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The Basic Helplessness Effect

· Overmaier & Seligman (1967)

	Group
	Pretrain
	Test

	1
	Inescapable Shock
	Shuttle
Escape

	2
	No Shock
	"


While the control group leaned the task, the experimental group showed no hint of learning.

· Seligman & Maier (1967) - Triadic Design

	Group
	Pretrain
	Test

	1
	Escapable Shock
	Shuttle
Escape

	2
	Yoked Shock
	"

	3
	None
	"


YS rat gets shock when ES rat does, but has no control over the shock (like the ES animal does).  Results clearly showed that lack of control, rather than shock per se, is what causes the deficit.
· Basic Effect Summary

· LH refers to the fact that animals exposed to uncontrollable, unpleasant events have a hard time learning that they have control when the events are once again controllable.

· An organism exposed to uncontrollable, unpleasant events will “shut down” & have a hard time learning anything new (except fear by CC).

· More generally, when P(S*/R)=P(S*/NoR) the organism has no control & LH results.

· The cognitive perspective argues that during exposure to uncontrollable, unpleasant events, the organism learns that “nothing it does matters” & this expectancy interferes with its future learning.
Generality of the Effect

· Across Species

A number of experiments revealed that this effect is a general one, occurring in dogs, rats, cats, humans, & a number of other species. Examples:

1. Plonsky, Warren, & Rosellini (1984) with rats in shuttle box.

2. Hiroto & Seligman (1975) with humans.

	Group
	Pretrain
	Test

	1
	Escapable
Loud Noise
	Anagram Solving

	2
	Yoked
	"

	3
	None
	"


Latency to solve the anagrams (as well as the latency to find the common pattern in the series of anagrams) was longer for the yoked group.
· Across Reinforcers

There are 4 possible paradigms:
	
	
	Testing

	
	
	Pleasant
	Aversive

	Training
	Pleasant
	very few studies
	a few studies

	
	Aversive
	a number of studies
	lots of studies


The Theory

· Is a 3 step affair:

1. Exposed to R/S* independence (
2. Expectation of uncontrollability (
3. Helplessness (
a) Motivational deficit

b) Cognitive (associative) deficit

c) Emotional disturbance

· LH as an Animal Model

Depression has been noted to be the most frequently occurring psychological disorder.
	Animals
	Humans

	Symptoms

	Decreased activity
	Passivity

	Associative deficits
	Neg. cognitive set

	Treatment

	Dragging
	Cognitive therapy

	ECS
	The same

	Antidepressants
	"

	Etiology

	R/S* independence
	Perhaps is one route

	Prevention

	Immunization
	History of contingency


· Williams & Maier (1977) - Immunization

· Wanted to see if prior exposure to controllable aversive events would immunize the organism against the helplessness effect.

· Thus they used the following design:
	Group
	Pretrain
	Train
	Test

	1
	IS
	IS
	Shuttle Escape

	2
	NS
	IS
	

	3
	ES
	IS
	

	4
	NS
	NS
	


Pervasiveness of the Effect

· MacLennan & Maier (1983)
Looked at Stereotypy in response to high doses of cocaine.  YS group showed significantly more stereotypy.
· Visintainer, Volpicelli, & Seligman (1983)
Looked at Immune system functioning.  YS group showed impairment.
Noncontingency Research 

· A prediction of LH theory is that an organism that has acquired an expectancy of R/S* independence should show increased sensitivity to future instances of such independence. 

· Some studies examining this prediction:

1. Testa Juraska & Maier (1974)

· Used triadic design.

· Following the typical shock treatment, rats were briefly trained on an FR-1 shuttle escape.  The contingency between shuttle crossing & shock termination was then removed & responding was recorded. 

· Problem is that IS is known to reduce activity levels.

2. Rosellini, DeCola, Plonsky, Warren, & Stilman (1984)

· Experiment 1 had 5 phases:

1. Pretraining - Repeated RI-10 appetitive nose poke sessions until earned 200 pellets.

2. Baseline - One additional RI-10 session.

3. Shock Treatment - Triadic design (in shuttle boxes).

4. Recovery - Two RI-10 sessions.

5. Test - Three RT-10 sessions (noncontingent).
· Experiment 2 Procedure:
· To reduce work, we just used NS & IS.

· To increase the generality of the results, we changed the schedule value to 30 sec.

· The important change was that the recovery phase was extended to 4 days:

· A day off

· 2 days in a novel context w/ food

· 1 day of RI-30
· Summary

· These studies indicate that animals previously exposed to IS decrease responding quicker than NS (or ES) animals in a situation where R/S* are independent. 

· We have referred to the LH effect as an "associative deficit”.  This idea is at odds with the present data.  That is, animals exposed to IS performed better than controls.  Thus, rather than use the term deficit, it seems more appropriate to describe an organism which has had exposure to uncontrollable events as having acquired a different expectancy than an organism not so exposed.

3. Alloy & Abramson (1979)

· The study was titled “Judgment of Contingency in Depressed and Nondepressed College Students: Sadder but Wiser.”
· Found that depressed college students were more accurate than nondepressed subjects in their estimate of the amount of control they had in an uncontrollable task.

· This “illusion of control” may be psychologically healthy.
