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Abstract:  

This study found evidence that judgments of control interact with other 

attributions in predicting depression. Specifecally, in a perspective 

research of stress and well-being in adolescence, internal, stable, and 

global attributions for negative events attributed to uncontrollable causes 

were found to be positively related to increases in depression, as 

predicted by the reformulated helplessness theory, but internal and 

global attributions for negative events attributed to controllable causes 

were found to be inversely related to increases in depression. The 

discussion considers the implications of the findings for understanding 

the nature of the relation between attributions for naturally occurring life 

events and depression.     
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The helplessness theory was used first by Seligman in 1967, he 

argued that depression could result when individuals perceived that 

important life events were beyond their control. More specifically, 

experience with prior uncontrollable  outcomes and the consequent 

expectation that future events would be uncontrollable were linked to 

a series of cognitive and motivational deficits and depressed affect 

(Seligman,1975).     

         Abramson, Seligman, and Teasdale (1978) retained an 

emphasis on perceived control in their attributional reformulation of 

Seligman’s theory (1975). Introducing their  model as an attempt to 

resolve “several theorical controversies about the effects of 

uncontrollability in humans” (Abramson & al, 1978), the authors 

argued that it is not uncontrollability  per se, but the attributions 

individuals make fer a perceived noncontingency between actions and 

outcomes, that are the  proximal determinants of depression. 

Specifically Abramson and al proposed that a maladaptive 

attributional style involving the tendency to attribute noncontingent 

negative events to internal, stable, and global causes predisposes an 

individual to depression. An individual who ascribes financial 

setbacks to enduring lack of business acumen, for example, is thought 

to be more likely to develop affective distress than an individual who 

attributes fiscal hardship to a temporary downturn in the local 

economy. Attributions to internal -as opposed to external-  causes are 

presumed to underlie the deficits in self-esteem that commonly 

accompany depression, whereas attributions  to stable -as opposed to 

temporary- and global -as opposed to domain specific- factors are 

linked, respectively, to the duration and generalizability of depressive 

symptoms. A good deal of research supports  the claim that a negative 

attributional style is linked to depression (Sweeney & al,1986). 

            The mediating role assigned to attributions in the revised 

model, the first step in the event-attribution-depression sequence 



 Attributions for Negative Life Events and Depression 

1215 

 

remained the perception that an important event was beyond one’s 

control. As the theory has continued to evolve, however, a change in 

emphasis has occurred. The construct of uncontrollability, which 

formerly occupied a central role in both the original and reformulated 

theory, gradually has been replaced by the construct of event valence 

(Weiner,1986).That is, the attributions individuals offer for bad or 

good events in their lives now are linked to depression, rather than the 

attributions individuals make for events that are perceived to be 

beyond their control (Peterson & Seligman, 1984. 

         Unfortunately, a number of serious consequences may 

ensue from failing to consider perceptions of controllability when 

relating attributions to depression. First, since the theory originally 

was concerned with attributions for noncontingent outcomes, the 

ability of causal judgments to predict depression may be diluted or 

obscured if the causes of negative events are perceived as controllable 

and perceptions of control are not taken into account. A lack of 

attentions to this issue may, therefore, explain why attributions for life 

events typically account for only a small proportion of the variance in 

depression (Hamman & Cochran (1981).  

          The aforementioned link between controllability 

attributions and emotion suggests that judgments of control may be 

critical to understanding the nature of relation between causal 

perception and depression. (Weiner & Litman,1980).   

            To summarize, the controllability attributions moderate 

the relation between depression and the negative attributional style 

identified by Abramson in 1978 . The present study test these 

interactions, subjects in this study made all four types of attributions -

controllable-uncontrollable, internal-external, stable-unstable, global-

specific concerning the causes of a recent negative life event. It was 

anticipated that the negative attributional style, would be positively 

related to depressed affect only when negative outcomes were 

attributed to uncontrollable causes, when negative events were 

attributed  to controllable causes, this pattern of attributions was 
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expected to be inversely related to depressed affect 

(Brown,1984;Nolen & al,1986).      

           The aim of this research was to assess the causal role of 

attributions in depression, attributions are hypothesized to be an 

important factor in the development of depression. This relation 

between attributions and depression was tested with adolescents, 

because adolescence often is regarded as a stressful period in life, and 

the manner in which individuals interpret and cope with stress during 

adolescence (Newcomb & al,1986). 

Method: 

Subjects: 

             The subjects were 98 females, aged between 14 and 19 

years, attending a secondary school in Cheraga. Data were occurred in 

classes during a period between October 2018 and December 2018.   

Measure and Procedure:  

        Subjects first completed a measure of life stress. The 33 

items àn this scale were drawn from previous measures of life stress 

developed by Sarason, Johnson, and Siegel (1978), Lewis, Siegel, and 

Levis (1984), and Newcomb and al (1981). The measure assessed the 

occurrence of major life events . 

       After completing the life stress inventory, subjects were 

instructed to select the one event that had been the most upsitting. 

After indicating how upsitting the event was (1=not at all upsitting, 

4=extremely upsitting), subjects responded to the following items 

taken from an attribution questionnaire developed by Gong-Guy and 

Hammen (1985): control (How much control over the occurrence of 

this event did you have? 1=no control at all, 4=a great deal of control), 

locus (Did this event happen mostly because it was mostly due to 

situation?) 1=entirely due to situation, 4= entirely due to you), 

stability (Did this event occur because qf something is relatively 

permanent? 1=entirely due to things that change, 4= entirely due to 

things that don’t change),and globality (Is the cause of this event 

influences other areas of your life? 1=only affect this one area, 
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4=completely affects all areas). 

         Depression was measured by with the the center for 

Epidemiology Studies Depression Scale (CES-D, Radloff, 1977). The 

CES-D is a self-report inventory developed to assesss the presence of 

depressive symptomatology in general population.  The measure 

places particular emphasis on the affective component of depression. 

For each of 20 items, subjects indicate the extent to which they have 

experienced symptoms of depression during the preceding week. 

Responses are made on 4-point scales (0=none of the time, 3=most or 

all of the time) and a symptom score (0-60) is found by summing 

responses to the 20 items (for four of the items, scoring is reversed). 

Psychometric information regarding the scale’s reliability and 

construct validity are presented in Radloff (1977), for normative data 

with adolescents (Schoenbach & al,1982). The internal consistency 

Cronbach’s alpha for the present sample was 0.82.  

Results:  

        Subjects with higher depression scores on the CES-D, 

t=2.61, p<0.01. 

         Events attributed to uncontrollable causes were rated as 

more upsetting than events ascribed to controllable factors, t=2.33, 

p<0.025. External and stable attributions also were higher for events 

attributed to uncontrollable than controllable factors, t=7.87, p<0.001, 

and t=1.97, p<0.5, respectively. 

         The hypothesis of this study was that controllability 

attributions interact with other causal judgments in predicting future 

depression. More specifically, it was predicted that the tendency to 

make internal, stable, and global attributions for upsetting life events 

would be positively related to depression when events were attributed 

to uncontrollable causes, but inversely related to depression when 

events were attributed to controllable causes. 

Discussion: 

            The investigation examined the relation among 

attributions for naturally occurring life events and the development of 
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depression. We predicted that whether the negative attributional style 

identified by Abramson and al (1978) predisposes depression depends 

on the perceived controllability of the event to be explained 

(Brewin,1985). The data supported the hypothesis. Specifically, only 

when events were attributed to uncontrollable causes did internal, 

stable, and global attributions predict greater depression in the manner 

specified by the reformulated learned helplessness theory. When 

important life events were attributed to controllable causes, internal 

and global attributiions were associated with lower levels of 

depression. 

         These findings underscore the importance of considering 

judgments of control when relating attributions for naturally  

occurring  life events to depression.  Although perceived control 

occupied a central role in both the original and reformulated learned 

helplessness models, a focus on controllability increasingly has given 

way to a concern with event valence. That is helplessness researchers 

have begun relating the attributions individuals make for negative life 

events to depression, without regard to whether these negative events 

are attributed to controllable or uncontrollable factors (Windle and 

al,1986).However, not all negative outcomes are attributed to  

uncontrollable causes. In fact, a slight majority of subjects (56%) 

reported having at least some control over a stressful life event. Thus, 

a simple correspondence between uncontrollability and negativity 

cannot be assumed. 

         Moreover, the current findings show that the association 

between other attributions and depression depends on whether events 

are attributed to controllable or uncontrollable factors. These findings 

support the contention that affective reactions to events are 

determined, in part, by judgments of control (Weiner, 1985). The 

present results also support those who have claimed that the 

controllability dimension in an important element in the link between 

attributions and depression (Wortman & Dinzer,1989). 
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