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To investigate the possible contributions to dysphoria of interactions
among attributional dimensions, 105 freshmen and sophomores were
administered the Attributional Style Questionnaire and the Beck
Depression Inventory. Analyses examined the relationship to
dysphoria of (a) the traditional composite score; (b) multiple
regression analyses including interactions among the various
dimensions; and (c) indices of behavioral self-blame,
characterological self-blame, and external blame. The results provided
modest support for the specific hypothesized interactional model and,
to a large extent, appeared to support the validity of the standard
manner in which dysphoric attributional style is viewed. Refinements
of the traditional model are suggested, involving the self-blame
construct, the possible role of the stability dimension, and the
relationship between controllability and positive event attributions.

Learned helplessness (LH) was originally postulated as a model for
depression by Seligman (1972), who noted that depressed individuals
tend to exhibit motivational, cognitive, and affective deficits similar to
those shown by organisms exposed to outcomes that are independent
of their own behaviors. Abramson, Seligman, and Teasdale's (1978)
reformulation of LH theory stated that depressed persons attribute
negative outcomes to more internal, stable, and global causes than do
nondepressed individuals.

'This study is based on the first author's doctoral dissertation, supervised by
the second author, submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the
Ph.D. at Fordham University.

2Requests for an extended version of this paper (and/or a reprint) should be
addressed to David S Glenwick (address at end of article).
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Abramson et al. (1978) postulated that the three dimensions of
internality, stability, and globality are orthogonal. Additionally,
widespread use of a composite measure of these dimensions (Peterson,
Semmel, von Baeyer, Abramson, Metalsky, & Seligman, 1982) also
assumes that each dimension contributes equally in an independent,
additive manner to attributional style and, therefore, to depression,
implying that interactions among the dimensions are not related to
degree of depression. Simple correlations between depression and (a)
measures of internality, stability, and globality and (b) a composite
measure of the three dimensions have generally supported the
reformulated theory (Sweeney, Anderson, & Bailey, 1986). However,
Anderson (1985) found internality, stability, globality, and
controllability to all be significantly correlated with each other.

In addition, research in the area of self-blame suggests that
dimensional interactions may be critical in predicting depressive
reactions. Specifically, Janoff-Bulman (1979) has proposed that,
contrary to the predictions of reformulated LH theory, internal
attributions may be related to better coping skills following negative
events if the individual attributes blame to behavioral, as opposed to
characterological, factors. Individuals who blame their past actions or
behaviors for creating negative situations are regarded by Janoff-
Bulman (1979) as engaging in behavioral self-blame, while those who
focus on their own character or personality type when making
attributions are engaging in characterological self-blame.

In an attributional study having implications for the relationship
between self-blame and depression, Zautra, Guenther, and Chartier
(1985) found that, by themselves, neither internal nor stable
attributions for negative events were correlated with measures of
depression, but that attributions that were both internal and stable were
correlated with depression. Zautra et al. (1985) suggested a similarity
between this internality-stability interaction and characterological self-
blame. Likewise, Brewin (1985) argued that depression may be related
to an interaction of internal attributions with either stable or global
attributions. Thus, behavioral self-blame appears conceptually similar
to an internal, unstable, and specific attributional style (for negative
events), and characterological self-blame similar to an internal, stable,
and global one (for negative events).

An additional attributional dimension that has been proposed as
relating to depression is that of controllability. The role of a
controllability dimension has been controversial since Wortman and
Dintzer's (1978) suggestion that it be included with the other three
dimensions in the LH reformulation. Both the original LH theory and
its reformulation were intended to describe reactions to situations
perceived as uncontrollable. Therefore, the assessment of
controllability attributions would be redundant. However, more recent
LH studies, such as that of Metalsky, Halberstadt, and Abramson
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(1987), have indicated that the attributions measured are for negative,
as opposed to uncontrollable, life events. This suggests that the
controllability dimension, rather than being redundant, may actually be
essential to understanding the relationship between attributions and
depression. The success of Anderson and his colleagues (Anderson &
Arnoult, 1985; Anderson, Horowitz, & French, 1983) in showing that
controllability was a significant predictor of depression strongly
supports the necessity for further investigation of its contribution.

The present study extended the exploration of the association
between negative event attributions and depression by examining the
relationship to depression of (a) the traditional composite score; (b)
multiple regression analyses including interactions among the various
dimensions; and (c) indices of behavioral self-blame, characterological
self-blame, and external (i.e., low internality) blame. It was
hypothesized that internality, stability, globality, and the additive
composite score would all be positively correlated with depression, as
predicted by the standard model of depressive attributional style. It
was further hypothesized, however, that dimension interactions would
also be related to depression, as revealed by the regression analyses,
self-blame indices, and Zautra et al.'s (1985) procedure involving a
median split on the stability dimension. Additionally, controllability
attributions, both by themselves and in interaction with the other
dimensions, were hypothesized to be correlated with depression.

The term "depression," as used by Abramson et al. (1978) and in
the LH literature, describes both clinical and self-reported depression.
It has been suggested, however, that self-reported depression is a state
of nonspecific negative affectivity qualitatively different from clinical
depression (Gotlib, 1984). Following the recommendation of Kendall,
Hollon, Beck, Hammen, and Ingram (1987), therefore, the term
"dysphoria" is employed in the present study to refer to self-reported
depressed mood in subclinical samples.

METHOD
SUBJECTS
One hundred and five (34 male and 71 female) Fordham College
freshmen (n = 66) and sophomores (n = 39) obtained through the

Introductory Psychology subject pool served as subjects. The sample's
mean age was 18.5 (SD = .84).

INSTRUMENTS

ASQ. The Attributional Style Questionnaire (ASQ) (Peterson et al.,
1982) is a widely used measure of attributions. Subjects generate
causes for 12 hypothetical situations, which they rate on 7-point scales
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of internality, stability, and globality. A negative composite score and
a positive composite score are obtained by summing the three
dimension scores for negative and positive events (NE and PE
respectively).” Additionally, for the present study, a controllability
dimension, similar in form to the original three dimensions, was
incorporated into the instrument.

BDI. The Beck Depression Inventory (BDI) (Beck, Mendelson,
Mock, & Erbaugh, 1961) is a 21-item, self-report measure of the
severity of affective and physiological symptoms of depression or
dysphoria.

PROCEDURE

All subjects participated in group testing sessions and completed
the ASQ and BDI, in that order.

DATA ANALYSES

First, the standard analysis consisted of (a) a correlation matrix of
ASQ and BDI scores and (b) ¢ tests comparing the ASQ scores (the
three standard dimensions and the traditional additive composite) of
dysphoric and nondysphoric groups (created by a BDI median split). In
addition to the standard comparisons involving the internality,
stability, and globality dimensions, the correlation matrix also included
controllability attribution scores, and ¢ tests comparing the
controllability attributions of dysphoric and nondysphoric subjects
were performed.

Next, multiple regression analyses were conducted to assess (a) the
unique contributions of ASQ dimension scores to BDI score variance
and (b) any interactions among the dimensions in their contribution to
BDI score variance. Third, two sets of equations were used to derive
indices of behavioral, characterological, and external blame. The first
set involved the standard three dimensions. The second involved
internality and controllability, based on findings (Anderson & Arnoult,
1985; Anderson et al., 1983) that internality and controllability were
related to attributional style while stability and globality were related
only to controllability. For each equation, NE scores on the
attributional dimensions were transformed into Z scores in order to
equate them and allow them to be combined in an additive manner.

Internality, stability, and globality (isg). Because characterological
attributions are described as internal, stable, and global, to obtain the
characterological index the internality, stability, and globality Z scores
were added together and then divided by 3. As behavioral attributions

3Although a longer version of the ASQ has been developed (Metalsky
et al., 1987), the current study used the shorter, standard version to maximize
comparability to previous studies.
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are described as internal, unstable, and specific, the stability and
globality Z scores were subtracted from the internality Z score, with
the result then divided by 3. External self-blame consists of
attributions having low internality and is, therefore, the negative of the
internality score. The following equations were used to derive each
index:

Characterological index (isg) = Zi +Zs+Zg
3

Behavioral index (isg) =Zi—Zs—Z7g
3

External index (isg) = -Zi

The external index can be derived from the standard model, as it is
the negative of the internality Z score. The characterological index is
similar to the traditional composite except that the dimension scores
are transformed into Z scores. The behavioral index, however, is
statistically and conceptually different from the standard composite
score and can be derived only from an interactional model.

Internality and controllability (ic). Indices based on controllability,
instead of stability and globality, attributions were derived in a similar
manner. Characterological attributions are internal and uncontrollable,
behavioral attributions are internal and controllable, and external
attributions depend only on the internality dimension.

Characterological index (ic) = Zi— Zc
2
Behavioral index (ic) = Zi + Zc
2

External index (ic) = -Zi

Finally, an additional analysis, similar to that carried out by Zautra
et al. (1985), was also performed. Subjects were divided by median
split into two groups, stable and unstable attributors. The correlations
of internality and globality with dysphoria for these two groups were
then compared.

RESULTS
PRELIMINARY ANALYSES

As no significant differences were found between males and
females on any of the variables, the sexes were pooled. The mean BDI
score was 7.91 (SD = 6.17). A large number of significant
intercorrelations were found among the attributional dimensions (see
Table 1).
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TABLE 1: INTERCORRELATIONS AMONG THE ASQ
DIMENSIONS

Intneg Staneg  Gloneg Conneg Intpos  Stapos  Glopos
Staneg 21%

Gloneg .01 34k

Conneg 3703 13

Intpos -.07 -.09 -.03 .02

Stapos -.05 .14 13 .03 AOF**

Glopos  -.12 -.05 J35%kx 19%* 29%**k - D5E*

Conpos  -.19% -.10 .04 23%* ALEEE 0 3pkEEk A4k

Note: N=105. intneg=NE internality, staneg=NE stability,
gloneg=NE globality, conneg=NE controllability, intpos=PE
internaliy, stapos=PE stability, glopos=PE globality, conpos=PE
controllability.

*p <.05. ¥*p <.01. ***p <.001.

ATTRIBUTIONAL DIMENSIONS AND DYSPHORIA

Correlations between the attributional dimensions and dysphoria
are presented in Table 2. Internality, globality, and composite NE
attribution scores were correlated significantly and positively with
dysphoria. The correlation between stability NE attributions and
dysphoria, however, resulted only in a nonsignificant trend. Because of
the lack of support for a significant relationship between stability
attributions and dysphoria, the correlation between dysphoria and a
composite consisting only of internality and globality NE scores was
examined post hoc, r (104) = .30, p<.001; this correlation was quite
similar in magnitude to that between dysphoria and the standard
composite score (.29).

TABLE 2: CORRELATIONS BETWEEN ATTRIBUTIONAL
DIMENSIONS AND DYSPHORIA

BDI
Negative Events
Internality 21%
Stability .14
Globality WA o
Controllability .09
Composite A
Positive Events
Internality -.08

Stability -.03
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Globality -.05
Controllability -.19%
Composite -.07
Indices based on internality, stability,

and globality

Characterological 28%*
Behavioral -.09
Externality -21%
Indices based on internality and
controllability

Characterological A1
Behavioral 8%
Note. N = 105.

*p < 05. ¥p<.0l. ¥*p<.001>

Dysphoric subjects had significantly more global NE attributions
(M = 4.74) than did nondysphoric subjects (M = 4.13), #(103) =3.31, p
<.001, but not more internal or stable attributions. The composite NE
attribution scores of the dysphoric (M = 4.53) and nondysphoric (M =
4.24) groups were also significantly different, #(103) =2.78, p <.01.

For PE attributions, none of the standard dimensions-internality,
stability, globality, or the composite - were significantly correlated
with dysphoria. No significant differences were found between the PE
attribution scores of dysphoric and nondysphoric subjects.

MULTIPLE REGRESSION AND INTERACTION EFFECTS

As predicted, the multiple regression analysis found that internality,
stability, and globality NE attributions accounted for disparate
proportions of the BDI score variance. Globality accounted for the
greatest amount of variance, R*(101) = .051, p = .02, while internality
also contributed significantly, R* (101) = .043, p = .03. Stability did
not contribute significantly, nor did the interactions among the
dimensions.

SELF-BLAME AND DYSPHORIA

Characterological self-blame, when composed of the internality,
stability, and globality attributions, was significantly positively
correlated with BDI scores, (104) = .28, p < .001 (see Table 1), and
external blame (based only on internality scores) was significantly
negatively correlated with BDI scores, 7(104) = -21, p < .0l.
However, contrary to expectations, behavioral self-blame was not
significantly negatively correlated with BDI scores.
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COMPARISON BETWEEN STABLE AND UNSTABLE ATTRIBUTORS

As had Zautra et al. (1985), subjects were divided into two groups,
stable and unstable attributors, based on the median stability NE score
(4.17). For the stable attributors, BDI scores were significantly
correlated with both NE internality, »(48) = .28, p <05, and globality,
r(48) = .26, p <.05. For unstable attributors, however, these
correlations were nonsignificant. Thus the correlations reported above
in the standard analyses between internality and dysphoria, and
between globality and dysphoria, appeared to be due to the attributions
made by those subjects who were also making stable attributions.

CONTROLLABILITY ATTRIBUTIONS

Controllability NE scores were not significantly correlated with
BDI scores, and dysphoric subjects did not have significantly lower
NE controllability scores than did nondysphoric subjects.
Controllability was, unexpectedly, the only PE dimension correlated
with dysphoria, #(104) =-.19, p <.05. Furthermore, for PE attributions,
only controllability differentiated the dysphoric (M= 4.60) from the
nondysphoric (M = 5.11) group, #103) = -2.24, p < .05.
Characterological self-blame, when based on internality and
controllability scores, was not correlated with BDI scores. However,
behavioral self-blame (when based on internality and controllability
scores), which was hypothesized to be negatively correlated with BDI
scores, had a significant positive correlation, »(104) = .18, p<.05.
Consistent with the absence of a significant correlation between
controllability and BDI scores, neither controllability nor its
interactions with other dimensions accounted for a significant
proportion of the BDI variance. In fact, adding controllability to the
regression equation resulted in the F' value becoming less significant.

DISCUSSION

The present study was based on several suggested modifications of
the current model of dysphoric attributional style, including possible
interactions among the standard three attributional dimensions, as well
as the contribution of self-blame and controllability to dysphoria. To a
large extent, however, the results appeared to support the validity of
the standard manner in which dysphoric attributional style is viewed.
Globality, internality, and composite NE attributions were all found to
be positively correlated with dysphoria. Additionally, the multiple
regression analyses failed to show that interactions among attributional
dimensions contribute significantly to the variance in dysphoria.
Finally, the self-blame indices were only partially supportive of
alterations in the standard model, as the expected negative correlation
between behavioral self-blame and dysphoria was not obtained.

The findings did suggest, as hypothesized, that the simple addition
of the standard three dimension scores into a composite may not
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always be the most valid use of the data. The multiple regression
equation also supported the hypothesis that the three dimensions do
not, as assumed by previous researchers, account for equal amounts of
variance in dysphoria.

This group of findings suggests that the relationship among the
attribution dimensions is not simply additive. In addition, the
comparison between stable and unstable attributors indicated that,
despite the nonsignificant correlation between stability and dysphoria,
there may be an important indirect relationship between the two. That
is, internality and globality were significantly correlated with
dysphoria only for those subjects whose attributions were relatively
stable; for those subjects having relatively unstable attributions neither
internality nor globality was correlated with dysphoria. These results
are consistent with those of Zautra et al. (1985), who performed a
similar analysis and who suggested that internal, stable attributions are
characterological, and internal, unstable attributions behavioral.

The distinction between characterological self-blame and
behavioral self-blame may be based on the relationships found in the
comparison between stable and unstable attributors. The internality
dimension appears to distinguish internal from external blame. For
internal attributors, the stability dimension may be the dimension
differentiating characterological and behavioral self-blame (Brewin,
1985, Zautra et al., 1985). Globality appears to be correlated with
dysphoria only for more stable attributors, who would, therefore, also
be more characterological self-blamers. These suggested relationships
among NE attributions, self-blame, and dysphoria would be
interactional in that the relationship between any one attributional
dimension and dysphoria appears to be dependent upon the other
dimensions.

The expected relationships between controllability NE attributions
and dysphoria were not found. However, the results do suggest an
intriguing area for future research. Throughout the literature, including
the present study, the relationship between dysphoria and the standard
PE attributions of internality, stability, and globality has been weaker
than between dysphoria and NE attributions (Sweeney et al., 1986).
The present study, however, uncovered a stronger relationship between
dysphoria and PE controllability attributions than between dysphoria
and NE controllability attributions. Furthermore, similar to the findings
of Anderson and Arnoult (1985), controllability was the only PE
dimension which was significantly correlated with dysphoria.
Therefore, for attributions regarding negative events, dysphoria may be
related to internality, globality, and (indirectly) stability; for
attributions about positive events, our results suggest that dysphoria
may be related predominantly to controllability. This implies that the
attributions that people make about positive events may be based on
different dimensions from those made about negative events.
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In summary, our findings provided modest support for the specific
hypothesized interactional model of dysphoric attributional style. A
need was demonstrated, however, for refining the model postulated by
Abramson et al. (1978). The suggestions offered here concerning the
interactional approach to attributional dimensions, involving the self-
blame construct, the possible role of the stability dimension, and the
relationship between controllability and PE attributions, will, it is
hoped, lead to a more complex, but more valid, model of the
relationship between attributions and dysphoria.
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