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Introduction 

Learned Helplessness 
1 

Despite increased awareness and investigation of multicultural issues, minority 

individuals in the United States continue to exhibit lower levels of academic achievement 

overall than non-minority individuals (Locke, 1992). In addition, minority individuals 

attain lower levels of income and are underrepresented within higher education settings 

as compared to majority group members (ACE, 2000; Steinberg, Dornbusch, & Brown, 

1992; U.S. Department of Education, 1998). These issues are of particular concern 

among Native American populations. Specifically, the median income reported for 

Native Americans in 1995 was lower than that reported for any other minority group 

(U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1995). Moreover, Brod and McQuiston (1983) reported that 

the median level of education attained among Native Americans was "less than the 

completion of high school" (p. 4), while the median level of education attained for the 

entire United States population was at least one year of college. 

Researchers have investigated a number of variables that may account for lower 

educational attainment among minority individuals. However, a primary difficulty faced 

by researchers in establishing a comprehensive picture of the manner in which cultural 

issues may influence academic achievement relates to the complex nature of such issues. 

Specifically, the construct of ethnicity, which is a more subjective classification than 

racial status, has been associated with highly variable perceptions and behaviors, even 

among individuals within fairly homogenous objective racial categories (Oetting & 

Beauvais, 1991; Pavel, Sanchez, & Machamer, 1994; Phinney, 1992). In addition, 
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perceptions or cognitions of minority group members regarding their ethnicity appear to 

be better predictors of such variables as academic achievement than racial status alone 

(Oetting & Beauvais, 1991). Hence, researchers are faced with the difficulty of 

distinguishing between racial and cultural variables among minority group members. 

In a similar manner, studies investigating the relationship between socioeconomic 

status and academic achievement among minority group individuals have indicated that 

level of perceived deprivation is a better predictor of performance than objective SES 

level classification (Chaney, 2001; Robertson, 1998). These results indicate that it is 

erroneous to conclude that individuals objectively classified as poverty-stricken will 

consider themselves to be deprived. For this reason, it is necessary for researchers to 

distinguish between these two factors in order to gain a clear understanding of the 

relationship between deprivation and low levels of achievement among minority 

individuals. 

Researchers have begun to delineate a number of variables, such as ethnic identity 

and perceived deprivation that appear to be of particular importance in predicting 

academic achievement among different cultural groups. However, few studies have 

attempted to provide a theoretical account that would integrate the vast amount of 

literature investigating cultural and class variables related to academic achievement. 

Some studies have provided support for the utility of the learned helplessness model of 

achievement motivation, particularly the attributional reformulation, in explaining 

variables related to academic achievement among minority groups (Chaney, 2001, 

Robertson, 1998). However, these studies have been based exclusively on self-report 

measures and correlational data. Moreover, there is evidence to suggest that traditional 
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views of helplessness attributions may be inadequate in accounting for lower levels of 

achievement displayed by minority students in general, and Native American students in 

particular. Specifically, some studies have found an inverse relationship between 

pessimistic attributional style and low academic performance among minority students 

(Chaney, 2001; Robertson, 1998). No attempt has been made to examine the manner in 

which learned helplessness may operate to influence the performance of minority 

individuals within an experimental context. 

A vast amount of support has been provided for the theory of learned 

helplessness, which refers to the development of behavioral and motivational deficits 

among both animals and humans following the occurrence of events beyond their control 

(Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdale, 1978; Overmier & Seligman, 1967; Seligman & 

Maier, 1967). A particular strength oflearned helplessness theory relates to the 

experimental design and methodology that has been used by researchers for a number of 

years to investigate the theory within a number of contexts. 

The present paper provides a review of the literature regarding the various 

sociocultural influences on cognitive functioning or achievement motivation of minority 

individuals. Specifically, a discussion of the literature regarding ethnic identity and 

perceived deprivation as they influence achievement behaviors of minority individuals is 

provided. The chronic and uncontrollable nature of these variables lends them to 

investigation within the theoretical framework of learned helplessness. For this reason, a 

review of the theory and the experimental evidence for learned helplessness is provided 

as well. 
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The present study then examines the impact of experimentally-induced learned 

helplessness on problem-solving task performance in Native American college students, 

compared to an age-matched Caucasian sample. The rationale for the present study is 

based on two related assumptions: 1) various sociocultural factors associated with race, 

such as racism and acculturative stress, represent chronic, uncontrollable stressors over 

which minority individuals have little control (Clark, 1964; Spencer, Kim, & Marshall, 

1987; Sue, 1977); and 2) repeated exposure to lack of control over the outcomes oflife 

situations, or behavior-outcome non-contingency, has been consistently demonstrated 

within the literature to result in increased susceptibility to learned helplessness deficits 

(Peterson & Barrett, 1987; Peterson, Maier, & Seligman, 1993; Seligman & Schulman, 

1986). Based on this association between non-contingency and helplessness, it would 

seem logical to anticipate that minority individuals, having potentially experienced higher 

levels of non-contingent outcomes in their life experiences than non-minority individuals 

overall, would be more susceptible to developing learned helplessness deficits following 

exposure to experimentally-induced behavior-outcome non-contingency. 
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As a result of continuous interaction between two or more distinct cultural groups, 

cultural changes necessarily occur, termed acculturation (Redfield, Linton, & Herskovits, 

1936). Although numerous models of acculturation exist, Berry, Kim, Minde, and Mok 

(1987) specified a number of manifestations of the process within their model. These 

manifestations include: adaptation of minority culture to the dominant culture 

(assimilation), maintenance of ethnic ties without rejecting the values and traditions of 

the majority culture (integration), or resistance to cultural change (separation). Berry, et 

al. (1987) address five areas of change that characterize the process of acculturation, 

including: physical changes, biological changes, cultural changes, new sets of social 

relationships, and psychological changes. 

Graves (1967) recognized that the process of acculturation is an individual as well 

as a group-level phenomenon. Researchers have attempted to define and measure the 

development of ethnic identity in order to examine the manner in which such factors as 

academic performance are influenced bythe process (Oetting & Beauvais, 1991; 

Phinney, 1992). Ethnic identity development research has evolved from developmental 

models of general identity formation. According to Marcia (1966), the four identity 

statuses related to self-concept formation include: (1) Identity Diffusion-individuals 

have neither engaged in exploration nor made a commitment to a particular identity, (2) 

Foreclosed Status-individuals have made a commitment without exploration, usually 
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based on parental values, (3) Moratorium Status-individuals engage in the 

process of exploration without making a commitment to identity, and ( 4) Identity 

Achieved Status-individuals make a firm commitment following a period of 

exploration. 

Kalsner (1992) points out that, "racial identity development is different from other 

aspects of identity development because sociocultural communications from the 

environment to the individual typically focus on group-related appearance instead of an 

individual's unique abilities and interests" (p. 5). Despite the fact that research has 

indicated a relationship between minority group membership and academic performance, 

researchers have typically failed to distinguish between race and ethnic identity. Oetting 

and Beauvais (1991) found that cultural identification is an important variable due to the 

fact that such an identification is orthogonal in nature. In other words, an individual may 

identify with more than one culture. Moreover, when individuals identify with certain 

aspects of one culture, they are not necessarily precluded from identifying with particular 

aspects of another culture. 

Helms (1990) has argued that minority group members spend more cognitive and 

emotional energy in the ethnic identity development process than non-minority group 

members. Results of Phinney's (1992) study provided support for this argument, in that 

minority students achieved higher levels of ethnic identity development than non-

minority students overall. These results suggest that minority group members are faced 

with an ethnic identity crisis, which forces them to begin the exploration process of 

ethnic identity, whereas non-minority individuals are less likely to experience a similar 

cns1s. 
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From a learned helplessness perspective, distinctiveness of the dominant culture 

may represent a chronic stressor over which minority individuals have little control. 

Several studies have provided support for this theory (Berry & Annis, 1974; Berry, et al., 

1987; Loo & Rolison, 1986; Livingston & Stewart, 1987). Results ofBerry, et al.'s 

(1987) study indicated that acculturation is associated with a number of stress behaviors, 

such as confusion, anxiety, and depression. In addition, a number of researchers have 

demonstrated that greater levels of cultural distinctiveness predict higher levels of 

acculturative stress and difficulty in adapting to the demands of the environment (Berry 

& Annis, 1974; Loo & Rolison, 1986; Livingston & Stewart, 1987). 

At the individual level, communications from the environment regarding the 

meanings of ethnicity may represent uncontrollable stressors that influence the manner in 

which ethnic identity development progresses for a particular minority individual. Helms 

(1990) addresses the importance of the tone of the message (i.e., positive versus negative) 

that is communicated to minority individuals regarding their ethnicity, both by members 

and non-members of their ethnic groups. She further emphasized that individuals who 

receive messages from their environment that devalue their ethnic group often have a 

difficult time in developing a healthy ethnic identity. Indeed, there is evidence that 

minority individuals exhibit higher levels of self-esteem and academic efficacy within 

environments where they are surrounded by other minority individuals versus 

environments in which the prevalence of majority group members are higher (Fleming, 

1985; 1986). 



Perceived Deprivation 

Learned Helplessness 
8 

Researchers investigating the effects of poverty on academic achievement have 

traditionally emphasized such factors as socioeconomic status or the environmental 

factors associated with socioeconomic impoverishment, such as overcrowding and noise 

pollution. Classification of individuals according to socioeconomic status ( e.g., as 

established by Hollingshead, 1957) is divided into three groups: upper-class, middle-

class, and lower-class. These distinctions between particular classes of individuals leads 

to the establishment of particular lifestyles characteristic of each class. The lifestyle 

characteristics most often associated with lower-class families include "unemployment, 

low wages, underemployment, little property ownership, no savings, and lack of food 

reserves (Sue & Sue, 1990, p. 43)." Based on this classification system, lower-class 

individuals are considered to experience constant threat to basic well-being. 

Calliste (1982) found a positive relationship between poverty and academic 

failure. As compared to lower-class individuals, students from a higher SES displayed 

higher levels of academic achievement, better self-concepts, and different employment 

aspirations. In addition, Cairns and Cairns (1989) found that SES levels were predictive 

of early school dropout rates. 

A number of studies have investigated the environmental factors associated with 

socioeconomic impoverishment, such as homelessness, high residential density, and noise 

pollution. Indeed, such factors have been found to be related to an increased risk for 

academic failure among students (Glass & Singer, 1972; Rafferty & Shinn, 1991; Rodin, 

1976). Specifically, development of cognitive deficits has been observed to develop 

more frequently among individuals experiencing chronic exposure to these environmental 
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factors associated with lower-class SES. Indeed, researchers have found a link between 

high levels of objective deprivation and development of cognitive and behavioral deficits 

(Mal, Jain, & Yadav, 1990). 

Based on these studies which have established a link between poverty and poor 

academic achievement, it is reasonable to expect that lower-class individuals perceive 

themselves as socioeconomically deprived. However, in failing to distinguish between 

socioeconomic impoverishment based on objective classification and perceived 

deprivation based on an individual's subjective perception that his or her basic needs 

have not been met, researchers have overlooked a number of important variables. 

Although researchers have found a link between high levels of objective 

deprivation and development of cognitive and behavioral deficits (Mal, Jain, & Yadav, 

1990), it is erroneous to conclude that individuals objectively classified as poverty-

stricken will consider themselves to be deprived. In fact, Chaney (2001) found that SES 

and perceived deprivation were unrelated among minority participants, yet these two 

factors were related among non-minority participants. Such a finding suggests that it is 

indeed necessary to distinguish between these two factors. 

With regard to learned helplessness, Nolen-Hoeksema (1992) views 

socioeconomic impoverishment as an uncontrollable stressor. From this perspective, 

environmental stressors associated with being raised in poverty could increase the risk 

that children raised in such environments will develop cognitive, emotional, and 

behavioral deficits. As mentioned previously, minority individuals have historically 

comprised a large percentage of families living below the poverty line. Hence, chronic 

exposure of minority individuals to poverty-related deprivation could result in increased 
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susceptibility of these individuals to development of helplessness. As a result, 

helplessness deficits could account, at least in part, for lower levels of academic 

performance displayed by minority individuals as compared to Caucasians. 

Learned Helplessness 

Overmier and Seligman (1967) and Seligman and Maier (1967) first observed the 

development of behavioral and motivational deficits among animals following the 

occurrence of events beyond their control, a phenomenon which came to be known as 

learned helplessness. In these experiments, dogs were placed in hammocks and 

administered a series of inescapable shock trials. When the dogs were later provided 

with the opportunity to escape shock, they did not utilize this control. In essence, 

following exposure to uncontrollable negative events, the animals learned to be helpless, 

even in situations in which the capacity for controlling outcome was available to them. 

Experimental studies investigating the extent to which behavior-outcome non-

contingency produces helplessness deficits have been conducted across numerous 

species, with relatively consistent results obtained. Helpless responses following 

exposure to non-contingency have been observed among cats, fish, rats, and primates 

(Maier, Albin, & Testa, 1973; Padilla, Padilla, Ketterrer, & Giacalone, 1970; Suomi, & 

Harlow, 1972; Thomas & Balter, 1974). 

Hiroto's (1974) experimental investigation oflearned helplessness among humans 

revealed results similar to those obtained with animals. Specifically, college students 

exposed to inescapable loud noise exhibited passive acceptance of aversive noise in 

subsequent controllable situations. Alternatively, groups who had received either no 

noise or escape training demonstrated the ability to escape and avoid noise in later trials. 
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Hence, it was demonstrated that humans were susceptible to developing helplessness 

deficits that influenced performance on experimental tasks. 

Hiroto and Seligman's (1975) study both provided further support for the theory 

of learned helplessness among humans and demonstrated the generalizability of learned 

helplessness deficits across experimental tasks. In this study, students who received 

instrumental helplessness training demonstrated helplessness on cognitive as well as 

instrumental tasks. Similarly, students who received cognitive helplessness training 

demonstrated helplessness on instrumental as well as cognitive tasks. These somewhat 

alarming results demonstrated that individuals who were exposed to a single form of 

environmental non-contingency nevertheless exhibited helplessness deficits in more than 

one area of functioning. 

Peterson and Seligman (1984) observed such symptoms as passivity, sadness, 

anxiety, hostility, and low self-esteem to be associated with the development of 

helplessness among humans. The parallels between helplessness and symptoms 

displayed by individuals diagnosed with the syndrome of major depression have been 

observed by a number of researchers (Peterson & Seligman, 1984, Peterson, Bettes, & 

Seligman, 1985; Rosenhan & Seligman, 1989). Thus, helplessness may be viewed as a 

risk factor for depressive symptomatology. 

According to Peterson, Maier, and Seligman (1993), learned helplessness is 

comprised of three components: 1) non-contingency between behavior and outcome, 2) 

the expectation that future outcomes will be noncontingent upon future behaviors, and 3) 

passive behavior. From this theoretical perspective, individuals who repeatedly 

experience uncontrollable negative life events are more susceptible to developing learned 
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helplessness, in that they learn that their behaviors across a number of situations are 

unrelated to outcome. According to the learned helplessness paradigm, individuals then 

begin to react to situations by engaging in little or no effort, despite the actual level of 

control they may have over these situations. As a result, the probability of failure 

occurring in future situations is increased, and the belief that behavior is unrelated to 

outcome is strengthened. 

Peterson, Maier, and Seligman (1993) cite Villanova and Peterson's (1991) meta-

analysis of learned helplessness experiments with human participants, which 

demonstrated that overall, exposure of humans to uncontrollable events disrupted 

performance at test tasks. fu fact, the effect, described as moderate, was demonstrated to 

be as robust as effects of learned helplessness found among animals, if not always as 

dramatic. Results of the meta-analysis further revealed that variation across 

methodologies of learned helplessness studies did not influence the magnitude of 

helplessness effects. Peterson, Maier, and Seligman (1993) cited these results as 

evidence suggesting that helplessness displayed by groups outside of the laboratory may 

simply be due to increased exposure to uncontrollability in life situations, rather than 

differential sensitivity to helplessness effects. 

Recently, researchers have investigated the associations between failure in life 

circumstances and learned helplessness. Baum, Fleming, and Reddy (1986) investigated 

the association between career failure and helplessness. Results demonstrated that as 

length of involuntary unemployment increased, individuals demonstrated greater 

problem-solving deficits on experimental tasks. 
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Several studies have provided support for the association between academic 

failure and the development of helplessness (Johnson, 1981; Peterson & Barrett, 1987). 

Johnson's (1981) study investigating helplessness among three groups of students 

demonstrated an association between all three of the primary components oflearned 

helplessness and academic performance. Specifically, students classified as chronic 

failers were more likely than either average students or chronic failers enrolled in 

remedial classes to have a history of bad life events, expectations that they would not be 

able to succeed despite their efforts, and to exhibit lack of effort than students within the 

other two groups. Peterson and Barrett's (1987) study further demonstrated that a 

characteristic pessimistic attributional style, which refers to the cognitive manifestation 

of helplessness among humans, predicted lower achievement among college freshmen. 

In combination, results of these studies suggest that development of learned helplessness 

interferes with the academic performance of students, despite actual capabilities 

possessed by these individuals. 

Peterson, Maier, and Seligman (1993) provided a clear rationale for investigating 

academic achievement within the learned helplessness theoretical framework. Due to the 

importance of effort and clear representation of failure in the form of wrong answers, 

"school is a particularly close approximation to the laboratory setting in which learned 

helplessness was first described" (Peterson, Maier, & Seligman, 1993, p. 251 ). 

As discussed previously, minority individuals may be at an overall greater risk for 

being exposed to a number of uncontrollable sociocultural factors, such as racism, 

discrimination, and deprivation than non-minority individuals. As a result, such 

individuals may be more susceptible to developing learned helplessness deficits than non-
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minority individuals. Support for this theory may be found in studies regarding 

acculturation and identity development, in that greater levels of behavioral passivity have 

been observed among minority individuals as compared to non-minorities with regard to 

these issues. Specifically, a strong preference for assimilation (adaptation of minority 

culture to the dominant culture) versus integration (maintenance of ethnic ties without 

rejecting the values and traditions of the majority culture) has been found among Native 

Americans (Berry & Annis, 1974). In addition, Streitmatter (1988) found that minority 

group participants were more foreclosed about their identity (i.e., committed to a 

particular identity without exploration, usually based on parental values), as compared to 

Caucasian participants. 

Some researchers have suggested that repeated exposure of minority individuals 

to various uncontrollable sociocultural factors may also account for differences observed 

across cultural groups with regard to academic performance. Specifically, development 

of learned helplessness among minority individuals resulting from environmental 

noncontingency may interfere with their academic performance (Seligman, 197 5; Sue, 

1977). Results ofWeisz's (1981) study provided support for this theory. Specifically, 

African American children were found to exhibit greater disruption in problem-solving in 

response to failure than white children. 

In addition to the impact of exposure to noncontingency on development of 

helplessness among minority students within life situations in general, uncontrollable 

situations within the academic environment may influence the development of 

helplessness among minority students as well. As an example, Powell (1990) described 

the manner in which stereotypical expectations of educators regarding lowered 
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performance among African American individuals in particular subject areas may lead to 

insufficient academic training in these areas. As a result, academic failures may be more 

likely to occur, and students may come to believe that their responses, or the amount of 

effort they expend, are unrelated to outcome. Indeed, Dweck and Reppucci (1973) 

demonstrated that students performed worse for teachers who had initially given them 

only unsolvable problems, even when the problems were identical to those they had 

solved with the solvable teachers. Hence, these results suggest that messages provided to 

students by educators regarding their classroom performance influences future 

performance. Related to this issue, feedback that is based on stereotypical expectations 

may actually negatively influence, rather than accurately reflect, student performance in a 

particular classroom setting. 

Summary 

In general, the research investigating the relationship between racial status and 

academic performance has indicated that there are performance differences among 

different racial groups. In most of these studies, Caucasian students have been found to 

exhibit higher levels of academic performance, lower levels of early school dropout, and 

higher levels of occupational expectancies than minority group individuals (Lay and 

Wakstien, 1985; Steinberg, et al., 1992; Sue & Okazaki, 1990). Level of academic 

performance is of particular concern among Native Americans. As a group, Native 

Americans have historically exhibited lower levels of academic achievement, higher 

dropout rates, and lower levels of occupational expectancies than any other minority 

group (Kerbo, 1981; Sue & Sue, 1990; U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1995). 
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Sue and Sue (1990) review the two opposing explanations that have been used to 

account for lower performance levels displayed by minority individuals across a variety 

of situations, as compared to non-minorities. Specifically, the riffraff theory ascribes 

difficulties faced by minorities to personal failures and inadequacies. Alternatively, the 

blocked-opportunity theory views discrimination and other environmental forces as 

factors that may prevent minority individuals from achieving their goals and advancing 

within society. 

From a learned helplessness perspective, blocked opportunities may be viewed as 

examples of behavior-outcome non-contingency that are commonly experienced by 

minority group members. As a result of repeated exposure to non-contingency within 

their environments, minority group members may be placed at greater risk for developing 

helplessness deficits. 

Dweck and Reppucci's (1973) study provided support for the notion that children 

are able to discriminate helplessness. In other words, although individuals may display 

helplessness in a particular classroom, they may perform well with other teachers or at 

other tasks. However, Seligman (1975) discusses the more detrimental development of a 

helplessness "learning set (p. 154)." Specifically, through exposure to behavior-outcome 

noncontingency, participants who learned that their responses did not produce a solution 

displayed greater problem-solving deficits than participants with either no problem-

solving experience or experience in effective problem-solving (O'Brien, 1967). Related 

to this issue, Seligman (1975) stated that "When a child fails in school, he may be 

forming the higher-order cognition that his responses are ineffective in general (p. 155)." 

From this perspective, there is a greater likelihood that helplessness cognitions will be 
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generalized from one setting to another for minority individuals who experience 

behavior-outcome non-contingency in a variety of areas within their lives. 

Indeed, minority individuals in general are often exposed to a number of 

sociocultural factors which represent chronic, uncontrollable stressors, or environmental 

non-contingency. These factors are comprised of both cultural and class variables. It is 

somewhat difficult to tease apart the effects of cultural and class variables upon 

development of helplessness, in that they are not entirely independent. Specifically, 

minority-group members display lower levels of income than non-minority individuals 

overall (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1995). As a result, minority individuals are more 

likely to experience lifestyle characteristics associated with poverty. Based on the 

interactional effects of cultural and class variables, it is conceivable that minority status 

may serve as a marker rather than a key variable in predicting the development of 

helplessness. 

Overall, the theory of learned helplessness would seem to provide a conceptual 

framework for understanding poor academic performance among minority individuals. 

However, some studies have suggested that the traditional theory oflearned helplessness 

may be inadequate in accounting for lower levels of academic performance among 

minority individuals. Specifically, results of these studies suggest that minority students 

ascribing to a characteristic pessimistic attributional style actually obtained higher levels 

of academic achievement, whereas non-minority individuals ascribing to such a 

pessimistic attributional style have traditionally obtained lower levels of academic 

achievement (Chaney, 2001; Robertson, 1998). Researchers have further suggested that 

conceptualizations of achievement within various cultural contexts may prohibit 
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application of learned helplessness theory as a full explanation of differences in patterns 

of achievement across various cultural groups (Duda & Allison, 1989; Oetting & 

Beauvais, 1991). 
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Based on the preceding review of the literature, the present study was designed to 

establish a framework for understanding the manner in which learned helplessness 

impacts performance of Native Americans on cognitive tasks, as compared to a 

Caucasian sample. Although a number of researchers have attempted to account for 

performance differences across ethnic groups with regard to academic achievement, these 

studies have been based exclusively on self-report measures and correlational data. 

The present study examined the impact of experimentally induced learned 

helplessness on problem-solving task performance in Native American college students, 

compared to a Caucasian sample matched for age and socioeconomic status. Because of 

the link between learned helplessness and depression that has been demonstrated in the 

literature, and because ethnic identity and perceived deprivation have been shown to 

influence academic performance, these variables were examined as potential covariates in 

the primary analyses. 

The rationale for the study was based on two primary issues. First, minority 

individuals consistently experience higher levels of exposure to chronic, uncontrollable 

stressors associated with race, such as acculturative stress, racism, discrimination, and 

socioeconomic deprivation (Clark, 1964; Spencer, Kim, & Marshall, 1987; & Sue, 1977). 

Although individual perceptions regarding ethnic identity and deprivation may differ 

greatly within a particular ethnic group, these sociocultural factors are experienced at 

greater overall levels by minority individuals as compared to majority group members. 
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A second and related issue upon which the present study was based, relates to the 

anticipated effect of repeated exposure to lack of control over the outcomes of life 

situations. Research has consistently demonstrated that behavior-outcome non-

contingency results in increased susceptibility to developing learned helplessness deficits 

(Peterson & Barrett, 1987; Peterson, Maier, & Seligman, 1993; Seligman & Schulman, 

1986). Based on this association between non-contingency and helplessness, it would 

seem logical to anticipate that minority individuals, having potentially experienced higher 

levels of uncontrollable outcomes in their life experiences than non-minority individuals 

overall, would be more susceptible to developing learned helplessness deficits following 

exposure to experimentally-induced behavior-outcome non-contingency. 
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Two groups of participants, matched for age and socioeconomic status (SES) 

were recruited from undergraduate classes at a state university in the southwestern United 

States. Participants were provided with the option of obtaining extra course credit, or 

having their names entered into a $50.00 raffle following completion of the experiment. 

The first group of participants in the study consisted of young adults who were self-

identified as Native American; the second group of participants identified themselves as 

Caucasian. Participants (22 male, 46 female) ranged in age from 18 to 22 years, with a 

mean of 19.5 years. Socioeconomic status was determined according to the Hollingshead 

(1957) Two Factor Index of Social Position scale. Scores on the measure ranged from 1 

to 5, with a score of 1 indicating the highest possible ranking, and a score of 5 indicating 

the lowest possible ranking for social class. As indicated by self-report, participants were 

from a diverse range of socioeconomic backgrounds, with scores ranging from 1 to 5 (M 

= 2.74, SD= 1.02). 

Procedure 

Following recruitment, participants were contacted by telephone in order to 

schedule individual appointments for participation in the study. Each session was 

comprised of two components. First, participants completed survey forms comprised of a 

demographic questionnaire and measures of depression, ethnic identity, perceived 

deprivation, and attributional style. 
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The second component of the study involved participation in an experimental 

task. Prior to their arrival, participants were randomly assigned to one of two treatment 

conditions (i.e., solvable or unsolvable feedback) on a computerized concept-formation 

task. The experimenters were uninformed regarding condition assignment. 

The experimental phase of the procedure involved five phases: (1) Pre-treatment 

Phase - subjects completed mood state, performance expectancy, and task attribution 

measures; (2) Treatment Phase - subjects were administered a computerized concept-

formation task on which they received either solvable or unsolvable performance 

feedback; (3) Post-treatment Phase - subjects again completed mood, expectancy, and 

task attribution measures; (4) Performance Phase - subjects performed a computerized 

anagram-solving task; and (5) Debriefing Phase - participants in both conditions were 

informed of the experimental manipulation following the experimental session. Total 

time for each individual session was approximately 90 minutes. 

Measures 

Background Questionnaire. The background questionnaire assessed demographic 

information and socioeconomic status (SES). SES was assessed with the Two Factor 

Index of Social Position (Hollingshead, 1957). The range of scores for SES on a 

continuum are from 1 (high SES) to 5 (low SES). Therefore, lower income brackets were 

indicated by higher scores. 

Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure. A modified version of the Multi-Group 

Ethnic Identity Measure (Phinney, 1992) was administered in order to assess participants' 

ethnic identity developmental level. Cultural identity as independent from racial status 

was obtained from participants' responses to an open-ended question regarding self-
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identification of ethnic identity. The 24-item self-report scale assessed participants' 

sense of belonging to their self-identified ethnic group, their attitudes toward the group, 

their ethnic behaviors, and their understanding of the meaning of their ethnicity according 

to a 4-point Likert scale. Composite ethnic identity scores were obtained by reversing 

negatively worded items, summing across items, and obtaining the mean; scores ranged 

from 4 (indicating high ethnic identity) to 1 (indicating low ethnic identity). Reported 

reliability coefficients for the scale were .81 for the high school sample and .90 for the 

college sample (Phinney, 1992). 

Perceived Deprivation Scale (PDS). The PDS is a scale that was derived from the 

Prolonged Deprivation Scale developed in India by Misra and Tripathi (1978). The self-

report instrument assesses deprivation across 15 aspects of the environment. The scale 

was adapted by using only the identified clusters of the instrument. The scale assesses 

participants' perceived levels of deprivation in the following areas: housing, food, 

clothing, money, health care, transportation, family/parental support, peer support, 

religious support, teacher support, extra-curricular activity, quality of education, and 

quality of neighborhood. Level of deprivation in each of these areas was assessed 

according to a six-point Likert scale, with higher scores indicating higher levels of 

perceived deprivation. Composite deprivation scores were obtained by summing across 

items. Reliability coefficients previously reported for the scale were .91 for split-half 

reliability and .92 for internal consistency (Chaney, 2001). 

Inventory to Diagnose Depression (IDD). The IDD (Zimmerman & Coryell, 

1987) is a self-report instrument used to assess symptoms of major depressive disorder. 

Although originally designed for earlier DSM-III and DSM-111-R diagnostic nosology 
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(AP A, 1980, 1987), the version utilized in the present study is consistent with current 

DSM-N major depression criteria (APA, 1994). Each of the 18 diagnostic items on the 

IDD is a group of five statements, arranged in order of increasing severity, that assesses 

the severity of a single major depression symptom. Similar to other self-report measures 

of depression, a severity index of depressive symptomatology can be obtained by 

summing the items. A scoring algorithm also provides for making binary decisions 

regarding the presence of symptoms necessary for a diagnosis of major depressive 

disorder. The IDD has been shown to be a reliable and valid measure of depression 

(Zimmerman & Coryell, 1987) and has demonstrated good diagnostic concordance with 

both semi-structured interviews and clinician ratings of major depression (Zimmerman & 

Coryell, 1994; Zimmerman, Coryell, Corenthal, & Wilson, 1986). Because depression 

has been shown to influence anagram performance in previous studies, IDD scores were 

examined as a potential covariate in the primary analyses. 

Multiple Affect Adjective Checklist (MAACL). The MAACL (Zuckerman & 

Lubin, 1965) is a 132-item checklist that assesses transient mood states. The MAACL 

contains words describing three different mood states: anxiety ( e.g., afraid), depression 

( e.g., wilted), and hostility ( e.g., angry). Respondents are given the instructions: "Please 

check the words that you feel apply to you right now, at this moment." Mood adjective 

items are scored as 1 (present) or O (absent); some items contain positive mood 

adjectives, which are scored if not endorsed. Items are summed and divided by the 

number of available words for each mood state (i.e., 21 for anxiety; 40 for depression; 28 

for hostility). These scores represent the respondent's level of transient anxiety, 

depression, and hostility. Scores on the three MAACL mood states were utilized to 
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examine the effectiveness of the experimental manipulation (i.e., solvable versus 

unsolvable feedback) on participants' moods. The MAACL has been shown to be 

sensitive to transient mood changes in previous studies utilizing experimental induction 

procedures (e.g., Cairns & Norton, 1988; Nagata & Trierweiler, 1988). 

Visual Analog Scale (VAS). The VAS measure employed in the present study 

consisted of a single-item, 10 centimeter line that asked participants to indicate the extent 

to which they expect to succeed on an upcoming computer task. Participants were 

instructed to, "Place an 'X' on the line that indicates how you expect to perform on the 

task." The scale ranged from 1 (much worse than most people) to 10 (much better than 

most people). VAS performance ratings were used to check the effects of the 

experimental manipulation on outcome expectancies as a function of receiving solvable 

versus unsolvable feedback on the computerized task (e.g., Benson & Kennelly, 1976). 

Task Attribution Ratings (ATTRIB). A single-item question asked participants to 

provide an attributional rating for their performance on the experimental computer task. 

Participants were asked, "Do you think that your level of success on the computer task 

(will be/was) due to something about you or due to other circumstances?" The format of 

the ATTRIB scale was similar to items on the Attributional Style Questionnaire (Peterson 

et al., 1982). Responses could range from 1 (totally due to other circumstances) to 7 

(totally due to me). Higher ATTRIB scores reflect more internal attributions for task 

performance. ATTRIB scores were utilized to examine the effects of the experimental 

manipulation. Previous studies have indicated that internal attributions tend to increase 

following response-contingent success on experimental tasks; decreases are seen in 
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response to failure or non-contingent aversive experimental conditions (Benson & 

Kennelly, 1976; Cohen, Dowling, Bishop, & Maney, 1985). 

Experimental Task 

The experimental manipulation procedure utilized in the present study was a 

computerized version of a standard concept-formation task ( e.g., Levine, 1971 ), similar to 

the task originally used by Hiroto and Seligman (1975) and others ( e.g., Benson & 

Kennelly, 1976). Participants were seated at a computer terminal in a private room and 

were given the following standardized instructions: 

In this experiment, you will be presented with several problems. Each problem 

consists of a series of displays like the one in the bottom right-hand comer of the 

screen. Each display has two patterns: one on top and one on bottom. Each 

pattern contains a letter A and a letter T. You will also notice that one letter is 

surrounded by a square and the other by a circle, and that one background is red 

and the other blue. Every display will be like this one except that the letters, the 

surrounding shapes, and the background colors will be combined in different 

ways. 

One of the two patterns, either the top one or the bottom one, has been 

chosen to be correct. For each display I want you to indicate which of these two 

[ top or bottom] you think is correct and I'll tell you whether you are right or 

wrong. Then, go on to the next display. Again, you make a choice, and again I'll 

tell you whether you are right or wrong. 

In this way you can learn the reason for my saying 'right' or 'wrong'. The 

reason may be because of the position of the letter, the surrounding shape, or the 
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background color. The object for you is to figure the pattern out as fast as 

possible so that you can choose correctly as often as possible. Press the keyboard 

letter T if you think the top pattern is correct, or press the keyboard letter B if you 

think the bottom pattern is correct. 

Participants were given examples of how to perform the task. Then, they were 

presented with a series of 40 stimulus patterns on the computer screen; the patterns were 

grouped into four sets of problems, with 10 trials for each problem. At the end of each 

tenth trial, the stimulus dimension ( e.g., the letter A) associated with a correct response 

changed automatically, requiring participants to determine the new correct stimulus 

dimension ( e.g., the color blue). 

As part of the standardized instructions, all participants were given the perception 

that the task was solvable and that determining the correct dimension (i.e., letter, color, 

shape) of the stimulus pattern was attainable. However, only approximately half the 

participants received solvable problems with response-contingent correct and incorrect 

feedback on their performance (i.e., solvable condition). In other words, participants in 

the solvable feedback condition were given feedback that allowed them to eventually 

ascertain the correct stimulus pattern. Participants in the unsolvable feedback condition 

received unsolvable problems with response-non-contingent correct and incorrect 

feedback on their performance. Participants in this condition were unable to determine 

the correct stimulus pattern due to random performance feedback and, subsequently, 

unable to correctly identify any of the patterns across the four blocks of 10 trials. 

Anagram performance. The computerized anagram-solving task used in the 

present study contains 20 anagrams, consisting of five letters each. All anagrams were 
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presented in the same scrambled order (i.e., 3-4-2-5-1) and are solvable using a 5-3-1-2-4 

solution sequence (e.g., Alloy, Peterson, Abramson, & Seligman, 1984; Benson & 

Kennelly, 1976; Hiroto & Seligman, 1975). Participants were given the following 

standardized instructions to complete the anagram task: 

You will be asked to solve some anagrams. Anagrams are words with the letters 

scrambled. The problem for you is to unscramble the letters so that they form a 

word. When you have found the word, type it onto the computer keyboard. 

Notice that there may be a pattern or principle by which to solve the anagrams. 

But, that's up to you to figure out. 

You will have 100 seconds to solve each anagram before the next one is 

presented. If you guess incorrectly, you may try again and again until the time 

limit is up. If you want to make a correction, use the backspace key. 

Participants were then presented with 20 anagrams on the computer screen; they 

were given 100 seconds in which to solve each anagram. The primary outcome measure 

in the present study was the number of anagrams incorrectly identified (i.e., not solved in 

<100 seconds) out of the 20 trials on the anagram-solving task (e.g., Alloy et al., 1984). 
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The purpose of the present study was to examine the impact of experimentally 

induced learned helplessness on problem-solving task performance in Native American 

college students, compared to an age-matched Caucasian sample. Due to the link 

between behavior-outcome noncontingency and learned helplessness, it was anticipated 

that participants who received noncontingent feedback would exhibit greater deficits in 

problem-solving performance than those who received contingent feedback. Further, it 

was anticipated that Native American students, having potentially experienced higher 

levels of uncontrollable outcomes in their lives than non-minority individuals, would be 

more susceptible to developing learned helplessness deficits following exposure to 

experimentally-induced behavior-outcome non-contingency. 

Specifically, there were two primary hypotheses of the present study. First, it was 

hypothesized that there would be a significant main effect of condition on anagram 

performance for both Caucasian and Native American groups, with noncontingent 

experimental feedback resulting in a greater number of cognitive errors on an anagram-

solving task. Second, it was hypothesized that there would be a significant group by 

condition effect on anagram performance, such that Native American participants were 

expected to make more errors than Caucasian participants on the anagram-solving task 

after receiving noncontingent experimental feedback (See Appendix C). 
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As proposed, preliminary analyses were performed to test for the effects of 

random assignment of participants to solvable or unsolvable treatment conditions on the 

concept formation task prior to manipulation. A 2 x 2 (Racial Group x Treatment 

Condition) MANOV A revealed no group, condition, or group by condition effects on 

pre-treatment levels ofMAACL depression, anxiety, or hostility, VAS performance 

expectancy ratings, or task ATTRIB ratings (allp values> .05). 

To determine potential covariates, zero-order correlations were also performed 

between anagram task performance and depression, ethnic identity, and perceived 

deprivation. Only perceived deprivation was significantly correlated with anagram 

performance, r (68) = .27,p = .03. Perceived deprivation was subsequently used as a 

covariate in the primary analyses. 

Manipulation Checks 

A 2 x 2 x 2 (Racial Group x Condition x Time) repeated measures MANOVA 

was conducted to examine the effects of experimental manipulation on MAACL mood 

states, VAS performance expectancy ratings, and task ATTRIB ratings. The 

experimental manipulation was partially effective in influencing these variables. The 

overall condition by time effect was not significant [F(5, 59) = 1.12,p = .32]. However, 

a decision was made to err on the side of detecting significant differences. Univariate 

tests revealed significant condition by time effects for MAACL hostility ratings, [F(l, 59) 
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= 5.85,p = .01] and task ATTRIB ratings [F(l, 59) = 4.08,p = .05]. Also, univariate 

tests revealed no significant overall effect of time on MAACL hostility [F(l, 32) = 1.71, 

p = .20] and ATTRIB task attribution ratings [F(l, 32) = 1.29,p = .27] within the 

contingent feedback condition. However, there was a significant effect of time on 

MAACL hostility ratings [F(l, 33) = 18.40,p = .01] within the noncontingent feedback 

condition, and the effect of time on ATTRIB task attribution ratings within the 

noncontingent condition approached significance [F(l, 32) = 3.05,p = .09]. An 

examination of the means revealed that MAACL hostility ratings increased from Time 1 

to Time 2 (M = 7.28 and M = 9.03, respectively), and ATTRIB task attributions 

decreased from Time 1 to Time 2 (M = 5.26 and M = 4.69, respectively) following 

noncontingent feedback on the concept-formation task. 

Further, to more closely investigate potential differences between racial groups, 

2 x 2 (Condition x Time) repeated measures ANOVAs were conducted separately for 

Caucasian and Native American participants to examine the effects of experimental 

manipulation on MAACL mood states, VAS performance expectancy ratings, and task 

ATTRIB ratings. There was a significant condition by time effect within the Caucasian 

sample for MAACL hostility ratings [F(l, 32) = 5.42,p = .03]. Also, for Caucasian 

participants, the condition by time effects approached significance for MAACL 

depression [F(l, 32) = 3.16,p = .09] and ATTRIB task attribution ratings [F(l, 32) = 

3.78,p = .06]. However, no significant condition by time effects were observed in the 

Native American sample. Thus, the experimental effects on mood and attributions were 

accounted for by observed pre-post changes exclusively in the Caucasian group. 
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A 2 x 2 (Racial Group x Condition) analysis of covariance (ANCOV A) was 

performed to test for differences in anagram performance, controlling for perceived 

deprivation. The group by condition effect approached significance [F(l, 67), = 2.78,p = 

.10]. An examination of means revealed a trend in the predicted direction for Caucasian 

participants. Specifically, Caucasian participants in the noncontingent feedback 

condition committed more errors on the anagram task (M = 6.33) than their Caucasian 

cohorts in the contingent feedback condition (M = 4.13); however, this difference was not 

significant (p = .19). Conversely, Native American participants in the noncontingent 

feedback condition committed essentially the same number of anagram errors (M = 3.65) 

as Native American participants in the contingent feedback condition (M = 3.77). 

Exploratory Analyses 

Due to the observed trend in the predicted direction for Caucasian participants, 

(i.e., more anagram errors in the noncontingent versus contingent feedback condition), 

exploratory follow-up analyses were conducted to examine simple effects on anagram 

performance. Two separate one-way ANCOV As were conducted to examine race effects 

on anagram performance for contingent and noncontingent feedback conditions. Results 

revealed that Caucasian participants in the noncontingent condition committed 

significantly more anagram errors (M = 6.59) than their Native American counterparts in 

the same condition (M = 3.38), after controlling for perceived deprivation [F(l, 34) = 

5.84,p = .02]. Within the contingent feedback condition, the two groups did not differ 

with regard to anagram performance [F(l, 32) = .07,p = .80] (see Figure 2). Similar to 



Learned Helplessness 
33 

the observed experimental effects on mood and attributions, the effects of experimental 

noncontingent feedback were observed only for the Caucasian participants. 
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The purpose of the present study was to examine the impact of experimentally-

induced learned helplessness on problem solving task performance in Native American 

college students, compared to a Caucasian sample matched for age, gender, and 

socioeconomic status. Previous research has indicated that repeated exposure to 

uncontrollable outcomes predicts the development oflearned helplessness deficits 

(Peterson & Barrett, 1987; Peterson, Maier, & Seligman, 1993; Seligman & Schulman, 

1986). Further, racial minority group members are thought to experience consistently 

high levels of exposure to chronic, uncontrollable stressors associated with minority 

group status, such as acculturation stress, racism, discrimination, and socioeconomic 

deprivation (Clark, 1964; Spencer, Kim, & Marshall, 1987; & Sue, 1977). It was 

anticipated that both Native American and Caucasian participants would exhibit deficits 

in problem-solving performance following exposure to behavior-outcome 

noncontingency. However, it was predicted that Native American participants would 

demonstrate greater susceptibility to the effects of experimentally-induced learned 

helplessness than their Caucasian cohorts, as measured by performance on an anagram 

solving task. 

Based on a comparison of pre- and post-test measures, there was partial evidence 

to indicate that the experimental manipulation was effective in inducing transient moods 

and modifying performance attributions. Specifically, participants' ratings of hostility 

increased, whereas internal attribution ratings decreased for those who were provided 
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with noncontingent feedback. Results are consistent with previous research 

indicating that transient negative emotions increase and internal attributions typically 

decrease following failure situations (Bradley, 1978; Chaney, et al., 1999; Jain & Mal, 

1984; Miller, 1976; Stevens & Jones, 1976). No significant differences were found 

between pre-and post-test subjective ratings of mood states, performance expectancies, or 

internal attributions for participants in the contingent feedback condition. 

It is also interesting to note that only Caucasian participants' hostility ratings 

increased following exposure to noncontingent feedback. Internal attributions decreased 

only for the Caucasian sample as well, although this difference was not significant. 

Within the Native American sample, participants exhibited no significant change in mood 

states, performance expectancies, or internal attributions in response to noncontingent 

feedback. Results suggest that the effect of experimental manipulation (i.e., 

noncontingent feedback) in inducing mood states and attributions was accounted for by 

changes observed exclusively in the Caucasian sample. Changes in mood states and 

attributions following noncontingent experimental feedback were not observed among 

Native American participants. 

Perceived deprivation, but not depression, demonstrated a significant relationship 

with poorer anagram performance. Although more research is needed to examine more 

precisely the role of this cognitive appraisal variable, results provide evidence that 

subjective appraisals of environmental deprivation are useful in examining cognitive 

deficits related to learned helplessness (Chaney, 2001). Due to its correlation with 

anagram performance, perceived deprivation was controlled within the primary analysis. 
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The primary hypothesis of the present study was only partially supported. No 

significant effect for experimental condition was observed, although the hypothesized 

race by condition effect approached significance. Exploratory analyses revealed a 

condition effect trend in the predicted direction for Caucasian participants. Specifically, 

within the noncontingent feedback condition, Caucasian participants committed a higher 

number of errors on the anagram-solving task than their Caucasian cohorts who received 

contingent feedback. Within the Native American sample, anagram performance did not 

vary as a function of experimental condition. Further, Caucasian participants in the 

noncontingent condition committed significantly more anagram errors than their Native 

American counterparts in the same condition. 

Thus, Caucasian participants in the study demonstrated a tendency toward 

increased problem-solving deficits in response to noncontingent feedback, consistent with 

numerous studies in the learned helplessness literature (Baum, Fleming, & Reddy, 1986; 

Hiroto, 1974; Hiroto & Seligman, 1975; Johnson, 1981; Peterson & Barrett, 1987). 

However, Native American participants did not exhibit poorer levels of problem-solving 

performance in response to noncontingent feedback, as the model would predict. In fact, 

an examination of the means revealed that Native American participants' performance 

was nearly identical regardless of experimental feedback condition. 

Although the anticipated main effect of condition within the Caucasian sample 

did not reach statistical significance, low observed power in the analyses may have 

accounted for the lack of significant results. Similarly, the observed race by condition 

effect demonstrated a statistical trend, but did not reach statistical significance. There is 

evidence that with increased power, these trends would likely have reached statistical 
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significance. To illustrate, the two groups (Caucasian and Native) did not differ 

significantly under conditions of contingent feedback, but simple effects analyses 

revealed a significant effect for racial group on anagram performance within the 

noncontingent feedback condition. Thus, the difference in anagram performance for 

Caucasian participants in the contingent versus the noncontingent condition should have 

also been significant, but low power prevented this trend from reaching statistical 

significance. Previous research has indicated that it is particularly difficult to achieve the 

level of statistical power necessary to detect significant effects that are interactive in 

nature and that simple effects analyses may be more appropriate if observed results are in 

the predicted direction (McClelland & Judd, 1993). 

Although increased power in the analysis may have resulted in the detection of a 

significant group by condition effect on anagram performance, increased power would 

not have changed the finding that Native participants' performance on the anagram task 

was independent of experimental condition. In other words, a significant group by 

condition effect still would have been due to the significantly poorer performance of 

Caucasian participants, relative to Native participants, following exposure to 

noncontingent experimental feedback. Increased power would not have impacted the 

observed finding that the problem-solving performance of Native participants was the 

same regardless of whether they received contingent or noncontingent experimental 

feedback. 

The absence of a condition effect for the Native American group suggests that 

Native participants did not respond to environmental feedback in the way that Caucasian 

participants did. Although speculative, the present results may reflect cultural differences 
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between Caucasian and Native people with regard to definitions of success and failure 

and the manner in which they respond to objective feedback from the environment. To 

illustrate, Duda and colleagues (Duda, 1986; Duda & Allison, 1989; 1990) have pointed 

out that definitions of success and failure are largely determined by the values of a 

particular culture. For example, these authors found that Native individuals were more 

likely than Caucasians to define success/failure according to self-referenced conceptions 

of achievement (i.e., success means doing better than I did before). Caucasian 

individuals were more likely to emphasize objective criterion (i.e., success means doing 

better than others). 

Further, because of potential cultural variations in defining achievement, Duda 

and colleagues have suggested that traditional cognitive models of helplessness (e.g., 

attributional style) also may not apply across cultures (Duda & Allison, 1989). For 

example, these authors found that whereas both Native and Caucasian individuals make 

internal attributions for success, Caucasian participants tended to emphasize personal 

ability and Native participants overwhelmingly emphasized personal effort. Thus for 

success, Caucasian individuals appear to compare their performance to external 

definitions of achievement (i.e., my ability compared to others' ability) and Native 

individuals are more inclined to compare their performance to internal standards of 

achievement (i.e., my effort compared to my previous effort). These differences in causal 

attributions could potentially influence the degree to which individuals attend to or do not 

attend to environmental feedback on performance. Subsequently, the extent to which 

performance feedback affects subsequent performance could also be differentially 

influenced-as seen in the present study. 
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Although causal attributions were not assessed in the present study, ongoing 

research in our lab similar to the present study appears to support this interpretation. In a 

study examining causal attributions, learned helplessness induction, and anagram 

performance, Hicks and Chaney (2004) found that Caucasian college students classified 

as high in pessimistic attributional style made more anagram errors after receiving non-

contingent experimental feedback. Similar to findings in the present study, Native 

American participants' performance was unaffected by performance feedback-even for 

those classified as high in pessimistic attributional style. Consistent with attributional 

models oflearned helplessness (e.g., Betancourt & Weiner, 1982; Weiner, 1974; 1979; 

1985), Caucasian participants in that study showed cognitive deficits in response to non-

contingency, especially when they endorsed pessimistic causal attributions. Contrary to 

theory, however, Native participants performed equally well regardless of performance 

feedback or causal attributions. Thus, results of the present study and Hicks and Chaney 

(2004) indicate that both behavioral and cognitive models of helplessness produce 

dramatically different results in Native populations. 
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In addition to the statistical power issue previously discussed, it is important to 

view results of the present study within the context of three other closely related 

methodological limitations. First, generalization of our findings about Native American 

participants should be done with some caution. Participants were recruited from only one 

geographical location, and are not necessarily representative of Native American 

individuals from other geographical areas or types of residence ( e.g., reservation). 

Similarly, more than 600 distinct Native American tribes are recognized at the federal 

and state levels within the United States. Each tribe has distinct cultural values and 

practices that may impact how individuals perceive their environment, as well as how 

these perceptions ultimately influence their behavior. Because variations in tribal 

affiliation or cultural practices were not examined in the present study, caution should be 

taken in making "Pan-Indian" (McDonald, 1998; p. 14) assertions regarding the data. 

Finally, the highly selective nature of a Native college student sample represents 

another potential limitation. As a group, Native Americans are the most highly 

underrepresented racial minority group in higher education settings (Pewardy & Frey, 

2004). Because Native American college students represent such a unique cross-section 

of Native individuals, findings in the present study may only apply to Native American 

individuals who are attending college. One consideration may be that Native American 

individuals attending college may be more acculturated into mainstream majority culture 

compared to Native citizens in general. However, if the present sample comprised only 
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highly acculturated Native Americans, then it would be reasonable to expect that 

the Native participants should have responded to the experimental induction in a manner 

similar to that seen in the Caucasian sample - and this was not the case. 

Notwithstanding these limitations, results of the present study suggest that 

traditional models of learned helplessness may not accurately portray achievement 

motivation in Native Americans. Consistent with traditional learning conceptualizations, 

Caucasian participants exhibited a greater susceptibility to the effects of experimentally 

induced learned helplessness consistent with traditional models; there was no evidence to 

indicate that Native American participants' performance was affected by receiving 

external performance feedback from the environment. This would seem to indicate that 

problem-solving performance among Native Americans has more to do with internal than 

external motivating factors. Whereas the performance of Caucasian individuals may be 

more influenced by feedback determined according to objective standards defined by 

society at large (i.e., external objectives), Native Americans might be influenced more by 

comparisons with an internal standard. Thus, although both sets of norms are culturally 

determined, they emphasize different features of performance feedback. 

It may also be the case that because mainstream cultural values and styles of 

learning are so far removed from the Native American experience, they offer little in the 

way of informative feedback for learning. Subsequently, Native individuals may come to 

disregard objective environmental feedback in favor of their own internal performance 

standards, which they find more applicable. Although speculative, this interpretation 

could provide insights into ways of promoting Native American achievement motivation 

in areas such as education. Traditional methods of setting up competitive environments 
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and external performance standards may not be as successful as other methods that focus 

on competition with one's own standards that emphasize effort. 

The present study adds to a growing body of literature that contradicts the 

traditional model of learned helplessness when it is applied to academic and problem-

solving performance among minority populations. Results suggest that it may be 

necessary to reconsider traditional conceptualizations of learned helplessness, in order to 

develop a more comprehensive understanding of Native American culture-specific 

influences that impact the development of causal attributions and behavioral styles of 

responding to the environment. Future studies should attempt to account for specific 

cultural variables, which may serve to moderate and/or mediate the impact oflearned 

helplessness on problem-solving performance among Native American individuals. 
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MAACL Mood States, VAS Performance Expectancy Ratings, and 

Task Attributions by Group and Experimental Condition 

Native American Participants Caucasian Participants 
Experimental Condition Experimental Condition 

Non- Non-
Contingent Contingent Contingent Contingent 
Feedback Feedback Feedback Feedback 

Measures PreM PostM PreM PostM PreM PostM PreM PostM 

MAACL 

Anxiety 4.88 4.71 7.59 8.29 7.19 6.88 7.11 8.33 

Depression 10.12 11.00 13.94 15.65 13.63 12.63 14.33 16.72 

Hostility 6.47 7.65 7.41 9.76 7.81 8.06 7.44 10.50 

VAS Expectancy 6.06 4.88 6.00 5.12 6.25 4.81 6.33 4.89 

ATIRIB 4.53 5.29 4.82 3.88 4.06 5.56 7.44 4.06 

MAACL = Multiple Affect Adjective Checklist; VAS = Visual Analog Scale; 
ATTRIB = Internal Task Attributions 
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Descriptive Statistics for Depression, Perceived Deprivation, 

and Ethnic Identity Level 

Native American Caucasian 
Participants Participants 

Measure M (SD) M (SD) 12 
Inventory to Diagnose Depression 9.35 (5.40) 10.15 (7.58) .62 

Perceived Deprivation Scale 20.85 (12.59) 21.09 (11.59) .94 

Multi-Group Ethnic Identity Measure 40.85 (8.39) 35.03 (8.93) .01 
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Anticipated Anagram Performance by Group and Condition 
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Figure 2 
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Observed Anagram Performance by Group and Condition 
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