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Introduction 

 

Most of the experiments in contemporary behaviour analysis are 

carried out by way of appetitive conditioning schedules. For practical, 

technical and ethical reasons, aversive and avoidance schedules are 

relatively rarely used. Consequently, the functional distinction 

between approach, escape and avoidance behaviour is beyond the 

scope of scientific activities. For example, in 1999 only one out of 

thirty-nine research articles in the Journal of the Experimental 

Analysis of Behaviour concerned an avoidance schedule (Galizio, 

1999). And of the papers presented at this congress, less than five deal 

with aversive schedules. None of them deals with avoidance 

conditioning. 

However, in the last five decades, experimental research has 

revealed many aspects of aversive and avoidance conditioning 

processes. (e.g. Estes & Skinner, 1941; Hefferline, 1950; Sidman, 

1953a, 1953b, 1962; Sidman & Boren, 1957; Hineline 1972; 

Hackenberg & Hineline, 1987; Perone & Galizio, 1987). 

For behaviour analysis in clinical practice, the functional 

distinction between approach, escape and avoidance behaviour is of 

great importance. The maladaptive role of avoidance in the persistence 

of disordered behaviour repertoires has been elaborated extensively. 

On the other hand, little or no attention has been paid to the relation 
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between avoidance and successful behaviour, i.e. behaviour that 

contributes to survival. 

In this paper we will explain the adaptive role of avoidance in the 

successful behaviour repertoires of individuals with mental disorders. 

 

The distinction between functionally different kinds of behaviour 

Analysis of human behaviour in daily life differs fundamentally from 

analysis as done in the laboratory. In the laboratory the researcher can 

design and arrange the environment of his subjects. The perspective is 

that of the experimenter. He is the “agent of control” in this 

“artificial” world. His focus is directed towards current conditioning 

processes.  

Outside the laboratory, in everyday life, there is no clear “agent of 

control” arranging and designing the “natural” environment and 

controlling current conditioning. This means that research cannot 

focus on current conditioning processes, but is directed at the results 

of previous conditioning. Our perspective has to be that of the subject, 

who is continuously trying to remain in an optimal state. 

We distinguish functional relations between stimuli and responses 

on the basis of their contributions to the individual’s state. Three types of 

responding (approach, escape and avoidance) and two types of 

refraining from responding benefit the performer, each of them in a 

specific way. Approach behaviour intensifies the contact with an 

attractive, i.e., life promoting stimulus. Its function is enrichment. 

Escape behaviour diminishes the confrontation with an aversive, i.e., 

life-threatening, stimulus. Its function is liberation. Active avoidance 

prevents the occurrence of an aversive stimulus by the occurrence of a 

safety signal. Its function is protection. We call the discriminative 

stimulus for well-established active avoidance a guarantee stimulus, 

because responding to this stimulus leads up to a safety signal,  

guaranteeing the staying away of an aversive stimulus. The fourth 

functional relation is extinction. By refraining from responding 

because of inefficacy, energy is saved. The fifth and last relation is 

passive avoidance. By refraining from responding, the individual 

avoids the occurrence of an aversive stimulus. The function of passive 

avoidance, as it is for active avoidance, is protection. 

The specific transition to a better state collateral to each of the 

functional relations is reported as a specific feeling by human 



DOMINANT ACTIVE AVOIDANCE AND MENTAL DISORDERS 

  3 

 

individuals. On the basis of the kind of state that is reported, we can 

decide what kind of stimulus operation has taken place (Mowrer, 

1960, Bakker - de Pree, 1987a). A state that humans report on as 

“enjoyment” or “pleasure” is the result of approach behaviour. An 

example is pouring ourselves a cup of coffee, supposing we like 

coffee, or going to see a friend whose company we always find 

pleasurable. A state reported on as “relief” is the result of escape 

behaviour. An example is taking off a shoe that pinches and hurts, or 

finishing a telephone conversation that is annoying us. A state 

reported on as a feeling of “security” and “strength” is the result of 

active avoidance behaviour.  

Carrying on in life is not just a matter of protecting oneself against 

physical harm. Human beings need to acquire and to preserve their 

own place among their fellow men. This means they have to make 

sure they will not be overlooked, let alone expelled in a social sense. 

Human beings are therefore dependent on stimuli that guarantee that 

they will not be disqualified as a person. An everyday example: we 

see a little boy leaving a shop with his mother. The child drops his 

teddy bear without his mother noticing it. We pick up the teddy and 

hand it over to the owner. Suppose we refrained from doing so, we 

could risk being socially disqualified as rude. The child being 

deprived of its teddy bear is the guarantee stimulus for our active 

avoidance response. The happiness of the mother and/or the child, is 

the safety signal incompatible with the social disqualification “rude”.   

Active avoidance of a social disqualification is nothing more than 

proving the opposite about ourselves.  

Active avoidance is the behaviour we are engaged in most of the 

time in daily life. Compared to the other functions of behaviour, active 

avoidance results in the most “all-round” good state by far. Extinction 

and passive avoidance contribute to survival, respectively, as we have 

already stated, by saving energy and by providing protection. An 

everyday example of extinction is that we will not visit a certain 

restaurant anymore, when the food it serves is no longer as surprising 

to us as it used to be. An example of passive avoidance at a social 

gathering is that we stay away from a guest whose boastful 

conversation we find unpleasant.  

Depending on the controlling stimuli involved, the same behaviour 

can have different functions. We can watch, for example, a 
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programme on TV because this programme usually amuses us. In this 

case an approach response is involved. We can also switch on the TV 

to free ourselves from the uninteresting article we were reading. A 

case of escape behaviour. A third possibility is that we are watching 

because otherwise we would be poor company for our family. An 

example of active avoidance. Watching TV may also be functional in 

two or three ways simultaneously. If it involves a combination of 

functions, it will result in a strong positive change of our state.     

At this point, we think it is important to stress the difference 

between the analysis of everyday human life and research in the 

laboratory once more. A natural environment is a continuous, 

complex, multiple or compound presentation of material and social 

stimuli which is difficult to describe. So, for an experimental 

researcher, the verbal description of the stimuli controlling a transition 

to a better state in each of the functional relations may seem rather 

“fuzzy”. However, the stimuli involved are concrete aspects of the 

environment, as tangible as in the laboratory, but only more complex 

and difficult to grasp (Zuriff, 1985). 

 

Successful behaviour in people with mental disorders 

Up to now, we have just only discussed successful behaviour. What 

about the mental disorders mentioned in the title of this presentation? 

We are now going to show you what kind of relation has been found 

between the two.  

About fifteen years ago, in the mid-eighties, the Dutch 

behaviourist Beata Bakker-de Pree, analysed the successful behaviour 

of people with mental disorders, such as phobias, compulsive 

behaviour, depression, and anxiety disorders. A “mental” disorder can 

be seen as a combination of a state of disorder and disordered 

behaviour repertoires. Bakker-de Pree found the following three 

regularities within and between the functional relations in the control 

of their successful behaviour (Bakker-de Pree, 1984, 1987a, 1987b, 

1989, 1998).  

In the first place, active avoidance appeared to be the dominant 

function in this successful behaviour. This means that the impact of 

guarantee stimuli is strong. In everyday life, the individual in question 

is almost continuously maintaining the presence of a safety signal, a 
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phenomenon we also know from experimental research (Hefferline, 

1950; Keller & Schoenfeld, 1950).  

A second characteristic of the successful behaviour of people with 

disorders is that it is controlled by a specific range of guarantee 

stimuli. Responding to these stimuli results in protection against a 

single aversive stimulus, called the ”invalidating stimulus” (Bakker-de 

Pree, 1987a). As the name implies, this stimulus is extremely 

powerful, because it relates to the danger of being socially expelled. 

The content of the invalidating stimulus is a specific social 

disqualification, which differs from person to person. Because of its 

threatening qualities, this disqualification has to be avoided at all cost. 

Protection against the invalidating stimulus has been found to be the 

chief interest in the successful behaviour of people suffering from 

various mental disorders. The active avoidance of the invalidating 

stimulus is supported by passive avoidance of the same stimulus.  

A third feature of the behaviour control of people with mental 

disorders is that the impact of attractive and aversive stimuli, which 

regulate approach and escape behaviour, is weak, both due to 

extinction and passive avoidance. An individual can maintain himself 

very successfully, if his active avoidance behaviour is controlled by a 

great variety of guarantee stimuli and if there are no situational 

restraints to perform the dominant active avoidance. If these 

conditions are met, someone feels all right and his life develops 

smoothly.       

 

Getting disordered 

No problems will arise as long as active avoidance is possible, that is, 

as long as a situation provides guarantee stimuli. If not, response 

disruption occurs. Because of the dominance of the active avoidance, 

the impossibility to perform active avoidance responses implies total 

response restriction. Such a situation is comparable to experimental 

designs on restriction of avoidance behaviour (Mineka, 1979; Sidman, 

1960). The result of restriction of well established active avoidance 

behaviour is disastrous for the individual, who will enter a state of 

total disorder. The onset of disordered behaviour repertoires lies in the 

contiguity of someone’s state of disorder and salient aspects of the 

actual situation. That is, by Pavlovian conditioning, type B. 

Subsequently, new conditioning processes contribute to the shaping of 
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disordered behaviour repertoires, such as phobias, compulsive 

behaviour, and so on. Gradually, the state of the individual 

deteriorates because the increase of disordered behaviour repertoires 

keep him from performing successful active avoidance behaviour. In a 

process that can be described as a vicious circle, this response 

restriction results in a state of increasing disorder and in disordered 

behaviour repertoires, and so on. 

 

Conclusion 

The behavioural regularities that have been found between mental 

disorders and successful behaviour have been summarised by Bakker-

de Pree (1987a) in the Theory of  Dominant Active Avoidance. As to 

the word “theory”, we would like to underline that this theory does not 

refer to any other dimensional system than just the observable 

behavioural data (Skinner, 1950; Zuriff, 1985). The theory amounts to 

the summarisation of some regularities found, so is more descriptive 

than hypothetico-deductive. In the next presentation we will explain 

how replicated prediction and testing of the occurrence of mental 

disorders in human individuals support these findings. 
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