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The influence of positive affect on avoidance motivation 

 

 

In recent research a link between negative affect and avoidance motivation has been 

found. Our research revealed that avoidance motivation does not necessarily 

originate from negative affect. In this study we combined avoiding of a neutral 

stimulus with positive affect through rewarding avoiding with the use of a subliminal 

prime. We found a similar strength of avoidance motivation in the conditioned 

negative stimuli as in the original negative stimuli. These results suggest that 

avoidance motivation van originate from both positive and negative affect. 
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Approach and avoidance goals 

Human behavior is motivated by goals. A goal is represented as a desired state. The 

hierarchical model of approach-avoidance motivation (McDougall, 1931)  describes 

how people can be motivated to obtain an avoidance  or approach goal.  Motives are 

general, affectively based motivational tendencies that energize and orient behavior. 

These motives do not provide specific guidelines for how the motive that has been 

activated may be fulfilled; these motives only provide the impetus for behavior. 

Therefore, individuals adapt more concrete, cognitively based goals that help direct 

behavior toward or away from specific motive-relevant possibilities. These goals are 

approach and avoidance goals. Motives and goals work in tandem in the motivational 

process. Motives energize behavior and influence outcomes by prompting the 

adoption of specific goals; Goals, in turn, direct behavior and exert a proximal 

influence on outcomes (Elliot, 1997). Exposure to goalrelevant information has been 

shown to produce motivational effects that are typical for the operation of goal 

systems, such as sustained activation of the goal in memory, inhibition of other goals 

that compete for attention in the given goal system, and enhanced effort to work for 

the goal (Custers & Aarts, 2005a).  The distinction between approach and avoidance 

motivation is central to the hierarchical model of goal pursuit (Kruglanski, 2002). 

Approach motivation entails the energization or direction of behavior  with regard to 

positive stimuli, whereas avoidance motivation entails the energization or direction of 

behavior with regard to negative stimuli.  

Positive affect 

Individuals feel positive affect regarding to positive stimuli, and negative affect 

regarding to negative stimuli. The incentive theory of Bindra (1974) proposes that 

stimuli or states associated with positive affect form an incentive or approach goal for 

which the organism will work. The mere linking of positive affect to originally neutral 

behavior states provokes immediate goal-directed behavior in the sense that 

organisms exhibit enhanced motivation to accomplish the states when they have the 

opportunity to do so (Aarts, Custers & Marien, 2008). Priming motivates effortful 

behavior when the behavior representation is coactivated with positively valenced 

stimuli that act as a reward signal. When the representation of a preexisting (positive) 
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goal is primed it triggers the motivation system and renders the goal operational as a 

desired state (Custers & Aarts, 2005a). Neuman & Strack (2000) showed in their 

study that perceived movements towards a person triggers the approach system and 

thereby facilitate the processing of positive affective concepts, whereas perceived 

movements away from a person trigger the avoidance system and thereby facilitate 

the processing of negative affective concepts. Movements toward the body (such as 

arm flexion) can be interpreted as approach behavior, whereas movements of the 

hand away from the body (such as arm extension) can be interpreted as avoidance 

behavior. The assessment of the desirability of a goal state, or its incentive value, is 

directly based on the association of the state with positive affect. Positive valence of 

a state forms a crucial part of the goal representation and plays an important role in 

motivational processes underlying goal-directed behaviour (Carver & Scheier, 1981). 

The activation of the approach system facilitates the categorization of positive 

affective information and the activation of the avoidance system facilitates the 

categorization of negative information. 

Negative affect 

Goals can also be coactivated with negatively valenced stimuli. Positive affect is 

associated with the preparation and motivation of action, whereas negative affect 

attached to goal pursuits reduces the motivation of the goal and puts it on hold 

(Aarts, Custers & Holland, 2007.) People are less likely to keep such a goal mentally 

alive, do not exhibit instrumental behaviour when given the opportunity to attain the 

goal, and experience less desire to pursue the goal. Reducing the desire of a 

preexisting goal that recurrently coactivates with negative affect is adaptive in 

weakening the goal’s influence when potentially inappropriate, and hence, such a 

process may be automated. The desire of the goal decreased and the effect of goal 

priming vanished when the goal was primed in temporal proximity to the activation of 

negative affect. 

Summarized, in the present theories positive affect is associated with an approach 

goal, and negative affect is associated with an avoidance goal. For example, when 

you don’t like to do the dishes, you want to avoid it, because of negative affect. But 

maybe if you feel positive about avoiding the dishes, then avoiding is associated with 
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positive affect? In our study we want to test the hypothesis that avoiding should not 

always be driven by negative affect. We will do this by having  participants approach 

and avoid neutral pictures and rewarding avoidance reactions to particular pictures 

with positive affect. If this would make people faster in avoiding these pictures in a 

later test phase, this would be evidence for the idea that positive affect can motivate 

avoidance behavior.   

Nonconscious and conscious goal pursuit 

This motivation reduction mechanism may be especially effective in guiding goal 

systems when awareness of the activation of one’s goals is lacking. The desire of a 

goal is automatically reduced and goal seeking is automatically stopped as a 

consequence of nonconsciously priming the goal in temporal proximity of the 

activation of negative affect. Subliminal priming of a goal enhanced motivational 

activity directed toward the goal, as was established by sustained accessibility of the 

goal, inhibition of the goal as a result of competing with more focal goals, and 

increased effort to use goal-related opportunities. Goal pursuit can be instigated with 

unconscious interventions when the mental accessibility of goal representations is 

enhanced by environmental cues (Custers & Aarts, 2005). Nonconscious goal pursuit 

is more likely to occur when the goal is mentally accessible, there is a discrepancy 

between the represented state and the actual state, and if there is an association 

with positive affect. When people perceive an object they immediately evaluate the 

object. This evaluation occurs within a fraction of a second after perceiving an object 

and requires neither the intention to evaluate the object nor even the conscious 

perception of the object (Greenwald, McGhee & Schwarz, 1998). The automatic 

evaluation of evaluative information has been characterized as functional because it 

enables people to quickly and effortlessly appraise their current environment for signs 

of potential threat and benefit and then act accordingly (Roskos-Ewoldsen & Fazio, 

1992). Goal priming effects on motivated cognition and behavior occur because the 

given goal is mentally represented as a desired state that preexists in a person’s 

mind (Aarts & Dijksterhuis, 2000). One can only prime goals that already exist in a 

persons mind.  
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Goal or reaction 

An avoidance goal has sustained activation of the goal in memory, inhibition of other 

goals that compete for attention in the given goal system, and enhanced effort to 

work for the goal (Custers & Aarts, 2005a). This means that people will continue to 

avoid the stimulus when they have an avoidance goal, even if they are far away from 

it. An avoidance reaction is not as complicated as an avoidance goal. It is a reaction 

on a stimulus. For example, when you encounter a cockroach you will probably be 

scared and shy away from it. But when you know the cockroach is far away from you 

you don’t feel the need to avoid it anymore. The avoidance reaction will be the 

strongest when the object is near you, and less strong when the object is far away. 

How can we test if people have an avoidance goal or an avoidance reaction? In our 

view, what we need is distance. An avoidance goal will be just as strong as the 

stimulus is close by as if it’s far away, while by an avoidance reaction the motivation 

to avoid will diminish when you get farther away from the object. We incorporated 

distance in our experiment by using small and big photos, to give the impression of 

an object being close by or far away.  

Present research 

In our study participants approached or avoided photos by pressing a key. The photo 

increased or decreased in size, giving the impression of avoiding or approaching. 

Prinz (1990) suggested that a person’s own movements and movements of objects in 

the environment are similarly coded. In the context of movements associated with 

approach and avoidance, this implies that exteroceptive and interoceptive feedback 

from one’s own movement results in similar representations, which in turn triggers the 

two motivational systems. This should in turn exert an impact on the processing of 

affective information similar to that from proprioceptive feedback. Neumann and 

Strack (2000) tested this prediction by inducing in the participants the visual illusion 

that they were moving either toward or away from the computer screen. They found 

that positive adjectives were categorized more rapidly than negative adjectives if the 

viewer seemed to be moving toward the computer screen; conversely, negative 

adjectives were evaluated more rapidly than positive adjectives if the viewer seemed 

to be moving away from the screen. Their study revealed that positive words were 
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categorized more rapidly than negative words if viewers had the impression that they 

were moving toward the computer screen, whereas negative words were categorized 

faster if viewers had the impression that they were moving away from the screen. 

The learning of affective information is facilitated for congruent movements and 

inhibited for incongruent movements. When compatible combinations of affect and 

behavior are processed, more cognitive capacity is available to perform additional 

tasks. 

Study 1 

This experiment was devised to make a distinction between an avoidance goal and 

an avoidance reaction. An avoidance goal was created by rewarding avoidance. 

When people are motivated to avoid we expect no difference in the speed with which 

people are able to avoid an object closeby or an object far away, whereas avoidance 

speed should be stronger close to the object if avoidance is merely a reaction to the 

stimulus. 

Method 

Participants and design 

Eighty-six psychology students at the University of Utrecht participated in this 

experiment. Participants were paid 6 euro for their participation.  

A 3 (Expected reaction to photo: approach vs. avoidance vs. neutral) x 2 (Apparent 

movement: approaching vs. avoiding) x 2 (Location of the photo: far or close) x 2 

(Condition: preexisting vs. conditioned) design was realized with expected reaction to 

photo, apparent movement and location of the photo and condition as within-subjects 

factors. Condition referred to whether the reaction toward the stimulus was based on 

the preexisting stimuli or the conditioned stimuli. 

Material and apparatus 

Participants were seated in a cubicle .The tasks were administered on personal 

computers with 17-inch screens. The words were about 1 cm high and presented for 

100 ms. Four of the presented words were positive and four words were neutral. The 

photos used in the study were selected from the IAPS to guarantee a high degree of 
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agreement on their valence. For the preexisting condition one neutral, one negative 

and one positive picture were selected. For the conditioned condition, three neutral 

pictures were selected.  

Procedure 

All participants were tested individually. Instructions were presented on the computer 

screen. Participants were shown neutral, negative and positive photos with a purple 

or lightblue edge. The photos could be big or small and located at the right or the left 

side of the screen. The photos that were used are presented in the appendix. The 

participants were instructed to either approach the photos with the lightblue edges 

and to avoid the photos with the purple edges, or avoid the lightblue edges and 

approach the purple edges. These instructions were counterbalanced. After pressing 

an arrow the photo on the screen would gradually become bigger or smaller, giving 

the impression of approaching or avoiding. Each time a participant makes a mistake 

the instructions to approach the photo or avoid the photo depending on the color of 

the edge appeared on the screen for 1 second.  Directly after the respons to 

approach or avoid a premask (3 superimposed random letterstrings) was shown for 

50 ms., then the prime (a positive or neutral word for 30 ms.), and after that a 

postmask was again shown (30 ms.). The experiment consisted of a practice phase, 

a conditioning phase and an experimental phase.  

Practice phase 

First participants were presented with 24 practice trials to become familiarized with 

the conditioning task. In these trials participants were shown different photos than in 

the conditioning and test phase. Participants used the left or right  arrow to approach 

and to avoid. The photos were presented until one of the arrows was pressed. After 

pressing the right or left arrow, only a mask was shown without a prime and the photo 

increased in size when approached and decreased when avoided. Which arrow 

participants had to press to avoid or approach depended on the location of the photo 

on the screen. When the photo was presented at the right part of the screen, 

approaching was done by using the right arrow, and the left arrow was used to avoid. 

When the photo was presented at the left side of the screen, the left arrow was used 

for approaching and the right arrow for avoiding. We used this method to prevent that 
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a preference fora n arrow would influence the results. This could have happened 

when the up arrow was always used for approaching and the down arrow for 

avoiding. A faster reaction time for avoiding or approaching could in that case be due 

to a preference for an arrow. 

Conditioning phase 

After the practice phase the 96 conditioning trials followed. These trials only showed 

neutral photos. Again participants used the left and right arrow for approaching and 

avoiding. After pressing the left or right arrow, participants were shown a premask, 

followed with a prime, followed with a postmask. The neutral or positive priming of the 

photos was counterbalanced. These neutral and positive words are presented in the 

Appendix. The photo gradually increased in size when approached, and gradually 

decreased when avoided. For one neutral photo approaching was rewarded with 

positive words, and avoiding was followed by neutral words. For another neutral 

photo avoiding was rewarded with positive words, and approaching was followed by 

neutral words. The last neutral photo showed a mix of positive and neutral words by 

avoiding and approaching.  

Experimental phase 

In the 120 experimental trials the neutral photos were shown again, together with an 

extra neutral photo and a negative and positive photo. By looking at the reaction 

times and mistakes made we are able to see if the subliminal priming had an effect 

on liking of the neutral photos, and what the differences are between the conditioned 

neutral photos, the existing neutral photo  and the negative and positive photos. In 

the experimental trials participants used the up and down arrow to avoid and 

approach. We assume that those arrows work better when approaching or avoiding, 

but we did not use them in the practice and conditioning trials to be sure that we did 

not find an effect because of a favorite arrow. 

Results 

Before analysing the data, we transformed the reaction times above 1000 

milliseconds into missing values, because we assume that the participants who 

needed more than 1000 milliseconds to react were not focused at the trial at that 
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time. We also excluded participants above 25 years old and participants who are not 

able to see colors. We log-transformed the reaction times in order to reduce the 

skewness of the reaction time data. The first of the five blocks of data is not analyzed 

because it was used to get people accustomed to the task.For convenience, means 

and SD’s are presented in milliseconds. 

Overall we found a significant effect of distance, F(1,62) = 8.48  p = .003. The 

participants reacted significantly slower to the photos closeby M = 518 ms, SD = 1.14 

ms compared to the photos far away M =  513 ms, SD = 1.14. No other main-effects 

were significant. 

In order to further analyze the data, an approach/avoidance index was created by 

subtracting log-transformed reaction times for approach trails from those of 

avoidance trials. As a result an index was obtained for which a more positive number 

indicates more approach.  

Analysis revealed a main effect of distance F(1, 62)=9.34  p= .003. The index was 

more positive for close than far trials, indicating that people were more inclined to 

approach on close, than on far trials. No other significant effects were found, but the 

valence x condition interaction approached significance F(1, 62)=2.11  p= .13. For 

the unconditioned pictures there was a main effect of valence, F(2, 124)=3.52  p= 

.03, whereas this effect was absent for the conditioned pictures F < 1. 
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The data also shows an approach bias for the existing stimuli. By this stimuli 

participants are overall faster at approaching than at avoiding, except for the negative 

stimuli. This approach bias is more present when the photo is far away than when the 

photo is closeby.  

 

 

 

Accuracy  

For the accuracy an approach/avoidance index was created.  The percentage of 

accuracy for avoidance trails was substracted from those of approach trials. As a 
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result an index was obtained for which a more positive number indicates more 

accuracy at approaching. No significant effects of accuracy were found.  

The graphic of existing stimuli shows more accuracy at approaching positive stimuli 

than at approaching negative stimuli. For the conditioned stimuli this link is not found. 

The graphics show that the conditioning of the stimuli has not worked properly.  The 

interaction effect of valence x approach and avoidance is not significant.  

F(1, 62)=1.33  p>.05.  
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Discussion 

In the experiment we found the effect of approach and avoidance; participants were 

faster at approaching positive photos, and faster at avoiding negative photos. No 

effect of valence was found for the conditioned photos; there was no significant 

difference between the speed of avoiding or approaching the conditioned positive 

and negative stimuli. This might be due to the distance factor. Maybe being close to 

an object triggered the concept of approaching and being far away from an object 

triggered the concept of avoiding. In that case, we did not measure a motivation 

effect, but an effect of meaning.  

It’s also a possibility that participants did not get the impression of avoiding or 

approaching. To change that we made a second experiment where the photo went 

away upon avoidance and then there was nothing for a second, and where the photo 

stayed for a second upon approaching. 

Study 2 

Method 

Participants and design 

Sixty psychology students at the University of Utrecht participated in this experiment. 

Participants were paid 6 euro for their participation.  

A 3 (Expected reaction to photo: approach vs. avoidance vs. neutral) x 2 (Apparent 

movement: approaching vs. avoiding) x 2 (Condition: preexisting vs. conditioned) 

design was realized. 

Material and apparatus 

The used material was the same as in experiment 1. 

Procedure 

The procedure was the same as in the first experiment, with a few changes. The 

second experiment consisted of 24 practice trials, 192 conditional trials and 120 

experimental trials. We doubled the conditioning trials compared to the first 

experiment because there is a possibility that the conditioning did not work because 
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the amount of trials was not sufficient. The factor distance was removed and a photo 

stayed on the screen for one second when approaching, and an empty screen was 

shown for one second when avoiding.  

Results 

In the second experiment we excluded the reaction times above 1000 milliseconds 

and the participants that were above 25 years old or colorblind. Again we log-

transformed the reaction times in order to reduce the skewness of the reaction time 

data. The first of the five blocks of data is not analyzed because it was used to get 

people accustomed to the task. An approach/avoidance index was created by 

subtracting log-transformed reaction times for approach trails from those of 

avoidance trials. As a result an index was obtained for which a more positive number 

indicates more approach. 

A significant effect of approach and avoidance was found. F (1,44) = 6.66. p = .01. A 

significant interaction of valence x approach and avoidance was found. F(1,44)=3.79. 

p=.03. Participants were overall faster at approaching positive stimuli and at avoiding 

negative stimuli. 

 

A significant effect of valence was found. F(1,44) = 4.0. p = .02. 

The interaction of valence accuracy x approach avoidance accuracy was almost 

significant (F(2,88)=2.96. p=.06)). 
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The contrast between negative and neutral stimuli was also significant (F(1,44)=2.98. 

P <.05 (onesided)). The contrast between positive and neutral stimuli was not 

significant (p=.10 (onesided)). We tested the contrast in reaction times of the neutral, 

positive and negative stimuli. A significant difference between the positive and 

negative stimuli was found. F (1,44)=5.63 p = .02. This indicates a significant linear 

decline in the conditions. No interaction with conditioning was found.  

Participants tend to respond less accurate at the negative stimuli. They are also more 

accurate at avoiding than at approaching (F(1,44)=16.09 p=.00)). This effect is bigger 

for existing stimuli than for conditioned stimuli.  
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The accuracy at the valence was also significant. Participants made more mistakes 

with negative stimuli than with positive stimuli. F(2,88)=4.0 P=.02. This difference is 

the biggest for the existing negative stimuli. When avoiding those stimuli, participants 

are very accurate (.989), in contrast to approaching those stimuli (accuracy is then 

.922). Participants also made more mistakes when approaching, and less when 

avoiding. 

Discussion 

The approach-avoidance index shows a significant interaction of valence x approach 

and avoidance. Participants react significantly faster at approaching positive stimuli 

and at avoiding negative stimuli. This has been shown for the existing and 

conditioned stimuli. The results show an avoidance bias. Participants are overall 

faster at avoiding stimuli than at approaching stimuli. 

Participants made more mistakes with negative stimuli than with positive stimuli. This 

difference is the biggest for the unconditioned negative stimuli. This may have 

happened because participants did not want to approach a dirty toilet. They reacted 

slower when they had to approach it, and in addition they made more mistakes, like 

avoiding the photo when the task was to approach it.  

In both studies we used the right and left arrow to approach and avoid in the practice 

and conditioning trials to exclude the possibility of finding an effect because of a 

preference for an arrow. The left arrow was sometimes used to avoid and sometimes 

to approach. This was also for the right arrow. In the experimental task we used the 

up and down arrow to avoid or approach, because we think that is easier to 

understand. Maybe participants were already used to using the left and right arrow 

and this was confusing. 

Maybe using the left and right arrows doesn’t give the impression of avoiding or 

approaching. In that case it would be wiser to use the up and down arrow. The 

problem is that an effect can be due to a favorite arrow instead of a real approach or 

avoidance goal. To avoid this, Custers (2000) made an experiment with a man that 

walked up or down to a stimulus. The difficulty is that photos can’t be used properly in 

that paradigm.   
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General discussion 

People are motivated to avoid an object when this object is linked to negative affect. 

This has been shown in multiple studies. This knowledge is used in television 

campaigns that want to warn people for certain dangerous situations; campaigns to 

warn against using fireworks without proper precaution, campaigns that warn people 

against dangerous situations in the house for their children, etcetera. In this 

campaigns negative affect is mostly used to make people avoid objects or situations. 

This linking of negative affect can be done at a supraliminal or conscious level or at 

subliminal or unconscious level. An example of linking negative affect to avoiding at a 

subliminal level is the campaign of Bush, where the word rats is subliminal shown in 

the word democrats to motivate people to vote against democrats. 

The question that now rises, is: Can you only link negative affect with avoiding, or is it 

also possible to make people avoid an object because of positive affect? In our 

studies we tried to link avoiding to positive affect through the subliminal rewarding of 

the avoidance of  a neutral photo. In the first study we used small and big photos, to 

give the impression of being closeby or far away. We expected to find an equal 

conditioning effect for the photos closeby and the photos far away, because of a 

strong conditioned motivation to avoid certain photos. This hypothesis was not 

confirmed by the data. A possible explanation for this is that participants where faster 

at approaching photos closeby and faster at avoiding photos far away because of the 

congruence of far and avoiding and close by and approaching, and not because of a 

motivation effect.  

Because of the unwanted effect of the factor of distance, we excluded distance in the 

second study. We also increased the amount of conditioning trials. In the second 

study we did find an effect of positive affect on avoiding; participants avoided a 

neutral stimulus because they were awarded for doing so. This is a supplementary 

founding to the existing literature on effect and motivation. Most literature describes 

motivation to avoid to be affected with negative affect. This motivation can indeed be 

caused because of  negative affect but it can also be caused because of positive 

affect; rewarding after avoiding a stimulus. This finding implicates that campaigns 

with the goal to motivate people to avoid something don’t always have to use 
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negative affect to reach that goal. The priming of the positive affect of avoiding the 

stimulus works as well. For now we don’t know what works better; priming negative 

affect linked to avoidance or priming positive affect linked to avoidance. It is 

interesting to find this out in further research  to be able to make further implications 

about the best way we can influence people to avoid objects or situations. 
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