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. . Learned helplessness has recently incorporated

attribution theory to predict the specific occurtence/nonoceurrence
of.the motivatiohal, cognitive. and affective deficits characteristic

of helplessness. College students: (N=50) participated. in a study to . -
investigate the effects of a personal-universal helplessness -
.manipulation on subsequent’task performance. Subjects were divided
into three groups: contingent, noncentingent, and gontrols The
-noncontingent group was subdivided into two groups and given false
feedback about the performance of their peers. All subjects compléted
the Lubin's.Adjective Checklist as well as the Levine Problem-Solving
task which measured performance differences among the groups..In
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agreement with learned helplessnes§ theory,
., noncontingency manifested longer latencie$ o

the group exposed to
n the Levine task

solution than the contingent or control groups. However,

contrary to

predictions,

this deficit'was observed only in the universal °
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helplessness condition. No émotional deficits were revéaled by ‘the.

. Adjective Checklist. The findings suggest that the often observed"
behavioral deficit in depressed college students may be primarily :
motivational in nature. (Author/JacC) ’
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” respohses_ and qutcomes will be noncontingent. Both

universal and peranél helplessnESs'are cha;;cterized by

_motivational, cognitive and emotional response deficits.
/ . . - \;

-

' Personal helplessness is additionally characterized by a
16ss in self-esteem. Little research lias yet been done to

" test this aspect of the reviged théory.

Thié studf was designed primarily tOyinvesfigateithe

effects on 'subsequent task performance of a personal-

s

universal helplessness manipulation®§It was hypothesized

that a deficit in self-esteem would occur only in subjects
C . ’
exposed to a personél helplessness situation. -

4_,- . Method

-Subjects. Subijects consisted ofNSUncollegg students

-

+ enrplled iﬁ_an intfoductory_course in psychology at the

State University of New York at Albany. - Subjects were told
that the study was an ineéstigation og‘reward and its

effects on a subsequént cognitive task. By barticipating

partial credit toward

in the study, subjects received
. ' - - 3

fulfilling a course requirement. Qne male éubject was
~giropped becausé he refused to follow expgrimental“

’ proeedurer oné f%gale’subjegt was d}oppéd because of
rexternal disruption in thé lab'during the test phase; one
female sugjécﬁ»éas‘d;ogéed because of procedural error.
Half of gﬁe.sﬁbjects we%g maie,_and hélf were female. .

. ., ﬁroceddrg. éubjects were, rapdomly AiviQQd'igto three
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” respohses_and qatc\ox:es will be noncontingent. Both ’
' universal and perso al helplessness are characterized by

.- ,%9tivat§onal, cognitive and emotional response deficits.
* Personal helplessness is additionally characterized by a '
l6ss in self-esteem. Little research las yet been done to

" test this aspect of the reviged théory.

Thi{ study was designed primarily tOyinvesfigateithe

effects on éubsequent task performance of a personal-

s

universal helplessness manipulation®fIt was hypothesized

that a deficit in self-esteem would occur only in subjects .
- :

exposed to a persongl helplessness situation. -

. . Method

-Subjects. Subijects consisted of&SGacollegg students

-

' ; ' enrplled iﬁ_an intfoductory_course in psychology at the

- > .

State University of New York at Albany.- Subjects were told

that the study was an in%éstigation og reward and its
effects on a subsequént cognitive task. By bar;icipating

partial credit toward
Y -~

*

in the study, subjects received
: ' fulfilling a course requirement. One male subject was

.y '§ropped because he refused to follow expgrimental” .

procedure; one female subject was dkoppéd because of

rexternal disrupt@on in the lab during the test phase; one

Py

female subjéct»@as‘drogped because of procedural error.
Half of the subjects were male, and half were female. -
. - ﬁroceddre. Subjects were rapdamly divided into three )

. " - . " Wb
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groups:- contingent (13), noncontingent (22) ‘and COntrol'

"1]12). In order to examine the resultlng behavroral ' .

def1c1ts of personal versus unlversal helplessness, the
b4

noncontingent group was further d1v1ded into two groups
s

(N=ll) glven false feedback about the performance of thelr

<

peers. Aﬁter comtpleting the helplessness training phase of

the study thosé’assigned to the universal helplessness

.

group were told that other college students could not learn
the approprlate response in the preg&ous task, while those
ass1gned to the nersonal helplessness group were told that
other college students readily learned“the approprlate )
response. Each noncontlngent subject was yoked to a
contingent subject of the same sex,‘and received the same

schedule of reinforcement as that of his/her partner.

Three women, one undergraduate and two graduate students, B

served as experimenters. Each of the experimenters
individuall& tested approximately the same number of
subjects in each of the three conditions. Experimental

instructions stressed that this was a study of reward and

-

its effedts on a subsequent cognitive task.- . .
: ~

‘Bach subject was glven the Lubln s Adjective Checklist

- v

-Form C, consisting of’ 32 wordS~wh1ch could be classified .

generally as reflecting positive or negative feelings about
S - -

onesself (Lubin, 1967). 'Subjects were not given Lubin's

standard- instructions for administeriﬁg&the checklist

]

5 X .‘-
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* rd
because the presept study did hot share Tubin's intent to

@

“assess stable personality disposjtions:i Becéuse change in

feelings attributable to treatment dondition was of focal °

interest, subjects were lnstructed as follows'

"This questlonnalrélllsts words wh;ch descrlbe'dlfferent

kinds of moods and feelings. Check the words which

describe how you feel right now--at this moment. Some of

the words may ‘sound alike, but check all of the words which

describe how you feel at this. moment." ;
AXthough Lubin's Adjective Checklist is most often

* used as an index of depression, investigators have found

that many of the Checklist’'s adjectives assess affective

-

states other than depression, and that there is no evidence

14 . .
that the DACL is differentially EEESitive to depression
N . . R ~N

(McNair, 1972). oo T
' *-Upon compleﬁlon of this form, control Ss were asked to
walt until it was t1me to continue. ‘Each subject was*left -
alone in a cublcle for twenty minutes, a period of time
equlvalent to pretreatment. At this poznt each contlngent
and noncontingent subject received the pretreatment with
the folmowing instructions:’ .
~ "You will be given trials on this apparatus. BEach

trial will be signalled by the onset of a yellow light. !
When you see the yellow light on, there may be sqmething

you can do to make the green light cpme on. 1If you do not
make the appropriate response, the red light will come on’

signalling the end of the* trial and the fact that you have

not made the appropriate response. Taking apart the
apparatus is not the appropriate response. I can repeat
these instruchions, but cannot angswer any questions for you
at this time. If you are ready, we will begin. I will
return when you have .completed the task." .
The apparatus used was similar’ to one employed by -

=

[y
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Hiroto. and Seligman (i97é). Three spring-loaded buttons..
were mounted in a row on_ a plexxglass ‘black box (dLmenSlOJg
23 cm X 4 1/2 cm). Flve cm above each button was a llght
with the green light on the left signalling reward, the *
yellow,light in the mlddle sxgnalllng tr1a1 onset and the
red light on the right slgnall1ng unsuccessful trial
tetmlnatlon. In the contingent condition pressxng the ’
/mlddle button fouz‘tlmes caused the reward llght .to go on.
In the noncontlngent condition mnone of the buttons had any
effeg, on reward.
lCoﬁtingent subjectsgcould turn on the green light‘by
pnessin; the middle button four timesﬂglNoncontihéent

M .

subjects received the same schedule of reinforcement as

*

-

that of their yoked §grtners} Pilot testing had indicated
- that contingent subjeets wouldeind it moderately easy to

learn the appropriate response after sgyeral trials.

¢

When the experimenter re-entered the cubicle, she gavé

a~

false feedback to noncontingent, subjects. Those assigned

to the un1versal helplessness condxt;on were told- "Many
college students are not able to do thls‘task very well.
‘They cannot qurckly'learn how‘tg make the green llght gome
on each'time." Those assigned to,the*personal helplessness
group “were told: "Many ceilege students do yefy well at ‘
this&f?sk¢> They are able to qttckly;Leafn how to make the

.green light come on each time."

O
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-~ Subseqqent to the éretreatment/wéiting period,

! ——— o — AR —— e

sgﬁﬁécts were givenjLubih's Adjective Checklist form G,
consisting of 34,wbrds, in order ‘to assess mood change.

The Levine Problem-sglving task was used to test
whethér\or not there were differences in pe;formadce amon; )
the f9hr groups ‘(Levine, 1966). Tapping Rypothesis-testing

skills, the Levine task has been used in previous

helplessness research as both a pretreatment and a test

. (Hiroto and Seligman, l§75, Griff.ith, 1977). A problem

consisted of eight 4 x 6 inch cards characterized by four
dimensions (letter, color, size, border), with each

dimension mamifested in two.ways (B,X; green, black; large,

small; circle, squaré). Eight problems were administered.

"to each subject preceded by the following instructions and

a practice problem: ‘W

"You will now be presented with several problems. Each
problem idg made up of 8 cards just like this one (show
sampkte .card). Each card will always have two different
letters - B and X; each letter will be green or black.
There will be a circle around each \letter or a square

‘around each letter. Each letter will be.large or small.

"B", "X", green, black, circle, square, large, small are’

all called characteristics. There are 8 characteristics in
all; can yoy name them? {pause). For each problem, or set
of -8 cards, I have chosen in advance one characteristic to

be correct. This characteristic could be the letter B, the --

letter X, the color green, the color black, the circle,-the
square, large or small. Your job is to try to figure out
which one of “the 8 is the correct characteristic. You are
to pick one side on each card which you think has the right
answer. I will tell you: if your answer is correct or
incorrect. I have already marked on the sheet what the

correct characteristic will be for each problem. After you

go through 8 cards, you can tell me what you think is the
correct characteristic. Then we will start a new problemn. -
You can take ‘as much time as you want for each problem set,

*

.
. L ) s, 8
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but your answer will be timed. By my telling you correct
or incorrect,.you can figure out what the right answer is.

Try to figure vut what the right ‘answer is as soon as you
can. Let us start with a practice trial."

_All subjects correctly solved the practice_p:oblem -~

* | . .
before’ receiving the eight tést problems to ensure that °
everyone.underétoéd task instructions. Responée latency to-

solution was taken as a measure of motivation, while wumber

: .

,fof problems solved correctly was taken as a measure of

-

' cognitive deficits.

Subjec;é‘&ere then asked to complete Lubin's Adjective
Chégklist fsrm E consisting o§’34‘woids. Contingent and
nonéontingent subjects were then aéked to indicate on a 7
p01nt\scale how much control they belleved they had durlng
the bwtton-preSSLng task, @nd why they felt this way.
Subjects were thep thanked and debrxefed.

Results
Pretreatment. As suggested by pilot work, the

students 'in the contindent group easily mastered the

instrumental task. This group, and therefore both of the

yoked noncontlngent groups, recezved the posxtlve outcome

on the aver;ge of 7.92 (§.D.=3.5) trials on the last 16

£rials'of the pretreatment, but only on.the average of 1.38
(S:D.=2.75) on the fixst 10 tr@als, witb{an average of -
24.62 (s.D.=13.61) on all 45 trials. A t-test performed on

the first and last bloéi of .ten trials indicated that

subject performénceisignificantly improved over time (t

»r
.

it %

/
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= 5.304, p <..001)..""

—

(24) )

&

f‘ Lévineimasﬁfnmﬁheﬂﬁafn result- oft this study was that

subjects in the universal helplessness group showed a

pattern of decrements in task solutlon latencies .

\

s1gn1f1cantly dlfferent from the patterns dlsplayed by the

remalnder of the groups. Figure 1 111ustrates that all

-

- oo 0 e om0 0 s et v e s e i 8 2 o e e e e e v S S e ao e s e e 2 2t S 2 B o e

Insert Figure 1 about here %

—-—-.————-——--—-———-—-———————-——-—-—_——-——-—--——————-——--—...——-—-—.——

_groups showed a decrease in ldtencies across trials. (F (7, )

273) = 9.84, p < -01); however the un1versal helplessness
group had'initially 1ongef;latencies than the remaining 7
groups. This pattern of changes in latencies resulted in a
marginally significant Groups (437x;Trials-quadratic (8)
inte;action kF (3,39)'¥ 2.52, p'=7.072).: Decompqsit%on of
this interaetion supports the'impression'given by Fighre 1

4

that the universal helplessness group differeé signifi-

cantly frem the remaining three groups (f (1,39)= 7.86,
p <
< 1.0). : ‘

.01), none of which differed from each other (F's

Analyses of the number of correct hypotheses on the

Y

Levine task failed to show anf significant effects of the

N

- treatment variable, the sex variable, or any interaction
v ’ .

between the two (p's > .10). This is not surprising -

because all subjects had succegsfully completed*a sample
problem before they were presented with the task problems.
Analysis of the potential changes'in feelings aboqt‘

-
Y

10
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onesself as -a function. of treatment or sex-variables: also ! .
fallEd to demonstrate any srgnlflcant egfects (p's >.. lO). '
) Perceptlon of ancontlngency. As a check on the
.effectlvenest of the noncontlogent manlpulatlon"subjects
L

were asked to rate the degree of control they felt th A had‘ J
on the 1nstrumental task u91ng a 7 point :scale .(0 = no\’ i ",///<T )
-control 7.= complete controI);‘ Both, of the noncontingent . ’

|
\ . .
» \ V . r
A

groups: reported that they had llttle 1f,any control over -

\

the 1nstrumental task.’ Mean degreeapf qontrol reported/ty

the personal helplessdgss group and the un1versal/hélp-

lessness group was 0,42 (S.D,=,35) and 0. zo/(&n.-l.zo) Voo c

respectlvely.

e

s id
A’t-test revealed no s1g9z icant difference.

,%n;theﬁperception of gogtro%labif3t§i;etWeen the two "
'no;iontlngent groups~(p > 103. i
reported by the conﬁgngent group was 3, 5 (s.D.=3.2). o
ce in the i:rceptlon e

Mean degree of control

T- tests revealed a 51gg§f1cant d1
4
of controllabrllty between the contingent and universal

'helplessness groups ‘t(l@) = 4,5, p <.001) and ebetw%en the

-.contingent and personal helplessness groups (t (13) = 5,23, #

p < .001).

<

& -
The data ﬁtrongly suggest that our noncontin-

£
gent preteatment w§s 1ndeed ef ectlven o
< ’ - b !’e@? ‘V‘Y}
' Dascusslon . e ol o .
+* -\
» < 7 .
In support of he&p&essness theory, the nonconthgent o e

H J

-

pretreatment was found #% retard response laténcles on'the o

Levine Eask in the group wn%ch had\recelved feedback -
, 2 _ . &

’ P) ' : .:5?’ N
. ) - ~
=
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designed to: induce universal helplesdness. This group Had

been told that "Many college stydents are not able to do s
this task very well. They cannot qulckly learn how.to make f
“the green light come on 'ach ‘time," Tth feedback shoufa‘ 3

have 1nduced'un3vers helplessness, even though subjects
\ ' - /

had received a hi h‘frequency of pOSlthe outcomes: - I did

not learn th pproriate response td ellClt the green

neither d;d,my.peers. These subjects had

3 rs
responses on the contingency perception feedback

questlonnalre. Perce1v1ng the noncontlngency between

response and outcome shouli cause, the subject to feel that

he had not learned the appropriate response to control the

-

outcome. v

In the{presentqstudy the«personal helplessness ) .

N 1

‘ nfpu atlon did not produce a deficit. ThlS flndrng seans

to bé 1ncons1stent w1th the }esults of leoto (1974) and *

A

[3
Hiroto and ‘Seligman (1975) .who found_motlvatlonal deficits

- -

as indexed'by longer latencies to'initiate responding and
13 - . N - ¢
cognitive deficits as indexed ‘by fewer number of correct

problene solved compared to the eontingent and control .

¥

‘groups. It must be recalled that Hiroto's experiments were

donn prlor to the reformulated model, and d%d not include
unlversal/personal feedback manipulations. It is conceiva- .

ble that a large partipn of Hiroto s subjects nay have ‘ “

~
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B ' {ﬁ%%rlbuted the1r experlence of uncontrollablllty to’ the B
.o : ‘ ~ -~ » - v -
- *unaversal case - ne1ther they,nor their peers could have ]
LN 4 . . . « R . Y
A controlled the outcome 'in thisg® 51tuatlon, o
S ‘ ) Although the absence oﬁva‘deflclt in the ) <

- %

R ihelpleesnesé éondltlon would seem to be.lncon31stent with

‘ ""’Y“’Ez

the Ab%amson et al (1979) refordeated model of 1earned

helple&&gess, 1t can be accounted for by a rev1sed mddel of ”

. A

1eazned helplessness proposed by Rbth 11980). The _sequence .

of'stepsﬂsoth has outllned for def1c1ts assocrated with

to be manmfested are as fpllows- 1) w

s 'objectlve noncontlng cy must result 1n the subject A

ES -~

%:l o ;decidlng that he e1ther could not or did not have contrpl

- 1earned&help1essnes

i3 e

R

Su

-

,over outcomes, 2) this must 1ead°to the subject' o o
; . ¢ e 7
‘! Qeroelvmg that response and reJcnforcement are indepen?‘nt, .

-
i A

t

) the subject must perceive a similarity between the . L

training task and test task contexts and must make qeneral . I

¢

‘~: attr1butions for the cause of reSponse— re1nforce596€’ -

-

oo 1nd629ndence, 43 thlS leads to the formatlan of an s

- ,a,ff-,, e .

}Ninn“a, . expectancy that futq@e résponse-re;pforcement 31tua s

-v&a?f
~O

S will be 1ndependent, and 5) 1f the‘subject places a low '

“ value on hlS performance .on the subSequent test task he

o N . ";

g““ - will manifest deficits assoc1at d: with 1earned . f . ' ) ‘.
’helplessness; On the-other handh if at this point the = ’.«;u

;.: A ‘subject places a hlgh value-on hlS test task performance,

. . < A\
X 3 on .

. either no learned helplesshess effeot H%ll folole} Z, or ’ . R4

‘41’ ¢

o
Ly
.
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11 actually be enhanced .

Inwthe present lnvestlgatlon both the universal and - .

*personal helplessness groups indicated on a feedback o

.

o ' questlonnarre that they pegpelved noncontlngency on “the
S lnstrumental task. Instructlonal set and prqcedural »1 . 4L

deta;ls‘(erg.,-same experimenter,and the same experimental

contéxt)‘sho&ld have led Subjects to believe that the

situational similarity between the two experimental tasks- ..
| was’ high Experiﬁental'instfuctiéns had stressed that
‘ ‘

performancé on the lnstrumental task and the cognltlve task
would be hlghly related : It can be speculated that
. ‘f subgects wha had*percelved noncontlngency and were told
N Aiﬁbt that many other college students had had dlfflculty
T . learnlng the task, Wwould be llkely to reduce substantlally
f:‘, : the va&ue of their performlng~successﬁully on that task, as

well as*on the upcomlng task, which should have been viewed

-as hlghly relaggg“h If an 1nd1v1dua1/felt that his peers

%%&SQ‘.“ggf: were npt performlngjﬁtig on a certaln task, he‘would be ,
& ) ' 11&§I? 20 'feel that:hig own performance on the task was not - ¥
S -fg{a%drta ,f In contrqat, those ésubjects who had o
'eﬁféa ‘: ® bgpgﬁlved noncontlngency and were told that nmny other )

’ j Q’Zleege students had done very well at the ‘task would be 7
Zlgg . ;ffﬂgzkely to place aghlgh value on successful task ' '
.vit"' :qia?performancet\‘lf an 1nd1v1dua1 felt that hls peers were =

. :

S ¥ Y gay B 1.4

RO
.

. W \ S

L=
Jigdnrﬁfs performing very

A - - ' . \ .

. ca ., ..
\ . qu_f‘ws%g' . R , . -
R B T By Yo . R -
. . * - B , D h . B
TR T . .
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. poorly, he would be likely to feel that it was very

iﬁportant for himself to do’ well. Consxstent w1th Roth's

o ' : rev1sed ‘model, the unlversal helplessness group manlfested

’

- . , motivational deficits ass001atea with learned Helplessness,

while the personal. helplesspess group manifested no

»

»

. helplessness’effects.; . ) - .o .
l> "\ ‘The Abramson et al. (1978) ‘reformulated model clearly .
| predicts that. both personal and universal hel essness
manlpulatlons would result in motlvatlonal, cognitive and _
emotional deficits, but that .only mersonal helplessness
‘sltuatlons could gemerat//’osses in self-esteem. Any -
: . cognltlve deflcrt, operatlonally defined as number‘of -
- correct problems, Whlch would have occurrgd was ellmlnated
f' ( ) ' by the design's requlrement that all subjects successfuily

omplete ‘the practice problem before being presented with

’ _;the elght test problems. Frequently, this necessltated

M I

Hrepeatihg the‘practice problem several times. ‘It was v

T ) - - -~ [ ]

essential that all subjects understood the rather complexf"” .

e A

instructlons for. the Levine task before assessment, so that T

, any response def101ts could be- attrlbuted to pr;or exposure .

Y

)
to uncontrollabllity and not to basic failure to understand
ﬁy" instryuctions? ~ < '

s f ‘ ) 7Neitbe;_ofpthe7n§gggptingent groups s
‘ signifigant change in feelings about onesself. Some’

v - Asupport for an emotional deficit resulting from

i 'y
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noncontlngency has been rendered-by Grlfflth (1977) who
X 1
' found a mood change toward 1ﬂcreasa§g depre531on in

-

noncont1ngént fallure subgects and a shift toward %

. S

. 1ncreas1ng anx1ety in noncontlngent success gubjects. It
v ,

:

sho%}d be noted, hOWEVer, “that Grifflth did not assess .

. - . . &

self-esteem, but focused on changés in anx1ety and

-

depression. He employed the PaIred Anx1ety and Depress1on

-

Scale (Mould, 1975), whlch consists of a forced ch01ce
scale pa1r1ng;anAanxrety,adjectlve with a depression

adjective, thus restricting subjects to two choices,

neither of which may have-accurately described their ‘f,z;
B 3 ’ - Vs I SR
- }' feelings. We used, a more-general, open-ended adjective *
checkllst to monltor pos1t&ve or negative feellngs about

onesself, that perhaps was not sensitive enough to pick up

N shifts. . . ‘ - .

] .

< - Perhaps the salient characteristic of human adult .

s

helplessness is the motivatlonal deficit generated by the

~

perceptlon of noncont&ngency and the attrlbutlon that

e

- relevant others would also f1nd the situation

- L4
Tero.

noncontingent. This -is consistent with recent findings of

Alloy and Abramson (1979) who have argued that human

L

. helplessn---- ay-be-—primarily motrvatlonal, since the
e T = Y. "

S depressed college students in their study did not®show a
def§c1t in the1r perceptlon of“contlngency. The often

observed behavioral deficit in depressed college ;budents

)
»

-

L)

Al

- . . - - ”
R \ . B

L}

4%
N
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. - ‘(Klein & Seligman, 1976; Miller & Seligman, 1975) may.be ° ’
L3
. primarily motivational in nature.
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x
. Figure I. Mean %rial latency ‘to completion of the Levine tagk for each
of the four treatment groups. .
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