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ABSTRACT

‘ ' Both external locus of control (i. e., a generalized-.

expectancy that re1n£orce£ent is controlled by luck or fate instead
of oneself) and internal locus of attribution (i.e., beliefs that
success or failure result from an individual's actions rather than
external causes) have been related to depression. To examine the

-~ relationship of attributions and expectations to depression, college
students (N=100) completed the Attributional Style Scale, the Beck
Depression Inventory, and Rotter's (1966) Internal-External Locus of
Control Scale: Statistical analyses showed no'relationship between

- externality of locus of control and depression. Externality of

H'attr1but1on was found to be related to depression, contrary to
previous studies which showed a relationship between 1nterna11ty of
attribution and depression., However, a significant interaction
existed between attribution and locus of control, leading to the
conclus1ons that individuals who are either internal or external on
both locus of control and attribution are least depressed, while
individuals- who are internal on one and external on the other are the
most depressed. These f1nd1ngs are contrary- to the revised theory of
learned helplessness which predicts that internal attributions lead

d,,to»%earﬁed’helplessness and depression. (WAS) . L
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St . Locus of Control
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' The Relationship of Locus of Control
and Attributional Style

to Depression

‘The cohcept of'iearned ﬁélplessnésS'has'been the focus of a
trémgnddus amount of résearch and theorizing over the pas£ 15
‘yéars. _During‘this_time, i£ hés.progressivély/gecqme more
complex‘and theoret&cal; moving from an explaﬁation.of a
J;iaboratbry'phenomenoh to a theoretical conﬁtruét.iinked to a
" number ofihumgn béhaviors, Onéubart o% this dgvelépmeﬁt is the
increasing importancé'ﬁow being blaced on the roie of |
attfibutions in lea;ﬁed helplessnesS.A As this construct has’
beéome more complex, its relationship td similar cbnstructs, such

as locus of,contfol, has become increasingly difficult to

decipher. ' j
' I

Locus of Control
", Locus of cohtfol'can be defined as a generalized expectancy . . e

or avtralt or relatlvely endurlng dlsp051tlon to perceive

reln’orcement as elther 1nterna1, that is, under personal

cont ol, or external, under the control of luck, fate, God,.or

‘signﬁficant others. ' "

j Using Rotter's Internal;ﬁxternal Loéﬁs of Cont:ol Scale, a;'
number of researcheré have sﬁown that externality is related to
depLeSSion._ These studies typically use extreme groups, those
scoring very high of-Very low, or find only moderate

correlations.

Locus of Attribution

At the same time, seVéral researchers have also shown that

~

attribution is related to depression. Specifically, Klein,

-4
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Fencil-Morse,/and Seligman (1976),.found'that internai,i
\ g .

attributions following insoluable anagram tasks=decreased the

',performance of college students on future anagram tasks.

Rizely (1978), has shown that depressed college students‘
rated\lnternaljcausal factors to be more 1mportant determlnants
of fallure than did nondepressed students.

_Finally, Gilbert and.Mangelsdorff. (1979), found that beliefs

in high personal control predisposed individuals to higher'stress

S

she will be).

and lower self-esteem than did beliefs in\moderate or low

.personar‘control.

'What this seems to indicate is that these are two separate

dimensions, one in which internality is related to depression,

K

and one in whlch externallty is related to depres51on.

The questlon which ‘this study addresses 1nvolves both
N
attributions and expectations. . It was designed to look at the

relationship'of both to'depression. For the purposes of this

1

_study, locus of .control! 'is seen as a forward 1ook1ng construct,

|

" i.e., what an 1nd1v1dua; percelves will be the case_ln_the

future, whereas locus of attribution refers to a post-hoc

explanatlon of causallty.
- The follow1ng hypotheses were tested:

H s There will be a. 51gn1f1cant p051t1ve correlatlon‘
1. ‘

- [
betwéen scores on the IE scale-and the BDI (i.e., externality

will be related to depress1on) ;

) /
"H There will be a 51gn1f1cant positive correlation

2
between ASS scores and BDI scores (1.e.,:the more "intérnal

attributions that an individual makes, the more depressed he or
H\: There will be a'significantfinteraction between ASS

"3
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and. IE scores on, the BDI. That is, there will be a significant
interaction between attrlbutlonal style and locus of control in
determlnlng an individual's degree of depresslon. The addltlon
‘of ASS x Ié scores to a stepwlse multlple regres31on, after the
two 1nd1v1dual var1ab1es have been entered separately, w111
-'account for a 51g11f1cant amount of var1ance.” Spec1f1ca11y,

external IE/lnternal ASS 1nd1v1dua1s will have hlgher BDI scores

than. all other subJects. ' | f

. METHOD
Subjects'
One—hundred sﬁbjects were recruited'from undergraduatef
psychology classes. Subjects were not limited as to sex, age, or
any other cr1ter1a, in order that external validity ‘would be as

great as possible. ' ' ~ ' -

Instruments and Procedure

‘ The Attrlbutlonal Style Scale (ASS) was dev1sed by
Sellgman, Abramson, Semmel, & Baeyer (1979) to measure the three
attrlbutlonal dimensions of 1nterna11ty—externa11ty, stablllty-
varlaollllty and globallty—spe01f1c1ty. ThlS is a new measure, -
so rellablllty and validity studles are Stlll belng carrled out.
However, Sellgman et al. (1979) report subscale rellabllltles '

i

(Cronbach's coefficient alpha) ranging from 0.39 to 0.64. Only .

the.subscores frou the-internal—external.dimension were used in’
this study.
o The Beck bepression Inventory was used to measure
depression. Beck (1967)‘has repCrted extensivehreliability and.
validity studies, and Bauberry, Oliver, and Mcélure (1978) found

\

. . ] ‘
a correlation of 0.77 between BDI scores and clinical ratings’of

Q ' ‘




.rellabllltles of 0 49 to 0 83.
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depression with coilege students.

'Rotterﬁs (1966) Internal-External LocuslonControl Scale
is a 29-item penCii and paper test thatfmeasures'a generalized -
exbectancy of control-of'reinforcement.';Rotter (1966) renorts.
internal consistencies ranging from 0.65 to'0.79, and test-retestb

-

The tests were admlnlstered in counterbalanced order, in

several ‘classes over a - one—month perlod.

RESULTS

A multiple regression analysis was performed using the

ASS scores (internal vs. external attribution dimension only) and

N

the IE scores as predictors, and using BDI scores as the

‘criteria. One additional predictor was’used: This was ASS x IE

scores. This compoelte score is used for 1nterpret1ng in-
teraction;effects in a multlple regrE551on. As this Varlable
includes all of the variance accounted for by both the ASS and IE
scores, plus the variance accounted for by the interaction, it .
was entered as the last variable in the equation. The 1ncrease
w4 -
in “‘rlance accounted for that was added at thls p01nt was only
the-varlance assoc1ated w1th,the 1nteractlon. (For a more

deta11ed d1.cu551on, See Cohea & Conen, 1975.)

The Beck Depre551on Inventory has a p0551b1e range of O

to 63,fw1th scores of 15 or greater con51dered indicative of

clinical depression. In this sample the scores“ranged from 0 to
46, with M = 6.25, SD = 6.79. There were 10 scores of 15 or
over. '

"Rotter's IE scale has a possible range of O to 23. This

. sample ranged from 0 to 19, w1th M —\9 77, SD = 4.13.4 There were

7 : _ \6
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13 subjects w1th scores of 15 or more, and . 11 subJects with
scores of 5 or 1e§§Q | . /

The 1nterna11ty subscale (INT) of the ASS has a p0551b1e.
range of 0 to 48. This: sample _ranged from 5 to 45, w1th M %
27.93} SD =-4.94. '

o | The simple correiation coeffieients between BDI and IE,
.INT, and INTER (the 1nteractlon of IE and INT) were, respec-
tively, 0.024, -0.245 (p<.02), and 0.035.

The stepwise multlple regre551on equatlon ylelded 51g—
ﬁnifieant results at each stepu The first varlable entered 1nto
the analysis.was INT, i.e., the'ihterhality'of attribdtion.
subscores-from:the ASS (high.= internal). The moltiple.g-of -
0.2448 was significant, g(i,ga) = 6.25, p = 0.014. Thus.,_-itv
accounted for 6%_of the'variande in-depression scores.. Rotter's
IE scale was entered next, thch resulted in only slightly
increasing.the multiple R to 0.2449. Although this increase in R
was not statlstlcally 51gn1f1cant, the overall F[(2 97) = 3.09, p

05] for the regre551on was Stlll 51gn1f1cant. .FlnalIy, the
| 1nteractlon'between INT and IE, labeled INTER, was entered,
:Iresultlng in a strongly 51gn1f1cant increase in R to .471 The
ANOVA for the regre551on at this step showed a statlstlcally
significant relatlonshlp for the final R, E(3, 96) = 9, 12!.E<‘001-

: Hypothe51s 1 was that a slgnlflcant p051t1ve correlatlon

would be found between scores on the IE scale and the BDI. In
this sahple r(98).= 0 024, p». 05, indicating that, for thlS

sample at least, the hypothe51s was: not - supported. - //
Hypothes1s 2 was that a. 51gn1f1cant p051t1§e correlatlon

\_
would be found between scores on the 1nterna11ty subscale of the
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'ASS and the BDI. 1In this sample, £(98) = -0. 2448. ‘This finding | -

1s contrary to the d1rectlona1 hypothes1s, 1nd1cat1ng a negatlve

_relatlonshlp between 1nterna11ty of attrlbutlon and depress1on,

therefore, Hypothesls 2 was not supported._'

Hypothe31s 3 was that‘arslgnlflcant rnteraction would be
found between the INT scores and the IE scores in predlctlng the
ﬁﬁI scores. In-thls sample, the addltlon of the 1nteract10n,.
(INTER) scores into- the equatlonlﬁlgnlflcantlv incyeased the
accuracy of the regress1on equation, F(3, 96) 9.124 B<1001.

Stated another way., IE scores and INT scores separately aCcounted
for a totallof onlf 6% of the variance associated with BDI
scores. The addition of the interaction scores adds an e
addltlonal 16% varlance accounted for, ra1s1ng the total amount
of variance of BDI_scoreS'whlch is accounted for to over 22%.

/- DISCUSSION

e

The first hypothes1s, that a positive relatlonshlp would //
ex1st between externallty of locus of controlhnand depresslon,m~m~www~w~
.was»clearly not supported, ,The second hypothesis, that a |
positive relationship.would exist between~internaiity.of
.attribution, and depress1on, was not only not supported, but
externality of attribution was related to depress1on. These
findings are surprising and somewhat difficult to decipher when
taken aiOne. The finding on the lastrhypothesis hoWever, that a
.s1gn1f1cant 1nteractlon ex1sts between attrlbutlon and locus of
control, sheds a great deal of llght on the results of prev1ous

studies on the first two hypotheses.

¢
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Locus of Control.

The'previous literature~(e.g.,fJohnson & Sarason, 1978;

Leggett & Archer, 1979) indicates'that external locus of control

is related to depression. This relationship,‘although fairly

consistent, . has never been a'strong one. The use of large

nnmbers'of sub jects, or the use of only“extremely internal and

~ external locus of control-subjects, has been the rule, with the

exception'of studies using a median split. This study found no
significant relationshpo JThe Signlficant interaction of locus
of.control and attrlhution indicates, however, that the
relationship of IE scores:to ﬁDI scores is a function of INT

\

scores. In other words,fthe relationship of locus of control to_

) depression is a function of locus of attribution such that, given;-

external attribution,-a'moderately negative relationship exists

\

between external locus of control, and depresslon. If attri- /

bution is moderate, then only a small’ pOSlthe relatlonshlp

ex1sts between. external locus of control, and depression. If at-

. tribution is 1nternal, then a strong relationship exists, such

that.the more external the locus of control, the'more depression.
This glves on; poss1ble explanatlon for the difference between
the f1nd1ngs in this study, that is, weak s1mpﬂe relatlonshlps
but a strong 1nteractlon, and in those generally found, that 1s,
a moderate s1mp1e relatlonshlp. Restrlctlng the varlablllty to
either 1nternal'or external attrlbutlon will 1ncrease the simple
correlation between IE scores and BDI scores. It may be, for
example, that the college student populations of many of the
studles on locus of control (Abramow1tz, 1969; Johnson & Sarason,

1978) tend to be more 1nternal in attrlbutlon than the general

populatlon;- Whereas the present study also used college

. 9



. students, it may be'that the range of scores on attribution was
‘__/\ - . . ’ ) - ’ S . .
greater than that usually found (5 to 45,:out of a possible 0 to

-

48)' . . : . -.a

. .Locus‘of-Attribution

An -analogous relationship-exists between locus of

attributioh and\depression. That is to. say, the relatlonshlp of

T~

1ocus of attrlbutlon to depress1on is a functlon of 1ocus of

control or1entatlon. leen 1nternal locus of control, a -
A\ .

A

" moderately strong negatlve relatlonshlp ex1sts between 1nterna1

" locus of-attrlbutlon and depression. If 1ocus of control is

4<,,moderate, then no relatlonshlp exists between locus of
attrlbutlon and depress1on. Flnally, if 1ocu§ of control isv
external, then a positive relationsh'p exists‘between.internal
locus of attribution and.depression. It shouid be noted that
this is the relationship that othert (Gilbert & Mangelsdorff,~
i979, Klein et al., 1976- ﬁizlef, 1978) have found. /One

ﬂ““*possibilityihthen, ‘is that thelr subJect pOpulatlons were'f

external“on Jocus of control. This seems unllkely, however, as

-

all three studles used college students,_who are usually moxe

c
internal on locus of control than-the general populatlon. One

other poss1ble explanatlon lies in the fact that all three -

stud1es used groups o6 depreSSed students, who were compared to

non—depressed students. This non—random selectlon of subJects
nay account.for these previous findings, i,e.,.the relatively -
'smail'number of c011ege students who are significantly depressed
may tend to be external on locus of control:. Whereas‘this is a
plausible hypothesis, certainlw more work-needs to:be-done to

\
reconc11e th1s study w1th those that have 1ooked at only

Lo

N . ~. -~/ Locus of Control -~



- j:, T .:uutobus of Control

attribution and'depfession.

Interaction

Put in traditional terms, individuals are either
',internal, moderate, orxr on external locus of control, and also

either intefna1,>mpds;atetﬁorAexternal on locus of attribution

—_—

" (See Table 1).
‘Looking at this table, it is clear that moderation on
either variable leads to a .moderate depression score. In other

words, being moderate on either variable decreases our predictive

\ - . o

ability.
Table 1 -
- Interaction of IE—aﬁg INT on BDI
|
. o 1E ) ' o
LOW - MODERATE ., - . HIGH w e~
. HIGH - MODERATE | LOW i
_LOW 'BDI_ - . BDI, ~ BDI .|
L ‘ . . : L |
, |
IN%MhﬁéﬁéRATE’"7”MobE§ATE |~ MODERATE' MODERATE |
« ~ BDI BDI. . | _BDI |
- \ |
K ‘LOW MODERATE HIGH :
HIGH BDI . BDI : BDI

\'\

' ) ) \ ;

- .. Beck Depression Inventory scores as a funcﬁ@on of Internal-
External Locus of Control scores and Internality scores on
the ASS (Note: High IE = external, high INT = internal).

-

b
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: Locus~of Control

.Lookiné at the four extreme,groups, Severalyconciusions
are evident. First, individuals_who are'erther;internaghor
external‘on;both locus of control’add attribution are'the 1easth'
depressed. Second, individuals whoiare‘externai.on one and
1nterna1 on the other are the most depresSed Knawledge of'one
varlab;e, therefore, lF not sufflclent for maklng'oredictions of
depréssion. The theoretical implications of these'findings'seeﬁ
- ~clear. -Any theory which attempts to exoiain depression needs to
take into considération both dimensions, or at\least be
consistent w1th them;

The findlng that internail 1ocus of control and external
) .attrihution are assoc1ated ylth'depresslon is contrary to the
first two.hypotheses of-this study. It is possyble that when
individuals go into a situat{on expecting to'haue control over
the outcome, and then, afterra.negative outcéne, attribute
. responsibility.for theé outcome externally, the&ﬁaéevﬂoret
‘depressed'than chose Who attribute responsibilitj internally. It .-
:nay be that external attribution in this. situation is related to
the depression which follows the\internal ekpectation-negative
outcome sequence. Research that experlmentally manlpulates
‘attrlbutlon may provide a partial answer to thls questlon.

Obv1ous1y( the f1nd1ng that external att 1butlon'}s
‘sometines-associated with being depressed (and that, conversely,
1nterna1 attrlbutlons are Sometimes associated w1th not belng
depressed) 1s contrary to the revised theory of learned
helplessness (Abramson et al., 1978), whlch\predlcts that
internal attributions lead to learned heiblessness‘and -
denression. ’ | |

Future research needs to concentrate on more c11n1ca11y
e

,u”

12_' / .
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depressed individuals, and perhaps use a iarger.number of
subjects. Urfortunately, for reasons of avallablllty, most
studies on depression, including th1s one, use analogue popu-
lations, and the conclusions from these studies must be drawn B
cautiously. Nevertheless, as noted‘above, this study did have
approx1mate1y IOA cllnlcally,depressed 1nd1v1duals. |

/ The‘cllnlcal, practlcal 1mp11catlons of this study must
obviously be‘stated cautlously,,espec1a11y as this study ;s
”correlationai in nature. But, given that caveat, one possibility

——

) emerges. Because the most depreosed individuals in th1s study
were/those w1th 1ncongruent expectatlons and attrlbutlons (i.e.,
those with 1nterna1 attributions and external expectatlons, or
vice versa), and the least depressedvindividuals were'those with
congruent expectations and attrihutions,uit may be that one
therapeutic approach to depression would be‘to change either‘the
attrlbutlonal style or the expectatlons to match the other.'
Consequently, a theraplst-could decide, on an 1nd1v1dual basls,i
whether it would be easier and more productlve to change an
individual‘s‘expectations of the:future concerning reinforcement, .
or change his or her attributions:of;the past. Concentrating on
the congruence of an individual's"expectations and attributions
.might'be a useful direction{for therapy to ta;e._

Just as a‘brief ekample, suppose*a depressed client has

external locus of control and 1nterna1 locus of attrlbutlon. If

-2, / /. B

_he/she is taking respons1b111ty for, events over whlch he/she has.

'11tt1e or no control. it may be therapeutlc to: h 1p the cllent

become more morevexternal in attributlon. If the outcomes in

S —

question are able to be influenced by the c11ent, %t may.h%~more\\\\‘
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therapeutié.ﬁo helﬁﬁthe client become:ﬁore internal-in-expecta-

tions.

\

The reliability of ayﬁhe§e findings must be established,
firstf by cross validation’éﬁ_anpther sample. If they hold up in
subsequent investigation, it may be that the congruence-

incongruence of expectations and attributions is an important

factor inbthe explanation of’depressioﬁ.

,'/”
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