fying j o b a n d y o u a r e u n a b l e t o f i n d a n o t h e r j o b 

o r l e a r n n e w skills t o i m p r o v e y o u r p r o f e s s i o n a l life, y o u will be un l i ke ly t o 

m a k e t h e effor t n e e d e d t o c h a n g e . I f y o u a r e t o o d e p e n d e n t o n t h e p e r s o n 

wi th w h o m y o u h a v e a d a m a g i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p a n d y o u feel p o w e r l e s s t o f i x i t o r 

e n d it, y o u m a y s imply r e m a i n i n t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p a n d e n d u r e t h e p a i n . 

P e r c e p t i o n s o f p o w e r a n d c o n t r o l a r e c r u c i a l for p s y c h o l o g i c a l a n d phys 

ical h e a l t h ( r e fe r t o R e a d i n g 2 0 o n t h e r e s e a r c h b y L a n g e r a n d R o d i n r e g a r d 

i n g issues o f c o n t r o l for t h e e l d e r l y i n n u r s i n g h o m e s ) . I m a g i n e h o w y o u 

w o u l d feel i f y o u s u d d e n l y f o u n d t h a t y o u n o l o n g e r h a d t h e p o w e r o r c o n t r o l 

t o m a k e c h a n g e s i n y o u r life, t h a t w h a t h a p p e n e d t o y o u was i n d e p e n d e n t o f 

y o u r a c t i o n s . You w o u l d p r o b a b l y feel h e l p l e s s a n d h o p e l e s s , a n d y o u w o u l d 

give u p t r y i n g a l t o g e t h e r . I n o t h e r w o r d s , y o u w o u l d b e c o m e d e p r e s s e d . 

M a r t i n S e l i g m a n , a we l l -known a n d i n f luen t i a l b e h a v i o r a l p sycho log i s t , 

p r o p o s e d t h a t o u r p e r c e p t i o n s o f p o w e r a n d c o n t r o l a r e l e a r n e d f r o m e x p e r i 

e n c e . H e be l ieves t h a t w h e n a p e r s o n ' s e f for ts a t c o n t r o l l i n g c e r t a i n life e v e n t s 

fail r e p e a t e d l y , t h e p e r s o n m a y s t o p a t t e m p t i n g t o e x e r c i s e c o n t r o l a l t o g e t h e r . 

I f t h e s e fa i lu res h a p p e n o f t en e n o u g h , t h e p e r s o n m a y g e n e r a l i z e t h e p e r c e p 

t i on o f lack o f c o n t r o l t o all s i t ua t i ons , e v e n w h e n c o n t r o l m a y ac tua l ly b e p o s 

s ible . T h i s p e r s o n t h e n b e g i n s t o feel l ike a p a w n o f fa te a n d b e c o m e s h e l p l e s s 

a n d d e p r e s s e d ; S e l i g m a n t e r m e d th is c a u s e o f d e p r e s s i o n learned helplessness. 

He d e v e l o p e d his t h e o r y a t t h e Univers i ty o f P e n n s y l v a n i a , i n a se r i e s o f n o w 

classic e x p e r i m e n t s t h a t u s e d d o g s a s sub jec t s . T h e r e s e a r c h d i s c u s s e d h e r e , 

w h i c h S e l i g m a n c o n d u c t e d wi th S t even Maier , i s c o n s i d e r e d t o b e t h e de f in i 

tive o r i g i n a l d e m o n s t r a t i o n o f h i s t h e o r y . 

THEORETICAL P R O P O S I T I O N S 

S e l i g m a n h a d f o u n d i n a n e a r l i e r e x p e r i m e n t o n l e a r n i n g t h a t w h e n d o g s 

w e r e e x p o s e d t o e lec t r i ca l s h o c k s t h e y c o u l d n e i t h e r c o n t r o l n o r e s c a p e f r o m , 

they l a t e r fa i led t o l e a r n t o e s c a p e f r o m s h o c k s w h e n s u c h e s c a p e was easily 

ava i lab le . You have t o i m a g i n e h o w o d d th i s l o o k e d t o a behav io r i s t . I n t h e l ab

o r a to ry , d o g s h a d e x p e r i e n c e d s h o c k s t h a t w e r e d e s i g n e d t o b e p u n i s h i n g b u t 

n o t h a r m f u l . La te r , t h e y w e r e p l a c e d in a s h u t t l e b o x , w h i c h i s a l a r g e b o x wi th 

two ha lves d i v i d e d by a p a r t i t i o n . An e l ec t r i ca l c u r r e n t c o u l d be ac t iva t ed in 
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t h e f l o o r o n e i t h e r s ide o f t h e b o x . W h e n a d o g was o n o n e s i d e a n d felt t h e 

e lectr ic i ty , i t s imply h a d t o j u m p o v e r t h e p a r t i t i o n t o t h e o t h e r s ide t o e s c a p e 

t h e s h o c k . N o r m a l l y , d o g s a n d o t h e r a n i m a l s l e a r n th i s e s c a p e b e h a v i o r ve ry 

q u i c k l y ( i t 's n o t diff icul t to s ee why! ) . In fact, i f a s igna l ( s u c h as a f l a sh ing 

l i gh t o r a b u z z e r ) w a r n s t h e d o g o f t h e i m p e n d i n g e l ec t r i ca l c u r r e n t , t h e an i 

m a l will l e a r n t o j u m p o v e r t h e p a r t i t i o n b e f o r e t h e s h o c k a n d t h u s avo id i t 

c o m p l e t e l y . H o w e v e r , i n S e l i g m a n ' s e x p e r i m e n t , w h e n t h e d o g s t h a t h a d al

r e a d y e x p e r i e n c e d e l ec t r i ca l s h o c k s f r o m w h i c h t h e y c o u l d n o t e s c a p e w e r e 

p l a c e d i n t h e s h u t t l e b o x , t h e y d i d n o t l e a r n th i s e s c a p e - a v o i d a n c e b e h a v i o r . 

S e l i g m a n t h e o r i z e d t h a t s o m e t h i n g i n w h a t t h e a n i m a l s h a d l e a r n e d 

a b o u t t h e i r abi l i ty t o c o n t r o l t h e u n p l e a s a n t s t i m u l u s d e t e r m i n e d t h e l a t e r 

l e a r n i n g . I n o t h e r w o r d s , t h e s e d o g s h a d l e a r n e d f r o m p r e v i o u s e x p e r i e n c e 

wi th e l ec t r i ca l s h o c k s t h a t t h e i r a c t i o n s w e r e ineffect ive i n c h a n g i n g t h e c o n 

s e q u e n c e o f t h e s h o c k s . T h e n , w h e n t h e y w e r e i n a n e w s i t u a t i o n w h e r e t h e y 

d i d h a v e t h e p o w e r t o e s c a p e — t o e x e r c i s e c o n t r o l — t h e y j u s t gave u p . T h e y 

h a d l e a r n e d t o b e h e l p l e s s . 

T o test th is t h e o r y , S e l i g m a n a n d M a i e r p r o p o s e d t o s tudy t h e effect o f 

c o n t r o l l a b l e versus u n c o n t r o l l a b l e s h o c k on l a t e r ability t o l e a r n t o avoid shock . 

METHOD 

T h i s i s o n e of several classic s tud ies in this b o o k t h a t u s e d a n i m a l s as subjects. 

However , this o n e , p r o b a b l y m o r e t h a n any o f t h e o t h e r s , raises q u e s t i o n s a b o u t 

t h e e th ics o f a n i m a l r e sea r ch . D o g s rece ived electr ical shocks tha t were d e s i g n e d 

to be pa infu l ( t h o u g h n o t physically h a r m f u l ) in o r d e r to test a psychologica l the

ory. W h e t h e r such t r e a t m e n t was (o r is) e thical ly jus t i f iable i s an issue t h a t m u s t 

be f aced by every r e s e a r c h e r a n d s t u d e n t o f psychology. (This issue i s a d d r e s s e d 

aga in in th is r e a d i n g after a d iscuss ion of t h e resul ts of S e l i g m a n ' s r e sea rch . ) 

Sub jec t s for th is e x p e r i m e n t w e r e 24 " m o n g r e l d o g s , 15 to 19 i n c h e s h i g h 

a t t h e s h o u l d e r a n d w e i g h i n g b e t w e e n 2 5 a n d 2 9 p o u n d s " ( p . 2 ) . T h e y w e r e di

v i d e d i n t o 3 g r o u p s of 8 sub jec t s e a c h . O n e g r o u p was t h e escape group, a n 

o t h e r t h e no-escape group, a n d t h e t h i r d was t h e no-harness control group. 

T h e d o g s i n t h e e s c a p e a n d no -e scape g r o u p s w e r e p l a c e d individual ly i n a 

h a r n e s s s imilar to t h a t d e v e l o p e d by Pavlov (see t h e d iscuss ion o f Pavlov's m e t h 

o d s i n R e a d i n g 9 ) ; t hey w e r e r e s t r a i n e d b u t n o t c o m p l e t e l y u n a b l e t o m o v e . O n 

e i t h e r s ide of t h e d o g ' s h e a d was a p a n e l to k e e p t h e h e a d fac ing fo rward . A sub

j e c t c o u l d p ress t h e p a n e l o n e i t h e r s ide b y m o v i n g its h e a d . W h e n a n electr ical 

s h o c k was de l ive red to a d o g in t h e e s c a p e g r o u p , i t c o u l d t e r m i n a t e t h e s h o c k by 

p r e s s i n g e i t h e r p a n e l wi th its h e a d . Fo r t h e no -e scape g r o u p , e a c h d o g was p a i r e d 

wi th a d o g in t h e e s c a p e g r o u p ( this i s an e x p e r i m e n t a l p r o c e d u r e cal led yoking). 

Iden t i ca l shocks w e r e de l i ve red t o e a c h pa i r o f d o g s a t t h e s a m e t i m e , b u t t h e n o -

e s c a p e g r o u p h a d n o c o n t r o l over t h e shock . N o m a t t e r w h a t t h o s e d o g s d id , t h e 

s h o c k c o n t i n u e d un t i l i t was t e r m i n a t e d by t h e p a n e l p res s o f t h e d o g in t h e es

c a p e g r o u p . T h i s e n s u r e d t h a t b o t h g r o u p s o f d o g s rece ived exactly t h e s a m e du

r a t i o n a n d in tens i ty o f shock , t h e on ly d i f f e rence b e i n g t h a t o n e g r o u p h a d t h e 
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p o w e r t o s t op i t a n d t h e o t h e r d i d no t . T h e 8 d o g s i n t h e n o - h a r n e s s c o n t r o l 

g r o u p rece ived n o shocks a t this s tage o f t h e e x p e r i m e n t . 

T h e subjects i n t h e e s c a p e a n d no -e scape g r o u p s r ece ived 6 4 shocks a t 

a b o u t 90-second in terva ls . T h e e s c a p e g r o u p quickly l e a r n e d t o p ress t h e s ide 

p a n e l s a n d t e r m i n a t e t h e shocks (for themse lves a n d for t h e n o - e s c a p e g r o u p ) . 

T h e n , 24 h o u r s later, all t h e d o g s w e r e t e s ted in a s h u t d e b o x s imi lar t o t h e o n e 

a l ready d e s c r i b e d . L igh t s w e r e a t t a c h e d o n b o t h s ides o f t h e b o x . W h e n t h e l ights 

w e r e t u r n e d off o n o n e s ide , a n electr ical c u r r e n t w o u l d pass t h r o u g h t h e f loor 

o f t h e b o x 10 s e c o n d s later. I f a d o g j u m p e d t h e b a r r i e r wi th in t h o s e 10 s e c o n d s , 

i t e s c a p e d t h e s h o c k comple te ly . I f no t , i t w o u l d c o n t i n u e to feel t h e s h o c k un t i l 

i t j u m p e d over t h e b a r r i e r o r un t i l 6 0 s e c o n d s o f s h o c k passed , a t w h i c h t i m e t h e 

s h o c k was d i s c o n t i n u e d . E a c h d o g was given 10 trials in t h e shu t t l e b o x . 

L e a r n i n g was m e a s u r e d b y t h e fo l lowing: (a) h o w m u c h t i m e i t t o o k , o n 

a v e r a g e , f r o m t h e t i m e t h e l igh t i n t h e b o x w e n t o u t u n t i l t h e d o g j u m p e d t h e 

b a r r i e r a n d (b ) t h e p e r c e n t a g e o f d o g s i n e a c h g r o u p t h a t fa i led e n t i r e l y t o 

l e a r n t o e s c a p e t h e s h o c k s . Also , t h e d o g s i n t h e n o - e s c a p e g r o u p r e c e i v e d 1 0 

a d d i t i o n a l t r ia ls in t h e s h u t t l e b o x 7 days l a t e r to assess t h e l a s t ing effects o f 

t h e e x p e r i m e n t a l t r e a t m e n t . 

I n t h e e s c a p e g r o u p , t h e t i m e i t t o o k fo r t h e d o g s t o p r e s s t h e p a n e l a n d s t o p 

t h e s h o c k qu ick ly d e c r e a s e d o v e r t h e 6 4 s h o c k s . I n t h e n o - e s c a p e g r o u p , p a n e l 

p r e s s i n g c o m p l e t e l y s t o p p e d af ter 3 0 t r ia ls . 

F i g u r e 31-1 sh o ws t h e a v e r a g e t i m e u n t i l e s c a p e fo r t h e t h r e e g r o u p s o f 

sub jec t s ove r all t h e t r ia ls i n t h e s h u t t l e b o x . R e m e m b e r , th i s was t h e t i m e b e 

t w e e n w h e n t h e l igh ts w e r e t u r n e d off a n d w h e n t h e a n i m a l j u m p e d ove r t h e 

b a r r i e r . T h e d i f f e r e n c e b e t w e e n t h e n o - e s c a p e g r o u p a n d t h e o t h e r two 

g r o u p s was statist ically s ign i f ican t , b u t t h e smal l d i f f e r e n c e b e t w e e n t h e es

c a p e g r o u p a n d t h e n o - h a r n e s s g r o u p was ins ign i f i can t . F i g u r e 31-2 i l l u s t r a t e s 

RESULTS 
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t h e p e r c e n t a g e o f sub jec t s f r o m e a c h g r o u p t h a t fa i led t o j u m p ove r t h e ba r 

r i e r a n d e s c a p e t h e s h o c k i n t h e s h u t t l e b o x i n a t least 9 o f t h e 10 t r ia ls . T h i s 

d i f f e r e n c e b e t w e e n t h e e s c a p e a n d n o - e s c a p e g r o u p s was a l so h igh ly signifi

c a n t . In t h e n o - e s c a p e g r o u p , 6 fa i led e n t i r e l y to e s c a p e on e i t h e r 9 o r all 10 o f 

t h e t r ia ls . T h o s e 6 d o g s w e r e t e s t e d a g a i n in t h e s h u t t l e b o x 7 days later . In this 

d e l a y e d test , 5 of t h e 6 fa i led to e s c a p e on eve ry t r ia l . 

DISCUSSION 

B e c a u s e t h e on ly d i f f e r e n c e b e t w e e n t h e e s c a p e a n d t h e n o - e s c a p e g r o u p s was 

t h e d o g s ' ability t o actively t e r m i n a t e t h e shock , S e l i g m a n a n d M a i e r c o n c l u d e d 

t h a t i t m u s t h a v e b e e n th is c o n t r o l f ac to r t h a t a c c o u n t e d for t h e c lea r differ

e n c e i n t h e two g r o u p s ' l a t e r l e a r n i n g t o e s c a p e t h e s h o c k i n t h e s h u t t l e b o x . I n 

o t h e r w o r d s , t h e r e a s o n t h e e s c a p e g r o u p subjec ts p e r f o r m e d n o r m a l l y i n t h e 

s h u t t l e b o x was t h a t t h e y h a d l e a r n e d i n t h e h a r n e s s p h a s e t h a t t h e i r b e h a v i o r 

was c o r r e l a t e d wi th t h e t e r m i n a t i o n o f t h e shock . T h e r e f o r e , t hey w e r e mo t i 

va t ed t o j u m p t h e b a r r i e r a n d e s c a p e f r o m t h e shock . F o r t h e n o - e s c a p e g r o u p , 

t h e t e r m i n a t i o n o f s h o c k i n t h e h a r n e s s was i n d e p e n d e n t o f t h e i r behav io r . 

T h u s , b e c a u s e t h e y h a d n o e x p e c t a t i o n t h a t t h e i r b e h a v i o r i n t h e s h u t t l e b o x 

w o u l d t e r m i n a t e t h e s h o c k , t h e y h a d n o i n c e n t i v e t o a t t e m p t t o e s c a p e . T h e y 

h a d , a s S e l i g m a n a n d M a i e r h a d p r e d i c t e d , l e a r n e d t o b e he lp less . 

Occas iona l ly , a d o g f r o m t h e n o - e s c a p e g r o u p m a d e a successful e s c a p e 

i n t h e s h u t t l e b o x . F o l l o w i n g th is , however , i t r e v e r t e d t o h e l p l e s s n e s s o n t h e 

n e x t t r ia l . S e l i g m a n a n d M a i e r i n t e r p r e t e d th i s t o m e a n t h a t t h e a n i m a l ' s p r e 

v i o u s ineffect ive b e h a v i o r i n t h e h a r n e s s p r e v e n t e d t h e f o r m a t i o n o f a n e w b e 

h a v i o r ( j u m p i n g t h e b a r r i e r ) t o t e r m i n a t e s h o c k i n a n e w s i t ua t i on ( t h e 

s h u t d e b o x ) , even after a successful experience. 

I n t h e i r a r t i c l e , S e l i g m a n a n d M a i e r r e p o r t e d t h e r e su l t s o f a s u b s e q u e n t 

e x p e r i m e n t t h a t o f f e r e d s o m e i n t e r e s t i n g a d d i t i o n a l f i n d i n g s . I n th is s e c o n d 

study, d o g s w e r e f i r s t p l a c e d i n t h e h a r n e s s - e s c a p e c o n d i t i o n w h e r e t h e p a n e l 

p r e s s w o u l d t e r m i n a t e t h e s h o c k . T h e y w e r e t h e n s w i t c h e d t o t h e no-escape 

h a r n e s s c o n d i t i o n b e f o r e rece iv ing 10 trials in t h e s h u t d e b o x . T h e s e subjects 

c o n t i n u e d to a t t e m p t t o p ress t h e p a n e l t h r o u g h o u t all t h e trials i n t h e no-escape 

h a r n e s s a n d d i d n o t give up a s quickly a s d i d t hose i n t h e f i r s t study. M o r e o v e r , 

t h e y all successful ly l e a r n e d t o e s c a p e a n d avo id s h o c k i n t h e s h u t t l e b o x . T h i s 

i n d i c a t e d t h a t c n c e t h e a n i m a l s h a d l e a r n e d t h a t t h e i r b e h a v i o r c o u l d b e ef

fect ive, l a t e r e x p e r i e n c e s wi th fa i lu re w e r e io t a d e q u a t e t o e x t i n g u i s h t h e i r 

m o t i v a t i o n t o c h a n g e t h e i r fa te . 

SUBSEQUENT RESEARCH 

O f c o u r s e , S e l i g m a n w a n t e d t o d o w h a t you a r e p r o b a b l y a l r eady d o i n g i n y o u r 

m i n d : a p p l y t h e s e f i nd ings t o h u m a n s . I n l a t e r r e s e a r c h , h e a s s e r t e d t h a t t h e 

d e v e l o p m e n t o f d e p r e s s i o n i n h u m a n s involves p r o c e s s e s s imi lar t o t h o s e o f 

l e a r n e d h e l p l e s s n e s s i n a n i m a l s . I n b o t h s i t ua t ions t h e r e i s passivity, g iv ing u p 

a n d just sitting there, l ack of a g g r e s s i o n , s lowness to l e a r n t h a t a c e r t a i n b e h a v i o r 
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i s successful , w e i g h t loss , a n d social w i t h d r a w a l . B o t h t h e h e l p l e s s d o g a n d t h e 

d e p r e s s e d h u m a n h a v e l e a r n e d f r o m specific p a s t e x p e r i e n c e s t h a t t h e i r ac

t i ons a r e use less . T h e d o g was u n a b l e t o e s c a p e t h e s h o c k s , n o m a t t e r w h a t i t 

d id , wh i l e t h e h u m a n h a d n o c o n t r o l ove r e v e n t s s u c h a s t h e d e a t h o f a loved 

o n e , an abus ive p a r e n t , t h e loss o f a j o b , o r a s e r i o u s i l lness ( S e l i g m a n , 1 9 7 5 ) . 

T h e l e a r n e d h e l p l e s s n e s s t h a t l e a d s t o d e p r e s s i o n i n h u m a n s c a n h a v e 

s e r i o u s c o n s e q u e n c e s b e y o n d t h e d e p r e s s i o n itself. R e s e a r c h h a s d e m o n 

s t r a t e d t h a t t h e e l d e r l y w h o , for v a r i o u s r e a s o n s s u c h a s n u r s i n g - h o m e l iving, 

a r e f o r c e d t o r e l i n q u i s h c o n t r o l ove r t h e i r da i ly act ivi t ies h a v e p o o r e r h e a l t h 

a n d a g r e a t e r c h a n c e o f d y i n g s o o n e r t h a n t h o s e w h o a r e a b l e t o m a i n t a i n a 

s ense o f p e r s o n a l p o w e r . I n a d d i t i o n , seve ra l s t u d i e s h a v e d e m o n s t r a t e d t h a t 

u n c o n t r o l l a b l e stressful e v e n t s c a n p lay a r o l e in s u c h s e r i o u s d i seases as c a n 

cer . O n e s u c h s t u d y f o u n d a n i n c r e a s e d r isk o f c a n c e r i n i n d i v i d u a l s w h o i n 

p r e v i o u s yea r s h a d su f fe red t h e loss o f a s p o u s e , t h e loss o f a p r o f e s s i o n , o r t h e 

loss o f p r e s t i g e ( H o r n & P i c a r d , 1 9 7 9 ) . I n hosp i t a l s , p a t i e n t s a r e e x p e c t e d b y 

t h e d o c t o r s a r d staff t o b e c o o p e r a t i v e , q u i e t , a n d wi l l ing t o p l a c e t h e i r fa tes 

i n t h e h a n d s o f t h e m e d i c a l a u t h o r i t i e s . P a t i e n t s be l i eve t h a t t o r e c o v e r a s 

qu ick ly a s pos s ib l e t h e y m u s t fol low d o c t o r s ' a n d n u r s e s ' i n s t r u c t i o n s w i t h o u t 

q u e s t i o n . A p r o m i n e n t h e a l t h p s y c h o l o g i s t h a s s u g g e s t e d t h a t b e i n g a " g o o d 

h o s p i t a l p a t i e n t " i m p l i e s t h a t o n e m u s t b e pass ive a n d give u p all e x p e c t a t i o n s 

o f c o n t r o l . T h i s ac tua l ly m a y c r e a t e a c o n d i t i o n o f l e a r n e d h e l p l e s s n e s s i n t h e 

p a t i e n t s w h e r e b y t h e y fail t o e x e r t c o n t r o l l a t e r w h e n c o n t r o l i s b o t h p o s s i b l e 

a n d d e s i r a b l e for c o n t i n u e d r e c o v e r y (Taylor, 1 9 7 9 ) . 

A s f u r t h e r e v i d e n c e o f t h e l e a r n e d h e l p l e s s n e s s effect , c o n s i d e r t h e fol

lowing r e m a r k a b l e s t u d y b y F i n k e l s t e i n a n d R a m e y ( 1 9 7 7 ) . G r o u p s o f h u m a n 

in fan t s h a d r o t a t i n g m o b i l e s m o u n t e d o v e r t h e i r c r ibs . O n e g r o u p o f i n f a n t s 

h a d spec ia l p res su re - sens i t ive pi l lows s o t h a t t h e y c o u l d c o n t r o l t h e r o t a t i o n o f 

t h e m o b i l e b y m o v i n g t h e i r h e a d s . A n o t h e r g r o u p o f i n f a n t s h a d t h e s a m e m o 

bi les , b u t t h e s e w e r e p r o g r a m m e d t o t u r n r a n d o m l y w i t h o u t a n y c o n t r o l b y 

t h e in fan t s . Af te r a 2-week e x p o s u r e to t h e m o b i l e s for 10 m i n u t e s e a c h day, 

t h e con t ro l -p i l l ow g r o u p h a d b e c o m e v e r y ski l led a t m o v i n g t h e i r h e a d s t o 

m a k e t h e m o b i l e s t u r n . H o w e v e r , t h e m o s t i m p o r t a n t f i n d i n g c a m e w h e n t h e 

n o - c o n t r o l g r o u p o f i n fan t s was l a t e r g iven t h e s a m e c o n t r o l p i l lows a n d a n 

e v e n g r e a t e r a m o u n t o f l e a r n i n g t i m e t h a n t h e f i r s t g r o u p . T h e i n f a n t s fa i led 

e n t i r e l y t o l e a r n t o c o n t r o l t h e r o t a t i o n o f t h e m o b i l e s . T h e i r e x p e r i e n c e i n 

t h e f i r s t s i t u a t i o n h a d t a u g h t t h e m t h a t t h e i r b e h a v i o r was inef fec t ive , a n d th i s 

k n o w l e d g e t r a n s f e r r e d t o t h e n e w s i t u a t i o n w h e r e c o n t r o l was pos s ib l e . I n 

t e r m s o f m o v i n g m o b i l e s , t h e i n f a n t s h a d l e a r n e d t o b e h e l p l e s s . 

RECENT APPLICATIONS 

S e l i g m a n ' s s t u d y o f l e a r n e d h e l p l e s s n e s s c o n t i n u e s t o i n f l u e n c e c u r r e n t r e 

s e a r c h a n d s t i m u l a t e d e b a t e i n m a n y f i e l d s . H i s i d e a s dove t a i l w i th t h o s e o f 

o t h e r r e s e a r c h e r s w o r k i n g t o i n c r e a s e o u r u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e i m p o r t a n c e 

o f p e r s o n a l c o n t r o l ove r e v e n t s i n o u r lives. 
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O n e t e r r i b ly t ime ly e x a m p l e o f th i s b r o a d i n f l u e n c e r e l a t e s t o t h e wide 

s p r e a d f ea r o f t e r r o r i s t a t t a c k s a n d t h e p r o f e s s e d "War o n T e r r o r . " Fo l lowing 

t h e a t t a c k s o n t h e W o r l d T r a d e C e n t e r a n d P e n t a g o n o n S e p t e m b e r 1 1 , 2 0 0 1 , 

t h e p s y c h o l o g i c a l r e v e r b e r a t i o n s o f t h a t ho r r i f i c e v e n t e c h o e d ac ross t h e 

U n i t e d S ta te s a n d t h r o u g h o u t t h e w o r l d . S y m p t o m s i n c l u d e d i n c r e a s e d anx i 

ety, a n g e r , n e r v o u s n e s s , i n c r e a s e d a l c o h o l u s e , f ee l ings o f a loss o f c o n t r o l 

o v e r e x t e r n a l e v e n t s , a n d h e l p l e s s n e s s ( C e n t e r s fo r Disease C o n t r o l , 2 0 0 2 ) . In

d e e d , o n e o f t h e goa l s o f t e r r o r i s t s i s t o m a k e p e o p l e feel v u l n e r a b l e a n d h e l p 

less. O n e c l in ica l p s y c h o l o g i s t s u m m a r i z e d t h e effects o f t h e a t t a c k l ike th is : 

The threat of terrorism creates the textbook psychological setup for anxiety and 
depression. Psychologists call this "anticipatory anxiety"—waiting for the prover
bial shoe to drop or, in this case, the terrorist bomb to go off. Add the element 
of "learned helplessness"—the perception that there is nothing or very little you 
can do to stop the terrorism—and depression, vulnerability, and a profound 
sense of loss of control will develop. These are precisely the conditions to which 
we have all been exposed since the September 11 attacks. They define the "New 
Normalcy" and the "September 11 Syndrome." (Braiker, 2002) 

In t e re s t ing ly , a m o r e r e c e n t s tudy s u g g e s t e d t h a t i nd i r ec t l y e x p e r i e n c i n g 

a t r a u m a t i c e v e n t , may, a f te r s o m e t ime passes , l e a d to s o m e psycho log ica l 

benefits (Swicker t e t al . , 2 0 0 6 ) . A l t h o u g h t h e a u t h o r s d o n o t d e n y o r seek t o di

m i n i s h t h e p r o f o u n d l y pa in fu l p s y c h o l o g i c a l effects o f w i t n e s s i n g t h e S e p t e m 

b e r 11 a t t acks , t h e y p o i n t t o a p a r a d o x i c a l r e s u l t i n s o m e i n d i v i d u a l s t h a t t hey 

r e f e r to as posttraumatic growth. T h e y p o i n t o u t p a s t r e s e a r c h w h i c h p o s t u l a t e d 

t h a t " p o s t t r a u m a t i c g r o w t h o c c u r s w h e n f u n d a m e n t a l a s s u m p t i o n s a b o u t t h e 

self, o t h e r s , a n d t h e f u t u r e a r e c h a l l e n g e d . I n r e s p o n s e t o th i s c h a l l e n g e , t r au 

m a t i z e d i n d i v i d u a l s m a y t ry t o f i n d m e a n i n g f r o m t h e i r e x p e r i e n c e . T h u s , in

d i v i d u a l s o f t e n d i s c o v e r t h a t t h e y h a v e b e n e f i t e d f r o m t h e t r a u m a t i c e v e n t " 

( p . 5 6 6 ) . You m a y ask, w h a t pos s ib l e bene f i t s c o u l d c o m e f r o m s u c h a n e x p e 

r i e n c e ? T h e s e a u t h o r s r e p o r t e d t h a t o t h e r r e s e a r c h h a s f o u n d a w i d e var ie ty 

o f pos i t ive c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s t h a t s t r e n g t h e n e d i n t h e a f t e r m a t h o f t h e 9 / 1 1 

t ragedy , i n c l u d i n g g r a t i t u d e , h o p e , k i n d n e s s , l e a d e r s h i p , love, spir i tual i ty , a n d 

t e a m w o r k . T h e y r e p o r t e d t h a t i n d i v i d u a l s w h o i nd i r ec t l y w i t n e s s e d t h e a t t acks 

r e p o r t e d s imi la r b e n e f i t s s o o n af ter t h e e v e n t , b u t t h e s e effects a p p e a r e d t o 

d i m i n i s h o v e r t i m e . 

CONCLUSION 

W e r e t u r n n o w t o t h e issue o f e x p e r i m e n t a l e th ics . Mos t o f u s h a v e difficulty 

r e a d i n g a b o u t a n i m a l s , especia l ly d o g s , b e i n g s u b j e c t e d to pa in fu l s h o c k s in a 

p sycho logy l a b o r a t o r y . O v e r t h e years , str ict s t a n d a r d s have b e e n d e v e l o p e d t o 

e n s u r e t h a t l a b o r a t o r y a n i m a l s a r e t r e a t e d h u m a n e l y (see t h e d i scuss ion o f 

t h e s e s t a n d a r d s i n th i s b o o k ' s P r e f a c e ) . However , many , b o t h w i th in a n d ou t 

s ide t h e scientif ic p ro fe s s ions , be l i eve t h e s e s t a n d a r d s t o b e i n a d e q u a t e . S o m e 

a d v o c a t e t h e c o m p l e t e e l i m i n a t i o n o f a n i m a l r e s e a r c h i n psychology, m e d i 

c i n e , a n d all t h e sc i ences . W h a t e v e r y o u r p e r s o n a l s t a n d o n th is issue, t h e q u e s 

t i o n y o u s h o u l d b e a s k i n g i s th is : D o t h e f i n d i n g s f r o m t h e r e s e a r c h e x t e n d o u r 
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k n o w l e d g e , r e d u c e h u m a n suf fer ing, a n d i m p r o v e t h e q u a l i t y o f life suffi-
c i e n d y t o justify t h e m e t h o d s u s e d t o c a r r y o u t t h e s tudy? 

Ask y o u r s e l f t h a t q u e s t i o n a b o u t t h i s s t u d y b y S e l i g m a n a n d M a i e r , w h i c h 
f o u n d t h e b e g i n n i n g s o f a t h e o r y t o e x p l a i n w h y s o m e p e o p l e b e c o m e h e l p 
less, h o p e l e s s , a n d d e p r e s s e d . S e l i g m a n w e n t o n t o d e v e l o p a w i d e l y a c c e p t e d 
m o d e l o f t h e o r i g i n s o f a n d t r e a t m e n t s f o r d e p r e s s i o n . O v e r t h e y e a r s h i s t h e 
o r y h a s b e e n r e f i n e d a n d d e t a i l e d s o t h a t i t a p p l i e s m o r e a c c u r a t e l y t o types o f 
d e p r e s s i o n t h a t o c c u r u n d e r we l l -de f ined c o n d i t i o n s , f r o m t h e d e a t h o f a 
l o v e d o n e t o mass ive n a t u r a l a n d h u m a n - c a u s e d d i s a s t e r s . 

T h r o u g h S e l i g m a n ' s r e s e a r c h , for e x a m p l e , w e n o w u n d e r s t a n d t h a t in
d i v i d u a l s a r e m o s t l ikely t o b e c o m e d e p r e s s e d i f t h e y a t t r i b u t e t h e i r lack o f 
c o n t r o l t o c a u s e s t h a t a r e (a) p e r m a n e n t r a t h e r t h a n t e m p o r a r y , ( b ) r e l a t e d 
t o f a c t o r s w i t h i n t h e i r o w n p e r s o n a l i t y ( i n s t e a d o f s i t u a t i o n a l f a c t o r s ) , a n d (c) 
p e r v a s i v e a c r o s s m a n y a r e a s o f t h e i r life ( s e e A b r a m s o n , S e l i g m a n , & T e a s d a l e , 
1 9 7 8 ) . T h r o u g h t h i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g , t h e r a p i s t s a n d c o u n s e l o r s h a v e b e c o m e 
b e t t e r a b l e t o u i a g n o ş e , i n t e r v e n e i n , a n d t r e a t s e r i o u s d e p r e s s i o n . 
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T h e effect o f o v e r c r o w d i n g o n h u m a n b e h a v i o r h a s i n t e r e s t e d p s y c h o l o g i s t s 
for d e c a d e s . You h a v e p r o b a b l y n o t i c e d h o w y o u r e m o t i o n s a n d b e h a v i o r s 
c h a n g e w h e n y o u a r e i n a s i t u a t i o n t h a t y o u p e r c e i v e a s over ly c r o w d e d . You 
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