
T  P i a  R , 2 2, 2, 

Stacy L. Barner is now at Cherokee Health Systems in Morristown, TN.
Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Robert D. Zettle, Department of 

Psychology, Wichita State University, Wichita, KS 67260-0034. E-mail: robert.zettle@wichita.edu

A PSYCHOLOGICAL BIATHLON: THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
LEVEL OF EXPERIENTIAL AVOIDANCE AND PERSEVERANCE 

ON TWO CHALLENGING TASKS

R  D  , S a  L  a n , S ann  R  Gi , Lin a T  n , 
D a L  R n , an  C a  A  a

Wichita State University

The degree to which experiential avoidance may represent a functional response 
class was examined by comparing the perseverance of participants displaying 
high versus low levels of experiential avoidance, as assessed by the Acceptance and 
Action Questionnaire (Hayes et al., 2004), during a “psychological biathlon” 
consisting of 2 challenging tasks that previously had only been studied 
separately. Consistent with previous research, high avoidant participants were 
less tolerant of pain and were outperformed by low avoidant participants during 
a distress- inducing perceptual–motor task. The 2 groups of participants also 
differed significantly from each other on a composite perseverance measure 
derived from standard scores on each of the separate tasks, suggesting that 
experiential avoidance operates as a functional response class. We discuss 
implications of the findings for the assessment, further investigation, and 
conceptualization of experiential avoidance as a core process that supports 
diverse forms of human suffering and dysfunctional behavior.
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i  a ini  a i  a n  i nnai  i   in i n   a   n  
a     i  n  i  n an  a i i na  a ia  a    i  
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a    in   a  a  an  2  i    
a a  a   n i n   

T  a  a  i n in  a   in, a  i  in  a i i an   i ia  
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Results
a   n  i ni an  i n  n     a i i an  a n  

 a n  a ia  a  in i  a a  a ,   in   a  n  
  a  a  a a ia  in ana in   a  a  an  i  a  T  n  

i ni an  a i n i n  n a  an  an     a  a  n  
i    a  a n   na a in   a  in  a , r = , p =   
i  a n,  i  n   a  a  a a ia  in an  n  ana
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Cold Pressor Task
Pain- related measures.  n i  n in  a i a ia  ana i   a i

an  n   ain  a  a  a ia  i     a    
a ain  i  a   i n   n nin   A    i  

  an  an  n an    a i an  a i i an ,  an i i a  n  i ni
an  i n  in   an  n i i i   ain a  C n n ,  n

 a i   2 a i an    2 a   ana   a ian  A O A , i  
  n  in Ta   T   n  i ni an  ain   a    

in a i n  n a   an  a i an    an    a  A   
an  n i n  i  n in    a i   i     a    a , 
2 , i ni an  ain   a i an    n    an  an  n
an  a   i n  n  i   i   i , na ,  
P i i , 2  A  an  n in Ta  2, a i i an  i  in i n ia  a i an  

 i  an    i  a  n a a  a  a i a  a in  an  a a  
  a  an  a    a in    a  a  in   in i a  a   

 i n in  ain  In n a , i   a i an  n a  n a a  a  
 i  a  2  an  n  ain in      2    n a  i  

a  n  A  an i i a ,     a i i an  i  n  a   a   in 
i  i    n i i i   ain, a  i n  n  a  a   

   in  a i i a  i ni an  p = 

Table 1
Analyses of Variance for Task-Related Measures
Measure F(1, 56) p p

2

Pain-related measures
Threshold

Avoidance 1.60 .21 .03
Order .01 .92 .00
Avoidance × Order .91 .35 .02

Tolerance
Avoidance 6.44 <.01a .10
Order .00 .95 .00
Avoidance × Order .35 .55 .00

Endurance
Avoidance 3.97 .03a .07
Order .02 .90 .00
Avoidance × Order .01 .92 .00

Intensity
Avoidance 3.67 .06 .06
Order .06 .80 .00
Avoidance × Order .01 .94 .00

Number of straws sorted correctly
Avoidance 3.84 .03a .06
Order .08 .78 .00
Avoidance × Order 2.07 .16 .04 

Composite measure
Avoidance 9.73 <.001a .15
Order .06 .82 .00
Avoidance × Order .35 .56 .01

aOne-tailed test of significance.
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Table 2
Means and Standard Deviations of Task-Related Measures

Level of experiential avoidance
Measure Low High

Pain-related measures
Thresholda 48.2 (70.5) 28.6 (45.7)
Tolerancea 172.5 (122.2) 98.0 (101.1)
Endurancea 124.3 (114.4) 69.4 (94.5)
Intensityb 48.7 (21.8) 59.2 (19.6)

Number of straws sorted correctly 31.8 (7.6) 27.5 (9.2)
Composite measurec .56 (1.5) .56 (1.3)

aData are presented in seconds. bData are presented in millimeters. cData 
are presented in standard (z) scores.

Coping strategies. T   a  ana  in n n i n i     
a   ain    CS  a   CS  a  a ini  n   a i i an  

     a  a , ain   a   an  in a i n  
n a   an  a i an     A in ,  ana    

CS  a  i  a i   t , i  ini i in  i n  i   a   
a in  a p a    Ja ,  T  n in , n  in Ta  ,  a a

    a i     a , 2  S i a , a i   i  a  
ain   a a i in , i  i  a i an  a i i an  in  in  i  a  a in  
a  in     a   a a , a  n  a i i a  i ni an , 

 an   in i n ia  a i an  T   n  i n  n  
 in i         in  a i

Table 3
Analyses of CSQ Subscales

Level of experiental avoidance
Subscale Low High t(28) p p

2

Diverting Attention 7.1 (8.0) 11.2 (10.1) 1.22 .23 .00

Reinterpreting Sensations 11.1 (10.8) 10.3 (9.9) .21 .83 .00

Coping Self-Statements 20.7 (10.9) 20.3 (9.8) .12 .90 .00

Ignoring Sensations 14.9 (9.8) 14.6 (8.8) .10 .92 .00

Catastrophizing 6.4 (8.7) 12.6 (9.5) 1.87 .04a .11

Note. Parenthetical data are standard deviations.
aOne-tailed test of significance.

Perceptual–Motor Task
Straw- sorting measure.  a i i an    i n in   a  a  

T  a i n n  a  n   a   an  n    a  
in  i  r = , a  a i i an  in    a i an  an  i  a i an  
  a  i  in  in  a i  n a    a    

, i   i  a n, n   n   a    a  ana
 A  n  in Ta  2 an  n i n  i   a i  n in  in  i  a  a  
  a , 2 ,  a i an  a i i an     a  a  i  a 

i   i  Si i a         a ,   n  ain 
  a     i  in a i n i  a i an  
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Experiential ratings. A n    a a a n    a  a  
in  a i i an  a in   a i  n a i n  in  i  in   a  A  an 

 n in Ta  ,   n n a i n  i n  in   a    
i i n an  i i n a i n,    an    a i i an , i  

A ia   n    a a  an  na a     a i   
ann i n   Si ,  in ana in   a in   a  a n  On , a  

 n , n  a  a i i an   i n in    an   n a i n , a in   
i in  a a  S n ,   a  i  i a i n   a i n  i   a a

i  ana ,  a  t  ina , i  i   a   a in  a  n  
in a  a in  Si , 
Table 4
Analyses of Experiential Ratings

Type of 
sensation

Valencea Distress levelb

Low avoidant
High 

avoidant Low avoidant
High 

avoidant

Mc nd Mc nd U pe Mc nd Mc nd U pf

Dizziness 65.0 16 69.6 14 101 .64 26.3 16 49.3 14 68 .03

Blurred vision 68.5 27 79.0 25 280 .28 47.7 27 54.0 25 297.5 .23

Disorientation 57.4 25 67.3 22 210 .15 41.4 25 52.3 22 217.5 .11

Headache 62.5 4 67.5 4 7.5 .87 22.5 4 37.5 4 5.5 .23

Nausea 57.1 7 50.0 5 13.5 .49 15.7 7 41.0 5 7.5 .05
aParticipants were asked to rate the degree to which the overall sensation was positive (pleasant) 
or negative (unpleasant) on a scale of 0 (very positive) to 100 (very negative). bParticipants were 
asked to rate how distressful they found each sensation on a scale of 0 (not distressful at all) to 
100 (extremely distressful). cMean ratings (0–100) for low and high avoidant groups. dNumber of 
participants out of 30 in each group who rated the sensation on the dimension specified. eTwo-
tailed test of statistical significance. fOne-tailed test of statistical significance.

C n i n  i   a i  n in  in   a  a    a , 2 ,   
  a i i an  i  n  i   a   in  i i   n n in  a i

 n a i n  in   a  in  a   in i  a in    a n    
i n  A  an  n in Ta  , i   i n  na a, i  a  a    
i  a i an  a i i an  i  a an a in   , a   n a i n   a  n  
n a an  n    a n  a     H ,    i , a  an i i
a , i  in  i   n   n a i n    A  in i a  in Ta  , 
i  a i an  a i i an   in   i   i in  an  na a an i  

i   a i an  n a

Composite Measure
Ta     A O A n in  n  i  an  a  a  

n i   a  a i i an  an a   n  an  a     
 a  an  n   a      a  a  T  
 a a      a a  a  in ainin  a a   i   

a i an   an  n  i ni an    a    i  in a i n i  a i an  
 A   in Ta  2,  a i an  a i i an  i a    

i  in i n ia  a i an  in   ia n

Discussion
O  a   in n in  i   a    a a     

i  i n ia  a i an  a a   a  a  a n  a  In  i ,  
a  in in  i  , a  a   ini i ,    a 
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a i  ana i  i   i n ia  a i an  On  an   i i a    i  
n a i a i n     i a i n      i  

i    a , 2 , 2  a  a a  a a    a  a  a    
i a  ia n

T  n in      a  i a    an a i    
 a , 2  in n in  a  an  in   a   a i i an   

    i n ia  a i an  a  a    AA  S i a ,  
a i   i  an  i  in  i  a  n , a  a     
an  an  n an  a , i  n  i in   i  i  a i an  n a  
in i  n i i i   ain, a  a     a   n , a  in  a
i  , a    a i an   a  i  ain a   in n ,  in  in an  

 i n      a  i   a i i a  i ni an
I  i  i  a   a  an  in  a   ain i a   a i i an  

i   i n ia  a i an  i  i   a i    a i i an  n in  
 n a i n  in      a     ain  T i  in a i n, 
,      CS  a  in  ini n i  an a , i  n  , 

a i  ana i n   an  an  n an  i n  C n i n  i   
a i     a , 2 , i  a i   in  a a i in  a  a in  

a  in     a   a a   an i    a i   
n  in  i   a   i  a i an   a  in i a  in   a

in  an  in   an i  a i i an  in   a i an   n na ,  
 n  a   i a   a  n in  a   an na a     in na  

n i n   i  a    CS  a n   n   a i i an
T  n in    a  a , in i  a i i an    

a  a  i  a  i  i  a in  n  , a  a a    
 a i  a    a , 2  A   a   i  n  i a  
 i  n in  a   a  i        a ,    a  

a  n in     i n ia  a i an  a  a n i na  n  a  
T i  i  a i a   n i  i in  a  n   i i a  n in   

 a a  i  a in    i  i n ia  a i  n a i  
a n in  a  C an   a , 2  Gi   , 2  a a  a , 2  

S an, 2
In  n  , a  in  i  n ,  a i    i ni an  
 a   i  i  i n  a  a i n  a  an  in   a  

in a  a  n a  i   n a an  n a i n  in  in  i     
i  ini i   in  n an   in   a  Hi  a i  a a
n   i  a  n    n   i   i n  n a an  
n a i n    a   a  n a an  T  a   an  i n  in a n  a in   
   i  a i  a    i  n in    a , 2 , in 
i  i  a i  a   i i n a  i ni an   n a an

A , in  n  ,     i n  in i  i  
n in   in  n a i n  S i a , i  a i  in  ini ia    

 a , 2  a  i in ,  i i n, an  i i n a i n a   i in  In i  
,  a ain a  i in , a   a  na a, a   i in  an i    

a i an   D i   in  i an i  a    i ,  a a  
n in  n  i  a in  a  n i n  i   n    n  
 a , 2  Gi   , 2  in in  a in  n  , na , a   
 a i i an  i in i a  in i    i n ia  a i an  a  a    

AA  i  in  a  i  a  i  in  a   i  in n  n i n  a  a 
n  a

In  i , ,   in  i i a    i  n a i a
i n  i n ia  a i an  a  a n i na  n  a     ana i   

 i  a  T   a i an   n  n   i  a i an  a
i i an  n  a a  a  i  i   i  n a   a  i an  
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  an n a   a  a   a a   i  n i    
a   in  in   i  a  In , in  i a  ia n, 

 a i  i a  a  a  an  a   a  a  an  a
a  in      an   a  in  a ,  a  ia n a  in

n  in  in  O i  ni  a a   i  i    iin  a  an  
in   a a

D i   i  a   n in    ia n a  a   n  i  
i n   a   a in  i n ia  a i an  a  a n i na  n  a  n 
a a  i  a a  a ,    i  i   ai   a n    
  i i a i n  On  i  a    a  a    ia n, i  

in  i n  in i  an , a  a  n  i i a  in    n an  
i n   in   i    i  a a i n  i n ia  a i an  

T a  i ,     a  an   a  in  a   a i  in n in  a
i i an  i  n a an  i  n a i n  A  in n    i n ia  a i an  

a  a n i na  n  a  i    n   a  a  in  n an  
i a  i n  a  a   i a a  in na   a , an a na i  ia n 

  n  in i     a  i  ai  i  a  in i  an 
n a an  a i  a ,  a  an i  , C an   a , 2   i   
Gi   , 2 , i  in  in a i i n  a  ain

An , a i  in , n n a   ia n a  i  a   a  a  
n  i i i a  in i  n in n i  n in  a  an  A  in  a

i     a , 2 ,  a  a  a i  a n i  n 
a i a  i n  an  i n ia  a i an   in  a a  in n i   

in    a  an  a an   in a 2  i   a  a    
H ,  i  n   an  i i a  a  n    a , n i   

 a   a   in n i   an  in  ain  in in  
a n  , G i , L ian , R i ,  in , 2  L ian   a , 2  

n  a , 2  Pa  a ina  a , 2  A  ainin  a a  
i   i  n  a  a  i  in i  n in n i  an  n a  i

n    n   i n ia  a i an , i  an a   a  a   i
n   a an  a a i n  i n ia  a i an  a  a n i na  n  
a  T   , an in n i  i i a   a  a i  in   a  a  

  n      a  A na i , n  a      
an  n i  a

An  i i a i n   n   i  a  i  n  a    i  a i
an   n  a  I    a  a  a ia n i  a  i  a a i n  
a i i  an a ia n, a   n a n i  n  in n , an  a   a

n i   i a    a i i   i  a  i , i  i   i   a  
a i  i n , i     a  in  n an  a i  a ,   
ia n  H ,   a i a  an  i a  a n , a i a  n a n  

i i i  an   n  i  a   i a in  a  an in i i na  i  a   a  
 a  in i  a i i an  a  n  i   i n  a n

A na  in   i   i     i  i  n in  a   n a i
a   ini a  a i n  an  i  T i   an   i  i  a  a  n

 n  n   n    n  n   a i  a n in  
a a  a ,  a  a in  i  an  i  in i  a ,  a  a   
n in  n a    an  in   n a   n i  ACT i  
a  Ha , L a, n , a a,  Li i , 2   n    a  

an  n i  an  a i a  a   n a , a   a  n   i  i , 
  i n ia  a i an      in a a  in i  a  n a   

i  i ,  i a     i n ia  a i an  a  a  a n
i na  n  a  i  n i      a i  a  a a ,    
ini  On  n ia  i  a a  a i i na  ini a  in i a i n in     

ACT in a in  i  i  , P n  , 2  D n in  a  
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a n  in  i n  in i n ia  a i an  ia  a i  i n  
in in  i a a  i ,  a  a  i n an  a  a ,  

a  i     in  i n   i n ia  a i an  a  a  a 
n i na  n  a
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