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Defining Action Tendencies: A Motivational Construct

Action tendencies represent a core concept within the psychology of emotion, defining the state of

readiness or preparation for a specific course of action that is elicited by an emotional experience.

They are not merely passive feelings but rather active, motivational forces that prioritize certain

responses over others, thereby organizing the individual's cognitive, physiological, and behavioral

resources. This intrinsic link between emotion and action highlights the functional utility of affective

states, suggesting that emotions evolved precisely because they efficiently prepare the organism

to cope with significant environmental demands or opportunities. An action tendency can be

conceptualized as the impulse or urge to execute a particular behavior, such as the compelling

desire to flee when experiencing fear, or the drive to approach and engage when encountering

something novel and exciting.

The defining characteristic of an action tendency is its status as a motivational potential rather than

an immediate, guaranteed behavior. While an emotion strongly suggests a specific response--for

instance, anger typically suggests an aggressive or antagonistic action--the actual behavior

executed is subject to regulatory processes, contextual constraints, social norms, and conscious

override. Therefore, the action tendency is the underlying, automatic preparation phase, reflecting

the organism's initial, unmodulated response plan. This preparatory state involves a rapid shift in

attention, a mobilization of physiological energy, and a biasing of perceptual and cognitive

processes toward achieving the goal inherent in that tendency, such as self-protection or resource

acquisition.

Understanding action tendencies is crucial because they bridge the gap between internal

emotional experience and external behavioral manifestation. They provide a mechanism through

which subjective feelings translate into functional responses that serve the individual's immediate

needs or long-term goals. Action tendencies serve as efficient blueprints for responding to

recurring types of environmental challenges. For instance, the sudden appearance of a threat

triggers the action tendency of withdrawal or escape, which rapidly prioritizes safety over other

activities like eating or socializing. This rapid, automatic prioritization underscores the evolutionary

importance of these tendencies in ensuring survival and adaptive functioning in complex and

unpredictable environments.

Historical Context and Theoretical Foundations

The concept of action tendencies gained significant prominence through the work of Nico Frijda,

particularly in his seminal 1986 work, The Emotions. Frijda argued that emotions are fundamentally

defined by their function as states of readiness for action, or "concerns." He posited that emotional

experience is inextricably linked to the perception of a change in one's relationship with the

environment that either facilitates or impedes one's goals. According to Frijda's theory, the core of
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emotion is the establishment of a state of readiness for action, which he termed the "action

readiness mode." This framework shifted the focus of emotion research away from purely

subjective feelings or peripheral physiological arousal toward the functional, goal-directed aspects

of emotional experience.

Before Frijda's detailed formulation, earlier psychological theories often treated emotion and

behavior as separate entities, viewing emotion as a disruptive force that interfered with rational

action. The emergence of action tendency theory provided a coherent alternative, suggesting that

emotions are inherently adaptive and organized. This perspective aligns closely with evolutionary

psychology, which views affective states as solutions to ancestral problems. For example, the

action tendency associated with disgust--the impulse to expel or avoid contamination--is a clear

adaptive response aimed at preserving health. The historical development of this concept thus

represents a maturation in affective science, recognizing emotions not as luxuries or liabilities, but

as essential motivational management systems.

Action tendency theory also integrates seamlessly with appraisal theories of emotion, most notably

those proposed by Richard Lazarus and Klaus Scherer. Appraisal theories suggest that emotions

are triggered by cognitive evaluations of how a situation impacts one's well-being or goals. The

appraisal process--determining if a situation is harmful, beneficial, novel, or controllable--is what

directly selects the appropriate action tendency. For instance, the appraisal of a situation as

involving a sudden, overwhelming threat leads to the action tendency of fleeing (fear), whereas the

appraisal of a situation as involving an injustice that can be overcome leads to the action tendency

of attack (anger). Thus, the action tendency serves as the crucial output stage of the appraisal

process, translating cognitive meaning into motivational preparedness.

The theoretical foundation established by Frijda and integrated with appraisal models provides a

robust framework for investigating emotional complexity. It allows researchers to differentiate

between various emotional states based not only on subjective report but also on predictable

behavioral urges. Furthermore, it emphasizes that many emotional differences lie in the subtle

variations in the proposed action plan. For example, while both sadness and despair involve

inaction, the action tendency in sadness might be withdrawal aimed at conserving energy and

soliciting support, whereas the action tendency in despair might involve profound helplessness and

the cessation of all goal-directed effort. This distinction highlights the precision afforded by defining

emotions through their associated action tendencies.

The Emotional Link: Appraisal and Readiness

The link between emotion and action tendency is instantaneous and highly specific, forming the

core mechanism by which affective states guide behavior. When an individual encounters a

stimulus, the initial appraisal--which occurs often outside of conscious awareness--determines the
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emotional quality and intensity. This appraisal immediately activates the corresponding action

tendency, which is essentially the body's and mind's pre-programmed, rapid response plan. The

action tendency is the mobilization phase, preparing the organism to interact with the environment

in a manner deemed appropriate by the appraisal of the situation's significance. This immediate

readiness is what gives emotional responses their speed and effectiveness in urgent situations.

Consider the emotional experience of relief. Relief arises from the appraisal that a negative,

anticipated event has been successfully averted. The action tendency associated with relief is

often relaxation, the cessation of effort, or the impulse to celebrate. Contrast this with the action

tendency for interest, which stems from the appraisal of novelty and relevance. The action

tendency for interest is typically one of approach, exploration, and focused attention. These

examples illustrate that the action tendency is not a vague surge of energy but a highly specific,

goal-oriented urge. This specificity ensures that the motivational resources are directed efficiently

toward solving the problem or maximizing the opportunity identified during the appraisal process.

The concept of readiness emphasizes the physiological and cognitive shift accompanying the

emotional state. When an action tendency is activated, the autonomic nervous system prepares

the body for the required response--for instance, increased heart rate and adrenaline release for

fight or flight tendencies. Simultaneously, cognitive resources are redirected; attention narrows to

relevant stimuli, and working memory is biased toward action-relevant schemas. This holistic

preparation underscores that action tendencies are comprehensive organizational mechanisms,

coordinating internal states to maximize the probability of executing the desired goal-oriented

behavior, whether that behavior is immediate (like striking out in anger) or delayed (like planning

revenge).

Specific Action Tendencies Associated with Core Emotions

Action tendencies provide a crucial functional definition for discrete emotions, enabling researchers

to categorize and predict behavioral responses across a wide range of affective experiences. While

human behavior is complex and highly variable, the underlying urges associated with primary

emotions are remarkably consistent and evolutionarily conserved. These tendencies serve as

fundamental motivational templates that structure our interaction with fundamental life concerns,

such as threat, loss, and resource acquisition. The clarity provided by these specific tendencies

allows for better understanding of psychopathology, where certain tendencies might become

dysregulated or excessively dominant.

The major action tendencies associated with core emotions are often categorized based on their

directional valence--whether they promote approach, avoidance, or inhibition. These categories

reflect the fundamental adaptive demands placed upon the organism. For example, emotions

related to threat reliably activate avoidance or defensive tendencies, while emotions related to

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=18646
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com


Action Tendencies: Understanding Behavioral Responses 5

Psychepedia psychepedia.arabpsychology.com

reward or affiliation reliably activate approach tendencies. Furthermore, emotions related to

helplessness or insurmountable loss often activate tendencies toward inaction or withdrawal, which

serves the adaptive function of conserving energy when effort is perceived as futile.

The following examples illustrate the specific action tendencies linked to several fundamental

emotions, demonstrating the functional specificity inherent in this framework. These tendencies are

typically experienced as strong, immediate urges, even if they are ultimately overridden by

conscious control or social constraints:

Fear: The primary action tendency is escape or withdrawal. This involves the urge to increase

distance from the perceived threat, characterized by rapid mobilization and defensive posturing.

Anger: The action tendency is antagonism or attack. This involves the urge to remove an

obstacle or punish an aggressor, often characterized by physical mobilization and confrontation.

Joy/Happiness: The action tendency is approach, engagement, or sharing. This involves the

urge to maintain or repeat the pleasurable activity, often fostering social connection and

exploration.

Sadness: The action tendency is withdrawal or inaction. This involves the urge to conserve

resources, often leading to reflection, reduced engagement, and potentially seeking comfort or

support.

Disgust: The action tendency is rejection or expulsion. This involves the urge to distance

oneself from or eliminate contamination, whether physical (food) or moral (ideas).

Interest: The action tendency is exploration or focused attention. This involves the urge to

investigate the novel stimulus and gather more information.

It is important to note that action tendencies are not always monolithic. Complex emotions, or

blends of basic emotions, can activate conflicting action tendencies simultaneously. For example,

in situations involving ambivalence or anxiety, the individual may experience both the urge to

approach (due to interest or desire) and the urge to withdraw (due to fear or caution). The resulting

behavior in such cases is often delayed, hesitant, or highly regulated, reflecting the internal conflict

between competing motivational forces inherent in the action tendencies activated by the situation.

Action Tendencies Versus Overt Behavior

A critical conceptual distinction in the study of action tendencies is the difference between the

tendency itself (the internal, motivational state of readiness) and the actual overt behavior (the

executed action). The action tendency represents the potential behavior that the emotion prepares

the individual to perform, whereas overt behavior is the final, observable outcome. This

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=18646
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com


Action Tendencies: Understanding Behavioral Responses 6

Psychepedia psychepedia.arabpsychology.com

differentiation acknowledges the complexity of human agency and the role of cognitive regulation

and environmental context in shaping responses. If action tendencies automatically translated into

behavior, human social life would be far more impulsive and chaotic.

The translation from action tendency to overt behavior is mediated by several regulatory

mechanisms, collectively known as emotion regulation. These mechanisms include conscious

suppression, cognitive reappraisal, and adherence to social display rules. For instance, an

employee experiencing intense anger toward a supervisor might feel the strong action tendency to

attack or verbally lash out. However, the employee's cognitive awareness of the potential

consequences (e.g., job loss, social disapproval) activates regulatory processes that inhibit the

tendency, resulting in controlled, neutral, or even polite behavior. In this scenario, the action

tendency remains active internally, but the overt behavior is entirely different.

The disparity between tendency and behavior is central to understanding both psychological health

and social functioning. Persistent, unexpressed action tendencies can lead to internal distress or

stress-related illness, particularly if the individual lacks effective regulatory strategies. Conversely,

the ability to inhibit socially inappropriate or maladaptive action tendencies is a hallmark of

emotional intelligence and mature social competence. Researchers often study this regulatory gap

by measuring self-reported urges (the tendency) and comparing them to observed or recorded

actions (the behavior), revealing the extent to which individuals successfully modify their

emotionally driven impulses.

The Physiological and Cognitive Underpinnings

The activation of an action tendency is not purely psychological but involves profound and

measurable changes in the central and autonomic nervous systems, reflecting a systemic

mobilization of resources. Physiologically, the action tendency initiates a rapid sequence of events

designed to maximize the efficiency of the potential behavior. For instance, action tendencies

involving high physical exertion (like fight or flight) are associated with immediate activation of the

sympathetic nervous system, leading to increased heart rate, peripheral vasoconstriction, and the

release of metabolic fuels. This physical readiness confirms that the body is literally preparing for

the associated action, regardless of whether that action is ultimately executed.

Neuroscientifically, action tendencies are linked to specific neural circuits involved in motivation

and goal pursuit. Research suggests that regions such as the amygdala (involved in threat

detection and emotional salience), the hypothalamus (involved in autonomic regulation), and the

prefrontal cortex (involved in goal planning and inhibition) work in concert to establish the state of

action readiness. The initial detection of emotional significance triggers rapid responses in

subcortical areas, establishing the basic action tendency, while higher cortical areas, particularly

the prefrontal cortex, monitor this tendency and apply regulatory control, determining if the impulse
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should be translated into overt behavior.

Cognitively, action tendencies impose a strong bias on information processing. When an action

tendency is active, attention is automatically filtered to focus on stimuli relevant to the intended

action goal. For example, if the action tendency is escape, the individual's perception will be biased

toward identifying escape routes or potential obstacles. If the tendency is approach, attention will

focus on the details of the target object. This cognitive biasing ensures that the organism is

optimally prepared to gather necessary information and execute the behavior rapidly. This

coordination between physiology, neural activity, and cognitive focus underscores that action

tendencies are comprehensive, integrated states of motivational preparedness.

Functional Significance and Adaptive Value

The primary functional significance of action tendencies lies in their adaptive role, ensuring the

survival and reproductive success of the individual. Emotions, through their associated action

tendencies, provide immediate, efficient solutions to recurring challenges faced by organisms in

their environment. This efficiency saves critical time that would otherwise be spent on deliberative

decision-making, which is often too slow in emergencies. By automatically preparing the organism

for the most probable adaptive response, action tendencies enhance fitness.

Action tendencies serve several key adaptive functions. Firstly, they facilitate goal management

by prioritizing certain goals (e.g., safety, reproduction) over others that are less immediately urgent.

Secondly, they aid in resource allocation, ensuring that physiological and cognitive energy is

directed precisely where it is needed for the impending action. Thirdly, they play a crucial role in

social signaling. Even when the action itself is inhibited, the subtle physiological and expressive

cues associated with the underlying action tendency (e.g., tense posture associated with attack)

communicate the individual's motivational state to others, thereby influencing social interactions

and negotiations.

Furthermore, action tendencies contribute significantly to learning and memory. When an

emotional event occurs, the associated action tendency, whether enacted or inhibited, is encoded

alongside the event in memory. This linkage ensures that future encounters with similar stimuli will

rapidly trigger the appropriate motivational state, reinforcing adaptive behavioral patterns over

time. The functional value of action tendencies is thus deeply embedded in both immediate

adaptive responding and long-term behavioral shaping, confirming their status as fundamental

building blocks of motivated behavior.

Measurement and Future Directions in Research

Measuring action tendencies presents unique methodological challenges because they are

internal, motivational states that may or may not translate into observable behavior. Researchers
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typically rely on a triangulation of methods to capture the full scope of these urges. The most

common method involves self-report questionnaires, such as the Action Tendency Scale, which

asks participants to rate the intensity of their urges (e.g., "I felt the urge to hit something," "I felt the

urge to hide") when recalling or experiencing specific emotions. While efficient, self-report is

susceptible to social desirability bias and the participant's conscious awareness of their internal

states.

To overcome the limitations of self-report, researchers also employ behavioral proxies and

physiological measures. Behavioral proxies involve subtle measures of action readiness, such as

reaction time tasks or approach/avoidance paradigms in virtual reality settings, which capture the

speed and direction of movement biases associated with certain emotions. Physiological

measures, including heart rate variability, skin conductance, and facial electromyography (EMG),

provide objective data on the body's mobilization state, often correlating strongly with the intensity

of the underlying action tendency, even when the behavior is suppressed.

Future research directions in action tendency theory are focused heavily on integrating these

concepts with advanced neuroscience. Specific areas of focus include mapping the precise neural

circuits responsible for generating and regulating action tendencies using fMRI and EEG

techniques. Furthermore, there is growing interest in investigating the role of action tendencies in

clinical contexts, particularly in understanding disorders characterized by dysregulated motivational

states, such as anxiety disorders (excessive withdrawal/avoidance tendencies) and impulse control

disorders (failure to inhibit aggressive tendencies).

Finally, cross-cultural studies are essential for determining the universality versus cultural

specificity of action tendencies. While the fundamental tendencies associated with basic survival

(like fear and escape) are likely universal, the specific behavioral manifestations and the regulatory

processes applied to them are highly influenced by cultural norms and display rules.

Understanding these variations will refine the theoretical models and provide a more

comprehensive picture of how emotion translates into action across diverse human populations.
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