Learned Helplessness

Read the article Failure to Escape Traumatic Shock by Seligma and Maier and answer the following questions. Make sure your responses add up to 750 words.

1. Describe Seligman's procedure

Seligman’s procedure used two groups of dogs that were shocked in order to see how they would react. Their hypothesis was “If shock is terminated independently of S’s responses during its initial experience with shock, interference with subsequent escape/avoidance responding should subsequently occur.” In order to prove their hypothesis right or wrong, two experiments were conducted. The first experiment used two different groups of dogs, one for escapable/inescapable shock sessions and the other for escape/avoidance training. The first group used a rubberized hammock inside of a cubicle. The hammock was made so the dog’s legs hung down in order for there to be no escape.  The dog’s heads were placed in a position so the dogs could press a panel with their heads. If the escape group pressed the panel, the shocking was terminated. However, for the “yoked” group, the shock was not affected by the panel. The shock for these two groups was created by a 500 v transformer, a current of 20,000 ohms, with the shock intensity set to 6.0 ma. The dogs received multiple treatments of shocks, depending on what group and if they pressed the panel or not. If they did not press the panel, after 30 seconds, the shocking would cease. After ten trials, experiment one collected its results. The escape group learned to panel press to stop the shocking. The “yoked” group continued to fail to escape the shocking. 
“Experiment one provided support for the hypothesis that S learned that shock termination was independent of its responding in the harness and that this learning inhibited subsequent escape responding in the shuttle box. Experiment two investigates whether prior experience with escapable shock in the shuttle box will mitigate the effects of inescapable shock in the harness on subsequent escape/avoidance behavior”. Practically, the same method was used for experiment two as for experiment one. 30 naïve, mongrel dogs with similar weight, height, etc. The dogs were given shocks over the course of three days, with the second day being unescapable shocks. Results were “The no pregroup showed significant interference with escape/avoidance responding in the shuttle box on Day 3. The preescape and the no inescapable groups did not show such interference. In experiment two, three main findings were found. None of the dogs reacted passively to escaping the shock. The preescape group showed enhanced efforts to press the panel in order the escape the shock, where the preinescapable didn’t show any enhanced panel pressing.
2. How does Seligman describe depression? 

Seligman describes depression as, “Learning that shock termination is independent of responding seems related to the concept of learned ‘helplessness’ or ‘hopelessness’.” He then says in some cases of depression that, “Occasionally they mad an escape or avoidance response and then reverted to ‘passively’ accepting the shock”. Seligman then supports his theory of depression with, “no interference occurred when the 48 hr. elapsed between inescapable shock in the harness and the shuttle-box training. This time course could result from a temporary state of emotional depletion, which was produced by experience with inescapable shock”. Another experiment conducted on rats had the same experience. “Such a state might be related to the parasympathetic death Richter’s “hopeless: rats died. So he means is that when we as humans feel like we’re in situations that feel ‘unescapable’ to us, we create a sense of hopelessness such as the dogs, and dismiss our will of trying to escape. Seligman then states a solution to the “hopelessness”. “If Ss in the ‘yoked’ control group had adapted to shock and, therefore, were not sufficiently motivated to respond in the shuttle box, Ss in the Escape group should also have adapted to shock.” What he means by this is if the dogs had taken a different approach to escaping the shock treatments, the ending result wouldn’t have been emotional distress and the sense of ‘hopelessness’. 
In the second experiment, he concludes that, “If an animal first learns that its responding produces shock termination and then faces a situation in which reinforcement is independent of its responding, it is more persistent in its attempts to escape shock than is a naïve animal.” What he means is that if we as humans can get in the habit of trying to solve our problems in the first place, even if they seem too hard, that in the long run it will be very beneficial for our mental health. 

3. What implications does this study have to how we treat depression? 

When a sense of ‘hopelessness’ is created, people are encouraged to be surrounded by people, to become social. This will numb that sense of ‘hopelessness’ and help the person realize just how much of depression is really in their head. It’s very similar to going out and being active. People who are diagnosed with depression usually become very lazy and lethargic. They want to stay at home and mope. The same idea that Seligman has that if the dogs took a different approach from the beginning, the ending result would’ve been much healthier and emotionally balanced.
