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ABSTRACT. This article argues that  two of REBT's central hypotheses, the 
core and the primacy of the musts hypotheses, are untestable. One reason 
that  these hypotheses are untestable concerns the interdependence principle 
that  REBT maintains. This principle suggests that  cognitions, emotions, and 
behaviour are part  of an interdependent system, and as such, none of the 
three elements of that  system can be measured separately from the others. 
Due to this interdependence principle, it cannot be established that  cogni- 
tions are at the core of psychological disturbance and health (the core hypoth- 
esis); furthermore, the interdependence principle prevents the primacy of the 
musts  hypothesis from being examined, as well. This hypothesis states that  
of the four irrational beliefs purported by REBT theory, musts  are at the very 
core of psychological disturbance and the other three irrational beliefs are 
derived from these musts.  Irrespective of the interdependence principle and 
the core hypothesis, the primacy of the musts hypothesis is also apparently 
untestable due to the current inability to measure musts  adequately. 

Ra t iona l  Emot ive  Behav iour  The rapy  (REBT) is cu r r en t l y  facing a 
crisis concern ing  t h e  scientific s t a tus  of i ts  u n d e r l y i n g  theory.  As will 
be show n  in  th i s  paper ,  REBT's  theory  of psychological  dys func t ion  
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and health posits what will be called the interdependence principle; 
and this principle renders two of REBT's central hypotheses (the core 
and the primacy of the musts hypotheses) untestable. In this paper, we 
will first discuss the interdependence principle, and show how this 
principle affects the testability of the core hypothesis. Then, we will 
show how the inability to test the core hypothesis also renders the 
"primacy of the musts" hypothesis untestable, as well. Following this 
discussion, we will note that even if the core hypothesis could be exam- 
ined, the primacy of the musts hypothesis may still be untestable, be- 
cause it is currently unclear how people's musts can be accurately 
measured. 

THE INTERDEPENDENCE PRINCIPLE AND 
REBT'S CORE HYPOTHESIS 

REBT theory (Ellis, 1958, 1994) argues tha t  cognition, emotion, and 
behaviour cannot be regarded as separate psychological processes. In- 
stead, it maintains tha t  these processes are intimately related in often 
complex ways. If REBT's principle of interdependence of cognition, 
emotion, and behaviour can be accepted, then it cannot be argued tha t  
irrational beliefs "cause" or "determine" unheal thy negative emotions. 
For to do so would be to state that  irrational beliefs and unheal thy  
negative emotions are separate (i.e. non-interdependent) variables 
with the former serving as an independent variable "causing" or "de- 
termining" the latter, which serves as a dependent variable. According 
to this interdependence hypothesis, research studies tha t  have at- 
tempted to test the theory that  irrational beliefs "cause" psychological 
disturbance have not, in fact, tested what may be considered the core 
REBT hypothesis, which is: beliefs are at the core of psychological dis- 
turbance and health. 

According to REBT, the interdependence principle can still be held, 
whilst maintaining its core hypothesis. For, this core hypothesis 
states, amongst other things, that irrational beliefs are "primus inter 
pares" (i.e. first smongst equals) (Neenan, quoted in Dryden, 1994a) in 
explaining psychological disturbance (although a more accurate REBT 
translation would be "first amongst interdependent equals"). Although 
it is not logically inconsistent for REBT to maintain both the interde- 
pendence principle and its core hypothesis, to do so poses a critical 
problem for the scientific status of REBT theory. If cognition (which 
includes irrational beliefs), emotion, and behaviour form an interde- 
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pendent system tha t  determines psychological function, then how can 
elements of that  system (i.e. cognition, emotion, and behaviour) be iso- 
lated and their  separate effects on psychological function be mea- 
sured? This question is crucial, because if it is to be demonstrated sci- 
entifically that  cognition is first amongst equals in a system that  
determines psychological function, then the effects of cognition need to 
be isolated and compared with the effects that  other elements of that  
system have on psychological function. 

Of course, if a system is truly interdependent, then each element of 
that  system cannot be isolated and its effects examined, because the 
effects of each element is contingent upon the other elements of the 
system; in other words, cognitions, emotions, and behaviour cannot le- 
gitimately be separated from each other; therefore, if one attempts to 
measure the effects of cognition on psychological disturbance and 
health, one is also measuring the effects of emotion and behaviour, as 
well. After all, cognition, emotion, and behaviour cannot be isolated 
from each other, because all three exist together in an interdependent 
system. Given REBT's interdependence principle, it is unclear how to 
test experimentally the hypothesis that  cognitions are first amongst 
equals in a psychological system of emotional disturbance and health. 

AN IMPLICATION OF NOT BEING ABLE TO TEST 
THE CORE HYPOTHESIS: THE UNTESTABILITY 

OF THE PM HYPOTHESIS 

As will be shown in this section, the untestability of REBT's core 
hypothesis renders another one of its central and distinguishing hy- 
potheses untestable, as well. Thus, as this section will further show, 
the interdependence principle provides a context in which REBT's the- 
oretical hypotheses cannot be examined empirically. 

As noted in the previous section, to say that  cognitions are "primus 
inter pares" in an interdependent system of psychological dysfunction 
and heal th is an hypothesis that  would be very difficult to demonstrate 
experimentally; and the implication of not being able test this hypoth- 
esis is tha t  another central, REBT hypothesis, known as the "primacy 
of the musts", cannot be examined experimentally. The primacy of the 
musts hypothesis (subsequently referred to as the PM hypothesis) 
states tha t  rigid musts are irrational beliefs that  are "primus inter 
pares ~ amongst the other three types of irrational beliefs. Specifically, 
this hypothesis separates REBT from other cognitive theories of emo- 
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tion (e.g. Beck, 1976; Lazarus, 1991); and it draws upon the REBT 
view that there are four types of irrational beliefs (Dryden & Ellis, 
1987; Dryden, 1994b), which are musts, awfulising, low-frustration 
tolerance (LFT), and evaluations of worth. Ellis (e.g. 1983) has long 
maintained that the rigid musts are the primary irrational beliefs, and 
that the other three are not only secondary to the musts, but, in fact, 
stem from the musts. 

Thus, to confirm REBT~s PM hypothesis, one needs to be able to (1) 
measure cognitions exclusively (i.e. in the absence of emotions and be- 
haviour, which, as noted above, probably cannot be done); and then (2) 
establish that cognitions that  refer to musts have a greater effect on 
psychological disturbance than do cognitions that describe the other 
three types of irrational beliefs. How these two criteria can be suc- 
cessfully achieved is, indeed, unclear. 

Despite the apparent inability to fulfil the above two criteria, there 
have been attempts to examine whether or not musts are the primary 
irrational beliefs in psychological disturbance, but these authors con- 
sider those efforts to be unsuccessful. A study by Burgess (1990) repre- 

s en t s  the best attempt to examine the PM hypothesis, and this study 
will now be discussed; however, this discussion will only focus on the 
methodology that Burgess (1990) employed, and it will then state why 
this methodology was unsuccessful in testing the PM hypothesis. 

The Best Attempt (although unsuccessful) to Test the 
PM Hypothesis 

Burgess (1990) conducted a quasi-experiment to determine how 
three different clinical groups (generalised anxiety disorder (GAD), 
agoraphobia with panic attacks, and dysthymic disorder) and a normal 
control group rated the Attitudes and Beliefs Inventory (ABI) that was 
developed by the author. The ABI sought to assess the effectiveness of 
three REBT concepts in differentiating the four groups just mentioned. 
Two of the REBT concepts that were measured by the ABI are rational 
and irrational beliefs and ego and discomfort disturbance, both of 
which are not relevant to this discussion; however, the third REBT 
concept that the ABI measured was the PM hypothesis, which is, of 
course, relevant. To examine the PM hypothesis, the ABI required that  
subjects indicate how strongly they agreed or disagreed (on a five point 
Likert-type scale) with statements that represented the four types of 
irrational beliefs about which REBT hypothesises (i.e. musts, awfulis- 
ing, LFT and evaluations of worth). 
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There are two reasons why Burgess (1990) did not adequately test 
the PM hypothesis. Firstly, as discussed above, REBT's interdepen- 
dence principle (i.e. cognitions, emotions, and behaviour are interre- 
lated) means tha t  people's ABI endorsements were a product of peo- 
ple's cognitions, emotions, and behaviour; and not, as Burgess (1990) 
assumed, a direct output of people's cognitive state. Thus, conclusions 
tha t  are derived from the ABI c~nnot be said to address, solely, peo- 
ple's cognitive status. 

Even if the interdependence principle did not exist, there is a second 
reason why Burgess's (1990) ABI cannot adequately test  the PM hy- 
pothesis; this concerns the ABrs inability to determine whether or not 
one type of belief is more primary than  is another type of belief, in 
creating and maintaining psychological functioning. Burgess (1990) 
thought tha t  the ABI could make this determination; however, i t  can- 
not; for, even if people with an emotional disturbance endorse demand- 
ing (i.e. must) beliefs more strongly than  they do awfulising beliefs, it 
does not follow that  demanding beliefs are more primary than are 
awfulising beliefs, for example, in creating or maintaining emotional 
disturbance. Thus, it is possible that  people who endorse a demanding 
belief more strongly than an awfulising belief do so because the de- 
manding belief is more accessible to them. 

As social psychologists note (e.g. Bargh, 1982; Bargh, Bond, Lom- 
bardi, & Tota, 1986), people are more likely to respond to words, con- 
cepts, and personality dimensions tha t  they use more frequently, be- 
cause their  frequent usage makes them more accessible in people's 
minds. This means that  if subjects with an emotional disturbance re- 
spond to demanding beliefs more strongly than  to awfulising beliefs, 
then these subjects may be aware of and use the former beliefs more 
often than  the lat ter  beliefs. It  does not follow, however, that  if de- 
manding beliefs are more accessible to subjects than are awfulising 
beliefs, then the former are more important than  the lat ter  in creating 
or maintaining subjects' emotional disturbance. 

As can be seen, then, the ABI is not equipped to distinguish beliefs 
tha t  are primary and secondary. In fact, none of the currently avail- 
able irrational belief measures can be employed to test  the PM hypoth- 
esis. AS noted above, just  because people hold demanding beliefs (even 
strongly), it does not mean that  those beliefs are primary in causing 
and maintaining psychological disturbance. Even if it can be demon- 
strated tha t  people with a psychological disturbance hold musturba- 
tory beliefs very strongly, it does not then follow that  those beliefs 
contribute in any way to the development and/or maintenance of their 
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disturbances; after all, musturbatory thinking may be a symptom, but 
not a cause of, people's psychological disturbance. In any event, the 
current irrational beliefs measures (including the ABI) are only able to 
make a correlational statement about the relationship between musts 
and psychological disturbance (e.g. musturbatory thinking is positively 
correlated with emotional disturbance); and this relationship cannot 
speak, in any way, to the PM hypothesis. Thus, even if it is tempo- 
rarily assumed, for the sake of argument, that Burgess (1990) did iso- 
late cognitions from emotions and behaviour, the methodology that he 
employed was not able to test the PM hypothesis adequately. 

In conclusion, no study that has examined the PM hypothesis has 
addressed the (perhaps insurmountable) problems of attempting to 
isolate cognitions from emotions and behaviour (i.e. no study has  ac- 
counted for REBT's interdependence principle); however, this  step has  
to be taken, if  the PM hypothesis is to be properly tested. Currently, 
two of REBT's most important  hypotheses remain untested, and this 
would not be a critical problem, if it were thought tha t  they could be 
examined eventually, however, this does not appear likely; because, 
the prospects are poor tha t  cognitions can be measured independently 
from emotions and behaviour, since REBT maintains tha t  they all 
form an interdependent system. In addition, if cognitions cannot be 
measured separately from emotions and behaviour, then the PM hy- 
pothesis cannot be examined, either. 

THE PROBLEM OF MEASURING MUSTS: 
A FURTHER DILEMMA 

In this section, it will be assumed tha t  the quandaries tha t  the inter- 
dependence principle poses for testing the core and PM hypotheses 
have been satisfactorily resolved. Whilst, for the reasons noted above, 
this is quite an assumption to make, it is necessary to make it  in order 
to show a further problem with examining the PM hypothesis. In par- 
ticular, this additional problem centres around how researchers and 
clinicians can determine whether  or not subjects and cl ients actually 
hold rigid musts. To be able to measure the presence of musts is a very 
basic requirement if  one is to establish tha t  musts are at the very core 
of psychological disturbance; nevertheless, as this section will show, it 
is far from clear how musts  can actually be measured. 

Amongst REBT theoreticians, musts have been regarded as both a 
trai t  and a state characteristic. The implications for measuring musts,  
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depending upon whether they are viewed as traits or states is dis- 
cussed below. Unfortunately, as will be seen, whether musts are 
viewed as traits or states does not affect one's ability to measure them; 
for, as either trait  or state characteristics, musts appear unable to be 
measured accurately. 

The Problem of  Measuring Musts as a 
Trait Characteristic 

A trait taps a general disposition towards a way of thinking, feeling, 
and/or behaving. As such, a ~trait-like" must statement is expressed in 
general terms. ~I must  be approved of by significant others" is a good 
example of such a s ta temen~ It is statements such as these that  com- 
prise the variety of measures of irrational beliefs that  currently exist. 
Now, let us suppose that  I (WD) endorse such an item. Does my en- 
dorsement really mean that  I hold this belief?. On its own it cannot for 
a number of reasons. First, before I endorse such a statement, I proba- 
bly make a hunch about whether or not the statement is true of me. If 
I conclude that  it is, I will then very quickly scan, in my mind, a small 
number of specific situations where I believe that  I needed the ap- 
proval of significant others. From these interactions, I probably then 
infer that  I believe that  I need the approval of significant others in the 
vast majority of situations; however, my scan is most likely influenced 
by a confirmatory bias, therefore, I identify situations that  are consis- 
tent  with my general rigid must and edit out situations that  are incon- 
sistent with it. 

Second, I may really hold the general rational alternative to this 
general demand and not realise it, thinking falsely that  I hold the 
rigid must. Thus, I may truly believe: "I really want to be approved of 
by significant others, but I do not have to have their approval"; how- 
ever, I may endorse the general must perhaps because I have identi- 
fied one or a small number of specific situations which quickly come to 
mind where I believed in the specific must. Thus, I may falsely gener- 
alise from my specific belief that  pertains to a small number of situa- 
tions to a more general belief that  refers to a wide variety of situa- 
tions. The important question is this: who is to know what I REALLY 
believe when I endorse a general rigid must on a measure of irrational 
beliefs? The answer is, of course: nobody. 

Third, there is no way of knowing whether or not I hold this general 
must  without additional information. As was discussed above, cogni- 
tion cannot legitimately be separated from emotion and behaviour. 
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Thus, to gain valid information about whether or not I really believe 
tha t  I must  have the approval of significant others, one not only needs 
to know what I believe in specific situations where I fail to get such 
approval (or where I th ink  such approval is not forthcoming), one also 
needs to know how I feel and how I act in these situations. Without 
this information, one cannot make a valid conclusion, according to 
REBT, as to my general belief about disapproval. 

The Problem of Measuring Musts as a 
State Characteristic 

It  is our opinion tha t  the REBT theory of psychological disturbance 
is best viewed as a state theory. As a state theory, REBT posits tha t  I 
(FWB) disturb myself  (at C) about a specific situation, because I hold a 
specific irrational belief (B) about a particular event (at A) (be tha t  
event actual or inferred). As can be seen, REBT state theory does not 
believe tha t  musts exist in a vacuum; therefore, according to this the- 
ory, any must  tha t  I may have (at B) can only be identified, with any 
degree of validity, if  the specific psychological event (at A) and my 
emotional and behavioural responses (at C) are known. [Unfor- 
tunately, as anyone who has practised REBT knows, detecting people's 
A's and C's is not as easy as it may seem.] To maintain that  musts  can 
be validly identified without referring to A and C is to go against  
REBT clinical practice, which holds tha t  we need to assess A and C 
before deciding whether  or not a client has an irrational belief. 

Unfortunately, mainta ining tha t  musts are state characteristics 
does not make it any easier to measure them, for several reasons, 
First, we need to have precise information about the A in the specific 
ABC episode in question. As Moore (in Dryden & Trower, 1988) and 
Dryden (1995) have shown, the specific A that  triggers a person's spe- 
cific irrational belief at  B (what Don Beal calls the critical A) is often 
inferential in nature and is often outside of that  person's immediate 
awareness. As REBT therapists  know only too well, clients often have 
difficulty in identifying their  critical A's and frequently need skilled 
help from their  therapists  in doing so. [This is why inference chaining 
and other sophisticated assessment techniques designed to identify 
the critical A are often employed in therapy (see Dryden, 1995, for a 
discussion of ten such techniques).] 

To give a simple example of how a therapist  often has to help their  
clients identify their  critical As, I (as the client) may claim to be anx- 
ious about being disapproved of by my boss; however, I may actually be 
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anxious about him not giving me approval. Receiving disapproval from 
someone is not the same psychological event as not receiving approval 
from that  person. In the first case, receiving a neutral response from 
my boss will not constitute a critical A (since I do not see a neutral 
response as being disapproval), whereas it will in the second case 
(since a neutral response is seen as constituting lack of approval). Our 
point here is that  clients may require the therapist to help them to 
identify accurately a critical A. Whilst this is not a problem in psycho- 
therapy, it does pose a significant problem for the scientific study of 
REBT state hypotheses, as will be discussed below. 

The second problem that  arises when we consider the valid mea- 
surement of a specific must concerns the emotional aspects of C. In 
order for us to judge whether or not I have a specific irrational belief 
about being disapproved of by my boss in a specific situation, we need 
to know what my emotional response was or would be in that  situa- 
tion. Now, REBT theory distinguishes between healthy negative emo- 
tions (at the core of which are deemed to be rational beliefs), and un- 
healthy negative emotions (at the core of which are deemed to be 
irrational beliefs) (Dryden, 1994b). Examples of the former are anger, 
depression, anxiety, and guilt, whilst examples of the latter are annoy- 
ance, sadness, concern, and remorse. The problem with this aspect of 
REBT theory concerns language. As Dryden (1986) has previously 
shown, clients and REBT therapists do not spontaneously share a 
common language when referring to these qualitatively different emo- 
tions. In therapy, clients need instruction to use REBT's affective ter- 
minology, or they and their therapists need to work quite hard to de- 
velop a shared language so that  the important distinctions between 
healthy and unhealthy emotions are agreed upon and understood by 
both parties. 

Obviously, if we do not expect our clients to come to therapy know- 
ing spontaneously REBT's affective terminology, we cannot real- 
istically expect subjects and clients to know this vocabulary when they 
enter research studies. Thus, if I say that  I feel concerned that  my 
boss might disapprove of me, there is no valid way of knowing 
whether, from an REBT point of view, I am anxious or concerned with- 
out further exploration. So, once again, I would need external assis- 
tance to provide my researcher with the required information, and 
once again, this would be problematic from a scientific point of view, as 
will be discussed below. 

In REBT theory, C also stands for behaviour, and, as Dryden 
(1994b) has pointed out, action tendencies. When it comes to actual 
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behaviour, there are problems in accepting my verbal reports about 
how I would act in a given situation and even about how I have acted 
in a given situation. My responses may well be subject to a number  of 
contaminating factors. For example, I may wish to "fake good" and 
wittingly deny tha t  I would or have acted in a self-defeating manner,  
or I m a y  unwitt ingly be inaccurate in reporting how I did act or may 
act in the specific si tuation tha t  is under consideration. Similar  prob- 
lems arise when I report actual or projected action tendencies. Conse- 
quently, my reports about my behavioural C's may be as unreliable as 
my reports of my emotional C's. This is problematic since without  ac- 
curate information about C, valid data about B are compromised. 

In summary, the following information needs to be acquired if  a spe- 
cific must  is to be assessed accurately: (1) the critical A, (2) the un- 
heal thy negative emotion tha t  occurred in the situation, and (3) the 
behaviour or the action tendency that  took place in the relevant  situa- 
tion. As we showed above, there are problems in obtaining valid infor- 
mation in each of these three categories. Also, as we have already 
stressed, if in therapy clients need a good deal of help to identify their  
specific irrational beliefs, why should one expect subjects in experi- 
mental investigations or clients in treatment studies to be able to pro- 
vide this information without help? The answer is tha t  we cannot; 
however, if  subjects and clients in research studies require active help 
from investigators and therapists  before they can be said to provide 
valid information about their  specific, trait-like irrational beliefs, then 
the validity of those studies are gravely threatened, for the two rea- 
sons tha t  are now mentioned. 

Teaching Subjects in a Study the REBT Model: 
Threats to Validity 

If a researcher provides subjects with active help in identifying their  
irrational beliefs, then  great  problems arise in obtaining a valid mea- 
sure of what  subjects are really thinking. Firstly, the demand charac- 
teristics of this methodology would be unprecedented. As Orne (1962) 
indicates, subjects in experiments attempt to interpret the experimen- 
ter's hypothesis so tha t  they can subsequently behave in a manner  
tha t  makes them "good" or "helpful ~ subjects. Well, if  subjects with 
emotional disturbances are taught  what  types of beliefs lead to those 
disturbances, then they do not have to do much interpretat ion to dis- 
cover the experimenter 's hypothesis; and, thus, how to act in order to 
confirm it .  
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Secondly, as noted, the goal of this hypothesised study is to examine 
a theory as to what types of beliefs are at  the core of emotional distur- 
bance. It  is critical, then, for subjects to have an unclouded view of 
their  accessible thoughts, so tha t  they can accurately "see ~ and indi- 
cate what  they are really thinking. If, however, a researcher teaches 
subjects the REBT model of emotional disturbance, then even if  sub- 
jects want accurately to report the real thoughts that  they hold (i.e. 
not be trapped by demand characteristics), they may be unable to do 
so, because of the interference produced by being told what REBT be- 
lieves. Thus, even if demand characteristics could be controlled for, 
teaching subjects the REBT model produces a situation in which it  will 
be difficult for the researcher to interpret what actually produced the 
subjects' responses. Was it their~actual beliefs, having successfully and 
accurately rejected what  the experimenter said? Was it the experimen- 
ter's hypothesis, because subjects truly believed (correctly) that  it ac- 
curately described what  they were thinking, although they could not 
have previously identified those (inaccessible?) thoughts? Was it  the 
experimenter's hypothesis, because subjects truly believed (incor- 
rectly) that  it accurately described what they were thinking, although 
they could not have previously identified those (inaccessible?) 
thoughts? As can be seen, it would be unclear as to which of these 
three possible alternatives actually produced subjects' responses, in 
this hypothetical experiment. 

This section has shown that  even if REBT's core hypothesis could be 
tested, it  does not appear that  musts can be measured presently with 
any degree of accuracy. As stated at the beginning of this section, not 
being able to measure musts renders the PM hypothesis untestable; 
for, in order to demonstrate that  musts are primary irrational beliefs, 
researchers have to be able first to assess people's musts. Although the 
inability to measure musts accurately is a grave problem for the test- 
ability of a central REBT hypothesis (i.e. the PM hypothesis), it is a 
moot problem until  the core hypothesis can be adequately examined. 
After all, until  tha t  time, it will not be possible to assess the psycho- 
logical effects of cognitions (and hence musts) independently from the 
effects of emotions and behaviours. Thus, assessing the validity of the 
PM needs to await the daunting task of being able to examine the core 
hypothesis. As indicated at the beginning of this article, it would ap- 
pear that  the scientific integrity of REBT's underlying theory is, in- 
deed, in crisis, and, moreover, a way out of the crisis is not readily 
apparent. 
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