
Learning Theory & Depression 
 
This activity will help you to: 
• Understand Seligman’s (1974) Learned Helplessness theory of depression 
• Comment on the implications of Seligman’s research 
• Critically assess Seligman’s animal studies 
 

Learned Helplessness 
 
According to Seligman’s learned helplessness theory, depression occurs when a person learns 
that their attempts to escape negative situations make no difference.  As a consequence they 
become passive and will endure aversive stimuli or environments even when escape is 
possible.  Seligman based his theory on research using dogs. 
 
 
 

A dog put into a partitioned cage 
learns to escape when the floor is 
electrified. 

If the dog is restrained whilst being 
shocked it eventually stops trying to 
escape. 

Dogs that were previously restrained 
no longer try to escape, even when 
able to do so. 

How might 
Seligman’s 
research 
help us to 
understand 
depression 
in humans? 

Outline a 
scientific 
objection to 
Seligman’s 
research 

Outline an 
ethical 
objection to 
Seligman’s 
research 
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