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Gender and Mood as Mediators of the
Relationship Between Attributional Style,
Daily Life Events, Depression Symptoms,
and Hopelessnessl

Jeffrey G. Johnson?

Columbia University

A study was conducted to investigate whether or not the relationship between
attributional style, daily life events or “hassles,” and hopelessness depression
is mediated by gender and mood at the time when attributional style is assessed.
Measures of attributional style, hassles, depression, and hopelessness were
administered, in a prospective design, to 100 undergraduate students on two
occasions separated by 1 month. Results showed that the interaction of
attributional style, hassles, and gender predicted change in hopelessness levels
(p < .05) and that this interaction demonstrated a nonsignificant trend toward
predicting change in depression symptom levels (p = .07). The interaction of
attributional style, hassles, and time 1 depression scores also demonstrated a
nonsignificant trend toward predicting change in depression symptom levels (p
= .08), but did not predict change in hopelessness levels. The interaction of
attributional style and hassles did not, by itself, predict change in either
depression or hopelessness levels. These findings suggest that research
investigating relationships between causal attributions for negative life events
and depression should consider the potential influences of gender and of mood
at the time when causal attributions are assessed.
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Cognitive theories of depression, such as the hopelessness theory of de-
pression (Abramson, Metalsky, & Alloy, 1989), predict that dysfunctional
cognitions about negative life events play a causal role in the onset of cer-
tain types of exogenous or reactive depression. Numerous studies have ex-
amined such predictions, some of which have provided support for the idea
that cognitions may play such a causal role (e.g., Metalsky, Abramson,
Seligman, Semmel, & Peterson, 1982; Metalsky, Halberstadt, & Abramson,
1987; Nolen-Hoeksma, Girgus, & Seligman, 1986; Stiensmeier-Pelster,
1989), and some of which have not (e.g., Cochran & Hammen, 1985; Le-
winsohn, Steinmetz, Larson, & Franklin, 1981). Recent research has sug-
gested that certain variables, such as gender (Barnett & Gotlib, 1990) and
mood at the time when dysfunctional cognitions are assessed (Miranda &
Persons, 1988; Miranda, Persons, & Byers, 1990} may mediate the relation-
ship between dysfunctional cognitions and depression. It is important that
the potential mediating role of such variables should be elucidated, so that
researchers, theorists, and practitioners will better understand the condi-
tions under which dysfunctional cognitions might influence the onset of de-
pression symptoms.

The present research was thus conducted in order to provide further
evidence regarding whether gender and mood at the time when attribu-
tional style for negative life events (Seligman, Abramson, Semmel, & von
Baeyer, 1979) is assessed mediate the relationship between attributional
style, negative life events, and hopelessness depression, an hypothesized
type of exogenous depression. Specifically, the present research involved a
prospective design with measurement of composite negative attributional
style at time 1, measurement of negative daily life events or “hassles” dur-
ing the month intervening between time 1 and time 2, and measurement
of depression symptom levels and hopelessness at both time 1 and time 2
to address the following questions by means of hierarchical multiple-re-
gression analyses: (1) Does the statistical interaction between time 1 at-
tributional style, negative daily life events, and gender predict change in
depression and hopelessness levels over one month? (2) Does the statistical
interaction between time 1 attributional style, negative daily life events, and
time 1 depression symptom levels predict change in depression and hope-
lessness levels over 1 month? (3) Does the statistical interaction between
time 1 attributional style and negative daily life events, by itself, predict
change in depression and hopelessness levels over 1 month? Two other
questions were also addressed by the present research, via correlational
analyses: (1) Does time 1 attributional style predict time 2 depression and
hopelessness levels? (2) Do time 1 depression and hopelessness levels pre-
dict time 2 attributional style? Life events were measured with the Revised
Hassles Scale (DeLongis, 1985), for the following reasons: (1) Some theo-
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rists (e.g., Abramson et al., 1989) have stated that research needs to be
conducted in order to determine whether or not daily life events, or hassles,
function in the same hypothesized manner as major life events in the causal
sequences linking dysfunctional cognitions with depression; and (2) a num-
ber of investigators (e.g., Del.ongis, Coyne, Dakof, Folkman, Lazarus, 1982;
Kanner, Coyne, Schaefer, & Lazarus, 1981; Monroe, 1983; Weinberger,
Hiner, & Tierney, 1987) have found that daily life event measures are su-
perior to major life event measures as predictors of medical and psychiatric
symptoms.

METHOD
Subjects

One hundred and two Gettysburg College undergraduate students (61
females and 41 males) enrolled in an introductory psychology course vol-
untarily participated in the first of two group research sessions, receiving
partial course credit and $4.00 in return, which were made contingent upon
completion of both research sessions. One hundred of these subjects (60
females and 40 males) returned to participate in the second research ses-
sion, which took place 1 month later.

Measures

The following questionnaires were administered to subjects who par-
ticipated in the present research:

Attributional style was measured with a revised version of the original
attributional style questionnaire (ASQ); Seligman, Abramson, Semmel, &
von Baeyer; 1979) that was expanded and adapted for use with college
students by Metalsky, Halberstadt, and Abramson (EASQ; Metalsky et al.,
1987). The EASQ measures tendencies of college students to attribute
negative outcomes of 12 hypothetical interpersonal and academic acheive-
ment scenarios to internal, as opposed to external, stable, as opposed to
unstable, and global, as opposed to specific, factors. Each of the three at-
tributional dimensions—internality, stability, and globality—yields a sepa-
rate subscale score. The EASQ stable + global (SG) composite score used
in the present research was obtained by summing scores on the stable and
global subscales. This composite score was used because the hopelessness
theory of depression (Abramson et al., 1989) predicts that stable and global
causal attributions pertaining to negative life events play a causal role in
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the onset of hopelessness depression. Reliability and validity data for the
EASQ have been reported by Metalsky et al. (1987).

Depression was measured with the depression scale of the Hopkins
Symptom Check List (SCL-90; Derogatis, Lipman & Covi, 1973; Derogatis,
Lipman, Rickels, Uhlenhuth, & Covi, 1974), an instrument that has been
used widely in research on depression and other forms of psychopathology.
The SCL-90 is a 90-item questionnaire that yields nine specific psychopa-
thology scales and two measures of overall psychopathology. Each SCL-90
item is formatted with a 5-point Likert-type rating scale; subjects respond
to each of 90 statements that describe symptoms that the individual may
have experienced “ . . . in the past, including today . . . ” with responses
to the question, “How much were you bothered by ____?” Subject ratings
range from not at all (0) to extremely (4) on each item. The SCL-90 de-
pression scale is comprised of 13 items, one of which measures hopelessness
with an item worded as follows: “Feeling hopeless about the future.” In-
formation regarding the reliability and validity of the SCL-90 has been re-
ported by Derogatis et al. (1973, 1974).

Minor life events (i.e., hassles) were measured with the Revised Has-
sles Scale (HS-R; DeLongis, 1985). On the modified version of the HS-R
used in the present research, a subject reports (1) which of 53 common
hassles (e.g., family-related obligations) she/he has experienced “within the
past month,” and (2) how severe each of the reported hassles has been.
Severity ratings are made of a 4-point rating scale, ranging from norne to
a great deal. Reliability and validity data for the HS-R have been reported
by Delongis (1985; see DeLongis, Folkman, & Lazarus, 1988). The “past
month” version of the HS-R used in the present research has been found
to predict changes in overall psychopathology levels, even after correlations
between previous psychopathology levels and HS-R scores were factored
out (Johnson & Bornstein, in press).

Procedure

Packets of questionnaires were completed by subjects in two group
testing sessions that were separated by a 1-month interval. The EASQ and
SCL-90 were administered at time 1, and the HS-R, EASQ, and SCL-90
were administered at time 2. The order of administration at time 1 was
(1) EASQ; (2) SCL-90. The order of administration at time 2 was (1)
EASQ; (2) HS-R; (3) SCL-90. Subjects were instructed to complete each
questionnaire according to instructions that were printed at the top of the
questionnaire.
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RESULTS

Two-tailed #-tests were conducted in order to determine whether the
female and male subsamples produced significantly different EASQ, HS-R,
and SCL-90 scores. Mean depression scores in the female subsample were
significantly higher than mean depression scores in the male subsample at
time 1 ¢ = 3.82; df = 100; p < .001), but not at time 2, although the time
2 difference approached statistical significance (¢t = 1.90; df = 98; p = .06).
Statistically significant differences were not obtained between the female
and male subsamples for time 1 hopelessness scores (¢t = 0.08; df = 100;
p > .05), time 2 hopelessness scores (t = 0.32; df = 98; p > .05), time 1
EASQ SG scores (t = 0.12; df = 100; p > .05), time 2 EASG SG scores
(t = 1.07; df = 98; p > .05), or HS-R scores (t = 0.26; df = 98; p > .05).

Correlational analyses were conducted in order to determine whether
time 1 EASQ SG scores would predict time 2 SCL-90 depression and hope-
lessness scores, and whether time 1 SCL-90 depression and hopelessness
scores would predict time 2 EASQ SG scores. Results were that time 1
EASQ SG scores did predict both time 2 depression (r = .30; p < .01)
and hopelessness (r = .21; p < .05) scores, and that time 2 EASQ SG
scores were not predicted by either time 1 depression (r = .15; p > .05)
or hopelessness (r = .05; p > .05) scores.

Hierarchical multiple-regression analyses were conducted in order to
determine whether time 1 EASQ SG composite scores, HS-R scores, gen-
der, and/or the statistical interactions of these variables were statistically
significant predictors of change in SCL-90 depression scale and hopeless-
ness item scores between time 1 and time 2. The statistical procedure used
in the present research involved entering the time 1 measure of the crite-
rion variable (i.e., depression or hopelessness scores) in the first step in
the hierarchical multiple-regression procedure. After this autocorrelation
between the time 1 and time 2 scores on the criterion variable was thereby
factored out, any remaining unaccounted variation in these scores was sub-
jected to independent prediction by the predictor variables in the second,
third, fourth, and fifth steps of the procedure.

This procedure was conducted six times, permitting the research ques-
tions described in the introduction to be addressed. The results of these
analyses are described below and in Tables I and II. Table I presents the
results of two hierarchical multiple-regression analyses conducted in order
to test whether the statistical interaction between EASQ SG scores, HS-R
scores, and gender would predict change in depression and hopelessness
levels. As Table I indicates, this interaction term was a statistically signifi-
cant predictor of change in SCL-90 hopelessness scores (F = 4.12; df =
5, 94; p < .05). Although this interaction term was not a statistically sig-
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Table I. Summary of Hierarchical Multiple-Regression Analyses Involving EASQ

SG Composite Scores, HS-R Scores, Gender, and the Product of EASQ SG Scores, HS-R Scores,

and Gender as Predictors of Change in SCL-90 Depression (D) and Hopelessness (H) Scores
over 1 Month”

Step  Criterion Predictor r  Change F 4
1 D2 D1 652 53 48.36 .000
2 D2 SG1 30° 01 0.37 543
3 D2 HS-R 58P .06 0.06 804
4 D2 Gender 194 .00 2.50 117
5 D2 $G1,? HS-R? Gender 01 3.35 070
1 H2 H1 50° 25 21.76 .000
2 H2 SG1 214 01 0.50 479
3 H2 HS-R 304 .01 1.75 .188
4 H2 Gender 03 00 2.60 110
5 H2 $G1,¢ HS-RY Gender .03 4.12 045

?EASQ = expanded Attributional Style Questionnaire; EASQ SG = EASQ stable + global;
HS-R = Revised Hassles Scale; SCL-90 = Hopkins Symptom Checklist; D1, D2 =depression
at times 1 and 2; SG1 = SG at time 1; H1, H2 = hopelessness at times 1 and 2.

bp < .001.

<,

< .01.
‘{;; < .05.

nificant predictor of change in SCL-90 depression scores, a trend toward
significance was obtained (F = 3.35; df = 5, 94; p < .10). The EASQ SG
and HS-R main effects were nonsignificant.

Because the interaction of EASQ SG scores, HS-R scores, and gender
was a statistically significant predictor of change in hopelessness scores,
hierarchical multiple-regression analyses were conducted in order to deter-
mine whether the interaction of EASG SG scores and HS-R scores was a
statistically significant predictor of change in hopelessness scores in either
the subsample of 60 female or the subsample of 40 males. Results of these
analyses were that the interaction of EASQ SG scores and HS-R scores
was a statistically significant predictor of change in hopelessness scores in
the female subsample (F = 4.96; df = 4, 55; p < .05), but not in the male
subsample (F = 0.44; df = 4, 35; p > .05). Neither EASQ SG scores nor
HS-R scores, entered as steps 2 and 3, respectively, in the multiple-regres-
sion procedures, were statistically significant predictors of change in hope-
lessness scores in either the subsample of 60 females or the subsample of
40 males.

Table II presents the results of two hierarchical multiple-regression
analyses conducted in order to test whether the statistical interaction be-
tween EASQ SG scores, HS-R scores, and time 1 depression scores would
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Table II. Summary of Hierarchical Multiple-Regression Analyses Involving EASQ SG, HS-R,
and SCL-90 Depression (D) Scores and the Product of EASQ SG, HS-R, and CSL-90 D
Scores as Predictors of Change in SCL-90 D and H (Hopelessness) Scores over 1 Month?

Step  Criterion Predictor r r? Change F P
1 D2 D1 65° 53 6.24 014
2 D2 SG1 30° 01 0.05 825
3 D2 HS-R 580 06 2.65 .107
4 D2 $G17 HS-R, Gender 01 3.16 078
1 H2 H1 500 25 5.04 027
2 H2 SG1 214 01 0.02 885
3 H2 HS-R 304 01 0.58 447
4 H2 D1 58P .10 1.44 234
5 H2 SG17 HS-R, Gender 01 127 262

“EASQ = expanded Attributional Style Questionnaire; EASQ SG = EASQ stable + global;
HS-R = Revised Hassles Scale; SCL-90 = Hopkins Symptom Checklist; D1, D2 =depression
at times 1 and 2; SG1 = stable + global at time 1; H1, H2 = hopelessness at times 1 and
2.
bp < 001.

‘p < .01,
‘{; < .0S.

predict change in depression and hopelessness levels. These analyses were
conducted as a test of the diathesis—stress component of the hopelessness
theory of depression. As Table II indicates, although this interaction term
was not a statistically significant predictor of change in SCL-90 depression
scores, a trend toward significance was obtained (F = 3.16; df = 5, 94; p
< .10). On the other hand, this interaction term did not predict change in
SCL-90 hopelessness scores. The EASQ SG and HS-R main effects were
nonsignificant.

Two hierarchical multiple-regression analyses were conducted in or-
der to test whether the statistical interaction between time 1 EASQ SG
scores and HS-R scores would predict change in depression and hopeless-
ness levels. The interaction of EASQ SG scores and HS-R scores did not
predict change in SCL-90 depression (F = 1.92; df = 5, 94; p < .05) or
hopelessness (F = 1.06; df = 5, 94; p > .05) scores. The EASQ SG and
HS-R main effects were nonsignificant in both cases.

DISCUSSION

The present findings that the interaction of attributional style, daily
negative life events, and gender predicted change in hopelessness levels
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and demonstrated a nonsignificant trend toward predicting change in de-
pression levels support the findings of others (e.g., Barnett & Gotlib, 1990),
indicating that the relationship between dysfunctional cognitions and de-
pression may differ for females and males. More specifically, the interaction
of attributional style and daily negative life events predicted change in
hopelessness levels in the female subsample, but not in the male subsample.
These findings are also consistent with the idea that different types of life
events may induce differential affective responses in females and males,
due in part to differences between females and males in how life events
are interpreted (see Whiffen & Gotlib, 1989). As Barnett and Gotlib (1990)
have pointed out, little is currently known about the relationship between
gender, dysfunctional cognitions, and depression. The present findings thus
provide further evidence indicating that additional research in this area is
called for.

The present findings that the interaction of attributional style, nega-
tive life events, and time 1 mood demonstrated a nonsignificant trend to-
ward predicting change in depression levels, but that this interaction did
not predict change in hopelessness levels, are somewhat difficult to inter-
pret. On one hand, the finding that this interaction approached statistical
significance in predicting change in depression scores is consistent with the
findings of previous researchers indicating that dysfunctional cognitions can
be measured accurately only when an individual is relatively depressed and
thus in a mood state that facilitates the accessing of state-dependent de-
pressive cognitions (e.g., Miranda & Persons, 1988; Miranda et al., 1990).
It is perhaps likely that this finding would have been statistically significant
had a slightly larger sample size been studied. On the other hand, the find-
ing that this interaction did not approach statistical significance in predict-
ing change in hopelessness scores fails to support the hypothesis that the
assessment of dysfunctional cognitions is influenced by current mood states.
Thus, the present findings are equivocal with regard to this hypothesis.
However, it should be noted that the present research did not constitute
a direct test of the mood-state hypothesis, since a direct test of this hy-
pothesis involves examining whether or not dysfunctional cognitions vary
with mood states (see Miranda et al., 1990). The present findings addressed
another, albeit related question: Is the influence of mood-state on the as-
sessment of attributional style sufficiently strong to influence the ability of
attributional style to predict subsequent depression? In view of the impor-
tance of this issue and the fact that other researchers have obtained support
for this hypothesis, it is clear that additional research will need to be con-
ducted in order for the influence of current mood on the assessment of
dysfunctional cognitions to be more fully understood.
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The present findings that time 1 attributional style was correlated with
time 2 depression and hopelessness levels, while time 1 depression and
hopelessness levels did not predict time 2 attributional style indicate that
the predictive relationships over time between attributional style and hope-
lessness depression are asymmetrical, in a manner consistent with the pre-
diction that attributional style may contribute to the onset of depression
and hopelessness. These findings, as well as the finding that the interaction
of time 1 EASQ SG scores and HS-R scores predicted change in hope-
lessness levels between time 1 and time 2 in the female subsample, are
consistent with Brewin’s (1985) “vulnerability” model (which, like the hope-
lessness theory, predicts that depressogenic attributions render individuals
vulnerable to the onset of depression), and are inconsistent with the pre-
dictions of at least one of the models presented by Brewin as alternatives
to the vulnerability model—the “symptom” model—which predicts that
“ ... depressive attributions are a symptom of the clinical state of depres-
sion and have no causal impact on the onset or cause of the disorder.”
(Brewin, 1985, p. 300). But it should be noted that other researchers have
indicated that depressive symptoms may predict changes in attributional
style over time (e.g., Johnson & Miller, 1990; Lewinsohn et al., 1981). Since
the potential effect of life experiences, including episodes of depression,
on attributional style and other dysfunctional cognitions is a question of
substantial importance, it would appear that further research should be
conducted in order to clarify further how depression and attributional style
are interrelated over time.

Several possible limitations of the present research should be taken
into consideration. First, unlike most studies in this area, negative life
events were assessed with a measure of negative daily life events, or has-
sles. Comparisons between the present findings and the findings of other
studies that have addressed the issues dealt with in this paper should take
this methodological issue into account. Second, the contemporaneous
measurement of life events and mood may have been problematic, insofar
as it may have caused subjects who were in a depressed mood at time 2
to have recalled an excessively high number of negative life events. It
would certainly have been preferable for life events to have been measured
on a daily basis throughout the course of the present research. Third, the
measure of hopelessness used in the present research was based upon a
single SCL-90 item. Ideally, a hopelessness questionnaire would instead
have been used. Finally, the present research findings may have been ad-
versely affected by the fact that the sample studied was a nonclinical sam-
ple of undergraduate students, thereby leading to a truncated range of
depression scores.
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