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Motivation and error-related brain activity
Greg Hajcak
Stony Brook University

External signals indicating punishment, nonreward, and individuals make mistakes in speeded reaction time tasks.
novelty are thought to activate the behavioral inhibition Although dominant computational models relate variation in
system (BIS), and may underlie avoidance motivation. We the ERN to cognitive functions such as response conflict or
have examined physiological changes that follow errors and the evaluation of outcomes in terms of expectations, we have
these data suggest that mistakes elicit both orienting and found that the ERN is sensitive to the importance of errors.
defensive activity suggesting that performance mistakes are In addition, the ERN is increased as a function of individual
important and negatively valenced internal events. A differences in traits that relate to high BIS, such as anxiety.
growing body of data has examined neural correlates of error Overall, we believe that the ERN is a trait-like neural response
processing; in particular, the error-related negativity (ERN) is to errors that reflects defensive motivational engagement
an event-related potential (ERP) observed just 50 ms after during response monitoring.
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