
End of Rotation #4 

Learned Helplessness



“Life is pain, highness. Anyone who says  
differently is selling something.” 

– Westley, The Princess Bride   

Life is full of painful, frightening, or otherwise unpleasant experiences. From one 
perspective, much of our behavior may be seen as helping us to avoid aversive 
experiences. The process through which these behaviors are strengthened – nega-
tive reinforcement – is obviously central to the behaviorist perspective (along with 
positive reinforcement, classical conditioning, etc.). 

Fifty years ago, at the height of behaviorist movement, two graduate students at 
the University of Pennsylvania were studying how dogs learn to avoid mild electric 
shock. The dogs were placed in a “shuttle box” and had to jump over a barrier to 
avoid the shock – something they learn to do quickly and efficiently. Then they 
asked something quite different: what would happen if the dogs were first confined 
and had no control over their ability to avoid the shock.  Under these circumstanc-
es, they found that the dogs quickly became “helpless”: they remained where they 
were and continued to be shocked, even when given the opportunity to escape; 
they engaged in less social interaction, they ate less food, and they showed other 
deficits in learning. Based on these observations, Seligman and Maier coined the 
term “learned helplessness” – once an animal has learned that it is powerless to 
prevent an adverse event from occurring, it ceases to try. In the ensuing 50+ years, 
this phenomenon has been shown to be remarkably consistent across species, from 
rats to humans, and is often used as one way of modelling clinical depression (see 
opposing Figure for a schematic for how uncontrollable stress leads to deficits; 
reference 3). 

Obviously, the way to prevent (or reverse) learned helplessness is to facilitate con-
trol of stressors (e.g. in the original experiments, dogs that already had the ex-peri-
ence of control prior to the inescapable stress were immunized to the negative 
effects of it). Perhaps less obviously, learned helplessness can also be prevented by 
the perceived sense of control. In probabilistic learning paradigms, humans have 
been shown to persist at a task in which they have no control over the outcome 
when the experiment was designed so as to instill a sense of perceived control. 
The positive benefit of perceived control appears to be mediated via connections 
between the prefrontal cortex and the striatum (see figure; for a cool description of 
this work, check out Taylor (2018)). 



Top: During inescapable stress, disinhibition of serotonin release from the dorsal raphe to 
amygdala contributes to the generalized state of passivity known as learned helplessness. 
Bottom: Controllability of outcomes is detected by reciprocal connections between the stri-
atum and the cortex (shown here in a simplified manner). This then leads to inhibition of 
serotonin release from the dorsal raphe, preventing passivity and facilitating ongoing action. 



Round Table Discussion / Exercise:
Take 2 minutes to think back to a time in training when you felt helpless and out 
of control. Write down a 1 sentence description of the event. Then write down 
any thoughts for what could have helped you in that moment. 

As a group, please make a list of things that programs can do to facilitate (per-
ceived) control among interns.  

After completing this exercise, please go on to the new game element.

New Game Element: 
Each participant can choose to complete an elective research experience prior 
to the next scheduled rotation. To do so, read the Research Card associated with 
your character name and then share a 2-3 sentence summary of your findings 
with the group. 

End of Rotation Events:
All participants receive +20 PH, +20 EH, +10 CP. 

All characters play one Life Event. 

Advance the calendar by 2 months and then begin the next rotation
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