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Abstract
The Stress Generation Hypothesis (SGH) suggests that depressive symptoms lead to stressful interpersonal life events. Based on
this hypothesis, a theoretical model was proposed, which tested whether depressive symptoms predict interpersonal conflict via
the cognitive triad, emotion-focused coping, and conflict tendency. A non-clinical sample of undergraduate university students
(N = 313) participated in the present study.Most participants were female (251women, 62men). Themean age of the sample was
20.27 (SD = 3.75). Participants completed a questionnaire set composed of the Beck Depression Inventory, Cognitive Triad
Inventory, The Ways of Coping Scale, Conflict Tendency Scale, and Form of Conflict in Close Relationships. According to the
model, depressive symptoms were significantly associated with emotion-focused coping and negative cognitive triad, both of
which were related with conflict tendency that was in turn associated with conflict frequency. The model explained 24% of the
variance in conflict frequency. In future studies and psychotherapy practice, depressive symptoms, emotion-focused coping, and
negative attributions about the self, others, and the future should be taken into account with regard to interpersonal conflict.
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Introduction

Stress Generation Hypothesis

Early studies that focused on the effect of stress as a vulnerability
factor for depression provided the evidence for the stress-
diathesis model (Hammen 2005; Morris et al. 2008).
According to the stress-diathesis model, stressful life events re-
sult in depression by interactingwith diathesis factors (Abramson
et al. 1989; Brown and Harris 1978; Hammen 2005). On the
other hand, contemporary studies have brought a different per-
spective, showing that stress might be both a predictor and an
outcome of depression. In the literature, this process has been
explained by the Stress Generation Hypothesis (SGH; Hammen
1991, 2006).

The SGH postulates that individuals are not passive recip-
ients of stressful life events around them. Rather, individuals
have an effect on these events; that is, they change their

surroundings. In terms of this hypothesis, individuals generate
stressful life events in interpersonal contexts due to their depres-
sive symptoms. In addition, some interpersonal relationship pat-
terns such as attachment and cognitive styles increase the risk of
experiencing stressful life events (Hammen 1991, 2005; Liu
2013). In summary, the SGH asserts that individuals generate
negative interpersonal life events because of their depressive
symptoms or some other individualistic features. As a process,
stressful life events increase depressive symptoms, while depres-
sive symptoms increment the risk of experiencing interpersonal
stressful life events, which further increase depressive symptoms
(Liu and Alloy 2010; Liu 2013).

The relevant literature divides negative life events into two
types: dependent and independent life events (Liu 2013; Miller
et al. 1986). Dependent life events are at least partly influenced
by an individual’s psychological features. The individual has an
active role on experiencing these kind of events (e.g., an argu-
ment in a romantic relationship). However, independent life
events are uncontrollable (e.g., a natural disaster). According to
the SGH, depressive symptoms or interpersonal relationship
styles increase the possibility of experiencing dependent negative
life events while independent negative life events are not affected
by these variables (Liu 2013; Liu and Alloy 2010). Empirical
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studies using different methods have indicated that depressive
symptoms predict dependent negative life events (Calvete et al.
2013; Flynn and Rudolph 2011; Kleiman et al. 2015; Krackow
and Rudolph 2008; Liu 2013).

Dependent Life Stress: Conflicts in Relationships

Conflict includes misunderstandings, disagreements, disparage-
ment, disapproval, criticism, sarcasm, or rejection in the commu-
nication process. When a conflict occurs in an interpersonal re-
lationship, communication lacks warmth, nurturance, care, and
empathy (Major et al. 1997). Conflict in communication gener-
ally stems from different thoughts, values, and feelings between
individuals (Rahim et al. 2000). In the process of conflict, some
individuals cannot use confrontation, self-disclosure, or emotion-
al expression to deal with it (Goldstein 1999) since theymay lack
of emotional well-being and the ability to interpret conflict events
in healthy ways (Mayer 2000). As this process suggests, some
dysfunctional cognitive processes and ways of coping can make
individuals prone to experiencing more conflicts in relationships.
Relatedly, conflict tendency has been defined as the potential risk
of conflict in an interpersonal context due to dysfunctional com-
munication style. This communication style includes negative
thinking and behavior style (Dokmen 1986). At the same time,
dysfunctional cognition (Timbremont and Braet 2006) as a neg-
ative thinking style and negative ways of coping (Hori et al.
2014) as a dysfunctional behavioral style are common features
of depressive symptoms. Therefore, negative cognitive styles and
negative ways of coping may be associated with a general con-
flict tendency in the interpersonal communication process.While
past studies have indicated that depressive symptoms predict
interpersonal conflict (Eberhart and Hammen 2009; Flynn and
Rudolph 2011), conflict tendency has not been examined as an
outcome of depressive cognition and ways of coping.

Mediators: Cognitive Vulnerabilities and Coping

Studies focusing on negative dependent life stress have shown
that cognitive vulnerability factors have a role on stress genera-
tion process. For example, it was found that negative inferential
and attribution styles predict later dependent life stress
(Abramson et al. 1989; Simons et al. 1993). Similar findings
have also indicated that self-criticism (Shahar and Priel 2003),
negative interpretation, and rumination (Safford et al. 2007) pro-
spectively predict stress generation. Generally, studies on the
SGH have addressed negative inferential styles (Shih et al.
2009) and negative attributions (Simons et al. 1993). Negative
cognitive triad may be another cognitive vulnerability factor in
that depressive symptoms are related with dependent negative
life events. Negative cognitive triad is a vulnerability factor in
the development and perseverance of depression (Beck 1983).
Beck et al. (1979) suggested that individuals with negative cog-
nitions toward the self, world, and future are at a higher risk of

developing depression. According to the cognitive triad model,
individuals vulnerable to depression tend to attribute present neg-
ativity as persistent (negative future perception), attribute events
to personal defects (negative self-perception), and see the world
with insurmountable obstacles (negative world perception). In
this regard, negative future perception, negative self-perception,
and negative world perception constitute the cognitive triad.
Individuals’ negative interpretations toward the self, world, and
future increase when depressive symptoms increase (Calvete
et al. 2013).

Coping styles are cognitive and behavioral strategies used
repeatedly in similar stressful situations (Compas 1987).
Problem- and emotion-focused coping are two main approaches
to coping styles (Endler and Parker 1990). Individuals employing
problem-focused coping approach problems in a logical, active,
and conscious way, while individuals who employ emotion-
focused coping avoid, occupy, or comply with emotions
(Folkman et al. 1986). Whether a coping style is adaptive or
maladaptive depends on the situation (Folkman and Lazarus
1980). If the situation is uncontrollable and unchangeable like
independent life events, emotion-focused coping can be adaptive.
On the contrary, when the situation is controllable like dependent
interpersonal conflicts and the individual uses emotion-focused
coping, this strategy becomesmaladaptive. Copingwith interper-
sonal conflicts requires identifying the problem and finding al-
ternative solutions. Individuals using emotion-focused coping
focus on their emotions instead of conflict resolution. Some re-
lated studies within the SGH framework have shown that avoid-
ance coping, poor interpersonal problem solving predict stress
generation (Davila et al. 1995; Holahan et al. 2005; Nezu and
Carnevale 1987).

It is not possible to understand interpersonal negative life
events only by depressive symptoms. It is important to examine
how depressive symptoms affect interpersonal negative life
events through cognitive and behavioral mediator mechanisms.
Studies have investigated the role of some cognitive variables
and coping on stress generation (Carter and Garber 2011;
Holahan et al. 2005; Liu 2013), but cognitive factors and ways
of coping were not used as mediators to discern the role of
depressive symptoms on the stress generation process in these
studies.

Summary and Aim of the Study

Many studies have suggested the importance of depressive
symptoms on the stress generation process. Additionally, cog-
nitive styles and ways of coping play a role on this process.
However, it is not yet known exactly how depressive symp-
toms lead to stress generation. In this study, a mediation model
was proposed and tested to present an explanation of how de-
pressive symptoms lead to stress generation. Further, empirical
work in this area has not yet tested mediator roles of both cog-
nitive styles, ways of coping, and conflict tendency together to
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determine the association between depressive symptoms and
conflict generation in interpersonal relationships.

Based on the prior studies and theoretical considerations
mentioned above, it was hypothesized that people with non-
clinical depressive symptoms would have more negative per-
ceptions toward the self, future, and world (negative cognitive
triad), and they would use more emotion-focused coping, all
of which would result in conflict tendency. This conflict ten-
dency would also be related to increase in interpersonal con-
flict frequency. This process was shown in the proposed mod-
el (see Fig. 1).

Methods

Participants

A non-clinical sample of undergraduate university students (N =
313) participated in the present study. The majority of partici-
pants were female (251 women, 62 men). The mean age of
sample was 20.27 years (SD = 3.75), and the participants
(86.5%) were mainly frommiddle-class families. Generally, they
(66.9%) were staying in university dorms. Volunteers were given
1 bonus point as compensation by the course instructor.

Instruments

Beck Depression Inventory (BDI; Beck 1961) is a 21-item
scale that measures cognitive, emotional, somatic, and moti-
vational symptoms of depression in adults. All items are
scored between 0 and 3. The highest cumulative score that
can be taken from the scale is 63. Higher scores reflect greater
level and severity of depressive symptoms. Two independent
Turkish adaptation studies were done (Tegin 1980; Hisli 1988,
1989). Studies showed that Turkish form of the BDI was valid
and reliable. Test-retest reliability was .65 for students and .73
for patients (Tegin 1980).

Cognitive Triad Inventory (CTI; Beckham et al. 1986) con-
sists of 36 items scored on a 7-point Likert scale. CTI was
developed to measure positive and negative cognitions about
one’s view of the self (BI can do a lot of things well^), world
(BThe world is a very hostile place^), and future (BThere is no
reason for me to be hopeful about my future^). Before calcu-
lating the scores, positive cognitions are reverse-scored.
Higher scores represent negative cognitions and low scores
represent positive cognitions. CTI was adapted into Turkish
by Erarslan (2014). The inventory had good reliability and
validity. Internal consistency values for view of the self,
world, and future subscales were .85, .72, and .87, respective-
ly. Internal consistency of the total scale was .91.

The Ways of Coping Scale (WOCS; Folkman and Lazarus
1988) is a 66-item questionnaire developed to investigate
thoughts and acts that people use to deal with stressful encoun-
ters. Şahin and Durak (1995) adapted the scale into Turkish. By
investigating item-total correlations and internal consistencies of
the total scale and subscales, the scale was converted into a 30-
item short-form version. This new form consists of five sub-
scales: self-confident approach, optimistic approach, seeking so-
cial support (effective ways of coping), and helpless style and
submissive style (ineffective/emotion focused coping). Internal
consistencies of the subscales were .83, .79, .63, .73, and .65,
respectively. When categorizing ways of coping as effective and
ineffective, internal consistencies were found to be .83 for effec-
tive and .78 for ineffective ways of coping.

Conflict Tendency Scale (CTS; Dokmen 1986) consists of 53
items and is scored on 5-point Likert scale. It has 10 subscales:
Active conflict, passive conflict, existence conflict, completely
rejection conflict, biased conflict, intensity conflict, active-biased
conflict, passive completely rejection conflict, humane features,
and personality traits. Total scores change between 53 and 265.
Low scores indicate low conflict tendency, and high scores indi-
cate high conflict tendency. Internal consistency of the CTS was
.77 and test-retest reliability was .89 in the original study
(Dokmen 1986). Therefore, CTSwas reliable and valid measure.
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focused coping 

Conflict 
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Cognitive 
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Conflict 
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Fig. 1 Proposed model
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Form of Conflict in Close Relationship (FCCR) aims to
investigate participants’ perceived derangement, conflicts,
discussions, confrontations, and fights in five close relation-
ship categories (mother, father, sibling, romantic partner, and
social friend) within last 6 months (mother, father, sibling,
romantic partner, and social friend). People maintain close
relationships with their mother, father, siblings, friends, and
romantic partner, and conflict occurs mostly in these relation-
ships (Brehm et al. 2002). For that reason, the FCCR was
developed by authors via reviewing measurements of interper-
sonal stress events. Participants were asked to rate the frequen-
cy of conflict for each of the five categories on a 5-point Likert
scale. Preliminary reliability and validity analyses were con-
ducted. Cronbach’s alpha for the total form was .54. The total
scores of the FCCR were significantly correlated with CTS
and BDI, .37 and .26, respectively. The results of the analyses
demonstrated the suitability of FCCR for use in this study.

Procedure and Data Analysis

Before running the study, ethical approval was obtained from
Hacettepe University Ethical Committee. Participants were re-
cruited from the Hacettepe University Psychology Department
and other departments convenient to reach. Informed consents
were distributed, participants signed them, and then they were
collected back. After that, volunteer participants were asked to
complete the scales. This process took about 40 min.

Structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to test the
model by using AMOS version 16. The ratio of χ2/degrees of
freedom (df), goodness-of-fit index (GFI), comparative fit index
(CFI), and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA)
were used to determine the model’s fit to the data. Furthermore,
preliminary analyses were conducted using SPSS version 20.
Missing values were assigned with the series by mean method.
Univariate outlier analysis was done to find deviant cases. No
outliers were detected in the data according to the statistical rule
of z-scores of ±4.00 for univariate outliers in samples larger than
100 participants (Mertler and Vannatta 2005). After that, other
assumptions (such as normality) were checked in terms of criteria
stated by Field (2009). Skewness and kurtosis values of contin-
uous variables were in normal range (lower than ±1).

Testing a model using SEM first required determining the
observed variables of latent constructs. The observed variables
of negative cognitive triad and emotion-focused coping latents
were represented by the subscale dimensions while observed
variables of depressive symptoms and conflict tendency were
determined by the parcel method. On the other hand, conflict
frequency latent was represented by five self-rated single-item
questions, each asking for the frequency of conflict in close re-
lationships (mother, father, sibling, partner, and social friend).
Self, world, and future subscales of the CTI represented the cog-
nitive triad latent factor. Two ways of emotion-focused coping
(the helpless and submissive styles) comprised the coping latent

factor, while the depressive symptoms and conflict tendency la-
tent factors were represented by the parcels. Although there has
been debate in the usage of the parcel method in the literature,
empirical justifications for parceling have been demonstrated
(Bandalos and Finney 2001). Therefore, the parcel method was
used as the purpose here was not to examine the relative impor-
tance of individual items, but rather, to show whether the theo-
retically constructed model fits to the data. For example, the CTS
(composed of 53 items and 10 subscales) is impractically lengthy
for SEM. TheBDI shares similar problemswith the CTS.Hence,
parcels for latent factors of conflict tendency and depressive
symptoms were created because of compatibility with the pur-
pose of the present study and practicality (Little et al. 2002).

Parcels were created by the item-to-construct balance method
(Little et al. 2002). First, factor analysis was conducted for both
the CTS andBDI. Results of factor analysis showed that 16 items
in the CTS had factor loadings lower than .30, and item-total
correlations were also problematic for the same items. We decid-
ed to exclude them and run factor analysis again for the CTS.
After this, there were not any items loadings lower than .30. By
fixing the factors to 1 in factor analysis, three parcels were cre-
ated for the CTS by using the item-to-construct method.
Regarding the BDI, we did not eliminate any items, as factor
loadings were not problematic and created three parcels with
the same method.

Results

Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 1.
Results of Pearson correlation analysis among unobserved

variables included in the structural model are shown in Table 2.

Table 1 Descriptive statistics

Mean SD Min–Max

Helpless Stylea 11.27 2.65 6.00–21.00

Submissive Stylea 19.00 4.28 8.00–32.00

Cognitive Triada 79.41 24.54 34.00–179.00

Cognitive Triad-Selfa 24.37 9.91 10.00–61.00

Cognitive Triad-Worlda 31.28 8.46 10.00–59.00

Cognitive Triad-Futurea 23.76 9.71 10.00–62.00

Depressive Symptomsa 11.45 8.20 0.00–39.00

Conflict Tendencya 109.33 18.72 60.00–164.00

Conflict Frequencya 6.82 2.82 0.00–14.00

Conflict Frequency-Motherb 1.37 0.84 0.00–3.00

Conflict Frequency-Fatherb 1.23 0.97 0.00–4.00

Conflict Frequency-Siblingb 1.62 1.03 0.00–4.00

Conflict Frequency-Partnerb 1.29 1.17 0.00–4.00

Conflict Frequency-Social Friendb 1.32 0.82 0.00–4.00

aMean for Total Score of Items
bMean for Single Item Ratings
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A structural model of stress generation examining the role
of depressive symptoms, negative cognitive triad, and
emotion-focused coping factors on conflict tendency and con-
flict frequency was tested (Fig. 2). This model fit to the data
well (χ2 = 231.132, χ2/df = 2.335, GFI = .91, CFI = .94,
NFI = .90; RMSEA = .06, AIC = 305.132).

According to the model, depressive symptoms were signifi-
cantly and positively associated with emotion-focused coping
(β = .58, p < .001) and negative cognitive triad (β = .81,
p < .001), which were positively related with conflict tendency
(β= .30, p < .001 and β = .51, p< .01, respectively), which was
in turn positively associated with conflict frequency (β = .49,
p < .001). Depressive symptoms explained 50% of the variance
in conflict tendency through the roles of emotion-focused coping
and negative cognitive triad, while the total model explained
24% of the variance in conflict frequency. Hence, the model
indicated that people generate stress or conflict in close relation-
ships not only due to depressive symptoms, but rather, depressive
symptoms create conflict in close relationships through the roles
of ineffective ways of coping and negative cognitive triad, which
constitute conflict tendency.

Discussion

In this study, the proposed and tested model showed that de-
pressive symptoms are associated with interpersonal conflict
tendency and frequency through emotion-focused coping

styles and negative cognitive triad. Hence, the results indicat-
ed that emotion-focused coping and negative cognitive triad,
the characteristic features of depressive symptoms, were relat-
ed to interpersonal conflict tendency, which was associated
with conflict frequency. This finding is consistent with both
the SGH and related studies showing that depressive symp-
toms may be an antecedent for dependent life stressors
(Calvete et al. 2013; Daley et al. 1998; Hammen 1991,
2006; Kercher and Rapee 2009). Furthermore, this study ex-
panded previous findings of the SGH by testing a me-
diating mechanism about how depressive symptoms are
related with dependent life stressors, especially in the
interpersonal domain.

According to the present results, while depressive symp-
toms increased, negative evaluations about the self, world, and
future also increased. This increment led to interpersonal con-
flict tendency, and conflict tendency also predicted increase in
conflict frequency. One of the mediators in this loop was neg-
ative cognitive triad. In the stress generation literature, nega-
tive inferential styles and negative attributions have predicted
later dependent life stressors (Abramson et al. 1989; Safford
et al. 2007; Shih et al. 2009). These studies focused on inter-
nal, stable, global attributions about negative events and dys-
functional attitudes. However, in the current study, another
depression-related structure, negative cognitive triad, was in-
dicated as an important construct in the SGH. For healthy
interpersonal communication, individuals should be empathic,
open, supportive, and not excessively critical, disapproving,
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Curr Psychol (2020) 39:174–182 179



or sarcastic (Major et al. 1997). If an individual interprets the
self, world, and future negatively, it may be hard to be em-
pathic, open, and supportive. Such individuals may be more
prone to conflict.

Emotion-focused coping (submissive and helpless styles)
was another significant mediator in the relationship between
depressive symptoms and conflict tendency. The model
showed that while depressive symptoms increase, people use
more submissive and helpless coping styles, which constitute
a potential risk for interpersonal conflicts. This finding
implies that individuals with depressive symptoms may
not focus on conflict or conflict resolution. Instead,
when they encounter a problem in interpersonal domain,
they may struggle with their submissive and helpless
feelings, which may cause interpersonal communication
problems and ultimately conflicts.

This study proposed and tested a model that explains the
generation of interpersonal conflicts. Considering the model,
depressive symptoms, emotion-focused coping (submissive
and helpless), and negative attributions about the self, world,
and future should be taken into consideration when studying
interpersonal conflict in future empirical research and practice.
In psychotherapy practice, depressive symptoms, cognitive
factors, and coping strategies should be considered together
as sources of interpersonal conflict.

Limitations and Future Directions

Although the sample size was sufficient in this study and the
model showed acceptable fit, there are some limitations and
future directions. The gender effect was not examined due to
the small number of male participants. The stress generation
process may differ in terms of gender. Thus, this model should
be tested in different genders. A non-clinical, university stu-
dent sample also limits the generalizability of the findings.
Future studies should test this model in samples with different
age groups and education levels. Furthermore, it is recom-
mended that this model should be confirmed in Major
Depressive Disorder (MDD) patients. By this way, the model
can provide an explanation how patients with MDD become
vulnerable to interpersonal conflicts. Consequently, treatment
alternatives of MDD can be tailored to specifically addressing
interpersonal conflict process since interpersonal conflict pro-
cess is a dependent negative life event and may further exac-
erbate depressive symptoms. Additionally, the current
study has all the limitations of self-report measures
and cross-sectional designs. Beyond this, the conflict
frequency measure required participants to report and
summarize conflicts during the last 6 months. It might
be difficult for the participants to remember the past
conflicts. Therefore, future studies should use ecological
momentary assessment and/or longitudinal designs.
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