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The purpose of this study was to see if the number 
of sub-goals reached by subjects doing a certain task 
could influence how the subjects felt about their performance. 
Also in this study it was hypothesized that depressed and 
nondepressed sUbjects might differ in their feelings 
regarding their performance on the task. No significant 
differ~nces were found between treatment groups. Also, 
no significant sUbject-treatment interaction was obtained. 

~ . There was, however, a significant subject effect. Nondepressed 
" subjects felt significantly better than depressed subjects 

concerning their performance. 



l 

Many of the current cognitive theories of depression 

are rooted in the underlying notion that depressed people 

tend to have non-normal cognitions concerning their actions 

and associated reinforcements. Seligman's (197J) Learne d 

Helplefisness model, one of the most popular of these theories, 

states that depressed people tend to have the expectation 
\ 

that response and reinforcement are independent. Seligman 

believes that a depressed person e~ploys the rationale that 

no matter how hard he tries, a successful result will not 

be due to his efforts, but due to some other variable inde­

pendent of his efforts. Therefore, why should he try at all? 

A study done by Miller and Se ligman (197J) shO'.·'ed 

differences between depressed and nondepressed subjects' 

expectations of success when provided with reinforcement on 

a skill task. Nondepressed subjects~ expectancy of success 

was significantly high2r than depressed subjects', despite 

the fact that outcome was rigged at 50% success - 50% failure. 

However p this difference was not obtained on similarly 

structured chance tasks. It was concluded that nondepressed 

subjects change their expectation of success when they 

perceive reinforcement as contingent on their response. 

Depressed subjects, however, do not have a high degree of 

success expectancy regardless of whether reinforcement is 

response-dependent or not. 

In 1979 , Alloy and Abramson presented a rather different 

theory of depression. They found depressed subjects 

surprisingly accurate in their judgment of the degree of 
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dependence between response and reinforcement. Nondepressed 

subjects however showed both illusions of control and no 

control, depending on their perceived rate of success (the 
~ 

higher the success rate 9 the more they perceived reinforcement 
J 

\. 

as response dependent). Alloy and Abramson concluded that 

perhaps depressives' deficits are not perceptual, as Miller 

and Seligman hypothesized, but motivational. Depressives may 

be aware of the degree of response-outcome dependence, 

but lack the motivation to implement a behavior that will 

produce success. 

The plausibility of (and experimental evidence for) both 

of the above theor~ leads one to suspect that perhaps 

depressives' deficits are a combination of cognitive and 

motivational/behavioral deficits. This is one of the 

advantages of Action Theory. Action Theory hypothesizes 

that our cognitions and their associated behaviors are the 

result of hierarchically structured plans, goals and feed­

back . A plan is a "cognitive blueprint" which foreshadows 

action, and controls the order in which a sequence of 

operations is to be performed. A goal is the desired result 

of the plan -- what the planner hopes to achieve by empl oying 

a particular plan. Feedback is the informati on the planner 

recieves b y which he tests how effe c tive the execution of his 

pla n is in at t aining his goal. Therefore, t he organization 

of this system is such that a feedback loop is created. One 

can continually test the effectiveness of his plan by receiving 

feedback regarding how successful his plan is in attaining 
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resistant to change. 

The Action fheorist views depression as concurring 

with p~rticular styles of action: 1) The y have a high degree 

) 
of fit between endstate and goal (meaning they are dissatis­

\; 

fied with their performance unless they achieve all that they 

had originally planned). 2) Their goals tend to slide b ack 

(that is, if they find themselves approaching their goal, 

they will advance their goal to a greater level of difficulty, 

thus reducing the likelih ~od of ever reaching it). J) They 

take their goals very seriously. 4) They tend to have only 

one plan of action. 5) Their goals are usually not well 

defined. 

By employing Action Theory, some new questions arise 

concerning the n~re and treatment of depression. The general 

area I have addressed in this study is whether a depressed 

person's cognitive and/or motivatiqnal deficits be detected 

and/or altered by manipulating a non-dynamic aspect of his 

environment. Specifically, I have arbitrarily manipulated 

the number of s l:t-goal s reache d b y depre ssed and nondepre sse d 

subjects on a skill task, and have attempted to determine 

whether this manipulation can effect a c h a ng e in sub j ects' 

cognitive/ motivational deficits. 

I n my experiment, I had both depressed and nondepressed 

s ubjects per f orm skill tasks, with t he only difference across 

treatment groups being the number of a rbitrarily determined 

(b y me) ~ubgoals reached within a specified and unchanging 

number of trials. In my ?riginal hypothesis I ha='_ hoped to 
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begin to formulate answers to the following questions: Do 

depressed and nondepressed subjects differ in their optimal 

rate 0l goal attainment (meu..Vling, is there a certain number 

of pre-set goals to be reached within the task that will 
,~ .. 

help the subjects to feel better about their performance? 

Alsop is this number different for depressed and nondepressed 

sub jec ts?)? Can manipt'.la ting the rate of goal attainment 

effect a change in depressed and nondepressed subjects' 

assessments of past performances and/or predictions of 

future performances? Can sub~jects' self-assessments 

act as 3elf-fulfilling prophesies to effect a change in 

actual p9rformance? Can falsified feedback concerning 

response correctness serve to enhance performance? 

METHOD 

Subjects 

Thirty subjects, fifteen depressed and fifteen nondepressed, 

were chosen from the U of P undergraduate population based 

on their scores on the Beck Denression Inventory . Students 

scoring over 8 on the BDI were used as depressed subjects. 

Design 

For every subject, an 2K Commodore compu ter flashed, for 

three seconds each , a ser ies o~ 120 paired graphic patterns. 

Each presen ~at i cn _ispl ayed one pattern on ~t e left side of 

the screen and one pattern on the ri ght si de of the screen. 

Any particular pair was randomly generated 2S e ither identical 

or very slightly different. 

http:manipt'.la
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b i ffe..T en t 

l 

V · 
" 

Eac h subject's sole task wa s to indicate whether he 

believed the patterns to be identical or different. After 

going over the instructions and doing fi ve prac tice trials , 

subjects ' responses were r ec orded. The v~itten instructions 

were as foll ow s: 

This is a study on goal reac hing . You wil l be s hown 

120 pa ire d patterns that will f l ash on the scree n for about 

J second s each . Your job will be to s ay whether the patterns 

are the same or di fferent. You will indi cate your answer by 

pre ssing ~~i if you th ink the patterns are the same, or 

!PIC] if you think t he patterns a re different. P·.fter thi s , 

pres s ~TUR NI . 

After (10 , 20 or JO a ppeare d here) tria l s you will be 

told how many of your responses were correct. You will then 

be ask e d to rate how you fee l about your perf ormance on tha t 
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last bl ock of trials. You will rate yoursel~ on a scale 

from one (very bad) to ten (very good) by pressing the 

appropriate keys. This rating should not necessarily 

correspond to the percentage of correct answers you obtained. 

~ .. Also, before each block of trials, you will be asked to 

predi ct how :TO\.: will feel after c omple ting the upc oming 

block of trials. This rating will be on the same one to ten 

scale. 

After 120 trials, the screen will display "The experiment 

l S over." At this point, please call me. 

We'll begin with five practice trials. 

After reading and understanding the directions, subjects 

were asked to verbally go over what exactly they were to do, 

and then performed on the five practice trials. After this, 

the experimenter left the room for the act'J.al experiment. 

The only manipulated variable was the rate of inter­

mittence of goal attainment , and hence the number of 

assesSffients and predictions. In other words, the number 

of trials in each bl ock , and the number of b locks within the 

120 trials were varied. The thirty sub jects were divided 

evenly in to two sets of three groups: both depressed a n d 

nondepressed g-.coups receiving 10, 20 , 2nd 30 trial b l ocks . 

http:act'J.al
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The falsified feedback, which was semi-randomly 

obtained, was arranged as follows: 

1 2 goal groups : 4,6 95,6,4,797,7,6,7,8 98 correct answers 

respectively by block. 

6 goal group: 10,11,14,13,1 6 correct answers respectively 

by block. 

4 goal group: 15,17,20,23 correct answers respectively by block. 

Note that the 6 -goal and 4 - goal groups' feedback was ob­

tained by grouping corresponding 12-goal group feedback . 

Thus, all subjects , regardless of group, recieved the same 

feedback. 

RESULTS 

A significant (p(. 05) difference was obta ined in 

overall prediction means and overall assessment means 

between depressed and nondepressed SUbjects. There 0 ere, 

hov!ever, no s ignificant treatment effects (for predictions, 

F=.164925 9 for assessments , F=.00 06 -- a cc e pt Ho), indicatin g 
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that no 	optimal rate of goal attainment was obtained. 

There was no significant interaction between 
::I 

sUbject and treatment for predictions (F=.J04J 2J) or assess­

ments (F=.S0701J), indicating that there was no significant 

difference in depressed and nondepressed subject s ' optimal 

rate of 	goal attainment. 

There was, as is intuitively obvious, a strong time 

effect, indicating significant differences in ratings over 

time. For pre dictions, F= 2 .84 (p(.OS ) , and for assessments 

F~SS.24S (p<.Ol). When remembering that subjects were 

recieving increasingly positive feedback, this result is not 

surprising, 

An insignificant subject-time interaction was obtained 

for predictions, F=.J18, and for assessments F=1.4J), indi­

cating that depressed and nondepressed subjects' ratings 

were not significantly different in their rate of change 

over time. 

Finallyp there was an insignificant sub j ect-treatment-time 

interaction, indicating that depressed and nondepresse d 

subjects di d not differ in their rate of chang e in ratings, 

re gardless of treatme n t group. 

As for correct answers over time, n o si gnificant r esults 

were obtaine d any'll/here ( s e e li n e graph s 5 , 6 ,7 ,12,1 3 ,14, 

19, 20,21,24,2 7 ;. 
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DISCUSSION AND SPECULATION 

I had originally hypothesiz ed that once a subject 

reached a sub-goal his confidence might be raised sufficiently 

~ to increase his prediction of success on the following 

bloc~ of trials. Therefore, the more goals he reaches 

over a given period of time, the more often his confidence 

is raised, the higher his next prediction mi ght be. 

Similarly , the more goals he reaches, the more likely he is 

to be pleased with his perfor~ance. 

My hypothesis was based on my own experiences as an 

experimental sub ject. I am constantly doing battle wi th 

myself over whether I should try to perform as well as 

possible to boo st my self-esteem, or whether I should 

perform as quickly as possible since the task is usually 

quite bor ing and I want to get done wi th it. I tend to 

moderate be t wee n th e two. So al though I try to do well, 

I get sa tisfaction out of knowing that I am continually 

getting closer to the end of the experimenT. Thus I 

hypothesized that the more often one is reminded that he 

is nearing the end of the experiment, the bette r he will feel. 

had tho~gh t that since depresse d people are often 

bored by the routine in the ir lives , ~eaching a greater 

number of sub - goal s could ~ at l east in part, make them feel 

bet te r a bout their percieve d routinized ':Iays. 

I 
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~ 

However, one can employ a different interpretation as 

wella the more often one is told how far he has gone, the 
i 

more often one is reminded how far he has got to go ! 
~ 

Let us now turn to the questions asked earlier and see 

how the data answer them. The first question asked was: 

do depressed and nondepressed subjects differ in their 

optimal rate of goal attainment? Look ing at bar graphs 

A and B, one can see that nondepressed subjec ts consistently 

both predicted thay would feel better about their performance, 

aBd assessed their feelings as better than depressed subjects. 

The ANOVA swnmary confirms this significant difference. 

Thus we can conclude that the 1 to 10 raTing scale used was 

indeed sensitive to differences between depressed and 

nondepressed subjects. However, an optimal rate of goal 
~ 

attinm~' i"',t was not obtained for both depressed and nondepressed 

subjects. Possible explanations for this i0significance 

will be disussed in the answer to the fo llowing question. 

The second question asked whether manipulating the rate 

of goa l attainment could effect c hanges in depressed and 

nondepressed sub je c ts' assessments of past performances and/or 

predictions of future perfcYTIances. As it turned out, 

ma nipulatin€ the rate of goal atta i nment had no significant 

~ I , effects on subject s ' ratings (see ANOV A a nd line graphs j, -r , 

1 0 ,11,1 7 ,2 2 , 23 , 25 ,26). It is possible that individua l 

sub je cts ' idiosyncratic cognitions concerning the 
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desirability of con stant reminders re garding fracti on a l 


task completion obscured any intere s ting re s ult s that 


could h~ve been ob tained. It is, of course , also possible 


~ ..
.that t he rate of goal a ttalnment has n o bear lng whatsoever 

on subjects' feelings about their performance. Perhaps in 

a future study , during debriefing the experimenter could 

ask sub jec ts just exactly how they felt about being constantly 

reminded (or not constantly reminded, as the case may be) 

how f a r along in tne ~a sk they a re. Another possibility 

mi ght be to run within-subje ct trea~ent variations to see 

if a particular sub ject prefers one rate of goal a ttainment 

over anoth er. Such a study could pick up individua l 

differences in these cognitive a ppraisa l s (aga in, if in fact 

t hese differences exist). 

The third quest;Jn asked if asseS2nents and predictions 

could act as self-fulfilling proph e sies to a ffect a change in 

act(J.al performance. One mi :-:h t rea son that n onde pressed 

subjec ts ratings mi ght inde ed i mpr ove t h e ir actual perf ormance : 

as positive fee dbac k incre a~es over time, r atings would go 

up ( i nd i ca ting that sub je cts feel be~ ter about th e ir per­

formance). With t he se im proved f ee lings. i t mi~ht be 


possib le that ac hievement motivation increases as well, 


~nd so t he subjects might try harder a~ ~h e task, and 

possi b l y suc ceed more often. 

http:act(J.al
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On the other hand, one might hypothesize that depressed 

subjects ' performance might not improve. Most findings 

indicate that depressives tend to selectively attend to 

~ 	 negative feedback, and attribute positive feedback to an 

independent variable. Thus depressives' ratings might not 

incre ase over time, indicating that they are not feeling 

as good about their performance. Thus ach ievement motivation 

might not be as strong. 

Despite the fact that all subjects were given the same 

amount of feedback, difference s be tVfeen depre ssed and non-

depressed subjects ' ratings were obtained. One could 

possib l y attribute the difference in these ratings to a 

difference in the actual performance between depressed and 

nondepreseed sub jects. However, no such difference in 

actual performance vIas obtained. Line graphs 7 ,14, and 21 

comparisons be tween depres sed subjec~s actual per~ormance 

and nondepressed sub j ects actual performance -- indicate 

no significant (;' i ffe rences in the ac tua l number of correct 

answers ob tained. 

Thus we can conclude that actual performance had little 

if any bearing en s~b ~ e cts' rating s (and/or vi ce ver sa) . 

It s eem s t ha t no ~i ~/n :::':':lic chan ge in sub,j2ctS ' outlooks we re 

ob tained : jo pre ss e 0 2 ~8 jec t s ant i cipated fe21in~ not as good 

and inde ed d id ~ee l nc~ as g ood as nonde pressed subjects . 
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This is consistent with most findings concerning depressives' 

reducdd performance and reduced performance capabilities. 
j 

An Action Theorist might predict these results, as they 
c1. 

~ 	 could be interpreted as consistent with the finding that 


depressed people have a high degree of fit between endstate 


and goal. It could be that depressed subjects set their 


goals too high and thus were dissatisfied with anything 


but that optimal performance. This, as already stated, lS 


merely an adequate interpretation of the findings. Unfor­

tunately, the collected data are not sufficient to conclude 


that this is actually the case. Perhaps in a future study 


subjects could be asked to state how many correct answers 


they want to obtain on the upcoming block of trials. "Nice" 


data from such a study may make the action theorist's 

interpretation of the findings not only a consistent one, 

but a correct one. 

There is, however, a result here that is inconsistent 

with most findings. Remember that feedback was regul a rly 

increased fer a ll subjects from approximately 5 0% success to 

approxima tely 80% success. Accor d ing ~o most findings, 

depressed subjec t si predic t ions and assessments should not 

increase with this feedback, as depressives te nd to selectively 

attend to poor ~e edb a ck, a n d tend ~o a~tribute positive 

f eedback to e x ternal agents. However, depressed and non­

dpDressed s ub jects significantly increase d r'a tings over time 9 
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yet did not significantly diff~r in their rate of increase over 

time. There was apparently f'I] ~f'__\tt..>i/a ttention to negative 

feedback on the part of depressed sUbjects. Retaining this 
~ 

null hypothesis seems counterintuitive and could possibl y 
~ 

be due to the lack of severity in subjects' depression . 

However, remember that depressed and nondepressed subjects' 

grand mean rati~s were found to be significantly different. 

Another possibility that reduces the significance of this 

finding (and, unfortunately, the significance of all these 

findings) is that n per cell was only five. In future studies, 

in which more liberal amounts of time (and money? ) might be 

spent , n per cell would certainly be increased at least 

twofold. 

The last question originally asked was: can falsified 

feedback concerning the correctness the correctness of 

response serve t o enhance performance? As a lreQ4y noted, 

nothing significant was obtained in a comparison of correct 

answers over time, This was an admittedly weak hypothesis, 

and was only included because an answer wo~ld be easi ly 

obtainable from the data. No t surprisingly , re s ults 

indica te a ne ga tive answer t o the question. 

~s part of jE bri e ~ing , I o f course ~old all s Ubiects 


tha t the f eedback they reci eved was ~21 s ifi ed -- totally 
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independen t ~~ . t heir actual per for~ance. Many , in fa ct 

the major i ty of subjects told me tha t they did have their 

s uspi c ions re gar ding the honesty of the f ee dba ck, but rated 

them s e l ve s base d on what the computer told them anyvlfay.
J .. 

Many seem ingl y did this for my sake : "I figured tha t was 

wha t wa s expected of me so I played al ong ',''' One sub ject did 

let her suspicions af fect her answers, and so was replaced . 

, 1hree sub je cts said that the y initially 

bel i eved the feeeback to be fal s e, 

impr oved , they be gan to lo :e th e ir 

three subje c ts we re nondepressed. 

with the idea tha t n ondepress i ves 

positive feedback. 

Ano ther intere sting f inding : 

bu t as th e feedback 

s uspici ons. Two of these 

This appears cons i s ten t 

se lec t i ve l y attend to 

three subjects asked to se e 

their actual results (how many correc t answers the y actually 

obtained). All three of the se subjects were mal es . When I 

told th is to a grad student frien d of mine, he s a id he often 

obtains s imilar results in experimental situa t i ons: male 

sub j ec ts se em much more inv ol ve d a nd in te re~ted in perform ing 

as well a s poss i b le. 

The task used was pi cked 

Fi r st , t r ue fe e d ~a c k was very 

it di d n o t r eqire ah spec i a l 

~ubjec t cou l d n ot a ~tribu te a 

idiosyncratic i nabili GY or an 

for a var i ety of reasons. 

difficu l t to ob ta in. Second , 

ski ll s cr 2bilities, so the 

poor perf ormance to a ny 

externa l a gen t (alth ough I 
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did hear a stray comment of "I'm terrible at things like 

this" once in a while). Third, it is a skill task with an 

empirically ascertainable answer, thus subjects could not 

(and did not) claim that the correct answer was obscured .... 

Interestingly, many subjects reported that t!~y initially 

did not find any differences in the patterns, but as ~ime 

Wc?'1t by, they noti ce d di fference s more and more. However, 

rarely was a steady improvement in actual performance 

obtained. This could indicate that performance was too 

heavily reliant upon luck. If a subject 's performance 

doesn't change, yet he spots differences more often l ater in 

the task , perhaps random guessing could produce similar 

results. In future studies a task should be devised that 

both makes true feedback exceedingly difficult to obtain 

and that is a skill task in ~hich lv,ck does not playa 

significant role in performance. 

The falsified feedback presented proble~s on two levels. 

First p subjects often felt they did better or worse than the 

number correct reported on the screen, thus their suspicions 

were aroused regarding the feedback's truthfulness. 

Secondly , even if their suspicions were not aroused due to 

lack of fit between perceived perform2nce and feedback, 

suspicions '.'''ere oft en aroused \!hen s ':." c :e cts noted ":ha t the 

feedt~ck wa s ever-increasi ngl Y positi'le. : his is obviously 

an area in which future studies wi ll have to be modified. 



1 
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CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Certain action styles that depressed people seem to 

possess have been obtained from this study. First, the notion 

" -'-hat depressed people have a high degree of fit between 

• 	 endstate and goal was supported in these findings in two 

distinct ways. Depressed subjects had lower ratings than 

nondepressed subjects, which could be interpreted from an 

Action Theory vantage point. And second, Depressed subjects' 

predictions were higher than their assessments, indicating 

that they expected to feel better than they actually did 

feel. Thus the degree of fit between endstate and goal 

was not sufficient for them to feel better than they had 

predicted. C~wnon ~c many theories including Action Theory 

is that depressed peoplc tend to set too high goals for 

themselves, a nd thus are constantly dissatisfied with their 

perfcrmance, as their goals exceed realistic limits. 

It should also be remembered that nondepressed subjects 

expected to feel better tharl depressed subjects expected to 

:;:'e21, and then in fact fel t better than they had anticipated. 

I'~ seems nondepressed subjects ~ay nc~ have had such 

strungent re ,~I~l 2. ~io:ls en t11e degree OI~ ':i t bet",een Pllds~;.·te 

a.r.d goal . 

:1.1 th ou e:h n:; 3i ,r;n i .E ica rlc treatment: ef:ect \/as ob~.ain8 cl . 

t1'er'8 s till seem s to be somE:' t:---1i n~ in :-:1,'1 \.ypothe si s t hat 
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seems intuitively correct. 'I'h iss-:t ',J dv did not make such 
I 

2. finding (some possible exr;lar,cdions W8;..~e discussed). 

HO·N8ver. "ch'3 m';ji![1er of variations on this design (both 
.) 

those mentioned here and those not yet considAred' provide 

me with the impetus not to give ~p yet. Especially 

attl'acti'l8 is tf:c~ notion of rurming wi thin-subject treatment 

variations . Perhaps in the near future I will be able to 

attempt such a study, 
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