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“Science Manipulates the Things and
Lives in Them”: Reconsidering
Approach-Avoidance
Operationalization Through a
Grounded Cognition Perspective
Ivane Nuel* , Marie-Pierre Fayant and Theodore Alexopoulos*

Laboratoire de Psychologie Sociale, Université de Paris, Boulogne-Billancourt, France

Approach and avoidance orientations are key elements of adaptive regulation at
the evaluation-behavior interface. On the one hand, continuous evaluations of the
world fuel approach-avoidance reactions as a function of the individual’s immediate
environment. On the other hand, in turn these individual-environment adjustments
influence evaluations. A grounded perspective of social cognition, placing the
sensorimotor aspects of individual-environment interactions at the core of cognition,
has much to offer for the understanding of evaluative processes. Despite the growing
enthusiasm for a grounded view of cognition and action in the approach-avoidance
literature, its core principles are seldom reflected at the operationalization level. In
this paper, we relied on the insights of a grounded perspective to propose more
encompassing operationalizations of approach-avoidance orientations and investigate
their influence on evaluations. Across six studies, we varied the approach-avoidance
operationalizations (upper-body incline, upper-body posture and walking steps)
and incrementally considered the grounded assumptions. We failed to obtain the
theorized positive effect of approach (as compared to avoidance) on evaluations.
Interestingly, further exploratory analyses on two studies conducted in Virtual Reality
suggested that the more participants felt being present in the situation, the more the
approach-avoidance ecological actions activated the corresponding neuropsychological
systems. We discuss these emergent findings in light of grounded cognition and the
notion of feeling of presence.

Keywords: approach-avoidance, grounded cognition, evaluations, construct validity, virtual reality

INTRODUCTION

“Science manipulates things and gives up living in them” Merleau-Ponty (1964). Individuals’
interactions with their social world are steered by two fundamental forces: approach and
avoidance — i.e., the energization to move toward or away (Price and Harmon-Jones, 2016). The
literature shows a flexible two-way influence between approach-avoidance and the way people
evaluate their environment. Such an interplay enables individuals to tailor their behavior to the
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current challenges and constraints of the immediate situation.
A grounded cognition perspective has much to say about
approach-avoidance orientations, as it specifically addresses the
dynamic interactions between the brain, the body, and the
environment. However, we contend that up to now experimental
implementations of approach-avoidance have not fully exploited
the theoretical insights provided by a grounded view of cognition.
In this paper, the major goal is to capitalize on the grounded
cognition perspective, which offers a useful theoretical toolbox
to conceive appropriate and warranted operationalizations of
approach-avoidance orientations. In doing so, we aim to
circumvent the limitations of previous research and to offer a
more ecological investigation of the influence of approach and
avoidance on social information processing.

Approach and avoidance represent the elemental energization
and direction of behavior for a majority of living organisms
(from unicellular ancestors to more complex ones). Humans,
like every organism, are able to adapt to their dynamic
environments by reducing the distance toward appetitive stimuli
and increasing the distance vis-à-vis noxious stimuli in keeping
with their survival (Schneirla, 1959; Elliot and Covington, 2001;
McNaughton et al., 2016). Hence, individuals’ survival strongly
depends on their ability to spontaneously detect approachable
and/or avoidable entities (objects, people, events, ideas). This
detection is assumed to spontaneously trigger appropriate
behaviors (Chen and Bargh, 1999; Alexopoulos and Ric, 2007;
Rougier et al., 2018). On a majority of cases, entities that
entail a positive value for the organism trigger approach while
those entailing a negative value trigger avoidance. Concerning
interpersonal situations, research shows that, during social
interactions, people tend to approach others if they seem
trustworthy (Slepian et al., 2012), are smiling (Stins et al.,
2011) or belong to the same group (Paladino and Castelli,
2008); but tend to avoid them if they display anger (Stins
et al., 2011) or represent members of stereotyped and prejudiced
groups (Word et al., 1974; Neumann et al., 2004; Paladino and
Castelli, 2008). At the same time, when individuals are engaged
in approach or avoidance behaviors, their cognitive activity is
tuned to meet the specific requirements for goal attainment.
For instance, people evaluate more positively stimuli or people
they approach as compared to those they avoid (Cacioppo et al.,
1993; Kawakami et al., 2007; Wiers et al., 2011; Slepian et al.,
2012; Woud et al., 2013b). As a result, approach and avoidance
regulate individual-environment interactions through a cyclical
loop: continuous evaluation guides behavior appropriately and,
in turn, ongoing behavioral activity spurs compatible evaluative
processes. This cyclical influence possesses a functional value as
it allows individuals to effectively pursue their actions until goal
attainment (Förster et al., 2007).

As humans are social organisms endowed with a
high level of complexity, they tend to deploy their
approach-avoidance repertoire flexibly (Schneirla, 1959).
Thus, the interplay between evaluated stimuli and
approach-avoidance actions is not hard-and-fast but flexible and
context-sensitive. Among other examples, the presence/absence
of affective evaluation goals as well as the action outcome
moderate the influence of approach-avoidance actions

on evaluations (Cacioppo et al., 1993; Mertens et al., 2018).
Moreover, approach-avoidance orientations may support distal
goals, meaning that evaluations can trigger incompatible
behaviors (e.g., approaching a very critical researcher) if they
ultimately lead to compatible effects (e.g., the exchange will
benefit one’s work; Krieglmeyer et al., 2011).

Obviously, approach-avoidance orientations represent the
key elements of an adaptive process at the evaluation-behavior
interface. Such a process implies a constant combination
of sensorimotor interactions with the world involving
the brain, the body and the situation. It appears thus
compelling to conceptualize approach-avoidance orientations by
capitalizing on a view of cognition that emphasizes the role of
brain-body-environment interactions.

Historically, since the advent of the cognitivist revolution,
cognition has been considered to involve a relatively independent
brain system performing computations on abstract and amodal
representations (i.e., involving the symbolic translation of
perceptual, motor and introspective states). Within this
computationalist tradition, approach and avoidance were
considered as amodal action representations and the body was a
mere vehicle executing those actions based, for instance, on their
threshold activation (Bower, 1981; Carver and Scheier, 2000).
It has been argued since, that such a view of cognition cannot
be adaptive as it is far too rigid and detached from ongoing
brain-body-environment interactions, and these objections set
the stage for alternative views.

A grounded view of cognition offers a more encompassing
account of the flexible two-way influence between
approach-avoidance tendencies and evaluation than the
computationalist view. From such a perspective, human
cognition is grounded1 in modality specific systems, in the
body and actions, as well as in the physical and the social
environment (Wilson, 2002; Niedenthal et al., 2005; Pecher
and Zwaan, 2005; Barsalou, 2008, 2015). According to one
common approach within this perspective, as individuals interact
with their world, the brain captures and integrates traces of
perceptual, motor and introspective states into multimodal
and situated representations (situated conceptualizations,
Damasio, 1989; Barsalou, 1999, 2008; Barsalou, 2003, 2015;
Versace et al., 2014). A matching between actual experience
and some previously captured traces can reactivate the (whole)
patterns of traces of the corresponding past experiences. This
multimodal simulation aligns the brain and the body with past
experiential states (re-enactment) depending on what is relevant
for the immediate situation (i.e., physical environment, potential
for actions, motivational/emotional states, etc.). This process
is adaptive because it enables individuals to both anticipate
and adapt their interactions to the world based on their past
sensorimotor interactions as well as their actual environment.
From a grounded perspective, repeated approach-avoidance
interactions with the world entail the accumulation of motor,
perceptual and introspective states (including positive and

1In keeping with Barsalou (2008), we used the term grounded rather than embodied
to address all forms of cognitive grounding: not only based on the body, but also
on modalities, on situated actions and on physical as well as social environments.
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negative ones). Thus approach-avoidance orientations can be
defined as the re-enactment of these states which impels to move
toward or away (Papies and Barsalou, 2015).

Such a grounded perspective dictates specific
operationalizations at the empirical level. Indeed, an
optimal approach-avoidance manipulation should enable a
close matching between the ongoing experience and past
approach-avoidance traces. This depends on the potential of the
current setting or situation to activate: (1) prototypical (i.e., most
representative in terms of memory traces), (2) multimodal, as
well as, (3) situated traces of approach-avoidance experiences
(Barsalou, 2003, 2005, 2015; Versace et al., 2014; Papies and
Barsalou, 2015). Here, we argue that approach-avoidance
operationalizations from previous research (even those which are
anchored in a grounded perspective) do not entirely reflect their
grounded essence, as they have not systematically and jointly
integrated the three aforementioned aspects.

Trace Prototypicality
Past research frequently operationalized approach-avoidance
through arm flexion-extension as people generally flex (vs.
extend) their arm to approach (vs. avoid) positive (vs. negative)
graspable objects. These operationalizations involved among
others: pressing the palm below/above the surface of a table,
pulling/pushing a joystick, pressing/releasing a button, etc.
(Cacioppo et al., 1993; Wentura et al., 2000; Kawakami et al.,
2007; Laham et al., 2014). Others relied on oral muscular
contractions resembling deglutition of edible substances
(approach) or expectoration of noxious ones (avoidance;
Topolinski et al., 2014). However, these two motor-based
operationalizations cover a relatively restricted number of
approach-avoidance experiences: not all external stimuli can be
grasped, nor do they concern oral consumption (Rougier et al.,
2018). Instead, whole-body operationalizations are more likely
to capture most past approach-avoidance experiences. Among
these whole-body operationalizations, we find: upper-body
posture/inclination (Galton, 1884; Mehrabian, 1968; Word et al.,
1974; Riskind, 1984; Price and Harmon-Jones, 2010), walking
steps (Worthington, 1974; Dotsch and Wigboldus, 2008; Koch
et al., 2009; Fayant et al., 2011; Stins et al., 2011), and simulation
of whole-body movements (from a third-person perspective2,
De Houwer et al., 2001; or from a first-person perspective,
Rougier et al., 2018).

Trace Multimodality
Some scholars constrained operationalizations of
approach-avoidance to a single modality (e.g., motor
information, Cacioppo et al., 1993; Topolinski et al., 2014;
visual information, De Houwer et al., 2001; Rougier et al., 2018).
From a grounded perspective, it is indeed conceivable that
information in one modality activates other modality-specific

2Admittedly, the Manikin Task of De Houwer et al. (2001) does not involve
whole-body movements per se. In this task, participants have to move a little
figure representing the self toward or away from the stimuli. Even if the
Manikin Task is not anchored in a grounded perspective, it is still conceivable
that the perceived visual distance change could re-enact whole-body approach-
avoidance experiences.

traces of approach-avoidance (Damasio, 1989; Barsalou, 1999;
Versace et al., 2014). However, an efficient simulation of
approach-avoidance states should involve as many different
multimodal traces of past experiences as possible (Labeye and
Versace, 2007). For instance, a (visual) zoom effect has been
combined to the (motor) pulling/pushing joystick movements in
order to enhance the operationalization of approach-avoidance
orientations (Rinck and Becker, 2007; Krieglmeyer and Deutsch,
2010). Hence, approach-avoidance operationalizations that
combine motor, visual and proprioceptive information are more
likely to enable the re-enactment of the corresponding states.
Among these multimodal operationalizations, we consider:
upper-body postures (Price and Harmon-Jones, 2010) or walking
steps (Fayant et al., 2011; Stins et al., 2011; Bouman and Stins,
2018). Indeed, these whole-body approach-avoidance behaviors
inherently entail changes in information flow and visual
perspective while concurrently engaging motor components.

Trace Situatedness
The majority of work relied on operationalizations of
approach-avoidance experiences that scale down the situation
to isolated and minimal encounters with stimuli (even when,
paradoxically, they make use of prototypical and multimodal
aspects, Fayant et al., 2011, Exp. 2; Rougier et al., 2018)3.
Undoubtedly, this practice runs counter the assumption
that the perceptual, motor and introspective traces of
approach-avoidance states are not stored in isolation but
together with traces of the situation settings in which these
states occurred (e.g., elements of the environment, action
possibilities, individuals’ intentions, emotional states; Barsalou,
2003, Papies and Barsalou, 2015). Failures to take into account
this situatedness may lead to unsatisfactory or ambiguous
operationalizations (Markman and Brendl, 2005; Seibt et al.,
2008; Van Dantzig et al., 2008; Beatty et al., 2016). Indeed,
depending on the situation, the very same muscular contraction
can either be considered as approach or avoidance: for example
bringing a cake closer or withdrawing one’s hand from a
spider both involve arm flexion4, and deglutition involves
the swallowing of appetitive food stimuli but could also be
involved in stress reactions (Ritz and Thöns, 2006). Moreover,
as any situation, the experimental setting offers specific action
possibilities (i.e., affordances) that may interfere with traces
targeted by the operationalization of approach-avoidance
orientation (Cesario et al., 2010). For instance, intrinsically social
stimuli as faces generally evoke whole-body approach-avoidance
behavioral actions which are relevant for social interactions. In
front of such stimuli, arm flexion-extension operationalizations
that activate traces of approach-avoidance experiences in

3These experiments involved for example approach-avoidance toward isolated
words presented on a screen. Indeed, in everyday life words on posters or signs
may sometimes appeal or repel people, but evidently this constitutes a fairly small
subset of approach-avoidance experiences.
4The same contraction can also be interpreted differently across studies. Generally,
scholars considered that flexion is involved in bringing something closer to the self
(approach) while extension is involved in pushing something away (avoidance).
However, some studies operationalized approach as extension and avoidance as
flexion (Mertens et al., 2018).
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response to graspable objects (Kawakami et al., 2007; Slepian
et al., 2012, but see Streicher and Estes, 2016) seem unwarranted,
to say the least. Therefore, an optimal manipulation of
approach-avoidance should rely on contextualized and ecological
whole-body approach-avoidance experiences which by virtue
of their situatedness re-enact more fully the corresponding
states. As appropriate examples of situated approach-avoidance
operationalizations we can readily identify those that rely
on real life settings and/or confederates (Word et al., 1974;
Worthington, 1974)5 and those that rely on Virtual Reality
(Bailenson et al., 2003; Dotsch and Wigboldus, 2008; Ruggiero
et al., 2017) although these works dealt more with proxemics
than approach-avoidance behaviors per se.

From this literature review, it follows that operationalizations
of approach-avoidance orientations relying on multimodal
interactive and contextualized whole-body movements are
the most suitable to reflect their grounded essence. So far,
and despite some promising attempts, approach-avoidance
operationalizations did not jointly consider the prototypicality,
multimodality and situatedness requirements that emerge from
an analysis of grounded cognition.

OVERVIEW OF THE STUDIES

In this paper, we argue that even if a grounded view
of approach-avoidance orientations has gained in popularity
over the past few years, somewhat ironically, its theoretical
assumptions have not been systematically and jointly considered
at the time of choice of operationalization. Bearing in
mind that approach and avoidance orientations are grounded
in sensorimotor interactions with the physical and social
environment, we tentatively propose a prototypical, multimodal
and situated operationalization. An appropriate and exhaustive
operationalization of approach-avoidance orientations is crucial
as this constitutes one of the major obstacles when connecting
theory to data (Rakover, 1981). To assess the viability of this
operationalization, we implemented it in the examination of
the influence of approach-avoidance behaviors on interpersonal
evaluations. In all studies, we manipulated approach-avoidance
orientations through ecological whole-body approach-avoidance
behaviors and measured evaluations in a self-reported way.
As a general hypothesis, and in line with previous literature
(Cacioppo et al., 1993; Slepian et al., 2012), we anticipated
that, using highly ecological settings, approach behaviors would
lead to more positive evaluations as compared to avoidance
behaviors. We followed a two-stage process to test this hypothesis
and incrementally consider the grounded assumptions. In a
first stage, in order to provide continuity with past research,
we relied on operationalizations that have been previously
used in the literature (but not in the field of interpersonal
evaluations) and that satisfied the prototypicality and the
multimodality requirements: upper-body incline/posture. We set

5Obviously, the use of real life settings or confederates implies a lot of
methodological shortcomings (e.g., confederates enter an experimental social
interaction with their own past experiences background and perfectly controlling
one’s behavior in such situation is nearly impossible to achieve; McCall, 2015).

these behaviors in the context of social interactions as we deem
them particularly relevant for this kind of situation and tested
their effect on interpersonal evaluations in four pilot studies.
In the second stage, and in a break with past research, we
went further in the situatedness consideration and took seriously
the grounded nature of approach-avoidance orientations. To
this aim, we relied on upper-body incline and walking steps
operationalizations in two main studies that we conducted
through immersive virtual reality (VR). VR is increasingly viewed
as a promising tool in the study of social interactions in
that it allows considering the ongoing individual-environment
interaction while maximizing experimental control (Blascovich
et al., 2002; McCall, 2015; Pan and Hamilton, 2018). In all studies
we planned to run at least 50 participants per condition as
recommended by Simmons et al. (2013). Such a criterion enabled
us to detect an effect size η2 comprised between 0.05 and 0.15
(depending on the design) with a power of 80%. We collected and
analyzed anonymously all data with written informed consent
from participants in accordance with the American Psychological
Association’s ethical principles. However, we did not seek the
explicit ethics approval as it was not required for the present
studies as per Université de Paris’s guidelines and applicable
national regulations.

PILOT STUDIES

As an initial step in considering the grounded nature of
approach-avoidance orientations in their operationalization
we conducted four pilot studies. In these pilots, we aimed at
replicating and extending the influence of approach-avoidance
orientations on self-reported evaluations relying on prototypical
and multimodal operationalizations by adapting existing
inductions: upper-body incline/posture. We set these behaviors
in the context of a social interaction (i.e., face stimuli). By doing
so, we intended to maximize trace activation and expected
more positive evaluations in the approach than in the avoidance
condition. The procedure was comparable throughout the pilots:
participants evaluated faces while performing an approach or
avoidance behavior. At the end, they also indicated to what
extent they found the task pleasant, difficult and tiring to control
for any potential confounded variables. We present the main
elements of the pilot studies below and provide details for these
pilots in Supplementary Material 1.

In Pilot 1 (NAnalyzed = 50), participants were seated
between two wooden boards perpendicular to which we
affixed two computer mice and facing a computer screen (see
Supplementary Material 1). Pretexting a study on ergonomic
positions, we asked them to greet computerized faces (taken
from Oosterhof and Todorov, 2008) while performing different
movements. Depending on the block of a within-participants
design, participants had to either lean their upper-body forward
or backward in order to click the corresponding mouse button
(behind vs. in front of the coronal plane). The mouse click
triggered the appearance of a speech bubble saying “hello,”
indicating that participants effectively greeted the character. After
this instrumental movement (i.e., greeting), participants returned
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to the body’s “home” position (i.e., an upright position) and
rated the pleasantness of the face (from 1: very unpleasant to 7:
very pleasant).

In Pilot 2 (NAnalyzed = 107), we relied on a
between-participants design. We further added contextual
cues by connecting an upper body to each face and placing them
in an office room background. These were projected real size on
a wall. We also reduced the distance between the wooden boards
to obtain a more ecological movement amplitude. Pretexting
a study on impression formation during a job-interview, we
asked participants to greet characters verbally while leaning
their upper-body either forward or backward depending on
condition. In order to circumvent the fact that both approach
and avoidance movements were performed before evaluating
characters (as this could have been potentially an issue in the
case of the manipulation in Pilot 1) participants had to maintain
the position while evaluating characters. Instead of asking
participants to judge the faces, we asked them to provide their
impression of them on a scale anchored at −3: I do not like at all
and+3: I like very much (Chen et al., 2004).

In Pilot 3 (NAnalyzed = 97), we manipulated
approach-avoidance orientations through corresponding
postures and relied on the same stimuli as in Pilot 2. Participants
were seated in front of a computer screen and were instructed
to give their impression of characters verbally, while leaning
forward or backward throughout the experimental procedure.

Pilot 4 (NAnalyzed = 154) followed the same procedure
as Pilot 3 except two changes. To increase reliance on
their affective feeling, we led participants to believe that
they subliminally received pseudo-individualizing information
about each presented target-person (Yzerbyt et al., 1998). To
increase ecological validity, we also sampled pictures instead of
computerized faces from a distinct database (i.e., the Chicago
Face Database, see Ma et al., 2015).

Across the four pilots, we failed to show a positive effect of
approach behaviors (as compared to avoidance) on interpersonal
evaluations. A random effects mini meta-analysis (with the
“metafor” R package) on the standardized regression coefficients
(Kim, 2011) revealed a statistically non-significant effect of
approach-avoidance behaviors on evaluations, z = −0.75,
p = 0.455, βZ =−0.05, 95% CI (−0.17, 0.07)6.

Upper-body inclination/postures used in previous research
are arguably prototypical and multimodal operationalizations
of approach-avoidance orientations, which are also
relevant in the context of face evaluation. However, such
operationalizations only partially consider the grounded
essence of approach-avoidance orientations as they are low
in situatedness. The social interaction context and face stimuli
may have not been sufficiently interactive to satisfy the
situatedness requirement and allow for the re-enactment of
approach-avoidance experiences. With an objective of bringing
a possible solution with respect to this aspect, we used VR − an
immersive and interactive tool− in the two following studies.

6For Pilot 1, we only considered the first block of trials in the meta-analysis. Even
if this choice affected power, it was done for the sake of comparability with the
other pilots that used a between-participants design and also because there was an
interaction between movement and block order.

MAIN STUDIES: A VIRTUAL REALITY
SETTING

In Study 1 and 2, we tested the effect of approach-avoidance
behaviors on interpersonal evaluations relying on VR and using
self-reported evaluations. We expected more positive evaluations
in the approach than in the avoidance condition, with the control
condition falling in between. Importantly, the inconclusive
results of the four pilot studies may also be due to the failure
of activating approach-avoidance tendencies. Thus, to directly
address this issue in these studies we also included additional
measures of approach-avoidance tendencies in order to assess
the construct validity of the manipulation. We thus measured
action tendencies (with the Visual Approach/Avoidance by the
Self Task, VAAST; Rougier et al., 2018, for a similar procedure see
Smith and Bargh, 2008) and the activation of approach-avoidance
neuropsychological systems (Reinforcement Sensitivity Theory
of Personality Questionnaire, RST-PQ; Corr and Cooper, 2016).
We expected that our manipulation of approach-avoidance
orientations would activate the corresponding action tendency
and neuropsychological system. We also took care to measure
the feeling of Presence and Cybersickness that could hinder
the Virtual Reality experience (see Pan and Hamilton, 2018), as
well as the judgment of pleasantness, tiredness and difficulty of
the task to control for any potential confounded variables. All
hypotheses, measures, instructions and statistical analyses were
pre-registered7,8.

Study 1
Methods
Participants
In total, 211 French-speaking participants took part in the study
in exchange of partial credit course or 15€. They were randomly
assigned to the approach, avoidance, or control conditions in
a between-participants design9. We excluded participants that:
guessed the hypothesis (5), did not follow the instructions
(e.g., using only the head instead of the upper body; 56) and
reported having consumed substances (3). Finally, we excluded
one participant with excessive missing data (46.67%) due to a

7osf.io/sqhvw
8After extensive consultation among all authors, we applied exclusion criteria
deviating from the pre-registered ones. (1) Because of the absence of explicit
approach-avoidance labels, we had a considerable amount of participants that
did not understand and correctly perform the requested action. Including those
participants would have excessively increased variance in the analyses. (2) We
did not exclude participants who reported cognitive troubles as the item did
not prove able to detect effective troubles and this exclusion did not change the
pattern of obtained results. (3) We did not exclude participants according to their
cybersickness score as there is no clear exclusion criterion for cybersickness in
the literature and the Simulator Sickness Questionnaire (Kennedy et al., 1993)
is not built for cybersickness per se and is very sensitive (“merely closing one’s
eyes for an extended period of time can affect the measurement,” Rebenitsch and
Owen, 2016). Moreover, we exposed participants to VR for approximately 15 min
which induces generally low levels of cybersickness (Stanney et al., 2002; Pan and
Hamilton, 2018). Again, excluding those extreme participants (which were outliers
on studentized residuals, that is above four, when running a simple regression
analysis on cybersickness scores alone; Judd et al., 2011) did not change the pattern
of results.
9As experimenters have to insert manually the script in the file read by the
application, they were not blind to conditions.
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technical problem with the VR equipment. We thus analyzed the
data of the remaining 162 participants.

Material
Twelve first names per gender, half of them containing the sound
/o/ (e.g., Margaux, Jerome) and the other half containing the
sound /i/ (e.g., Emeline, Remy) served as stimuli for the VAAST.
We controlled them for frequency based on the national database
(Institut National de la Statistique et des Etudes Economiques
[INSEE], 2015).

Procedure
Virtual reality task. Upon their arrival, participants received
instructions about the VR task on a computer screen. The
task was presented as a study on impression formation and
administered through a VR headset (HTC Vive©). Participants
were seated at a table in a neutral virtual room and had to
maintain an upright position. Each virtual character sat in
front of them and greeted them by saying “hello.” Depending
on the condition, participants had to reply back “hello” and
perform a 10-degree forward-lean (approach condition), a
10-degree backward-lean (avoidance condition) or no movement
(control condition). A Likert-type scale appeared in the virtual
environment 2000 ms after participants performed the correct
action. While maintaining their position, participants used the
HTC controllers to provide their impression of the character
anchored at 1 (negative) and 7 (positive). Once the response was
recorded, the virtual character walked away and participants in
the approach and avoidance conditions were instructed to go
back to the central position. Then, participants waited for the
appearance of the next virtual character to repeat the sequence.
After five training trials with a test character, participants
encountered 30 characters (15 men and 15 women). In line with
previous research, we expected more positive evaluations in the
approach than in the avoidance condition.

Based on our theoretical rationale, we refrained from explicitly
mentioning approach or avoidance labels in the instructions in
order to limit potential demand characteristics and the direct
influence of these labels on evaluations (Van Dessel et al., 2015).
Thus, in order to assist participants in reaching the correct
orientation without an explicit mention of the terms “approach”
or “avoidance,” we presented them a position bar displaying the
onset position (the white mark on Figure 1), the requested final
position (the gray mark on Figure 1) and their tracked position
(the black circle on Figure 1) on the right side of the screen. Using
this position bar, their task was to align their upper-body to the
requested position. If participants deviated too much from the
requested position, they received an auditory feedback.

Action tendencies
After the VR task, participants performed the VAAST (Rougier
et al., 2018) to check if our manipulation of approach-avoidance
orientations activated the corresponding action tendency. They
had to categorize first names depending on the sound they
contained (i.e., the /o/ vs. /i/ sound) by pressing a “move
forward” key (approach response) or a “move backward” key
(avoidance response). In one block, participants had to approach
first names containing the sound /o/ and avoid those containing

FIGURE 1 | Image captures from the Virtual Reality task in Study 1 (left) and
Study 2 (right).

the sound /i/. In the other block, this was reversed. Each trial
began with a white circle displayed in the center of the screen
prompting participants to press a “start” button. Then, a fixation
cross was displayed (with a random duration of 800–2000 ms)
and participants had to keep their finger pressed until a first
name appeared. When the target name appeared, participants
had to categorize it by pressing the “move forward” or “move
backward” key four times, as quickly and as accurately as possible.
Depending on keypress, the background image and the target first
name was zoomed in (i.e., “move forward” button, approach) or
zoomed out (i.e., “move backward” button, avoidance) by 10%
after each button press. In each block, participants performed 8
training trials followed by 48 experimental trials. We recorded
reaction time (RT) at the onset of the name until the first
keypress. At the outcome, participants indicated their age, gender,
laterality and if they were fluent in French (in case they were
not, they indicated their skills on a scale from 1 = very low level
to 7 = very high level). We expected participants to approach
stimuli faster in the approach than in the avoidance condition
but to avoid stimuli faster in the avoidance than in the approach
condition, or to put it short an interaction between movement
and response type.

Neuropsychological systems
Then, participants completed the French version of the
RST-PQ (Corr and Cooper, 2016; L.-C. Vannier, personal
communication, December 4, 2017) to check if our manipulation
of approach-avoidance orientations activated the corresponding
system. Based on the revised reinforcement sensitivity theory
(Corr and McNaughton, 2012), this questionnaire measures
the Behavioral Approach System (BAS, related to approach
behaviors and appetitive stimuli; 29 items), the Fight-Flight-
Freeze System (FFFS, related to active avoidance behaviors
and aversive stimuli; 10 items) and the Behavioral Inhibition
System (BIS, related to passive avoidance behaviors and
conflictual stimuli; 15 items). The RST-PQ has the advantage
of taking into account the multidimensionality of the BAS
and distinguishing the FFFS from the BIS. We expected
higher BAS scores in the approach than in the avoidance
condition and higher FFFS scores in the avoidance than in the
approach condition.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 6 June 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 1418

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-10-01418 June 21, 2019 Time: 16:38 # 7

Nuel et al. Approach-Avoidance and Grounded Cognition

Complementary measures
Subsequently, participants completed the French versions of the
Presence Questionnaire (PQ; Witmer and Singer, 1998; Robillard
et al., 2002) and the Simulator Sickness Questionnaire (SSQ;
Kennedy et al., 1993; Bouchard et al., 2007). They also indicated
to what extent they found the VR task pleasant, difficult and
tiring (on a scale from 1 = not at all to 7 = extremely). All
these complementary measures were included to control for
any potential confound. Finally, they reported any trouble or
substance intake which could have impaired their performance.
They were probed for suspicion, debriefed and compensated for
their participation.

Results
We ran several General Linear Model analyses. In order to test
the linear effect of movement, we created two contrast codes.
In the first, we opposed the approach (+1) to the avoidance
condition (−1), ignoring the control condition (0). In the second,
we opposed the control condition (+2) to both the approach
(−1) and avoidance conditions (−1). As participants judged
the task more tiring in the avoidance than in the approach
condition (MApproach = 2.60, SEApproach = 0.23; MAvoidance = 3.45,
SEAvoidance = 0.21; F(1, 155) = 7.47, p = 0.007, βZ = −0.26, 95%
IC [−0.45, −0.07]), we included the tiredness judgment in the
analysis to control for this potential confound10. All reported
descriptive statistics were those estimated by the models and the
95% confidence intervals reported hereafter are based on the
standardized differences between the tested means.

Evaluations
We deleted trials where participants performed a wrong
movement (1.30%), deviated from the position they had to
maintain (6.32%) and/or did not directly reach the correct
position (5.13%). On the remaining trials, we estimated a linear
mixed-effects model with the linear codes of contrast, tiredness
judgment and their interactions terms as fixed factors as well
as participants and stimuli as random factors (with the “lmer”
R package). Contrary to the tested hypothesis, the first contrast
revealed that evaluations did not significantly differ between the
approach (M = 4.26, SE = 0.17) and the avoidance conditions
(M = 4.34, SE = 0.16), F(1, 153.09) = 0.39, p = 0.534, βZ = −0.03,
95% IC [−0.12, 0.06]. No other effect was significant, Fs < 1.39,
all ps > 0.239.

Action tendencies
Concerning the VAAST, we examined RTs for experimental trials
only and removed incorrect trials (3.29 %). In order to correct a
positively skewed distribution, we deleted RTs faster than 200 ms
or above 2000 ms (1.06%) and applied a log-transformation on
raw RTs. We estimated a linear mixed-effects model with the
linear codes of contrast, response type (approach, avoidance),
tiredness judgment and their interaction terms as fixed factors,

10With four observations deleted due to missing values on task judgment. As
pleasantness judgment, difficulty judgment, simulator sickness and presence did
not differ between approach and avoidance conditions in both studies, we did
not include them in the models. Moreover, unlike the four pilots, the difficulty,
pleasantness and tiredness judgment of the task in this study were confounded
with judgments of the VR due to item wording problems.

as well as participants and stimuli as random factors (with
the “lmer” R package). The analysis first revealed a significant
main effect of response type, F(1, 14360) = 62.81, p < 0.001,
βZ = −0.11, 95% IC [−0.14, −0.08]. Participants were faster
to approach (M = 719.10 ms11, 95% IC [699.24, 739.52]) than
to avoid (M = 741.74 ms, 95% IC [721.26, 762.80]) the first
names. However, we did not obtain the expected interaction
between the first contrast and response type, F(1, 14360) = 0.06,
p = 0.806, βZ = 0.00, 95% IC [−0.03, 0.04]: participants were
not faster to approach (vs. avoid) first names in the approach
than in the avoidance condition (see Table 1). The analysis
also revealed a marginal interaction between response type and
tiredness judgment indicating that the more participants judged
the task as tiring, the quicker they were to approach than to avoid,
F(1, 14360) = 3.24, p = 0.02, βZ =−0.02, 95% IC [−0.03, 0.00].

Neuropsychological systems
For RST-PQ scores, we estimated a linear regression model with
the two contrast codes, tiredness judgment and their interaction
terms as predictors. Contrary to what we expected, we did not
obtain higher BAS scores in the approach than in the avoidance
condition, F(1, 151) = 0.46, p = 0.499, βZ =−0.06, 95% IC [−0.25,
0.12]. The results are even in the opposite direction with higher
BAS scores in the avoidance (MBAS = 2.89, SEBAS = 0.05) than
in the approach condition (MBAS = 2.84, SEBAS = 0.05). Neither
we obtained higher FFFS scores in the avoidance (MFFFS = 2.12,
SEFFFS = 0.08) than in the approach condition (MFFFS = 2.07,
SEFFFS = 0.08), F(1, 151) = 0.21, p = 0.649, βZ = −0.04, 95% IC
[−0.23, 0.14] although the pattern was in the expected direction.
There was no other significant effect, nor for the BAS, neither for
the FFFS, Fs < 2.68, ps > 0.104.

Discussion
In Study 1, we took advantage of the immersive and interactive
nature of VR to implement a grounded operationalization
of approach-avoidance orientations and to test their effect
on interpersonal evaluations. However, we failed to show the
expected positive influence of approach on evaluations. We
also did not obtain any indication of an activation of the
corresponding action tendencies or neuropsychological systems.
Nevertheless, as a relatively substantial part of the sample did
not correctly perform the instructed action, it appears that
upper-body incline was not very intuitive to participants within
this setting. This may have rendered the operationalization of
approach-avoidance orientations ambiguous. In Study 2, we
pursued the examination and relied on an experimental variation
of the foregoing grounded operationalization.

Study 2
Methods
Participants
Two-hundred and four participants took part in the study in
exchange of partial credit course or 15€. They were randomly
assigned to the approach, avoidance, or control conditions in
a between-participants design. We excluded participants that:

11For the sake of clarity, we reported the antilog of log-transformed means.
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TABLE 1 | Estimated means and standard errors (or confidence intervals) for evaluations, neuropsychological systems and action tendencies.

Avoidance Control Approach

Variable M SE (or 95 % CI) M SE (or 95 % CI) M SE (or 95 % CI)

Evaluations

Pilot 1a 3.54 0.15 / / 3.78 0.16

Bloc 1 3.7 0.21 / / 3.44 0.36

All data 3.54 0.15 / / 3.78 0.16

Pilot 2b 0.35 0.12 / / 0.11 0.12

Pilot 3b 0.13 0.2 / / 0.23 0.19

Pilot 4b 0.45 0.13 0.4 0.13 0.56 0.14

Experiment 1a 4.34 0.16 4.31 0.16 4.26 0.17

Experiment 2a 4.46 0.17 4.41 0.17 4.34 0.17

Neuropsychological
Systems

BAS

Experiment 1 2.89 0.05 2.92 0.05 2.84 0.05

Experiment 2 2.93 0.05 2.97 0.05 2.96 0.04

FFFS

Experiment 1 2.12 0.08 2.01 0.07 2.07 0.08

Experiment 2 2.17 0.08 2.18 0.08 2.16 0.07

Action Tendencies

Approach RT

Experiment 1 720.54 [689.52, 753.70] 732.89 [702.11, 765.10] 704.16 [672.50, 736.57]

Experiment 2 731.43 [701.35, 762.04] 750.7 [719.82, 782.11] 739.52 [710.52, 769.70]

Avoidance RT

Experiment 1 744.71 [711.94, 778.99] 755.21 [723.43, 787.61] 725.6 [692.98, 759,76]

Experiment 2 752.95 [722.70, 785.25] 782.9 [750.70, 815.66] 762.04 [732.16, 793.14]

M, estimated mean; SE, estimated standard error; CI, confidence interval; BAS, behavioral approach system; FFFS, fight, flight and freeze system; RT, reaction times.
aScale from 1 to 7. bScale from −3 to +3.

guessed the tested hypothesis (2), did not follow the instructions
(e.g., steps incompletely done; 7), reported substance intake (4)
and declared low French skills (i.e., below 5 on the 1 to 7 scale; 1).
Due to an experimenter error, one participant received opposite
behavioral instructions from the behavior he had to perform in
VR. We excluded this participant and analyzed the data of the
remaining 189 participants.

Procedure
We followed exactly the same procedure as in Study 1, except the
approach-avoidance orientations operationalization. This time,
participants stood at a bus stop in a virtual street and had
to maintain an upright position (Figure 1). Virtual characters
came across to them and greeted them by saying “hello.”
Depending on the condition, participants had to reply back
“hello” making one step (approx. 20 cm wide) forward (approach
condition), backward (avoidance condition) or standing in place
(control condition).

Results
Again, we ran several General Linear Models to test our
predictions. We created the same two contrast codes as in Study
1 in order to test the linear effect of movement. In the first, we
opposed the approach (+1) to the avoidance condition (−1),
ignoring the control condition (0). In the second, we opposed the

control condition (+2) to both the approach (−1) and avoidance
conditions (−1).

Evaluations
We deleted trials where participants performed a wrong
movement (0.20%), deviated from the position they had to
maintain (1.85%) and/or did not directly reach the correct
position (2.4%). On the remaining trials, we estimated a linear
mixed-effects model with the same linear codes of contrast as
fixed factors as well as participants and stimuli as random factors
(with the “lmer” R package). Again, the analysis revealed that
evaluations did not significantly differ between the approach
(M = 4.34, SE = 0.17) and the avoidance condition (M = 4.46,
SE = 0.17), F(1, 186.43) = 1.03, p = 0.310, βZ = −0.04, 95%
IC [−0.13, 0.04]. The second contrast also was not significant,
F < 1, p = 0.922.

Action tendencies
Concerning the VAAST, we examined RTs for experimental trials
only and removed incorrect trials (3.72 %). In order to correct a
positively skewed distribution, we deleted RTs faster than 200 ms
or above 2000 ms (1.06%) and applied a log-transformation to
raw RTs. We estimated a linear mixed-effects model with the
linear contrast, response type (approach, avoidance) and their
interaction terms as fixed factors as well as participants and
stimuli as random factors (with the “lmer” R package). As in
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Study 1, participants were faster to approach (M = 740.26 ms,
95% IC [721.26, 759.76]) than to avoid (M = 765.86 ms, 95% IC
[746.20, 786.03]) the first names, F(1, 17050) = 93.24, p < 0.001,
βZ = −0.12, 95% IC [−0.15, −0.10]. We did not obtain the
expected interaction between the first contrast and response type,
F(1, 17050) < 0.01, p = 0.962, βZ = −0.00, 95% IC [−0.03, 0.03]
(see Table 1).

Neuropsychological systems
For RST-PQ scores, we estimated a linear regression model
with the two contrast codes as predictors. The analysis
revealed no effect of the approach-avoidance orientations
manipulation on BAS scores (MApproach = 2.96, SEApproach = 0.04;
MAvoidance = 2.93, SEAvoidance = 0.05, F(1,182) = 0.14, p = 0.705,
βZ = 0.03, 95% IC [−0.14, 0.21]) neither on FFFS scores
(MApproach = 2.16, SEApproach = 0.07; MAvoidance = 2.17,
SEAvoidance = 0.08, F(1, 182) < 0.01, p = 0.962, βZ = −0.00, 95%
IC [−0.18, 0.17]).

Discussion
In Study 2, although we increased the ecological character and
situatedness of the operationalization of approach-avoidance
orientations, we again failed to confirm the theorized prediction.
Approach-avoidance behaviors did not influence evaluations as
well as the activation of corresponding action tendencies or
neuropsychological systems.

Complementary Analyses
Although VR is a promising tool to operationalize
approach-avoidance as grounded in individual-world
experiences, it nevertheless remains a technology-mediated
experience. Thus, virtual approach-avoidance interactions might
enable to re-enact internal states only when individuals did
not consciously perceive such a mediation (Parsons and Rizzo,
2008). That is, in the case the virtual environment successfully
supports approach-avoidance interactions while offering the
same sensorimotor information as in non-virtual settings and
providing individuals the feeling of “being there.” This subjective
experience of being in one environment, even when one is
physically situated in another, is coined the “feeling of presence”
(Witmer and Singer, 1998). Some scholars consider the feeling of
presence as reflecting the full integration of every relevant aspect
of the situation pertaining to the “here and now” including:
movement and perception, actions, representation of the self in
the overall situation, possibilities for action, etc. (Carassa et al.,
2005; Riva, 2009; Mennecke et al., 2011; Riva and Waterworth,
2014; Willans et al., 2015). In this sense, the notion of presence
may gauge the extent to which cognition is grounded in the
virtual environment, and may be a necessary condition to
re-enact approach-avoidance states through VR.

The overall feeling of presence in the current studies
(MExp1 = 95.52, SEExp1 = 1.07; MExp2 = 92.75, SEExp2 = 1.05) was
lower than the French speaking norm (M = 104.39, SE = 1.89;
from the Cyberpsychology Lab at University of Quebec in
Outaouais, 2013). This moderately low feeling of presence could
explain that we failed to obtain the positive effect of approach
on evaluations. For this reason, we added the feeling of presence

as a fixed factor in the models previously estimated. For the
sake of clarity, we only report results that we deemed relevant
for the goal of this paper (the interested reader can refer to
Supplementary Material 2).

Complementary Analyses of Study1
Although not significant, the patterns showed that the more
participants felt being present in the situation the more the
approach manipulation activated the BAS as compared to the
avoidance condition, F(1, 144) = 0.36, p = 0.549, βZ = 0.00,
95% IC [−0.01, 0.02]12. However, the patterns also showed that
the more participants felt being present the less the avoidance
manipulation activated the FFFS as compared to the approach
condition, F(1, 144) = 1.11, p = 0.295, βZ = 0.01, 95% IC
[−0.01, 0.02].

A closer inspection of evaluative ratings suggested that the
more participants felt being present in the situation, the more
they evaluated positively the characters in the avoidance as
compared to the approach condition, although this effect was
not significant, F(1, 146.3) = 0.04, p = 0.847, βZ = −0.00, 95%
IC [0.00, 0.01].

Complementary Analyses of Study 2
The patterns reveal that the more participants felt being present
in the situation the more the approach manipulation activated
the BAS compared to the avoidance condition, F(1, 179) = 3.95,
p = 0.048, βZ = 0.01, 95% IC [0.00, 0.02]. Correspondingly, the
more participants felt being present in the situation the more
the avoidance manipulation activated the FFFS compared to the
approach condition, F(1, 179) = 1.49, p = 0.224, βZ =−0.01, 95%
IC [−0.02, 0.00], although the latter results were not significant.

Interestingly, including presence in the analysis of evaluative
ratings revealed that the more participants felt being present in
the situation, the less they evaluated positively the characters
in the avoidance as compared to the approach condition, F(1,
180.9) = 0.20, p = 0.66, βZ =−0.00, 95% IC [−0.00, 0.01].

Discussion of Complementary Analyses
These exploratory analyses suggest that the approach-avoidance
manipulation is contingent on the way participants experience
the immersive virtual situation. At least in Study 2, the analyses
revealed patterns of interaction between the manipulation of
approach-avoidance orientations and the feeling of presence
on the activation of the neuropsychological systems. Indeed,
the corresponding motivational states seem to be activated
by the manipulation when individuals felt being present (in
a non-mediated interaction with the environment). Although
non-anticipated, we deem these results important as they
emphasize the role of ongoing individual-environment
interaction in social cognition and arguably fit well with a
grounded view of cognition putting subjective sensorimotor
experiences at the core of knowledge. However, the results
of Study 1 are less clear with patterns of interaction in the
opposite direction. As previously mentioned, a large proportion
of participants had not correctly performed the requested

12We excluded one participant due to missing data on the Presence Questionnaire.
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action in Study 1, while this was not the case in Study 2. This
may suggest that upper-body incline was a more ambiguous
operationalization of approach-avoidance experiences than
walking and may explain the mitigated pattern.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

In this paper, our aim was to capitalize on a grounded
view of cognition to develop a thorough and appropriate
operational definition of approach and avoidance. According
to this view, an optimal operationalization should enable
a close matching between ongoing experience and past
approach-avoidance traces. To this aim, we relied on
prototypical whole-body movements, involving multi-sensory
information, in relevant interpersonal contexts. We implemented
these operationalizations in the study of the influence
of approach and avoidance on interpersonal evaluations.
In six studies, we relied on prototypical and multimodal
operationalizations previously used in approach-avoidance
studies (e.g., evaluative-assimilation, Fayant et al., 2011;
cognitive categorization, Price and Harmon-Jones, 2010).
In the last two studies, we went a step further and relied
on immersive VR in order to fully consider the grounded
aspect of approach-avoidance orientations. Doing so, we also
satisfied a third (and frequently overlooked) requirement for an
optimal grounded operationalization of approach-avoidance:
its situatedness. Despite this, the present studies failed to show
more positive evaluations in the approach than in the avoidance
condition. Including all standardized regression coefficients from
VR studies and pilots in a random effects meta-analysis revealed
a statistically non-significant effect of approach-avoidance
behaviors on evaluations, z =−1.06, p = 0.2887, βZ =−0.03, 95%
CI (−0.07, 0.02)13. This estimated effect is even in the opposite
direction with more negative evaluations in the approach than
in the avoidance condition. Thus, in the present studies, it seems
as if approach and avoidance do not influence interpersonal
evaluations. This non-finding is puzzling and opposes a wealth
of studies that obtained reliable effects of approach-avoidance
actions on evaluations (Cacioppo et al., 1993; Slepian et al., 2012;
Woud et al., 2013b).

With all cautions taken, the fact that the influence of
approach-avoidance on evaluations did not emerge with the use
of more ecological behavioral operationalizations raises some
questions. First, it may be the case that previous effects were only
the fact of unimodal and decontextualized operationalizations of
approach-avoidance experiences that activated a very specific and
limited pattern of traces. However, social psychologists have the
ultimate goal of studying how human social cognition unfolds in
daily individual-environment interactions, rather than in (overly)
simplistic approximations of those situations (e.g., being seated
in front of pictures or words presented on a computer screen
in an experimental box). In isolated and simplistic situations,
a very narrow and specific pattern of traces may be activated.
However, when common sensory surroundings stimulate the

13Again we considered only data of the first bloc for Pilot 1.

individuals’ body and brain, the same pattern may interact
with others and become highly context-dependent. In line with
this, Varela et al. (1991, p. 94) observed that “the brain is a
highly cooperative system: the dense interconnections among its
components entail that eventually everything going on will be
a function of what all the components are doing.” Moreover,
the effects of approach-avoidance tendencies on evaluations
are often studied for intervention purposes (e.g., addiction
treatment, Wiers et al., 2011; prejudice reduction, Kawakami
et al., 2007; phobia reduction, Jones et al., 2013). Nevertheless,
the effectiveness of interventions would be very limited if daily
life experiences differ from the traces involved in these specific
intervention phases.

Second, the present studies differed in some aspects from
previous work. For instance, we asked participants to evaluate
individuals after each encounter while many research involved
evaluations only after the presentation of the stimulus set.
While the former may be considered as a “priming paradigm,”
the latter resembles more a learning paradigm (Gast et al.,
2012; Laham et al., 2014). Moreover, in previous literature
participants are often required to repeatedly approach and avoid
specific stimuli/categories, unlike the procedure we relied on
in this paper. Thus, extensive behavioral repetition may be
necessary to obtain effects of ecological approach-avoidance
behaviors on evaluation. It may also be necessary to perform
both approach and avoidance behaviors contingent upon specific
stimuli/categories. Indeed, according to a grounded perspective,
these contingencies could foster the integration of multimodal
traces of ongoing experiences (Barsalou, 1999) and/or predictive
inferences based on these multimodal representations (Van
Dessel et al., 2018b). These observations call for further
work along these lines while pursuing the use of ecological
operationalizations of approach-avoidance orientations.

Third, in our studies we relied on neutral faces as the
effect of approach-avoidance behaviors on evaluations was often
studied with neutral stimuli (e.g., neutral ideograms, non-words,
fictitious social groups, neutral faces; Cacioppo et al., 1993;
Slepian et al., 2012; Van Dessel et al., 2018a). However, the use
of such stimuli may have been problematic for two reasons.
First, it is possible that neutral expressive faces are not very
prototypical of interpersonal approach-avoidance experiences
and may thus require more expressive ones. Second, some
scholars suggested that approach-avoidance behaviors influence
evaluations depending on their motivational compatibility with
stimuli: yielding more positive evaluations in the case of
compatibility (i.e., approached-positive and avoided-negative),
but more negative evaluations in the case of incompatibility (i.e.,
approached-negative and avoided-positive, Centerbar and Clore,
2006; Krishna and Eder, 2019). This possibility may explain the
absence of effects and deserves further investigation. For example,
we could add an emotional expression on individuals faces (Dru
and Cretenet, 2008; but see Woud et al., 2013a). Current research
developments in our lab are specifically dedicated to this issue.

Fourth, as we globally failed to activate approach-avoidance
action tendencies and neuropsychological systems, we may
have faced a construct validity issue. One or more elements
in the situation may have impeded the reactivation of past
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approach-avoidance traces. For instance, if cognition is grounded
in multimodal processes relevant for the immediate situation,
the pattern of captured traces would differ depending on the
task at stake (Barsalou, 1999). We asked participants to perform
ecological interpersonal actions without explicitly labeling them
as approach-avoidance. This was done in order to avoid potential
demand characteristics and the direct influence of these labels on
evaluations. In turn, participants may have been overly focused
on understanding and correctly performing the requested action
rather than on merely interacting with the characters (as reflected
by the large proportion of participants in Study 1 that did not
perform the action correctly). This may have led to a different
pattern of traces than the one associated with usual interpersonal
approach-avoidance experiences.

Finally, in two studies we relied on immersive VR to
satisfy the requirements of a grounded perspective in the
operationalization of approach-avoidance orientations. However,
the use of VR is not without challenges and any asynchrony
between the visual (virtual) environment and proprioceptive
or motor information may impede individuals’ experience of
having a body in the environment as well as their experience
of interacting with elements of it (Pan and Hamilton, 2018).
If it is indeed the case, traces of previous approach-avoidance
experiences may have not been appropriately activated by
the ongoing VR experience. Importantly, the exploratory
results of the studies suggested the importance of taking into
account the quality of the VR experience in the ecological
operationalization of approach-avoidance. Indeed, the more
individuals felt present in the virtual environment and the
more the ecological approach-avoidance behaviors activated
the corresponding neuropsychological systems (at least in
Study 2). Thus, following others (Pan and Hamilton, 2018),
we agree that increasing the feeling of presence is thus the
necessary next step (and challenge) in the avenue of research
on the ecological operationalization of approach-avoidance
orientations through VR.

Beyond these VR issues, the obtained exploratory results
may be of theoretical interest. The feeling of presence is not
confined to VR but consists in a more general psychological
state − similar to a basic state of consciousness (Loomis,
1992) − accompanying all interactions with the physical
and social environment, be it real or virtual (i.e., inner
presence, Riva et al., 2004; Carassa et al., 2005; Riva, 2009;
Willans et al., 2015). Some consider presence as emerging
from the match between simulated sensory predictions (i.e.,
relevant past experiences traces) and the ongoing sensory
consequence of an action (i.e., traces captured from the
ongoing interaction, Riva et al., 2011). Others regard presence
as a dynamical self-organizing system that emerges from a
constant interaction between an organism and its environment
and can further combine with emotional dynamical systems
(Willans et al., 2015). Due to these potential links between
presence, action, emotion, intentionality and embodiment, we
deem important to further investigate the role of presence
in the operationalization of approach-avoidance orientations
and their downstream consequences. For instance, future
work could test if the feeling of presence is an experiential

phenomenon that is either necessary and/or sufficient to
manipulate approach-avoidance.

CONCLUSION

We believe that the present findings and non-findings are
interesting for the topic of this Special Issue as they suggest that
approach and avoidance are much more complex phenomena
than basic whole-body movements toward or away from
a person (or object). Just as other actions, approach and
avoidance are rooted in the subjective experience of the ongoing
individual-environment interaction (James, 1904). Hence, we
view the present work as a first step and a basis for
further discussion and research on proper operationalizations of
approach-avoidance experiences considered within the realm of
a grounded view of cognition. We also believe that this work
stimulates new fundamental questions about the influence of
approach-avoidance behaviors on evaluations.
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