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DĴ)S ©.- 1 7 © © © © © © © ©.© © © © © ©. ’30
LIST OF REFERENCES.........   . © © ©  © 34

iii



LIST OF TABLES

Table Page
1. Initial Expectancy . .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  30
2. Final Expectancy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  30
3?. Total Change . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  31
4. Change Following Success . . . . . . . . . . .  ... 31
5. Change Following Failure . .. . ... . . . . . . . . 32
6. Inappropriate Shift . . . . . . . . . ... . . .. . 32
7. Change from Trial 1 to Trial 2. . . . . . . . . . 33



ABSTRACT

A learned helplessness model of delay of reinforce
ment is proposed, whereby preference, for delayed reward is 
a function of past experience with noncontingent reinforce
ment. It was predicted that, like helpless subjects, indi
viduals who have a high generalized preference for immediate 
reinforcement evidence a perception of noncontingency. The 
present study failed to replicate earlier learned helpless
ness studies in which helpless subjects showed smaller 
changes in expectancy for success over skill task trials, 
relative to nonhelpless subjects. Contrary to prediction, 
subjects who preferred immediate reinforcement did not show 
smaller expectancy changes in skill than did subjects who 
preferred delayed reinforcement. These findings indicate• . i
that control subjects, helpless subjects, and subjects who 
preferred immediate reinforcement did not differ in per
ceived contingency of reinforcement. Results are discussed 
in. relation to recently cited theoretical problems in learned 
helplessness research and numerous failures to replicate 
earlier learned helplessness findings on expectance change.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Delay of reinforcement, the ability or willingness 
to defer immediate reinforcement for the sake of later but 
more valued outcomes, is a construct which is relevant to 
both normal and abnormal behavior. The behavior of every
day life is, to a large extent, characterized by apparent 
choices between immediate and delayed rewards and punish
ments (Mahrer, 1956). Choice behavior in such situations 
is also related to several maladaptive behavior patterns 
(e.g., delinquency, sociopathy). As Shaw (1945) stated,
"The problems, dealt with in psychotherapy are in the nature 
of behavior.which has immediately rewarding consequences,. 
but more remote punishing consequences" (p. 426).

A. series of correlational studies has related an 
array of variables to delay of reinforcement. Variables 
found to correlate positively with delay of reinforcement 
include need achievement (Mischel, 196la) ? age (Mischel 
and Metzner, 1962; Walls, 1973); intelligence (Mischel and 
Metzner, 1962); degree of preoccupation with future rather 
than present events and degree to which images of future 
events are endowed with a sense of reality (Klineberg, 1968). 
On the other hand, preference for delayed reinforcement has
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been found to be negatively related to acquiescence (Mischel, 
1961a); delinquency (Mischel, 1961b); length of delay inter
val (Mischel and Metzner, 1962); severity of psychological 
disturbance (Shybut, 1968); willingness to falsify game 
scores in order to obtain an achievement award (Mischel and 
Gilligan, 1964).

Correlational studies are supplemented by experiments 
in which delay of reinforcement was the dependent measure. 
These studies have manipulated antecedents to the choice 
process such as modeled behavior (Walls and Smith, 1970) , 
and expectancy for the occurrence of the delayed reward 
(Mahrer, 1956; Mischel and Staub, 1965).

Although the present study does, not deal, with delay 
of reinforcement as a correlational or dependent variable 
as previous studies did, the term "delay of reinforcement 
behavior" will still refer to a responses the act of select
ing either a delayed or an immediate reward. In addition, 
however, the notion of generalized preference for delayed 
versus immediate reinforcement will be. used in a trait 
sense, or as a dimension along which individuals may be com
pared. In other words, individuals are seen as falling 
along a continuum ranging from those who, when sampled 
across a broad range of situations, almost always choose 
immediate reinforcement, to those who almost always opt- for 
delayed reinf orcement. This paper is mainly concerned with 
those individuals at one extreme of the continuum who have



a. strong tendency to take immediate, though less valuable 
reinforcement in place of delayed larger rewards, and whose 
low levels of delay behavior have become maladaptive.

It is important to note, as Mischel and Staub (1965) 
did, that larger delayed rewards are usually contingent on 
more than merely waiting for a delay period to pass. In 
real life situations, most delayed rewards are. contingent 
on the performance of some response as well. Thus, obtain
ing delayed reinforcement involves operant responding, and 
habitual, choice of immediate reinforcement represents a 
deficit in such operant responding.

In recent years, many investigations (e.g.., Hiroto 
and- Sellgman, 19757 Seligman, 1972) have dealt with defi
cits in operant responding as an aspect of'the phenomenon of 
learned helplessness. The term learned, helplessness refers 
to. findings . (summarized in Maier and Seligman, 1976) that 
experience with uncontrollable reinforcement produces cer
tain cognitive,- motivational, and emotional disruptions.

Maier and Seligman (1976) state:
...a major consequence of experience with uncontrol
lable events is motivational;; uncontrollable events 
undermine the motivation to initiate voluntary re- 

. sponses to control future events. Experience with 
uncontrollable events may also have a second conse
quence that is cognitive; experience with uncontrol
lability may produce a difficulty in learning that . 
responses have succeeded, even when responding is 
actually successful. Uncontrollability may retard 
the perception of control (p. 13).



The latter effect, difficulty in learning that, responding 
controls reinforcement when it actually does so, has been 
referred to (Seligman, 1972) as a "cognitive set" for un- 
controllability or failure.

In sum then, in learned helplessness, experience 
with uncontrollable reinforcement produces reduced motiva
tion and. a "cognitive set" for failure, which in turn lead 
to deficits in.operant responding. The present paper pro
posed that, in many cases, maladaptively low levels of delay 
of: reinforcement behavior represent a deficit, in the emis
sion of a certain class of operant responses— those which 
bring about larger delayed rewards— and that this deficit in 
operant: responding is a type of. learned helplessness be
havior. The learned.helplessness model of delay of rein
forcement put forward here asserts that,like learned 
helplessness, the lack of preference for delayed reinforce
ment involves operant response deficits which reflect cog
nitive and motivational disruptions. These disruptions, in 
turn, stem from perceived uncontrollability of reinforcement. 
The advantage to conceptualizing delay of reinforcement be
havior within a learned helplessness framework is that, if 
the proposed model is valid, then procedures which have 
been effective in alleviating learned helplessness may be 
applied toward the treatment of- maladaptively low levels of 
delay behavior.
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Parallels may be drawn between learned helplessness 

and preference for immediate reinforcement with regard to 
behavioral manifestations and cause. The issue of causa
tion will be discussed presently; behavioral manifestations 
will be considered subsequently.

% Maier and Seligman (1976) present the etiology of 
learned helplessness as a three-step process: (1) Informa
tion about contingency is available. (2) The organism forms 
a cognitive representation of the contingency. (3) The 
organism behaves. Maier and Seligman (1976) state that the 
middle step is "crucial" and that they prefer to call the 
cognitive representation "the expectation that responding 
and: outcome are independent" (p. 17) .

The present model, proposed that, low levels of delay 
behavior: may result from the same events (steps 1 and 2 
above) that produce helpless behavior. The premises upon 
which this view rests may be stated as follows: (1) Prefer
ence for delayed reinforcement is, in part, a function of 
expectancy for the occurrence of the reinforcement. (2) Ex
pectancy, in turn, is dependent upon prior learning. Spe
cifically, the extent to which reinforcement has previously 
been noncontingent upon responding (or perceived as such) 
determines the degree, of expectancy' for future outcomes to 
be a function of responding. Empirical support for each 
of these premises will now be considered. \
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Premise 1 is derived from Rotter1s (1954) social 

learning theory which states that delay of reinforcement 
behavior is a joint function of the value of the reward 
and the expectancy for the occurrence of the reward. By 
definition,, expectancy for reinforcement is dependent upon 
the individual1s evaluation; of his ability to perform a re
sponse which, will bring about reinforcement: "Expectancy
may be defined as the probability held by the individual 
that a particular external reinforcement will occur as a 
function of a specific behavior on his part in a specific
situation or situations" (Rotter, 1954, p. 101). In other

. . - ■ - words, expectancy is a function of. the degree to which re
inforcement is perceived to be dependent on responding.
Thus., it is proposed here that, like learned helplessness, 
maladaptively low levels of delay of reinforcement behavior 
stem from the belief that response capabilities are insuf
ficient to produce reinforcement.

Mahrer (1956) provided empirical evidence that 
preference for delayed reinforcement varies as a function 
of expectancy that the reward will actually be received. 
Mischel. and Staub (1965) carried investigation of the ex
pectancy model a step farther by making delayed reward con
tingent on the subject's responses. Results were consistent 
with Rotter's theory; tendency to prefer the larger delayed 
reinforcement was significantly influenced by the subject's
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level of expectancy that an outcome would occur as a func^ 
tion of his behavior.

The second premise of the present argument states 
that an individual1s degree of expectancy that future out
comes will be a function of his or her actions is deter
mined by the extent to which reinforcement has previously 
been perceived as non-response—contingent. This premise is 
supported by Miller and Seligman (1976) who found that sub
jects pretreated with noncontingent reinforcement (inescap
able noise) viewed'reinforcement (success or failure) as 
less- dependent, on their own responding and more a. matter of 
chance, relative to nonpretreated control subjects. In a 
similar vein, Klein and Seligman (1976) showed that, among 
subjects pretreated with.noncontingent reinforcement (ines
capable noise), those who were subsequently given experience 
with contingent reinforcement (solvable discrimination prob- 
lems) showed an increased tendency to perceive reinforcement 
as dependent on responding , relative to a control group that 
did not experience the contingent reinforcement, phase.

Thus,, a number of studies support the two premises 
which: underlie the argument that preference for immediate 
reinforcement may result from experience with uncontrollable 
reinforcement. McVeigh and Domino (1977) conducted a more 
direct test of the hypothesis that helpless behavior and , 
preference for immediate reinforcement may follow from the
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same antecedent events„ The authors demonstrated that de
pression, and experience with uncontrollability, two condi
tions which have been shown to be related to helpless 
behavior (Miller and Seligman, 1975), were also antecedents 
of high preference for immediate, reinforcement., In sum 
then, the present model holds that uncontrollable reinforce
ment and subsequent expectancY for noncontrol may underlie 
both helplessness and preference for immediate reinforcement.

Returning now to the topic of parallels in beha
vioral manifestations, learned helplessness, as noted ear
lier, is characterized by lowered motivation to perform 
operant responses, and by a. reduced propensity to perceive 
reinforcement contingencies. Regarding: the former charac
teristic, low levels of delay behavior may be viewed as a 
reduced tendency to perform those operant responses upon 
which larger, delayed reward is contingent.

The latter characteristic, reduced tendency to per
ceive reinforcement contingencies, was the topic of the 
present investigation. The present model predicted that, 
like helpless subjects, individuals who have a strong pref
erence for immediate reinforcement should exhibit a reduced 
tendency to perceive reinforcement as contingent on respond
ing. To test this, hypothesis, the present study used the 
same experimental design and some of the same procedures 
that Miller and Seligman (1976) used to examine parallels 
between learned helplessness and depression.
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Miller and Seligman (1976) argued that if learned 

helplessness and depression both entail a reduced capacity 
for perceiving reinforcement contingencies, then depressed 
and helpless subjects should tend, to regard any task as 
chance, since they believe that their responses have little 
effect on reinforcement, while nondepressed and nonhelpless 
subjects should distinguish between chance and skill tasks. 
In the Miller and Seligman (1976) study, the main dependent 
variable was the tendency to perceive reinforcement as con
tingent on or independent of skilled responses, as measured 
by changes in expectancy for success reported by subjects 
following success or failure.

The. rationale for this index is as follows. If sub
jects perceive reinforcement as dependent upon their 
own responding, then success on any trial should lead 
subjects to increase their expectancies for success 
qn the next trial, and. failure should lead to de
creases in expectancies. If, on the other hand, sub
jects perceive reinforcements as independent of their 
own responding, then success or failure on one trial 
should have little or no effect on their expectancies 
for success on the next trial. So, the amount of ex
pectancy change over trials measures perception of 
response-reinforcement contingencies (Miller and 
Seligman, 1976, p. 8).

This type of measure was first used by Rotter and his asso
ciates (James and Rotter, 1958; Phares, 1957; Rotter, Live- 
rant': and Crowne, 1961) , who found that college students 
exhibited significantly greater expectancy changes in skill 
tasks, where reinforcement should be perceived as response- 
dependent, than in chance tasks, where reinforcement should 
be perceived as response-independent.
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Miller and Seligman (1976) used an experimental 

design which enabled direct comparison of deficits in 
depression and helplessness. Subjects were classified as 
depressed or nondepressed on the basis of Beck Depression 
Inventory (Beck, 1967) scores„ In a pretreatment phase, 
depressed arid nondepressed groups were trisected into help
less, nonhelpless and control conditions by exposing sub
jects to aversive. noise which was either inescapable, 
escapable, or not delivered. In the treatment phase, sub
jects were presented with two test tasks, chance and skill, 
counterbalanced for order. The: skill. task, was a. timed card- 
sorting problem-.. In the chance task, the subject tried to 
predict which of two slides, "X" or "0", would appear oh 
the screen next. Both tasks had experimenter-controlled 
outcomes. The same 50% reinforcement pattern was used for 
the trials of both chance and skill conditions. Subjects 
estimated their probabilities of success before each trial, 
using a scale that ranged; from 0 (certain failure) to 10 
(certain success).

The investigators predicted that, in the skill task, 
depressed-no noise and nondepressed-inescapable.noise sub
jects. would show smaller expectancy changes following suc
cess or failure (indicating a lesser perception of 
reinforcement as contingent on responding) relative to 
nondepressed-no noise subjects. In the chance task, it 
was predicted that no group differences in expectancy change
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would be found; all groups were expected to perceive rein-. 
forcement as noncontingent.

Results were as predicted, with, one exception; after 
success trials, (but not after failure), nondepressed- 
inescapable noise subjects and depressed-no noise subjects 
failed: to exhibit significantly smaller expectancy changes 
than nondepressed-no noise subjects. This finding con
trasts with previous results of Miller and Seligman (1973). 
and. Miller, Seligman and Kurlander (1975) .. Miller and 
Seligman (1976) speculated that the inconsistency in these 
results was due to differences in the skill tasks that were 
used: in Miller and Seligman1s (1976) card-sorting task,
"subjects could not attribute success on this task to 
chance": (p. 15) .. Consequently, subjects did not exhibit 
the. small expectancy changes indicative of perceived non- 
contingency.

The present investigation borrowed much of the 
methodology of the Miller, and Seligman (1976) study. The 
same three noise conditions were employed, and the same 
measure of expectancy served as the dependent variable., 
However, the previously described chance and skill tasks 
used by Miller and Seligman (1976) were not used in the 
present experiment... As noted earlier, the skill tasks did 
not produce the expected outcomes, probably because success 
on the task could not be attributed to chance or random
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responding. The tasks used in the present study (from 
Phares, 1957) are designed so that both success.and failure 
may be attributed to either chance or skill.

Unlike the Miller and Seligman (1976) study, which 
dealt with learned helplessness and depression, the present 
investigation was concerned with a comparison of learned 
helplessness and delay of reinforcement behavior. Accord- . 
ing to the.proposed- model of delay behavior, individuals 
vary in their preference for delayed reward, depending on 
their perception of the relationship between responding and 
reinforcement. In the present study, an objective index of 
preference for delayed reinforcement was used to identify 
one group of subjects- who preferred delayed reinforcement 
("delay" subjects) and a second group of subjects who pre
ferred immediate reinforcement ("immediate" subjects) simi
lar to the way in which the Beck Depression Inventory was 
used by Miller and Seligman (1976) to divide subjects into 
depressed and nondepressed groups.

The learned helplessness model of delay of rein
forcement predicts that exposure to uncontrollable events 
and preference.for immediate reinforcement should, affect 
expectancy changes similarly. The following specific pre
dictions adapted from Miller and Seligman (1976) were 
tested:



"Immediate" subjects should tend to perceive rein
forcement in skill tasks as more response-independent 
than "delay" subjects. So, immediate subjects in 
the no noise group should exhibit, smaller expectancy 
changes in the skill task than do delay subjects.
In chance tasks, immediate and delay subjects should 
both tend to perceive reinforcement as response- 
independent. So, immediate- and delay-no noise sub
jects should exhibit similar expectancy changes in 
the chance task.
Preference, for immediate reinforcement and expe
rience with inescapable noise should have similar 
effects on subjects' perceptions of response- 
reinforcement contingencies. Inescapable noise, 
like preference for immediate reinforcement, should 
cause subjects to perceive reinforcement in skill 
tasks as more response-independent than escapable
or no noise. So, delay subjects in the inescapable
noise group should exhibit smaller expectancy 
changes in the skill task than do delay subjects 
in the escapable and no noise groups.
In the chance task, all three noise groups should 
tend to perceive reinforcement as noncontingent.
So, delay subjectsin the three groups should show 
similar .expectancy changes in the chance task.



CHAPTER 2

METHOD

Overview
The experimental: design consisted of a factorial 

combination of two levels of preference for delayed rein
forcement and three pretreatment conditions„ The experi
ment included three phases.. First, subjects completed a 
measure of preference for delayed versus immediate rein
forcement. Subjects who scored above or below the index 
mean were assigned to the "immediate" or the "delay" group. 
In the second-phase, these two groups were further divided 
by assigning subjects to one of three pretreatment condi
tions, making a total of six groups. Pretreatment consisted 
on exposure to escapable, inescapable or no noise. In the 
third phase (treatment), all subjects performed a chance 
task and a skill task. After each task trial, subjects 
completed a portion of the expectancy change score measure.

Subjects
Subjects were sixty volunteers from introductory 

psychology classes. All groups were composed of five males 
and five females. As in Miller and. Seligman (1976), the 
study was described to prospective volunteers as a noise 
pollution, experiment.

: • / I, ■ '



Reinforcement Preference Measure
15

An index of preference for delayed reinforcement 
(Appendix A) was administered to 120 undergraduate students 
in a pilot study to determine the mean score for the sub
ject population studied.- The mean score obtained was 11.67. 
Subjects receiving a score of 12 or above were assigned to 
the immediate group. Subjects who obtained a score of 11 
or below were assigned to the delay group.

Pretreatment Task 
A panel held by the subject consisted of a button 

and two lights of different colors, one located on either 
side of the button.- The aver si ve stimulus was a 3000 Hz,
80 dB tone produced by an audio generator and delivered 
through headphones., Circuitry and recording devices were 
located within an equipment. box.

Skill and Chance Tasks 
. An adaptation of the tasks described by Phares 

(1957) was used. Both tasks actually had experimenter- 
determined outcomes, but. the color test was described as a; 
chance task, while the length test was presented as a skill 
task.

In the color matching task, ten 2" x 3" gray sample 
paint patches were mounted on different colored 4" x 6" 
sheets of construction paper, which in turn were placed on
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a large poster board in two.rows of five cards each. Ten 
of the same color patches reduced in size to 2" x 1" were . 
pasted separately on 3" x 5" white filing cards.

Materials for the length matching task consisted of 
ten 1/2" wide strips of black construction paper ranging 
from 1" to 2 and 1/8" in length. The difference in length 
between and two adjacent size strips was 1/8". Each of the 
ten strips was pasted separately on 3" x 5" white filing 
cards at varying angles. All of the cards were then mounted 
at differing angles on a large poster board. Ten of these 
same strips (color, other than black) were pasted at varying 
angles on. 2" x 3" white cards.

; Procedure
Subjects were administered the index of preference 

for delay of reinforcement, and assigned to "immediate" or 
"delay" groups accordingly. Delay and immediate groups 
(each containing 30 subjects) were trisected by randomly 
assigning subjects to.escapable, inescapable or no noise 
pretreatment. A brief sample of the noise was given before 
subjects were asked to continue.

Subjects in the escapable noise group were able to 
escape the aversive tone by pressing the button four times. 
There were 50 trials of the 80 dB tone, each trial 5 sec
onds in duration with an. average intertrial interval, of 15 
seconds. Subjects in the no noise group were asked to sit
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and wait outside the room while the experimenter adjusted 
the apparatus. The length of waiting period was approxi
mately the same as the time required for the 50 noise 
trials.

Instructions, from Miller and Seligman (1976) were
used for escapable and inescapable noise groups:

From time to time, a loud: tone will come on for a. 
while. When the tone comes on, there is something 
you can do to stop it. There are two lights located 
on the (panel) in front of you, and these lights will 
go on after each time the noise stops. If the green 
light goes on after the noise stops, then you have 
just made the correct response and stopped the 
noise. If, on the other hand, the red light goes 
on, then you have not stopped the noise, but rather 
the noise has stopped according to a preprogrammed 
schedule. Taking the earphones off and dismantling 
the apparatus in any way are not acceptable ways of 
stopping the noise (p. 10).

Following pretreatment, or the waiting period for 
the no noise control group, the subjects were presented 
with one of the two test tasks, counterbalanced for order. 
A modified version, of instructions from Miller,. Seligman 
and.Kurlander (1975) was used for the skill task.

As you can see, there are 10 cards mounted on 
this board. Each card has a single black line on 
it. The 10 lines are of different lengths.and 
have been placed on the cards, at different angles.
The cards are not arranged on the board in any par
ticular sequence. I have here a packet of 10 cards.

. Each of these cards also has a single black line 
on it. Each of the cards in the packet contains a 
line which is exactly the same length as one of the 
lines on the board. However, it is possible that 
different cards in the packet may contain lines 
of. the same length, i.e.,, it is not necessary for 
there to be a matching line in the packet for each
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of the 10 lines on the board. Also, lines of the 
same length are not necessarily placed on cards 
at the same angle.

After I. tell you to begin, pick up one of the 
packet, cards and tell me which of the cards on the 
board contains a line identical in length to the 
line on the packet card. Then place the card in a 
separate pile and repeat with the next packet card 
and so on. I will tell you whether you are right 
or wrong after each match is made. Some people do 
well and others poorly depending on their skill. 
Thus, your score is determined by your ability 
(pp. 350-351).

Subjects estimated their probabilities of success 
before each trial, using a scale ranging from 0 (certain 
failure) to 10 (certain success) After reading the in
structions for the first task (either skill or chance 
depending on task order) the experimenter read the follow
ing instructions for estimating probability of success:

Before each trial, I would like you,to estimate 
. your probability of success for that trial, i.e., 
to estimate how certain you are that you can suc
ceed on that trial. You will do this using a scale 
going from 0 to 10, where high numbers indicate a 
high probability of success. You can think of the 
numbers on the scale as equivalent to" probabilities, 
e.g.,10 equals a 100% Chance of succeeding, 5 equals 
50%, and 0 equals a 0% chance. You can use any of 
the numbers on the scale from 0 to 10 inclusive 
(Miller and Seligman, 1976, pp. 10-11):.

After completion of. the first task,, the instructions 
for the second task were read and the subject was reminded 
of the method for estimating his or her probability for
success.
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Instructions for the chance (color matching) test 

were similar to those for the skill (line matching) task 
except that instead of being told that success was deter
mined by ability, subjects were told, "No one makes consis
tently correct matchings;,, and the task does not, therefore, 
differentiate between people of different ability. Thus, 
your score is determined by chance or luck" (Miller,. Selig— 
man, and Kurlander, 1975, p., 351):. Following the test 
phase, subjects were debriefed.

The dependent measures derived from both chance and 
skill included (a) the initial expectancy for success state
ment, (b) the final expectancy statement, (c) the total 
value of appropriate: expectancy shifts across 10 trials, 
consisting of increases.in expectancies following success 
and decreases following failure, (d) the sum of trial-to-
trial expectancy increases following a success trial, (e) 
the sum of trial-to-trial expectancy decreases following a 
failure trial, (f) the total value of inappropriate shifts 
across trials,.consisting of increases in expectancies fol
lowing negative outcomes and. decreases following positive 
outcomes, (g) the amount of change in expectancy from trial 
1 to trial 2 (i.e., after one success).



CHAPTER 3

RESULTS

Group mean scores, for the index of preference for 
delay of reinforcement are presented in Appendix B . Noise 
x Delay of reinforcement x Task analyses of variance, with 
repeated measures on the task factor, were conducted for 
each of the seven dependent 'measures listed above. (Tables 
presenting these results are contained in Appendix C.) For 
the first five of these, measures, no significant differences, 
among groups were obtained. On the "inappropriate expec
tancy shift" measure, only the Noise x Delay x Task interac
tion was significant. The measure of expectancy shift from 
the; first to the second expectancy statement yielded signifi
cant main effects for noise condition and task, as well as 
a significant Noise x Delay x Task interaction. All. sig
nificant F ratios were at the .05 level. Scheffe's tests 
for the trial 1 to trial 2 shift score revealed greater 
expectancy shifts for inescapable noise subjects relative 
to escapable and no noise subjects. Greater expectancy 
shift was observed in skill than in chance On this measure.

20



CHAPTER 4

DISCUSSION

The, results of: the expectancy change data appear 
to be inconsistent with a learned helplessness model of 
delay of reinforcement„ Originally, Miller and Seligman 
(1976) contended that- "the amount of expectancy change 
over trials measures perception, of response-reinforcement 
contingencies" (p. 8). However, since the present experi
ment was initiated, the learned helplessness model of de
pression, has been reformulated:. In their reformulation, 
Abramson, Seligman and Teasdale (1978) contend that the 
cause of an outcome may be attributed to factors which are 
stable or unstable, global or specific, and internal, or 
external. The attributions selected influence whether 
expectation for future helplessness will be chronic or 
acute, broad or narrow, and whether or not helplessness 
will lower self-esteem.. Therefore, "In the absence of 
knowledge about individual attributions, the.reformulated 
helplessness hypothesis cannot make clear-cut predictions 
about expectancy changes and helplessness, since belief 
in response-outcome dependence or independence is orthog
onal to stable-unstable" (Abramson et al., 1978, p. 63).
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Even though some difficulties inherent, in the ori

ginal learned helplessness model have been addressed in the 
reformulation, numerous theoretical problems remain. Cos
tello (1978) has argued that although experimental data on 
depressed and helpless subjects suggest that some type of 
cognitive deficit is in operation, it is by no means clear 
that this deficit stems from a perception of noncontingency. 
In addition, reactions other than helplessness (e . g., 
anger, suspicion, disinterest) may account for the responses 
observed. According to Wortman and Dintzer (1978), the 
attributional dimensions selected by Abramson, Seligman. and 
Teasdale (1978) may not be the most relevant ones. More
over, factors other than attribution and expectancy, such 
as. task meaningfulness, may be important. Finally, Wortman 
and Dintzer have argued that, "unless it is possible to 
specify the conditions under which a given attribution will 
be made, the model becomes circular and lacks predictive 
power" (1978, p. 75).

In a group of Six recent experiments employing ex
pectancy change measures, only one study (Abramson, Garber, 
Edwards and Seligman, 1978) attained results consistent 
with earlier data supporting the learned helplessness model 
of depression. Failures to obtain expectancy shift scores 
supportive of theoretical predictions were reported by 
Smolen (1978) for depressed and nondepressed psychiatric
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patients, by G'Learly,. Donovan, Krueger and Cysewski (1978) 
for alcoholic inpatients varying in level of depression and 
by Willis and Blaney (1978) for depressed, nondepressed and 
helpless college students.. McNitt and Thornton (1978) found 
that on expectancy change measures for chance and skill 
tasks, depressed college students in no way differed from 
nondepressed college students at 50% reinforcement. At the 
75% reinforcement level, depressed subjects showed higher 
expectancy shifts than nondepressed subjects on the chance 
task. Sacco and Hokanson (1978) found that expectancy 
shifts among depressed, nondepressed and helpless college 
students supported the learned helplessness model only when 
the experimenter was: present during the expectancy rating 
trials. In the experimenter absent condition, depressed 
and helpless subjects actually produced smaller expectancy 
changes than nondepressed subjects. The authors suggested 
that "interpersonal mechanisms between subject and experi
menter rather than a learned helplessness conceptualization 
may account for these data" (p. 122).

Thus, recently raised theoretical problems and nu
merous failures to replicate earlier studies have severely 
weakened the learned helplessness model of depression. The 
present study falls within the collection of investigations 
which have obtained: scattered significant reshlts, generally 
nonsupportive of a learned helplessness formulation. Al
though the present study proposed a learned helplessness



model of delay of reinforcement, rather than of depression, 
many of the recent criticisms.of learned helplessness dis
cussed: in this section apply to the present model as well.
Of particular: importance is the general consensus in the 
literature (e. g.;, Abramson, Seligman and Teasdale, 1978? 
Cdstello>, 1978) that expectancy change scores do not di
rectly measure perception of noncontrol. Accordingly, the. 
present study may not ..have tapped into the dependent vari^ 
ablevthat it intended to measure, i.e., perception of non- 
control.

Other problematic issues in the present experiment 
fall: under the headings of subject population,, screening 
instrument,. and task». First,, College students,. as- a group>~~ - 
probably tend toward, delayed, reinforcement, and may have 
represented a restricted range along this dimension. Col
lege students may also have a stronger cognitive set to 
regard any task as skill, relative to the general population. 
Expectancy changes for chance, and skill were similar on six 
of seven measures. Second, the present study assumed that 
the straightforward delay of. reinforcement items provided a 
valid index of delay of reinforcement behavior. An appro
priate delay of reinforcement scale for adults has yet to 
be fully developed and. validated. Third, the pretreatment 
noise task had an effect only on expectancy shift from trial 
1 to.trial.2. And, in this case, the inescapable noise .
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subjects exhibited greater shifts, contrary to prediction. 
Apparently, neither the pretreatment task nor the chance- 
skill instructional manipulation affected expectancy for 
success after the first couple of trials on the chance and 
skill tasks. Subjects tended, instead, to respond to cues 
given by the reinforcement schedule during the chance and 
skill tasks.

Methodological problems in learned helplessness re
search have led some authors (Buchwald, Coyne and Cole, 1978 
Costello, 1978) to conclude that existing research provides 
little or no support for a learned helplessness model of 
depression. Other authors (e.g., Abramson, Seligman and 
Teasdale,, 1978? Depue and Monroe, 1978? Huesmann, 1978) 
maintain that helplessness may play a significant role in 
some depressions and recommend further research with ex- . 
tended versions of the model. (For full discussion of fur
ther development of. the learned helplessness model, see 
Journal of Abnormal Psychology, February, 1978.) Possibly, 
a history of highly uncontrollable reinforcement can indeed 
lead to psychopathology, whether it be depression, inability 
to delay gratification or other maladaptive tendencies. 
Present methodology may not yet be sensitive to these rela
tionships.

If further research into the relationship between 
history of uncontrollable reinforcement and capacity for
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delay of reinforcement is to be undertaken, the following 
suggestions may be made s ,

1. A more meaningful way of measuring perception of
noncontingency needs to be developed.

2:.. Measures of adult delay of reinforcement behavior
should be constructed and refined.

3. Use of a; population likely to have a broader range
on the delay of reinforcement dimension is desirable.

4. Factors such as reinforcement ratio (McNitt and 
T h o r n t o n 1978) and interpersonal mechanisms (Sacco 
and Hokanson, 1978) as well as many as yet unnamed- 
factors, require acknowledgment.

5. Three related lines of cognitive research are par
ticularly relevant: (a) how people make subjective
probability judgments, (b) how people induce func
tional relations from observations (Huesmann, 1978), 
and (c) how attributions of causality are related 
to subsequent behavior (Wortman and Dintzer, 1978)
If attributions are to be considered, Wortman and 
Dintzer's (1978) precaution that unless it is pos
sible to specify the conditions under which a given

, attribution will be made, the model may become cir
cular, should be kept in mind.



APPENDIX A

.REINFORCEMENT PREFERENCE INDEX

Instructions ;. This is a .questionnaire concerning 
how people make choices. In this survey, you are asked to 
make a rating of the extent to which each statement applies 
to you. On each scale, place an "X" above one number from 
1 to 7 inclusive. For questions 1-3, increasing numbers on . 
the scale correspond to increasing applicability of the 
statement to your behavior. Thus, the more the statement 
applies to your behavior, the larger the number you should 
mark,» and: the less the statement applies to your behavior, 
the smaller the number you should mark.

1. I usually think and act in terms of Short-term goals 
rather than in terms of goals that are more distant in the 
future. -
Applies Applies
very 1 2; S' 4 5 6 7 very
little i-— ■— "I---1—--- 1--— 1————1"— — ■! much

2.. When I have a choice between; (a) getting Some
thing I want right away,- and (b) putting in extra time and 
effort with a chance of receiving something I want even 
more, I usually choose to do the first alternative "a" 
stated above.
Applies Applies
very . 1 2 3 4 . 5 6 7 very
little 4————1—— —i——— -—i——— 1————■! much
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3. Sometimes I do things on the spur of the moment, 

which r know I will enjoy doing at the time, but which will 
lessen my chances of accomplishing something else later.
Applies Applies

. very 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 very
little 1————1—— —1—— 1 much



APPENDIX B

GROUP MEANS ON REINFORCEMENT PREFERENCE INDEX

Inescapable Escapable
Noise Noise . Control

Delay
Group 8.5 7.5 9.1
Immediate
Group . 13.1 15.1 14.2
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APPENDIX C

ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE TABLES, NOS * 1-7

A = Noise condition, B = Delay vs. immediate, C = Chance 
vs. skill.
Table 1. Initial Expectancy.

df SS MS F P
A- '• 2 5.62 2.81 <1 ns
B - 1 7.01 7.01 1.16 ns
AxB ■' 2 '■ 10.71 5.36 <1 na
S(AxB) ’ 54 325.75 6.03
e  \ ' : f ; :  ;''_ i.; 1.01 1.01 <1 ns
AxC 2 : .21 .11 <1 ns
BxC ' .2 .2 . <1 ns
AxBxC 2 5.18 2.59 <1 ns
S(AxB)C ■ 54. 392.70 7.27

Table 2.. Final Expectancy.

df SS MS F P
A 2 13.62 6.81 1.15 ns
B : 1 11.41 11.41 1.9 3 ns
AxB 2 6.31 3 .16 <1 ns
S(AxB) 54- 319.78 5.92
C 1, . 1.01 1.01 < 1 ns
AxC 2 1.71 .86 <1 ns
BxC • 1 .67 .67 <1 ns
AxBxC 2 1.56 .78 . <1 ns
S (AxB) C 54 56.52 1.05
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Table 3. Total Change

df SS MS F P
A 2 27.65 13. 83 <1 ns
B 1 .27 ,27 <1 ns
AxB 2 51.46 25.73 <1 ns
S(AxB) 54 . 1633.42 30.25
C 1 2.16 2.16 <1 ns
AxC 2 12. 07 ' 6,04 <1 ns
BxC 1 1.41 ;■ V; 1.4-1 <1 ns
AxBxC 2 6.18 3.09 <1 ns
S (AxB) C 54 382.18 7.08

Table 4.• Change Following Success.
df SS MS F P

A 2 8.15 4.08 <1 ns
B ' 1 2.40 2.40 <1 ns
AxB 2 16.22 8.11 <1 ns
S(AxB) 54 515.85 9.55
C 1 1.4 1.4 <1 ns
AxC 2 2.62 1.31 <1 ns
BxC ; I.;. ■ .09 .09 <1 ns
AxBxC ' 2 8 . 54: . 4,2.7' 1.66 ns
S (AxB) C : 54 138.85 2.57



Table 5V Change Following Failure.
32

df SS MS F P
A . 2 19.32 9.66 1.34 ns
B .30 .30 . <1 . ns;
AxB 2 14.15 7.03 '■ <1 ns
S(AxB) 54 . ■ 389.70 7.21
C .03 .03 <1 ns
AxC 2 3.62 1.81 1.09 ns
BxC 1 1.14 1.14 <1 ns
AxBxC 2 . .31 .15 . <1 ns
S (AxB) C 54 89.90 1.66

Table 6. Inappropriate Shift..

V;’ df ; SS MS - F P
A 2 . .83 .42 <1 ns
B ' / 1 .68 .68 <1 ns
AxB 2 4.64; 2.32 <1 ns
S(AxB) . 54 57.35 1.06
C ;■ i .68 .68 1.15 ns
AxC V: 2 ' 1.94 .97 1.64 ns
BxC ; 1 .2 .2 <1 ns
AxBxC 2 8.42 4.21 7.14 <.01 .
S ( AxB ) C • ■■ 54 ■ 32.25 .60
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Table 7". Change from Trial 1 to Trial 2 „

df SS MS F P
A 2 7.12 3.56 3.33 <.05
B 1 .01 .01 <1 ns
AxB 2 1.71 .86 <1 ns
S(AxB) 54 57.65 1.07
C 1 2:. 41 Z..41 4.02 <.05
AxC 2 .31 . .16 <1 ns
BxC 1 .20 .20 <1 ns
AxBxC 2 4.33 2.17 3.62 <.05
S(AxB)C 54 32.25 .60
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