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There is an old saying that by
trying to unravel even the
hardest knot, you learn to

solve problems. You learn not only to
handle knots but also to deal with
problems in general. Some knowledge,
according to the common-sense psy-
chology illustrated by this saying, may
be generalised to a more abstract level.
Normally we think about learning and
knowledge as something beneficial for
the individual, something that expands
our welfare, ability, or happiness. But
there may also be situations where the
content derived from the experience
is that trying, or responding is mean-
ingless. The individual learns not to
act in similar situations in the future.
This is rational, since the organism
economises its energy (efforts), but  it
is also a dangerous strategy for the or-
ganism. A parallel situation is when
we become bored from hearing false
fire alarms and start to ignore them,
or turn off  the alarm equipment. Ig-
noring or turning off  the alarm pre-
vent the correction of  our previous
standpoint, by new experiences. The
conclusion must be that, from a
functionalistic perspective, this kind
of  abstract learning about the mean-
inglessness of  action may keep the or-
ganism from trouble, but it may also
potentially jeopardise the safety of the
individual.

It is well documented that depres-
sive people are not only sad, but also
have less motivation and cognitive
deficits. A question may be raised: Do
these deficits in regard to motivation
and cognitive abilities function as the
turned-off  alarm: The cause of  de-
pression may already have disappeared
but this information is not recognised
and therefore the depressive mood
lasts longer than during a reactive
phase.

One theory which is based on this
phenomenon is the Learned Helpless-

ness Theory (LHT), formulated as an
integrated theory by Martin E. P. Selig-
man and his colleagues in 1975 (Selig-
man, 1976). Some aspects of LHT will
be examined in this paper: Is there an
abstractly  learned effect, a Learned
Helplessness Effect (LHE), that influ-
ences a person�s ability to take in and
utilise information? Is the ability of  a
person to profit from the information
available in the environment inhibited
by a depressive mood? If  so, one
might speculate about the existence
of  an automatic mechanism in depres-
sion. What normally creates a happier
mood for a person is not perceived
because of  his/her depressive mood.

The purpose of  this paper is to in-
vestigate some elements of  this rea-
soning, to test for  experimental sup-
port of  the LHE predicted by the
original LHT with induced helpless-
ness in a multiple cue probability
learning task within the Brunswikian
theoretical framework.

The Learned Helplessness
Theory

The Learned Helplessness Theory
(LHT) was based on a number of  ex-
periments, originally all of  them on
infrahumans. Dogs given a series of
inescapable shocks performed poorer
in a subsequent situation where escape
was possible (Maier & Seligman 1976,
Seligman 19761 ). The escaping re-
sponse, which existed in the dogs� rep-
ertoires, did not help them to get rid
of  the electric shocks, but the termi-
nation occurred  automatically and in-
dependent after a fixed elapsed  time.
The explanation is given according to
learning theory: �The expectancy that
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responding will be ineffective reduces
the incentive to initiate instrumental
responses and disrupts later learning
of  response-reinforcement contingen-
cies� (Klein, Fencil-Morse, Seligman,
1976, p. 508). There is no contingency
between response and effect of  re-
sponse. The conditional probability of
the termination effect is equal for es-
cape response and non-escape re-
sponse: p(T|ER) = p(T|�ER), in this
framework called uncontrollability.
Uncontrollability is defined by
Abramson and Alloy (1980) as a non-
contingency where ��the two events
in a relationship consist of an indi-
vidual�s responses and some outcome�
whether the broader concept noncon-
tingency is used also about two events
where no one of  them is a response.
Several investigations were made also
on other species than dogs and an in-
tegrated theory was presented.
Learned helplessness was caused by
perceived uncontrollability, meaning
�an expectation that responding and an
outcome are independent� (Seligman,
1975, p. 48 / Seligman, 1976, p. 58)
or ineffective and its effect was emo-
tional disturbances and motivational
and cognitive deficits.

In experiments with students
(Hiroto and Seligman, 1975), Learned
Helplessness Effects were found
where inescapable noise caused help-
lessness symptoms similar to those in
the infrahuman investigations. �Thus,
both the response initiation deficit and
the cognitive deficit that occur in help-
less animals also occur in man and
seem to be caused by the perception
that responses and reinforcement are
independent.� (Klein, Fencil-Mores &
Seligman, 1976, p. 508). With reser-
vations for the method, Seligman
makes an analogy comparison be-
tween Learned Helplessness and clini-
cal depression (Seligman, 1976, p.
118f). There are similarities in regard
to (1) symptoms, (2) aetiology, (3)
cause, (4) therapy, and it is claimed that
LHT can be used as a laboratory
model of  clinical depression (op. cit.
also: Klein et al, 1976). Within the LHT
there are also clues given for therapy
measures based on the concept that
the participant should be forced to
contingent experiences. Inversely,

therapy measures, e.g. pharma-thera-
pies, designed for depressions, were
shown to reduce symptoms of  labo-
ratory induced helpless animals (Maier
& Seligman, 1976 p. 30 ff) and later,
with contingency training, in induced
helpless students (Klein & Seligman,
1976). LHT, with its roots in learning
theory, has become a cognitive therapy
model.

The original theory (Seligman,
1976), was inconsistent with newer
laboratory data and theoretical reason-
ing. In an experimental setting (Hiroto
and Seligman, 1975) with inescapable
noise and college students, one experi-
mental group was informed that the
noise could be switched off  by the par-
ticipant, when it could not. The par-
ticipants were told to try to endure the
noise and only to use the terminating
equipment if  absolutely necessary.
There was no helplessness effect in
that objectively uncontrollable group.

LHT was reformulated by
Abramson, Seligman, and Teasdale
(1978), where a distinction between in-
dividual and universal helplessness was
included. [LHT according to Seligman
and his colleagues before the
Abramson-Seligman-Teasdale article
(1978), will be referred to as original
LHT, and the theory from the latter
as the reformulated theory. This is in
accordance with the common termi-
nology within this paradigm]. The re-
formulated LHT also includes within
the theory a framework of  attribu-
tions, classified by orthogonal dimen-
sions internal-external and stable-un-
stable and global-specific, respectively.
Within the reformulated LHT it is
held that the perception of  noncon-
tingency is conscious, and also that it
is subjective: Learned helplessness is
the result of  perceived uncontrollability.
The reformulated LHT becomes
more clinical, and there is less inter-
est in the motivational and cognitive
deficits per se.

Even though a great number of  in-
vestigations have given experimental
support to the LHT, there has also
been criticism and alternative expla-
nations of  the results. Here is a short
overview of  some proposed alterna-

tives to LHT, that also explain the re-
duced state of  an individual by experi-
ences in his/her history.

With a reduced state we mean at
least one of   the following states: (1)
emotional impairment, (2) cognitive
deficits, and (3) motivational deficits.

One concurrent cognitive theory of
depression is Beck�s Cognitive-set theory
(Beck 1967, summarised in Abramson
& Sackheim, 1977), which describes
the depressive as in possession of  a
negative cognitive set, that is, a struc-
ture or inner map that makes the de-
pressive individual prepared to inter-
pret experiences in the interaction with
the environment as an instance of  fail-
ure. In a cognitive depression therapy
based on Beck�s theory the depressive
is to be taught other, �healthier� maps.
A number of  studies try to combine
LHT and Beck�s theory (see e.g.
Wortman & Dintzer, 1978, for a re-
view of some of the earlier ones).
There have also been attempts to form
a unified cognitive therapy theory with
elements from both Beck�s theory and
the revised LHT. Although it has been
shown by Abramson & Sackheim
(1977) that perceived, subjective non-
contingency is not compatible with
failure attributions and that these ec-
clesiastic attempts lead to a paradox,
or a theoretical contradiction, such
attempts seems to be  the most com-
mon point of  view in case reports
from clinicians. There has also been
studies where LHT and Beck�s theo-
ries have been put in opposition to
each other. Ross Rizley (Rizley, 1978)
have made such comparison with re-
sult inconsistent with LHT and sup-
porting Beck�s theory. In the reformu-
lated LHT and in later works by
Abramson and Alloy, elements from
Rotter´s conceptualisation of  Locus of
Control are integrated (Alloy &
Abramson, 1979; Abramson & Alloy,
1980). Important criticisms of  LHT
have been made by Camille Wortman
(e.g. Wortman, Panciera, Shusterman,
& Hibscher, 1976 and Wortman &
Dintzer, 1978) as well as by Charles
Costello (Costello, 1978). The critique
by Costello is commented by Seligman
(1978). Seligman rejects Costello�s and
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others criticism and he claims Learned
Helplessness to be viewed as a sub-
class of  depression (ibid. p. 169).

With LHT incompatible theories to
explain reduced states caused by the
individuals history is e.g. Levis SR-po-
sition (Levis, 1976), and Shirley Fish-
er�s Stressful life event model (Fisher,
1989) .

Hypothesis-testing or informational ex-
planation of  helplessness as described by
Grezegorz Sedek and Miroslaw Kofta
(1990) is a theory that theoretically is
close to the original LHT (ibid. p. 739),
but not to the reformulated one. Ac-
cording to Sedek and Kofta, in prob-
lem situations the organism forms hy-
potheses for problem solution. From
the hypotheses he or she constructs
action programs or anticipatory sche-
mata. �When acting in a controllable
situation, a person receives meaning-
ful (consistent) informational feed-
back to the hypothesis considered:
One hypothesis obtains gradual sup-
port while the others are increasingly
disconfirmed� (Op. cit.: p. 730). One
point where the informational expla-
nation model differs from original
LHT is about the ground for noncon-
tingency: Seligman and his colleagues
point out  a voluntary response and out-
come. According to Sedek and Kofta
(1990), LHE may be induced by lack
of  cognitive control, also when it is
not with an response and therefore ob-
jectively not noncontingency accord-
ing to the established definition of that
concept. They tested whether expo-
sure to inconsistent information would
cause LHE. LHT would not predict
this, whereas the Information Expla-
nation model would. The general re-
sult confirmed their research hypoth-
esis. Participant had been conditioned
to LHE, not by behavioural
noncontingency but rather cognitive
inconsistency. It should be pointed out
that the informational approach does
not contradict the fundamental propo-
sitions of  LHT. �Rather, it suggests
redefining uncontrollability in infor-
mation-processing terms: A person is
in an uncontrollable situation to the
extent that he or she cannot achieve
cognitive gain (reduction of  uncer-
tainty) despite long-lasting cognitive

exertion.�, and ��.but also direct flow
of  inconsistent task information dur-
ing problem-solving attempts, might
be a powerful source of  helplessness
symptoms� (ibid. p. 739).

Social Judgement Theory

With the Probabilistic Functionalism
by Egon Brunswik, the complex struc-
ture of  the environment is incorpo-
rated into an ecological, psychologi-
cal system. Originally describing per-
ception, or Wahrnehmung,  this ecologi-
cal framework has been extended to
cognitive psychology as well. The
Brunswikian lens model describes
how features of  the environment, are
accessible to the perceptual apparatus
as cues and used by the organism to
reconstruct a representation of  the
environment. This mechanism is held
as a central ability of  the organism
��so that orientation and anticipation
can take place.� (Tolman and
Brunswik, 1935, p. 63). The model
also take into account that the ecol-
ogy is best described in terms of  prob-
ability. Thus, this ecological frame-
work is functionalistic and
probabilistic.

Social Judgement Theory (SJT) is
modelling the process of human in-
ferences, using the Brunswikian para-
digm. For a short review of  SJT se
Brehmer (1979).

Central to Brunswikian psychology
is the concept of  performance. Per-
formance in judgement tasks, using
Brunswik�s lens model,  has been ex-
pressed in terms of  achievement, re-
ferring to the correlation between the
judgement and the correct value that
is to be predicted (i.e., the outcome or
criterion). A number of  experiments
have been based on a setting with cues
presented to the participants in the
form of  one or several bars with var-
ied height where the participant tries
to predict a criterion value, before the
correct criterion value is presented as
feedback. A single-cue task uses only one
bar (see e.g. Brehmer, 1978) whereas
multiple-cue tasks use several (se e.g.
Armelius, 1979). It has been shown
that single-cue tasks are easier than
multiple cue tasks (Brehmer, 1979).

Other studies have claimed that a posi-
tive linear function between cue and
criterion is the easiest cue-criterion
function to learn and that a partici-
pant facing a new task begins to use a
hypothesis about that function. If  it
doesn�t work, the person continues
with hypotheses about other functions.
(Brehmer & Kuylenstierna, 1979).
That is in line with Brunswik�s and his
colleague Tolman�s reasoning ��an
organism usually tends to bring with
it to a given new environment a set of
already prepared hypotheses. These
hypotheses result from its innate
make-up and from its previous expe-
riences of  �normal� average environ-
ments� (Tolman and Brunswik, 1935,
p. 65). Among studies with multiple-
cue tasks Brehmer and Almqvist,
(1977) have investigated cases with
Narrow-focus task which requires the
participant to use some of  the avail-
able cues and to ignore other cues
compared to Wide-focus task where the
participant has to use all cues. The
Narrow-focus task was proven to be
more difficult than the Wide-focus
task with linear, positive validity for
all cues.

 Within the SJT and cue-learning
paradigm a set of parameters are used
to describe the relation between the
system of  environment and the cog-
nitive system of  the organism. Those
presented below, are valid when there
is a known, linear relationship between
cues and criterion. (See Brehmer,
1979, Brehmer, 1988, Hammond &
Summers, 1972, or for an overview
of  the Brunswikian psychology in
Swedish: Björkman, 1978)

The overall performance is the ex-
tent of  similarity between the system
of  the environment and the system
of  the organism, that is, how well the
judgement corresponds to the crite-
rion. An index of  achievement ra is de-
fined as a correlation between the cor-
rect criterion value and the partici-
pants response. Achievement is also
called functional validity. In a
probabilistic task the performance can
not mere as by chance be expected to
be higher than the degree of  predict-
ability of  the task. The achievement
is determined by three factors, ecologi-
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cal validity, cue utilisation, and knowledge
(see Equation 1). The predictability,
or the ecological validity, is expressed
in Re, defined as the correlation be-
tween the statistically optimal predic-
tion that is possible from the available
cues (the criterion value derivable
from the cue-criterion function in-
serted by cue values, when the crite-
rion is not distorted by chance effect)
and the criterion value. The ecologi-
cal validity can be seen as the upper
limit of  the expected achievement.
Operationally Re is defined as the mul-
tiple correlation between cues and cri-
terion. In a non-probabilistic task Re
is equal to 1.0.

Cue utilisation, Rs is defined as the
multiple correlation between cues and
judgement. Cue utilisation captures
the participants policy in the task, the
way the participant is using the cues
for prediction. Often, cue utilisation
is expressed in the squared correlation,
as Rs

2. Cue utilisation is also called
consistency or cognitive control. In a
multiple-cue task, the utilisation for
each cue is calculated as  rxi.

A measure for the persons knowledge
(also known as accuracy) can be derived
if  the cue-criterion function is linear,
and it is symbolised by G. [The term
knowledge is used by, among others,
Hammond & Summers, 1972.]
Knowledge is the extent to which the
participant has been able to utilise the
information given in the task, defined
as the correlation between the linear
cue-(to cue)-criterion function and the
participants response. When G is 1,
the participant�s policy matches the
ecological values of  the presented
cues and the cues are thus weighted
in the optimal manner for the task.
Note that low cue-utilisation Rs is
compatible with high knowledge G,
as when the participant uses the cor-
rect policy, but in an incorrect man-
ner with trial-to-trial fluctuation.  The
operational definition is derived from

the simple Lens Model Equation (for
linear cases) (from Brehmer, 1988, p.
23):

R
a
 = GR

e
R

s
(EQ 1)

gives

G = R
a
 / (R

e
R

s
) (EQ 2)

Hypotheses

(1) Participants passing a task with ran-
dom feedback (noncontingency
group) will show lower hedonic
mood and other mood changes rela-
tive to controls. That is a test of  the
emotional deficit of LHE.

(2) Noncontingency group will show
performance impairment in Multi-
ple-Cue Probability Learning tasks.
That is a MCPL test of  the cogni-
tive deficit of  LHE.

(3) The impairment according to (2)
above will be affected by task diffi-
culty.

Method

Participants

The investigation was conducted in
1980 with 40 voluntary recruited2

senior high school students acting as
participants. The average age was 18.

Of  the 40 there were 16 females. The
participants were paid SEK 35 for
their participation, which lasted for
about one hour and a half.

Design

Two factors were systematically var-
ied. There were two kinds of  anteced-
ent tasks, one �noncontingency-task�
with random feedback and one sylla-
ble-pairs learning task, earlier proven
�easy�. Each antecedent group con-
sisted of  20 participants, where 10
from each group were assigned to one
of  two types of  multiple cue judge-
ment tasks, described in Brehmer &
Almquist, (1977a and 1977b). The al-
ternative types were a wide-focus task
with three valid cues, and a narrow-
focus task, where only one of three
cues was valid. This means that each
combination of  tasks were run by 10
participants.  The result in the learn-
ing/judgement task was evaluated in
four consecutive blocks. The evalua-
tion model for he cognitive part of
the hypothesis was thus a two-tailed
2*2*4 ANOVA, with repeated meas-
urement on the third factor. The ef-
fect of  antecedent task was also meas-
ured with regard on mood. The evalu-
ation model for the emotional part was
thus for each of  six mood factors a
two-tailed t-test. The design is sum-
marised in Figure 1.

2 Dr. Prof. Holsten Fagerberg kindly helped
in the recruiting of  voluntary participants and
I want to give him, my former senior high school
teacher in psychology, my reverences to express
my thankfulness for his helpfulness . Figure 1.  Summary of  the experimental design. Reading from left to right

corresponding to time-order.

20
participants

Non-
comtingency

task

All participants

Mood-test
Measuring:

1. Hedonic level
2. Activity

3. Relaxation
4. Extroversion
5. Sociability
6. Security

71 Items

 40

participants

20
participants

Trivial task
(word-pairs-

learning)

Control group

Narrow-focus
Judgement task

10 participants
Noncontingency group

Wide-focus
Judgement task

Judgement task

Control-group

Wide-focus
Judgement task

Control group

Narrow-focus

Noncontingency group

10 participants

10 participants

10 participants
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Material

The Helpless-condition task was a per-
formance task of  100 trials with feed-
back after each trial. The participant
was instructed that, because of  the
construction of  the test, it was not
possible to give a correct answer on
every trial, but that he/she should try
his/her best. Each trial consisted of
a sheet with a diagram with  three bars,
25 cm high, each marked up to a vari-
able height, between 1 cm to 25 cm.
The participant was told to look at the
bars; and to make as good a judge-
ment as possible of  the criterion value.
The criterion value was a number be-
tween 11 and 37. The participant was
told to fill that in on his/her form,
and turn sheet to take part of  a sheet
with the correct criterion value (feed
back); then turn the sheet again to the
next trial. The feedback was actually
random. This means that the task was
objectively noncontingent, and the
probability for the participant to give
the right answer was only random. The
predictability or ecological validity Re
was less than 0,04 for every block of
25 trials and inter-cue-correlation rxy
< 0,02. The task thus corresponded
to helplessness inducing conditions
described by Seligman (e.g. in
Kurlander, Miller & Seligman, 1974
and Rooth & Bootzin, 1974, both de-
scribed in Seligman, 1976).

The Syllable-Pairs Learning Task was
used as a warm up for the control-
group to assure that all participants

should have about the same active
time in the experiment before the
mood test. The Syllable-Pairs Learn-
ing Test consisted of  a list of  100 pairs
of  Swedish two-syllable words, that
were read slowly for the participant
in groups of  five wordpairs. Then the
group of  word pair was read again,
but this time only the first word in
each pair and the participant had to
complete the other word in the pair
on his/her form.

Mood test

After the antecedent task all partici-
pants passed a mood test3  (Sjöberg,
Svensson, & Persson, 1978), which has
been proven to detect even small dif-
ferences in mood and temporary
mood shifts. The mood test returns
statistics for six mood-dimensions.
These statistics were correlated to the
antecedent condition by means of  a
multiple regression analysis. The test
differs from e.g. Beck´s Depression
Inventorium (BDI) which measures
more powerful changes like pathologi-
cal depression and states that are more
stable over time. The test contains of
71 items, each loading one of  six fac-
tors: (1) hedonic tone, (2) activity, (3)
extroversion, (4) relaxation, (5) social
orientation or (6) security. Each fac-
tor is loaded by between 10 to 16 items
with the coefficient of  +1 or -1.  Each
of  the 71 items consists of  a word
(adjective  expression), describing dif-
ferent emotional states. The partici-
pant is instructed to assess for each

item the extent to which the word
corresponds to the current emotional
state by circling one of   the four fixed
answer alternatives, representing : ++
definitely corresponding; + corre-
sponding fairly; - not corresponding ;
- - definitely not corresponding. Each
result factor can reach a value between
0 and 4.

A learning-/judgement test constituted
the experimental test of  cognitive abil-
ity. It consisted of multiple-cue-3-cue-
tasks as described in e.g. Brehmer,
(1979) or Brehmer & Almquist
(1977a). The task was to judge a crite-
rion value based upon the values of
three variables presented graphically
to the participant on a sheet with a
diagram with  three bars. Each bar was
25 cm high and marked up to a vari-
able height, between 1 cm and 25 cm.
According to the Social Judgement
Theory framework (SJT) the bars are
referred to as the three cues x1, x2,
and x3, respectively.  The participant
was told to look at the bars and to
make as good a judgement as possi-
ble of  a criterion-value, which should
be between 11 and 37. The whole cog-
nitive task consisted of  four booklets
with 25 judgement trials in each book-
let. Each booklet is referred to as a
block, and the blocks were presented
to the participants in a systematically
rotated order according to a Latin
square. As mentioned above there
were two kinds of  tasks, one narrow-
focus task and one wide-focus task..
The correlation between cues and cri-
terion in each block is shown in Table

1. In the table the blocks are
referred to as A, B, C and

D. The rotation means
that a block, that in the
evaluation is referred to
as block 1, with equally
probability could be
block A, B, C or D.
Common for both
types of  tasks were that
the predictability for
each block  was Re =
0.90 (+-0.02) and that
the cue-inter correla-
tion was low, r < 0.02.
The two tasks differed
in that, that in the Nar-

Table 1: Ecological validity for each cue x1, x2, x3, and the total Re in the 

Narrow Focus Task and Wide Focus Task respectively
block

A B C D Mean
Narrow Focus
cue x 1 -0.0231 -0.0452 -0.0485 0.0431 -0.0184
        x 2 0.8978 0.9038 0.8828 0.9062 0.8977
        x 3 -0.0471 0.0514 -0.0072 -0.0377 -0.0102

R e 0.8993 0.9064 0.8842 0.9080 0.8995

Wide focus
cue x 1 0.5200 0.5186 0.5255 0.5186 0.5207
        x 2 0.5255 0.5200 0.5186 0.5255 0.5224
        x 3 0.5186 0.5255 0.5200 0.5200 0.5210

R e 0.9030 0.9030 0.9030 0.9030 0.9030
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row-Focus condition (NF) only cue x2
was valid but for the uncorrelated cues
(x1 and x3) ecological validity were
|rxy| < 0.05 for all blocks. In the
Wide-Focus condition (WF), on the
other side all cues had about equal
ecological validity, re = 0.52 (+-0.01).

Procedure
The participants  participated indi-

vidually. They were instructed that
their participation should take ap-
proximately 1.5 hours, that it consisted
of  three parts, and that the second part
would take only a couple of  minutes
to complete. This information was
given to avoid a stress reaction if  a
participant realised that more than 0.5
hours had elapsed before
the first part was com-
pleted. The participant
was able to ask general
questions before the
first part started. All in-
structions were given
orally, read from a
manuscript.

The participants in
the control group were
instructed to try to re-
member combinations
of  two words in a word-
pair. The wordpairs
would be read, slowly, by

the experimenter in groups of  five
pairs, and each group two times. Then
the first word in each pair should be
read and the participant�s task was to
complete with the second word in the
pair in his/her answer form.

The instruction for the noncontin-
gency group was the standard in-
struction for a multiple cue
probabilistic learning task. It was told
that it was the participant�s task to pre-
dict a number between 11 and 37 and
that as help for that prediction they
were provided with three bars. The
participant was stated that, because of
the nature of  the experiment, it was
not possible to predict correctly each

time, but that he/she should try to
come as close as possible to the right
answer.

The tasks were presented in four
booklets, each containing 25 judge-
ment trials. The trials were arranged
so that for each trial the participant
should (1) look at a sheet with cue bars,
(2) write the prediction on the answer
form, and (3) turn sheet and take part
of  the feedback criterion value. After
completion of all 100 items in the
antecedent task, the answer form was
collected and the participant was in-
formed that the first part was com-
pleted.

All participants then passed on to
participation in the mood test, which
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E xtravers ion

IV
R elaxation

V
S oc orient
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S ecurity

Mood- 
factors

S cores
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p < 0.01 p < 0.05

Figure 2. Mood scores, all mood factors per
helpless inducing condition (noncontingency) and
control group, respectively.

Table 2.Moodscores per each factor. Maximum score is 4.00

I II III IV V VI
Hedonic Activity Extraversion Relaxation Soc orient Security

Noncontingency
mean 2.19 2.24 1.69 2.18 2.69 2.42

SD 0.66 0.70 0.49 0.61 0.54 0.59
Control group

mean 2.84 2.66 1.93 2.09 2.89 2.72
SD 0.72 0.68 0.76 0.84 0.35 0.72

All
mean 2.52 2.45 1.81 2.13 2.79 2.57

SD 0.76 0.71 0.64 0.73 0.46 0.67
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T able 3. T he three measures  of performance for every combination of test-conditions . 
T he performance is  displayed blockwise (each block 25 trials ) and over blocks  

(100 trials ). T he measures  are shown in correlation dis tributed r* s tatis tics .

B lock All
Condition F ocus Meas ure 1 2 3 4 trials

Non-contingency
Narrow

R a 0.22 0.42 0.33 0.43 0.35

R s
2

0.36 0.48 0.46 0.44 0.44

G 0.30 0.70 0.57 0.87 0.35
Wide

R a 0.48 0.47 0.56 0.68 0.56

R s
2

0.38 0.36 0.42 0.55 0.43

G 0.88 0.87 0.93 0.92 0.72
B oth focus es

R a 0.36 0.44 0.46 0.57 0.46

R s
2

0.37 0.42 0.44 0.50 0.43

G 0.69 0.80 0.82 0.90 0.81
Control-group

Narrow
R a 0.45 0.65 0.61 0.73 0.62

R s
2

0.39 0.57 0.57 0.60 0.54

G 0.80 0.94 0.91 0.97 0.92
Wide

R a 0.63 0.70 0.78 0.76 0.72

R s
2

0.52 0.60 0.64 0.61 0.59

G 0.96 0.98 0.99 0.99 0.98
B oth focus es

R a 0.54 0.68 0.71 0.75 0.67

R s
2

0.46 0.58 0.61 0.61 0.57

G 0.91 0.97 0.97 0.98 0.96
Both contingency conditions

Narrow
R a 0.34 0.55 0.48 0.60 0.50

R s
2

0.37 0.53 0.52 0.53 0.49

G 0.61 0.86 0.80 0.93 0.83
Wide

R a 0.56 0.59 0.69 0.73 0.65

R s
2

0.45 0.49 0.54 0.58 0.52

G 0.93 0.95 0.97 0.98 0.96
B oth focus es

R a 0.46 0.57 0.60 0.67 0.58

R s
2

0.41 0.51 0.53 0.56 0.50

G 0.94 0.92 0.92 0.96 0.92
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was presented as a form with items
and instructions. The same instruc-
tions that were written on the form
were also read orally to the participant.
It was pointed out that the participant
should try to describe the attitude to
each expression independent of  the
other questions, to answer about the
timely state, and work through the form
in the order from the first item to the
last.

When the participant had com-
pleted the last item, the form was col-
lected and the participant was in-
formed that only the last part re-
mained.

As the last part of  the experiment,
all participants completed the learn-
ing/judgement task. The instruction
was identical with the one that par-
ticipants in the noncontingency group
received  before the antecedent task.
When the instruction was given the
second time to a participant in  the
experimental group, it was stressed
that (a) the instruction was the same
one;  (b) tat even if  the same instruc-
tion was given it was a quite new task;
and (c) that it just �happened� to be
the same instruction. This information
will be discussed in the discussion sec-
tion of  this paper.

In all  tasks the participant was able
to complete the tasks at his/her own
speed. On average, the control group
completed their antecedent task
slightly faster than the experimental
group. The total time for the entire
experiment varied between 1.5 hour
and 2 hours.

Result
Three types of  analysis were done on
the experimental data.

1. The effect of  experimental condi-
tion on scores from mood test was
analysed with t-test.

2. The effect of  experimental condi-
tions on performance in judgement
was analysed with ANOVA.

3. The mood scores as a performance
predictor was analysed with
ANOVA and with correlation analy-
sis.

For each participant, four dependent
measures were calculated for the
judgement task: achievement (ra), con-
sistency (Rs

2  ), accuracy (G), and cue
utilisation (rxi ) for each cue rx1, rx2 ,
and rx3. Aggregated measures of  ra,
Rs

2, and G, for each test condition
group are recorded in Table 3. Before
the ANOVA the performance-results
were normalised to Fisher�s z-scores
in order to fit the distribution demands
from the ANOVA-model. The aggre-
gated results presented are retrans-
formed to the original r* correlation-
distributed statistics and squared R*
statistics for consistency.

In the mood test,  three participants
failed to respond on some items, com-
prising all together seven missed items.
The scores representing mood-dimen-
sions with missing values were trans-
formed by multiplying the sum by a
fraction i/r, where i is the number of
items loading the dimension in ques-

tion and r is the number of  items re-
sponded to by the participant in ques-
tion. In the judgement test one par-
ticipant missed one trial. Since the
computer program not was designed
to calculate with missing data, the
missing value was replaced by the cri-
terion value. This operation has a weak
tendency to overestimate the partici-
pants performance.

Effects of antecedent treat-
ment measured with the
mood-test

Means and standard deviation for the
six mood dimensions and the two an-
tecedent treatment conditions appear
in Table 2. The means are illustrated
in Figure 2. The data was tested by a
t-test. For dimension I there was a t(38)
= 2.74, p < .01.  For dimension II p <
.05, t(38) = 2.07. For the other dimen-
sions there were no significant effects
of the antecedent treatment.

Effects of antecedent treat-
ment upon multiple-cue
learning

There were significant effects in all
measures except for rx1 and rx3 with
regard to differences in antecedent
treatment.  The mean achievement
was ra = .46 and .67 for the noncon-
tingency and the control groups, re-
spectively; F(1/36)=8.64,  p < .01. For
consistency, the means were rs

2 =.43
and .57 for the noncontingency and
the control groups, with a F-fraction
of  F(1/36)=6.35,  p < .05. The meas-
ures for accuracy also show that the
noncontingency group performed
poorly. Means for the noncontingency
group was .81 and for the control
group .96; F(1/36)= 11.68,  p < .01.
Cue-utilisation rxi gives reliable meas-
ures only for cue x2, which is valid for
the whole experimental group whether
x1 and x3 are valid for 20 and invalid
for 20 participants. For rx2  there is a
significant effect; F(1/36)=10.10, p <
.01. Means for the noncontingency
group and control group were .38 and
.68, respectively.Figure 3. The learning effect in 4 consecutive blocks under

noncontingent condition and control condition re-
spectively measured in achievement Ra.

0.00
0.10
0.20
0.30
0.40
0.50
0.60
0.70
0.80

1 2 3 4

Block #

Ra
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control group
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Effects of type of focus on
multiple-cue learning

The participants appear to find it
easier to manage a task where all cues
are relevant (so called Wide-Focus
task), than if  they have to ignore ir-
relevant cues and make their judge-
ments on the basis of only one rel-
evant one (Narrow-Focus task). Means
for Narrow-Focus and Wide-Focus
were ra = .50 and .65, respectively and
means for G = .83 and .96, respec-
tively. The achievement differed sig-
nificantly, p < .05, F(1/36) = 4.19  and
likewise did G, the accuracy, p < .01,
F(1/36) = 8.77. The consistency, how-
ever, did not show any significant dif-
ference. All three  values for cue utili-
sation differed significantly, p < .01
(which is a rather trivial and expected
result from the setting, where the cues
differed in ecological validity). For the
overall valid cue x2, the cue utilisation
was higher in the Narrow-Focus con-
dition, rx2  =  .66 compared to  the
Wide-Focus condition rx2 = .41, F(1/
36) = 6.64, p < .025. For the cues
invalid in the Narrow-Focus condition
the utilisation, of  course, was lower
in that condition. rx1  = .09 and .41 p
< .01, F(1/36) = 19.82  and rx3  = .20
and .38, F(1/36) = 14.17, p < .01.

Interaction effects

Interaction effects were investigated
between (1) antecedent treatment and
type of  judgement task; (2) anteced-
ent treatment and block; (3) type of
judgement task and block; and (4) an-
tecedent treatment and type of  judge-
ment and block. Between antecedent
treatment and type of  judgement task
there was significant interaction effect
only for cue utilisation. For rx1  F(3/
108) = 5.73 (n = 10) p < .05. The ef-
fect for cue x2 was very weak, p < .20
F(1/36) = 1.71 (n = 10). The num-
bers for rx3   were F(3/108) = 7.70 (n
= 10) p < .01.

The interaction between antecedent
treatment and block did not show any
significant effect.

Between type of  judgement task
and block there are effects only in the
cue utilisation measures. For rx2  the

difference was significant p < .01, F(3/
108) = 4.22 (n = 20) and for rx3  p <
.05, F(3/108) = 3.46 (n = 20).

In the three part interaction between
antecedent treatment and type of
judgement task and block there were
effects  for rs

2 and rx2 . For the con-
sistency F(3/108) = 1.65 (n = 10) p <
.20 and for cue utilisation, rx2 , F(3/
108) = 1.91 (n = 10) p < .20, not sig-
nificant.

One participant, belonging to the
control group, had problems with his/
her wordpairs task. The poor perform-
ance was observed by the experi-
menter and spontaneously reported by
the participant. That participant has
had poor performance in the judge-
ment task. Ra  = .21 and low scores in
hedonic mood.

The question about the predictabil-
ity of  performance from mood scores
was computed post hoc with ANOVA
with the total group of  participants
divided in two groups with regard to
their mood scores on hedonic mood
factor. No significant effect was ob-
served. Additionally for each noncon-
tingency group and control group,
correlation analysis were administered
between all mood factors in relation
to performance statistics of  achieve-
ment for block 1 in normalised Ra..
There were no mood factor that cor-
related higher than +- .2 with equal
sign in noncontingency and control
group.

Discussion
The result from this investigation
clearly shows a Learned Helplessness
Effect (LHE) as predicted by the origi-
nal Learned Helplessness Theory
(LHT) (Seligman, 1976). The  LHE is
supposed to appear as emotional defi-
cits, reduced motivation and reduced
cognitive abilities. This study investi-
gated two of  these three areas, namely
emotional deficits as hedonic mood
and cognitive abilities seen from a SJT
point of  view. In both areas there were
significant deficits.

Although the hypothesis for the in-
vestigation was confirmed, the con-

clusion is not free from objections.
Some of the objections that are ap-
parent to the author, will be discussed
here below. For the purpose of  the
presentation, they will be examined
clustered in the following groups:
methodological deficits of  the inves-
tigation; other investigations falsify-
ing/counterfeiting the original LHT;
shortcomings with the original LHT;
and alternative explanations of  the
present investigation.

Most of the LHT studies discuss
generalised learned helplessness: The
experience of  noncontingency gener-
alises from one situation to another.
This will also be discussed below, but
here we point out that this is also rel-
evant with regard to the experimental
setting. The antecedent, LHE-induc-
ing, condition was of  the same type
as the testing condition. One might
argue that this similarity means that
there actually has not been any gener-
alisation. This argument is close to the
reasoning about a Schedule-Shift-ef-
fect, which William McReynolds uses
towards Seligman and his colleagues�
LHT-studies (McReynolds, 1980). On
the other hand the emotional LHE
was proven in the mood test, a situa-
tion, that is not very similar to the
noncontingency situation. Note also
that neither the original LHT nor the
reformulated version,  makes a pre-
diction about the span or limitation
of  the generalised effect. It has merely
been discussed by Seligman�s critics.
In his own writings the generalisation
is mostly implicit.

Another objection is the question
of  chronicity. An LHE that only last
for one hour would not have the jeop-
ardising effect on the organisms well-
being and survival. On the other hand
the question of  chronicity is a ques-
tion for research. This study uses
about the same timing between pre-
treatment and effect measurement as
most of  the other reviewed studies
based on laboratory inducement of
LHE.

The presentation of  performance
prediction by mood scores as shown
on page 20 give reason to comment:
when interpreting the numbers it has
to be remembered that the mood test
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was administrated before the learning/
judgement test. That means that the
numbers in e.g. block 3 column ex-
press the achievement after three
blocks of  learning in relation to the
mood before the first block; that ex-
presses the mean of item 51 to 75, all
contingent with a ecological validity
of  .90. The division in blocks is used
for the purpose of  investigating learn-
ing effects. In this case, maybe it is
better to give most attention to judge-
ment; there the numbers for block 1
may be most informative, since that
parameter shows achievement after
only, in average, 12.5 contingent tri-
als. According to the LHT, the mood
differences between the noncontin-
gency group and the control group
should successively be reduced after
each block where contingency is ob-
jectively present or subjectively per-
ceived. If  the interaction between
mood and learning would have been
focused, the design should have a
mood measurement after each judge-
ment block. The experience for future
studies is that longitudinal measure-
ments of  learning is contradictory
with the LHT assumptions. Future
studies maybe have to choose between
investigating learning or judgement.

In this context it may be noted that,
in contrast to most other studies based
on laboratory induced LHE, this study
does not use a specific closing part
with debriefing. The reasoning was
that for a participant in the noncon-
tingency group a debriefing contain-
ing an explanation that the task in fact
was random would have risked the
naïveté of  subsequent participants.
According to the theory, the fact that
the judgement task was contingent
should work as debriefer or �therapy�
(Seligman, 1976 p. 67ff). Post hoc it
can be inferred from the result that
the assumption made in this case was
ethically justified. The induced help-
lessness group performed more poorly
but there was a learning effect: accu-
racy  did rise from .70 in the first block
to .90 in the fourth block.

Some objections could be raised
about the antecedent condition for the
control group. The treatment was in-
tended to equalise the two groups in

regard to familiarity with the labora-
tory environment during the judge-
ment test. On average, the word test
was faster, though it was not system-
atically recorded.

Comments should be made on the
instructions to the noncontingency
group participants: The information
(a) that the instruction actually was
identical to that of  part one, was given
to avoid that the participant would
make efforts to find some difference
in the two readings, hypothesising that
the object of the experiment con-
cerned small differences in the instruc-
tions given. The second information
(b) that even  if  the same instruction
was given, it was a quite new task, was
given under the assumption that if  a
participant during the antecedent
treatment with the uncorrelated tasks
might have noticed the noncontin-
gency and adapted to that by giving
random answers, he/she should not
continue that strategy, not noticing
that it was now a new task.

Within SJT, studies have been per-
formed using nominal discrimination
tasks, and quantitative tasks. One type
of  quantitative tasks is judgement of
frequency or probability. Reading
LHT by words, an explicit knowledge
about contingencies is necessary.
However the SJT studies show that
man has poor abilities in estimating
probabilities and contingencies
(Brehmer, 1980; Smedslund, 1963).
However, a modification of  LHT to
allow perception of  noncontingency
unconsciously would not be contra-
dictory � rather, in the authors view,
necessary.

In a study of Alm and Brehmer
(1980), LHT was tested be means of
Single-Cue Probability Learning task.
In that study no support to LHT was
reported.  Some comments are nec-
essary. It was shown from verbal re-
ports, that the participants failed to
perceive a random task as random.
That counterfeits Seligman�s assertion
that, in humans, the perception of
noncontingency is conscious. Com-
pared with the present study, Alm and
Brehmer�s differed with regard to the
task difficulty: Single-cue tasks are

proved to be easier; on the other hand
in their setting there was a much lower
ecological validity, .4 compared to .9
in the present. Their reasoning con-
tains �According to Seligman the sub-
jects� expectation about controllabil-
ity of  the task is what is important�
(ibid., p. 12). It seems that the distinc-
tion between perceived versus ex-
pected noncontingency need to be in-
vestigated.

In some writings about the LHT, e.g.
when the original theory was pre-
sented,  the critical cause of  learned
helplessness is a state of noncontin-
gency in the phase  when the help-
lessness is conditioned. In other re-
search it is said to be necessary with
uncontrollability, and in yet others it
depends upon a subjective belief
about controllability.

Let�s look at an example of  what
the variable uncontrollability implies: A
smith sees his fifth smithy burn down,
all of  them because they have been
built of  an incompetent bricklayer; a
baker sees his fifth bakery burn down,
all of them because of the lightening;
a farmer sees his fifth house burn
down, all of  them because of   care-
lessness with the fire. Here it is only
the baker that risks learned helpless-
ness, because the smith and the farmer
were actually able to control their lives
so that they had been able to avoid
the disasters. But the next question
must be: was the smith, the baker and
the farmer aware of  the causality in
the ecology? In the Brunswikian terms
the cause is a distal cue. But, as is noted
by e.g. Wortman and Dintzer (1978),
severe depression are often preceded
by some rare event that is out of  the
persons span of control and where the
question of  contingency is irrelevant.
The author wants to share their con-
ceptualisation (ibid.): The individual
sets up a number of   hypotheses about
the cause to an uncontrollable out-
come (e.g. to a fire), and tries by vari-
ous means to evaluate these �hypoth-
eses about its cause and about the like-
lihood of future uncontrollability�
(Wortman & Dintzer, 1978, p. 78).
Christer Peterson uses a similar rea-
soning: �Subjects given insoluble
problems learn, not that the problems
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pencil method that was used in this
study.) (2) The participant perceives
(subjectively) that he/she does not
have decoded the algorithm behind
the cue-criterion relation. (3) The par-
ticipant perceives (subjectively) that
she/he has not understood the task
as a whole. (3b) The participant form
a hypothesis about experimenter-fake
but cannot get it confirmed. (4) The
participant has consumed all hypoth-
eses that he/she is able to create. (5)
The participant has given an answer
(a) equal to criterion or close to that
on (b) a number of  trials; but not close
enough and/or not often enough.
Explanation (5) can be calculated and
defined objectively in a probabilistic
setting. It can also be perceived sub-
jectively as a failure; that perception
is then consisting of a combination
of  the subjective apprehension of  the
probabilities in the task and a idea of
how close and how often that is good
performance. On the contrary, there
might be cases when the experimenter
classifies a outcome as a failure, but
the respondent will not: (1) The re-
spondent conceptualise a task as un-
solvable. (2) The respondent concep-
tualise the task as irrelevant. (3) The
respondent conceptualise the task as
not being on his/her level of  compe-
tence.

The results and discussion above di-
rect us to an overall conclusion, that
the original LHT contains elements
that can help us understand different
psychological and clinical phenomena.
However, essential elements are miss-
ing to enable LHT to predict, what it
claims to do. On the other hand, the
reformulated LHT maybe is more ef-
fective to explain results of  human
learned helplessness experiences, but
it is not theoretically quite consistent.
If  there will be further investigations
in the LHT-paradigm, the elements of
conceptualising and hypothesis setting
would preferably be tested. The LHE
should also be seen as a subset of
theories about abstract learning. LHT
in its broader definition, that there is
an abstractly learned effect that influ-
ences preceding emotion and cogni-
tive abilities, seems probable. In what
extent that effect is generalised, seems
not to be proven in quantitative terms

by any study, nor the chronicity of  the
effect. Also is the ground for such
learning unclear: whether it  is caused
by noncontingency, uncontrollability,
failure, hypotheses testing or some
other phenomenon.
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