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Effects of different explanations for performance on a learned helplessness task in undergraduates

Yukiko Araki (Graduate School of Socio-Environmental Studies, Kanazawa University, Kakuma-machi, Kanazawa 920~
1192)

Two groups of undergraduates were asked to solve anagrams and arithmetic problems. All the anagrams were
solvable but part of the arithmetic problems was insolvable. After the preliminary task, one of the two explanations
was given; internal attribution participants (Internal group, N =22) were told that their failure was due to their
problem-solving ability, while external attribution participants (External group, N =21) were told that they failed
because some of the problems had no solution. After the explanations, the groups worked on another set of solvable
problems. The test task performance of Internal group was significantly lower than that of External group (p=.05),
and it was significantly lower than the group’s preliminary task (p<.01). No deterioration effect was found for
External group. These results supported the implications of the reformulated learned helplessness theory by
Abramson, Seligman, and Teasdale (1978). In addition, relationships between performance and participants’
attitude such as attributional style and optimism were examined with measurement before and after the task, but no
significant correlation was found.

Key words: learned helplessness, reformulated learned helplessness theory, attributional style, optimism, explana-
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Table 1
Means of internality, stability, globality, controllability, total attribution, and optimism scores

before and after the tasks, along with subjective success scores after the tasks

External group

Internal group

before after before after
internality 25.27(3.82) 20.86(4.81) 25.52(3.59) 23.52(3.91)
stability 24.50(3.49) 27.00(4.10) 25.60(3.63) 27.90(4.18)
globality 21.86(4.72) 22.91(4.60) 22.05(4.29) 23.10(3.28)
controllability 20.00(3.62) 22.64(3.13) 19.43(3.81) 21.25(4.82)
total attribution 91.86(10.11) 93.64(10.35) 93.57(8.66) 96.00(10.96)
optimism —1.77(2.64) —3.32(2.40) —2.21(2.20) —3.95(2.46)
subjective success 2.73(0.75) 3.52(0.50)

Note: Standard deviations are shown in parentheses.
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