
Aversive motivation

Aversive: any stimulus that an organism is willing to 

work to eliminate.

Negativity bias: aversive events tend to have more 

powerful effects than appetitive events. 

The life-dinner principle: why does the rabbit run 

faster than the fox?
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ÅUnconditioned fears
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Unconditioned fears

Some stimuli provoke fear even without a specific 

conditioning history:

*Large, approaching objects

*Intense stimuli in many sensory dimensions

*Open spaces (especially in rodents)

Open field: 

used to assess 

general activity. 

Rodents tend to 

stay in the 

periphery 

(thigmotaxis) 

and avoid the 

central area.

Elevated plus 

maze (EPM): 

used to assess 

fear of open 

spaces. Two 

arms are 

protected by 

walls and two 

are open. 

Rodents tend to 

avoid open 

arms.

Anxiolytic drugs tend to increase 

exploration of open spaces in 

rodents.
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Acquisition of fear: Fear conditioning situation
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Fear conditioning

Group 1

Day 1: Training

Group 1

Day 2: Test

US

CR

CS

X
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Contextual freezing CS freezing

Group Training Test

----------------------------------------------------------------

1 X: A+ X: A?

2 X: A, + X: A?

----------------------------------------------------------------



Acquisition of fear: Conditioned suppression situation

Group Instrumental Pavlovian Test

--------------------------------------------------------------------------

1 X: RĄO X: A+ X: A:RĄO

2 X: RĄO X: A, + X: A:RĄO

--------------------------------------------------------------------------

Baseline: usually, a 

VI schedule is used 

because it generates 

a steady stream of 

responses.

Off-baseline: manipulandum removed

On-baseline: Pavlovian training 

superimposed on instrumental 

training.

Transfer of 

control test:

Can 

Pavlovian CS 

influence the 

instrumental 

response?

Dependent variable: suppression ratio
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The suppression ratio

Test (in extinction)

US

Ri

CS

SR

b=baseline or 

pre-CS responding 

a=CS responding 

Trial 1:

SR = 2 / (2+8) = 0.20

Trial 2:

SR = 3 / (3+9) = 0.25

Trial 1 Trial 2

ÅThe lower the SR, the stronger the fear conditioning.

ÅSR assumes similar ñbò values across trials.
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Three paradigms of fear acquisition

(1) Delay conditioning

Context

CS

US

(2) Trace conditioning

(3) Contextual conditioning

Context

US

Context

CS

US

Trace interval



Selective associations in fear conditioning

In pigeons:

ToneĄShock better than LightĄShock

In humans:

Snake picĄshock better than BunnyĄShock

And more resistant to extinction



Selective associations in phobias?



Vicarious reinforcement (observational learning)



Imitation


