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Abstract

The thesis focuses on the process of how individuals respond to and report to learn

from past experiences of failure. Using the case study method, in-depth interviews

were conducted with two samples: a diverse sample of 28 individuals from business,

the professions, the arts and athletics, and a sample of 14 accountant trainees who had

recently failed the same senior level professional examination. The study found that

memories of failure were accessible, vivid, detailed and charged with negative affect

corroborating established memory theory. The common goal of subjects in reviewing

their past setbacks was the prevention of similar painful events happening in the

future. To gain a sense of future control people assumed some blame for the past

failure. This took the form of a self-critical response (Bandura 1991) or negative self-

reaction that was found to be independent of the assignment of attribution for cause

(Weiner 1986). Three types of self-critical responses were identified and employed

as negative seif-motivators in a process of self-regulation. Negative self-reaction

responses were used by subjects to reinforce associated learning responses aimed at

preventing subsequent failure. Rotter's (1966) construct of locus of control and the

personality dimension of Neuroticism (Costa and McCrae 1991) demonstrated promise

as predictors of failure response patterns. The results suggest that individuals are

cognitively biased in the way in which they interpret past setbacks and that people

may be predisposed to remember specific types of personal failures. Differences in

patterns of negative self-reaction were found to be associated with differences in the

amount and type of reported learning. It is argued that self-knowledge of the nature

of one's interpretive response to recalled failure would allow for compensation and

facilitate learning helpful to self-development and objective assessment of past

performance at individual and group levels.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction and Overview

1.1 Introduction

What is known and generally accepted about failure is that people try to avoid it.

Studies focusing on failure avoidance, risk aversion and the denial of bad news and

negative feedback (Michael and Mirvis 1977, Browning 1988, Argyris 1985, Sitkin

and Pablo 1992, Ashford and Tsui 1991) are dispersed throughout varied literatures.

There are good reasons to avoid failure - it can stigmatise and jeopardise future career

success (Sitkin 1992) and it has the potential to cause deep emotional pain (Klein

1948). Failure has been linked with depression (Beck 1967) and learned helplessness

(Seligman 1981) and can threaten ego (Miller 1976) and self-esteem (Kernis et a!.

1989). While articles in the popular press argue the benefits of "learning from failure"

and "making the most of one's mistakes" most people remain afraid of failing.

A segment of western society which is unafraid of failure are very young children.

Children naively experiment with strategies in play, learning when things work and

do not work. However, it does not take long, as John Holt (1974) points Out in his

book How Children Fail, for children to receive the message that the world puts value

on right answers and that wrong answers and failed strategies are for the most part

socially unacceptable. Whether as the result of a basic human instinct for mastery

(Hendrick 1943) or as a response to authority figure rewards and punishments (Dollard

and Miller 1950), children quickly learn to strive for success. The reward may be a

sense of personal satisfaction or securing signals from mother, but the behavioural

result is the same - demonstrate success, diminish failure. It is a lifelong lesson.

1.2 Research Aim

The goal of this study is to understand how individuals cope and make sense of their

personal setbacks and failures. A central issue is whether people gain anything of
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value from past failure experiences or whether the commonsense notion of "learning

from failure" is a defence mechanism used to rationalise these painful events.

The study takes the position that response to failure is an adaptive process. Failure

is seen as having the potential to facilitate learning by enabling flexibility in a

changing context. This adaptive interpretation differs from the meta-model of moving

towards perfection through the elimination of error. The study attempts to identify

generalisable patterns in the process of remembering and interpreting failure

experiences and in the reports of learning associated with failure. Three aspects of the

process are focused on:

1. How people remember failure experiences.

2. How people interpret or make sense of their failures.

3. How people report they learn, if at all, from their setbacks in life.

To the writer's knowledge there are no field studies focusing on response to failure

in self-designated significant events at the individual level of analysis. Most research

on the topic, regardless of theoretical orientation, employs the experimental method.

Typically in these experiments, subjects are asked to solve a puzzle, take a test or

participate in a gambling exercise. Level of failure and other variables are

manipulated and instruments administered to measure dimensions such as: attribution

assignment, locus of control, perceived efficacy, goal setting, level of affect, and

personality. Research not employing an induced failure usually examines student

responses to failing an educational examination. In these studies, failure is discrete

and "objectively" marked with variables measured shortly after the failure outcome.

This research may be scientifically rigorous; however, most findings are based on

immediate reactions of subjects to often trivial events and make contributions to

narrow areas.

Failure outside the laboratory involves two key elements missing from experiments:

passage of time and complex failures of personal significance. Arguing that

individuals are more than just processors of immediate experience, this study extends

the examination of response to failure into the period of time after an event,
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sometimes long after an event. This necessitates assessing the role memory plays in

the process.

1.3 Difficulties in Studying Failure

From a social cognition point of view, little is known about how people deal with

recollections of past failures. Compounding the dearth of research and the lack of

integration among existing studies are the special challenges the topic presents to the

field researcher - its social construction, the associated strong feelings and the private

over-time nature of individual response to past failure.

1.3.1 Socially Constructed

Failure is the result of people making judgements based on adopted standards about

their own behaviour and the behaviour of others. By its very nature the topic leads

the researcher into a socially constructed world (Averill 1982) characterised by

imprecise and subjective language. No clear or widely accepted definition of failure

exists with one person's failure (e.g. disappointment at being rejected by the army)

being another person's success (e.g. relief of being rejected by the army). This study

examines how people construe failure for themselves and how they apply these self-

judgements to past experiences in which they perceive themselves as having some

agency. People may judge others as "failing" in a manner different from themselves;

however, this lies outside the domain of the study.

1.3.2 Painful and Private

One can designate an experience "a failure" but if the event is judged insignificant (e.g

"I failed to find my pencil") then it is unlikely to arouse strong feelings. This study

concentrates on failures which are non-trivial to the subject and therefore capable of
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evoking strong negative emotions. The affective nature of personally significant

failures created special difficulties for the researcher. Most participants in this study

showed physical signs of anxiety - voices cracked, faces contorted and people were

at times unable to speak and some broke down in tears. The experience of the

researcher as a professional counsellor proved helpful in discussing these failures in

people's lives and dealing with the consequences.

Given the strong affect associated with personal failure and its taboo connotation, it

is not surprising that it is a private topic. A number of subjects were concerned about

confidentiality, the lawyer in the sample insisted on a signed confidentiality

agreement. A few subjects expressed fear of career consequences should their failures

be exposed and many subjects made statements indicating that they were sharing very

personal experiences with the researcher.

Although there is societal pressure to cover up failures, some subjects may have used

the interviews to make private confessions. Confessing is a way to exercise control

over inner thoughts by verbalising them (Salzberger-Wittenberg 1993). The fact the

researcher was a stranger likely made it harder for some subjects to reveal their

private failures but easier for others.

1.4 Importance of Learning from Failure

There is strong evidence that failure provides as valuable information as sucess but

perhaps different information. A range of research has shown that success often leads

to individual and organisational complacency, restricted search and attention, risk-

aversion and uniform "success formulas" (Sitkin 1992). Because failures represent

exceptions which do not conform to expectation they may result in active and deep

cognitive processing.
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Failure outcomes represent clear signals.	 In logic and scientific method

disconfirmation is often valued more than confirmation. Popper (1974) argued that

knowledge comes when theories and conjectures are falsified not justified.

"I had rejected all attempts at the justification of theories ... I had replaced

justification by criticism, we can never justify a theory. But we can sometimes

'justify' (in a different sense) our preference for a theory, considering the state

of the critical debate; for a theory may stand up to criticism better than its

competitors." 

(p. 

149)

The "truth" according to Popper can never be attained; however, truth is approached

when subjectivity expressed in theories and ideas (and perhaps perceptions) is tested

by accumulating disconfirming information. In this sense one finds out what is right

by the process of finding out what is wrong or false. Underlying this view, which is

shared by much of the scientific and intellectual community, is the notion that it is

difficult to be objective. Negative information allows people to question their

subjective perception of the world and although not a perfect guide to adaption,

criticism and failure are likely to be more trustworthy sources of information than

justification and success.

Unlike the intellectual world of science with its established tradition of objective

criticism, people dealing with everyday situations have limited language and concepts

to insulate themselves from the strong and sometimes destructive feelings which

accompany disconfirming information. Incoming negative information reflects on the

individual's performance and may encourage more justification than objectivity. A

goal of this study is to contribute knowledge practically useful to the development of

new and more objective ways of thinking and talking about failure experiences to

facilitate individual development, enhance aspects of organisational learning and

strengthen future research.
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1.4.1 Impact on Individual Development

"Failure is not an inherently desirable outcome. Rather, failure is a more
effective means of pursuing learning than is success." (Sitkin 1992, p. 240)

Research suggests that the experience of success tends to perpetuate the status quo

(Kahneman and Tversky 1979, Sitkin and Pablo 1992). Past failures and disappointing

performances are potentially more helpful in understanding one's weaknesses than

success outcomes. The identification and acceptance of weakness is an essential step

in assessing what one needs to improve and develop.

Recent changes in organisational life have underscored the relevance of learning from

one's past failures and mistakes. As a result of empowerment initiatives or

management divestment, employees find themselves increasingly responsible for

"getting better" at what they do and for making decisions about their own professional

development. Knowing how to improve oneself has become a survival competency,

one necessitating an enhanced level of self-knowledge. People managing themselves

in flattened hierarchies and in "learning organisations" (De Geus 1988, Pedler et al.

1991) are being asked to become increasingly skilled at self-assessment, self-

awareness and self-objectivity - knowing one's strengths and weaknesses.

Negative feedback received through performance evaluations, mentoring programmes,

and superior-subordinate discussions is an important source of information when

managing one's own career. In addition the ability to give both positive and negative

feedback to others is a valued skill in performance driven organisations where

promotion, pay, and bonuses are increasingly based on evaluations. In these appraisal

situations, individual weaknesses or development needs are identified by superior or

mentor and recently by subordinates and peers in 360 degree evaluation systems. The

various parties involved may hold different views on which past performances deserve

to be categorised as disappointing and hence which related weaknesses need remedial

development. The motivation of employees can be affected if weaknesses are

misdiagnosed or not accepted as development needs by the individuals because they

are inconsistent with their own perceptions of their short-comings.
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Koib (1984) and Knowles (1980) argue that individuals learn in different ways and

have learning biases causing them to learn different things from the same experience.

Knowledge of one's preferred ways of collecting information and thinking about

failure or success facilitates objective re-adjustments to compensate for bias (Argyris

1990). People may elect not to acknowledge or compensate for biases in attending

to and interpreting performance failures; however, this may lead to unnecessary

repetition of failures eventually resulting in negative consequences. Kaplan (1990)

and McCall and Lombardo (1983) found executives "got off track" because of flaws

which they acknowledged but instead of trying to overcome them, they chose to

believe incorrectly that the weaknesses would have little impact on their careers.

Individuals using failures as pointers to performance weaknesses need to understand

their own biases in recognising and interpreting them. Without this knowledge people

may target inappropriate self-development needs, working hard to improve things they

are already good at while ignoring competencies which require serious attention. The

researcher's ten years of experience helping individuals make career decisions

provided first-hand evidence of the wasted efforts and unnecessary pain individuals

endure as a result of misguided development. The impact of past failures on career

is of particular interest to the researcher, one that led to the pursuit of the topic under

study.

1.4.2 Impact on Organisational Processes

At the organisational level there are benefits in learning more about how individuals

deal with failure. Total Quality initiatives depend on the accurate reporting of

mistakes, failures and weaknesses while employee empowerment programmes

encourage workers to take personal initiative to correct faults. Ironically, quality and

empowerment programmes with their "error and defect-free" messages may reinforce

the prevailing belief that mistakes and failures are bad things.
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The questionable assumption of quality and empowerment strategies is that employees

are able to be "objective" about their mistakes and those of others. Failures may

arouse strong emotions making them subject to unusual biases. To avoid punishment

or pursue a political agenda, people have been shown to cover up failures and distort

reports of the magnitude or cause of mistakes in order to minimise personal

responsibility and embarrassment (Hardy 1990, Pettigrew 1973). Individuals may also

favour one failure interpretation over another because it minimised personal risk in the

past. If distortions in reports of failures and mistakes by individuals and teams go

undetected, it may limit the potential success of these forms of organisational

improvement.

In health and safety, human lives can be at stake if failure is not identified and

communicated properly. For example, no one wants an aircraft maintenance crew to

cover up mistakes or distort reports of problems. Now studied as business school

cases, the infamous Challenger disaster (Starbuck and Milliken 1988) and the Hubble

Space telescope project (Capers and Lipton 1993) demonstrate how response to failure

can lead to disastrous consequences. Most failures of this magnitude arise not from

a single cause or individual action but from multiple causes in a highly complex

human activity system containing large numbers of interconnected subsystems. These

are referred to as system failures (Peters 1976) and include disasters such as Bhopal,

Three Mile Island and Chernobyl. Larger failures are often preceded by smaller

failures (Weick 1979) and in the case of the Hubble project there were at least three

clear opportunities to respond to errors that would have led to the detection of the

problem with the telescope's mirror before it was launched (Capers and Lipton 1993).

According to Miller (1993) business executives, especially successful ones, are

unlikely to learn from these smaller failures which signal larger problems and as a

result miss opportunities to re-examination premises or gather further information.

"Most executives are so committed to the strategies and cultures they have

nurtured that it is painful to admit that these are obsolete. So they might deny

that there is a problem, believe that the problem isn't serious, or think that
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others are trying to steal power by attacking their contributions." (Kets de

Vries and Miller, 1984 in Miller, 1993 p. 121)

Defensive reasoning (Argyris 1985) can be compounded at the team or even

organisational sub-culture level especially when group members have similar defence

routines. The focus of successful teams and organisations is on their success which

Miller (1993) argues leads to a simplistic view, devoid of the small failures which

signal need for strategic course corrections. By squeezing failure out of organisational

systems or by not attending to evidence of failure, organisations forgo learning

essential to long-term survival.

1.4.3. Failure Reports in Organisational Research

When conducting interviews and administering questionnaires, academic researchers

and consultants create opportunities for managers and employees to report negative

information. In strategy case studies, executives often comment on plans "gone

wrong" (or right) in their organisations. Other examples of researcher requests for

information which can evoke potentially negative interpretations are corporate culture

assessments and readings of employee responses to policy changes. Insight into the

nature of individual bias in describing perceived failures in organisational decision

making and implementation could help researchers to develop lines of questioning to

improve data quality and to provide valuable contextual information for use in

subsequent analysis.

Interpretative bias concerning organisational failures and mistakes may also operate

at the group level, perhaps differing by organisational role or functional specialisation

and influenced by contextual norms and socialisation processes (Van Maanen and

Schein 1979). These norms define what constitutes "failure" in a particular setting and

which failures are deemed more important than others (e.g. loss of market share versus

high staff turnover). The line of inquiry initiated by this research may lead to ways

of gauging these macro-influences on the interpretation of failure contributing to more
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accurate assessments of archival data on unsuccessful organisational initiatives. If

individual response bias to failure is found to contribute to group or team

interpretation of lack of success it may be possible to balance teams to compensate

for individual bias and to produce more objective assessments of organisational failure.

1.5 Summary

Although people evaluate things gone wrong in organisational decisions, in their career

plans, and in their personal lives, little is known about this process. This may be due

to the topic of success having proved more popular than failure. The identification

of "success factors" and the drive to find winning formulas has lead to asymmetrical

information and understanding at the individual and organisational level. Failure,

except in a narrow sense, has simply received less attention. This thesis aims to

reduce this imbalance by contributing new knowledge about how people make sense

of their failure experiences. In so doing, light may be shed on the question of how

individuals can gain vital information and learning from the rich resource of their past

experiences.

1.6 Overview of the Thesis

Chapter 2 reviews the literature relevant to this study integrating diverse conthbutions

to the topic and revisiting earlier works underpinning more recent theoretical

perspectives on response to failure. Chapter 3 presents results from the pilot study.

The definition of concepts and the identification of hypotheses are provided in Chapter

4. Chapter 5 is a description of the research design. The fmdings are presented in

Chapters 6, 7, 8, 9 and 10. Finally, Chapters 11 and 12 discuss the results, summarise

the contribution of the research, identify limitations and suggest applications as well

as areas for further investigation.

23



Chapter 2 Converging Theory - A Review of the Literature

2.1 Introduction

There is no single encompassing theory, no coherently linked intellectual history in

the study of human response to failure, although most relevant theories are found in

the discipline of psychology. Three major traditions contribute to this topic:

psychoanalytic, behaviourist and cognitive traditions. Each of these has given rise to

particular insights: anxiety theory from the psychoanalytic tradition, social learning

from behaviourism, and memory and attribution theory from the cognitive tradition.

The fragmented nature of the literature makes an overview difficult and it is the aim

of this review to connect key concepts critical to understanding how individuals make

sense of their past failures. The pilot research pointed to the importance of memory

when reviewing these painful recollections which may evoke self-critical reactions

engaging cognition and motivation in a process of self-regulation.

Self-regulation and attribution are the core theories in this study and their central role

is reflected in this review. Many ideas presented by these theories are the result of

experimental studies focusing primarily on the present-time experience of failing rather

than on individual sense-making of past failure. To assess the contribution of the core

theories in explaining response to failure events distant in time, they are reviewed with

ideas from related theories, such as memory, personal control, and psychoanalytic

theory.

2.2 Psychoanalytic Tradition

Freud's (1940) pleasure-pain principle of motivation introduces the concept of anxiety

and is the psychoanalytic concept most germane to this study. Studies from a variety

of traditions (Watson and Rayner 1920, McClelland 1951, Seligman 1975, Miller
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1976, Frankel and Snyder 1978, Lazarus 1983, Langer 1983, Argyris 1990) have

linked the experience of personal failure with heightened anxiety. Freud argued that

anxiety is such a painful state that people are incapable of tolerating it for very long

and develop defence mechanisms to escape it. Denial and repression are two

examples of defence mechanisms salient to this study. Repression occurs when the

ego keeps from consciousness the memory of a threatening event. Denial is the

negation of something in word or act, exhibited by not paying attention to or not

contemplating the threatening connotations of events. Repression, by definition, is

difficult to access in research and is treated as outside the domain of this study.

However, denial is a more easily self-reported behaviour, or can be inferred from

people's explanations of their behaviour.

Lazarus (1983) argues that there is a difference between denial and avoidance. An

example of avoidance is seriously underweight people who acknowledge it but prefer

not to think or talk about it; in contrast, denial would be anorexic individuals who

believe they are not thin. According to Lazarus, failures arousing anxiety could be

either denied "I have never really failed" or avoided "I try to put my failures out of

mind". Researchers focusing on denial and avoidance frequently study subjects coping

with their own illness or that of a close relative. The on-going debate in the literature

is whether denial-like coping is adaptive or maladaptive. Staudenmayer et al. (1979)

found vigilant asthmatics, who took quick action when breathing difficulties ensued,

were hospitalised less than those who evaded or denied the early symptoms expecting

or hoping the attack would not materialise. In contrast, a study by Stern et al. (1976)

showed "deniers" of post-coronary depression as optimistic after a heart attack, doing

well in returning to work and sexual functioning and suffering less than "acceptors".

Patients who avoid information relevant to next day surgery were shown to have more

rapid recovery rates than vigilant patients (Cohen and Lazarus 1973). The authors

suggest that avoiders/deniers by their positive polly-anna attitudes reduce their stress

concerning the event and are likely to be considered by doctors as better candidates

for early discharge than more highly stressed vigilant patients.
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Rumination, the mental playing and re-playing of negative thoughts (Salkovskis and

Westbrook 1989) is likely to sustain avoidance - "I try not to think about it because

it only serves to upset me." A rumination response to past failures was found by

Kaplan et al. (1985) and (Kofodimos 1986, 1989) in studies of business executives

who typically demonstrated strong need to exercise mastery (i.e. primary control) over

their environment.

This raises the question of whether reviewing past failures is helpful to individuals,

providing them with information from their past that may benefit future behaviour, or

whether it has an essentially destructive effect. Time likely plays a role in assessing

this issue. Hamburg and Adams (1967) and Davis (1963) argue that self-deception,

in the form of denial, is often a valuable initial form of coping when a person is

confused and upset. Denying or avoiding thoughts about the event allows the

individual time "to prepare" for recognition of the problem in a gradual and

manageable way. Personal failures may be best faced long after the fact, perhaps

employing multiple reviews over a period of time to facilitate self-forgiveness. The

degree to which a person needs to be defensive and the length of time they require to

insulate themselves from the anxiety of these events is likely to depend on the coping

responses they have to process the outcome.

Some people may learn responses which allow them to face failure earlier and more

directly than others. From a cognition viewpoint, Rothbaum, Weisz and Synder

(1982) identified an interpretative form of control they label secondary control which

individuals seek when they believe they are unable to control events directly through

primary control. These concepts of primary and secondary control are analogous to

Piaget's (1970) complementary processes of assimilation and accommodation.

Assimilation is the tendency to perceive the environment in ways consistent with one's

existing cognitive structures and accommodation is the tendency to modify one's

cognitive structures in an attempt to effect a better fit with reality. Rothbaum et al.

describe secondary control as a desperate attempt to maintain the belief that one is

able to change the environment, present and past. An example of secondary control
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is when people re-interpret their failures, learning to accept these negative events by

converting them into positive "learning experiences".

Piaget (1970) argues that the goal of human development is equilibrium between

assimilation and accommodation and similarly Rothbaum et a!. (1982) portray optimal

adaption as personal control attained through a balance of changing the world and

changing oneself. In the case of on-going events the former still remains a possibility;

however, when the event is over and completed the individual is left with only two

options: forgetting the event or altering their recollection of it.

Interpreting an event or memory of an event to enhance one's perception of control

over it is labelled rationalisation by the psychoanalytic tradition. Rationalisation is an

additional defence mechanism by which behaviour, such as failing, is interpreted to

make it appear reasonable and acceptable. Individual sense-making is evoked by the

need to explain away anxiety through justification (Locke and Pennington 1982).

Under this model the individual's motive is to seek relief from pain but this may

result in a distorted interpretation of the original events. People have been shown to

be especially inventive in forming justifications for anxiety-causing situations (Diener

and Dweck 1978). One source of anxiety acquired early in life and of particular

relevance when examining response to failure are the individual's adopted concepts

of punishment for wrong doing.

2.2.1 Self-critical Response to Failure

The formal structural model of psychoanalysis includes the concepts of id, ego and

superego. The id is the source of all drive energy and is the force behind the

pleasure-pain principle. The ego embodies the development of cognitive abilities and

is conceived as agency. Freud pictured the ego as a rather weak structure; however,

his daughter Anna Freud and others (Homey 1937, Barron 1953, Loevinger 1987)

developed a school of ego psychology which sees human adaption as primarily an ego

function. It is the ego which tries to make sense of the judgements of the superego,
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where morals, ideals and punishments for being "bad" are intemalised. Freud and his

followers acknowledged the role of parental punishment in establishing the set of

events and actions which children come to identify as anxiety producing. Erikson

(1950) claimed that children have developed their sense of shame by age 2-3 years

and sense of guilt by age four to five.

Building on Freud's observations on punishment, Klein (1948) described children as

internalising their picture of "good mother" which acts to guide their sense of "being

good" and "bad mother" which guides their sense of "being bad". According to the

psychoanalytic interpretation people seek to destroy the "bad mother" within because

she is a source of deep anxiety. Self-punishment has its roots in the inner concept of

the "bad mother" and may trigger regression, a defence mechanism, where the

individual reverts to a previously successful behaviour (e.g. crying like a child) when

current behaviour is unsuccessful in relieving the pain.

Other relevant analysts include Jung (1939) and Adler (1930). Adler developed the

idea that people seek mastery and desire to control their environments, a drive that is

threatened by failure. The inverse relationship between one's sense of control and

level of anxiety was later elaborated in the work of White (1959), De Charms (1968),

Levenson (1972) and Langer (1975). Adler saw people's need to achieve mastery as

resulting in the adoption of goals which direct their behaviour towards the future.

There appears to be a converging view in the literature that the anxiety associated with

failure results from its tendency to diminish sense of control. The temporal focus of

need for control lies in the future - the past failure generating anxiety about future re-

occurrence. Brown and Kulik (1977) suggest memory structure may have evolved to

preserve failures as anxiety producing reminders of threats which endanger survival.

Jung originated the school of thought called Analytical Psychology. A central theme

of Jung's ideas is that aspects of personality are associated with personal "weaknesses"

and failures may increase the salience of the weaker side of individual personality.

Elaborating on Jung's theory, Myers (1980) showed people self-select into careers

(Holland 1978) based on the personality traits which have brought them more success
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than failure. In this sense, people are portrayed as making choices, consciously and

unconsciously, to minimize the chance of failure. Jung believed adaption depends on

recognising the weaker aspects of personality which are linked to less developed skills

and competencies. Recalled failures may be selectively preserved by memory as a

mechanism to ensure individuals compensate for the weaker sides of their

personalities. Personal failures can point to inherent weaknesses and are potentially

helpful cues in determining development goals, but they are also reminders that likely

enhance anxiety and therefore may be actively denied, avoided and distorted by

rationalisation. Jung's view of adaption through the development of the "dark side"

of personality parallels and is logically connected to the common wisdom that one

learns a great deal from failure. The difficulty in both these contentions lies in the

heightened anxiety resulting from doing as they suggest. People may learn less from

their successes and strengths than from their failures and weaknesses but it is a far

more comfortable way to learn.

The psychoanalytic tradition is long and rich and has only been touched on briefly

since this study is primarily in the social cognitive tradition. It has been included in

this review since it identifies the deeper drives and motives that underlay the core

theories of self-regulation and attribution. The psychoanalytic tradition establishes the

key role punishment plays in failure response and raises the question of whether

failure memories are maintained to serve an inherent survival or development goal.

The common feature of past failures is the anxiety generated which people then try

to escape by denial, avoidance and interpretive rationalisation. This study focuses on

failure interpretation which can be portrayed as a mechanism offering the individual

the illusion of controlling the future to maximise pleasure and minimise pain.

2.3 Behaviourist Tradition - Learning to Respond to Failure

Prior to Pavlov (1927), it was assumed that people simply learned things from their

experiences, mostly their childhood experiences as psychoanalysts argued. The prime

focus was on what people learned and less on the process of learning. The
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behaviourists, Watson (Watson and Rayner 1920) and Skinner (1953), changed this

and their views came to dominate the thinking about learning from experience for

almost three decades. Learning became synonymous with behaviourism, the

underlying assumption being that all behaviour is essentially learned behaviour.

Although there has been criticism of early behaviourist views of learning,

characterising them as oversimplified and not acknowledging the internal processes

of the individual, early behaviourist theory is essential to explain how individuals

respond to failure. Embodied in the concepts of conditioned emotional reaction

(Watson and Rayner 1920), operant conditioning (Skinner 1953), instrumental learning

and stimulus response (1-lull 1940, 1943) is the notion that people have learned

responses, both adaptive and maladaptive. These programmed responses influence the

interpretation of experience, present and past, and subsequent behaviour.

A recent article by Schein (1993) on why business managers learn so little from their

mistakes argues that interference in learning originates primarily from prior emotional

conditioning and he draws attention to "the kind of learning that is most often ignored

and least understood - learning based on punishment" (p. 87). Using Pavlov's dog in

the "Green Room" experiment as a vehicle, Schein describes learning in response to

punishment as more stable than learning in response to reward.

"If you put a dog in a green room, ring a bell, and then give the dog a painful
electric shock, it will fairly quickly learn to avoid green rooms, and, if it hears
a bell, the dog will run away or cower anxiously. Even if you turn the shocks
in the green room off, the dog will not enter it and, therefore, will not discover
that the shock is off.. .avoidance behaviour learned through punishment not
only is more stable than behaviour learned through reward but also does not
tell the learner what the correct response is and does not encourage trial and
error learning." (p. 87)

The power of learning based on punishment is that the anxiety associated with the

punishment is sufficient by itself to keep the behaviour going even when the

punishment is withdrawn. In this sense unlearning is asymmetrical, if food stops

coming after the bell, the dog soon realizes this and a process of extinction begins;

however, if the dog avoids the green room when the bell is rung, the dog may never

discover that the punishment has been removed. Schein characterises the culture of
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management as based on the premise that mistakes will occur but that one should not

make the same mistake twice. External influences, especially in the business and

professional world, likely reinforce deeply embedded responses to punishment. The

solution Schein prescribes is for managers to replace their anxiety about making

mistakes with the anxiety about not learning something new. This article underscores

an important difference between dogs and people recognised by early social learning

theorists which followed in the steps of the behaviourists. Unlike animals, people are

capable of administering their own "electric shocks" and sustaining learned responses

through the stimulus of self-punishment.

Dollard and Miller (1950) believed that as children develop they learn "socially

acceptable" outlets for their drives and also those drives for which they will be

punished. Punishment leads to a specific fear drive in relation to a certain stimulus.

Parental rewards and punishments, e.g. the withdrawal of affection (Sears et al. 1965),

as well as rewards and punishments from other important people can establish S-R

(stimulus-response) bonds. Children's first experiences of failure for which they are

punished are typically failures to obey the wishes and rules of parents. Education is

the child's first exposure to an organised system of rewards and punishment, a system

reinforced by parents who reward and punish progress and behaviour at school. It is

at home and in early education (Holt 1974) where concepts of success and failure are

first developed in children. Also likely to be developed in childhood are the responses

of avoidance, denial and re-interpretation which act to reduce the anxiety produced by

adopted concepts of failure. These responses are internalised and subsequently

maintained and reinforced in adulthood, adults becoming increasingly capable of both

punishing themselves and applying defences and rationalisations.

The behaviourist movement's prescriptions about how research was to be conducted

dominated studies on human response to failure. Scientific method, well defmed

constructs, and replicability in verifying data became the norm in research during this

period and led to a tradition emphasising controlled laboratory experiments aimed at

the establishment of causal relationships. Failure as a topic, even in the social

cognitive research that followed behaviourism, was almost exclusively studied in
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experiments where subjects failed at tests or puzzles. This methodological bias meant

that the study of human response to complex and personally significant failure events

and how that response might alter over time was for the most part ignored.

2.4 Motivation

Behavioural research promoted early debate on how one motivates others and oneself

drawing attention to the role success and failure play in the process. Hull (1943)

initially contended that motivation was simply a by-product of learning; however, in

experiments Tolman (1932, 1959) showed animals to be capable of demonstrating

purposeful behaviours. Lewin (1935, 1951) and Tolman in their expectancy theories

argued that people act with purpose and that both motivation and cognition determine

behaviour. This view of the individual controlling stimuli was a departure from strict

behaviourism and eventually gave rise to self-regulation theory, the central theoretical

focus of this study.

During this period, the attention on failure was centred around McCIelland's (1951,

et al. 1953) concept of Fear of Failure (FF). Avoidance motivation is the central idea

resulting from his work on "The Achievement Motive". McClelland devised a single

motive system called "need for achievement" or nAch and discovered in his early

studies of individual need to achieve that some subjects responded to arousal

treatments with a fear of failure which he described as an avoidance motivation in an

achievement situation. McClelland's theory is a trait concept whose roots originated

in the earlier works of Hoppe (1930), Dembo (1931), Hausmann (1933), Gould (1939)

and Sears (1940).

By the late 1960's, the fear of failure trait theory was generally abandoned by

researchers and there has been little recent research on the concept. This was perhaps

due to the unpopularity of trait based theories and the rejection of the notion that

people have a stable trait determining how they cope with failure. Under social

learning theory, it became more widely accepted that individuals learn to cope with
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failure by having behaviours reinforced and by making sense of setbacks using

cognitive schema in which motivations play a role. Unlike trait theory, social learning

argues behaviours can be un-learned and mental schema altered by the individual and

by influences in the environment. Although the social learning view has become

widely accepted, the role stable traits such as personality play in the formulation and

maintenance of cognitive schema remains unresolved. McClelland's and Atkinson's

(1953) claim of fear of failure as a trait was overzealous. The learned response

patterns observed may have appeared to be stable individual differences because they

were in some measure dependent on underlying traits, such as personality.

2.5 Social Learning Theory

Albert Bandura (and Walters 1963) linked together motivation and cognition in his

theory of social learning, now called social cognitive theory. The theory has its roots

in Skinner's operant conditioning, since it assumes that behaviour is a function of

consequences; however, it also acknowledges the existence of observational learning

and the importance of perception in the learning process. Mischel (1973, 1990)

worked closely with Bandura and both were critical of trait theory while at the same

time acknowledging gaps left by behaviourist views of learning. Social learning as

they developed it always assumes an interaction between the individual and the

environment.

Bandura calls this interaction between person and environment reciprocal determinism

and argues that people are influenced by environmental forces but that they choose

how to behave. This view of the person as not only responding to situations but

actively constructing and influencing them is also found in Kelly's (1955) concept of

man the scientist and in Koib's (1984) theory of experiential learning. Bandura's

description of goal setting and ability belief systems in social learning has many of

the attributes of Kelly's (1955) concept of constructs although they have different

approaches. Kelly's work focuses primarily on what people think while Bandura

focuses on the broader concept of individual self-motivation encompassing elements
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of thinking schema. Koib's elegant portrayal of the learning process reflects the

earlier works of Piaget (1964), Dewey (1938) and Lewin (1951) characterising

learning as the dialectic between assimilating experience into concepts and

accommodating concepts into experience. In this sense learning is "intelligent

adaption", a balance between assimilation and accommodation.

Bandura and Kolb are in agreement that individual survival depends not only on the

ability to adapt in the reactive sense of fitting into the physical and social world but

also in the proactive sense of creating and shaping those worlds. Kolb sees outcomes

in this process as merely "historic records" and describes non-learning or maladaptive

learning as failing to use these records effectively to modify one's ideas and habits.

Although coming from different traditions of thinking, Kolb and Bandura both portray

people using their experience in a self-regulatory manner.

Piaget (1960) claimed children learn to make goals before two years of age and the

process of making and modifying goals is central to social cognitive theory. Goals

relate to the ability to anticipate the future and to be self-motivated (Locke and

Latham 1990, Hollenbeck and Klein 1987, Klein 1989). Carver and Scheier's (1981)

control theory of self-regulation and a number of other theories including Piaget's

(1960) developmental theory are grounded in the psychobiological concept of

equilibrium and discrepancy reduction. When the organism or system senses an

incongruity between performance and standard, it is motivated towards the goal of

bringing it back into equilibrium. Bandura does not consider this simple reactive

model as reflecting human self-motivation and states that although comparative

feedback is essential, people can raise their level of motivation by changing goals.

It is important to understand that under Bandura's theory, motivation does not stem

from the goals themselves but rather from people evaluating their own behaviour. The

goals serve only to specify the conditional requirements for positive self-evaluation.

Common to all models of self-regulation is their focus on goals in present-time on-

going events. Self-regulation theories and supporting empirical work neglect the
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question of whether goals are salient when individuals assess past negative experiences

for which outcomes have long been determined.

Bandura is most widely known for his concept of self-efficacy. individuals with high

levels of self-efficacy perceive they can cope with specific situations or problems.

According to Bandura, people make judgements concerning their ability to act and

those judgements can influence which activities are engaged in, how much effort is

expended, how long persisted at, and the emotional reactions of individuals both in

anticipation of the situation and during it.

A concept related to self-efficacy is perceived level of control which can be threatened

by failure. Personal control is defined by Greenberg and Strasser (1986) as "a

psychological construct reflecting an individual's belief, at a given point in time, in

his or her ability to effect change, in a desired direction" (p. 165). Starting with Adler

(1930), many researchers (White 1959, Miller 1979, De Charms 1968) have made the

argument that people have a generalised need for control and are active in their

attempts to increase their perception of control.

In their reactance theory Wortman and Brehm (1975) claim the stronger the

expectation of control, the more controlling behaviour will become and thus desire for

control can be perceived of as a motivator. Burger and Cooper (1979) found

individual differences in motivation for control to account for some variations in

behaviour. Langer (1983) suggests individual need for control is more basic than

individual need for power, although believing one has control over a situation may be

illusionary (Langer 1975). Rothbaum, Weisz and Synder (1982) state that control is

so strongly valued "the quest for it is rarely abandoned; instead, individuals are likely

to shift from one method of striving for control to another." (Greenberg and Strasser

1986, p. 166). Rothbaum et al. (1982) observed that when subjects fail to restore

direct control, they may attempt to adapt their environment. Since it is not possible

to change a past event, individuals may try to alter their mental reconstruction or

interpretation of it to enhance their sense of control.
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When people believe they are unable to gain control over events a state of learned

helplessness (Seligman 1975) may result. In this state individuals are convinced that

outcomes are uncontrollable by their actions and motivation for control ceases.

Reasoning suggests people may experience two forms of learned helplessness; the

belief that past events are uncontrollable leading them to the conclusion that "dwelling

on the past serves no purpose", and the belief that similar events in the future will

remain beyond their control. With the exception of obsessive rumination, individuals

are unlikely to be motivated to gather and assess information from past experiences

if they are convinced little can be done to prevent future occurrences.

An alternative hypothesis to learned helplessness is the egotism hypothesis (Frankel

and Snyder 1978). This theory suggests that it is threat to ego and self-esteem which

motivates individuals rather than their expected low self-efficacy. People may prefer

not to be reminded of their setbacks because they threaten ego and they may actively

try to "put them out of mind". However, Simon (1979) argues that the more relevant

a performance is to one's sense of self-esteem then the more likely one is to evaluate

that performance, even if a failure.

This study takes the position that perceived lack of control influences motivation

which in turn limits learning from the past. Individuals who subscribe to a mastery

model (i.e. high internal locus of control) and tend to de-emphasise the role of chance

and others in events may find failure particularly ego threatening. Because they

believe their plans and reasoning control the environment, threats to ego likely signal

loss of control. Individual motivation is either increased or decreased because of

perception of control; however, ego threat can influence this perception. Individuals

who tend to overplay the role of chance (i.e. external locus of control) may see the

world as a more unpredictable place than those who hold a mastery perspective. Also

they may be more highly motivated by the need to control future failures, even when

this possibility is unlikely, and may be willing to put ego and self-esteem at risk to

enhance sense of control. This study does not question Frankel and Snyder's (1978)

contention that people are motivated by threat to ego and self-esteem but takes the

position that such an effect on motivation is ultimately due to the lowered sense of
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self-efficacy evoked by the ego threat. This places the egotism hypothesis within the

framework of the learned helplessness hypothesis making it a integral part of the

construct rather than an alternative to it. The essential threat of failure lies in its

ability to diminish people's illusion of control.

2.6 Social Cognitive Theory of Self-regulation

In social cognitive theory, the most germane process to this study is self-regulation

(Bandura and Simon 1977, Bandura 1991, Carver and Scheier 1981, Kanfer and

Hagerman 1981, Kanfer and Karoly 1972) which pulls together the alternative ideas

concerning response to failure into a central focus. There has been growing interest

in self-regulation theory among social cognitive theorists, examples being Kuhl's

(1992) theory of self-regulation and other recent papers by Baumeister, Heatherton and

Tice 1993, Ashford and Tsui 1991, Derryberry and Rothbart 1988, Mischel, Shoda and

Peake 1988. The self-regulatory view proposes that individuals exert self-control

through a closed loop process, first setting a goal then self-monitoring behaviour to

observe compliance with and deviation from the goal and making necessary adjusts

using self-reward and self-punishment. Some organizational researchers label this

process behavioural self-management (Andrasik and Heimberg 1982, Manz and Sims

1980) or simply self-management.

Bandura's theory of self-regulation is based on the behavioural model of motivation

and therefore focuses on the rewards and punishments which follow behaviour. Strict

behaviourism dictates that stimuli can only be external; however, self-regulation theory

argues that individuals can control the stimuli, rewarding and punishing themselves

in a self-motivating process. Bandura (1991) states that if human behaviour was

regulated solely by external outcomes, people would behave "like weathervanes,

constantly shifting to conform to whatever momentary social influence happened to

impinge upon them" (p. 249). Instead, he argues that individuals possess self-

reflective and self-reactive capabilities that can be self-directed and hence human

functioning is a regulated interplay of self-generated and external sources of influence.
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Self-regulation, as described in the theory, operates through a set of three

psychological subfunctions: the self-observation or self-monitoring subfunction, the

judgemental subfunction and the self-reactive subfunction.

2.6.1 Self-Observation Subfunction

In the process of self-regulation, self-observation plays an important role. Systematic

self-observation provides self-diagnostic information. Citing Kazdin (1974) and

Nelson (1977), Bandura argues that self-observation close in temporal proximity brings

the best opportunity for self-influence whereas distal effects of performance provide

little guidance for the future. He also believes that regular attention to performance,

often a learned habit, leads to more effective self-regulation than intermittent self-

observation. In this sense, the theory takes a mentalistic approach addressing

incoming information as consciously processed "at the time" and ignoring reflective

learning processes.

On the issue of self-monitoring one's failures Bandura (1991) states:

Self-monitoring successes increases desired behaviour, attending only to one's
failures causes little change or lowers performance accomplishments (Gottman
and McFall 1972). Although heavy focus on one's failure is dispiriting, it can
have beneficial effects if it identifies possible causes and suggests corrective
changes. (p. 253)

Bandura focuses on failure as incoming information originating from on-going tasks

with people becoming discouraged in the tasks when they lack success. In the case

of failure memories the event is over and negative information no longer originates

from the task since there are no task-related goals to be achieved. Future prevention

of failure, as Bandura points out in the above quote, represents one of few reasonable

goals left to the individual reviewing the past, another being acceptance. In his

assessment of the usefulness of monitoring one's setbacks, Bandura neglects the

possibility that it is because of, not in spite of, the "dispiriting" affect resulting from

failure that people are motivated to identify "corrective changes".
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In an empirical study of 387 managers examining the role of feed-back seeking in the

self-regulatory process, Ashford and Tsui (1991) found that self-regulation does not

take place in a vacuum. They argue that people do not mechanistically seek feedback

as is suggested in the "thermostat" metaphor of control theory (Carver and Scheier

1981). Rather, a variety of interpersonal dynamics, such as impression management

and ego defence discourage individuals from seeking the information on which their

self-control systems rely. Managers in Ashford and Tsui's (1991) study were

perceived as more effective by subordinates, peers and superiors when they sought out

negative feedback.

2.6.2 Judgemental Subfunction

Actions give rise to self-reactions, a self-critical response, in which one's personal

standards for judging and guiding actions play a key role in self-directedness and in

determining whether a performance is regarded positively or negatively. Bandura

(1986) identified three sources of transmitted information used in forming personal

standards: direct teaching by others, inferences from evaluative reactions of significant

others and the observation of models.

Parents, teachers, peers, the organisational socialisation processes examined by Van

Maanen and Schein (1979) and Louis (1980, 1983) are all ways in which standards

are telegraphed and reinforced. Of course, people rarely absorb ready-made standards

but rather construct standards reflecting their processing of influences, direct or

vicarious. Personal standards give meaning to stimuli such as feedback and play a

role in determining which successes and failures people pay attention to and remember

(Pillemer et al. 1986).

Kuhl (1992) developed an information processing model of self-regulation

emphasising the origins of self-regulatory beliefs and expectations. The model is

based on individual difference in modes of control. It argues that an individual's self-

regulation "efficiency" can be interfered with by the internalisation of the beliefs,
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wishes and expectations of others. State-orientated individuals (versus action-

orientated individuals) have more of the trait of confounding their own knowledge and

wishes with those adopted from authority figures, typically parents or superiors.

Given that failure exists as a result of subjective judgement against a standard, the

nature of that judgement and the subsequent negative self-reaction are likely to be

learned from parents. As one gets older, the way one tends to criticise oneself for

failing may be reinforced and maintained by educational experiences (Holt 1974) and

organisational socialisation processes including role and performance expectancies

(Van Maanen and Schein 1979, Tsui and Ashford 1994). Although not tested, this

study takes the position that self-critical response to the painful recollection of past

failures is a learned response not a trait, first acquired through external conditioning

by influential others and later maintained by internal conditioning of oneself.

Bandura acknowledges the importance of attribution theory, discussed later in this

chapter, citing Weiner (1986) and stating that self-reactions to failures or faulty

performances depend to a degree on causal judgements. "People respond self-critically

to faulty performances for which they hold themselves responsible, but not to those

they perceive as due to unusual circumstances, to insufficient capabilities or to

unrealistic demands." (Bandura, 1991, p. 255)

The Kanfer and Hagerman (1981) model of self-regulation also points to the

importance of initial attributions when disconfirmations occur. In their model, failure

serves as a signal to engage the self-regulatory cycle which judges whether the

disconfirrnation is attributable to external causes or is the result of one's perceived

behavioural incompetence. If external causes are blamed then self-regulation ceases;

however, if internal responsibility is assumed then the next stage is to judge how

"good or bad" one has been.

40



2.6.3 Self-Reactive Subfunction

Self-reactions provide the mechanism by which standards regulate courses of
action. The self-regulatory control is achieved by creating incentives for one's
own actions and by anticipative affective reactions to one's own behaviour
depending on how it measures up to an internal standard. (Bandura 1991, p.
256)

Bandura's concept moves motivation inside the person making people "self

motivators". The individual agent considers alternative courses of action and chooses

on the basis of anticipated outcomes and on perceived self-efficacy in performing a

task, including a mental task. Successful performance leads to enhanced self-efficacy

and either the relaxation of effort or the setting of higher standards driving further

effort. On the other hand, unsuccessful performance may lead to giving up or to

continuing to strive, the decision depending on the value of the outcome and to the

sense of self-efficacy relative to further effort. In most of Bandura's empirical

research, subjects focus on tasks and the resulting outcomes.

Bandura believes that those who succeed in regulating their own motivation draw on

their ability to use self-incentives (Perri and Richards 1977, Zimmerman 1989). In

this theory people are described as their own "conditioners" using the "sticks and

carrots" of reward and punishment in a self-motivating process.

2.6.4 View of the Person

Bandura and his followers present a view of the individual as "careful evaluator",

collecting data on his or her behaviour, developing strategies and self-motivating.

This view, although somewhat different from Kelly's "man the scientist", implies a

similar kind of universal rationality in reasoning and fails to address the role of

individual differences in the process. In social cognitive theory, failure is portrayed

as incoming negative feedback - a performance disconfirmation. The rational actor

uses these data in an evaluative process measuring them against goals or expected

outcomes and modifying thinking and behaviour as appropriate. In the field of
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systems dynamics this is called single-loop learning (Argyris and Schon 1974, Senge

1990b).

On the making of mistakes and failing, the theory describes self-discontent with

substandard performance as a major regulator of motivation; however, for complex

tasks, self-satisfaction and personal progress are said to work best. "Strong negative

self-reactions can impair level of functioning by interfering with the intricate task of

generating and testing alternative strategies of action (Bandura and Jourden 1991,

Cervone, Jiwani and Wood 1990)." (Bandura, 1991, p. 263) Too much negative self-

reaction in an on-going task is portrayed as harmful. Because of its focus on the

proximal experience of "failing", self-regulation theory views negative affect and

strong self-criticism as depressors and ignores the quite different role these responses

may play in remembering and learning from past failures.

Bandura acknowledges mistakes and failures as helpful but for the most part his

theory of self-regulation focuses on positive self-motivation, the "carrots" or rewards

used by individuals to modify their own behaviour in an on-going task. He appears

uncertain about the distal effects of failures and suggests that more effort ought to be

made towards understanding the long term effects of negative outcome.

A conceptual scheme that differentiates the conditions under which negative
discrepancies will motivate, depress or induce apathy is needed. (Bandura,
1991, p. 275)

This study represents a start in developing such a conceptual scheme.

2.7 Assigning Cause for Failure - Causal Reasoning and Locus of Control

The guiding principle of attribution theory is that people search for
understanding, seeking to discover why an event has occurred. (Weiner
(1986b) p. 92)

Bernard Weiner (1985, 1986a,b, Wong and Weiner 1981) and his followers argue that

when an outcome occurs, such as a personal failure, an individual will want to find
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Out why it happened. This presumption is central to attribution theory; however

Weiner states that search for cause is not indiscriminately displayed in all situations

but is most evident where there is an unexpected outcome, where a desire is not been

fulfilled and when an outcome is important. Although it is not known why this

happens, the two speculations most often put forward are: 1) causal explanations act

to reduce surprise and uncertainty (Pettit 1981) and 2) causal search provides helpful

feedback for use in subsequent goal attainment.

Typically subjects in attribution studies are either asked by an interviewer or on a

questionnaire, why an event happened and it can be argued that attribution response

is partially the result of the researcher's request for it. Weiner contends that people

on their own are predisposed to ask "why did it happen?". As evidence of this, he

cites experiments such as one conducted among 70 introductory psychology students

(Wong and Weiner 1981) in which subjects were given four hypothetical situations

and then asked "What questions, if any, would you most likely ask yourself?". Some

students asked "Why did it happen?" or "What caused it?" and this is used by Weiner

to support his presumption about people's desire to find out why something happens.

Given the expectations signalled in these kinds of experiments and the limited range

of everyday questions of inquiry (i.e. who, what, where, why and when) this is not

particularly convincing evidence.

Causal reasoning or attribution, terms used interchangeably by the theory, was

developed from two methodologies: one based on the causal analyses of Heider (1958)

labelled dialectic, the other called the experimental method based on Passer's (1977)

Ph.D thesis. Rosenbaum (1972) and Weiner subscribe to the dialectic method in

which causes are grouped to discover apparent contradictions in reasoning. The

experimental method uses factor analysis and scaling to group attributions.

Both methods identified the same three underlying dimensions of causality: locus,

stability and controllability. Locus refers to the location of a cause, whether it is

perceived as internal or external to the actor. Stability relates to temporal duration,

whether the cause changes from period to period and Controllability is the degree the
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cause is perceived as potentially controllable. These were conceived of as bi-polar

continua but are typically treated as discrete categories e.g. internal or external.

Response patterns to recollected failure may be influenced by one or more of these

dimensions, in particular whether one sees the cause of a failure as outside or inside

of oneself. It can be reasoned that the level and nature of self-criticism an individual

may direct toward self after failing may vary according to attributions about the cause.

2.7.1 Affect and Attribution

Weiner's theory encompasses affect, recognising that on occasion affect may precede

thought (Zajonc 1980), and citing as examples conditioned fear and hormone induced

depression. However, he argues that cognitions typically precede and determine

affective reactions. Emotions are presumed to be post-attributional (after cause for an

event has been decided) and pre-behavioural (prior to subsequent action). Affect,

comes at the juncture between thought and behaviour (Figure 2-1).

Figure 2-1 Attribution-Emotion-Action Sequence

Outcome ----3Attribution ----*Affect ---- Action

Weiner conceives of emotional experience as a sequence (Arnold 1970, Lazarus 1966,

Schachter and Singer 1962) in which cognitions of increasing complexity enter into

the individual's emotional response further refining and differentiating it. Following

an outcome there is a general positive or negative reaction based on perceived success

or failure. Weiner describes this initial reaction as a "primitive emotion" that results

from a "primary appraisal" and labels it outcome dependent affect. In the case of

failure, Weiner reports subjects describe outcome dependent affect as "uncheerfulness",

"displeasure", "being upset". Following this initial reaction a causal search is

undertaken by the individual and then a different set of emotions are generated by the

attribution assigned. This second affective reaction is called attribution dependent
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affect. Weiner does not suggest that attribution dependent affect replaces outcome

dependent affect but that the two emotional reactions co-exist.

Central to Weiner's theory is the concept that the more one thinks about an outcome,

the more differentiated the emotional experience becomes. The suggestion is that

increased cognition leads to specific attribution and specific attribution leads to

specific emotion. For example, in Weiner's schema failure attributed to the hindrance

of others is said to generate angry reactions while failure attributed to lack of effort

is said to generate guilt. For almost two decades Weiner and his followers have

conducted empirical studies linking particular emotions to specific attributional

patterns, an example is shown in Table 2-1. Missing from these many studies is

comment on the role cognition plays in determining level of affect. The questions of

whether assigning attribution calms or excites emotions and when and how that may

occur are not addressed by the theory. It is likely that level of affect varies between

a significant failure event such as losing an important business contract and the failure

to solve a contrived puzzle in an experiment and this in turn may influence subsequent

attributional assignment.

Table 2-1 Examples of Attribution Dependent Affect

Affect

Attribution	
J 

Success	 j Failure

Ability	 Confident	 Incompetent
Competent	 Inadequate
Pleased	 Aimless

Effort	 Uproarious	 Guilty
Delirious	 Ashamed

_____________________ Delighted	 Sorry

Actions of Others	 Grateful	 Ferocious
Modest	 Revengeful

______________________ Appreciative 	 Aggressive

Luck	 Surprised	 Astonished
Astonished	 Overwhelmed
Wonderment	 Surprised

Veiner, Russell and Lerman (1978) summarised from Tables 3.4, 3.7 p. 73 and 80
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According to Russell (1982), a problem inherent in attributional research is researcher

and attributor not agreeing on the meaning of the causal attribution. Attributional

statements may be ambiguous e.g. when stating cause for a sports defeat (Lau and

Russell 1980) a player could say "They played better than we did". The researcher

must determine whether the cause is being assigned to the attributor's team or to the

opposition. In order to assess how the attributor perceives the causes Russell (1982)

devised a scale (Causal Dimension Scale) with three subscales for Weiner's three

dimensions of attribution: locus, stability and controllability.

It possible to perceive an outcome as the product of more than one cause. In the case

of the Russell scale and in attribution research in general, subjects are asked to judge

whether they see "the causes" to be mostly internal or external, stable or unstable

through time and controllable or uncontrollable. The assumption is that the individual

combines separate causes to arrive at an "on average" assessment. If a subject

perceives an event to be the result of two causes, one strongly internal and the other

strongly external the mental averaging required by attribution measurement may lead

to a weak internal or external reading which does not capture the differentiated

picture.

2.7.2 Attribution Heuristics

Causal search is considered neither random nor exhaustive rather it is guided by a set

of heuristics. According to the theory, the focus of a person's causal search (internal

or external) and the nature of the outcome (controllability or stability) determines the

types of causal explanations developed. If a person first asks "Is it because of me?"

then asks "Could I have prevented it from happening?" then the heuristic reflects first

an internal search followed by a search for controllable causes.

A controversial heuristic was found by Wong and Weiner (1981) in a five experiment

study where university students responded verbally and completed questionnaires about

a set of hypothetical situations. Their results showed that the search for causes is
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biased toward internality after failure (i.e. lack of effort) and externality after success

(i.e. ease of task). This is contrary to the fundamental attribution error (Beckman

1970, Fitch 1970, Johnson et al. 1964, Streufert and Streufert 1969) which posits that

people have a tendency to ascribe personal success to self (internal factors) and

personal failure to external environmental factors. The explanation given for the

fundamental attribution error is that people are "self-serving" in cognitive bias (Sims

and Gioia 1984), some research showing men as more self-serving than women

(Welch et al. 1986). Wong and Weiner defend their findings by suggesting that

motivational forces at work in causal search may be different from those used to

provide public explanation (i.e. fundamental attribution error). Although untested,

they speculate that control and competence motives are more likely to operate in

causal search whereas self-enhancing motives may predominate in more public

explanations of outcome.

Wong and Weiner's results are important since they bring into question the reliability

of attributional assignment and heuristics and suggest that they may be influenced by

the setting in which they are measured. Because there is no body of evidence to

inform the researcher of the nature of situational bias in attribution assessment and no

clear definition of what constitutes "private" versus "public" disclosure, this acts to

weaken the theory and gives strength to the notion that attribution is at least in part

a product of the request for it.

There are a number of converging features in Bandura's and Weiner's approaches.

Both begin with a cognition, a judgement on the nature of an outcome - success

versus failure. In the case of failure, this is followed by a reaction, negative self-

reaction in the self-regulation account and outcome dependent affect reaction in

attribution theory. Following this initial reaction Weiner believes people search for

cause in order to enhance success at subsequent goals. Bandura's more motivational

view argues that individuals cognitively assess and adjust performance using self-

incentives to reach goals. Although their theories depict response to failure

differently, Bandura and Weiner agree on the importance of the individual's need to

gain cognitive control over the affect generated by negative outcomes. However, both
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theories are similarly flawed in their neglect of individual response to outcomes distant

in time and dependent on memory.

2.7.3 Criticisms of Attribution

As a dominant theory in social psychology attribution has its share of critics. Some

criticism is levelled at its dependence on experiments with thvial outcomes and its

mechanistic portrayal of attribution.

Weiner has coded affective responses resulting from attributional assignment into

distinct categories of emotions and these distinctions may be too fine. McFarland and

Ross (1982) suggest that emotion and causal reasoning are more intertwined than

portrayed by attribution theory. Their findings do not support Weiner's contention

that outcome dependent affect and attribution dependant affect co-exist and they

question the neat sequence of attributional response portrayed by Weiner. Subjects

in McFarland and Ross's study were not asked to respond to hypothetical scenarios

such as in Wong and Weiner's experiments, but were given a test and then the results.

Findings showed attributions for failure to have more pervasive affective consequences

than attribution for success.

"Attributions for failure influenced all three types of affect identified by the
factor analysis, whereas atthbutions for success influenced only feeling for
self-esteem. Conceivably, failure induces greater thought or rumination than
success. Such increased processing of the cause for failure might lead to more
pervasive affective reactions. Consistent with this reasoning, Wong and
Weiner (1981) obtained evidence that subjects generate more questions about
cause of failure than of success." (Ross and McFarland 1982 p. 945)

Attributionists are also criticised (Buss 1978, Locke and Pennington 1982) for

neglecting the philosophical difference between cause and reason. Locke and

Pennington believe a cause is an explanation while a reason is the justification

evoking goals, motives and intentions. Atthbution theory uses the term "cause" in an

all inclusive manner and treats reason and cause as the same. Locke and Pennington

state that reasons are by their nature "internal" and argue that an "external reason" is
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simply a person's belief, true or false, about the situation. They claim that many

internal reasons are justifications and hypotheses and that people tend to present

internal factors as reasons rather than as causes. Within the attribution process Locke

and Pennington suggest that just as much justification as analysis takes place.

Nisbett and Wilson (1977) conducted a study showing people are often mistaken about

the reasons for their behaviour and argued that causal reasoning is actually an attempt

to find a plausible or "representative" cause for the outcome. They claim that the

"reasons" offered by subjects are not strictly their reasons at all but merely "post-hoc

justifications" stimulated by the experimenter's questions. Wong and Weiner's

findings which contradict the fundamental attribution error and their suggestion that

"private" disclosure of cause varies from "public" disclosure suggest that a mix of

responses is being reported. Links between cognition and affect response may not be

as cleanly linked as inferred by the theory.

Nisbett and Wilson (1977) believe that people may not be fully aware of their

cognitive processes but focus and report on them because they are asked to.

Psychologists are in the business of finding the underlying causes of human
behaviour, including the causes of our reasons, and especially those causes of
which people are normally unaware. To this extent the psychological
explanation of behaviour may undercut the agent's own explanation. (Locke
and Pennington 1982, p. 216)

In can be argued that the focus of attribution and self-regulation experiments on the

present-time experience of "failing" at a defined task unduly directs subjects' attention

towards their cognitive processes. An example is found in the role played by goals

in these theories. Cognition is emphasised because the subject is forced by the nature

of the task (i.e. defined, on-going) to make judgements (i.e. about the cause in

attribution theory, about their progress in self-regulation theory) leading to successful

achievement of a revisable goal.

When an outcome experience is no longer "on-going" but taken from memory, prior

judgements may already have been made and the event possibly stored under a

memory script (e.g. failures, setbacks, big mistakes, painful events) reflecting those
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judgements (Schank and Abelson 1977). The rememberer no longer has a specific

goal directly related to the outcome of the event because the event is over. That does

not mean to say the rememberer has no goal but rather a goal "for" the event and not

"within the event". A possible goal "for" the event suggested by Bandura (1991) is

the prevention of future occurrences of a similar failure.

Under attribution and self-regulation theory differences in response to past and present

experience may be reflected in the comparative roles of affect and cognition. The

attribution process as it relates to the review of a past setback may vary from that

performed at the time the outcome occurred because the recalled failure arrives for

review already charged with strong affect and having prior judgements attached to it.

In an on-going event, the incoming information on performance is new "first-time"

information. In the assessment of a past failure the incoming information is likely a

mix of new information (i.e. re-experiencing of the failure) and old responses

generated at the time of the event or added in subsequent rehearsals (Moser 1992).

Time and memory complicate the response to remembered failure. The individual is

re-experiencing a prior experience where the recalled attributes influence the present-

time experience of review. If the failure under reviewed is significant to the

individual (e.g. capable of evoking strong emotions), this may also evoke a complex

combination of rationalisations, justifications (Locke and Pennington 1982) and

excuses (Basgall and Snyder 1988).

2.7.4 Locus of Control

The dimension of internal/external locus in causal attribution is situationally specific.

Subjects determine whether cause is internal or external to themselves based on their

interpretation of the event. However, locus of control (Rotter 1966) is perceived of

as a fairly stable disposition to expect outcomes to be the result of either internal or

external causes. It is defined by Rotter (1966) in the following manner:
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When reinforcement is perceived by the subject as following some action of
his own but not being entirely contingent upon his action, in our culture, it is
typically perceived as a result of luck, chance, fate, as under the control of
powerful others, or as unpredictable because of the great complexity of the
forces surrounding him. When the event is interpreted in this way by an
individual, we have labelled this a belief in external control. If a person
perceives that event is contingent upon his own relatively permanent
characteristics, we have termed this a belief in internal control. (p. 1)

Rotter's locus of control is a generalised expectancy while attribution is a situationally

specific construction. One might expect people with an internal locus of control to

tend to attribute internally and those with an external locus to tend to attribute

externally. This connection has not been clearly established despite much research

(Drwal 1978, Phares 1976, Allmer 1980).

Since Rotter introduced the I-E (internal-external) scale there have been refinements

to the scale and in the theory. In her work with prison populations and social action

groups Levenson (1974, 1975) found the scale was unable to explain certain behaviour

because Rotter's concept of "external forces" did not differentiate between the

expectancies of chance and powerful others. Levenson developed a tripartite scale

based on Rotter's which measures internal expectancy and separates chance from

powerful others. Her reasoning was that people who believe the world is unordered

(chance) behave differently from those who believe the world is ordered but that

powerful others are in control. This improvement to the I-E scale helped to explain

an extended range of behaviours and has been widely adopted.

Rotter (1966) identified variations in generalised expectancy beliefs, the one most

salient to this study being the concept of defensive externality. This refers to the

adoption of an external locus of control as an ego-defensive, anxiety reducing

measure. The rationale is that by attributing reinforcement control to forces outside

oneself the individual is freed of the responsibility for outcomes of his or her own

behaviour and hence relieved of the personal threat those outcomes incur. For

example, Levenson (and Miller 1976) found in a study of the lesbian community that

although lesbians had strived to change attitudes and laws, they perceived that they

had little success. She interprets their low internal scores as a case of defensive
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externality. Despite their espoused belief that chance and powerful others were

expected to influence highly the outcomes, they also expressed high levels of self-

criticism (i.e. negative self-reaction).

In a study of academic performance among university students Prociuk and Breen

(1975) found defensive externals to be more successful than congruent internals. They

explain this superior performance as a result of defensive externals being able to

protect their achievement orientation from the de-motivating affects of failure by their

beliefs in chance and powerful others. Female "defensive externals" were shown to

do better than their male counterparts suggesting women may be predisposed to adopt

defensive externality (mostly to powerful others) as a defensive measure for alleviating

achievement related anxiety.

Since Rotter introduced his locus of control scale over a thousand articles have been

published which use the construct and it has been linked with many behaviours.

Despite this, accompanying explanations about why locus of control is successful or

unsuccessful as a predictor are characteristically unclear. The reason may be that no

one is really certain what the I-E scale measures. Although Rotter was clear in stating

that his scale measured generalised expectancy for the cause of events, it remains

uncertain how this predisposition comes to be held. It can be reasoned that beliefs

about the comparative role of self versus external forces in life are deep beliefs

acquired in childhood. Lack of understanding about why locus of control works as

a predictor of behaviours may be the result of a history of weak links between

cognitive science and the psychoanalytic tradition which have allowed this important

question to go unaddressed.

One possible hypothesis is that early mental models differentiating between blaming

chance and blaming self are established and reinforced by childhood punishment

patterns. The line of inquiry started by this study, recognising the link between failure

and punishment, may eventually shed some light on the extent to which these beliefs

actually exist or whether they are for the most part the product of Rotter's scale.

52



2.8 Converging Models - Making Sense of Failure

Taking a broad view of the behavioural concepts of learned response and emotional

conditioning, one can argue that Kelly's constructs, the social cognition concepts of

self-regulation and causal reasoning all arrive at the same conclusion from different

paths of explanation. They are united in their belief that individuals demonstrate

distinct patterns of response to failure, some patterns involving little or no "thinking"

while others portray the individual as active strategist.

The early psychoanalysts suggested that many forms of human response are driven by

the desire to reduce anxiety caused by deep inner conflicts. Behaviourists argue that

anxiety comes from interaction with the environment which can lead to both adaptive

and maladaptive responses. Social cognition and cognitive theorists take the view that

people can generate and maintain their own pain (sometimes purposefully) through

self-judgements, misperceptions and through the manipulation of self-stimuli. These

are all sources of human anxiety.

As social cognitive theory developed, it concentrated on the cognitive aspects of

coping with failure. This can be seen in the plethora of literatures stemming from the

contributions of learning and cognitive theorists. The substantial body of knowledge

on decision-making is a good example of this. It includes literature on the role of

failure in strategy (Cyert and March 1963, Lounamaa and March 1987), persistence

at failing causes (Staw and Ross 1987, Greenberg and Pyszczynski 1986, McFarlin,

Baumeister and Blascovitch 1984, Weick 1984) and studies of "intuitive statistics"

which look at how well people guess outcomes and how they estimate risk (Kahneman

and Tversky 1979, Osborn and Jackson 1988). Sitkin (1992) in an article entitled

Learning through Failure - The Strategy of Small Losses provides a comprehensive

overview of the many studies examining the impact of failure on judgements and

decisions.

A variation in thinking about response to failure can be found in the evolving field of

systems dynamics (Forrester 1969, Argyris and Schon 1974, Senge 1990a).
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Researchers in systems dynamics conceive of learned responses as patterned in causal

mental models defining models as deeply ingrained schema, assumptions,

generalisations which influence how one sees the world and takes action in it. Unlike

their theoretical predecessors, systems thinkers are not as interested in how models

come into being as they are in how they influence events and how they may be

changed.

In systems thinking, learning is described as single ioop learning and double loop

learning. Single loop learning is the basic cybernetic feedback loop found in

discrepancy reduction theories (Carver and Scheier 1981) and is often described as the

"thermostat effect' in which mental models make adjustments as a result of feedback.

Double loop learning means the close examination of the assumptions that underlie

these models or "theories in use" (Argyris 1990) and subsequent experimentation to

see if changing these assumptions promotes learning.

Human beings have programs in their heads about how to be in control,
especially when they face embarrassment or threat, to conditions that could
lead them to get out of control. These programs exist in the human mind in
two very different ways. The first way is the set of beliefs and values people
hold about how they manage their lives. The second way is the actual rules
they use to manage their beliefs. We call the first, their espoused theories of
action; the second their theories-in-use. (Argyris 1990 p.13)

A commonly held view is that people and organisations learn from their failures and

mistakes; however, the theory-in-use may or may not facilitate learning to the degree

espoused. Systems thinkers focus on the importance of questioning how a person,

team or organisation responds to incoming feedback, arguing the need first to accept

the existence of an interpretative model and then to become aware of the biases

inherent in such a model. Under the theory, quality of learning is dependent on the

level of knowledge one has about the way one learns. This learning about learning

is often referred to as metanoia or meta-learning (Senge 1990a). Although individual

learning does feature in this newly developing field, the prime focus is on how

organisational strategy is influenced by the collective mental models of its members

(Cohen 1991).
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In many ways the self-regulation processes described by Bandura and Carver and

Scheier resemble the self-adjusting single ioop learning systems described by systems

theorists in that people are said to try to adjust themselves whenever incongruity is

perceived (e.g. level of self-motivation and perceived goal discrepancy). This attempt

to stabilise oneself through cognitive sense-making (i.e. rationalisations, reasons,

assignment of cause) in order to reduce felt anxiety can be distorted or blocked by

influences such as belief structure (own and internalised others), prior learning history,

memory accessibility or individual differences.

2.9 Memory

The central focus of theory and empirical work on failure examines "how" people

respond to it, with little attention given to the stimulus the individuals are responding

to. With the exception of psychoanalytic case studies, negative outcomes in most

failure research are generated by subjects failing an assigned task in an experimental

setting. How significant these failures are to subjects is not always clear, nor is this

measured. There is a good reason for conducting failure research in this manner

besides the obvious benefit of controlled conditions. The unpredictable nature of real

life failures makes it difficult for the researcher to arrive "on the spot at the time" to

record subject response.

The present study examines response to significant failures through the use of failure

memories. Memories of failure are not failures in progress but recollections of past

failures. They form part of the mind's library of experience and, if reflected on, have

the potential to stimulate behaviour and learning. This study attempts to integrate

cognitive memory theory with behavioural and social learning theories, replacing the

traditional stimuli of a task with the stimulus of a memory.

Much of memory research focuses on episodic memory, the actual remembering of an

event and is studied mainly by experiments where subjects try to remember lists of

words an hour or more after they have seen them. A second classified form of
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remembering, semantic memory (Tulving 1972, 1983, 1985), contains information

about real facts in the form of declarations ie. "Birds have wings", "Birds can fly".

This study focuses on a third classification of memory, autobiographical memory,

defined by Conway (1990) as being recollections of complex events with high self-

reference (ego self-involvement), featuring a mix of sensory, perceptual and reflective

information (Johnson 1983) and are closely related to other memories.

Autobiographical memories are the stories of the mind rather than single stored facts

or rules. Earlier theoretical models of memory, often quite elaborate and computer-

like, portrayed recollections of complex events as being stored "as a whole" with each

memory actually located at a fixed address in the brain. Given the complexity of the

brain as revealed by recent advances in neurological science, it is now believed that

memories are stored in fragmented form and "assembled" at the time of remembering

(Conway 1990). Rehearsal is the term used for the process by which a past memory

is recalled and reflected upon. Researchers interested in reflective processes (Boyd

and Fales 1983) portray rehearsal as an integral part of reflection.

Bartlett (1932), expanding on a point first raised by Freud, pointed out that memories

of the past are brought forward to serve the present. He argued that individuals

reconstruct memories to bring meaning to a present experience (including a research

interview) and often to prove to themselves that they are consistent and congruent in

their general behaviour.

After rehearsing a memory, each reconstruction is replaced into storage, rather like an

updated word processing file and is not a replica of the memory as it was first

recalled. Repeated rehearsal therefore can fundamentally alter a memory; for example,

it has been found that the perceived duration of events is often shortened through

rehearsal (Conway 1990).

A criticism typically raised when examining research using retrospective self-report

is "How do we know that this actually happened the way the person said it
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happened?". Clearly there is a problem with memory when the researcher is trying

to confirm a past action or state of mind (Bernard et a!. 1984). However, when

addressing the issue from a learning paradigm, this is not the issue, since the focus of

interest is on how people respond and learn from their memories with all their

inherent inaccuracies. Because subsequent learning response may be based on

incomplete and distorted information it can be maladaptive, but takes place

nonetheless.

Although possibly inaccurate, recollections of failure are likely to be vivid and

detailed because of their association with intense negative affect. Pillemer et al.

(1988) and Robinson (1980) found that intensity of emotional reaction, element of

surprise and degree of "life impact" were positively correlated with memory clarity.

Personal failures are often associated with these characteristics and although

potentially rich representations of past events they may be avoided or denied (Lazarus

1983).

An example of the special status memories of negatively charged life events hold for

people can be found in an empirical study by Suedfeld and Bluck (1993) who

analysed the correspondence of a diverse sample of 30 prominent individuals from the

past 500 years. By examining collections of letters written by people such as Jane

Austen, Queen Elizabeth I, Sigmund Freud and Beatrix Potter, they compared the

complexity of the letters in relationship to the events in the lives of the authors. It

was found that negative life events (e.g. abandoned by publisher, political defeat,

death of a loved one) were correlated with high levels of complexity in

correspondence and that over time women continued to express complexity about

negative events more than men. Similarly, De Vries (1991) found people talked about

events they had not adjusted to with greater complexity than those events they had

adjusted to. In a study conducted by Lloyd and Lishman (1975) subjects suffering

from depression were asked to recall "real life personal experiences" with the aid of

word cues. Their results showed people with higher levels of depression and the

personality measure of neuroticism remembered negative events more intensely than

positive events. These empirical studies suggests that negative events such as failures,
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particularly if unresolved, are associated with more intense and complex sense-making

activity than positive events and that this may be mediated by depressive and neurotic

tendencies.

Mischel, Ebbesen and Zeiss (1976) found in a study of 90 Stanford University

students that selective memory was influenced by success-failure expectancies,

expected success significantly decreased the memory for one's liabilities. They also

found that subjects in a strongly positive affective state engaged in cognitive

behaviours perpetuating their good mood and avoid behaviours (i.e. reflecting on

failure) which might dispel it. Many empirical studies focusing on memory attention

and processing suggest that people who are success-orientated and have a positive

mood are more likely selectively to avoid negative memories such as failure. Many

business managers would fit into this category. Individuals whose expectancies for

success are not great and who are more "emotional" as measured by the personality

factor of neuroticism were found to remember negative life events more intensely and

to engage in more complex cognitive processing of setbacks. In terms of reviewing

past failures it would seem the latter category of people have the advantage of having

greater access to past negative experience. Whether either group is able to make sense

of what they recall and learn something useful for future behaviour remains

unanswered and is a central focus of this study.

Understanding how individuals respond and learn from their failures necessitates

understanding how individuals respond and learn from their memories of failure. This

study assumes learning is a present-time phenomenon; however, one that may use

either on-going experience or the re-experience of events from the past. Most prior

research has focused on the former. The essential difference between memories and

incoming information from an on-going event is that recollections enter consciousness

with the attached baggage of interpretations, judgements and affect accumulated from

past rehearsals. As memory theorists and those wary of retrospective data argue, the

recalled facts of a past event may be selectively remembered to serve current motives

and needs.
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2.10 Summary

In this review we have seen how learning from failure is a topic reflecting the history

of psychology itself. Freud and others from the psychoanalytic tradition were early

contributors providing insight into the struggle with failure and why it threatens so

deeply. The behaviourist tradition and the bodies of knowledge built on its

foundations have argued that individuals have learned patterns of responding to the

failures in their lives.

The common denominator of recollections of personal failure is that they are painful,

self-judgements charged with negative affect and capable of evoking strong self-

criticism. The aim of this research is to shed some light on how individuals struggle

to control and make sense of these anxiety producing memories and in the process

hopefully gain insight to improve adaptive learning from life's setbacks.

This thesis takes the position that recent study and hence understanding of how

individuals deal with failure has become overly focused on response to failing as a

complex cognitive process reflecting more upon the methodologies employed than the

phenomenon itself. Countless experiments, involving insignificant failures, have and

continue to dominate the research agenda. Juxtaposed to these narrow experiments

are elegant theories of learning and development that have limited empirical support

and portray an idealised individual as either thoughtful strategist or reflective learner.

Ailport (1960) noted that one should ask the individual directly to gain information

about him or her. Studies on individual responses to failure rarely access people in

natural settings dealing with outcomes significant for them. It can be argued that this

has resulted in interpretations of outcome response which are overly cognitive. The

core theories of this study: self-regulation, attribution, and memory integrate key

concepts from earlier works and give recognition to the role of motivation and affect

in the sense-making process.
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Chapter 3 - Results of the Pilot Study

3.1 Introduction

After reviewing the literature and finding insufficiency on key points and a lack of

any relevant field research, a pilot study was constructed to give guidance to the

development of hypotheses. An additional purpose was to give the researcher an

understanding of how individuals construe failure, particularly the language and

concepts used to talk about recollected failure experiences. The results of the pilot

study helped to further identify those constructs in the literature most relevant to

understanding the process of failure interpretation.

3.2 Method

Eighteen in-depth interviews of two hours in length were conducted. Subjects were

asked to talk about one or two past experiences which they would categorise as a

personal setback or failure. Differently worded instructions for eliciting failure

memories were tested to see which proved most productive and unobtrusive. It was

important to develop a methodology that engaged interviewees in this potentially

sensitive topic without generating a level of anxiety which might inhibit them.

After the narratives were presented, a series of structured questions (Appendix A-7)

were asked to probe concepts identified as relevant by the literature. These included

attribution assignment, memory rehearsal patterns, quality and strength of affect, and

the nature of goals. Information was gathered on the early history and upbringing of

interviewees. Because questions were being further refined for use in the main study,

the researcher probed for the meaning of language used by subjects.
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3.3 Sample Selection

Subjects were identified through the personal and professional network of the

researcher. A measure of sample diversity was achieved by choosing individuals from

a wide range of vocational interests. Since most subjects were found through

personal contacts in business and via colleagues at London Business School, the

sample was biased towards people with a record of achievement with 16 of the 18

participants having some level of higher education. Twelve subjects were experienced

business people who had spent most of their working lives in commercial

organisations. To contrast this group of managers, six individuals were chosen from

the arts, athletic pursuits and the helping professions. Of the 18 subjects, six were

women. There were no additional selection criteria.

Table 3-1 Profile of Pilot Sample

Occupation	 Sex	 J_Age	 Nationality

Management Consultant 	 M	 28	 UK

Real Estate Developer	 M	 52	 UK

Counsellor/Trainer	 F	 39	 USA

Management Consultant 	 M	 30	 Canada

Personnel Manager	 F	 32	 UK

Architect	 F	 36	 UK

Martial Arts Competitor	 M	 30	 UK

Writer/TV Producer	 M	 42	 UK

Government Administrator 	 F	 35	 USA

Ph.D Student	 M	 25	 UK

Management Consultant 	 M	 31	 Canada

Manufacturing Director 	 M	 34	 UK

Accountant	 F	 28	 UK

Career Advisor	 M	 45	 UK

Football Player	 M	 27	 USA
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Occupation	 Sex	 Age	 Nationality

Research Analyst 	 F	 25	 UK

Counsellor / Trainer	 M	 33	 UK

Communications Consultant 	 M	 35	 UK

3.4 Research Protocol

Subjects were told they would be participating in a pilot study conducted as part of

a Ph.D thesis on the topic of learning. Interviews took place at subjects' homes and

workplaces as well as at London Business School, the specified conditions being

privacy and uninterrupted time. Introductions and a brief informal conversation to put

people at ease preceded questioning

a) Instructions The interviewer briefly outlined the format of the interview and

reassured the subjects that they would be anonymous and that quotations used in

reporting the results would not be attributable. The exploratory nature of the pilot was

emphasised and subjects were encouraged to contribute whatever came to mind

including things they might consider to be overly subjective or trivial.

b) Failure Narrative Several versions of a memory eliciting questions were tested

including: "Could you take a moment and recall a failure in your past and tell me

about it?", "I am interested in talking to you about something that has gone wrong in

your past, can you think of anything?", "All of us at one time or another have made

plans that didn't turn Out the way we expected. I want you to take a moment and

recollect a particular situation where things did not turn out that well".

c) Narrative-related Questions A series of questions were asked focusing on subjects'

narratives: affective response, attributional assignment (e.g. view of the role of luck

or others compared to their role), interpretive response. People were asked whether

this event had been a first time experience and if they were surprised by what had
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happened. Questions probed to see if subjects perceived themselves as doing, thinking

or feeling anything differently as a result of the experiences described.

d) Subject Evaluation of Eliciting Ouestion Participants' views concerning their

reactions to the memory-eliciting question and possible alternatives were obtained.

e) Failure Definitions Questions were asked to determine how subjects defined

failure, under what conditions they might label themselves or another person a failure

and what their parents might consider a failure.

f) Rehearsal Patterns Subjects reported on their patterns of remembering and

reflecting on the narratives they offered and on other examples of failure they may

have provided in the course of the interview.

g) Open Discussion Towards the end of the interview, aspects of subject responses

which aroused the interviewer's interest were further probed and participants were

encouraged to offer any views on the topic.

3.5 Key Findings

The pilot research was exploratory and resulted in a rich accumulation of data, some

of clearer relevance to the study than others. The following is a report of the key

findings that bear directly on questions of methodology and the interpretation of

responses.

3.5.1 Failure Memories - Accessible

An important finding of the pilot research was that subjects were able to access

memories of failure events. All 18 individuals responded to memory eliciting

questions, designed to allow them to use their own constructs, with detailed narratives
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of complex and significant failures in their lives. Only a few people initially

volunteered failures that could be considered trivial or events reported to have had

little meaning to them.

Versions of the question used to elicit the narrative which employed the word "failure"

proved to be problematic. Many of the subjects showed signs of nervousness in their

facial expressions, body movements and voice quality when the interviewer used the

word "failure" to access past negative events.

The business managers in the sample said that they rarely used the term failure to

describe something they had done or something someone else had done. Instead, they

labelled failures with phrases such as "things that didn't work out", "a

disappointment", "a real cockup", "a setback" and "a bit of a disaster". Despite this,

nine of the 12 business people thought associates and friends might call the event they

described in their interview story "a failure". Although refraining from labelling their

own professional performances as "failures", six of the 12 business managers did

admit that they had experienced a relationship/interpersonal situation outside their

work life that they might call a failure. In contrast to the business people, the subjects

from the helping professions, the artist and two athletes used the word "failure" to

describe their recalled experiences, but not frequently.

Most subjects said they were more likely to think of themselves as "failing" at

something specific or having a "failure in expectations" rather than as being "failures".

"No one is an outright failure." Subjects described the tiny number of people they did

categorise as "failures" as individuals who had "given up", "didn't care any more",

"sunk low", "very depressed and suicidal", "no confidence or motivation whatsoever".

The business managers' descriptions of people as "failures" were extremely negative -

images of people characterised as impotent at life, out of control, pathetic and sad,

having lost all pride.

There is evidence that words can become conditioned stimuli, for example, in studies

(Staats and Staats 1957, Zanna et al. 1970) fear was evoked in response to the word
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"cancer" and anger and fear in response to the word "hate". The taboo nature of the

word "failure" was confirmed in the pilot study. People were able to access from

memory events which possessed the qualities of a personal failure but they were

hesitant to label it as such. One subject summed it up for many of the others "This

is a failure but I don't like to call it that."

Question testing showed that subjects recalled failure events with minimum of

defensive reaction when asked for "a situation in which they had participated that had

not turned out the way they hoped." This choice of language was suggested by the

theoretical concept of failure as the disconfirmation of a positive expectancy (Wong

and Weiner 1981), the assumption being subjects would have preferred a different,

more positive outcome to the event.

At the end of interviews it was not unusual for subjects to express either a touch of

uneasiness "Got a bit deep and heavy there, didn't I" or a therapeutic effect "It felt

quite cleansing to talk that through". Some people expressed surprise at how much

they had disclosed in an interview with a stranger. "This is the first time I have had

the chance to really talk about this." Although private affairs, recollections of failure

proved to be accessible if carefully approached.

3.5.2 Failure Memories - Narratives

The pilot study confirmed that failure is more easily explored through narratives than

direct questioning. By their own choice, subjects communicated their complex

experiences through stories. Stories are by their very nature subjective; however, their

value is "precisely because of their subjectivity - their rootedness in time, place, and

personal experience, in their perspective-ridden character" (Personal Narratives Group

(Eds.) 1989, p. 263-64). Given the interest of this study in individuals' interpretations

of past events rather than their accurate account of those events, narratives were an

unobtrusive way of observing how subjects tried to make sense of these recollections.
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Most subjects in the pilot research said their failures had "surprised" even "shocked"

them at the time. Cam (1986) argues that humans derive meaning from their

connection with past and future and that telling a story is a mechanism used to make

sense of an event by putting it into an historical context. Narratives have the

advantage of allowing people meaningfully to fit unexpected events such as personal

failure into their life stories. Communicating failure in the form of a story appeared

to permit people to distance themselves from the event, perhaps reducing the negative

affect generated by these experiences. Subjects may relive parts of the past when

constructing their narratives but unlike the original experience, they are also free to

withdraw to the more detached position of observer.

Since narratives were found to be the most natural and compact way for subjects to

relate the details of a complex event, it was decided to begin the memory eliciting

question with the phrase "Tell me the story of ...".

3.5.3 Failure Memories - Strong Feelings

Fifteen of the 18 subjects told stories revealing a strong emotional reaction at the time

of the event "I was devastated", "I was furious", "I couldn't believe what was

happening". It also became evident that asking people to recount their stories of

failure evoked strong affect. These early encounters with subjects' emotional

responses would prove helpful lessons in conducting effective interviews in the main

research.

The pilot research raised the question of whether subjects were accessing painful

recollections that were failures or memories previously judged as a "failure" and

stored as such. The evidence in the pilot research of the ability of subjects to access

failure events without the aid of precise definitions gives credence to the notion that

recollections of non-trivial failure may be stored in an affect based memory system

(Bogen 1975) rather than solely by abstract categorisation.

66



3.5.4 Failure Memories - Judgements

The source of a great deal of subjects' negative affect, as stated by the subjects and

implied in their narratives, was negative seif-judgement. The common thread running

through the narratives in the pilot research was one of self-criticism, in many cases

strong self-criticism. There were surprisingly few stories in which others or chance

factors weere described as the prime cause.

Seif-judgement implies the attainment of some expectation or goal. When asked about

their expectations at the time, subjects often stated simplistic goals that fitted logically

with the story - "I wanted it to work", "I wanted my script to be accepted", "I

expected the project to go well". A few subjects admitted that they were unsure what

their original hopes were at the time. However, these uncertain individuals were quite

willing to guess about expectancy - "I think I was trying to be a good team member",

"I think I was just hoping to keep the business together, I can't really remember".

Many subjects were clear about one goal, the future goal of avoiding a similar failure

in the future. The Personnel Manager summed it up for others - "I never want

something like this to happen again". When asked about what they had learned from

the recalled setback most people claimed to have learned a lesson which would help

prevent a similar failure from reoccurring. A few subjects said they had learned to

accept the failure and realise "things like this happen". Several of the business

managers said they simply "try not to think about it" because the memory only served

to generate needless worry.

Attribution assignment and perceived goal attainment are central to the core theories

of causal reasoning (Weiner 1974, 1985) and self-regulation (Bandura 1986). The

findings of the pilot study suggested that in the case of memories of failure these

constructs may operate somewhat differently than described in the theories. As a

result, the interplay between attribution assignment and self-critical response and

between past event-related goals and future prevention goals were identified as two

areas for close examination in the main study.
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3.6 Emerging Models of Interpretation

The anxiety aroused by failure recollections, both as reported by the pilot subjects and

as observed by the researcher, appeared to drive their interpretations. When asked

questions designed to assess what the failure meant or what they had learned from it,

subjects appeared to have models of interpretation which dominated their thinking.

Some subjects interpreted their failures as a worrisome nuisance stating that the

"upset" created by the failure could be prevented by "trying not to dwell on it".

Others turned their negative recollections into positive ones, labelling the failure as

a "learning experience" and "one of the best things that happened". A number of

subjects blamed themselves for "not seeing it coming" and described rules they had

made up to prevent similar events from ever happening again.

Although subjects made different interpretations of their failures, they demonstrated

similar coping processes. In this process most people expressed the pain these

memories evoked and also verbalised a form of self-criticism. Similarly, many were

unclear about their original goals, often stating them as simple outcomes. Almost

everyone shared the goal of preventing this type of failure from happening in the

future. A few subjects indicated that their goal was acceptance or "learning to live

with the failure". Differences were found in how subjects criticised themselves and

in the learning they said they had acquired as a result of the experience. This suggests

that people may follow a similar coping process when reviewing past failures;

however, one which embodies differing interpretations (e.g. self-criticism) and

differing reported learning outcomes.

3.7 Summary

The inherent difficulties in studying the topic of learning from failure at the individual

level of analysis were underscored in the pilot research. Despite these difficulties, the

evidence showed people were capable of providing valid data by their recall of and

interpretation of past failures in personal narratives and in response to in-depth
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questioning. Chapter 4 outlines the research goals, the concept of failure to be used

in the main study and presents the hypotheses to be tested.
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Chapter 4 - Research Goals and Hypotheses

4.1 Introduction

The review of the literature has shown response to failure to be multi-faceted. This

chapter defines the issues addressed by this thesis and the concepts to be employed.

The overall purpose of the study and five specific research goals are outlined.

There is no widely accepted definition of failure. A description is provided of the

concept of failure used in this research and of the criteria to determine which reported

instances of failure should be accepted for inclusion.

This chapter presents the eight hypotheses, derived from theory and from the results

of the pilot study findings, which are to be tested by the study.

4.2 Purpose of the Research

The purpose of this research is integrate relevant theoretical constructs from self-

regulation, attribution, and memory theories and to investigate them in the field by

critically examining individuals' responses to significant past failure experiences.

These ideas are subsumed under two general questions to be addressed in this study:

1) How do people respond to the recollection of past failures? This question focuses

on patterns of individual response, examining and documenting the range and nature

of observed responses.

2) Are there differences in patterns of individual response and, if so, what variables

help to explain individual differences? This question focuses on variations in patterns
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of response to the recollection of failure in order to identify generalisable processes

and to apply constructs from established theory to understand individual differences.

4.2.1 Summary of Research Goals

In addressing these questions the more specific research objectives are:

1. To discover how readily individuals are able to remember self-judged failures

and to assess how difficult it is for them to recollect such setbacks. To

observe and record subject behaviour at the time of recalling failure

expenences.

2. To document the characteristics of remembered failures e.g. subject matter,

when they took place, distinctive characteristics and to test theory relating to

memory accessibility and quality.

3. To observe if subjects interpret and strive to make sense of failure experiences

and to document the nature of possible interpretations.

4. To identify self-regulatory and attributional responses to recalled failures and

to determine if possible patterns in response to past failures represent

individual differences or reflect contextual variables.

5. To determine possible associations between variables suggested by established

theory and pilot work (locus of control, personality measures, desire for

control, childhood predictability, biodata items) and patterns of individual

response to recollected failure.

The study investigates failure recollection, interpretation and subsequent reported

learning to identify similarities and differences present in individual sense-making and

evaluates the respective roles of self-regulation and attribution theories in explaining
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the process. Sub-cultural effects are acknowledged and examined in the course of the

research; however, the chief source of variance is sought at the individual differences

level of analysis.

4.3 Definition of Failure

4.3.1 Failure as Seif-judgement

The concept of failure is a social construction which can have many meanings and

what an individual deems a "failure" is likely to be influenced by external factors and

personal history (Kuhi 1992). Although one can fail in the eyes of others but not

oneself, the underlying assumption of this thesis is that an event becomes a failure

when it is accepted as one by the person who has failed. All of the personal failures

included in this study are self-judged failures.

4.3.2 Failure as Recollection

The experience of failure can be thought of as both an experience of the moment, the

here and now, and as a recollected experience. The focus of this research is on

recollected failures. This study takes the position that after a disappointing event one

is no longer experiencing the event but rather mentally processing a memory of what

has happened.

It is widely accepted that recollections, including those of past failures, are

reconstructions (Bartlett 1932) taking place in the present and are not totally accurate

representations of past events. An underlying assumption of this study is that

remembering, or at least the verbal description of remembering, is a real-time

observable behaviour and not retrospective data (Bernard et al. 1981, 1984), although

it cannot be known. It follows that if conscious learning does take place after an
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event it comes from the cognitive processing of these reconstructions. Suppressed

memories and deeply denied memories may also be sources of individual learning, but

are outside the domain of this study.

4.3.3 Failure as Narrative

This research focused on the observable behaviour of people talking about their failure

memories as they are remembering them in the present. The data presented are self-

reports of the present and the underlying assumption is that it represents a reasonably

accurate reflection of what the individual is thinking at the time (Diener and Dweck

1978, Wong and Weiner 1981).

4.3.4 Failure Recollection Criteria

For individual recollections of failure to be compared a set of four criteria was

established. These criteria were used to accept or reject failure stories to insure that

similar phenomenon were being studied. Individuals who described a failure which

did not meet the criteria were asked to provide another failure until a memory which

met the criteria was found. The intention was to avoid guiding the subject by use of

prescribed definitions.

The criteria were as follows:

1) Accessibility - Subject recollections could be remembered unaided within a

reasonable time limit (less than 5 minutes).

2) Non-trivial event - The event evokes ego-involvement and has significance for the

subject (Conway 1990). If trivial events were reported e.g. "My car failed to start on

the first try", they were discussed with the subject to see if they held some deeper

significance, if not, they were rejected.
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3) Judgement - The event was deemed as disappointing, a setback, something that had

not turned out as hoped. Recollections, once considered failures and since re-

interpreted as positive learning experiences, were included in the study.

4) Agency - Subjects were required to see themselves as having some agency (even

if small) in the failure outcome. Situations where the subjects saw themselves wholly

as victims were not included e.g. involved in a train crash.

The researcher assessed each story as it was told to see if the narrative met the

criteria. If there appeared to be a problem with one or more criteria the researcher

would ask questions to see whether some level of the criterion existed. When a

narrative did not meet the established criteria the researcher waited for a suitable

moment (sometimes the end of the story) then asked for another recollection. This

was necessary in six of 56 narratives (Phase 1).

4.4 Hypotheses

A set of hypotheses was developed after the pilot research and prior to commencing

the main fieldwork. These hypotheses were designed to test associations between

variables suggested by the literature and the pilot study. Since this study is without

precedent in the literature, the set of hypotheses includes a number of speculative

tests.

It was thought important to begin by focusing on how individuals recollect their

personal failures. Hypotheses 1, 2 and 3 are tests to confirm and build on relevant

aspects of established memory theory relating to accessibility, memory quality and

associated affect (Robinson 1980, Pillemer et al. 1986). These hypotheses are tested

and discussed in Chapter 6, Stories of Failure.

Hypothesis 1: Memories of non-trivial failures will be readily accessible.
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Recollected events associated with emotional experiences were found by Pillemer,

Rinehart and White (1986) to be highly accessible. In an empirical study they

identified emotional intensity and perceived life impact as the two best predictors of

memory clarity. These conclusions corroborated earlier work by memory researchers

Robinson (1980) and Linton (1982) who found emotional intensity and the presence

of an element of surprise in past events to be positively correlated with memory

vividness. It was reasoned from evidence in the pilot work that in the case of

personal failure emotional response was likely to be negative.

Hypothesis 2: Memories of non-trivial failures will be rich in descriptive detail,

significant to the individual and will be remembrances of discrete events that

were reported to have caused surprise.

Hypothesis 3: Memories of non-trivial failure will correspond with high levels

of negative affect. These feelings will be associated with heightened levels of

expressed anxiety.

In the pilot study, failure recollections aroused anxiety and subjects attempted to make

sense of recalled negative experiences perhaps in an attempt to reduce their anxiety.

Self-criticism for failure was a common response in most of the pilot narratives. This

is labelled as negative self-reaction in self-regulation theory (Bandura 1991). It was

reasoned that levels of negative self-reaction, if expressed by subjects, would be

influenced by how they attributed cause for the event. Subjects stating the cause of

the failure to be due mostly to bad luck or other people were expected to criticise

themselves less severely than those subjects who attributed the cause mostly to

themselves. This hypothesis is tested in Chapter 7.

Hypothesis 4: Level of expressed negative self-reaction in response to the act

of reviewing past failure will vary inversely with attribution. Subjects

assigning more cause to external factors will express lower levels of negative

self-reaction. Subjects assigning more cause to internal factors will express

higher levels of negative self-reaction.
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Differences were found in the way pilot subjects criticised themselves with individuals

exhibiting patterns of self-critical responses in their narratives. Differences were also

found in what subjects claimed to have learned from their negative experience. It was

reasoned that if "learning" is an integral part of the interpretation of personal failure

then particular patterns of reported learning would be associated with particular

patterns of negative self-reaction. Self-regulation theory (Bandura 1991) argues that

negative self-reaction precedes learning in the sequence of response. Categories of

self-reaction (Chapter 8) and categories of reported learning (Chapter 9) were

established and it was hypothesised that how one criticises oneself for a past failure

determines which type of learning becomes salient. This hypothesis is tested in

Chapter 9.

Hypothesis 5: Reported learning resulting from the review of a failure

recollection will vary according to the predominant type of negative self-

reaction exhibited in the narrative.

According to social learning theory, patterns of self-regulation represent learned

behaviours rather than stable personality traits. However, personality traits may be

associated with differences in cognitive processing, either directly or by influencing

the formation of learned behaviours. There are five widely accepted dimensions of

personality: neuroticism, extraversion, openness, agreeableness and conscientiousness

(Digman 1990). In the pilot study, people who expressed the strongest emotions were

often found to criticise themselves more severely for their failures. It was reasoned

that subjects with higher levels of emotionality (Neuroticism) in their personality will

respond strongly to the negative affect associated with failure and exhibit higher levels

of negative self-reaction. Although emotionality is partially reflected in the sub-scales

of several personality dimensions, Neuroticism is the core dimension of emotionality.

Hypotheses 6, 7, and 8 are tested in Chapter 10.

Hypothesis 6: Level of expressed negative self-reaction in response to a

review of past failure will vary with level of the personality dimension of
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Neuroticism. Subjects with higher levels of Neuroticism will express higher

levels of negative self-reaction.

Rotter (1966) and Levenson and Miller (1976) argue that individuals have a relatively

stable tendency to attribute causes of events to either external factors or internal

factors and call this tendency locus of control. Locus of control differs from situation

specific attribution (Weiner 1985, Russell 1982) since it is a generalised stable

expectancy according to Rotter. It was reasoned that an association may exist between

level of negative self-reaction and locus of control with people having a higher

internal locus of control, ie. disposed to expect outcomes to be the result of self, likely

to express more self-criticism than those with lower internal locus of control, i.e.

disposed to expect outcomes to be the result of external forces.

Hypothesis 7: Level of expressed negative self-reaction in response to the act

of reviewing past failure will vary with level of internal locus of control.

Subjects with higher levels of internal locus of control will express higher

levels of negative self-reaction.

The affective and disconfirming nature of failure and the element of surprise

associated with it may act to threaten one's sense of personal control. Individuals

destabilised by a review of failure may try to exercise what Averill (1973) and Steiner

(1970) label "cognitive control" through the interpretation of threatening events in a

manner enhancing perceived control. Burger and Cooper (1979) make a case for

individual differences in global motivation for control and have designed an

instrument to measure level of motivation for control (desirability of control). It was

reasoned that subjects with higher levels of motivation for control would tend to

criticise themselves more for failures which possibly threaten perceived control than

those who have a lower level of motivation for control.

Hypothesis 8: Level of expressed negative self-reaction in response to the act

of reviewing past failure will vary with level of desirability of control.
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Subjects with higher levels of desirability of control will express higher levels

of negative self-reaction.

Subject goals and expectations concerning an event and biodata factors such as age,

gender, birth-order and education may influence the interpretive process in multiple

ways but the literature and pilot findings offer no clear indications about likely

relationships. Therefore no hypotheses are proposed in relation to them. However,

the data will be analysed to assess unspecified effects they may have on key variables.

4.5 Thesis Contribution

The thesis aims to contribute to existing knowledge by examining the range of

responses to failure recollection of subjects in the field introducing the elements of

memory, time and real-life failures of significance absent in prior laboratory studies.

Chapter 5 outlines the research design describing the method chosen to study response

to failure and details of how the sample was selected.

78



Chapter 5 - Research Design

5.1 Introduction

This chapter describes the methods and procedures used in the study. It begins with

the rationale for the use of the case study method. This is followed by an overview

of the research programme and interview method and comments on the memory

eliciting question. Sample selection was critical for this study and a complete

description is provided of how individuals were selected with a summary of their

characteristics presented. In the latter half of the chapter the research protocol and the

conditions under which the research took place are described. Details on personality

and other measures employed are presented.

5.2 Autobiographical Case Study Method

The most important reason for choosing the case study method for this study is the

topic itself. In order to think in theoretical terms about how individuals make sense

of their failures, one needs a fine grained understanding of what that experience is for

them.

"To understand an individual's behaviour, we must know how he perceived the
situation, the obstacles he believed he had to face, the alternatives he saw
opening up to him." (Becker 1970 p. 64)

In the case of failure, the experience is both personal and emotional, a complex

mixture of thinking and feeling. While experiments have shed light on fragments of

the process, there have been no integrated studies approaching the topic holistically

in the natural settings of everyday life. The case study method allows the researcher

to return to source, to explore in-depth real and significant individual experiences.

The rich description facilitated by direct field contact provides an insight into the

"common sense" explanations individuals give to their failures. This common sense
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is subjective and likely to be flawed (Chapoulie 1986-1987). Levi-Strauss (Godelier

1980) states that description is not in itself explanation, but nonetheless description

is mandatory. It is this description, the interpretation of an event with all its inherent

distortions, that is challenged by the application of theory. New information comes

when the researcher applies theoretical categories and language to the "meanings"

people present in their everyday language.

The case study method allowed the researcher to visit the natural settings of subjects

and to field test findings that for the most part have only been examined by

experimental method. The choice of the present method was designed to explain the

complexity of personal failure and identify theoretical constructs in the literature most

relevant to understanding how individuals make sense of setbacks.

There are two major sources of weakness in the case study method: lack of

representativeness and lack of rigour such as the absence of control groups. The

question inevitably raised is "How many cases are enough?". Yin (1989) argues that

the case "like the experiment, does not represent a 'sample', and the investigator's

goal is to expand and generalize theories (analytic generalization) and not to emulate

frequencies (statistical generalization)." (p. 21) Sufficiency is attained when cases

begin to converge on what is being studied, revealing important factors at play.

Rigour in this method is achieved when the researcher applies constructs and analyses

individual cases in exactly the same fashion. The researcher in this study has sought

to minimize the weaknesses of the chosen method by adding more cases than needed

for reasonable explanation, incorporating objective tools (validated scales) and by

adhering strictly to an established research protocol. The number of cases sufficient

for exposure without undue repetition was exceeded by a third and cases were no

longer collected when the researcher felt the limit of in-depth description provided by

the elicited stories had been reached.

Another reason for choosing to probe personal failure by in-depth interviews was to

take advantage of the skills of the investigator. The researcher has 12 years of
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counselling experience. Maintaining objectivity while dealing with subjects in a

sensitive and ethical fashion meant the researcher had to cope with the emotional

response this line of inquiry produced and the possible embarrassment of subjects

about showing emotions to a stranger. It follows that the special skills of a researcher

may also introduce a source of bias. Reason and Rowan (1981) argue that every

inquirer is part of the inquiry. As a personal note, the researcher did often find it

difficult struggle to remain the observant researcher and to refrain from turning a

research interview into a counselling session. It is because the researcher was so

aware of this possible conflict that it was vigilantly avoided and a full verbal protocol

employed.

Not all prior work exploring how individuals deal with difficulty in their lives is

experimental. The landmark narrative studies of White (1952) and Levinson (1978)

were helpful models for the researcher.

5.3 Programme of Research

The programme of research was divided into two phases. Phase 1 was designed to

sample cases representative of a wide audience and to record their responses to the

recall and verbal review of past failures chosen by them from memory. This is treated

as the main sample. The aim of this part of the research programme was to see if

there were patterns in the process of how people make sense of past failures.

It was reasoned that if variance in response was found, the generalizability of these

findings would be undermined if the source of the variance was the result of the

content of what was being remembered. Phase 2 of the research programme was

designed to control for this factor by focusing on a sample of individuals who had

recently experienced a simple failure event (exam failure) common to them all. If

similar patterns of response were found across the two samples it would enhance the

generalisability of results from the main sample.

81



5.3.1 Phase One

Phase 1 consisted of 28 case studies of diverse subjects selected from the arts,

athletics, the helping professions, business and a variety of other occupations. Each

subject was asked a question designed to elicit the memory of a failure experience.

If the accessed failure memory met the defined criteria then it was discussed with the

subject using a set of structured interview questions. If the memory did not meet the

criteria (Chapter 4) then the subject was asked to think of another experience.

Following an in-depth discussion of the first failure memory, subjects were again

asked the same memory eliciting question only this time it was requested that the

experience originate from a different area of their lives. The most common

combination for subjects was one work related memory and one personal life related

memory.

5.3.2 Phase Two

All of the 14 subjects who participated in Phase 2 of the study had failed their senior

level accounting exams, known as the PE2 exams, 12 having failed outright, 2 having

partially failed. These accountant trainees were asked to focus on this experience of

failure, common to all of them, instead of choosing two of their own failures from

memory. In place of the memory eliciting question used in Phase 1 subjects were

asked:

"I am interested in hearing your story about your result on the recent
accounting exams. Can you tell me about it?"

With the exception of this question, Phase 2 participants were asked the same set of

questions as the Phase 1 sample and the research followed the same protocol, as

outlined in the latter half of this chapter. The interviews were conducted during the

period May-June 1994, 3 months after each subject had learned of their failure on

February 18, 1994. This controlled for time elapsed, since the main sample consisted

of failure memories of varying ages.
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5.4 Memory Eliciting Question

In Phase 1 of the research, the question used to access subjects' memories of personal

failure was:

"Tell me the story of a situation in which you participated that did not turn out
the way you hoped."

It was designed to elicit recollections of past failures meeting established criteria with

minimal direction from the researcher. The question was the product of thorough field

testing and of the 56 memories solicited (28 subjects asked twice), there were only six

occasions when it was necessary to request another memory because the recalled

failure did not meet the criteria.

As in protocol research (Diener and Dweck 1978), where subjects are asked to

verbalise what comes into their minds, this research assumes that verbal behaviour at

least partly reflects cognitive process. What is being observed is how individuals talk

about their memories of personal setbacks. It was reasoned that minimal cues and

instructions would allow subjects to use their own constructs rather than those of the

researcher in thinking of and discussing past failures. The quality of the data in this

study was dependent on the researcher's ability to facilitate a free flowing

conversation in an atmosphere of trust.

Given that all inquiry can bias response, the language and construction of the adopted

question and several other versions of memory eliciting questions were experimented

with during the pilot research. The following was discovered through trial and error:

• The use of the word failure often triggered subjects to show anxiety in their facial

expressions and body gestures. Memory eliciting questions using the word "failure"

caused some individuals to freeze up and others to request detailed definitions of what

was meant by "failure", the implication being that the researcher was making a

subjective judgement about them. The general defensiveness evoked by the word

failure led the researcher to avoid using it and to access the topic through a more

tangential approach.
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• In most of the pilot interviews it was important for subjects to provide contextual

information about events that led to the failure and to recount in a narrative form how

the failure unfolded. Since narratives seemed to be both a natural way for subjects

to discuss their memories and a compact way for them to include all the detail they

wished to convey, it was decided that the phrase "Tell me the story ..." would be used.

Although some respondents proved better story-tellers than others, framing the

question in this manner facilitated candid disclosure about a sensitive topic (Levinson

1978).

• Given that personal agency was an important criterion for selecting the failure to be

studied it was hoped that this could be subtly signalled in the question. Phrases such

as "a situation for which you were responsible", "a situation for which you were partly

to blame", "a situation that you partly caused" aroused a defensive reaction in the pilot

subjects. It was decided to use the phrase "a situation in which you participated" and

then test for agency once the narrative began. This resulted in a few narratives having

to be abandoned because of lack of perceived agency (three memories Out of the 56

in the Phase 1 sample). The cost of the time lost by having to reject a handful of

stories was far outweighed by the benefit of the openness that this more general

question facilitated.

• The use of the phrase "not the way you hoped" implies expectancy (ie. an outcome

in relation to the intention). The phrase "not the way you hoped" turned out to be a

reliable way to access failure memories tangentially without actually using the

problematic word "failure". It needs to be pointed out that "you hoped" is not simply

bad grammar but was chosen over "the way you had hoped" because it allows subjects

to report failures without having to decide between a "then or now" judgement. Use

of the verb "hoped" also gives support to the criterion of agency.

To test if starting the interview on a positive note might effect memory access and to

test if the negative opening set expectations, four individuals were randomly selected

and first asked "To tell me the story of a situation in which you had good luck"

before being asked to tell their stories of experiences gone wrong. The four subjects
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recalled and discussed failures in the same manner as the rest of the sample. This test

using a small number of cases demonstrated that the problem solving mode implied

by the question was not a precondition to what was being reported.

With few exceptions, the memory eliciting question provided a rich source of

comparable narratives.

5.5 Sample Selection

The case study method results in a rich set of data from a small sample of people and

for this reason the selection of the sample is especially critical.

5.5.1 Phase 1 Sample - Selection and Setting

In order to be able to argue that the recollected stories were representative of the

failure memories of a wider population, a diverse sample was compiled. Given the

exploratory nature of the study and the socially constructed nature of failure, it was

also deemed important to access a diverse sample of individuals, who were likely to

have different sets of life experiences reflecting a wide range of perspectives. The

intention of optimising diversity within a frame was to help reveal the full range of

possible responses to failure. Subjects who had participated in the pilot research were

not included in the Phase 1 or Phase 2 samples.

An obvious way to try to accomplish this was to ensure a diversity of occupations

within the sample. Prior to entering the field a target list of occupations was drawn

up to control selection bias and to ensure wide occupational diversity. Three

categories of occupation were targeted: people working in the field of commercial

business, people in the professions and people making their living from artistic and

athletic pursuits. The goal was to collect cases from a variety of occupations within

these categories and a target list of possible occupations was drawn up which

85



maximised diversity of function and context (i.e. small and large businesses, different

industry sectors and roles). The goal was for each category to comprise approximately

a third of the total Phase 1 sample of 28 cases. Cases were also selected to ensure

fair representation of gender and a range of ages. Of the 28 cases selected, 10

individuals worked in commercial business, nine in the professions, six made their

living from artistic endeavours and three were full-time athletes. Table 1 provides a

brief profile of the Phase 1 sample. Complete profiles of each case are in Appendix

A-i.

Table 5-1 Profile of Phase i Sample

No. 
1 

Name*	 Sex Occupation	 Education Level 	 Age

1	 Rupert T.	 M	 Lawyer	 University	 40

2	 Liz C.	 F	 Derivatives Trader	 University	 33

3	 Adam L.	 M Trading Team Leader MBA	 31

4	 Mark M.	 M	 Airline Pilot	 School	 41

5	 Joan G.	 F	 Scientist	 Ph.D	 40

6	 Trevor S.	 M	 Electrician	 School	 26

7	 Barbara F. F	 Opera Singer	 University and	 40
music college	 _____

8	 Nigel W.	 M	 Osteopath	 University	 37

9	 George N. M	 Oper. & Strat. Planning MBA	 33
_____ ____________ _____ Manager

10	 Sabine H.	 F	 Reg. Pers. Manager	 University	 33

11	 Susanne M. F	 Sales Manager	 University	 33

12	 Alan P.	 M	 Engineer	 MSc	 32

13	 Lee B.	 M	 Aerobics Instructor	 School	 28

14	 David M.	 M	 Actor	 University	 36

15	 Elena D.	 F	 Ballet Dancer	 School	 38

16	 John J.	 M	 Police Detective CID	 University	 33

17	 Christine T. F	 Fashion Designer	 Art College	 30

18	 James E.	 M	 Chartered Accountant	 University	 28
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No. Name*	 Sex Occupation	 Education Level	 Age

19	 Sherry F.	 F	 Retail Store Manager	 School	 25

20	 Richard P. M	 Golf Pro	 School	 25

21	 Tony C.	 M	 Teacher	 University	 25

22	 Charles L.	 M	 Television Producer 	 University	 35

23	 Bart W.	 M	 Competitive Swimmer School 	 23

24	 Claire M.	 F	 Doctor - GP	 Medical degree	 35

25	 Robert C.	 M	 Entrepreneur	 MA in md.	 38
_____ ___________ _____ ______________________ Design	 _____

26	 Gary H.	 M	 Artist	 MA in Art	 30

27	 Sophie R.	 F	 NHS Administrator 	 MA - md.	 24
Relations

28	 Paul G.	 M	 Priest	 University &	 34
_____	 theology

* Note: these are pseudonyms to protect confidentiality

Seventeen participants were either married or had a live-in partner and 11 were single.

Twenty-two subjects were UK nationals (79%), the remainder included two Americans

(7%), one Swiss, one Canadian, one South African and one New Zealander (4% each).

There were 10 females (36%) in the sample and 18 males (64%).

Subjects for Phase 1 were accessed in three ways:

1)	 Associations, professional bodies and cultural institutions

For example, the competitive swimmer in the sample was accessed through the

British Amateur Swimming Association and the ballet dancer was found

through a London School of Dance. Organisations were informed of the

sample criteria and the people nominated were then contacted and pre-screened

by telephone to confirm their age, that they had been working in their field for
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longer than two years and that they were willing to give two hours of

uninterrupted time to be interviewed.

2) Personal networks

Colleagues and acquaintances of the researcher were asked to nominate people

who worked in the target occupations and these were followed up by

telephone. The actor in the sample was found through a contact running a

company in the advertising business which employs actors. A friend had

recently purchased a painting and passed on the name of the artist. Given that

the researcher was operating within a middle-class segment of society from a

business education base it is likely these nominees reflected a bias in favour

of managerial, professional and successful people. However, this segment is

of particular interest in the context of the present research topic.

3) Cold calls

Examples of cold calling were the priest who was selected as a result of a

direct call to the Canon of a London diocese and the golf professional who

was accessed by calling a local school of golf instruction. These cold contacts

were selected at random from the telephone directory based on the occupation

targets.

All three modes of access were pursued simultaneously and potential subjects fitting

the established criteria were followed up as they were located. The sample has an

element of randomness about it as a result of the way it was accessed. With the

exception of three people whom the researcher had briefly met through colleagues

prior to the research, the other subjects were complete strangers. No friends or

relatives were included in the sample as it was reasoned that a personal relationship

with the researcher might cause subjects to report in a manner influenced by motives

salient to that relationship.
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In the initial pre-screening and at the time of interview the researcher asked subjects

if they were presently experiencing a personal crisis such as divorce, unexpected

unemployment or death of a loved one. It was felt that these crises might distort

perceptions. The selected subjects all replied "no" to this inquiry, but because of the

private nature of personal crisis it is not possible to assume that no subjects were

experiencing these sorts of difficulties.

The target sample was sought between the ages of 24 and 40 and individuals were

required to have been actively working in their field for a minimum of two years.

This was germane since the study wished to test whether patterns of failure processing

were primarily individual or occupation driven. Exceptions were allowed in two

cases: the swimmer was 23 but had many years of experience, the pilot was 41 but

was accepted because of the years of service required to become a captain. Those

under 24 years of age or having worked less than two years in their field were

excluded because they were unlikely to have had substantial occupational experience.

Subjects were chosen from junior, middle and senior levels of occupational

achievement.

By restricting the upper age limit to 40 it was intended to exclude individuals who

were experiencing "mid-life transitions" (Levinson 1978). Also there is evidence from

the developmental literature (Butler 1968) that older people may be more

"philosophical" about their past. Although the effects of age and stage may play a

role in failure interpretation, this was outside the defined objectives of the present

study.

The in-depth interviews lasted two to three hours with 13 conducted in the workplace

of subjects, nine in their homes, and six at other locations including London Business

School and the London home of the researcher. Undisturbed privacy was a condition

maintained in each interview with no interruptions by telephone calls or colleagues.
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5.5.2 Phase 2 Sample - Selection and Setting

In contrast to Phase 1, the aim of sampling in Phase 2 was to access individuals at the

same level in a single occupation, all reflecting on the same known and significant

failure. Accountant trainees who had failed their senior level professional exams were

chosen. Prior studies have examined responses to failure of educational examinations;

however, the seriousness of the failures to the subjects in these studies often remains

unknown. This Phase of the study examined responses to a serious failure, clearly

perceived by the subjects, with known and deleterious career consequences.

5.5.3 Accountant Trainee Exam Procedures

In the United Kingdom accountant trainees are required to pass two sets of

examinations called PE1 and PE2 (note: these designations have ceased to be used as

a result of recent curriculum revisions). Typically, PE1 is sat after a year of training

at a registered accounting firm. A few firms release from employment trainees who

do not either pass or get a referral on this first set of exams but most firms allow

trainees a second try.

PE2 is the final set of accounting exams and cannot be sat before two years of

training are completed. Those who pass PE2 will be granted Chartered Accountant

status. PE2 is a set of four exams (Auditing, Financial Accounting, Management

Accounting and Financial Management, and Taxation), each three hours in length and

all are sat over the course of a weekend. One must obtain a passing mark of 50 Out

of 100 on every exam in order to pass PE2. Five percent of those writing the exams

are graded as "referrals", which means they have failed one of four exams by a

sufficiently narrow margin to be required to resit only this paper. Clear failures must

resit all four papers even if they passed three of the four. Most accounting firms fire

accountant trainees who fail on the second attempt.
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Accounting finns hire training suppliers to provide taught courses for their trainees,

either "full-time" where the trainees leave their jobs for an eight to 11 week period

or "link" courses where the trainees continue to work and take their formal courses

in several two week modules. Sponsoring firms pay all expenses for training and the

substantial charge for sitting exams first time. To retake the PE2 exams, trainees are

required to pay all their own costs, plus missed time at work. This costs

approximately £5,000.

Failing PE2 not only means possible unemployment, repeating training courses and

financial costs but also loss of status. Trainees who fail PE2 cannot be promoted on

the normal timetable and are not allowed to work on the more sought after jobs.

These consequences make the event a significant failure for all aspirants. Ten of the

14 subjects spontaneously reported their exams results as the biggest failure of their

lives.

In the Phase 2 sample 12 individuals had clear failure results on PE2 and two had

referrals. Each subject in Phase 2 sat their exams on the same date - 14 and 15

December, 1993 and received their results three months later on 18 February, 1994.

Results of the accounting exams are published in the Saturday edition of the Times

and are actually available at London railway stations on Friday evening at 10:00 pm.

It is a ritual for accountant trainees to go to the stations to see if their names are on

the list published by the Institute of Chartered Accountants. Most learn of their results

in this way, though some trainees phone "hot-lines" at their firms to discover if their

names have been published while others will wait until Saturday morning when the

official Institute letters arrive in the post. Phase 2 subjects were interviewed three

months after hearing of their failure.

Accessing these individuals was difficult. Human resource and training co-ordinators

were contacted in five accounting firms in the United Kingdom. Four of these firms

are large international companies, one is a medium size UK firm. A shortage of audit

trainees meant that with few exceptions the firms had not sacked trainees who had

failed PE2 for the first time. Thus the sample pool of trainees who had failed was not
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restricted to the trainees with higher than average performance ratings who are

normally the only ones kept on after failing exams.

Price Waterhouse arranged interviews with trainees while the other firms provided the

researcher with names of trainees who were then contacted directly by telephone. The

researcher worked with the co-operating firms to assure a balance of gender and a mix

of backgrounds in terms of ethnicity, university attended, the part of the country they

had grown up in. It was hoped that by choosing subjects from a variety of firms that

the impact of organisationally specific influences (e.g. colleagues' reactions) would

be minimised.

Each individual was a volunteer and no one was coerced into participation by their

employers or informed of who else in the firm was being interviewed. Contacts

within the firms were instructed to inform nominees that the study focused on how

people learn from experience and that the researcher wished to interview a range of

accountants trainees from a variety of firms. They were not to be told they were

selected because they had failed the PE2 exam but there was no way of assuring this

did not happen. Some subjects may have been told why they were chosen or reasoned

it Out for themselves. This could be a potential source of bias if they rehearsed their

failure prior to the interviews or were especially defensive as a result of being

identified as a "failure". No overtly defensive behaviour regarding their selection as

participants was detected in the interviews and since all the accountant trainees

reported to think constantly about their exam failures, any impact of this potential bias

would be minimal.

Phase 2 subjects were given a £40 incentive by the researcher for taking part in the

research. Individuals came from a variety of divisions within each firm, with 10

participants based in London offices, two based in the southeast, one in a Midlands

office and one who worked primarily in an Eastern European office. No data were

reported to the participating firms; however, a presentation at the conclusion of the

research summarising findings was offered to all of the co-operating finns. It was
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made clear to participants and employers that information in any subsequent

presentation to employers would in no way compromise confidentiality.

The in-depth interviews lasted two to three hours and followed the same protocol as

in Phase 1. Seven interviews were conducted in private meeting rooms of the firms,

five at the London home of the researcher, one at London Business School and one

at the home of an interviewee. Table 5-2 shows the age, sex and name of the firm

in which the trainees worked and their result on a subsequent re-take of the exam.

Eleven accounting trainees were single and three had live-in partners.

Table 5-2 Profile of Phase 2 Sample - Accountant Trainees

Post Interview
No. *Name	 Age Sex Firm	 Re-take Results

1	 Judy M.	 27	 F	 Price Waterhouse	 Passed

2	 Myra S.	 24	 F	 Price Waterhouse	 Failed**

3	 Dermot B.	 27	 M	 Price Waterhouse	 Passed

4	 Helen T.	 25	 F	 Price Waterhouse	 Passed

5	 Roger C.	 26 M Grant Thornton	 Passed

6	 Julie McQ.	 27	 F	 Price Waterhouse	 Left firm

7	 Francesca I.	 26	 F	 Coopers & Lybrand Referral**

8	 Anne Marie A. 24 F	 Coopers & Lybrand Passed

9	 Kenneth W.	 25 M KPMG	 Passed

10 Jeremy M.	 25	 M	 Coopers & Lybrand Referral**

11 Diana R.	 25 F	 Grant Thornton	 Not attempted**

12 Phil B.	 24 M	 Grant Thornton	 Not attempted**

13	 Ian G.	 26	 M	 Arthur Andersen	 Not attempted**

14	 Julian T.	 24	 M	 Arthur Andersen	 Passed

* Note: these are pseudonyms to protect confidentiality
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** Note: In late 1994, there was another opportunity to sit the accountancy exams.
The results were: Myra S. passed, Francesca I. passed, Jeremy M. referred, Diana R.
referred, Phil B. passed and Ian G. referred.

5.6 Sample Limitations

The aim of the sample selection in Phase 1 was diversity, to access individuals from

differing contexts and to observe them reflecting on and discussing a wide variety of

past failures. The intention was that findings from this Phase would be generalisable

to a much wider population. The sample chosen is considered valid for this purpose

based on the range of occupations represented and on the mix of sex and age but

within a restricted frame of class and culture. It may be possible to speculate beyond

these limitations if results are strikingly patterned, though this would need to be the

subject of further research. Fifty-six distinct failure experiences chosen from memory

by the participants were reviewed.

The aim of sample selection in Phase 2 was uniformity, to access individuals from

similar contexts and observe them reflecting on the same failure experience. This

sample acted as a control to see if the patterns of variance in response to failure

differed between the Phase 1 and Phase 2 samples. The Phase 2 sample is considered

valid for this purpose since subjects are of similar age and education, have the same

occupation and status and are responding to the same clearly defined failure with

similar career consequences for all. This sample of UK accountant trainees was

selected for the purpose of supporting the generalisability of findings obtained from

the Phase 1 sample and not for purposes of generalizing to a wider audience.

There are characteristics of the sample that limit claims. Twenty-one of the 28

subjects in Phase 1 have higher education which includes colleges of art and drama.

Seven have no higher education beyond school. All of the accountant trainees have

university degrees. The higher levels of education are reflected in the occupations of

these individuals.
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Five of the 28 subjects in Phase 1 came from a country outside the United Kingdom

and with the exception of one Nigerian woman in Phase 2, all of the subjects were

white.

The generalisability of the findings is restricted by the limitations of a sample which

is predominantly white, well educated and residents of the UK. Since the researcher

is particularly interested in understanding how business managers and professionals

learn from their failures, this sample does reflect that particular segment of the UK

population.

5.7 Research Protocol

The following is a precise description of the steps taken in Phase 1 and 2 of the

research programme. The protocol was followed to ensure that interviews were

conducted in a consistent manner. Lists of the questions used during the interviews

are in Appendix A-2 and details on the measures used are provided in section 5.8. and

copies in Appendices A3-A6. Throughout the interviews, the researcher regularly

summarised subject statements checking with them if these statements were accurate.

5.7.1 Phase 1 Protocol

Subjects who met the sampling criteria were invited to an interview which they were

told would take a minimum of two hours. In order to minimise cuing, the

interviewees were informed that the study was Ph.D research on "how people learn

from experience" and that quotations used in reporting the results would not be

attributable. Interviews were arranged at times and places convenient for the subjects,

the conditions specified were privacy and sufficient uninterrupted time. Introductions

and a brief informal chat preceded questioning to help put people at ease.

1.	 Instructions Subjects were encouraged to contribute freely whatever came to

mind. The researcher indicated that there were no "right answers" to the
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questions being asked and assured subjects that the material would be

disguised in reports to protect their privacy.

2. Memory Elicitin g Question Subjects presented the narrative of the first failure

memory. Individuals told their stories uninterrupted and this was followed by

a discussion in which the researcher probed to gain a clear and full picture of

the event.

3. Structured Questions After a discussion of each memory, subjects were asked

a series of twelve questions designed to probe theory-based items including:

feelings about the experience, why it happened, goals and expectations, the

involvement and influence of others, subsequent learning, affect on behaviour

and memory rehearsal patterns. Russell (1982) and others have found that

interviewers often inaccurately assess subject assignment of attribution. In

order to minimise this problem subjects were first asked to explain "why" the

failure had occurred and then immediately after asked to complete a pencil and

paper instrument that measures several dimensions of casual reasoning (Russell

1982).

4. Memory Eliciting Question The same memory eliciting question was repeated

with subjects instructed to choose an experience from a different part of their

lives than chosen in the first narrative. The identical series of steps were

followed including a discussion, the structured questions and the completion

of the Russell scale.

5. General Questions At the end of the interview, each subject was asked an

additional 11 questions probing general views independent of the narratives

including: need for control, degree they believe they had changed and

childhood experiences.

6.	 Biodata Items Information on a range of biographical items was collected.
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7. Instruments Phase 1 subjects were asked to complete a set of instruments in

their own time and return them by post to the researcher. These included a

scale to measure Locus of Control (Levenson and Miller 1976), Desirability

of Control (Burger and Cooper 1979) and the NEO-PI-R personality inventory

(Costa and McCrae 1991).

8. Recording Interview notes were taken throughout the interview and each case

was written up in detail. Eight interviews were tape recorded and checked

against the field notes to assure that cases were being accurately documented.

9. Feedback A thank you letter and the summary results of the personality

profile were sent to each participant. Each participant will be sent a summary

of the results on completion of the thesis.

5.7.2 Phase 2 Protocol

Exactly the same interview protocol was followed in Phase 2 as in Phase 1 of the

study with one exception, the 14 accountant trainees were asked to review only one

past failure experience, namely the failure of their PE2 examinations. The question

used was:

"I am interested in hearing your story about your result on the recent
accounting exams. Can you tell me about it?"

Phase 2 subjects were asked the identical structured and general questions as in Phase

1 and were also requested to complete a Russell Causal Dimension Scale during the

interview.

At the end of the interview all subjects were given the NEO-PI-R personality

inventory and the Levenson Locus of Control instrument to be completed on their own

time and returned by post to the researcher. The Burger Desirability for Control scale

was not administered to Phase 2 subjects because of the minimal variance it had

revealed in Phase 1.

97



As in Phase 1, interview notes were taken and the cases written up in detail. Thank

you letters and results of the personality inventory were sent to each accountant

trainee and they will receive a summary of the study.

5.8 Other Measures

Subjects completed pencil and paper instruments measuring variables thought to be

relevant to individual response to failure (Chapter 2) and employed in hypotheses

(Chapter 4). They include: causal reasoning (attribution), locus of control and

individual difference in personality. Phase 1 subjects also completed a desirability for

control scale. The attribution scale which is situationally specific to the experience

being reviewed was administered during the interview. The other three constructs are

considered to be stable across situations and subjects completed these instruments at

home a day or two later. All instruments were completed by the 42 subjects with the

exception of one subject who did not complete the NEO-PI-R and the Levenson

instrument and one other subject who did not complete the NEO-PI-R.
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Table 5-3 Summary of Instruments

Causal Dimension Scale (Attribution) Appendix A-3
Author: Russell 1982
Situation Specific
Items: 9, 3 for each subscale, 9 point Likert scale
Subscales: Locus of Causality (internal/external of sell)

Stability over time of cause
Perceived controllability of cause

Range: Maximum 27, minimum 3 for each subscale
High scores on subscales - cause is perceived as internal, stable and controllable

Locus of Control Appendix A-4
Author: Levenson and Miller 1976
Stable Tendency
Items: 24, 8 for each subscale, 6 point Likert scale
Subscales:	 Internal

Powerful Others
Chance

Range: Maximum of 48, minimum of 8 for each subscale
High scores on subscales - generalised expectancy that events are contingent on
behaviour or determined by powerful others or chance.

Desirability of Control Appendix A-5
Author: Burger and Cooper 1979
Stable Tendency
Items: 20, 7 point Likert scale,
Range: Maximum 140, minimum 20, one single score
High score indicates high level of need for control

NEO-PI-R Personality Inventory Appendix A-6
Author: Costa and McCrae 1991
Items: 240, 5 choices from strongly disagree to strongly agree
Dimensions: Neuroticism

Extraversion
Openness to experience
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness

Scores: maximum T Score of 100 and categorised as very low, low, average,
very high
Facets: each of the 5 main dimensions has 6 scored facets, T score of 100

99



5.8.1 Causal Dimension

Russell (1982) argues that attribution statements are often ambiguous (Ross 1977) and

even when clearly stated may be perceived quite differently by subject and researcher.

The assumption that researchers can accurately translate causal attributions into causal

dimensions is termed the "fundamental attribution researcher error" (Russell 1982 p.

1137). Accurate understanding of subjects' casual reasoning is central to this study

and therefore participants completed a Causal Dimension Scale (Russell 1982) directly

after their replies to the questions "Why did this turn out the way it did? Why did it

happen?".

Russell's instrument Consists of nine semantic differential scales with three scales

assessing each of the causal perceptions as described in Weiner (1979): causality

(internal/external of self), stability over time and perceived controllability. Russell and

Weiner state that casual attribution can vary greatly from person to person and from

situation to situation. Russell's scale assesses the respondent's perceptions of causes

in a particular situation and can be compared with the subject's verbal report of why

a specific failure event happened.

A number of studies have been conducted which support the reliability and validity

of the scales (Abraham 1985, Folkes 1984, Mark et a!. 1984, McAuley 1985,

McAuley and Gross 1983, McAuley et a!. 1983, Russell 1982, Russell et a!. 1985,

Russell and McAuley 1986, Tennenbaum and Furst 1985, Tennenbaum et al. 1984,

Wilson and Linvile 1985). The scale showed positive results on validity tests and

reliability using factor analysis and in internal consistency checks yielded alpha co-

efficients of .867, .837 and .730 (Russell 1982). The Causal Dimension scale is in

Appendix A-3.

5.8.2 Locus of Control

Locus of control, a general tendency, was measured with a 24 item scale developed

by Levenson (Levenson and Miller 1976). This differs from Rotter's (1966) Internal-
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External control scale by including two classes of externals: Powerful Others and

Chance. The reasoning behind this is that people who believe the world is unordered

(chance) behave and think differently from people who believe the world is ordered

and that powerful others are in control. Levenson argues that people may perceive

greater control over powerful others than over chance.

Each dimension is measured by eight items on a six point response format. The three

scales were derived a priori from items adapted from Rotter's I-E scale. The scales

are not correlated with a measure of social desirability (each item on Marlowe-Crowne

having correlations near 0.00) and yield Cronbach alphas of .77 for the Internal scale,

.71 for the Powerful Others scale and .73 for the Chance scale. Internal consistency

estimates compare favourably with the Rotter by Kuder-Richardson tests (co-efficient

alpha) yielding .64 for the Internal scale, .77 for the Powerful Others scale and .78 for

the Chance scale. Split-half reliabilities (Spearman-Brown) are .62 (I scale), .66 (P

scale) and .64 (C scale). Test-retest reliabilities for a one week period were .64, .74

and .78 (Levenson 1974). Blau (1984) has presented evidence for the stability of this

scale. The Locus of Control scale is in Appendix A-4.

5.8.3 Desirability of Control

A 20 item instrument developed by Burger and Cooper (1979) measuring individual

differences in general level of motivation to control events was administered to Phase

1 subjects.

Level of control motivation varies from situation to situation; however, Burger and

others propose that a general level of this motive can be measured. High scores on

the Burger instrument indicate high levels of need for control. Experimental studies

conducted by Burger and Hemans (1988) and subsequent studies by others

(Thompson, Chaiken and Hazlewood 1993) show internal consistency, test-retest

reliability and discriminant validity indices to be well within the range of acceptability.
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The scale does not correlate highly with the Marlowe-Crowne Desirability scale (.11)

The Desirability of Control scale is in Appendix A-5.

5.8.4 Personality

Numerous personality measures have been developed (Eysenck Personality Inventory,

Guildford-Zimmerman Temperament Survey, 1 6PF, California Personality Inventory,

Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory, the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator) with

recent research showing that most can be factored into a five-dimension model

comprising: neuroticism, extraversion, openness to experience, agreeableness and

conscientiousness. The NEO-PI-R (Costa and McCrae 1991) was chosen for use in

this study as the research standard instrument for measuring these five dimensions.

Neuroticism is the general tendency to experience negative affects such as fear,

sadness, anger, embarrassment, guilt and disgust. This may be more appropriately

labelled emotionality. It is the dimension which distinguishes the moody from the

steady person, the nervous from the calm, the excitable from the unemotional.

Neuroticism is made up of six scored facets: anxiety, angry hostility, depression, self-

consciousness, impulsiveness and vulnerability.

Extraversion Extraverts have a greater need for affiliation and sociability than

introverts. The conceptualization of Extraversion as embodied in the NEO-PI-R

differs from Jung's in that introspection is not related to Extraversion-Introversion but

instead is a characteristic of those high in Openness. Extraversion is made up of six

scored facets: warmth, gregariousness, assertiveness, activity, excitement-seeking and

positive emotions.

Openness to Experience Open individuals are curious about their inner and outer

worlds and their lives are experientially rich. They are willing to entertain novel ideas

and unconventional values and can have a well developed ability for fantasy. People

low in Openness tend to be conventional and conservative in outlook and prefer stable
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belief systems and rules. Costa and McCrae (1991) found this dimension to be linked

with creativity. Openness is made up of six scored facets: fantasy, aesthetics, feelings,

actions, ideas, and values.

Agreeableness The agreeable person is fundamentally altruistic, willing to help others

and believing that others will be equally helpful in return. Low scores in this

dimension mean disagreeableness or antagonism, a person who is sceptical of others'

intentions and more likely competitive than co-operative. Agreeableness is made up

of six scored facets: trust, straightforwardness, altruism, compliance, modesty and

tender-mindedness.

Conscientiousness Individual differences in the tendency to plan, organise and carry

out tasks are associated with high scores in this dimension. On the positive side, high

levels of this trait can mean academic and occupational achievement and scrupulous,

punctual and reliable behaviour; on the negative side, may lead to fastidiousness,

compulsive neatness or workaholic behaviour. Low scorers are more casual and

disorganised, easy going and compliant. Conscientiousness is made up of six scored

facets: competence, order, dutifulness, achievement striving, self-discipline and

deliberation.

The NEO-PI-R comprises 240 items on five point scales and norms allow results to

be summarised on five levels: very low, low, average, high and very high. Of all

those who have been administered the NEO-PI-R approximately 38% score average

(T=45-55), 24% score high (T=56-65), 24% in the low (T=35-44) and 7% score in the

very high range (T=66 or more) and 7% in the very low range (T=34 or lower).

Unlike the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory (Hathaway and McKinley

1983) there is no cut-off point separating those who have a trait from those who do

not. Costa and McCrae believe that being low or average on a scale can be as

informative as being high.

The development of the NEO-PI-R was conducted on two large longitudinal samples

and has been normed on 500 men and 500 woman in the United States. The
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instrument is generally found to measure intended constructs and includes internal

checks to screen out response biases, but like all personality measures it can be faked.

The NEO-PI-R meets established psychometric requirements including re-test

reliability. Internal consistencies for individual facet scales ranged from .56 to .81 in

self-reports and from .60 to .90 in observer ratings. These values are acceptable for

scales with only eight items. The 48-item domain scales have co-efficient aiphas

which ranged from .86 to .95. Three month test-retest coefficients were found to be

.79, .79, .80, .75 and .83 for the N, E, 0, A and C scales respectively (p<.001). Costa

and McCrae and Dye (1991) factored the 240 NEO-PI-R items and the five varimax-

rotated principal components corresponded with the five intended factors. Correlations

between the factor scores and the N, E, 0, A, and C domain scales were .91, .89, .95,

and .89. The NEO-PI-R Personality Inventory is in Appendix A-6.

5.9 Analytical Strategy

Verbatim notes recording subject narratives and responses to subsequent questions plus

notes documenting observed behaviours (i.e. expressed affect), were transcribed

immediately after each interview. Tape recordings of early cases (eight cases) were

used to assess the quality of note taking which was found to be satisfactory. Each

transcript was read and re-read many times to examine the constructions and meanings

drawn on by subjects and to isolate similarities and differences in what was being said

and observed (Cassell and Symon 1994). Recurring patterns in constructs and

repertoires were documented and cases re-assessed as patterns emerged allowing for

meaningful categories to be established. The presence of variables identified by

theory and used in the hypotheses was assessed in each case (e.g. very high, high,

mid, low, very low) or measured through selected scales (e.g. locus of control,

personality). Although the restricted size of the sample limited the testing of

hypotheses by statistical methods, tests were done where possible.
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5.10 Summary

The aim of this research design was to facilitate, in an unobtrusive manner, the open

discussion of significant past failures and to observe patterns in how people think and

talk about setbacks in their lives. Chapter 6 describes the accounts resulting from this

line of inquiry.
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Chapter 6 - Stories of Failure

6.1 Introduction

This chapter examines the 70 stories of failure in the study in order to present a

picture of the richness and variety of the recalled experiences and to assess their

qualities by subjecting them to classification. Fifty-six of these stories are accounts

of failure remembered by the 28 people in Phase 1, two stories from each person.

The other 14 are the stories of the accountant trainees in Phase 2 reflecting on their

failure of a senior level professional exam.

A descriptive account of stories from Phase 1 is provided and results of the

subsequent taxonomic analysis of these narratives is presented. Memory accessibility,

memory quality and associated affect are analyzed for both phases of the study to test

Hypotheses 1, 2 and 3 as outlined in Chapter 4. The recall of goals and expectations,

important variables in laboratory studies, are examined in the field.

6.2 What Do People Remember?

People remembered a varied assortment of failure experiences. Brief descriptions of

the 56 experiences recalled in Phase 1 are presented in the following table.

Table 6-1 Reported Failure Memories - Phase 1

1. Lawyer, City law firm - Rupert T.

Narrative 1: court case lost as a result of being misled by client

Narrative 2: unable to sell his historic house to a valued colleague

2. Derivatives Trader, Investment bank - Liz C.

Narrative 1: made mistake and found guilty of trading infraction

Narrative 2: failed to realize her husband was an alcoholic
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3. Trading Team Leader, Investment bank - Adam L.

Narrative 1: lost £1,000,000 in trading deal involving colleague

Narrative 2: not making it home the Christmas his father died

4. Airline Pilot, International carrier - Mark M.

Narrative 1: damaged 747 airliner in crash landing at Heathrow

Narrative 2: misjudged contractor and lost money on house refit project

5. Research Scientist, Genetic research laboratory - Joan G.

Narrative 1: unable to select a graduate assistant from candidates

Narrative 2: failed to secure a prestigious research grant

6. Electhcian, Major UK contractor - Trevor S.

Narrative 1: childhood memory of losing his kite at the beach

Narrative 2: made mistake on important job that caused serious delays

7. Opera singer - Barbara F.

Narrative 1: lost role to younger singer with less experience

Narrative 2: inability to complete project for upholstery course

8. Osteopath - Nigel W.

Narrative 1: failed to help patient who was experiencing pain

Narrative 2: inability to resolve relationship with alcoholic father

9. Operations/Strategic Planning Manager, International technology manufacturer

- George N.

Narrative 1: hockey team he coached lost important tournament

Narrative 2: failed at finding a new job in Hong Kong

10. Regional Personnel Manager, International accounting firm - Sabine H.

Narrative 1: important meeting which she helped plan did not succeed

Narrative 2: failure of relationship with her boyfriend
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11.	 Sales Manager, Consumer package goods company - Susanne M.

Narrative 1: mismanaged mortgage arrangements for new house

Narrative 2: unsuccessful in closing important client deal

12. Plant Manager/Engineer, UK manufacturing firm - Alan P.

Narrative 1: under-performed at a job interview

Narrative 2: failed to implement plan to turn around manufacturing plant

13. Aerobics Instructor/Personal trainer - Lee B.

Narrative 1: unable to deal with emotional incident in a class

Narrative 2: made a career choice that did not work out

14. Actor - David M.

Narrative 1: walked away from big part because of lack of confidence

Narrative 2: relationship with brother failed to meet expectations

15. Ballet Dancer - Elena D.

Narrative 1: rejected for dancing role by close colleague

Narrative 2: strategy failed to secure child's schooling

16. Police Detective, CII) - John J.

Narrative 1: unable to convict case where he had made the arrest

Narrative 2: failed to live up to his capabilities as a runner

17. Fashion Designer - Christine T.

Narrative 1: business partnership with sister-in-law collapsed

Narrative 2: failed to fit into Art College where she took her training

18. Chartered Accountant, International accounting firm - James E.

Narrative 1: trusted partner who damaged his reputation with client

Narrative 2: only person on his team to lose golf tournament
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19. Retail Store Manager, international retailer - Sherry F.

Narrative 1: unable to convince management team to deal with issue

Narrative 2: failed to cope with prestigious foreign job assignment

20. Golf Professional - Richard P.

Narrative 1: could not get insurance for 'fast' car due to previous charge

Narrative 2: played poorly at a regional tournament and was eliminated

21. School Teacher - Tony C.

Narrative 1: trip to United States with friends was a wasted opportunity

Narrative 2: unsuccessful in engaging his students in an assignment

22. Television Producer/Movie Maker - Charles L.

Narrative 1: project disaster that led him to get rid of business partner

Narrative 2: failure to realize ill wife's reaction to his absence

23. Competitive Swimmer - Bart W.

Narrative 1: new training strategy failed to produce results

Narrative 2: experienced a bad training session due to lack of discipline

24. Doctor/GP - Claire M.

Narrative 1: unable to get the job she wanted because of honesty

Narrative 2: man she was interested in was not interested in her

25. Entrepreneur, Design and manufacturing company - Robert C.

Narrative 1: partnership and friendship collapsed

Narrative 2: after five years has not yet finished renovating house

26. Artist/Painter - Gary H.

Narrative 1: failed to follow up lead for steady work

Narrative 2: unable to convince gallery partner to show his work
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27.	 Financial Administrator, National Health Service - Sophie R.

Narrative 1: two volunteer coordinators abandoned a charity she managed

Narrative 2: conflict with colleague at work endangered a project

28.	 Priest, Church of England - Paul G.

Narrative 1: failed to turn around a homeless boy he had helped

Narrative 2: misread family's reaction to funeral plans for AIDS victim

6.3 Taxonomy of the Stories

To enhance the generalisability of the findings, it was important that observed variance

be detected across a variety of recalled failures. It was reasoned that the selection of

diverse subjects for Phase 1 would ensure variance in the pool of memories to be

studied optimizing diversity within the frame. Four categories were selected by the

researcher to test taxonomic diversity in the sample of failure experiences. They were

selected on the grounds that lack of variance within these categories would likely limit

generalisability.

Work/Non-work Work failures are defined as events which are part of the work or

professional life of the subject. Non-work failures are those which deal with events

from the personal life of the individual.

Relationship/Task Relationship failures are defined as events for which the central

focus is an interpersonal failure. Task failures are characterized as failed projects

although they may involve relationships. The relative importance of the desired

outcome - a successful relationship or a successful task - is assessed by the researcher

and the failure assigned based on the subjects' emphasis in the narrative.

Private/Public Private failures are defined as events known only to the subject and

close intimates. A public failure is one in which a wider audience including non-

intimates was seen to be aware of the failure.
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Time Frame Time frame is the time period from which the memory came.

6.3.1 Work/Non-work Category

Table 6-2 Work/Non-work Distribution - Phase 1

Total = 56 Total	 Subjects Telling One	 Subjects Telling Two
Stories	 Story in Each Category Stories in One Category

Work	 36 (64%)	 20	 8

Non-Work 20 (36%)	 20	 0

Phase 1 comprises 56 stories of which 36 (64%) concerned work while 20(42%) were

about non-work. This distribution is the result of the researcher asking for the second

story to be from a different area of the person's life than the first story. However, in

eight cases (29%), both of the subjects' stories were work related. No subjects gave

two stories from the non-work category. The frequency of giving two work stories

was similar for men and women: three of 10 women gave two work stories (30%) and

five of 12 men (28%).

6.3.2 Relationship/Task Category

Table 6-3 Relationship/Task Distribution - Phase 1

Total = 56	 Total	 Subjects Telling One	 Subjects Telling Two
Stories	 Story in Each Category Stories in One Category

Relationship 12 (21%) 	 8	 2

Task	 44 (79%)	 8	 18

Of the 56 stories, 44 concerned tasks (79%) while 12 (2 1%) were about relationships.

Of the 26 people who provided task stories, 18 (69%) gave two of them. Subjects

recalling failures about interpersonal relationships tended to do so in one of the two

stories - only two of the 10 subjects who recalled relationship stories gave two of
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them. The relationship failures were reported as especially hurtful and were often told

as the second narrative, perhaps when the individual had grown to trust the

interviewer. One possible explanation for the smaller number of relationship failures

is that people simply experience fewer relationship than task failures or tend to

remember them less often. Another possibility lies in the difficulty of telling such

stories once remembered. Most individuals recounting relationship failures expressed

signs in voice and facial expression of being deeply upset, often using words such as

"devastated", "furious" and "deeply disappointed" to describe their feelings. Although

it cannot be known, more relationship failures may have been remembered by subjects

but withheld because they were too difficult to recount.

6.3.3 Private/Public Category

Table 6-4 Private/Public Disthbution - Phase 1

Total =	 Total	 Subjects Telling One 	 Subjects Telling Two
56	 Stories	 Story in Each Category Stories in One Category

Private	 13 (23%)	 13	 0

Public	 43 (77%)	 13	 15

There were 13 (23%) private stories and 43 (77%) public stories. No one offered two

private stories.

6.3.4 Time Frame Category

Table 6-5 Time Frame Distribution - Phase 1

Total = 56	 Total	 Subjects Telling One	 Subjects Telling Two
Stories	 Story in Each Category Stones in One Category_j

<6 months 15 (27%)	 11	 2

6 months to 27 (48%) 	 17	 5
3 years	 __________ _______________________ _______________________

> 3 years	 14 (25%)	 10	 2
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Of the 56 stories, 15 (27%) happened less than 6 months ago, 27 (48%) happened

between six months to three years ago and 14 (25%) were more than three years ago.

The dominant pattern was for subjects to tell their two failure stories from different

periods.

6.4 Memory Accessibility

Hypothesis 1: Memories of non-trivial failures will be readily accessible.

Eighteen of 28 subjects in Phase 1 were able to recall the first failure memory within

10 to 15 seconds after hearing the eliciting question. Seven subjects took a minute

or two and three individuals struggled for three to five minutes before beginning their

stories. The longest time needed to recall a failure memory was by the engineer, Alan

P., who took five minutes before beginning his first narrative. Time taken to access

second memories followed a similar pattern to the first; however, those subjects who

initially took the longest time required less time to begin recounting their second

failure.

While subjects tried to find a memory to talk about the researcher remained silent and

did not assist them. When asked for more information e.g. "What kind of story do

you want?", which happened in 12 cases, the researcher repeated the memory eliciting

question.

Four initial memories did not meet the established criteria (three lacked agency, one

was trivial) and subjects were asked to come up with another story. When eliciting

the second memory this happened twice, both times because the second story was very

similar to the first. Only one subject, the electrician Trevor S., had to start again for

both memories. All subjects were able to produce a memory that met the criteria on

second attempt.
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The evidence from Phase 1 of the study supports Hypothesis 1 that memories of non-

trivial failures are readily accessible from memory.

When Sabine H. the regional personnel manager, first heard the memory eliciting

question, she nodded and appeared about to speak. She halted before saying anything,

spent a few more seconds thinking and then recounted the story of a meeting she had

planned that went wrong. Her second failure memory was a deeply hurtful one of a

personal relationship that had ended six months earlier. She later confessed to having

remembered it first.

"I thought of this when you first asked me but didn't think it appropriate to
tell, it's sort of personal ... but I might as welL" (told as second memory)

It is possible that by this stage in the interview her trust had grown enough to confide

this private failure.

Although the researcher cannot know for sure, the facial expressions and body

language of other subjects suggested that a number of painful memories were

remembered in the interview but were not revealed. There were, on the other hand,

some memories that appeared easily recounted because they were well-worn stories

regularly told by the subjects. The trading team leader, working in a large investment

bank, admitted this.

"I often tell this story to new recruits when they come in, to show them even
experienced people can make mistakes."

Several subjects also told stories that had a patently scripted feel about them. This

does not diminish the significance of these failures, on the contrary, they may be

especially meaningful past events to those who recount them.

Reiser, Black and Abelson (1985) conducted experiments suggesting that memories

are organized in terms of contexts and have links with one another. Evidence of this

was found when several subjects while recounting one failure story involuntarily

remembered another event. These "pop up" memories, which people claimed to never

think about or to have forgotten, caught subjects by surprise.
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The most intriguing instance of this was Sherry F., the retail store manager. At the

end of her story of how she had failed to cope with a new job in Brussels, which she

described as "the most painful thing that has happened in my life", Sherry suddenly

blurted out that she had been held at knife point as a hostage in a store robbery. The

robbery event and the Brussels job were separated by a period of two years. Visibly

shaken and embarrassed by the strong emotions generated as a result of this

unexpected recollection "popping into my head", she said that she had totally blocked

the event from her mind until that moment.

Disturbing emotions are the common factor between these "pop-up" memories and the

memories of failure. This gives credence to Brown and Kulik (1977) and Bogen's

(1975) contention that some memories may be stored in association with one another

in an affect based system accessed by emotion rather than by cognitive script.

6.5 Memory Quality

Hypothesis 2: Memories of non-trivial failures will be rich in descriptive detail,

significant to the individual and will be remembrances of discrete events that

were reported to have caused surprise.

Pillemer, Rinehart and White (1986) conducted a study which demonstrated that

emotional memories from transitional periods in life were highly accessible. They

asked first year students to recall memories from their first year at college and later

extended their study by asking alumni two, 12, and 22 years out from college to recall

four memories from that first year experience. Subjects were asked to rate how

intense their emotions had been when the event had occurred, how surprised they had

been and the impact of the event on their lives.

They found most people recollected events associated with emotional experiences and

that the two best predictors of clarity of memory were emotional intensity and

perceived life impact. These conclusions corroborated earlier work by memory
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researchers Robinson (1980) and Linton (1982). In laboratory experiments Robinson

found emotional intensity to be positively correlated with memory vividness.

Of the 70 recollections of failure examined in Phases 1 and 2 of this study, 65

memories were accompanied by subject reports that the event came as a surprise to

them. Four memories were reported to be only mildly surprising and only one

memory was deemed not surprising. This makes sense given that failure is not

something one commonly expects to happen.

On learning at the courtroom door that a client had lied to him, Rupert T. the lawyer

exclaimed "I was in total disbelief." His heart set on driving a new sports car, the

golf professional reported his shock at discovering he could not afford the necessary

insurance - "My reaction was this is outrageous. I didn't believe it at the time. I was

surprised!". A memory of an athletic failure from decades past recalled by police

detective John J. still captures the strong sense of surprise - "I was really pissed off

about it - well even before that I felt disbelief. I felt certain I had run the race. I was

ahead up until the last 60 metres and then two boys came flying by me. I was

surprised! I couldn't believe it!"

With few exceptions, recollections of failure were told by subjects in vivid detail. The

average length of time to tell a story unprompted by question was 20 minutes.

Twenty-two of the 56 narratives in Phase 1 took the subjects over 40 minutes to

recount. Level of clarity and detail in the collection of stories was uniformly high.

The level of clarity and detail provided by the accountant trainees was exceptionally

high. Jeremy M. told his experience of failing his accounting exams in such detail

that it took him over 60 minutes.

"I went for the paper at Charing Cross. That day I was working away from
London and didn't get home until 8:00. My brother came around and we took
the train up to the station. It was half 10 when the paper came out. When I
didn't see my name I was in a state of shock. I called my mother from the
station. She was in on this with me. I just said 'Sorry'."
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Many subjects were able to recount minute details related to their failures such as

specific locations and times. Alan P. the engineer provided an example of this.

"Afterwards I was a little uncertain but thought there was a chance (of getting
the job). A week later I got a letter saying 'no'. I can remember it was a
Wednesday or Thursday and I had to catch a train to go the dentist in town."

In reconstructing their failures, participants frequently reported what they and other

people had said. Arriving home after the upsetting experience of crashing a 747

airliner on a Heathrow runway, pilot Mark M. related a conversation he had with his

supervisor.

"I was tired when I got home and worried what was going to happen even
though I knew what was going to happen. I called the flight manager from
home and the first thing he said was 'Is everyone alright?'. When I told him
'yes', then he said 'That's the important thing'."

In order to test if the failure event was more well remembered than other events from

the same time period the researcher asked subjects to describe what they had done the

day before or after the event or to recall what was going on during that week.

Subjects having related a failure memory in detail had only a vague recollection or no

recall at all of what was happening around the time of the event.

The evidence in the verbatim accounts as to the importance of these failures memories

to the lives of subjects was overwhelming. The oldest memory reported was that of

electrician Trevor S. who to his own reported surprise recalled the childhood

experience of experimenting with a kite against his father's wishes. The outcome was

that the kite flew away and his father was forced to chase down the beach treading

on irate sunbathers. Trevor and his family holidayed at this particular seaside resort

for 10 years and yet he reported to be frustrated by hardly remembering anything

about it. In discussing the recollection he described it as the first time he purposely

rebelled against his father.

"I only have two memories of that favourite family resort - the church and this
incident with the kite."
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Most reported recollections do not have the implied psychological significance of

Trevor's case. Nigel W. an osteopath relates his genuine concern for a patient he had

little success in helping.

"1 have a journey on the train of an hour and use this time to process and
reflect on difficult cases. I would have spent several journeys thinking about
her."

Gary H., is a quiet soft spoken painter with a studio in west end London. His second

failure memory concerns a gallery showing that fell through at the last moment. He

blames himself for not being able to impress one of the partners of the gallery with

the merits of his work when she visited him. The showing would have been an

excellent opportunity to present his paintings. Gary is a man of few words and the

significance of this disappointment came through not so much in what he said but in

the way in which he said it.

"I discussed it with my wife and fellow artists, not for advice, but to share my
frustration with the disappointment."

The evidence from both the Phase 1 and Phase 2 cases supports Hypothesis 2 that

memories of non-trivial failure are rich in detail, include reports of surprise and are

likely to be remembrances of discrete events that have meaning for the individual.

6.6 Reported and Observed Affect

Hypothesis 3: Memories of non-trivial failure will correspond with high levels

of negative affect. These feelings will be associated with heightened levels of

expressed anxiety.

Participants in Phase 1 and Phase 2 were asked how they felt at the time the recalled

event took place and what their feelings were about it now. Often these proved to be

redundant questions because individuals had already reported their emotions in the

telling of their stories.
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In addition to subjects' self-reports of feelings the researcher carefully observed the

behaviour of the participants during the interview noting any emotional expression in

facial expression or body movement.

Table 6-6 Reported Affect "At the Time" in the Narratives (Verbatim) - Phase 1

Case	 Narrative 1	 Narrative 2

1	 angry, humiliated	 disappointed, disillusioned

2	 total surprise, disbelief, insulted	 naive, betrayal, revulsion

3	 angry, stupid, surprised	 sad, extreme disappointment

4	 embarrassed, worried	 angry and stupid

5	 unsettled, concerned, incomplete	 negatively struck, angry

6	 upset, worried	 sick, annoyed at myself

7	 angry, deeply disappointed	 discouraged, a fool

8	 awkward, embarrassed	 sadness, regret and anger

9	 disappointed, upset	 really disappointed

10	 disappointed, very flat	 devastated, sadness

11	 annoyed, frustrated, angry	 annoyed

12	 pissed off with myself	 absolute frustration

13	 disappointed, unhappy, deflated 	 disappointed

14	 infuriated, a nervous wreck	 sadness, disappointment

15	 very angry, insulted	 anxious and angry

16	 anger with some guilt	 pissed off, disbelief

17	 devastated, angry, resentful 	 sad

18	 furious	 pissed off, angry

19	 frustrated, unresolved	 devastated, shock, surprise

20	 disbelief, surprise, angry	 unhappy with self

21	 frustration, resignation	 angry and annoyed

22	 angry, resigned, betrayed 	 gutted, worried, surprised

23	 disappointed	 bad - in my body

24	 very angry, very cross, sad	 hurt
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Case	 Narrative 1	 Narrative 2

25	 angry, hurt, very low, gutted	 pissed off

26	 mild regret	 angry and hurt

27	 let down, angry	 absolutely furious and sad

28	 frustration and anger	 very angry, upset

The accountants in Phase 2 of the study reported strong feelings upon learning of their

failures. Lack of success at final level professional exams has serious career

consequences so evidence of strong emotions might be expected. The two individuals

who "referred" (partially failed) - cases 5 and 14 - report a different affective reaction

than those designated in the language of the accountancy profession as "clear failures".

Table 6-7 Reported Affect "At the Time" in the Narratives (Verbatim) - Phase 2

Case Failure of Professional Exam

1	 depressed then intense anger

2	 depressed, sad

3	 angry, what a waste!

4	 depressed and angry, very disappointed

5	 satisfied that I got the result I deserved

6	 angry

7	 depressed, angry

8	 shock, disbelief, anger

9	 depressed, very disappointed, guilty

10	 shock, devastated

11	 despair and anger

12	 very upset, depressed, worried

13	 bad, angry with myself, upset

14	 relieved, mixed feelings
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Twelve of the 28 people in Phase 1 broke down in tears in the interview, five of the

14 accountants. This included men and women. As past disappointments were

reviewed, voices cracked, faces flushed and bodies shifted nervously. David M. the

actor and Charles L. the television producer jumped up and aggressively paced the

floor for the last hour of their interviews. Most participants told their stories staring

off into space rarely returning to eye contact with the researcher. The intensity of

expressed emotion surrounding these memories of things gone wrong was strong.

"I felt like hitting him!" - Paul 0. priest Church of England (on being
disappointed by a 'rent-boy' he helped)

"I hurt and smart over this." - Robert C. entrepreneur (on breaking up with his
business partner)

"I was furious. I was ready to resign. I was gutted that it (a private memo)
had been let Out. I thought this was a shambles. I felt let down and
disillusioned that some goon (the managing partner on the job) could have
done this." - James E. chartered accountant (on learning that a memo critical
of the client had been leaked)

The interview was structured to allow participants time to "cool off' and compose

themselves after first recounting how they "felt at the time" and before they

commented on how they "felt now". Between these two reports of affect, questions

were asked about attribution and a pencil and paper attribution scale was completed

by all participants. Responses to the question "How do you feel about it now" often

proved inconsistent with observed behaviour. Whilst saying they were "philosophical

about it now" or that "it doesn't bother me any more" many subjects were red-faced

and reported this present acceptance with shaky voices.

Aerobics Instructor, Lee B. recalls the memory of a class he taught the night before

his interview.

"I thought it was going to be one of the best ones I've taught and it turned out
to be one of the worst ... I was in a bad mood for most of the class and most
of the evening."

As soon as he began the story it was evident from his facial expression and body

language that he was upset. He raised his voice, his face and neck flushed and his
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tone was filled with anger and yet he reported in response to the question "How do

you feel about it now":

"I went to bed last night and forgot about it. Now I am fine, there is no trace
of last night's emotion."

The numerous examples of inconsistency between what was said about present

feelings and the observed visible behaviour led the researcher to question the

reliability of this particular self-report. As a result, affective response as reported in

this study focuses primarily on reports of feelings "at the time" rather than "present

feelings". Recalled memories are, at least in part, a reconstruction in present time

(Conway 1990) and it may be an artificial distinction to separate emotional responses

into "then" and "now" categories. Nigro and Neisser (1983) observed that when an

autobiographical memory is recalled, individuals maintain the perspective they had at

the time of the experience. This research suggests that in the case of affectively

charged memories present feelings and past feelings may be intertwined. This

suggests that it is difficult to obtain through self-report a history of a subject's feelings

over time concerning a particular event.

The language used by subjects to describe their emotions was often imprecise. Many

people used a combination of words such as anger, frustration and annoyance to

describe how they felt. Subjects rarely reported single discrete emotions but rather

a mix of affect - "I was angry and humiliated", "I was sad and angry and regretful".

Experimental work by Weiner (1979, 1985, 1986) and others contend that subjects

have distinct affective reactions (anger, sadness, guilt) associated with perceived lack

of effort or lack of ability. This study provides evidence that affect as reported in the

field is rarely discretely delineated. It is possible that the scales and questions used

by attributionists force laboratory subjects to report their feelings in an overly

categorised manner.

Subjects in the pilot study were able to express their feeling with language but rarely

in a succinct manner and because of this scales measuring affect were not used in this

research. Phrases such as "pissed off', "gutted" and "devastated" were found to be

tightly packed expressions for a range of emotional responses. When asked what they

122



meant many people found it difficult, even frustrating to try and define them. It is

possible that affective scales might have helped people to express themselves more

clearly; however, the effort required to complete these scales would have disturbed the

rapport of the interview.

A simple taxonomy may be helpful in shedding light on the categories of emotional

responses expressed by participants.

Table 6-8 Key Emotional Responses Reported in the Narratives - Phase 1 and 2

Self-Consciousness Anxiety Anger 	 Sadness	 Shame

embarrassed	 worried angry	 sad	 guilty
confused frustrated disappointed a fool

annoyed	 disillusioned
infuriated discouraged
pissed off resigned
furious	 despair
resentful	 gutted
very cross depressed
let down

Anger is by far the emotion most associated with recalled failure memories (Nasby

and Yando 1982). People frequently remember setbacks that have made them angry

and remember them vividly.

Table 6-9 Number of Key Emotional Responses Reported in the Narratives - Phase 1

Total Self-Consciousness Anxiety Anger Sadness Shame

74	 4	 6	 38	 22	 4

Note: Subjects could report more than one emotional response.

Table 6-10 Number of Key Emotional Responses Reported in the Narratives - Phase 2
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Sadness was the second most reported affect among the subjects. In Phase 2 of the

study, with the exception of the two accountant trainees who partially failed, the

remaining 12 reported symptoms of depression as their immediate reaction on first

hearing the bad news.

The evidence supports Hypothesis 3 that non-trivial failure is associated with elevated

levels of negative affect.

6.7 Goals and Expectations

It was reasoned that subjects' responses to a remembered failure would be influenced

by their perceptions of the unattained goals (e.g. type, importance, level of difficulty).

Recall of goals were accessed in Phase 1 and 2 by noting any spontaneous references

to goals in the narratives and after each story subjects were asked a number of goal

related questions:

"What were you trying to achieve? What were your expectations at the time?
Did these goals influence the way things went?"

Expectancy theory (Vroom 1964), control theory (Carver and Scheier 1981, Lord and

Hanges 1987) and self-regulation theory (Bandura 1991) emphasise the importance of

goals and expectations in relationship to success and failure. In these theories goals

are the standard used to judge progress. They allow the individual to determine if

they are failing and how much needs to be done to achieve the "hoped for" outcome.

Surprisingly, subjects had difficulty in describing their goals at the time of the failure.

Many had to stop and take time to think about what is was they were trying to

accomplish. Several said in a confused tone "Isn't it obvious" suggesting that the goal

was self-evident.

The most common response was a rationally simplistic goal, low on detail, such as the

following examples: "To win the case and get costs", "I wanted to get the job", "My

goal was to land safely", "My goal was simply to drive it", "Make money". As might
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be expected, every subject in Phase 2 said that their goal was to pass the exam. A 

few individuals in Phase 1 said they felt that their goals might have been too 

ambitious. Most reported that their goals "were fine" and were not the cause of their 

failures. 

" ... the goals were good - it was their (her colleagues) behaviour" - Sophie R. 
NHS administrator 

"No, my goals didn't have anything to do with it" - Claire M. doctor 

"Goals had no role" - Gary H. artist 

"The goals are fine - they don't have anything to do with it really." - Sherry 
F. retail store manager 

Although one cannot be sure, the researcher saw facial expressions and body language 

that suggested people were trying to "think up" an appropriate answer. Cues pointed 

to the possibility of subjects reconstructing a rational answer on the spot. The first 

failure memory of Sabine H. regarding a business meeting gone wrong provides some 

evidence of this. 

"Perhaps we were too vague for the partners ... it (the goal) was not concrete 
... it could have been a more concrete outcome. Given that, it was probably 
unrealistic for me to be disappointed." 

In her second story, when she answers the question about whether goals influenced 

that way things went Sabine says: 

"I don't think so ... although it is conceivable." 

The central focus of subjects' free-flowing narratives in both Phases of the study was 

on the strong emotions surrounding the events and the associated criticism of 

themselves and others. Rarely did individuals use event-related goals or expectations 

to explain the failure. Subjects' prior expectations are embodied in the failed outcome 

and it is the failed outcome that is being remembered. 

Research from a range of theoretical orientations, including self-regulation theory, 

portray the individual as a careful monitor of his/her own performance, measuring it 

against a standard or goal to make adjustments to behaviour. Substantial experimental 
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evidence shows expectations play a significant role in the behaviour of subjects

participating in an event where success and failure are possible outcomes. This may

be because they are involved in a proximal real-time experience where the goals are

typically clear and given (e.g solving a puzzle, doing well on a test).

In learning from memory, one is participating in the experience of remembering an

event one participated in. Things which may have been important "at the time" such

as event-related goals and expectations do not appear to be highly durable over time.

Rather it is deeper more primitive reactions, such as emotional response and self-

criticism, that appear to be the more well preserved aspects of personal failure. It is

these responses that are linked with the common goal stated or implied by most

subjects - the goal of preventing a similar failure from ever happening again.

6.8 Summary

Theory arguing that personally meaningful events charged with emotion and having

an element of surprise are likely to be remembered in vivid detail was confirmed by

this study. The results support Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3 that individuals can readily

access failure memories and that these memories are a rich and well preserved source

of experience.

The 56 memories accessed in Phase 1 of the study represents a diverse sample of

recollections from both work and non-work domains and includes: relationship and

task, public and private and recent and distant past failures.

While the affective responses to failure, particularly anger and sadness, are well

remembered and play a central role in the unfolding of failure stories, the goals and

expectations directly related to the event play a less important role. Given the

importance of goals and expectations in experimental studies on failure, this was not

expected and may suggest that some aspects of failures are remembered better than

others.
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The question of how individuals interpret what they do remember about their failures

is the subject of the next chapter where two key theory-based responses to failure,

self-regulation and attribution of cause, are examined.
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Chapter 7 - Making Sense of Failure

7.1 Introduction

The goal of this chapter is to trace the process by which individuals in the sample

assigned meaning to their failure recollections to see if generalisations can be made

about the interpretive process. Subjects' responses were examined to determine their

aim and nature.

Prior studies present evidence that people interpret both negative and positive event

outcomes. Two central theories focusing on sense-making response to failure are self-

regulation theory (Bandura 1991, Carver and Scheier 1981, Kanfer and Hagerman

1981, Kuhi 1992) and causal attribution theory (Weiner 1985, Wong and Weiner

1981). Self-regulation responses were found in the pilot study and attribution is the

most established theory in this area and supported by many empirical studies.

Although these two theoretical constructs differ in their focus (Chapter 2), there is

strong intuitive appeal to the notion that how one responds to failure is linked to how

one assigns cause for that failure. The possible relationship between self-regulation

and attribution is tested in Hypothesis 4.

7.2 Responding to Failure

Failure can threaten self-esteem and ego (Kernis et a! 1989, Miller 1976), may be

viewed as inconsistent with self-concept (Nicholls 1984) and arouse strong negative

affect (Ashford and Cummings 1983). These and other studies portray failure as a

dissonance producing experience which acts to arouse anxiety. Observation of and

comments from the participants in this study confirmed the link between failure and

heightened levels of anxiety. In recalling and reviewing past failures people showed
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overt signs of being upset and many reported to still feel "hurt", "angry", "gutted",

"pissed off" and "devastated" by the experience.

Differing theoretical perspectives in the literature converge in their contention that

individuals strive to reduce anxiety and pain, through some form of interpretive

response, which may lead to subsequent adjustment in behaviour (Chapter 2). As

Kegan (1982) points outs, the disturbances of life direct us "to the most human of

'regions' between an event and a reaction to it - the place where the event is privately

composed, made sense of, the place where it actually becomes an event for that

person." (p. 2)

The individuals in this study did try to make sense of their remembered failures.

Without the prompt of supplementary questioning by the researcher, subjects in Phases

1 and 2 made interpretations of their failure outcomes in 65 of 70 narratives. In five

stories, recounted by four subjects, only the historical sequence of events was reported

with no accompanying interpretation. With the prompt of subsequent questions by the

researcher all but one of the participants gave meaning, typically including a report

of "learning", to both recalled failures. The exception was Sabine H. who had

difficulty assigning meaning to her second story of a relationship gone wrong as it

remains unresolved. "That is what is difficult about this. I can't explain it, make

sense of it. I guess that's the reason I can't get over it."

Despite efforts to minimise cues and allow people to interpret events using their own

constructs it is likely the request for "a story" and subsequent questioning prompted

some of this interpretive response. One cannot assume that individuals would interpret

failure recollections to the same degree on their own as they do when talking to

others.

Elaborate explanations were an integral part of many narratives which suggests

subjects may have tried to analyse and interpret these failures in the past. It is

unknown which parts of failure interpretations expressed by subjects were accessed

from memory having been formulated in prior rehearsals and which parts were
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constructed as the individual told the story. What is known is that when subjects

recalled and talked about their past failures they spontaneously offered interpretations

of the event.

7.3 Causal Reasoning or Self-regulation?

A prerequisite to explaining similarities and differences in interpretation of personal

failures is to determine the process(es) these interpretations serve. Theory points to

the processes of self-regulation and of attribution. Both operate on the principle that

self-assessment of failure (and success) improves chances of success on subsequent

goals, the present experience informing the future intent.

According to Bandura (1991) a self-regulating person uses outcome information to

adjust goals and self-incentives (self-reward/self-punishment) motivating him or herself

towards the attainment of the goal. It is a motivational model in which individuals

are their own seif-motivators. Bandura acknowledges the role of attribution at the

outcome assessment stage; however, the self-regulating individual is driven primarily

by a goal or rather the positive self-evaluation stemming from moving towards a goal.

Cognition plays a more important role in attribution than in self-regulation. In this

process the person reacts to an outcome by asking "Why did this happen?" or more

precisely "What is the cause?". Under attribution theory different perceived causes

(e.g. internal/external) trigger different emotions which in turn influence subsequent

behaviour towards goal attainment. Weiner's theory (1974, 1985) is based on the

underlying assumption that people are driven by the need to understand and find out

why an event has occurred.

Attribution and self-regulation theories have been developed and tested by many

experiments in which the attainment of the event-related goal e.g. successfully solving

a puzzle or test, is still a possibility. The common focus of the research is of an "on-

going" experience.
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In the case of failure memories the attainment of the event-related goal is no longer

a possibility. The event is over and completed. For most subjects, the event which

they reflected upon in the present occurred six months to three years ago, in one case

twenty years in the past. The outcomes of these historical events were decided long

ago, they are no longer "on-going" and the final failure judgement is inherent in the

memory itself.

This study argues that individuals reflecting on past failures are motivated primarily

by the need to reduce the anxiety resulting from the review of the painful event rather

than by an outcome goal. The evidence to be reviewed suggests that this reduction

in anxiety is more often brought about through a self-regulatory process than an

attributional one.

7.4 Controlling the Future by Controlling the Past

Subjects did identify a future goal - the goal of preventing similar painful events from

happening in the future. This was expressed in direct statements and inferred in

statements made about the utility of reviewing failures. Future failure prevention

goals were found in 52 of the 56 failures examined in Phase 1 and in all of the

accountant trainee cases.

"Being disqualified now makes me more careful in the blocks" - Bait W.
competitive swimmer

"As I do more of this (graduate student selection) I will get better. If I can't
be certain I will say no - it is better than making mistakes. I will probably be
more selective next time and interview fewer candidates." - Joan G. scientist

"I wised up to the pitfalls. Be more careful with whom you work. Be more
careful on the business side. I remember this event when I get warned of
upcoming money problems." - Charles L. television producer

Four subjects told a story in which they expressed only passive regret (Gilovich and

Medvec 1994) with no inferences or statements focusing on the future prevention of
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similar events and minimal reported learning. Strong expressions of sadness

accompanied these narratives.

"I learned the way he responded (what he does in a circumstance) ... You can't
control others lives. It can go wrong so easily." - Paul G. priest on learning
a rent-boy he tried to help let him down

"There is always going to be someone more capable than you. Someone
faster, someone with that extra inch." - John J. CD detective reflecting on his
experience in competitive running

Most subjects were determined to "never let something like this ever happen again".

Although crashing another plane, failing another set of exams or underperforming in

another job interview continue to be future possibilities for these individuals, they are

possibilities people appear unwilling to tolerate.

The more subjects talked about what they had learned and how these lessons would

prevent them from having similar failures in the future the less anxiety they showed

in their facial expressions, body movements and voice quality. People appeared to

make themselves feel better by stating that having reviewed a bad experience they

now knew something which gave them greater control over future events.

A possible precondition to believing one has control over a particular future event, e.g.

preventing failure at a job interview, is the belief that one had some control over this

type of event in the past. Langer (1983) argues that the need for control or the

"illusion of control" is "so important a factor in human life that it is experienced even

in situations that clearly appear to be chance-determined" (p. 24).

There was evidence of this strong need for control in cases of individuals practising

what Henslin (1967) and Goffman (1967) label "magical thinking". Magical thinking

occurs when the need for control is so strong people believe that by doing something

in their control, ie. "touch wood", they can somehow influence totally unrelated

events. Francesca I., accountant trainee, says she walks up stairs a certain way and

closes her drapes a certain way when she wants to enhance the probability of

something happening. She admits this is silly but says she needs to do it. Diana R.
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provides a further example of the magical thinking used by several of the accountant

trainees, the notion that "if I say and believe that I failed an exam then I will pass".

"I came Out of 0 levels and A levels and thought I had failed. I told my
mother that I had failed Geography and I got an 'A'. I always feel that I have
no chance. No one believes that it is actually this way for me so I don't tell
people. I really believe that I fail each time. I used to wear a cross to exams
but not any more because last time it didn't work."

Kelley (1971) argued that desire for control is in part responsible for the introduction

of biases into people's explanations. In addition to expressions of magical thinking,

this control enhancing bias can be seen in subjects' willingness to assume some

responsibility for past failures, even if unlikely, in order to serve their strong need to

believe that such failures can be prevented in the future.

7.5 Negative Self-reaction

Assuming responsibility for past failures was accomplished by most subjects through

what Bandura's theory calls negative self-reaction. Self-reaction is defmed as the

initial and varied reaction to outcomes. Negative self-reaction results from task failure

or setback and takes the form of self-censure or self-criticism. Negative self-reaction

was expressed in every story in Phase 1 and 2 with the exception of one case, the

accountant trainee who failed his exams because of being distracted by noise.

"What a fool I was" - Barbara F. opera singer

"I was stupid - you hear all the stories and yet you are still taken in." - Mark
M. pilot

"It was a short term approach ... I never did it properly. It was a shot-gun
approach. I knew better!" - George N. planning manager

"You don't want to be an ass but by trying not to be you end up being one." -
Richard P. golf professional

"I was too emotional. I should have seen things more objectively before but
it was just too difficult for me to acknowledge." - Robert C. entrepreneur
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The quality of self-censure can be seen in the statements above. It is primarily an

affect-charged response to failure which takes the form of a self-chastisement in which

an element of blame is assumed by the individual. Subjects called themselves

derogatory names such as "stupid", "childish" and "thoughtless". Most subjects

expressed this self-criticism in an emotional manner, a minority appeared to be making

a more distanced observation. The phrase "I should have" was commonly associated

with the negative self-reaction response and some subjects may have been punishing

themselves through a process of recurring regret.

One possible source of bias which could explain this strong presence of negative self-

reaction is the selection criterion of agency used to screen the narratives. For

narratives to be included in the study, the subject needed to express some degree of

assumed responsibility in their account of the failure event, even if small. Three

individuals (Phase 1) revealed a complete lack of agency in their first stories and were

asked to recall another story, all of which had agency. If the researcher's questions

probing for agency somehow cued these subjects as to the importance of the agency

criterion, this could possibly affect a maximum of six stories. In the other 50

narratives in Phase 1 subjects had no way of knowing that agency was a essential

criterion and each contained clear expressions of negative self-reaction. In Phase 2

of the study all of the accountant trainees, with the exception of the one individual

distracted by noise, were critical of themselves for failing. For subjects in this study

the process of remembering and talking about a failure almost always included the

expression of self-criticism.

7.6 Pain, Self-reaction, Prevention

Negative self-reaction is the middle step in a three step negative self-regulation

sequence followed by most subjects in this study. The first step in the process being

the pain and anxiety response evoked by the recollection of failure. This affective

response was typically followed by a negative self-reaction which acted as a source

of negative motivation, the "stick" used by subjects to make themselves "learn". The
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last step in the process and the overall goal is prevention through learning in which

adaptive strategies are developed to minimise future failures.

Figure 7-1 Negative Self-regulation Response

Failure recollection ---* pain/negative affective response --4 negative
self-reaction ---p prevention through learning

In this suggested model negative self-reaction acts in a self-regulatory process to allow

the individual to endow the failure with some purpose, some meaning so it can be

useful in the future. It is unlikely that this is a straightforward linear process model

but one which varies by individual. Parts of the process may precede others or occur

simultaneously because they have been evoked in prior rehearsals and imported into

the process along with the memory.

7.7 Source of Negative Self-reaction

The existence of negative self-reaction in the recollected stories raises a central

question - are subjects remembering a painful event and punishing themselves at the

time of remembering or do they maintain a mental library of self-critical memories?

The theoretical perspective of personal control (Langer 1975, Burger and Cooper

1979) would favour the former possibility, suggesting the emotions aroused by failure

memories are so disturbing that the unpleasant act of criticising oneself is the price

paid to gain cognitive control over them. If this is the case, self-criticism would takes

place in present-time as the failure memory is being reconstructed.

On the other hand, the self-regulation point of view would likely argue that people

maintain a collection of negative memories to use as negative self-motivators or

"sticks" in a self-regulatory process. This means that failures are stored as purposeful
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punishments and are not simply painful recollections evoking self-critical responses.

The question of whether self-criticism is a real-time response or a stored phenomenon,

or perhaps both, is intriguing but unfortunately one that cannot be answered by this

or any other study.

7.8 Level of Negative Self-reaction and Causal Reasoning

Weiner (1974, 1985) argues that outcomes first produce "outcome dependent affect".

In the case of failure, Weiner (1979) describes this as "a generalised feeling of

uncheerfulness, displeasure and upset" (p. 1211) which corresponds to the first step

in the interpretation sequence outlined above (Figure 7-1). According to the theory

this initial affective response triggers the individual to attribute cause. Weiner (1974,

1985) and others found subjects were able to assign cause for outcome following this

initial affective reaction to failure (outcome dependent affect) and similarly people in

the study could assign attribution when asked.

Causal attribution was assessed in three ways: recording spontaneous causal reasoning

in the stories, asking subjects why the failure had happened and administering a

Russell Causal Dimension Scale (1982) immediately after the telling of each story.

The Russell scale assesses perceptions of a specific situation in terms of locus of

causality (internal or external), stability, and controllability as defined by Weiner

(1985).

It was reasoned that levels of expressed self-criticism would be mirrored in attribution

measurements. Individuals with low internal attribution, those who hold luck or others

accountable for the failure would either not criticise themselves or criticise themselves

very little. Conversely those with high internal attribution scores would tend to

criticise themselves more severely. This was tested in Hypothesis 4.

Hypothesis 4: Level of expressed negative self-reaction in response to the act

of reviewing past failure will vary inversely with attribution. Subjects
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assigning more cause to external factors will express lower levels of negative

self-reaction. Subjects assigning more cause to internal factors will express

higher levels of negative self-reaction.

Expressed negative self-reaction was assessed for each of the 70 stories of failure in

the combined Phase 1 and 2 sample using two criteria: the frequency of self-critical

statements in individual narratives and the strength of expressed negative affect

accompanying these statements. Stories deemed as having high levels of self-criticism

contained many statements of negative self-reaction accompanied by strong

expressions of negative emotion directed at self. Stories deemed as having low levels

of self-criticism contained few statements of negative self-reaction and subjects

expressed weak negative emotions towards themselves.

Because there is no existing measure of negative self-reaction it was difficult to assess

narratives in which the level of reported self-criticism was neither clearly high or low.

To test Hypothesis 4 the researcher identified 12 stories from the collection of 70

narratives (nine from Phase 1, three from Phase 2) which were deemed to have the

highest level of self-criticism based on the above criteria and the 12 stories (nine from

Phase 1, three from Phase 2) which possessed the lowest level of expressed negative

self-reaction. Narratives were not ranked within the high and low partition. Because

subjects told two stories of failure a further criterion for selection was level of

expressed self-criticism in the alternative narrative. Individuals having clearly

opposing levels of self-reaction in their two accounts, ie. one story of high self-

reaction and one story of low self-reaction, were excluded. Two narratives were

excluded from the high partition, one for the low. An independent rater reviewed

subject narratives assessing level of negative self-reaction and the interrater reliability

for the high and low partition was .71. Mismatches were discussed and explored and

it was concluded that most were due to the written transcripts being a less rich source

of information for the rater than the combination of direct observation (i.e. seeing

subjects express affect) and transcript data available to the researcher,Subjects in the

higMow partition are listed in Appendix A-8.
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Attribution subscales of internal/external, stability and controllability as measured by

the Russell Causal Dimension Scale (1982) are presented in Tables 7-1 and 7-2 for

those failure stories categorised as having the highest and lowest levels of self-

criticism.

7.8.1 Results - Level of Negative Self-reaction and Causal Reasoning

Table 7-1 Comparison of Locus of Causality Scores of High and Low Self-Reaction

High Self-Reaction	 Low Self-Reaction

Case	 Locus Score Case	 Locus Score

Actor	 26	 Artist	 23

Opera Singer	 21	 Accountant Trainee 	 21

Accountant Trainee	 20	 Accountant Trainee	 20

Accountant Trainee	 20	 Accountant Trainee 	 20

Accountant Trainee	 20	 Engineer	 17

Dancer	 19	 Priest	 16

Oper. Planning Mgr	 18	 Fashion Designer	 16

Doctor OP	 17	 Sales Manager	 10

Entrepreneur	 9	 Aerobics Instructor	 10

TV Producer	 7	 Scientist	 6

Derivatives Trader 	 7	 NHS Administrator 	 6

Airline Pilot	 3	 Teacher	 5

Mean	 15.6	 Mean	 14.2

Standard Deviation	 6.9	 Standard Deviation 	 6.2

Median	 18.5	 Median	 16.0

t-test	 0.5

t(005)df22 = 1.72
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Table 7-2 Comparison of Stability and Controllability Scores of High and Low Self-

Reaction

MHigh	 MLow
Self-	 Self-
Reaction s.d. Median Reaction s.d. Median	 t

Stability	 11.8	 6.5	 12.0	 12.3	 5.5	 11.5	 0.20

Controllability	 17.0	 5.4	 18.0	 18.3	 4.8	 16.5	 0.60

t(OOS)df22 = 1.72

Comparing expressed negative self-reaction in 24 case studies in which the level of

negative self-reaction was either clearly high or low with causal attribution measures

revealed a mixed picture. In some cases low self-criticism was associated with low

internal attribution of cause (e.g. Sophie R. NHS administrator, Tony C. teacher) and

similarly high self-criticism was associated with high internal attribution (e.g. David

M. actor, George N. operations planning manager). There were an equal number of

cases which revealed the opposite (e.g. Gary H., artist, Robert C., entrepreneur).

Contrary to expectation no significant relationship could be found between level of

negative self-reaction and assignment of attribution as measured by the Russell scale.

This lack of association was also revealed in the narratives themselves. There a

number of stories where strong self-criticism co-exists with clear external attribution.

Ballet dancer Elena D., a Catholic, describes her struggle to get her daughter into a

Church of England school by attending church and petitioning the local vicar.

"I have done this wrong. Some of these people at this church are quite rich
and the new vicar is very evangelical. He tries to test me. It's like I have
been dancing in another's theatre. I wanted my daughter to get into the church
school - it is free and much better than my other options.

I don't think he (the vicar) wrote me the right sort of letter (to recommend the
acceptance of my daughter into the school). I guess I didn't massage his ego
enough. I could have done this at the Catholic Church and got my daughter
into their school. I was playing in two courts and lying in both. I was
misrepresenting myself and didn't want it to happen this way.

I suspect in the end I went to the wrong church. I should have stayed with the
Catholic Church, confessed my wayward ways and I (my daughter) would
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have gotten in. Lack of confidence on my part. I should have been more
honest when I went to this church - it would have worked out better because
I hate cringing. I should have made, Henri, their father go to church. I'm not
forceful enough! I should have remained a Catholic and stuck with what I
knew."

The many "shoulds" used by Elena in her story and the emotion she expressed in

telling it suggest strong self-criticism. However, minutes after recounting the tale

Elena scores 11 out of a maximum of 27 (mean 15.2, median 15.0, high number =

internal; low number = external) on the locus of causality dimension of the Russell

scale thus attributing the cause primarily to external forces.

The second story provided by the doctor, Claire M., follows a similar pattern. In this

memory Claire recalls how she met two men at a wedding and "fancied" one but

deems it a failure because "Jonathan never made the kind of advances that I wanted

him to". Describing how she felt Claire says,

"Hurt - I wished I was better looking, more attractive, not just physically but
also in personality. If I had been a different person Jonathan may have been
attracted to me. I wasn't as good looking as I ought to have been. I have
little confidence. I expect people not to like me. I am still hurt by this -
rejection always hurts."

On the Russell scale of locus of causality, Claire scored six - a clear external

attribution (mean 15.2, median 15.0).

Pilot Mark M., although completely cleared of blame continued to worry whether he

did "the right thing" when he crashed a plane at Heathrow. He has the clearest

external attribution score (three out of 27, mean 15.2, median 15.0) which ranks him

lowest in the combined Phase 1 and 2 sample in terms of internal attribution. A

similar case is osteopath Nigel W. His story about the patient he could not help is

filled with self-blame yet Nigel scores five out of 27 on internal attribution.

There are also examples of the converse, where weaker negative self-reaction is

accompanied by high internal attribution scores. Engineer Alan P. has the same

internal attribution score as Claire M. the doctor in the sample, 17 out of a maximum
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27. Both subjects attribute cause for their reported failures as primarily internal.

However, Alan P.'s story ranked as having one of the lowest levels of self-criticism

while Claire's story, described earlier, has one of the highest levels of self-critical

comment. Describing his frustrations in revitalising a manufacturing plant, Alan P.'s

story is characterised by strong criticism for others and limited self-blame.

"Every piece of analysis told me it was the right thing to do. I was thwarted
maybe they just wanted to stop me. The Production Director could have

pushed it (my plan), asked me to commit my vision to paper so a committee
or something could have been struck. I had told him several times I was
willing to do that but it never happened. I tried to pilot the idea that I help out
on foreign sales. The Sales Head and the Production Manager agreed ... It was
the simple logical thing to do but it never happened."

The accountant trainees in Phase 2 tended to have higher internal attribution scores;

however, the range of scores was uniformly distributed between a low of 13 and a

high of 23. With the exception of the one case where noise was cited as the cause of

the failure, all of the accountant trainees expressed relatively high levels of self-

criticism about their failure to pass.

The Russell scale includes Weiner's (1985) dimension of stability which assesses

whether causes for an event are deemed stable over time and the dimension of

controllability which assesses whether causes, both internal and external, are

considered controllable. There was a range of stability and controllability scores

distributed throughout both samples with no strong patterns emerging for age, sex or

occupation and no clear associations with level of expressed negative self-reaction.

On this evidence Hypothesis 4 therefore can be rejected as level of negative self-

reaction was not shown to consistently vary with assignment of attribution.

Insufficient evidence was found in this study to demonstrate that self-criticism for

failure is dependent on attributional reasoning. The separation between negative self-

reaction and causal attribution is discussed in Chapter 11.
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7.9 Summary

Attribution studies capture a significant part of the cognitive process of interpreting

failure, but only a part of the process. Attributing cause is one adaptive response or

defence mechanism used by people to reduce the anxiety failures cause. Another

response is criticising oneself and making preventative heuristics to gain control.

These two responses along with others such as denial and suppression make up a

repertoire of options to cope with failure.

The attribution response, which according to theory is driven by the strong need to

understand why an outcome has happened, was not found to be a central focus of

subjects in their narratives. It is possible that attribution is a defence mechanism used

at or near the time an outcome takes place. The subjects in this research were able

to attribute cause for distant failures but the causal judgement did not appear to be as

salient a factor as the theory suggests.

On the other hand, negative self-reaction in the form of self-criticism was consistently

and spontaneously reported for past events judged as negative outcomes. However,

not everyone criticised themselves in the same manner. Patterns of differences were

found in negative self-reaction which were linked to the kinds of learning people

reported. Chapter 8 examines these patterns of negative self-regulation and Chapter

9 the reported learning associated with them.
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Chapter 8 - Patterns of Negative Self-reaction

8.1 Introduction

Chapter 7 presented findings showing individual self-reaction to recollected failure as

taking the form of self-criticism or self-censure. This Chapter elaborates and clarifies

the different ways subjects criticised themselves for their failures presenting the three

taxonomic types of response pattern found in the data.

Criticising oneself is commonly thought of as unpleasant and to be avoided. The fact

that subjects were such strong critics of themselves (Chapter 7) supports the

contention that people reviewing past setbacks are practising strong negative self-

motivation. Bandura's theory of self-regulation (Bandura 1991) states that individuals

motivate themselves through self-incentives, both self-reward and self-punishment.

The term "punishment" is used by the theory in the behavioural sense, self-punishment

or self-censure being employed by people to motivate themselves towards a goal.

Although individuals varied in their ability to remember goals for their narratives,

almost all subjects stated their present goals in reviewing failures (Chapter 6) was the

acquisition of "learning" to prevent similar failures from occurring in the future. For

most subjects, the discomfort of taking on a degree of self-blame, even when the

cause for the outcome was judged to be outside oneself, was worthwhile in order to

escape the greater anxiety presented by the possibility that a similar failure might

occur in the future.

8.2 Emerging Patterns of Negative Self-reaction

Bandura labels self-criticism "negative self-reaction" which under the theory is an

initial response to a negative outcome. From an attributional perspective (Weiner

1986) this initial response is described as a general affective reaction (outcome
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dependent affect). Bandura's concept of negative self-reaction encompasses both

affective and cognitive responses. Banclura and Weiner do not explore the nature of

variations in this initial response defining it in general terms, self-censure in the case

of self-regulation theory, "upset and uncheerful affect" in the case of attribution

theory. Both theories assume individual response to events (negative and positive) to

be situationally specific and not trait determined.

In the pilot study subjects were self-critical in their review of past failures. Although

this criticism was varied there were patterns suggesting taxonomic categories of

response. Some individuals criticised themselves for not being fully aware of the

circumstances under which a failure occurred while others punished themselves for

having the "wrong" values or beliefs which prevented them from being successful in

a given situation. These pilot findings suggested an analysis of the failure narratives

to see if generalisations could be made about negative self-reaction response and to

assess their impact on the subsequent self-regulatory process.

8.3 Types of Negative Self-reaction

An analysis of the 70 narratives from Phase 1 and 2 was conducted in which

statements of self-criticism were documented and a search conducted for underlying

constructs that might suggest categories into which these statements could be sorted.

Possible categories were then tested to see if they adequately accommodated the data.

The analysis identified three types of negative self-reaction response.

It is important to note that subjects used various self-criticisms within and between

stories, individual narratives being assigned to a category based on the predominant

self-criticism present in the story as judged by the researcher. An independent rater

reviewed the case study transcripts and sorted narratives into response type categories

with an interrater reliability of .83. Mismatches were discussed and deemed due to

the rater having assess to only the written transcripts on which to make judgements

and not the observational data available to the researcher.
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Phase 1 subjects consistently demonstrated the same predominating response type in

both narratives which may be a possible indicator of an individual preference in self-

critical response to personal failure. However, given that subjects in Phase 1 reviewed

two failure memories and subjects in Phase 2 only one memory, there is insufficient

evidence to infer a global preference for a type of negative self-reaction response. To

establish such a tendency it would be necessary to evaluate many more failure stories

from these individuals.

For purposes of explanation the three response patterns of negative self-reaction have

been labelled Type 1 Response, Type 2 Response and Type 3 Response. A

description of these response types follows.

8.4 Characteristics of Type 1 Response

Type 1 negative self-reaction, the response type employed by 14 of 42 cases, takes the

form of blaming oneself for doing something wrong because of faulty thinking.

"I acted wrongly because I thought about it wrongly."

Subjects who evoked this type of negative self-reaction focus on the quality of their

actions and the thinking behind them. The underlying assumption appears to be the

belief that all problems can be resolved and that answers exist and can be found

through careful or "right" thinking. The fear most often expressed by subjects who

exhibited this type of self-criticism was that of not knowing whether one had done

something wrong. The possibility of doing or thinking things wrongly appears to be

especially threatening to these subjects.
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8.4.1 Case of the Pilot

Summary Profile:

NEO-P1-R: Neuroticism - Very Low (20), Extraversion - High (64), Openness - Average (46),

Agreeableness - Average (48), Conscientiousness - Average (46) (maximum scores 100)

Locus of Control: Internal - 42, Powerful Others - 13, Chance - 14 (maximum scores 48)

Attribution: Narrative 1 - Locus of Causality - 3, Stability - 4, Controllability - 3 (max scores 24)

Narrative 2 - Locus of Causality - 18, Stability - 13, Controllability - 23 (max scores 24)

Mark M. is a tall personable man who lives with his wife and several cats and dogs

in the Oxfordshire countryside. He was promoted to Commander four years ago and

flies 747's to destinations around the world for an international airline. Sitting in his

kitchen in front of the Aga stove with a cup of coffee, he listens to the question:

"Tell me the story of a situation in which you participated that did not turn out
the way you hoped?"

He pauses briefly and replies:

"Yes well that sounds relatively simple - I was flying a holiday charter back
from Miami when we got a report that Heathrow was having some bad
weather - south gusting winds, so we knew it was going to be choppy and got
prepared.

We were 30 feet off the runway coming in when a downdraft struck that threw
us to the ground. We (the flight crew) knew we had to concentrate hard on
this approach - but there was no warning. We went from 30 feet to the ground
in two seconds and it literally felt like we fell out of the sky. There was
damage to the aircraft - rippled skin on the under carriage and the fuselage but
the passengers were all OK.

I felt embarrassed that it happened. There are 200 or more people behind you
that you have just deposited on the ground in a most unfriendly manner and
also embarrassed in front of the cabin crew. This reflected on my competence.
I thought 'Oh dear I have damaged a company plane'. I immediately began
thinking 'Did I do it correctly?' and quickly ran scenarios through my head of
how I might have handled it.

I knew the first thing that would happen is for the company to suspend me and
the co-pilot until they look at the flight recorder readout, that is the procedure.
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In the back of my mind I pretty much knew I was not to blame but it was
worrying."

Mark is now constantly shifting in his chair and lights up a cigarette. Without losing

control, he has become nervous and agitated.

"The two captains that came in after me told me not to worry about anything -
told me that I had done all the correct things.

When I got home I was tired and worried about what was going to happen
even though I knew what was going to happen. Lesley (his wife) said 'Well
do you think you made a mistake?'. I said that I had got it right and that I
didn't think that I had made a mistake. In the following week, before the
interview (hearing to review his suspension) other pilots told me they felt
conditions were rough and reminded me that despite the fact I had damaged
an aircraft I hadn't killed anybody. I also learned that Air Traffic Control
thought that we were going to crash ... so I felt better. I hadn't done so badly.

I kept fluctuating between 'I did the right thing' and the 'worse scenario'.
You can worry yourself to death.

I was still worried (six days later) the company might in their search find some
fault on my approach. It was very intense at the time and always in the back
of my mind in the five or six days coming up to the interview. But when it
came up I had to stop myself and say 'There is nothing you can do until the
interview' that would stop me from worrying about it".

On the day of Mark's interview there was good news. The trace reports in the flight

recorder had been examined by the experts and their verdict was "Exceptionally well

flown approach under difficult circumstances". Mark remembers the precise words

of the verdict and the relief he felt.

"My embarrassment was lifted. It meant at the end of the day we hadn't done
anything wrong."

At that moment his wife comes into the kitchen and Mark seeks her reassurance "Isn't

that so Lesley".

In his second story of a builder who took money but did not complete the job he says

unconvincingly "There is no point in worrying - just move on" then five minutes later

exclaims "It is always there - a recurring thing over a period of months. You push

it aside in your mind because other things are going on but it is always there".
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These quotations may present Mark as a rather nervous person; however, he scored

significantly lower than any other subject in Neuroticism on the NEO-PI-R personality

inventory. This means, in the language of the instrument feedback, that he is "well

adjusted emotionally and rarely experiences psychological stress, is relaxed, even-

tempered and has very few complaints about life" (Costa and McRae 1992, p. 15).

While remembering his failures he expressed worry and agitation and although it

cannot be known for certain it is possible he was re-experiencing some of the

troublesome worry he described as having at the time of the events.

One could conclude that all this reported worrying is because Mark sees himself as

the cause of the crash. However, this is not the case, his score on the Russell casual

dimension scale was the clearest external score reported in the study (three out of 27).

"It was basically caused by the wind." Totally attributing the cause (three is the

minimum score) of the failure to the external factor of chance, Mark continues in the

interview to question whether he "had missed anything and done something wrong".

This illuminates the subtle difference between attribution "Who caused it" and

negative self-reaction "How am I to blame".

The distorted reasoning associated with failure reveals itself here. Mark knows he was

right in what he did that day on the approach to Heathrow. His trusted colleagues

have told him what he did was right and an official tribunal declared his actions

flawless. Despite this, when reflecting on the disturbing memory of failure he

searches for self-blame where none is deserved. In Mark's case that search is driven

by the nagging sense of having still done something wrong.
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8.4.2 Case of the Osteopath

Summary Profile:

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - Average (52), Extraversion - High (57), Openness - Very High (70),

Agreeableness - Average (48), Conscientiousness - Average (52) (maximum scores 100)

Locus of Control: Internal - 39, Powerful Others - 19, Chance - 16 (maximum scores 48)

Attribution: Narrative 1 - Locus of Causality - 8, Stability - 19, Controllability - 5 (max scores 24)

Narrative 2 - Locus of Causality - 18, Stability - 8, Controllability - 14 (max scores 24)

Nigel W. is a soft-spoken gentle young man with a busy Bristol-based practice. His

failure story concerns a patient who came to him a year ago.

"She was 66 years old and had one weak leg and one chronic leg. She had
polio when she was young and was now experiencing back pain. I hoped I
could help her and set up four sessions of treatments. At the end of these I
had to admit defeat. Nothing I had done had helped ... There was a sense of
failure and embarrassment."

Echoing the airline pilot, Nigel expresses his worry that "Perhaps I didn't do the right

thing - at least I didn't worsen the situation." Asked if this may have affected anyone

else he says "My family ... my failure spills over ... like coming home Friday nights

thinking I must have done something wrong." Later he says "The embarrassment and

thought that maybe I hadn't done everything right - they didn't go away. I have a

theory that things come out of your sub-conscious that need processing, things that

create anxiety and tension."

Nigel provides a clue as to how he perceives one can avoid such disappointments. "I

used to be part of a peer support group - that would have been better (in this case)

would have given me a chance to think it through ... but I don't do that now because

of family."
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8.4.3 Wrong Doing, Wrong Thinking

These cases are examples of the Type 1 negative self-reaction response. The implied

underlying belief is that failures can be avoided by careful thinking leading to

appropriate actions and ideas. The negative self-reaction response is focused on

criticising oneself for making a mistake as a result of faulty thinking and this is the

essential criteria for inclusion in Type 1. Wrong thinking is typically described by

subjects who used this negative self-reaction in their narratives as "not enough

thinking", "not careful enough thinking", "not thorough enough thinking", "not

thinking about it in the right way", "thinking that results in wrong actions". The

"stick" of self-criticism in this response pattern is linked directly with statements

suggesting that people are motivating themselves to think more carefully about future

actions.

The cases of scientist Joan G. and electrician Trevor S. further reveal this pattern of

self-criticism and its association with negative self-motivation. Joan G. describes her

reaction to losing a prestigious research grant.

"I was more negatively struck than I had anticipated. I suppose it was a
feeling of failure - oh shit (she says this spontaneously). You try to ask
yourself 'why?' when it is unexpected ... I probably should have taken more
trouble in writing up the project. Maybe I didn't spend long enough and
didn't make allowance for the US way of doing things ... If something similar
came along I would assess it more carefully and ask what's in it for me. I
would assess it critically and not give into the generic temptation to go for it."

Trevor S. was the only subject to recall a childhood memory. The memory was of

the first time he openly defied his father and lost his kite as a result of "silly"

experimenting. He describes the lesson learned.

"Never do it again. Don't be silly. I learned to think about what you are
doing. I learned to be sure of what you are doing."

As first found in the pilot study, the anxiety resulting from the recall of personal

failure may lead individuals to express a distorted form of reasoning. These

statements of distorted reasoning are evidence of the strong need of people to ascribe

some personal control over their failures despite the fact they believe they are not at
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fault (Chapter 7). Individuals who employed Type 1 responses often expressed a

version of this statement: "I know that I did right but I worry that I did wrong".

Convinced that their thinking was sound and their actions appropriate, the strong

desire never to have this happen again may cause individuals to assume they must

have had some control over the outcome. In the case of Type 1 response, this means

the suspicion that their thinking may have been faulty.

The following table summarises the characteristics of the Type 1 negative self-reaction

response and indicates which subjects demonstrated a preference for this form of self-

criticism in their narratives.

Table 8-1 Characteristics of Type 1 Negative Self-reaction Response

Nature of self-	 "I acted wrongly because I thought about it wrongly."
criticism

Underlying	 There exists a right answer which can be found
assumption	 through careful thinking

Childhood paradigm	 Not knowing whether you have done something
____________________ wrong

Associated parental	 "You have that all wrong - you should have thought
criticism	 about what you were doing"

Distorted reasoning	 I know that I did right but I worry that I did wrong

Subjects with Type 1	 Trading team leader, pilot, scientist, electrician,
Response	 osteopath, swimmer, NHS administrator plus seven of

14 accountant trainees

8.5 Characteristics of Type 2 Response

Ten of 42 cases preferred a Type 2 negative self-reaction response in their narratives.

Type 2 negative self-reaction takes the form of blaming oneself for not being aware

or for misreading the true nature of the situation surrounding an event.

"I should have known." "I was naive and caught off guard by something that
I ought to have been able to see."
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Subjects using this type of self-criticism focused on their level of awareness and

understanding of the context in which the failure took place. The underlying

assumption appears to be the belief that it is possible to possess perfect information,

to be "all knowing" and that once one is aware of "what's going on" then the "right"

answer or appropriate behaviour is self-evident.

This response type differs from Type 1 in that individuals using the Type 1 negative

self-reaction response still criticise their thinking and actions even though they may

be fully informed of "what's going on". Individuals, favouring the Type 2 response

in their narratives, rarely expressed concern with thinking things through since the

situation dictates the required action. Type 1 negative self-reaction can be

characterised by the statement "I am critical of myself for thinking about it wrongly"

and Type 2 by the statement "I am critical of myself for not thinking about it (the

situation as it was unfolding)."

8.5.1 Case of the Derivatives Trader

Summary Profile:

NEO-PI-R: Neuroucism - Average (49), Extraversion - Average (52), Openness - Average (47),

Agreeableness - Low (38), Conscientiousness - Average (45) (maximum scores 100)

Locus of Control: Irnemal - 38, Others - 25, Chance - 20 (maximum scores 48)

Attribution: Narrative 1 - Locus of Causality - 20, Stability - 9, Controllability - 23 (max scores 24)

Narrative 2 - Locus of Causality - 7, Stability - 15, Controllability- 18 (max scores 24)

Liz C. is an American who grew up in Boston and has an MBA from Wharton. She

was recruited from business school to work in a international investment bank and

started her career as a trader in Chicago. Six years ago Liz and her husband moved

to London where they both work in the City. A somewhat shy person Liz speaks with

quiet enthusiasm including many details as she tells her stories.

"Here is one that sticks in my mind - it was incredibly traumatic for me. I
was trading for a big company in the Chicago money pit (currency futures
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market). I wasn't mentally prepared for a trading position in Chicago. The
locals (experienced traders from smaller companies) try to get you ... it's a
pecking order and because a newcomer is trying to take some of their income
away they try to bump you out ... get rid of you.

I started buying some options off this guy at 282 and he started to sell them
to others at 281. In the chaos I bought some at 281 which is called a 'ginza'.
In Chicago the rules state that you have to buy at least one tick apart. 281 is
only half a tick which is OK in New York but not here. Someone lodged a
complaint and I was written up and brought before the Pit Committee.
Typically in order to do this kind of trade you have to collude with the other
trader on the price. In my case it was just a coincidence. The Pit Committee
found me guilty. They said 'we realize that you had not done it but we know
that you have done it before so we are going to find against you'. They just
wanted to get back at my company. Even though it is considered a minor
infraction it's a big thing - it always stays with you."

Liz has anger in her voice when she says how she felt at the time.

"Insulted and persecuted. I was really resentful at these people accusing me
of acting maliciously against the rules ... I realised how isolated I was and how
much of a target I was. At first there was total surprise. I said 'You must be
joking!' I just couldn't believe that people would say this. My feelings were
quite strong. I was deeply insulted and angry."

Despite the hostility she expressed towards the pit traders Liz has an average score in

the NEO-PI-R dimension of Neuroticism (average in Neuroticism sub-scales including

Angry Hostility, with the exception of high in Impulsiveness) and a moderately

internal score (20 out of 27) on the attribution scale. Her negative self-reaction

focuses on punishing herself for being naive.

"If this hadn't happened something else would have. People push you out of
the pit, you have to be tested ... I was nervous and inexperienced. I left
myself wide open. I wasn't guarded enough - really wasn't in tune with the
environment I was in. I was naive and didn't realise what a target I was ... It
is so easy in our business to do things that appear wrong, or do something that
is wrong - you (the individual) need to have rules."
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8.5.2 Case of Accountant Trainee Jeremy M.

Summary Profile:

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - Very High (75), Extraversion - High (64), Openness - Low (42),

Agreeableness - Average (55), Conscientiousness - Very Low (25) (maximum 100)

Locus of Control: Internal - 36, Powerful Others - 26, Chance - 30 (maximum scores 48)

Attribution: Narrative 1 - Locus of Causality - 20, Stability - 16, Controllability - 17 (max scores 24)

Jeremy is tall and thin, dresses smartly and speaks quickly and nervously. After

graduating from university in Economics he was recruited directly into a large

accounting firm. In Phase 2 of the research, subjects were asked the question "I am

interested in hearing your story about your result on the recent accounting exams.

Can you tell me about it?"

"Well, I did the training via Link (work and study) starting last February.
There are mock exams every three weeks and I was doing OK, getting above
average and exceeding the target marks. With the exams four weeks off I was
working consistently ... then on the last course I started to struggle
immediately. I didn't expect that to happen! The marks on this set of mocks
surprised me (lower than expected). I hadn't called what was going to be on
this set of mocks. They are difficult to call - they are unpredictable. You
have to be strong at everything or they will find you out and hit you.

Coming up to exams - well traditionally for me exams make me a wreck. PE2
was the first exams I haven't thrown up before. Perhaps I felt more aware of
what I had to do.

In the exams (the real ones), the first one is Auditing ... I was in daze, a bit
of a doze. I kept thinking 'The next question I will do better'. I was unlucky
I didn't get the questions (I expected) and I was pretty negative after that first
exam. In Financial Accounting (the second exam) I hadn't seen the content
of it or the like of it before. It seemed it concentrated on the periphery
when it came to Tax (the last exam) it was the most time pressured thing I
have ever done in my life. I tried to pick the questions I do best in ... when
they were over it was totally anti-climatic.

Between the exam and the results I thought about it a fair bit. People ask and
I even thought about it when I was alone."
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Jeremy learned he had failed from the newspaper he picked up at Charing Cross

station late on Friday night. He describes the events that followed.

"I was devastated on Saturday morning. All the ramifications flooded in. I
thought of not retaking but that didn't last too long. That Saturday was one
of the worst days ever. On Sunday my brother came over and took me to
lunch and there was a lot of positive talk. He tried hard to cheer me up.

When I got to work on Monday I found two guys in my area had passed, two
guys had referred and two of us had failed. People said don't worly you'll get
it next time and my boss gave me a pep talk. The sort of things you want to
hit people for."

All of the failed accountants scored reasonably high on the Russell locus of causality -

attributing the cause of the failure to themselves. Jeremy's score was 20 out of a

maximum of 27. He reports the reasons for his failure as follows.

"Not anticipating what was necessary. Feeling satisfied on a certain plane -
'I know this - it will be OK'. I was lulled into a sense of confidence. This
happens to me a fair bit. I wanted it so badly it contributed to this 'security'
I had about it.

I could have looked more deeply into the subject. Not dismissing things.
Thinking 'I can answer this from any point of view'. I would (next time) not
be willing to accept my level of knowledge about things. I used to see things
through more coloured specs - believing it won't happen to me. Now I know
things like this go on."

8.5.3 Being Caught Off-guard

These cases are examples of the Type 2 negative self-reaction response. The implied

underlying belief is that failures can be avoided by being highly vigilant in order to

ensure a clear picture of the context in which an event is taking place. Once one has

this picture of "what is going on" then appropriate thinking and actions are self-

evident. Subjects who employed this type of negative self-reaction often claimed to

already possess the necessary rules to prevent this from happening but simply missed

the cues indicating which rules ought to be applied. In this negative self-reaction

response the "stick" of self-criticism is hindsight guilt (Bukszar and Connolly 1988)
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directly linked with statements suggesting people are motivating themselves to be

more watchful.

The fear expressed by subjects using this response was that of being caught off-guard,

of not knowing the true nature of the situation which led to the failure. Lack of

awareness appears to be especially threatening to subjects who punish themselves for

being naive or "stupid".

The cases of Charles L. the television producer, Susanne M. the sales manager and

George N. the planning manager further reveal this pattern of self-criticism and

associated statements of negative self-motivation. The television producer tells a story

of an important movie project that failed because of the relationship between himself

and his business partner (externally attributed Russell seven out of 27).

"On my side I was stupid because I had trusted someone and they turned out
to be something they weren't ... It was naivety on my part. I had not done this
kind of thing before or come across a guy like him. It was my lack of
experience. I was not knowledgeable about the business end and it led to a
£20,000 loss. I am much wiser now ... You have to be vigilant with whom
you work ... I don't like situations out of my control ... It changed the way I
do things, wised me up on the pitfalls. I found out things can go wrong! It
opened my eyes."

Susanne M., recounts the crucial loss of a sale to a big department store chain in

which she criticises herself not for poor quality thinking but rather for allowing herself

to be caught off guard by the opposition (externally attributed Russell seven out of

27). This provides a further example of the co-existence of self-criticism and external

attribution.

"I thought we had a cosy relationship, perhaps we have been the fool ... Our
judgement was right in this deal!"

George N. was head coach of an ice hockey team competing for the first time outside

their home country. The team was expected to win and when reviewing the memory

of the loss George's self-criticism focuses on "not knowing", his facial expressions

and voice tone expressing self-punishment.

"When I looked at it I could see that we didn't focus on the aspect of
conditioning and on the impact of fatigue on the team. We had never thought
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about the impact of travelling before ... We played here and had always won
The irony is that I had the information (the rules to prevent this) from a

course I had taken years earlier but I ignored t. I could have applied this
information (on nutrition) if I had had the 50 million mile high picture. I
didn't realise this was useful ... Could we have prevented it? ... not really, we
had to do it first."

Distorted reasoning is in evidence as George is critical of himself while at the same

time stating that there was no possible way he could have prevented the failure

(externally attributed Russell seven out of 27). This is an good example of the

cognitive struggle to hold the seemingly contradictory thoughts of self-censure and

external attribution in one's head at one time.

Another example of the kind of distorted reasoning associated with Type 2 negative

self-reaction can be found in chartered accountant James E.'s statement:

"It happened because I was unaware of what the partner would do. I could
have handled it differently if I knew what was on his mind."

Subjects who evoked a Type 2 response in their stories typically criticised themselves

for not knowing something that was impossible for them to know, or as in the case

of George N., for not being able to remember a piece of information from an

unrelated experience in the distant past.

Frequently, subjects who used this negative self-reaction response in their narratives

first report being taken by surprise by the behaviour of others or by the changing

forces in the context; however, as their story unfolds they suggest that at some deeper

level they knew this was happening all along.

"I was surprised just how badly she was coping ... You know I had a sneaking
suspicion this was going to happen." - Charles L. television producer on
learning his ill wife's reaction to his absence on a business trip abroad

"Foolishly I went into a situation with a group of people with low
expectations. They only wanted to find a bar, have a few drinks and live for
the moment ... I should have seen this would happen. I knew my friends. I
could have foretold it would come Out that way ... The next time I will know
exactly what to do. - Tony C. teacher on learning his friends were not good
travelling companions. This is a further example of distorted reasoning. On
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probing Tony says he now has all the rules he needs to enable him to travel
with this particular band of friends, adding that he would never do so.

"1 learned what I already knew." - George N. planning manager on failing to
get a job in Hong Kong

Accountant James E. echoes the view of many of the subjects who criticised

themselves in this manner by describing "experience" in terms of awareness. This

statement reveals the illusion of control and exaggerated beliefs about future

capabilities vigilance provides individuals who use it.

"It's experience - it's all experience. When you come across this situation
again you can appreciate it and know what can happen. I always remember
it and am aware of it."

The following table summarises the characteristics of the Type 2 self-reaction response

and indicates which subjects demonstrated a preference for this form of self-criticism

in their stories.

Table 8-2 Characteristics of Type 2 Negative Self-reaction Response

Nature of self-	 "I should have known", " I was naive and caught off
criticism	 guard by something that I ought to have been able to

see"

Underlying	 It is possible to have perfect information, once one
assumption	 understands the context the "right" answer becomes

self-evident.

Childhood	 Not knowing what is expected of one, not knowing
paradigm	 the rules, what to do in a situation.

Associated	 "You should have known this might happen!"
parental Criticism

Distorted	 I was totally surprised but in a way I knew it all
reasoning	 along. I should have known something which I could

not have possibly known.

Subjects with	 Lawyer, television producer, derivatives trader,
Type 2 Response operations and strategic planning manager, teacher,

priest, sales manager, chartered accountant, plus two
of 14 accountant trainees
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8.6 Characteristics of Type 3 Response

Eighteen of 42 cases were classified as having a Type 3 negative self-reaction

response in their narratives. Type 3 negative self-reaction takes the form of blaming

yourself for who you are. It is a reflexive judgement on an internalised model of

identity - a rejecting of one's standards, one's ideals, one's self.

Subjects evoking this type of self-criticism focus on themselves in a holistic sense and

not just on their thinking (Type 1) or lack of it (Type 2). The underlying assumption

appears to be the belief that things go wrong in a Situation because of one's standards,

beliefs or idealised way of seeing the world. Stories from individuals who use this

pattern of interpretation contain self-critical language such as: "I am unrealistic", "I

am idealistic", "I am immature", "I am too emotional". These self-criticisms were

often accompanied by negative affect expressed in facial expressions and body

language. In contrast to the Type 2 and Type 3 Response patterns, there is an absence

of comments on either quality or lack of thinking.

The character of the Type 3 judgement implies a "globalised" view of self (whole self)

which is reflected in associated reports of learning (Chapter 9) by these subjects: "I

am getting more mature", "I resign myself to this now", "I am not as bad as I used

to be". This response type does take into consideration the context with subjects

frequently describing failure as a result of a bad match between the event and their

idealised expectations or standards. The salience of particular views of the self,

values, standards or expectations sometimes varied between the two narratives told by

subjects evoking this form of self-criticism. An example of this is entrepreneur Robert

C. who censured himself for being "too emotional" in his first story and for giving

into his tendency to "think things are easier than they are" in his second.
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8.6.1 Case of the Actor

Summary Profile:

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - Average (48), Extraversion - High (65), Openness - Average (50),

Agreeableness - Average (46), Conscientiousness - Very Low (17) (maximum scores 100)

Locus of Control: Internal - 33, Powerful Others - 30, Chance - 31 (maximum scores 48)

Attribution: Narrative 1 - Locus of Causality - 26, Stability - 3, Controllability - 19 (max scores 24)

Narrative 2 - Locus of Causality - 16, Stability - 26, Controllability - 21 (max scores 24)

David M. is 36 years old and has a mass of dark curly hair framing an expressive

face. He went to acting college and travelled in Europe and Asia with a touring

company. He has performed many classical roles but now makes most of his income

from advertising voice-overs. His body is full of frenetic energy as he tells the story

in the kitchen of his north London home.

"The first thing that springs to mind is a job in Edinburgh. It was Mosca in
Volpone, one of the great parts. The job I had done before this was a howling
success. Volpone was a different kettle of fish. I had a massive loss of
confidence and I 'lost it'. Three days into rehearsals I took the train out of
there.

During the rehearsals I was a nervous wreck. I felt appalling. At night in bed
my heart was pounding. I thought I would have a heart attack. The other
actors were getting on my nerves - trying their lines too early without the
book. That was infuriating but in fact they were acting normal. It was myself.
I was looking for an excuse, a chance to blame someone else but it was just
me."

David gets out of his chair and starts to pace the floor. His voice is near the level of

shouting.

"I was cutting Jonson's lines - it was appalling what I was doing. The main
reason is I lost my nerve - that's the main thing. If I had another large role
I would still be nervous. I don't want to do anything less than brilliant,
anything less I do not want to do. I wanted brilliant, nothing short of brilliant
would satisfy me ... and with Volpone, it was all there. There was no need to
develop it. All you needed was to know it and do it. I wanted to inspire - to
make it different. Many have done the part, I wanted to be remembered for
it. The standards I set for myself were very high.

160



My wife was with me. I was obsessed by the script. I went to the toilet with
it. When she told me we were going to have our first baby - I acted like it
was old news. My wife couldn't stand to see me like that and I couldn't stand
her worrying about me. Leaving a show is something you just don't do."

David deflates into a pile on the kitchen chair and his voice is now filled with sadness

and resignation.

"I learned that I am not so clever ... not to expect so much. I still believe I
have special talents. When you do a wonderful performance you don't want
to move down - you want to top t. I could have just done it for experience.
I was afraid to fail - I chickened out. It brings you down to earth."

The actor's second failure memory is the story of how the relationship between his

brother and himself did not turn out "the way he imagined". There are many parallels

to the first story.

"My brother and I were close. I could dominate him and tell him what to do.
I didn't want him to waste his time. I was not being superior I just wanted
him to do the right things. I would lead and he would tag along. He admired
my nerve and adventure. He went off to America and I thought when he
returned I would see more of him. I had this vision we would be great
friends. I'm lucky to see him once a week now and he lives 10 minutes by
car from here!

I feel disappointment and most of all sadness. I was unrealistic. It was my
idealism, if I had been more realistic I wouldn't have felt this way. I accept
it now. I learned you can't own and control people. I am a great deal more
mature now, not as idealistic".

Instead of criticising himself for not thinking thoroughly (Type 1) or not thinking

about it (Type 2), David focuses his self-blame on "being who he is" - his ideals, his

beliefs, his expectations and standards.

"I was wrong seeing it like that ... it is (was) a load of idealistic rubbish."

This is a more holistic concept of negative self-reaction characterised by a global self-

judgement. David's failure appears to bring his whole self-concept into question, his

thinking and emotional reactions. This integrated view of himself is reflected in the

way in which he talks about himself e.g "I was afraid to fail - I chickened out". His

narratives are dominated with statements of "I am" or "I was" e.g "I was not so

clever". in comparison, subjects employing the Type 1 and Type 2 responses tended
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to reference their strategic thought processes e.g. "I didn't think the extra training

would take the speed away - but it did." (Bart W. competitive swimmer).

Although David criticises himself for being "the way he is (or was)" in both stories,

the Russell locus of causality scale shows that in the story of running away from the

big part he assigns more cause to himself (26 out of maximum of 27) than in the story

of his estrangement from his brother (16 out of a maximum of 27). Perhaps this is

due to the assignment of a portion of the attribution to his brother (or his wife) in the

second narrative. There is an equivalent number of self-critical statements in each

story, further evidence that negative self-reaction responses and causal reasoning co-

exist independent of one another, as argued in Chapter 7.

8.6.2 Case of the Police Detective

Summary Profile:

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - Average (53), Extraversion - Average (52), Openness - High (62),

Agreeableness - Low (44), Conscientiousness - Low (43) 	 (maximum scores 100)

Locus of Control: Internal - 33, Powerful Others - 15, Chance - 14 (maximum 48)

Attribution: Narrative 1 - Locus of Causality - 17, Stability -10, Controllability - 14 (max scores 24)

Narrative 2 - Locus of Causality - 24, Stability - 11, Controllability - 25 (max scores 24)

John J. appears calm and controlled in his sitting room surrounded by art and listening

to classical music. He has been on the police force for 12 years and he recounts a

case that went wrong.

"This was 12 months ago and involved a person I spent a long time
investigating. He was responsible for selling stolen property. He accepted
computers and VCR's from known 'villains' and then resold them through his
network. He had racked up about £200,000 of illegal business over time.

It took the best part of three months to investigate him and after checking with
our (police) solicitor I arrested this guy and his son and consequently
interviewed them. During the course of the investigation I observed the place
and asked him who worked at his business and he told me only himself and
his son. I proceeded on this assumption.
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After arresting him and his son I was told by another solicitor (the prosecutor)
that we could not proceed against them because there was no way we could
determine if it was the son or the father. Both denied any knowledge of
anything.

First of all I felt angry. I spent three months on it! I felt a sense of
professional neglect. Part of the problem was the advice I had originally
sought from the solicitor (police) wasn't accurate. I don't blame him. He
hadn't all the paperwork and details I had and I could have done a little more
research (into the legal position). The person I was working with on this was
a Detective Sergeant which is rank above me. It was my case, but he worked
alongside of me. When we went into the interview I didn't feel it was my
place to interrupt and break into his line of questioning with the owner and his
son. He took the driver's seat in the interview and I let him. Some better
questions could have been asked to reveal more and get at the factors
involved.'

Not all cases are clear Cut. John J. in his struggle to make sense of his failure does

question the quality of his thinking (Type 1) and also criticises himself for not being

more aware of the surrounding circumstance (Type 2). Sometimes subjects used a

variety of self-criticisms. John J.'s own judgement, expressed several times during

the interview, is that he could have made the case "stick" if he had not been so

intimidated by experts and those more senior to him.

"1 learned not to always listen to advice just because the person is an expert.
I learned not to be intimidated by someone senior who might not do as well
as you in the situation. You should listen but stand by your convictions."

The theme that runs through both of John J.'s stories is that he perceives himself as

"giving in" and "not trying hard enough". In interpreting his second memory of

giving up competitive running his sense of self-disappointment and resignation is

clear.

"I felt guilty. I had some sort of talent and I did not build on it. I could have
been a decent runner. Now I wished I had given myself the chance. To see
what I could have achieved and done ... even though I knew I wouldn't have.
I just went on my feelings."

The phrase "I just went on my feelings" is spoken in a tone of deep self-blame. John

J. believes that his feelings can run away with themselves, take over and follow their

own course, if not carefully controlled. He speaks of "emotional indulgences" and

frequently tries to distance himself from emotional reactions. "I never personalise
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anything I do at work - it is dangerous to do that." Despite this claim and an average

score in Neuroticism, John J.'s stories provide evidence that he is capable of strong

feelings. A side story he tells of a drug bust that went wrong includes statements such

as "I was livid!", "I was furious and it lasted ... I can laugh about it now but I am still

angry." John also blames his weakness for women and smoking as contributors to his

abandonment of running.

8.6.3 Case of the Doctor

Summary Profile:

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - Very High (68), Extraversion - Low (36), Openness - Average (47),

Agreeableness - Low (44), Conscientiousness - Very High (69) (maximum scores 100)

Locus of Control: Internal - 35, Powerful Others - 30, Chance - 28 (maximum 48)

Attribution: Narrative 1 Locus of Causality - 17, Stability - 14, Controllability - 25 (max scores 24)

Narrative 2 - Locus of Causality - 28, Stability - 23, Controllability - 6 (max scores 24)

Claire M. is woman who spent her early life riding horses in the countryside. She

attended a prestigious public school and went on to become a doctor. Claire works

with a team of general practitioners in a north London practice. She tells her story

late one afternoon over tea in her surgery.

"It was five years ago. It was the one time in my life I didn't get the job I
wanted. I was at St. Mary's and the job I went for was in obstetrics at St.
B art's.

What happened is a colleague of mine applied for the same job but did not tell
anyone. He had already announced that he was quitting medicine and going
to apply to jobs in the City where he wanted to be. Well he went into the
interview and said 'He would rather have a career in obstetrics than be a GP'.
He implied that he was going to dedicate himself to a career in that field
versus myself who wanted to be a GP. He lied! - we all knew he was going
to leave.

They offered him the job and the very next week he got his job in the City
and rejected them. They came back to me and offered me the job but of
course (due to my principles) I told them no. I was very angry and
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disappointed. He had lied. I had been truthful. I was very cross that this
supported the philosophy that people get what they want by deceit.

It is hard for me to understand why people do that sort of thing. I am like the
child who stands in the room and covers their eyes and says 'I Can't see you,
you can't see me'. People's morals were the cause of this - mine and his. He
lied and got the job. I stuck to my principles.

I have very low self-esteem. if I had the killer instinct I would have gotten
the job. If I had been a different person I would have done what was
necessary to have gotten the job - that's me, my morals are what they are."

Claire uses a distorted reasoning which we may call the "impossible possibility" by

suggesting that success comes through "being another person". She uses this same

reasoning when she explains why a relationship she desired never blossomed.

"I wished I was better looking, more attractive, not just physically but also in
personality. If I had been a different person Jonathan may have been attracted
to me."

Capturing an essential element of the Type 3 response Claire says with exasperation,

"I always think it's me!" (to blame).

8.6.4 Because of Who I Am

These cases are examples of the Type 3 negative self-reaction response. The self-

criticism takes the form of a reflexive moral judgement of an internalised model of

identity and self. The character of this judgement is global rather than specific

focusing on the whole self. The implied underlying belief is that failure can be

avoided by modifying or adopting new standards, expectations, values - in a sense

becoming someone else by changing oneself. In this response type self-criticism

serves the purpose of making the individual work at being less self-indulgent and

emotional and in their own language more "mature", "realistic", "controlled", and

"disciplined".

The fear expressed in these cases was of not fitting into real world situations because

of "the way one is". The real world is often characterised as "adult" with subjects
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criticising themselves for being immature and emotionally indulgent. Fashion designer

Christine T. tells a story about art college:

"I didn't fit in. Chelsea is very intellectual. It was the situation - I didn't
intend to do it ... but probably I did at some level secretly intend to do it. I
am so perverse!"

In a developmental sense individuals who evoke a Type 3 response appear to use their

failures to punish and destroy "the child within" in order to become "adult". These

subjects often blame themselves for living in a world of idealised fantasy. Failure jars

them into the reality of adult life which they describe as less idealistic, less emotional,

less perfect. Resigning themselves "to behave" and accept this more "realistic" view

of the world is seen as the way to prevent the kind of behaviour which led to failure

in the past. It is a process they describe as "being good for me" but in doing so

express sadness at its perceived necessity.

Six of the seven creative artists in the Phase 1 sample showed a preference for the

Type 3 response in their narratives. They express the "who I am and what I stand

for" view in both their work and non-work stories.

"How difficult it is for me to accept the difference between me and other
people. This story makes me really look into myself ... and it is jolting. There
is nothing objective about singing. If they don't like you they will reject you.
You can't help but be hurt by this business." - Barbara F. opera singer (work
related story)

"I became desperate and impatient about the chair. I had dreamed how I
would enjoy this chair and all I was feeling was frustration. I wanted it to be
done and to be perfect. On the last course (upholstery) that I took this Fall,
I felt entirely good. I started to get my confidence. On the last day I thought
you can do this on your own, be more independent - that's important to me.
I don't have to be perfect." - Barbara F. opera singer (non-work related story)

"In the end you have to be you. Your roots - they are you, they are what you
know best, the theatre, being Catholic." - Elena D. ballet dancer

Artists were not the only members of the sample who used this form of self-criticism,

five of the 14 accountants favoured a Type 3 response in their narratives. In these

cases, distorted reasoning took a new twist - the underlying suggestion being that
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some trainees may have acted on unconscious motives and failed intentionally as a

way of validating themselves.

"I can't say what the reason is (for failing) clearly - it might be self-destruct
maybe I don't want to pass, maybe I want to sweep floors at Tesco's." -

Judy M. accountant trainee

"I really wanted to pass but I didn't (want to pass). My background is in the
arts. I am surrounded by people in the arts. My sister is a producer, my
brother is becoming a journalist and my parents are both in the theatre. I am
the black sheep in the family. My brother visited the office for a day and said
'How can you do this?" - Francesca I. accountant trainee

The following table summarises the characteristics of the Type 3 negative self-reaction

response and indicates which subjects demonstrated a preference for this form of self-

criticism in their narratives.

Table 8-3 Characteristics of Type 3 Negative Self-reaction Response

Nature of self-	 "I didn't behave properly (as the situation demanded)
criticism	 because of who I am."

Underlying	 Things go wrong because of my standards, beliefs,
assumption	 strong feelings or idealised way of seeing the world.

Childhood	 Not being an adult person, being a naughty child - the
paradigm	 emotional immature child. Rejection as a person.

Associated	 "Don't be such a child - get control of yourself!"
parental criticism

Distorted	 If I were another person this would not have happened.
reasoning	 If I had been myself instead of trying to be another

_________________ person this would not have happened.

Subjects with	 Aerobics instructor, actor, dancer, police detective,
Type 3 Response fashion designer, retail store manager, golf pro, doctor,

entrepreneur, artist, regional personnel manager, opera
singer, engineer plus five of 14 accountant trainees

167



8.7 Biodata Characteristics of Response Type

Information was collected on the age, sex, birth-order, education level and occupation

for the 42 subjects in Phase 1 and 2. To determine if bio-data factors were linked

with patterns of negative self-reaction an analysis was conducted of the cases and bio-

data profiles were constructed for the three identified types of negative self-reaction.

Table 8-4 Response Type Profiles - Phase 1

____________________ Type 1 Type2 Type3

Total Cases	 7	 8	 13

Age (Yrs)	 Mean	 31.7	 32.6	 32.5

Range	 23-41	 25-40	 25-40

Education	 Higher Education	 4	 8	 9

No Higher Education	 3	 0	 4

Occupation	 Business	 2	 4	 4

Professional	 4	 3	 2

Athlete	 1	 0	 2

Arts	 0	 1	 5

Sex	 Male	 5	 6	 7

Female	 2	 2	 6

Birth order	 Youngest	 6	 4	 4

In-between	 0	 0	 3

Oldest	 1	 4	 6
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Table 8-5 Response Type Profiles - Phase 2

________________________________ Type 1 Type 2 Type 3

Total cases	 7	 2	 5

Age (Yrs)	 Mean	 25.0	 26	 25.6

Range	 24-26	 25-27	 24-27

Education	 Higher Education	 7	 2	 5

No Higher Education	 0	 0	 0

Occupation Accountant Trainees	 7	 2	 5

Female	 2	 0	 5

Birth order	 Youngest	 2	 2	 1

In-between	 1	 0	 2

Oldest	 4	 0	 2

There is a similar distribution of age in each of the three negative self-reaction

responses with a mix of birth-orders found in each type in both Phases.

Seven people in the Phase 1 sample do not have higher education, three in Type 1

Response and four in Type 3 Response. All eight individuals in Type 2 Response

have attended university and have occupations which require further education. All

the accountant trainees have university degrees. Education is likely to covary with

one's choice of occupation with the sample of occupations chosen for this study being

biased towards those requiring higher education.

In the Phase 1 sample there are ten business people, nine people in professions, three

full-time athletes and six subjects from the arts. A mix of professionals and business

people is present in each negative self-reaction type. Type 1 Response contains one

athlete and no artists. Type 2 Response contains one artist and no athletes. Two of

the three athletes and five of the six artists are classified as Type 3 Response. This
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suggests that having an occupation in the arts or in athletics may increase the chance

of Type 3 self-reaction responses.

There are 18 men and 10 women in the Phase 1 sample and seven males and seven

females in the sample of accountant trainees. Males are fairly equally distributed

across the three response types in Phase 1; however, six of the 10 females exhibited

a Type 3 negative self-reaction response (one professional, two business people, three

artists). The remaining four women in the Phase 1 sample are divided evenly between

Type 1 and 2 responses. Five of the seven men in the accountant trainee sample

employed a Type 1 Response and the two people classified as Type 2 Response are

both men. The Type 3 Response category in the Phase 2 sample is made up of five

women, the other two women in this sample are classified as Type 1 Response.

The numbers are small but do suggest women to be more likely to exhibit Type 3

self-reaction both when recalling a failure experience from memory and when asked

to focus on failing an important exam. While many studies have shown women to

differ from men in their attribution of cause (Feather and Simon 1973, Nicholls 1975,

Page 1972), if verified with a larger sample, this would be new evidence of females

differing from males in the way they negatively motivate themselves as a result of

failure.

8.8 Summary

Although people made a variety of self-critical statements when reviewing past

failures, patterns appear to exist in the way in which individuals criticise themselves.

In each narrative a predominance of a single type of self-criticism was found, in some

cases it was the only form of expressed negative self-reaction. Subjects in Phase 1

responded in a similar manner in both of their stories of failure, even though the

recollections were from differing settings and time periods.
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Since individuals were reporting on only one or two accounts of failure, further

research needs to be conducted in which subjects focus on a greater number of failures

before it can be determined if individuals show a stable tendency to negatively self-

react in a particular manner. The identification of distinct patterns of response found

in this study sets the groundwork for such a test.

It has been argued (Chapter 7) that people's strong desire to believe they have some

control in preventing future failures leads them to blame themselves for past setbacks.

This blaming implies a deficiency in behavioural strategy, awareness or self.

"Learning" was reported by most subjects to be a way to overcome the perceived

deficiency which led to the failure. It can be reasoned that how one negatively self-

reacts to failure may influence the focus of subsequent learning. Chapter 9 examines

the link between differences in negative self-reaction and the types of learning subjects

reported.
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Chapter 9 - Reported Learning and Negative Self-reaction

9.1 Introduction

The common wisdom is that "you learn from your mistakes". This chapter focuses

on what people say they learn from the things that go wrong in their lives. A

description of the patterns of reported learning and an explanation of the part these

patterns play in the overall interpretation of failure is presented. Links between

reported learning and negative self-reaction are tested in Hypothesis 5.

Subjects were asked about their childhoods and how predictable they perceived this

period in their lives to be. Possible associations between perceived childhood

predictability and reported learning are explored and discussed.

Reported learning in this study is regarded as an integral part of the sense-making

process, a way individuals give meaning to the experience of failure. The study does

not examine whether people put their reported learning into practice.

9.2 Learning as Part of a Sequence of Interpretation

Reported learning was accessed in two ways: from spontaneous reports in the

narratives and from responses to three interview questions.

1. Could anything have been done differently?

2. All and all, have you learned something from this? Has that been

useful in other situations? What kinds of situations?

3. Did this event have any short-term effects on your behaviour? Any

long-term effects on your behaviour?
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All learned something from their failures. Some claimed to have learned a great deal

and that the recalled failure had transformed their lives while others reported to have

learned little (e.g. the accountant with the noise problem). Every narrative revealed

a chain of sense-making behaviour in which negative self-reaction preceded reported

learning. Subjects first blamed themselves for either 'not thinking it through', "not

being aware" or for "being who I am" and then reported some form of learning

resulting from the failure experience.

As subjects began to talk about what they had "learned", there was a marked change

in the manner in which they spoke, the language used and the expressed affect level.

Learning was described in less emotional, more rational language and subjects who

had been upset became increasingly settled and philosophical as they began talking

about the lessons they had acquired as a result of the experience. This was observed

when individuals spontaneously reported learning early on in their narratives and later

in the interview when asked questions about what they had learned. Many individuals

used this opportunity to compose themselves; however, there were several subjects

who returned to being anxious and upset as they continued their review of the failure.

It is likely that the interview process as it progressed and the subsequent rapport

between subject and interviewer had a calming affect on participants. This is not

possible to gauge. Despite this potential inquiry affect most subjects appeared to use

the act of describing their learning as a "cooling off' part of the failure interpretation

process, a re-gaining of control.

Although it cannot be proved the researcher had a sense that much of what was

reported to have been learned was "thought up" on the spot. There were cues to

suggest this in the patterns of speech and body language, although no data can verify

this impression. Given the accepted notion that "we learn from our failures", subjects

may have felt obliged to say they had learned something, especially in response to

questions. Subjects may also have been employing "learning" as part of a

rationalisation to make themselves feel better, reducing the dissonance resulting from

a perceived gap between their preferred view of their behaviour (successful) and the

failure.
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9.3 How Learning is Reported

Each subject report of learning was documented and a search was conducted for

underlying constructs suggesting meaningful categories. Four categories of reported

learning were found to adequately accommodate the data and are labelled rumination,

resignation, rule-making and re-interpretation. Individuals were found to be capable

of reporting varying combinations of these types of learning.

Rule-making and re-interpretation learning, first found in the pilot study, were often

associated with subjects' reports of "a great deal" of learning. Rumination learning,

which takes its name from the phenomenon of ruminative thinking (Wolpe 1958), and

resignation learning were frequently associated with subject reports of more limited

learning.

The degree to which people report learning as a form of defence mechanism, a

rationalisation for their failures, is unknown. If individuals use learning for this

purpose, as suspected, it is likely that they are pragmatic in their choice of type of

learning, choosing whatever works best to diminish the anxiety generated by the

review of the failure. Personality factors and early learning may influence how one

learns to effectively reduce anxiety by bringing meaning to painful events through the

perception of learning something of value.

A description of each category of reported learning with examples taken from the case

data is presented in the following sections.

9.3.1 Rumination

Rumination is the learning tactic with the lowest amount of interpretative reasoning.

The subject learns that "nothing can be learned from this and it is best to forget it".

It differs from denial (Lazarus 1983) where individuals have successfully put whatever
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is bothering them "out of their mind". In rumination people cannot forget what they

do not want to remember.

Sabine H., personnel manager, captures this paradox of rumination learning as she

describes the failure of a relationship which she had difficulty making sense of. A

very articulate and energetic speaker, Sabine only manages to speak in simple

sentences as she struggles to control her strong feelings.

"I was very upset, devastated. Mostly I feel confusion and sadness. I was
never really angry. I feel confused because I don't know why (he left) - I
couldn't understand it, I have no answers.

I have concluded that it is not helpful to think about things that could have
been done. Doing the "what ifs" is negative, it gets you no where. There is
no learning - other than older and wiser. It happened.

That is what is so difficult about this - I can't understand it. I can't analyze
it! I can't explain it, make sense of it! I guess that's the reason I can't get
over it."

Kofodimos (1986) in her biographical study of executive "Paul Simmons" found that

his inability to learn from his mistakes was one of the key things holding his career

back. Simmons reflected the view of many business people studied by Kofodimos et

al. (1986). He was convinced that thinking about mistakes and failures served little

purpose other than to upset oneself and that it is better to put these events out of

mind. But, the problem was that Simmons was unable to forget. Inevitably someone

or something thing would remind him of the past failure and once cued the memory

of the event would "go round and round" in his head causing a troubling cycle of

worry.

Pilot Mark M.'s narratives provide many examples of rumination learning, the

following is one example taken from his first story of crashing a plane.

"I felt very intense at the time of the event and then it was always in the back
of my mind in the five or six days coming up to the interview. But when it
came up I had to stop myself and say 'There is nothing you can do about it
until the interview' - that would stop me from worrying about it. There's no
point in worrying about it. I kept fluctuating between 'I did the right thing'
and the 'worse scenario'. You can worry yourself to death."
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Mark M., Sabine H. and Sophie R. are three subjects in the study who express low

levels of agency in their recalled failures and clearly use the rumination tactic.

Almost convinced that they had no role in causing the negative outcomes, they are

still haunted by niggling worries. Sophie R. tells the story of a charity programme she

managed where two key assistants left in mid-project.

"Steve fell in love with this Canadian girl and ran off to Canada. He is
essentially selfish and lost interest. Leonie had never really fitted in. She was
a frigid and uptight person and this wasn't the type of activity that went well
with that personality.

They were probably not the right people for the job but I had to take them.
They were not ideal. They let me down."

Sophie pauses and then says:

"Maybe I pushed them too hard ... Maybe I could have tried to pull them back
in a little more."

This thought makes her visibly uncomfortable and she quickly cycles out of it.

"I doubt that I could have changed them. That (this) is just wishful thinking
on my part ... I had to carry on and there was no time to mope."

Rumination is a reported learning tactic that does not accomplish its goal of allowing

individuals to forget about the failure nor does it provide them with much insight

which could be potentially helpful in the future. Although the act of stating that they

had learned "to forget it and not worry about it any more" initially appeared to calm

these subjects, they were able to recall their failures spontaneously and vividly, often

within seconds, and in subsequent conversation soon returned to expressions of anxiety

about the failure.

9.3.2 Resignation

At the opposite pole to rumination is resignation. The difference between the two is

that instead of the circular worrying about past mistakes that occurs with rumination,

resignation is the sad acceptance of failure. The message is "It happened. I am sad

about t. I have to accept it and live with it." Resignation may be expressed with a
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degree of cynicism or regret and like rumination has a lower amount of interpretative

reasoning.

Entrepreneur Robert C. was heartbroken when he parted company with his business

partner, Lawrence, with whom he had built a design company over a 10 year period.

"Lawrence and I got a divorce. We were friends ... We were both designers
with an idea. He had lost trust in me and I had not trusted him for a while.

We didn't fail as a business - it was the natural course given the relationship
between Lawrence and I. I blame him ... but it is about me ... cause I was
there ... he had to do it because I was in his way. I stopped seeing him the
end of February. Now I feel very awkward about it. Even if I feel well, there
is guilt, I still have this burden.

I don't know if there was a great deal that could have been done. Lawrence
didn't want to be a partner with me."

Like those who report rumination and are unable to shake their bothersome worry,

those who report resignation do not appear to be able to rid themselves of the residual

sadness they feel about the outcome despite their claims to have "accepted it". The

four subjects reported in Chapter 7 simply to regret a failure without stating a future

prevention goal all reported resignation learning. With the exception of their regret

filled narratives, all other narratives in which resignation learning was reported showed

evidence of a future prevention goal.

Barbara F. the opera singer recounts a story of failing to complete a personal project

of symbolic significance to her. She enroled in a series of upholstery courses to

restore a family heirloom and to take her mind off her singing career. She wanted the

project to build her confidence and sense of independence but instead her progress was

slow and she became dependent on the course instructor.

"One woman on the course asked the teacher's son to make her a footstool and
he made a beautiful stool for hardly any money. I wish I would have had the
courage to ask the teacher's son to make the legs for my chair and had not
cowered. He was so experienced and seemed so good at what he did I felt
intimidated and didn't ask him. Instead I used a carpenter that was a disaster.
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What a fool I am. How timid I am at interrupting other people and afraid of
making them cross and impatient. I think about it a lot. I often wonder if I
will ever finish it."

Another example echoing Barbara's sense of resignation was reported by accounting

trainee Anne Marie A.

"Now - I am numb - treat the failure (on the exams) as matter of fact. Like
a mourning period after someone has died. They're dead now - it doesn't hurt
as much. Failure wears you down ... I have learned that the world is an unfair
place and that the future is uncertain.

The quality of resignation in Anne Marie's statement reminds one of the Kubler-Ross

(1969) grieving model suggesting that people may use different learning tactics at

different points in time as they rehearse and re-rehearse the same failure. This

possibility of a cycle of interpretation is further explored in Chapter 11 Discussion.

9.3.3 Rule-making

Rule-making is the form of learning most clearly aimed at preventing future failure.

In both narratives, George N., a planning manager for a large electronics firm, uses

his recollections to construct a set of prevention rules and spontaneously described his

approach to learning from failure as follows.

"Whenever I encounter a problem, I always ask 'How do I prevent this from
happening (in the future)'. I look at what can hurt you. It is risk
minimisation. How can I avoid making this mistake again. I apply specific
learning to specific situations."

Individuals who rule-make assume that there are "like" situations that one can make

generalisations about. These can be highly specific e.g. behaviour in job interviews

or broader in scope e.g. relations with business partners. Once they recognise the kind

of situation they are in, they can call on their store of complex hierarchies of

prevention rules. "It is a chunk of experience, one I can search for in my memory and

get it if I need it" (George N.).
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James E., the chartered accountant in the sample, was caught in an embarrassing

situation when his internal memo complaining about the management of the

company's records was faxed directly to the client's chief financial officer by the

partner in charge of an audit. As manager of the audit this action put his relationship

with the client in jeopardy. His reported learning from the event is a set of rules to

follow should a similar situation arise in the future.

"You sit down with the client and talk about it up front. Take minutes of that
meeting and then fax them to the partner. Delay sending it to the partner for
a week so it won't come bowling back. Try to get the client on-board first.
Keep the partner and client in their separate cages while you sort it out - this
allows time and prevents over-reaction.

It's experience - it's all experience. When you come across this situation
again you can appreciate it and know what can happen. I always remember
it and am aware of it."

For the rule-makers in the sample the concept of "learning from experience" means

building guidelines for the future from failures in the past. Unlike those who

ruminate, they often carefully dissect and analyse the past, likely with hindsight bias

(Bukszar and Connolly 1988).

Caught by surprise by a client who lied to him, lawyer Rupert T., like James E., adds

to his bank of preventative principles.

"Have I learned from this? Absolutely! I have reflected on the steps - what
should have been done - what I ought to have done to get an adjournment. I
have learned about the style of these kinds of situations, namely when you are
dealing with aggressive people who put out proposals at the courtroom door

I now know that I should have asked for an adjournment and that I should
try to anticipate what the other side might offer.

What I have learned is useful in other situations, yes, it is (now) a matter of
general principle. It has taught me a lesson that I will never forget."

Rule-making, like rumination, does not entirely accomplish its intended goal. Despite

nested hierarchies of prevention rules, people who report this form of learning still

report recent failures which have caught them off guard. Life continues to surprise

them no matter how hard they try to prevent it.
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9.3.4 Re-interpretation

Subjects who reported the learning tactic of re-interpretation tried to make the pain

associated with failure go away by converting their negative experiences into positive

events often referring to their failures as "learning experiences". Rothbaum, Weisz

and Snyder (1982) in their article Changing the World and Changing the Self, argue

that when people are unable to control events directly through primary control, which

is the case with the past, they may choose to exert secondary control by altering their

interpretations of it. As in rule-making, subjects using the learning tactic of re-

interpretation typically report they have learned a great deal. Compared to subjects

who use rumination or resignation and report to gain little from their failures, those

who re-interpret are able to read a surprising amount into their setbacks. In the words

of police detective John J., "It becomes what you want it to be".

Myra S. accountant trainee has always done well. She graduated from Manchester

University with a first in economics. According to Myra, her parents brag about her

high marks and that she was chosen by her firm to be part of a select group sent to

Australia. She had never previously failed an exam.

"I am top rated in my department - no one expected me to fail. My goals and
expectations are set by other people's expectations. You are expected to do
something, they communicate it to you that you can't let them down. If
everyone thinks you are the best then they believe you are the best and it puts
a lot of pressure on you. People believe I understand everything."

Myra makes a number of statements suggesting that because she is "superior" to her

fellow trainees they have distanced themselves from her.

"I am let down sometimes at work. It is because of petty jealousy, because I
am perceived of as better than others. Many of my peers are immature, have
a child-like competition on marks. It is all very silly."

Myra is uncomfortable that people do not personally warm to her. Failing her exams

changed that.

"It was a growing and maturing experience. Positive good came out of this.
It humbles you and makes you more sympathetic, more approachable.
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It had an impact on my relationship with my mentor Jerome. A positive thing
in this is that we have become closer friends as a result. He admired the way
I thought of my friends at the time of my own failure.

My competitors were happy - they thought it was excellent that I had done
something wrong.

My sister was ill and my mother was having a lot of stress with her job.
Studying would have been selfish. My family is the cause. I could have
passed but it would have meant not caring."

The memory is re-interpreted to the extent that Myra implies that at some level she

failed on purpose. Summarising the failure she says:

"I am really happy - now Myra is more human!"

Re-interpretation often frames failure as pre-destined, meant to be, a necessity. This

can be seen in television producer Charles L.'s story of his failure to predict his ill

wife's behaviour when he travelled abroad on business.

"On the recky my worst nightmare was unfolding. When I got over there - I'd
get these hysterical calls from her saying 'I can't cope'. This illness had
caused problems in our marriage. We had difficulty talking about this ... Mary
worries. I worried that our marriage was in jeopardy.

I didn't go back (home) - You have to be cruel to be kind.

After the two week recky I returned to find Mary coping marvellously. It was
like a large weight removed from me and I felt so much better. We did the
right thing! It was something that we needed to go through and this is when
we had to do it. She is getting better and it all ended happily. Like when I
was a kid 'It all turned out summer'."

Notions of failures as predestined events demonstrate the extent to which people will

go to make sense of their failures. Many subjects who used the re-interpretation tactic

did so less dramatically than Myra and Charles.

Re-interpretation appears to take some of the sting out of painful past events. Subjects

who re-interpret their memories become increasingly calm and philosophical as they

discuss them in contrast to the mounting agitation projected by those who ruminate

over their failures as they talk about them. Re-interpreters frequently stated that they

felt the failure was a "positive thing" and typically list several helpful lessons they
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have learned. Some subjects who employed re-interpretation described events as

instructive and portrayed themselves in a continuous state of learning leading to

personal transformation. In these cases failure memories rise above the status of mere

events and become myths and fables to the subject. The memory is kept alive in

order to substantiate the lesson and the story becomes a metaphor for the meaning.

At this point the individual ceases to critically analyses or question the failure but

instead uses it as a vehicle to bring meaning to other events. It becomes symbolic.

Adam L. the team leader postponed going home and missed talking to his father

before he died. The memory has taken on special meaning for him.

"I learned a lot about myself - his death gave historical context to my life. It
has given me a 'life is too short view'. The event has faded and I have come
to have a peaceful reflective feeling about it ... like the end of a story. I have
used it to reflect on life itself, it has become very complex."

When a failure becomes symbolic for individuals they report using it regularly to

reinforce the lesson it embodies. Richard P, the golf professional and Adam L.

provide two examples.

"Every time I play golf I remember this (failure). It is a good example for
me." - Richard P, referring to a tournament where he lost his mental
concentration.

"I sometimes tell newcomers this story to teach them a lesson." - Adam L.,
referring to a million pound trade he lost due to a mistake.

9.3.5 Variations in Re-interpretation Learning

An examination of re-interpretation shows subtle variations in the way people describe

their positive learning from negative experiences.

Some subjects reported that failure "shows you the way". Adam L, the trading team

leader, believes that there are paths one can take in life and that failures are signs that

point to the predestined route. This perspective suggests a hidden plan for our lives

and invisible forces at work. Adam, like most who criticise themselves for their
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wrong thinking and actions, expressed a need for mastery and may be externalising

failure in his re-interpretation to diminish his sense of responsibility.

Osteopath Nigel W. also exhibited a Type 1 response in his narratives but differs from

Adam in that he has an internal method to allow him to reflect on his failures without

undue rumination. His invisible force at work is the unconscious mind which he says

helps him resolve things. Nigel is convinced his unconscious mind has a hidden

agenda bringing past failures into consciousness for a purpose and not just to upset

him. Swimmer Bait W., also exhibiting Type 1 self-criticism, "listens to his body"

that tells him things. When his training was ineffective the resulting failure reminded

him to listen to a visceral power within.

The essence of these re-interpretations is that failure helps one to learn about what is

already there but undisclosed. The belief that there is a "hidden way", an unseen

intelligence in the sub-conscious or body, permits Adam, Nigel and Bait to think

about their failures without falling into a cycle of rumination which is the most

common reported learning of those exhibiting a Type 1 response. They are convinced

that they need not overly worry because their failures are part of a hidden plan that

eventually leads to good.

Re-interpretation for others, especially subjects who exhibited Type 3 negative self-

reaction in their narratives, meant "learning more about myself" so that I can "change

myself'. Failures are viewed as helpful in providing information about what might

be the best changes to make. Given that subjects who employed the Type 3 response

tended to see themselves holistically it is not surprising that enhancing self-knowledge

is their most common use of memory re-interpretation.

Subjects who exhibit Type 2 self-criticism in their stories were least likely to re-

interpret setbacks. When they do talk about what is "good" about failure, they say it

reminds them of a helpful rule or formula that they have forgotten. The learning is

a "tap on the wrist", in the words of manager George N. "it was good because I re-

learned what I already knew".
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9.4 Reported Learning and Sample Characteristics

Table 9-1 Reported Learning By Sex, Age, and Occupation - Phase 1

Rumination Rule-Making Resignation Re-interpretation_I

________ No._J_% No.	 % No. % No.	 %__J

Total	 14_J_18%	 21	 28% 19 25%	 22	 29%

Male	 9	 17%	 16	 30% 12 22%	 17	 31%

Female	 5 23%	 5	 23% 7 31%	 5	 23%__j

Age 23-30 5	 19%	 10	 39%	 5	 19%	 6	 23%

	

31-35	 3	 10%	 9	 30%	 5	 17%	 13	 43%

	

36-41	 6 30%	 2	 10%	 9 45%	 3	 15%

Business	 5	 19%	 9	 35%	 4	 15%	 8	 31%

Profession	 9	 32%	 6	 21%	 5	 18%	 8	 29%

Athletes	 0	 0	 3	 38%	 3 38%	 2	 24%

Artists	 0	 0	 3	 21%	 7	 50%	 4	 29%

Note: Subjects may report more than one type of learning.

Females in the sample more often reported resignation than men although not as often

as the subgroups of artists and athletes. Men favoured rule-making and re-

interpretation types of learning. Older subjects (36-41) reported less rule-making and

more resignation than younger ones. Athletes and business people had a high number

of reports of rule-making and older subjects and professions a high number of reports

of rumination. Artists, women, athletes and older subjects share in common a pattern

of high resignation learning. When percentages are calculated by learning type instead

of biodata category (as in Table 9-1) business people and professionals, (68% of Phase

1 sample), account for 73% of the reports of re-interpretations and 47% of resignation.

Artists and athletes, (32% of Phase 1 sample), account for 27% of reports of re-

interpretation and 53% of resignation. It is important to keep in mind the restricted

size of the sample when reviewing the potential differences in reported learning
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suggested by the data. These will be explored and discussed in Chapter 11

Discussion.

9.5 Negative Self-reaction and Reported Learning

It was reasoned that if "learning" is an integral part of the interpretation of personal

failure then particular learning tactics or schema may be associated with particular

patterns of negative self-reaction. As stated by Bandura's theory and corroborated by

this study, negative self-reaction precedes learning in the sequence of response. How

one criticises themselves for a past failure may determine the type of learning that

becomes salient. Evidence from the pilot study suggested a possible link between the

nature of self-critical response and type of learning reported and this is tested in

Hypothesis 5.

Hypothesis 5: Reported learning resulting from the review of a failure

recollection will vary according to the predominant type of negative self-

reaction exhibited in the narrative.

At the outset of the study when this hypothesis was formed, it was not possible to

identify the expected direction of links between specific types of negative self-reaction

and types of reported learning, since the categories of these two variables had not been

defined. Once these categories were established, they could be used to test Hypothesis

5 by examining the range of possible associations between Response Type and

category of reported learning.

Some subjects reported only one kind of learning per story however most cases had

evidence of two and sometimes three categories of learning. The presence of one or

more types of reported learning was counted a maximum of once per narrative even

if mentioned numerous times by the subject. There were 76 learning designations

made for the 56 narratives in Phase 1. These learning designations were sorted
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according to the predominant type of self-criticism expressed by the subject. Table

9-2 summarises the frequency counts.

Table 9-2 Reported Learning Present in Narratives By Type of Negative Self-reaction

Response - Phase 1

Reported Learning	 Type 1	 Type 2	 U	 Type 3

No.	 %	 No.	 %	 No.	 %	 Total

Rumination	 12	 57%	 1	 4%	 1	 4%	 14

Rule-Making	 4	 19%	 15	 54%	 2	 7%	 21

Resignation	 0	 0%	 5	 18%	 14	 52%	 19

Re-interpretation	 5	 24%	 7	 25%	 10	 37%	 22

Total Reports	 21	 100%	 28	 100%	 27	 100%	 76

Total Cases	 1	 1 8	 13	 28

Note: Subjects frequently reported more than one type of learning per story.

Associations were found between preferred type of negative self-reaction and reported

learning although numbers were too small to test this statistically.

(i) Subjects who exhibited Type 1 negative self-reaction in their narratives expressed

rumination far more often than those who exhibited a Type 2 or 3 Response. Of the

14 reports of the presence of rumination in Phase 1, 12 were from subjects who

exhibited Type 1 Response. There were four reports of rule-making and five reports

of re-interpretation made by individuals categorized as using the Type 1 Response.

There were no reports of resignation. It appears that those who worry about their

failures and are concerned that they may have done wrong rarely resign themselves

to the outcome.

(ii) Subjects who exhibited Type 2 negative self-reaction in their narratives account

for 15 of 21 reports of rule-making in Phase 1. They also reported to re-interpret their

failures (seven reports) and to resign themselves (five reports). Subjects who criticised
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themselves in the Type 2 manner only expressed one of 14 reports of rumination.

Rule-makers do not appear to worry about failures when they review them, perhaps

viewing these setbacks as having served the useful purpose of preventing future

failure.

(iii) Subjects who exhibited Type 3 negative self-reaction in their narratives report

resignation more often than Type 1 or 2 - 14 of the total of 19 reports in Phase 1.

Re-interpretation is also more frequently reported by those who evoke Type 3

Response - 10 of 27 reports. There is one report of rumination and there are two

reports of rule-making. This is a curious, almost bi-polar response, in which subjects

either surrender to the failure "these things happen", suggesting a belief in fate, or

they energetically reconstruct the failure as a positive experience.

A similar analysis was conducted for the Phase 2 sample.

Table 9-3 Reported Learning Present in Narratives By Type of Negative Self-reaction

Response - Phase 2

Reported Learning Type 1 	
1 

Type 2	
U 

Type 3

No.	 %	 No.	 %	 No.	 %	 Total

Rumination	 5	 50%	 1	 25%	 1	 17%	 7

Rule-Making	 0	 0%	 2	 50%	 1	 17%	 3

Resignation	 4	 40%	 0	 0%	 1	 17%	 5

Re-interpretation	 1	 10%	 1	 25%	 3	 50%	 5

Total Reports	 10	 100%	 4	 100%	 6	 100%	 20

Total Cases	
H 

7	
2[	 5	 14

Note: Subjects frequently reported more than one type of learning per story.

The accountant trainees followed a similar pattern to the Phase 1 sample. Subjects

who had demonstrated a Type 1 response in their narratives reported more rumination

(five out of 10 reports) and Type 2 more rule-making (two out of 4 reports). Re-
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interpretation was also clearly present in the narratives of individuals who used a Type

3 response (three of six reported). However, Phase 2 reverses the Phase 1 pattern for

resignation. For the accountant trainees, resignation was found more frequently in the

narratives of people evoking Type 1 (four of 10) than in Type 3 (one of six). It

should be remembered that in the case of Phase 2 the failure is unresolved since all

but one of the trainees have chosen to re-sit their examinations. Perhaps accountant

trainees who exhibited Type 3 negative self-reaction remain hopeful until the final

outcome is determined. They may not be able to resign themselves to a failure while

there is still a chance for success in the final examination.

It is possible to conclude that subjects who exhibit Type 1 self-reaction are the most

frequent ruminators, subjects who exhibit Type 2 Response are the most frequent rule-

makers and subjects who exhibit Type 3 Response are most likely to be resigned about

their failures. Individuals classified as exhibiting Type 3 self-reaction did report re-

interpretation learning somewhat more frequently than subjects classified as Type 1

or Type 2; however, overall this reported learning was widely used by all subjects

regardless of type of negative self-reaction.

The evidence supports Hypothesis 5 that reported learning varies with exhibited

negative self-reaction response. How subjects in this study criticised themselves for

a past failure affected the type (rumination, resignation, rule-making or re-

interpretation) of reported learning.

9.6 Variations in Reported Learning and Perceptions of Childhood

In the pilot interviews subjects were asked to comment on their childhood. It was

found that individuals who described their early years as unpredictable tended to re-

interpret their failure memories more often than those who described their childhoods

as predictable. Based on this early evidence it appeared a relationship between

perceived childhood predictability and type of reported learning was plausible.
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In Phases 1 and 2 subjects were encouraged to talk about their upbringing. An

analysis of reports on early years and responses to a question asking individuals to

self-assess predictability in childhood were used to sort subjects into predictable and

unpredictable childhood categories. Individuals were told in the interview that

"unpredictable" did not necessarily mean "bad unpredictable" but could also mean

"good unpredictable" and that the researcher was interested in how they would

characterise the day-to-day predictability of events. Of the 28 subjects in Phase 1, 14

were categorised as having relatively predictable childhoods and 14 as having

relatively unpredictable childhoods. The accountant trainees reported having a greater

number of predictable childhoods with only four of 14 people classified as having

unpredictable early lives.

Subject narratives were examined to detect the presence of rumination, resignation,

rule-making and re-interpretation learning. Each form of learning, if present, was

counted a maximum of once per narrative. Learning was then sorted on the basis of

predictable or unpredictable childhood.

Table 9-4 Reported Learning Present in Narratives by Predictability of Early Years -

Phase 1

Reported Learning Predictable_J_Unpredictable Total

Rumination	 10	 4	 14

Rule-Making	 13	 8	 21

Resignation	 6	 13	 19

Re-interpretation	 7	 15	 22

Total	 36	 40	 76

(Note: Subjects may report more than one type of learning.)

Chi-square = 9.28 exceeds 7.815 at the 0.05 level of significance. Null hypothesis

that there is no difference is rejected.

Subjects with predictable childhoods tended to exhibit more rumination and rule-

making learning and those with unpredictable childhoods more resignation and re-
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interpretation learning. Since negative self-reaction type is associated with variations

in reported learning (Table 9-2), it was expected that type would also be linked with

perceptions of unpredictable/predictable childhoods. A matrix was constructed to sort

childhood predictability by type of expressed negative self-reaction.

Table 9-5 Type of Negative Self-reaction Response by Predictable/Unpredictable

Childhood

Phase 1	 Phase 2

Type Predictable Unpredictable Predictable Unpredictable

1	 4	 3	 6	 1

2	 6	 2	 1	 1

3	 4	 9	 3	 2

Total	 14	 14	 10	 4

Subjects reporting unpredictable childhoods were highest among those who exhibited

a Type 3 negative self-reaction and who favoured the use of resignation and re-

interpretation. Response Types 1 and 2 reported more predictable childhoods and they

favoured rumination and rule-making.

All of the artists and athletes in Phase 1 reported having unpredictable early lives in

contrast to five of the 19 business and professional people. Subjects who had self-

selected into artistic and athletic careers appeared particulary skilled in using

resignation as a way of coping with failure. The six artists accounted for seven (of

19) instances of resignation in the narratives, the three athletes three instances while

the 19 business and professional people, nine instances. The minority of business and

professional people who did perceive their childhoods as unpredictable (six of 19)

favoured re-interpretation learning over resignation.

Tests (t test) were also conducted to see if the means of self-reaction response type,

personality factors or locus of control measures varied significantly when sorted into
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predictable and unpredictable childhood categories. No significant differences were

found.

An explanation for co-variance between reported learning and perceived childhood

predictability may be a propensity for subjects from artistic and athletic occupational

groups to interpret their childhoods as unpredictable, perhaps consistent with learned

responses, cognitive models or self-concept.

9.7 Summary

Although links have been demonstrated between negative self-reaction and reported

learning, there is also evidence that individuals do not exclusively limit themselves to

one kind of learning but frequently report a mix. People are resourceful, even

imaginative, in their attempt to give past failures some meaning.

In both phases of the study, reported learning regardless of category had the quality

of a post hoc rationalisation (Locke and Pennington 1982). Individuals used an

analytical style of language to describe their learning and with the exception of those

reporting rumination learning became less emotional when doing so, even when

spontaneously reporting learning. This differed from the expressed affect and

emotionally charged language used by the same people reporting negative self-

reaction.

Learning as a defense mechanism against the anxiety associated with failure memories

does not appear to be highly effective. Those who learn that it serves no purpose to

worry about past failures still worry about them. Those who make rules are still

anxious about new situations in the future and those who resign themselves to the

outcome can still be hurt by the recollection of these painful events. Re-interpreting

failures as positive events appears to be the most effective way to reduce the anxiety

expressed by subjects and this may be the reason why it is also the most widely

reported type of learning.
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Chapter 10 - Analysis of Instrument Results

10.1 Introduction

In this study subjects demonstrated varying levels of negative self-reaction in recalling

personal failures and also exhibited patterns of self-reaction linked to reported

learning. The aim of this Chapter is to examine potential links between these self-

regulatory processes and measures from the scales administered to subjects - Locus

of Control (Levenson and Miller 1976), NEO-PI-R Personality Inventory (Costa and

McCrae 1991) and Desirability of Control (Burger and Cooper 1979). In addition

comments are made on the differences found between the measures of locus of control

and causal attribution.

This study was not designed for the purpose of testing statistical relationships. The

sample size means there is insufficient power to identify more than the most

substantial effects (Cohen 1988). However, the data were analysed to explore the

possibility of revealed trends worthy of future investigation. Because of the restricted

size of the sample, a description of sample characteristics in terms of the three

instruments is presented to identify any biases in composition which could influence

associations between variables.

Hypotheses 6, 7 and 8 evaluate the potential of personality, locus of control and

desirability for control as predictors of level of negative self-reaction. Data from each

instrument was compared with the response type exhibited by subjects. Tests (F test,

t test) have been applied to quantify the distribution of variance across measures and

differences between means. Findings presented in this chapter are further discussed

in Chapter 11 Discussion.
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10.2 Personality and Sample Characteristics

Self-regulation is considered a learned behaviour and not a trait; however, personality

traits may predispose towards particular learned responses. Subjects completed the

NEO-PI-R personality inventory (Costa and McCrae 1991) which measures five

dimensions of personality: Neuroticism, Extraversion, Openness, Agreeableness and

Conscientiousness. The inventory has been normed for males and females with 50

representing the centre point on a scale of 100. Two of the 42 subjects, one from

Phase 1 and one from Phase 2, did not complete the NEO-PI-R. Sample means and

standard deviations (s.d.) were calculated for each personality factor and are presented

in Table 10-1.

Table 10-1 NEO-PI-R Dimensions - Phase 1 and 2

Phase 1	 Phase 2
Dimensions	 Means	 Range	 s.d. Means	 Range	 s.d.

Neuroticism	 49.3	 20-73	 10.3	 55.6	 46-75	 10.0

Extraversion	 52.8	 36-76	 9.0	 59.5	 49-80	 8.1

Openness	 55.9	 32-72	 9.9	 53.3	 39-68	 9.4

Agreeableness	 42.7	 16-53	 7.4	 38.4	 26-55	 8.9

Conscientiousness	 46.4	 17-70	 12.7	 41.1	 25-69	 11.5

The Phase 1 sample means are closer to the normed mean than the Phase 2 sample

and it is also more heterogenous in terms of age, occupation and education (Chapter

5, Tables 5-1 and 5-2).

The Phase 2 sample of accountant trainees scores high (59.5) on Extraversion relative

to norm and low on Agreeableness (38.4) and Conscientiousness (41.1). Within the

dimension of Extraversion, Gregariousness (teamworker vs loner), Assertiveness

(dominant vs accommodating) and Excitement Seeking (sensation-seeking vs quiet-

seeking) are those subscales contributing the most to the above normed mean on the

dimension of Neuroticism. It is possible that the subscale of Gregariousness might

reflect the fact that these trainees were willing to talk about their failures on the exam
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to the researcher. An alternative explanation for the higher Extraversion scores among

the accountant trainees is that extraverts may be at greater risk of failing accounting

exams than introverts. In the interviews accountant trainees who scored high on

Extraversion frequently mentioned how they had spent time coaching other trainees,

in their own words "wasted time" talking on the telephone with their colleagues about

exam concerns.

This reported time wasting behaviour may be better explained by the low scores

accountant trainees had on the dimension of Conscientiousness, especially within the

Conscientiousness subscales of Self-Discipline (self-pacing vs time-wasting) and

Competence (efficient vs unprepared). Possibly the profile of the Phase 2 sample is

more representative of the population of people who tend to fail the PE2 accounting

exam than the general population of trainee accountants. There is evidence that a

combination of high Extraversion and low Conscientiousness scores, particularly in the

sub-scales of Self-Discipline (mean 37.5, s.d. 10.1) and Competence (mean 41.3 s.d.

8.5) may be associated with failing the accounting exam. A larger sample is needed

before this possibility can be thoroughly tested. Given that the Phase 2 sample is

restricted and that the focus of the study was not on why accountants fail professional

exams one can only speculate on this possibility.

Scores on the factor of Agreeableness were low for both samples with mean scores

of 42.7 for Phase 1 and 38.4 for Phase 2. It is not known why these scores deviated

from the norm of 50; however, one possible explanation is cultural bias in the

construction of questions in certain subscales of Agreeableness and another is sample

composition (e.g. higher education, professional occupations).

Because the Phase 1 sample demonstrates more normal characteristics, reported

findings will focus primarily on that sample with Phase 2 results presented when

meaningful differences arise.
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10.3 Personality and Level of Negative Self-reaction

In the pilot study, people who expressed the strongest emotions were often found to

criticise themselves severely for their failures. It was reasoned that subjects with

higher levels of emotionality may exhibit higher levels of negative self-reaction.

Although emotionality may be partially reflected in the subscales of several of the

personality dimensions, Neuroticism was deemed the best overall measure of

emotionality.

Hypothesis 6: Level of expressed negative self-reaction in response to a

review of past failure will vary with level of the personality dimension of

Neuroticism. Subjects with higher levels of Neuroticism will express higher

levels of negative self-reaction.

There is no established measure of level of negative self-reaction; however, measures

from the NEO-PI-R Personality Inventory were compared for the set of 12 narratives

selected (Chapter 7) as having the highest level of expressed negative self-reaction and

the set of 12 narratives selected as having the lowest level. Means of the five

personality dimensions were calculated and compared for the high and low self-

reaction categories. I tests, which test whether differences between means are either

significant or due to chance, were conducted. Although not significant at the t05

level, the factor of Neuroticism (t = 1.34, t005 d.f. 22 = 1.72) showed the greatest

difference between the means for high and low self-reactors and was significant at

t (t = 1.34, t d.f. 22 = 1.32). The other four personality dimensions measured by

the NEO-PI-R Personality Inventory showed no differences.

Each NEO-PI-R dimension consists of six subscales. When comparisons of means for

the subscales of Neuroticism were conducted and t tests applied it was found that

Anxiety (t = 1.71, t005, d.f. 22 = 1.72) was very close to significant at p<O.05. At the

t01 level Anxiety (t = 1.71, t, d.f. 22 = 1.32), Vulnerability (t = 1.53, t, d.f. 22

= 1.32) and Self-Consciousness (t = 1.34, t, d.f. 22 = 1.32) were found significant.

The Neuroticism subscales resulted in the following t statistics listed in decreasingly
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magnitude: Anxiety t = 1.71, Vulnerability t = 1.53, Self-Consciousness t = 1.34,

Impulsiveness t = 1.32, Depression t = 1.09 and Angry Hostility t = .97. Standard

deviations and medians are shown in Table 10-2 for the Neuroticism subscales which

had the three largest differences in their means. Each of the six subscales of the other

four personality dimensions were also tested and no significant differences were found.

Table 10-2 Comparison of NEO-PI-R Subscales of Anxiety, Vulnerability, and Self-

Consciousness and High and Low Self-reaction

MHigh	 MLow
NEO-PI-R Self-	 Self-
Subscales	 Reaction	 s.d. Median Reaction s.d. Median 	 t

Anxiety	 56.3	 12.8	 55.5	 49.1	 6.6	 46.0	 1.71*

Vulner-	 55.6	 14.1	 51.0	 48.3	 8.5	 46.5	 1.53*
ability_________ ______ ________ _________ ____ ________ _______

Self-
Conscious-
ness	 51.5	 14.1	 51.0	 49.4	 7.8	 49.5	 1.34*

toO5 d.f.22 = 1.72
d.f.22 = 1.32

Anxiety measures the degree to which subjects are "tense" versus "unworried" and

Vulnerability measures the degree to which subjects are "stress prone" versus

"unaffected". The subscale Self-Consciousness measures the degree to which subjects

are "embarrassed" versus "unconcerned" and individuals with high scores on this

subscale may be more aware of themselves and may be higher self-monitors (Snyder

1987). The NEO-PI-R items which assess the near significant subscale of Anxiety are

listed below.

Ni: Anxiety

I am not a worrier. (score reversed)

I am easily frightened.

I rarely feel fearful or anxious. (score reversed)

I often feel tense and jittery.
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I'm seldom apprehensive about the future. (score reversed)

I often worry about things that might go wrong.

I have fewer fears than most people. (score reversed)

Frightening thoughts sometimes come into my head.

There is insufficient evidence to support Hypothesis 6 fully, since level of expressed

negative self-reaction was not shown to vary significantly with the NEO-P1-R

dimension of Neuroticism. However, there are signs that level of negative self-

reaction in response to failure varies with the Neuroticism subscale of Anxiety and to

a lesser degree Vulnerability and Self-Consciousness.

10.4 Personality and Negative Self-reaction Response Type

In terms of predicting negative self-reaction type, the personality dimension of

Neuroticism showed most promise.

Table 10-3 NEO-PI-R Dimensions by Type of Negative Self-reaction - Phase 1

Types of Negative Self-reaction

NEO-PI-R	 Type 1	 Type 2	 Type 3

Dimensions	 M	 s.d.	 M	 s.d.	 M	 s.d.	 F

Neuroticism	 41.5	 10.3	 49.6 6.6	 54.0	 9.8	 3.27*

Extraversion	 54.5	 9.6	 52.9	 1.5	 51.9	 11.0	 0.15

Openness	 52.4	 12.1	 55.1	 9.7	 54.8	 8.2	 0.45

Agreeableness	 46.7	 5.2	 40.5 9.6	 42.1	 5.7	 1.06

Conscientiousness	 49.2	 6.3	 43.9 8.4	 46.7	 16.3 0.28

F005 (2,24) = 3.40
*F010 (2,24) = 2.54

The F tests of one way analyses of variance are non-significant for all scales although

the dimension of Neuroticism comes closest to significance (F = 3.27, F(2,24) p<O.0S
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= 3.40) and is significant at the F010 level. F tests on the subscales of Neuroticism did

reveal significant difference across negative self-reaction response types for the

subscales of Anxiety and Self-Consciousness at the F005 level and for Angry Hostility

at the F010 level (tables for males and females are in Appendix A9, A 10). Each of the

six subscales of the other four personality factors were tested and no significant

differences were found.

Table 10-4 NEO-PI-R Neuroticism Subscales by Type of Negative Self-reaction -

Phase 1

NEO-PI-R	 Types of Negative Self-reaction

Neuroticism	 Type 1	 Type 2	 Type 3

Subscales	 M	 s.d.	 M 
J 

s.d.	 M	 s.d.	 F

Anxiety	 40.0	 4.8	 50.1	 6.8	 55.5	 9.0	 7.61*

Angry Hostility	 41.7	 9.6	 51.0 6.6	 54.2 11.6 2.90**

Depression	 44.0	 4.4	 50.8 9.3	 54.5 11.3 2.22

Self-	 39.2	 9.3	 51.8	 5.5	 52.5	 7.6	 6.39*
Consciousness

Impulsiveness	 52.7	 4.4	 54.0 8.6	 57.5	 8.7	 0.72

Vulnerability	 43.5	 6.9	 51.8	 9.3	 48.7	 9.7	 1.28

*F001 (2,24) = 5.61
F005 (2,24) = 3.40
**F010 (2,24) = 2.54

Individuals who exhibit Type 3 Response are more likely to have personalities that

can be characterised as more emotional. Type 3 subjects have higher mean scores on

Anxiety and Self-Consciousness than subjects exhibiting the Type 2 response who in

turn have higher mean scores on these two subscales than the Type 1 respondents.

These differences were significant for both sexes in the Phase 1 sample (Tables A-9

and A-b in Appendix).
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Although non-significant at the F005 level, the Neuroticism subscales of Angry

Hostility (hot-blooded versus even-tempered) and Depression (pessimistic versus

resilient) show differences between response type means repeating the ascending

pattern of lowest level in Type 1 and highest level in Type 3 found for Anxiety and

Self-Consciousness. The differences in the means of the two subscales of

Impulsiveness and Vulnerability are those closest to chance expectation.

10.5 Locus of Control and Causal Reasoning

Locus of control (Rotter 1966, Levenson and Miller 1976) is an established and

frequently tested construct. It scales the tendency to attribute globally the cause for

outcomes to either external or internal factors. Locus of control has been found to be

a reasonably stable propensity and differs from situation specific causal reasoning.

Casual reasoning and locus of control are often confused with each other because they

both have an internal/external dimension. Russell (1982) argues that the internal!

external scales of Locus of Control and Casual Reasoning measure different

constructs, the former global expectations and the latter the attribution of cause for a

specific event. An example of this is Francesca I., who has the highest internal locus

of control score of 39 (maximum 48, range 28-39) in the Phase 2 sample and also the

lowest locus of causality score, 13 of 27 (range 13-22). Although Francesca I. tends

to expect the cause of outcomes to be due mostly to herself, she atthbuted the cause

of her failure of the accounting exams to external causes.

Another example is pilot Mark M., who recorded the highest internal locus of control

score in the Phase 1 sample, 42 (maximum of 48, range 2 1-42). His first failure

narrative concerned a plane he crashed and his Russell score for internal cause was

three (three is minimum, 27 maximum). His second narrative about making a mistake

in choosing a building contractor resulted in a Russell internal score of 18. Opera

singer Barbara F. recorded the lowest locus of control score of 21 in the Phase 1

sample. Of the Phase I sample Barbara had the strongest generalised expectancy that
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events were not determined by her own behaviour but more influenced by external

forces. Causal reasoning for her first narrative was almost equally divided between

internal and external causes (15 out of 27) and was more internal for her second

failure story (21 out of 27).

There were cases where subjects with high internal locus of control scores also had

high internal casual reasoning scores as well as cases with matching low scores.

However, the analysis showed that individuals' assignments of cause depended on the

situation they were reviewing and did not always follow their global tendency to

attribute. This supports Russell's (1982) contention that casual reasoning is

situationally specific and that a person's locus of control does not determine how they

will make judgements about cause in a particular situation.

10.5.1 Locus of Control and Sample Characteristics

Table 10-5 Locus of Control Dimensions - Phase 1 and 2

Phase 1	 Phase 2
Dimensions	 Means	 Range s.d. Means	 Range s.d.

Internal	 35.0	 21-42 5.2	 34.6	 28-39	 3.2

Powerful Others	 21.4	 13-33 5.3	 25.4	 19-33	 4.1

Chance	 22.5	 14-37 5.9	 27.0	 19-33	 3.9

The means for the internal/external dimension are similar in the Phase 1 and 2

samples. The Phase 1 sample has a wider range of scores than the Phase 2 sample

on all three Levenson dimensions perhaps reflecting the diverse composition of the

sample. The more homogeneous accountant trainees have slightly higher means in the

external dimensions of powerful others and chance.
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10.5.2 Locus of Control and Level of Negative Self-reaction

In Chapter 7 a test was made to determine if there was an association between causal

attribution for a specific failure and level of negative self-reaction. No association

was found. Because locus of control differs from causal attribution being a stable

propensity acquired early in life (Rotter 1966, Levenson 1973) it is possible that links

may exist between level of negative self-reaction and locus of control which do not

exist for causal attribution.

It was reasoned that people high on locus of control, ie. who are disposed to hold

themselves accountable for outcomes, will express more self-criticism in their accounts

of failure than those who tend to attribute cause for outcomes to external forces.

Hypothesis 7: Level of expressed negative self-reaction in response to the act

of reviewing past failure will vary with level of internal locus of control.

Subjects with higher levels of internal locus of control will express higher

levels of negative self-reaction.

An analysis comparing internal locus of control measures for the 12 subjects

expressing the highest levels of negative self-reaction in a narrative with the 12

subjects expressing the lowest levels of self-reaction showed no significant differences.

The method of categorising cases into high and low partition is discussed in 7.8 Level

of Negative Self-reaction and Causal Reasoning. The external dimensions of chance

and powerful others also showed no difference.
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Table 10-6 Comparison of Locus of Control Dimensions and Scores of High and Low

Self-Reaction - Phase 1 and 2

M High	 MLow
Self-	 Self-

Dimensions	 Reaction s.d. Median Reaction s.d. Median	 t

Internal	 33.8	 5.8	 35.8	 35.8	 4.6	 37.0	 0.94

Powerful
Others	 24.7	 6.5	 25.5	 22.3	 5.1	 23.5	 0.43

Chance	 24.0	 7.0	 24.5	 23.3	 5.1	 23.0	 0.11

t005 d.f.22 = 1.72

There are numerous examples in the narratives which support this lack of association.

Lee B. aerobics instructor was quick to blame others for the "disastrous" class he

taught and expressed low levels of self-criticism in both stories. In recalling his

second failure relating to the mismanagement of his own career, Lee diminishes his

role by saying "it is a problem most young people face" and "career guidance

facilitators are not really adequate to help". Despite this low level of self-criticism,

his internal score on the Levenson scale is 41 (maximum 48) ranking him the third

highest internal in the Phase 1 sample.

At the low end of the locus of control scale are Charles L. the TV producer (26.5) and

Elena D. the dancer (27). These are two individuals who are quick to express high

levels of self-criticism.

"I was stupid because I trusted someone. It was naively on my part."
- Charles L.

"Lack of confidence on my part - I was misrepresenting myself."
- Elena D.

Despite overt expression of negative self-reaction, these individuals generally expect

that events will be determined by external forces.
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Paul G., the priest is a rather unusual case. He was an orphan and raised by priests

in church schools. His narratives are filled with statements of blistering self-criticism

but he is able to use the defensive tactic of "It is God's way" in interpreting the

failures he remembers, externally attributing cause (Narrative 1 - 4, Narrative 2 - 16)

but having a modestly low internal locus of control (33 out of 48).

The analysis of the cases in the study does not provide sufficient evidence to

demonstrate a link between locus of control and expressed level of negative self-

reaction. Intensity of self-criticism in the stories of subjects seems to be independent

of locus of control and Hypothesis 7 can therefore be rejected.

It is important to note that the evaluation of individual level of expressed self-criticism

was not ideal. A more objective method of measuring level of negative self-reaction

such as a validated instrument needs to be developed for relevant hypotheses to be

more rigorously tested.

10.5.3 Locus of Control and Negative Self-reaction Response Type

Locus of control means were calculated for the three negative self-reaction response

types described in Chapter 8 to identify links that may have predictive potential.

Table 10-7 - Locus of Control Dimensions by Type of Negative Self-reaction -

Phase 1

Types of Negative Self-reaction

Type 1	 Type 2	 Type 3

Dimensions	 M	 s.d.	 M	 s.d.	 M__J__s.d.	 F

Internal	 37.5	 2.3	 36.1	 4.3	 33.1	 6.0	 1.92

Powerful Others	 18.6	 3.7	 22.9	 3.9	 22.0	 6.1	 1.58

Chance	 19.4	 3.3	 22.7	 5.3	 23.9	 6.6	 1.31

F005 (2,25) 3.39
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The differences between the means were not found to be significant using the F test.

However, subjects in the Phase 1 sample who exhibited the Type 1 response to failure

recollections did have the highest mean of internal locus of control, those who

exhibited Type 2 had the second highest and individuals who exhibited the Type 3

response had the lowest. In the sample of accountant trainees these differences was

not borne out (Type 1 mean 34.5, Type 2 mean 37 and for Type 3 mean 33.7).

The three athletes in the sample exhibited an unusual pattern of internal locus.

Professional golfer Richard P. and aerobics instructor Lee, B. had the highest and third

highest levels of internal locus of control in the Phase 1 sample, the two highest levels

in Type 3 Response. Competitive swimmer, Bart W. had the lowest internal locus in

the Type 1 response group, 11th lowest in the sample. Each athlete expressed a very

high need for control in their interpretations of failure in the narratives. It is possible

that athletes as a population may exhibit some distinct patterns of locus of control

worthy of further investigation; however, three individuals is far too few on which to

draw any conclusions. Because the athletes were a rather unique subset of the sample

and the smallest occupational group, a test of locus of control means was conducted

in which they were excluded.

Table 10-8 Locus of Control Dimensions - Business, Professions and Arts (no

Athletes) - Phase 1

Types of Negative Self-reaction

Type 1	 Type_2	 Type_3

Dimensions	 M	 s.d.	 M	 s.d.	 M	 s.d.	 F

Internal	 38.0	 2.1	 36.1	 4.3	 31.5	 5.3	 433*

Powerful
Others	 18.5	 4.0	 22.9	 3.9	 23.1	 6.0	 1.76

Chance	 18.7	 2.9	 22.8	 5.3	 24.9	 6.9	 2.11

*F005 (2,22) = 3.44
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When the three athletes are excluded from the Phase 1 sample a significant difference

in the means of internal locus of control was found between response types. This

gives some support to the internal locus of control dimension as a predictor of the

individual response types.

A further test was conducted which included the three athletes but excluded the six

artists. No significant differences were found (F = 0.12)

From the means and F test, it is possible that individuals categorised as Type 3

Response may have stronger beliefs in the role external factors play in their failures,

as reflected in the lower internal mean, than their counterparts in Type 1 Response and

2; however, in this restricted sample the evidence is insufficient to test this adequately.

Tests using a larger sample are required to examine this further.

Since removing the athletes resulted in a significant relationship between locus of

control and type, a comparison was made of the locus of control means for all four

occupational groups in Phase 1 to see if there were links between locus of control and

occupation.

Table 10-9 Locus of Control Dimensions by Occupation - Phase 1

____________	 Occupations

Athletes	 Profession	 Business	 Arts

M	 s.d.	 M	 s.d.	 M	 s.d.	 M	 s.d.	 F

Internal	 39.2	 3.3	 37.1	 3.0	 36.7	 2.2	 27.1	 4.0	 15.20*

Powerful
Others	 17.0	 1.6	 21.3	 5.7	 20.5	 3.5	 25.3	 5.9	 2.08

Chance	 20.3 2.9	 21.6 6.0	 19.7	 3.6	 29.5 4.4	 5.36*

*F001 (3,24) = 4.72

In the Phase 1 sample the internal/external and the chance dimensions vary with

occupational category at the p<O.Oi level. Business and professional people evenly
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divide their external locus between chance factors and powerful others. Artists, who

are the least internally orientated, are the most likely to see events determined by

chance. Athletes, who are the most internally orientated, have the lowest means for

both of the external factors.

Occupation, Locus of Control and Type of Negative Self-reaction may co-vary;

however, a larger sample would be needed to provide an adequate test. The findings

do raise the question of whether observed differences in negative self-reaction type are

the result of occupation or whether people with particular levels of internal locus of

control tend to self-select into particular careers. Locus of control, the generalised

expectancy that event outcomes result from self or from chance or other people, is a

stable propensity likely to have been acquired early in life. Similarly, this thesis

argues that patterns of negative self-reaction are also probably acquired in childhood

and are later reinforced by cultural and organisational forces. Career choice is a

decision made later in life, typically in post-adolescence. Studies on children and

young students show them to possess generalized expectancies (Rotter 1966, Basgail

and Snyder 1988) and negative self-reaction patterns (Mischel and Mischel 1983,

Mischel et al. 1988). Although not proven, there is a strong argument based on what

is known about the stages of individual development that locus of control and

corresponding negative self-reaction type are more likely to explain occupation than

the converse. However, the role played by occupational and organisational influences

in reinforcing and perhaps modifying established patterns of negative self-reaction to

failure is an important area for further study.

10.5.4 "Mastery" and "Right Fit" Models

Internal/external locus of control has emerged as a more promising predictor of

patterns of failure interpretation (Table 10-8), particularly negative self-reaction type,

than situation specific casual reasoning. The higher the internal locus of control the

more likely subjects will criticise themselves for "acting wrongly because of not

thinking it through". This suggests that individuals exhibiting Type 1 Response may
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hold the belief that they can essentially manage their environment through careful

thinking and actions. It is a form of mastery model and it is not surprising to find

many business people exhibiting this response.

The lower the score on the internal scale the more likely the subject will exhibit a

Type 3 interpretation of their past failures. This suggests that individuals exhibiting

Type 3 responses hold the belief that "the environment impacts on me" giving greater

recognition to the role external factors play in failure than subjects who exhibit Type

1 or 2.

One might expect that the self-focus of Type 3 subjects on their personality, values,

standards, "their nature" would lead to strong internal locus of control but this was not

found. Instead the focus on "Who I am" is likely seen as part of the context of the

event and is not a factor to be manipulated such as "how one thinks about something"

(Type 1).

Questions on the Levenson scale aimed at gauging external locus such as "To a great

extent life is controlled by accidental happenings" were rated highly by Type 3

respondents who frequently expressed the belief in their stories that "things happen"

to one. This enhanced appreciation for external factors may give individuals who

exhibit the Type 3 response an adaptive advantage over people preferring the Type 1

response. In their narratives Type 3 respondents, especially artists and women,

expressed the view that "mistakes occur" and either accepted them with resignation

or re-interpreted their setbacks as learning experiences. Their acknowledgement of

external factors, perceived of as beyond their control, may act to lighten their sense

of responsibility and take some of the "sting" out of negative events by providing ego-

protecting excuses (Basgall and Snyder 1988). It can be argued that people who see

themselves as only partial agents in event outcomes may be more willing to review

past failures and approach them less defensively than those who see themselves as the

prime agent.
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Type 1 respondents frequently assumed responsibility for outcomes which even they

admitted were beyond their control. Many of the business and professional people in

the sample described their failures as "expefleflces that only serve to upset and worry

me and I try not to think about them". This suggests heightened levels of denial and

avoidance because of the implication of personal inadequacy (Phares 1979) which in

turn may act to diminish the ability of these individuals to learn from experience as

argued by Kofoclimos et a!. (1986) and Kaplan (1990). The question of adaptability

is further discussed in Chapter 11 Discussion.

10.6 Desirability of Control and Sample Characteristics

The motivation to control events in one's life has been emphasised by many theorists.

Adler (1930) was one of the earliest to argue that striving to demonstrate competence

in order to gain "superiority over events" is a major motivational force. The affective

and disconfirming quality of failure was reasoned to threaten sense of personal control

causing individuals to exercise "cognitive control" (Averill 1973, Steiner 1970) by

interpreting threatening events in a manner enhancing perceived control.

Burger and Cooper (1979) make a case for individual differences in global motivation

for control. They support White's (1959) contention that this form of motivation is

innate but differentiated through life experiences. In the pilot research the review of

past failures appeared to disturb subjects' emotions and thinking. It was reasoned that

individuals with a greater need for personal control (Langer 1983) would be more

motivated to make sense of these disturbing past events than those who had a lower

global desire for control and that this might affect individual level or type of self-

reactive response.

The Burger and Cooper (1979) Desirability for Control scale was completed by

subjects in Phase 1 of the research and the mean is 101.9, range 60-128, median

102.5, and standard deviation is 13.4. The minimum score is 20, the maximum score

140. Sixteen of 28 subjects in Phase I scored between 95 - 109. The standard
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deviation measure was inflated by outliers. The variance across the Burger scale was

low for the Phase 1 sample and as a result it was decided not to administer the

instrument to individuals in Phase 2.

10.6.1 Desirability of Control and Level of Negative Self-reaction

It was reasoned that subjects with greater desirability of control would criticise

themselves more for their failures since they threaten perceived control than those who

had lower desire for control.

Hypothesis 8: Level of expressed negative self-reaction in response to the act

of reviewing past failure will vary with level of desirability of control.

Subjects with higher levels of desirability of control will express higher levels

of negative self-reaction.

An analysis comparing desirability of control scores for the nine subjects (no

accountant trainees) expressing the highest level negative self-reaction in a narrative

with the nine subjects expressing the lowest level of self-reaction showed no

significant differences. The mean of the high self-reactors was 95.9 (s.d. 16.2), the

mean of the low self-reactors was 104.6 (s.d. 13.0) and the t statistic was 1.18 (t005,

16 d.f. = 1.75). There was insufficient evidence to support Hypothesis 8 and it is

therefore rejected.

10.6.2 Desirability of Control and Negative Self-reaction Response Type

Means of Desirability of Control for the three response types were compared (Type

1108.1, Type 2 101.4, Type 3 98.9) and no significant differences could be found

between the means with an F statistic of 1.05 (F005 (2,25) = 3.39).
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Desirability of Control scores were also compared with locus of control scores

(Levenson and Miller 1976) and personality measures (Costa and McCrae 1991). All

possible associations were tested with no significant result.

10.7 Summary

This chapter begins to set the agenda for future research which is discussed in further

detail in Chapter 11 Discussion. Locus of control and the dimensions of personality

associated with emotionality show promise for shedding light on how individuals

respond to failure experiences. Both of these variables require a more thorough test

than was given in this study. The sample size of the study only allows tentative

connections to be indicated but may provide a guide for more extended research.
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Chapter 11 - Discussion

11.1 Introduction

One role of theory is to challenge common sense (Granger 1989). It is a widely held

common sense notion that people learn from their failures and existing theory falls

short of a thorough and comprehensive challenge to this belief. This is not due to the

absence of relevant theory, the established and empirically tested theories of self-

regulation and attribution explain a great deal of the process of individual response to

failure. However, these theories have restricted their focus to those parts of the

overall puzzle best explained by experimental methods. Self-regulation and attribution

theorists have concentrated on how people think, feel and behave at the time a failure

occurs. Individual response to failure is examined in the proximal and typically in

relation to contrived setbacks.

The aim of the present research has been to integrate relevant theoretical constructs

and to test them in the field by critically examining individual responses to significant

past failure experiences.

11.2 Summary of Goals

It may be helpful at this stage to review the five initial goals of the study.

1.	 To discover how readily individuals are able to remember self-judged failures

and to assess how difficult it is for them to recollect such setbacks. To

observe and record subject behaviour at the time of recalling failure

expenences.
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2.	 To document the characteristics of remembered failures e.g. subject matter,

when they took place, distinctive characteristics and to test theory relating to

memory accessibility and quality.

3. To observe if subjects interpret and strive to make sense of failure experiences

and to document the nature of possible interpretations.

4. To identify self-regulatory and attributional responses to recalled failures and

to determine if possible patterns in response to past failures represent

individual differences or reflect contextual variables.

5. To determine possible associations among variables suggested by theory and

pilot work (locus of control, personality measures, desire for control, childhood

predictability, biodata items) and patterns of individual response to recollected

failure.

Each of these goals will be addressed in the discussion of the major findings of the

study. Section 11.3 comments on the accessibility of failure memories, section 11.4,

11.5, 11.6, 11.7 and 11.8 focus on the nature of the sense-making process examining

the roles of negative self-regulation, causal attribution, locus of control, and

personality. The implications of the temporal dimension to theory are discussed in

11.9 and the case study method is evaluated in 11.10. Comments on the

generalisability of results and possible directions of future research and theory building

are presented in sections 11.11 and 11.12. The key findings are summarised in 11.13.

11.3 Remembering Personal Failures

This research was a field test of several constructs of established memory theory. In

the area of autobiographical memory accessibility, the study supports claims by

Robinson (1980) and Pillemer et al. (1986). These memory researchers found that the

level of emotional intensity associated with a past event and the degree to which it

212



held meaning to the rememberer strongly enhanced the chance of an experience

subsequently being remembered. Robinson and Pillemer et al. also theorised and

tested the hypothesis that events evoking strong affect and having meaning are likely

to be recalled in vivid detail even when other events from the same time period

remain obscured. These claims were confirmed by this study. Subjects in the Phase

1 sample recalled memories of failure from their past which they described as

emotional experiences and displayed strong observable signs of emotion in the process

of describing these experiences. Individuals in both phases of the study recounted

failure memories in vivid detail but remembered little else about the corresponding

time period.

In addition, findings were consistent with claims by Linton (1982) and Pillemer et al.

(1988) that events characterised as novel, unusual, distinctive and incorporating an

element of surprise are likely to be well preserved in memory and accessible to recall.

All the past failures recounted were of this character.

Nigro and Neisser (1983) found the emotions of anger and high elation to be the most

promising affective predictors of the recall of complex memories. In the present

study, anger was found to be the most frequently reported affective state associated

with failure memories recalled by the Phase 1 sample. Sadness was the second most

frequently reported emotion. In focusing on failures individuals rarely differentiated

between their "feelings at the time" and their "feelings now". Most subjects reported

their present feelings about what had happened to be "about the same" although "less

intense". This corroborates Nigro and Neisser's contention that a memory preserves

the original perspective of the rememberer.

The findings suggest that when individuals are asked to remember situations which

"did not turn out the way they hoped", they used affective judgements as well as

cognitive judgements to access memories. In Koib's (1984) theoretical structure,

experience is grasped in two ways: through apprehension, the tangible felt qualities

of the immediate experience and through comprehension, the conceptual interpretation

and symbolic representation of the experience. Subjects may have equated failure
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memories with painful memories, apprehending the emotional dimension of these

recollections initially and then comprehending cognitive interpretations formed in prior

rehearsals. Data are consistent with the argument (Nigro and Neisser 1983) that the

rememberer maintains an original perspective - namely the original emotional reaction

to the failure.

If remembering is considered a cognition, as is generally accepted, then it is this act

of cognition which triggers the associated emotions and evokes cognitive

interpretations. However, the strong emotions found to be associated with the failure

memories also concur with the view of Fiske (1982) that certain categories of memory

may be especially charged with affect. The initial emotional reaction to failure,

particularly the element of negative surprise, may act as a script (Schank and Abelson

1977) under which certain memories are stored. This initial emotional reaction is

called outcome dependent affect by Weiner (et al. 1978, 1985) in attribution theory.

Bower (1981), Norman (1980) and Simon (1982) have argued that thought is not free

of emotion although they do not go as far as Zajonc's (1980) proposition that affective

systems operate independently of cognition. The findings of this study offer a further

commentary on the role of affect and cognition and the continuing debate on which

one of these precedes and determines the other. The present study takes the view

expressed by Hoffman (1984) that the interaction between affect and cognition is more

intertwined than previously thought.

"Affect may initiate, terminate, accelerate, or disrupt information processing
it may organize recall and influence category accessibility, it may contribute

to the formation of emotionally charged schemata and categories," (Sorrentino
and Higgins 1986, p. 245)

Bogen (1975), Brown and Kulik (1977) and Livingston (1967) hypothesise that

memories impinging on "the durability of the self" are an unique category of

memories stored in an affect based memory system linked with the limbic brain.

Nigro and Neisser (1983) found that over time when recalling these particularly

threatening events, subjects shift from the role of participant in the re-experience of

the event to the role of observer. Their findings, in addition to those of this study,

support Freud's original view of emotional memories as reconstructed over time from
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field (i.e. being yourself in the memory) to observer memories (i.e. watching yourself

in the memory). This means there is an important difference between studies where

subjects are separated from their failures by time and studies where subjects are still

to a large degree participants in the event. The success of the narrative as a vehicle

for subjects to review past negative events may lie in its ability to offer the individual

the safety of observing versus being themselves in the recalled failure (White 1952).

An analysis of subjects' interpretations of failures in the Phase 1 sample shows these

events remain significant to them. This supports Robinson (1980) and Pillemer et al.'s

(1986) contention that autobiographical memories are more likely to be associated

with meaningful experiences. Only one memory accessed in the study could be

considered trivial. Special care was taken to avoid cuing individuals; however, like

all research the enquiry itself is likely to have produced an effect (Reason and Rowan

1981). Subject desire to confess (Salzberger-Wittenberg 1993) or invent memories

(Freud 1964) was not gauged in this study. To enhance the validity of this study's

findings future research is needed to determine the impact of distortions created by the

demand characteristics of the method.

An important aspect of memory recall not examined by this research was the mood

of the subject at the time of the interview. In the studies of Teasdale and Fogarty

(1979), Snyder and White (1982), Gilligan and Bower (1984) and Blaney (1986)

mood-memory effects were found, e.g. patients in a depressed state recall more

negative events. Mood was not included because it is difficult to measure in the field

and it was thought that the administration of another instrument would overtax

subjects. Experiments have been conducted where mood is induced in subjects by

having them watch a video or read a story, an experimental method which might be

adapted to test the effects of mood on individual recall of failure.

Another key aspect of failure recollection requiring further examination is the impact

of age and development stage of the rememberer. As early as 1899 Coigrove

(Conway 1990) found older people remembered equal numbers of positive and

negative events in their lives while younger people reported a greater number of
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positive memories. There are two possible explanations: people either become more

objective about their past as they become older, or simply have more negative events

to remember. Erikson (1968, 1969) suggests that individuals' life stages, needs and

concerns lead them to select and reconstruct events in a particular way. Age or

development stage did not appear to influence the recollection patterns of subjects in

this study; however, the sample size was too restricted to give this potentially

significant variable an adequate test.

Although this study detected no association between the age of a memory (i.e. how

long ago the event took place) and other variables, one could speculate that as a result

of repeated rehearsals failure recollections may be altered in a cycle of interpretation.

Such a cycle could include shifts in self-critical response and reported learning caused

by a combination of passage of time and frequency of rehearsal. The link between

memory age and interpretation was not adequately tested in this study for a number

of reasons. In addition to the restricted sample size, subjects gave uncertain initial

reports as to when the failures happened. A number of individuals revised their dating

of the events part way through the interview stating "It was longer ago than I thought

it was". Although shown to remember past failures in vivid detail, people often

appeared unsure of exactly when the event took place. To insure accuracy subjects

would need more time, e.g. to put the failure into the context of other events, than was

given in this study. To confirm the existence of some form of interpretive cycle a

longitudinal study would be required with the exact time of the failure validated with

evidence other than quick subject estimation. The variable more important than the

mere passage of time is the variable of rehearsal, how many times and for how long

a subject reflects on a memory. This may prove impossible to accurately assess.

This study is the first known field research to focus exclusively on failure memories.

The findings confirm aspects of existing theory on autobiographical memory which

state that memories are more readily accessible and more vividly remembered when:

1) associated with strong emotion, 2) have evoked an element of surprise and 3) hold

significance to the rememberer.
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Although usually unpleasant memories, individuals appear to possess a collection of

past failures which are both an accessible and rich source of experience. The central

focus of this study has been to examine how people chose to use or not use this stored

resource and the next section examines individual interpretive response once memories

of failure are recalled.

11.4 Sense-making Response

The notion that humans cognitively strive to make sense or meaning out of experience,

particularly experiences which make them anxious, is an integral part of several

theories. Freud (1964) and the psychoanalytic school first identified the defence

mechanism of rationalisation which gives people an illusion of control by allowing

them to explain away anxiety. More recently, Kegan (1982), Jarvis (1987) and

personal control theorists such as Langer (1975) have portrayed the individual's

struggle for cognitive control through sense-making. The rise of social cognition

theory is based on the contention that, unlike most animals which simply respond to

stimuli, people have the additional capability to think about, interpret and assign

meaning to their experiences.

When subjects were asked to remember a personal setback and to talk about it, the

anxiety aroused could be clearly observed in facial expressions and body language.

Subjects not only showed emotional reactions they also reported them. Observed

anxiety in people's voices, faces and bodies most often peaked in the early part of the

narrative and tapered off as the story progressed. The subjects who cried or had to

stop to compose themselves usually did so in the first half of their accounts. It was

observed that as people described and explained their failures they regained emotional

control.

Individuals appeared to be reducing their expressed anxiety by extracting some form

of meaning from the painful memory. Sixty-five of the 70 stories of failure were

interpreted without prompt or further question. Five narratives were initially presented
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as only straight factual accounts; however, all of the subjects provided interpretations

of their failures when asked to do so through questioning. Typically, interpretative

statements, some simple, some complex, were woven throughout the narratives with

more sense-making comments made during the later half of the stories. Towards the

end of the interviews more than half of the 42 subjects spontaneously stated that they

felt more positive about the failures under discussion since they now could understand

better and make more sense of them.

It is a fair criticism to suggest that asking people to tell "a story", especially when the

person asking is an identified researcher, creates a situation eliciting interpretative

responses. White (1952) and Levinson (1978) acknowledge this potential bias in

biographical interviewing, arguing that other methods (ie. questionnaires, experiments)

are equally or more apt to evoke interpretative responses which favour logic, order,

coherence and consistency. They emphasise the importance of the skill of the

interviewer in avoiding the solicitation of interpretation and suggest that when

properly administered the narrative method gives the "comfortable" subject freedom

to say as much or little as they desire. The presence of variance in the level of

interpretation, plus stories with little or no interpretation, are indications that this

inherent bias was minimised in this study. Bartlett (1932) and most memory theorists

would argue that all recollections no matter how they are elicited are by their nature

interpretations.

11.5 Negative Self-regulation

The most significant finding of this research is that people use their accessible

memories of failure in a process of negative self-regulation. Given the chance to talk

about and to interpret their recollections of personal setback, subjects respond with

negative self-reaction. For many subjects this self-critical response had the quality of

self-punishment and this response may be partially the product of prior patterns of

external punishment (i.e. childhood punishments at home and school) now internalised

(Kuhl 1992). The goal of the negative self-reaction, as stated by the individuals
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themselves, was to ensure that they do what they can to prevent the future occurrence

of similar anxiety producing outcomes. The reported generalisability of these "life

lessons" varied from a limited application to like events (e.g. another job interview)

to much broader categories of experience (e.g. the conduct of all future business

relationships).

Self-regulation theories (Bandura 1991, Carver and Scheier 1981, Kanfer and

Hagerman 1981) argue that individuals not only respond to external stimuli but also

motivate their behaviour through self-reward or self-punishment. These theories have

been empirically tested mainly by experiments focusing primarily on self-reward as

a response to an immediate and clear outcome. The contribution of this field study

is to show that individuals also self-motivate by self-punishment using past memories

of real life experiences.

When people talk about past failures they often give meaning to them by employing

them as negative seif-motivators. In the narratives, subjects linked statements of

negative self-reaction to statements reinforcing adherence to associated defensive

tactics or schemata (Weick 1979, Louis 1983, Markus and Zajonc 1985) aimed at

avoiding future failures. What was observed seems to be a self-conditioning process

(Bandura 1986) reinforcing a learned response to failure.

Although all but one case (the accountant trainee who was distracted by noise) showed

a clear negative self-reactive response, levels of self-criticism varied as did the quality

of self-blame. Some individuals made strong and frequent self-punishing statements

throughout their narratives while others used less severe language in criticising

themselves and did so less often.

Three distinct types of negative self-reaction, each associated with distinct types of

"learning", were found to be exhibited by subjects. Although not established as a

stable characteristic, individuals exhibited distinctive types of negative self-reaction

when recounting their narratives. These cognitive biases can be thought of as

constructs (Kelly 1955), schema (Fisk and Taylor 1984) or anchoring heuristics
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(Tversky and Kahneman 1981) - judgements about past failures which may influence

future judgements about failure. Although not proven, these biases suggest people

may be predisposed in their interpretation of life's setbacks demonstrating a "cognitive

style" (Messick 1984, Kirton 1987) when making meaning of past failures. Further

data need to be collected to determine whether the three response types identified by

this study are generalisable for individuals across a range of their failure experiences.

Additional types of self-critical response may have remained undetected as a result of

the method employed and there may be biases in the types identified arising from

sample composition e.g. under-representation of subjects without higher education and

of individuals from outside the United Kingdom. The three response types which

were identified would benefit from further exploration and development by employing

data from larger and different sample populations.

The findings of this study are consistent with current formulations of self-regulation

theory and supply a new form of empirical support compared to prior studies.

Bandura's (and Schunk 1981, 1991) research focuses on self-incentives as part of

"present time" incremental learning. The role of goals as standards governing self-

reward! self-punishment and attributional response are central to his theory and are

also reflected in the Kanfer and Hagerman (1981) model. Carver and Scheier (1981)

take a control theory perspective portraying self-regulation as primarily a discrepancy

reducing process. With few exceptions (Tsui and Ashford 1994), the empirical studies

supporting these theories are experimental.

The present study introduced the elements of time and memory missing from

laboratory experiments. An example of the difference these critical variables can

make is found in the role of goals. Goals are an important variable in self-regulation

experiments. This study showed goals as less important in self-regulation when the

"feedback" comes from reflection on past complex events rather than the immediate

and clear results produced by performing a simple task. In the case of recollected

failure, the goal is implicit in the failure memory (e.g. I failed to get the singing part,

my goal was to get the part) and may be reconstructed to fit the outcome. Goals were

not a central focus for subjects in this study.
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Kuhi (1992) contends in his theory of self-regulation that learned responses can be

distorted when individuals incorporate the standards of influential others. This was

not tested by this study but during interviews with the accountant trainees in Phase 2,

a subset of the sample was asked to choose between statements best representing the

criticism they recalled receiving most frequently from their parents. Although not part

of the formal research design, results suggested that type of negative self-reaction may

be influenced by the nature of criticism subjects received in childhood or perhaps the

early years of school. The self-punishing tone used by some subjects, the crying, the

strong emotion and the childlike quality could mean that they were regressing, in part

reliving a distant childhood response to punishment.

Kuhi's theory calls external influences (i.e. childhood punishment patterns) which

become incorporated into one's mental model "false internalisations" and argues that

these may negatively affect people's natural way of self-regulating. Measuring

external influences such as parental criticism beyond the subject's recollection of them

would be difficult to operationalise, although perceived parental criticism could be

corroborated by family members. A comparison of subjects' negative self-reactions

to work related failures and the kinds of punishment received from superiors may also

show whether negative self-regulation patterns can be externally influenced later in life

as argued by Manz (1986), Mills (1983) and recently by Tsui and Ashford (1994) and

Harris (1994). These are promising avenues for further investigation which may yield

particularly useful results in organisational settings and are further discussed in

Chapter 12 Conclusions.

11.6 Causal Attribution

This study directs attention to a generally overlooked part of attribution theory

(Weiner 1974, 1985, 1986a). The theory identifies two affective responses to

outcomes, the initial emotional response called outcome dependent affect and a

subsequent emotional response called attribution dependent affect which occurs after

cause for the outcome has been assigned. Weiner and his followers have little to say
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about outcome dependent affect describing it as a generalised feeling, "uncheerfulness"

in the case of failure. Theory building and empirical testing has focused on attribution

dependent affect which can be conveniently and effectively tested by experiments

using attribution as a independent variable and affect as a dependent variable.

In the case of recollected failures, initial emotional response is important because it

is associated with negative self-reaction triggering self-regulatory behaviour. Given

the task of reflecting on a failure, this initial affective reaction would be considered

an outcome dependent affect by attribution theory. It is possible that subjects may

have been partially re-experiencing the negative outcome and in doing so an outcome

dependent affect was evoked each time a painful failure memory was recalled.

Alternatively it could be argued that because failure memories possess an element of

preserved judgement, the associated affect is in fact attribution dependent affect,

subjects having long forgotten the judgemental process which generated them. Moser

(1992) showed memories of complex events to be recalled complete with associated

past judgements and not as raw data.

A central construct of attribution theory is that there are distinct differences between

affective response to the outcome of an event versus the affective response to

attribution of cause. However, the theory fails to take into account the passage of

time and does not explain the implications of prior attributions about an event stored

in memory. Although Weiner and many of his followers contend that outcome

dependent and attribution dependent affect co-exist separately, McFarland and Ross

(1982) suggest they may be more intertwined. This is likely to be the case with

failure memories, the initial emotional reaction being a composite of outcome

dependent affect and past attribution dependent affect. Given the strong emotional

manner in which people expressed their self-reaction to failure and their recurring

sense of surprise, the emotional responses observed have more of the qualities of

outcome dependent affect than attribution dependent affect. This suggests that claims

made by attribution theory may be limited to proximal on-going events, leaving the

role of causal attribution in past experiences largely unexplained.
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While most subjects vividly remembered and openly discussed their strong emotional

reactions to failure in their narratives, few spent time analysing the underlying causes.

Instead, statements of self-criticism dominated both the narratives and responses to the

questions "Why did this turn out the way it did? Why did it happen?". However,

individuals who used strong self-critical language and showed signs of anger with

themselves had little difficulty in externally attributing cause to others or fate on a

causal reasoning scale (Russell 1982) administered minutes afterwards. The evidence

from this study points to emotion and negative self-reaction as the central foci of the

rememberer and suggests that these responses are independent of present time

attributional reasoning. People blamed themselves for significant failures regardless

of whether they assigned cause to themselves or to external forces - "They did it but

I am to blame."

Empirical studies (Russell, McAuley and Tarico 1987, McFarland and Ross 1982)

have been unable to show links between causal dimension measures and specific

affects as predicted by Weiner. Instead, instances were found where results were

statistically significant in the opposite direction to those claimed by the theory. This

somewhat confused picture may be the result of attribution measures registering self-

reaction responses. When subjects answered the question "Why did this failure

outcome happen?" they may respond with a mixture of causal attribution and self-

criticisms.

This study found that when time and memory are considered, attribution judgements

about failure appear less salient, although subjects are certainly willing and able to

assign cause when asked to do so by completing a scale. Individuals who voluntarily

discussed cause for the failure beyond self-critical statements did so in generalised

terms. This suggests that the distinct judgements evoked by attribution scales may be

the result of the scales themselves, the measures having questionable relevance to the

process being observed. With few exceptions, past "analytical" responses to failure

such as causal reasoning and goal evaluation lacked durability in memory and may be

essentially proximal processes. What does remain well remembered years after an

event is the anger, sadness and surprise resulting from the failure.
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It may be worthwhile for attribution researchers to pay closer attention to the role of

outcome dependent affect in the attributional processes for events which have become

"past experiences" for individuals. Perhaps the reason it has not played a important

role in prior empirical studies is because subjects participating in experiments based

on video games or table tennis are unlikely to respond to negative outcome in the

same terms as the subjects did in this research e.g. "I was furious", "I was devastated",

"I was gutted". When outcome dependent affect includes an element of real shock,

ego-threat and surprise, the need to rationalise the outcome may be sufficiently strong

to cause self-regulation and attribution processes to engage simultaneously. This study

found that the reported "learning" (adaptive and maladaptive) resulting from reflection

on past failures originates primarily from negative self-regulation and not from causal

reasoning which appears to become less of a salient factor with the passage of time.

11.7 Locus of Control

The results show locus of control, the global tendency to assign cause to internal or

external factors, is independent of causal reasoning and is a potential predictor of

variance in self-reactive response. Subjects exhibiting Type 3 self-criticism had the

lowest scores on the internal/external dimension (M = 33.1), subjects exhibiting Type

1 had the highest internal scores (M = 37.5) and those exhibiting Type 2 had scores

in between (M = 36.1). When the three athletes in Phase 1 were removed from the

sample the means of the internal/external dimension varied significantly by negative

self-reaction type for the remaining 25 business people, professionals and artists in the

sample. Although locus of control may be linked with how individuals blame

themselves for failure, it does not appear to be associated with level of expressed self-

criticism (Hypothesis 7).

The generalised expectancy that event outcomes are the result of self versus the

external factors of chance and others is an assessment which may have been developed

prior to adulthood (Rotter 1966) and modified in subsequent years. Because locus of

control influences how one interprets experience (e.g. I lost at poker because I did not
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get the right cards) it can also influence patterns of learning. The artists in the study

tended to believe chance and powerful others play a larger role in events than did

most of the business people and professionals. This recognition of external forces was

also shared by more women than men and by more older people than younger. Like

the artists, the business people and professionals who gave some recognition to fate

also re-interpreted their failures more often than those who believed their actions and

thinking mostly determine outcomes. Observations of gambling behaviour made by

Henslin (1967) and Langer (1983) demonstrate that recognising fate does not

necessarily mean giving up control. Gamblers with a strong belief in "Lady Luck"

have learned ways, often unusual ways (e.g. warming the dice, gambling "systems"),

to enhance their perception of controlling chance.

In the recollection of a past failure there is no opportunity to influence the element of

chance since the event is over, the outcome determined. However, one can control

chance post-hoc by re-interpreting the event as a positive one, perhaps even

predestined or by simply accepting it with resignation. Subjects who exhibited Type

3 response proved most adept at this. They have developed ways of making sense of

external factors in their learning. The vulnerability of those in the Type 3 category

lies in their fixed notion of themselves, embodied in their beliefs, values and holistic

view of self. Failures are typically reported to be the result of "not fitting into" the

demands of context and have little to do with the quality of their thinking. There are

many more stories of clashes between themselves and their environment in the

narratives of subjects employing a Type 3 response than those categorised as

exhibiting Type 1 or 2 responses to failure. Not surprisingly, subjects who exhibit the

Type 3 response tended to talk about personal change in terms of transformation and

rigorous programmes of self-improvement rather than adjustments in thinking strategy.

Control tactics for individuals who exhibited the Type I response reflect their internal

locus. Most of these individuals hold the belief that the environment can be

fundamentally controlled through careful thinking leading to effective action. This

represents a mastery model, the inherent danger being the undue discounting of

uncontrollable contextual variables. People exhibiting the Type 2 response also hold
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a mastery model but one based on an illusion of control taking into account the

external forces reflected in their locus scores. These subjects tend to believe one can

prevent failure through constant vigilance aimed at recognising situations for which

a set of predetermined rules built on past experience can be applied. The vulnerability

in this interpretive response is that new situations for which they cannot possibly have

rules may force these individuals to choose an inappropriate set of rules based on a

prior situation and in doing so make themselves vulnerable to another failure (e.g.

adopted rules formed to avoid a business failure in a manufacturing setting applied to

a service enterprise).

How one tries to cope with the uncontrollable, by ignoring it (Type 1), by an over

dependence on past experience (Type 2) or by resigning oneself to it (Type 3),

depends on the level of recognition given to external forces in the outcome of past

events. Locus of control is a helpful variable in identifying subject's assessments of

the role of internal/external forces in outcomes. Clearly, each interpretive response

type has inherent strengths and weaknesses in terms of adaptive learning. The artists

in the sample appear to underestimate the importance of thinking strategically while

many of the business and professional people see the environments in which they

operate as totally controllable by prevention rules or clever thinking. In coping with

failure it appears that the business and artistic worlds have much to learn from each

other.

11.8 Personality

This research provides evidence that the trait of Neuroticism (emotional vs

unemotional), as found in most theories of personality, is a potential predictor of

variance in level and type of negative self-reaction response resulting from the review

of past failures. The Neuroticism subscale of Anxiety shows the most promise for

future exploration. Anxiety means for low and high self-reaction showed close to

significant differences (t = 1.71 required 1.72 at 0.05) and there was variation to a
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lesser degree in the means of the subscales of Vulnerability (t = 1.53) and Self-

Consciousness (t = 1.34), although not significant.

Subjects who have more anxious or "tense" personalities appear to criticise themselves

more strongly for past failures than those who are "unworried". Subjects who are

more "stress prone vs unaffected" (Vulnerability) and more "embarrassed vs

unconcerned" (Self-Consciousness) may also express higher levels of self-blame. This

is in line with Lloyd and Lishman's (1975) findings that individuals scoring higher in

the dimension of Neuroticism on the Eysenck Personality Inventory recalled

unpleasant experiences more quickly than pleasant memories and experienced these

negative recollections more intensely than those with lower levels of Neuroticism.

An explanation for the link between emotionality and level of negative self-reaction

may lie in the possibility that emotional people are simply better at expressing self-

criticism. As anxious people, they may have had more practice talking about anxiety

generating events such as failure and therefore may possess more developed language

to describe these situations. Subjects were categorised into high and low self-reaction

groups based on the frequency and strength of their self-critical statements not on the

actual level of self-criticism subjects evoked in reviewing past failures. Only

"expressed" self-criticism was measured and it can be argued that anxious people are

predisposed to express self-blame in a manner implying high levels.

An alternative explanation, in line with trait theory, for the link between emotionality

and level of negative self-reaction is that emotional people actually feel things more

strongly than unemotional people. Tense, stress-prone and embarrassed subjects with

higher scores in the subscales of Neuroticism may experience the affect charged

memory of failure more intensely (Lloyd and Lishman 1975). Their heightened

anxiety could lead to an exaggerated view of the magnitude of the event which in turn

may be reflected in their heightened level of self-criticism. Under self-regulation and

attribution theories a negative outcome is followed by an affective response which in

turn is followed by a cognitive response (self-regulation -* negative self-reaction,

attribution -4 causal reasoning). In attribution theory assigning cause evokes an
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additional affective reaction (atthbution dependent affect). It is also possible that

individuals have an emotional response to self-reward and self-criticism as described

by self-regulation theory. People higher in the trait of Neuroticism may experience

an emotional reaction to the act of criticising themselves for failure thus sustaining or

even escalating the initial level of affect associated on initial recall of the event.

Individuals exhibiting Type 3 negative self-reaction have the highest scores in the

subscales of Anxiety and Self-Consciousness, Type 1 the lowest scores and Type 2

scores in between. Anxious, stress-prone personalities, who may also be high self-

monitors as suggested by elevated Self-Consciousness scales, are likely to find the

pain of past mistakes particularly difficult to avoid. Subjects with less "emotional"

personalities, such as those who tended to exhibit Type 1 and 2 Response, may be

more able to avail themselves of the escape routes of denial and avoidance. The

tendency for individuals who exhibit Type 3 Response to surrender to the pain of

failure through resignation or re-interpretation of the negative event as a positive

experience gives support to the notion that anxiety heightens the saliency of negative

affect.

The internal dimension of locus of control was found to correlate negatively with the

personality dimensions of Anxiety (Spearman ç -.576 p<z.Ol) and Self-Consciousness

(Spearman r -.5 16 p<.Ol). If personality is assumed to be either inborn or developed

at a very early age then it is possible that anxious and self-conscious personalities may

have a greater tendency to recognise the role of chance and others in events than

people with less emotional personalities. Perhaps tense people worry more about their

environment and about self than less tense people. They may also have the tendency

to portray personal histories, including their childhoods, as unpredictable. This view

of an unpredictable world might explain why many subjects who exhibited the Type

3 response registered an external locus of control but blamed themselves for failure.

Rotter (1966) calls the phenomenon of adopting an external locus of control as an

anxiety reducing measure "defensive externality".

An empirical study conducted by Phares, Ritchie and Davis (1968) showed externals

to recall negative feedback more strongly than internals. Additional research links
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externality with several types of anxiety (Lefcourt 1976, Basgall and Snyder 1988)

including test anxiety (Ray and Katahn 1968). Basgall and Snyder (1988) state:

"Overall, therefore, the emerging image of an external is that of a person who
is anxious in general and is poised to anxiously respond to negative feedback."
(p. 660)

Because the focus of subjects who demonstrate Type 3 negative self-reaction is on

"Who I am" and because they are likely to feel badly as a result of their more

emotional personalities, they may be motivated to believe "things happen". This could

be a helpful defence mechanism (Minton 1972, Prociuk and Breen 1975) especially

if denial and avoidance are more difficult escape routes; however, one which could

lead to an overestimation of the role of external forces. The artist who lost an

important opportunity to show his work is deeply saddened but can resign himself in

the belief that "the stars" were against him. On the other hand, the business

administrator who tried hard not to dwell on the project gone wrong held the belief

that she can master her world, making the spectre of failure particularly worrisome.

Although people with more external locus of control may find it easier to make

excuses for their failures and this in turn may allow them to be less defensive in

reviewing them, Basgall and Snyder (1988) found excuse making did not lower

negative affect.

"The question of why there is no effects of the excuse making on the affective
state must remain unanswered within the context of this study." (p. 661)

Their lack of findings gives credence to the argument put forward in this study that

negative affect associated with failure is an inherent part of the memory, perhaps

governing how it is stored and accessed, and not simply the product of cognitive

judgements as attribution theory suggests.

The personality variable of Neuroticism, like locus of control which itself may be

partially determined by personality, appears to influence how people interpret and

hence what they report to learn from past failures. Research employing a larger

sample and a measure assessing response type needs to be conducted before these

tentative links can be confirmed.
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11.9 Implications of the Temporal Dimension to Theory

The results of the study highlight the importance of the temporal dimension to existing

theories. Time turns behaviour into "experience" and experience makes it necessary

to consider human memory. Variables important at the time a failure takes place may

not prove to be durable in memory.

Most theories explaining human response to failure do so "in present time". This

includes atthbution theory, expectancy theory (Vroom 1964, Mitchell 1982, Miller and

Grush 1988) and work on intuitive statistics (Kahneman and Tversky 1979, Osborn

and Jackson 1988). Theories of self-regulation, goal-setting (Locke and Latham

1990), decision-making and risk-taking (Sitkin 1992), learned helplessness (Seligman

1981) and dysfunctional persistence (Kernis et al. 1982) all portray individuals as

constant assessors of perceived progress towards goal attainment. Incoming feedback

shows discrepancy gaps (Kanfer and Hagerman 1981) between present level of

attainment and goal and is salient since subjects are "experiencing" failure and are

learning in the process of "doing". Most of these theories are founded on early

learning theory (Hull 1943, Dollard and Miller 1950) then further developed to give

recognition to cognitive processes.

This study also focuses on a present time activity but in a way that has been neglected

by researchers - the cognitive behaviour of remembering a failure. Instead of tasks,

subjects are presented with memories. Phase 1 subjects selected their own memories

of failure, Phase 2 subjects had their attention directed to failure they all shared.

Instead of experiencing "doing" as is the case with experimental subjects, the subjects

in this study are re-experiencing "experience".

The common sense notion of learning from past experience has been inadequately

challenged by social cognition theorists because they have not integrated memory

theory into their theories. This may be due to methodological considerations. First,

it is difficult to design learning experiments incorporating autobiographical memory

and the experimental method has dominated the research supporting social cognition
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theories. Secondly, researchers have long been suspicious of subject self-report of

past experience because it is retrospective and liable to portray events inaccurately

(Bernard et a!. 1981). The last of these reasons for ignoring memory theory is

unjustified if one takes the memory theory point of view that all recollections are

present time events. The researcher is in fact observing the subject performing a task,

namely the accessing and verbalisation of a failure memory. The question of whether

the description of events is an accurate portrayal of history is a secondary

consideration. All recollected experience is likely to Contain inaccuracies.

Time and memory do make a difference in how people respond to failure. Memories

of failure have built-in negative judgements, are strongly affective and evoke negative

self-reaction. They are recollections of events completed in the past and differ from

present-time in-progress tasks. With a memory there is no opportunity for the

individual to adjust event specific goals or effort, there is only the opportunity to

change the future. In response to the pain of past failures, subjects struggle to reduce

the resulting anxiety by "learning" how to prevent similar failures in the future. This

acts to rationalise and justify the failure and is the prime goal of the process. In order

to sustain the belief that prevention is possible, the individual assumes some of the

blame for the outcome of the past. This takes the form of a self-critical response with

the emphasis is on punishment, not analysis of cause, and the resulting behaviour is

primarily motivational. In their statements the subjects demonstrated little concern

about assigning cause and much concern about motivating themselves to stop failure

from happening again.

11.10 Evaluation of the Case Study Method

The case study method proved an applicable methodology for exploring and

developing a detailed understanding of how people talk, think and feel about

remembered setbacks and disappointments. However, what remains unknown and not

captured by this method is: 1) whether people think about their memories of failure

when not prompted, 2) how often they interpret these memories on their own in the
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same manner as in the interview and 3) the extent to which they apply the lessons

they claim they have learned.

The value of what has been learned in this research would be enhanced by additional

study to assess biases inherent in the method of inquiry. In particular, it is important

to gauge interpretive distortions that may have been caused by the use of "story

telling" and how the interview protocol could have evoked confessions, story invention

and elaboration. Methods not involving interviewing another person such as the

keeping of diaries, the writing of autobiographies or the answering of questionnaires

may corroborate findings and help reveal methodological bias. A structured personal

interview without the "story-telling" employed in this study could also be used to

uncover the role narrative reporting played in the results.

The case study method has proved a useful starting point to understand how people

respond and learn from their failures, revealing what is salient to individuals when

they focus on failure, the language they use when describing setbacks and the ways

in which they feel most at ease in talking about them.

11.11 Generalisability of the Results

The credibility of the case method depends a great deal on the quality of the sample

selected. Critics of this method argue that it may tell a great deal about what is

happening in the cases collected, but little else. The important question is "Are the

cases representative of the population for which the researcher is trying to explain the

phenomena under study?". This study aimed to identify individual differences in a

diverse population. To this end care was taken to ensure the sample had wide

representation in terms of age, sex, education, and occupation type and status.

The goal in Phase 1 was to select a truly diverse sample to ensure that individual

differences observed were demonstrated across a range of individual experience.

Compared to samples used in organisational behaviour and psychological research
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which often consist exclusively of managers or students this was a varied group of

people. However, biases exist which limit generalisability.

Part of the Phase 1 sample was accessed through personal networks and although all

but three subjects were strangers to the interviewer, the network which accessed these

individuals was a highly educated and professional one and this filtered the nominated

candidates. Network contacts, people in associations and company supervisors who

suggested candidates for the research, may also have chosen "co-operative" people.

Individuals found through cold calls who agreed to be interviewed may have also been

especially co-operative or extraverted. The Phase 1 sample is only slightly more

extraverted (52.8 - NEO norm 50) but the Phase 2 sample (59.5 Extraversion) has a

clear under-representation of intravert people. Accounting firm contacts may have put

forward the names of people who they thought would be more enthusiastic

interviewees or alternatively Extraversion could be somehow linked to failure on

accounting exams.

Since failure is a social construction it can be reasoned that responses are culturally

mediated. There were no differences detected between UK nationals and the small

number of people from other countries. However, these non-UK subjects were ex-

patriots presently living in the UK with the exception of one subject who lived in

Germany. People from Asia, Africa and aboriginal peoples, who may have been

brought up with a different philosophical perspective on success and failure than those

commonly held in the west, were not represented in the sample.

Given the special interest of this study in managerial and professional people, the

results are reasonably generalisable for UK people in these occupational areas. Artists

and athletes were included to broaden sample diversity and although generalisations

may be made about these categories restricted sample size suggests that caution ought

to be exercised.

What can be said with confidence is that the individual differences and similarities in

failure response patterns found in this diverse sample of subjects were not primarily
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the result of the contexts in which the subjects operated. Distinct differences in self-

regulation response are reasonably evenly distributed across the sample. These

response patterns are likely built through years of self-conditioning; however, people

do not self-regulate within a vacuum. Tsui and Ashford (1994) found that

organisational role expectations and performance standards can act to either facilitate

or inhibit self-regulation. In extreme contexts, e.g. war, imprisonment, cults, durable

learned responses can be altered and even memory access restricted (Frank! 1963).

While recognizing the potential for outside influences to modify response patterns, the

results of this study suggest that once beyond childhood people appear to "program"

themselves about failure.

There was an initial concern that memory itself might be a threat to the

generalisability of the results. Phase 2 of the research was designed specifically to test

whether differences observed in failure response were simply the result of the memory

recalled. In this phase, 14 accountant trainees of similar age, education and

occupational settings were asked to reflect on the same failure event, namely their

senior level exams. The variance in response found in the Phase 2 sample closely

matched the variance shown in the Phase 1 sample in which individuals selected their

own recollections of failure.

11.12 Future Research Directions

Exploratory research opens more doors than it closes and suggestions for further

investigation have been highlighted throughout the thesis. The most obvious items on

a future research agenda are: 1) tests of the key findings on a larger sample, 2) further

development of the three types of negative self-reaction response discovered in the

casework and 3) continued exploration of links between the nature of response,

learning and subsequent behaviour.

To accomplish this it will be necessary to employ other research methods. Given

what is known from this study it may be possible to design and pilot a questionnaire
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that could be administered to a larger sample and to different populations, facilitating

comparisons between populations in different organisations and ethnic cultures.

Case studies need to be continually conducted to ensure fully that the responses to

failure found in this study cover the full range of possible responses and that other

types have not gone undetected. The eventual goal would be the development of an

instrument to measure individual differences in negative self-reaction response to the

review of failure. Data from this instrument could then be correlated with other

variables, e.g. locus of control and the personality factor of Neuroticism. A normed

instrument would allow individuals to learn the nature of their cognitive bias in

interpreting recollections of their failures and it would be beneficial to test if such

self-knowledge translated into behavioural change. Organisations interested in

organisational learning might also find this data on cognitive bias useful in identifying

failure blind spots in their employee populations.

Further case studies could incorporate a more thorough assessment of the role of early

influences (e.g. childhood predictability) on learned patterns of self-criticism. Several

studies have investigated the relationship between parental child-rearing and the

development of locus of control. Results from a study by Katkovsky et al. (1967)

suggest that a supportive, positive relationship between child and parents fosters an

internal locus while a relationship characterised by punishment, rejection and control

encourages an external orientation.

A significant question unanswered by this study is the extent to which failure

memories are maintained in accessible memory as painful memories which evoke a

judgement with each rehearsal or as selected reinforcers of negative self-regulation

bias. In an experimental study, Moser (1992) found that individuals more often

retrieve memories of complex events with judgements intact than simply as raw data.

However, he was not able to discover the degree to which these stored judgements

influenced "on-line" judgements. An experiment suggested by the present study is to

ask subjects to remember and briefly describe all of their failure experiences in one

sitting or in a series of sittings conducted over time (several months), the resulting
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lists could be analysed to see if lists were a diverse mix of painful events or whether

one or more types of failure memory (e.g. failed to realise the circumstances) were

over-represented. This would help to gauge the relative roles of negative affect and

interpretation in failure memory accessibility.

Memory experiments in the laboratory and the field need to be designed to test if

accessibility to past failures can be improved. This could include a field study over

a period of months or years to evaluate how accessibility of certain failure memories

and subsequent interpretation alters or can be altered by the manipulation of selected

variables. A longitudinal study beginning at the point in time when a failure occurs

and tracking the interpretation of a failure through time would help identify the

differences between "at the time" responses (attribution, goal evaluation) and "after

the time" responses (negative self-regulation). Such a study could also track the

interpretation of past failures to see if interpretations evolve and if different types of

learning are reported at different times in an interpretive cycle.

In addition to the use of other methodological tools which open the way to test and

calibrate what has been found, there are also a number of theoretical links likely to

be useful in generating future hypotheses.

Denial and depression are known responses to failure. Their influence on what has

been found in the study remains unknown. Denial presents a particularly difficult

research problem since subjects are trying hard not to think about what the researcher

wants to find out about. Experiments in denial would necessitate the investigator

knowing the nature of the failure as it occurred and then designing research to gain

some insight into the patterns of denial. Recent developments into what has been

labelled as creative depression (Showers 1992) suggest that not all depression is

unhealthy. Perhaps individuals who have different ways of making sense of their

failures experience depression differently. Greenberg and Pyszczynski (1986) report

that depressives can tolerate the negative affect that comes with failure because they

are motivated to maintain a negative image and that self-focus after disappointing

performances is not adverse to them.
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It can be reasoned that negative self-concept or self-perception (Bern 1967) and

associated depressive states are linked with learned response to failure and determine

which failure memories are accessed. People may collect, maintain or prefer to focus

on negative memories that are consonant with their negative self-image (Bern 1967,

Frey 1982). On the other hand, given the surprise element associated with personal

failure, individuals may actually tend to recall outcomes inconsistent with their self-

image as is suggested by the theory of cognitive dissonance (Festinger 1957) and then

strive to make them consonant through interpretation. Studies have shown that

individuals interpret events to maintain their level of self-esteem (Tessor 1986) or as

a result of their level of achievement motive (Trope 1975). Homer (1974) found some

women actually have a "fear of success" because it threatens their self-concept. The

accountant trainees in Phase 2 reported that failing their exams "rocked" their view

of themselves. Future case study work and experiments need to be designed to probe

possible connections between negative self-concept, childhood experiences (where

negative self-concept may be formed), recurring regret (Gilovich and Medvec 1994)

and individual differences in response to failure.

Assessing the role of denial and avoidance, depression and negative self-concept

brings the researcher into the fields of clinical and developmental psychology as well

as the psychoanalytic tradition. Also, it raises the unanswered question (Chapter 2)

of whether avoiding and denying past failures, which have the potential to be

psychologically destructive, might be the best adaptive prescription. Social cognition

and systems dynamics would argue that such avoidance behaviours cut the individual

off from vital sources of negative feedback essential for adaptive learning. It is likely

both views are partly right, it may be helpful to review some types of failures while

putting others "Out of mind". An important question for the individual is which

failures ought to be paid attention to. This study's examination of the process of how

negative events are recalled and made sense of sheds some light on this issue. In

considering questions such as this, there are regrettably few bridges between social

cognition and the psychoanalytic field. This may be the result of methodological

preferences, the psychoanalytic tradition depending mostly on case studies and

cognitive researchers on controlled experiments. The psychoanalytic viewpoint can
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be particularly complex and demands considerable depth in the field to appreciate

fully. A beneficial future research collaboration on the topic of response to failure

could be between researchers in the social cognitive approach, as used in this study,

and those knowledgeable in clinical psychology and psychoanalytic theory.

11.13 Summary

This is the first known study to focus specifically on autobiographical memories of

failure and it is important not to lose sight of the people and their stories. The

collection of experiences represent the range of failures many people face - failure of

a career aspiration, failure of a relationship, failure of a business deal. This study

represents a start towards understanding the process of individual response to failure;

however, before a more complete picture can be uncovered more stories will need to

be collected and other methods of investigation employed.

The key finding of this study are as follows:

1) Memories of personal failure are accessible, vivid, contain an element of

surprise, are recalled with strong affect, in particular anger and sadness and

hold significant meaning to the rememberers.

2) People respond to their accessible memories of failure with negative self-

reaction. The expressed motive of this negative self-reaction is to reinforce

learning in a self-regulatory process aimed at preventing future occurrence of

failure. Perceived control over future failures acts to reduce anxiety caused by

the recall of past setbacks. Perception of control over the future is made

possible by taking on a degree of self-blame for the past.

3) There are three commonly exhibited negative self-reaction responses each

associated with one of three forms of learning. People use all three response

types and may be proven to show individual preference for one type.
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4) Negative self-reaction and causal reasoning (attribution) are independent

responses to the recollection of significant failure.

5) Locus of control is associated with type of negative self-reaction and

independent of situationally determined causal reasoning.

6) Neuroticism is the most promising personality trait in predicting variance in

how people interpret their setbacks.

Chapter 12 Conclusions presents a final summary of the findings of this research and

identifies aspects of organisational life where practical applications may be found.
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Chapter 12 - Conclusions

12.1 "Making Sense of Failure: Learning or Defence?"

The title of this thesis poses the question "Making Sense of Failure: Learning or

Defence?". It is concluded that individual interpretation of the experience of failure

is primarily a defence mechanism.

The "learning" resulting from reflection on memories of personal failure is for many

people a post hoc rationalisation aimed at giving meaning to these vivid and painful

recollections. That meaning, "the lessons learned", leads individuals to believe that

they have an enhanced ability to prevent future failures from occurring. Although this

sense of control over the future may be only an illusion of control (Langer 1975), it

calms the anxiety these memories generate.

Control over the future presupposes control over the past. If one has experienced a

disturbing event in the past, then one must face the possibility of experiencing such

an event in the future. Few individuals passively accept this logic. Instead, many

people assume that something can be done which also means something could have

been done. An extreme example of this is when victims of sexual abuse, physical

assault and dependants of people with addictions take on responsibility for events for

which they are clearly not responsible. Individuals driven by a strong desire to

prevent the recurrence of a painful failure pay the price of assuming a level of control

over similar failures in the past, no matter how unlikely.

This sense of control over the past which facilitates a sense of control over the future

was found in this study to be accomplished through a process of negative self-reaction.

Negative self-reaction is a self-critical response which in the case of failure often has

the quality of self-punishment. It is used as a negative self-motivator, "a stick", to

ensure that the lessons learned from the past are acted upon. Self-criticism is a simple
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and primitive response likely learned as a child and open to modification in adulthood

(Tarule and Weatherby 1979).

Subjects in the study demonstrated different patterns of negative self-reaction in their

stones of past setback. These patterns of response are likely learned cognitive biases

in interpretive systems aimed at the reduction of anxiety generated by recalled failure.

This does not mean the lessons from past failures have no other value but to reduce

anxiety. People can gain practical useful information from a defensive response;

however, the quality of that learning may vary. The negative affect associated with

failure recollections helps to maintain them and it is this emotion that people try to

escape. To do so they will choose a rationalisation which brings relief, a form of

explanation which works particularly well for them. In this study subjects

demonstrated the ability to use a number of interpretive tactics to lower the anxiety

aroused by failure; however, there is evidence that people may favour one form over

others.

How one chooses to make sense of a negative experience influences the amount and

type of feedback available for learning. This is likely an interpretive sequence in

which anxiety evokes a particular rationalisation which determines subsequent

learning. Although it cannot be proven, the prime motive of subjects in this research

appeared to be anxiety reduction, learning being a consequence of the sense-making

chosen to accomplish this.

It can be argued that learning is enhanced when individuals understand how they are

predisposed to learn (Knowles 1980, Brundage and Mackeracher 1980). It follows

that if people learn how they defend themselves from the pain of past events, they

may be able to compensate for biases inherent in the interpretive response. These

biases may act to distort incoming feedback and to limit potential learning. Being

able to recognise and compensate for defensive reasoning (Argyris 1990) could lead

to more balanced and objective assessments of past failures.
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This is meta-learning (Schon 1983, Senge 1990) - self-knowledge which permits

cognitive compensation for distorted interpretations and, of equal importance, allows

for self-forgiveness. Such knowledge could curb people from unnecessarily punishing

themselves for particular setbacks while suggesting that there may be negative

experiences they are ignoring which could provide helpful feedback. Individuals

likely give more attention to past failures they can explain through adopted defensive

reasoning and avoid recollections of setbacks which they may have difficulty

interpreting. If people are skilled at particular justifications (Locke and Pennington

1982), this will not only influence the learning resulting from the review of a past

event but may also be a factor in determining which past failures are salient. The

boundary of how one thinks about past experience is enlarged (Bunker and Webb

1992) when the question "What am I learning from failure?" is joined by the equally

important question of "What am I not learning from failure?"

The conclusion of this study is that people make sense of failure through "Defence

Learning" rather than "Defence or Learning". Both are part of a seamless

interpretation in which the former influences the later. It is the relationship between

the two which is important.

12.2 Applications

Organisations, particularly business organisations, have difficulty coping with

emotional issues (Schein 1993, Ket de Vnes 1991) and experiences of failures by their

nature tend to evoke strong affective responses. Many people in organisational

settings find it difficult to talk about emotional topics with colleagues (Kaplan 1990)

and in some settings it may be considered inappropriate behaviour. On the other

hand, therapists and counsellors often have to deal with strong emotions and hence

have developed approaches to help people think and talk about affectively charged

issues. Cognitive Therapy (Beck 1976) and Rational Emotive Therapy (Ellis and

Whiteley 1979) are two examples of therapeutic schools founded on the supposition

that feelings are not facts and that emotions are sustained by how events are
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interpreted. These therapies use techniques which help individuals to cycle through

negative affect and "objectify" their experiences.

As demonstrated by the subjects in this study, thinking and talking about personal

failure is difficult to do and is likely made harder by the lack of objective concepts

and language to assist the inner and outer dialogue. This study and subsequent work

is aimed at providing concepts and language to enable people, especially people in

organisations, to talk about their failures and those of others in a manner promoting

learning. Increasing understanding of the processes by which people maintain failure

memories and how they are interpreted may help objectify failure and diminish some

of the associated taboo. The following are examples of areas where this research may

prove of practical application.

12.2.1 Career and Self-development

A more objective assessment of past performance disappointments allows a more

accurate assessment of weaknesses or development needs. People often use their

memories of failure as evidence of what they are "not good at". This study has shown

that such evidence is incomplete and biased. Selective memories and interpretive

tendencies can lead to individuals focusing on weaknesses that are not as weak as they

perceive them to be while ignoring other more important development needs. Several

accountant trainees criticised their strategic approach to studying as the probable cause

of the failures while the evidence in their narratives strongly pointed to lack of self-

discipline in sticking to those plans.

More organisations are requiring employees to take responsibility for their own career

development, expecting them to identify and prepare themselves for the jobs they

desire in the future (Salaman and Butler 1990). An inappropriate choice based on a

faulty picture of one's performance weaknesses can have serious career consequences.

However, if individuals possess self-knowledge of how they distort their own

assessments of poor performance, they may be more able to identify accurately their
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self-development needs. Improved self-objectivity (Duval and Wicklund 1972)

concerning one's weaknesses could also help in their choice of further training and in

decisions concerning the acceptance of a new job or international assignment.

Individuals who recognise where they tend to underperform can seek out new

challenges that have the optimum measure of developmental "stretch" while avoiding

situations which set them up for repeated failure.

Bandura (1991) states that self-knowledge provides direction for self-regulatory

control. Knowing one's model of failure interpretation will not only allow one to

compensate for the inaccurate information coming out of that mental model but also

create the opportunity to work towards correcting the model itself (Senge 1990).

12.2.2 Talking about Failure

People can also apply distorted perceptions of failure when interpreting the failures

of others. In a performance appraisal there are two perceptions of past failures at

work - the selective recollections and interpretations of the employee being appraised

and the selective recollections and interpretations of the supervisor conducting the

appraisal. In 360 degree evaluation systems, a host of interpretive models are engaged

as supervisor, peers and subordinates search their memories for past evidence

suggesting future development needs for the person being appraised.

Similarly, selective memories and biased pictures of an individual's past shortcomings

are at work during informal feedback sessions between employee and supervisor and

in conversations between mentor and protége. Feldman (1981) found information

concerning another's performance is often fragmented and hard to retain in memory.

Self-knowledge of how one tends to interpret failures can be helpful to those who are

trying to be objective about the short-comings of others. The degree to which one is

aware of personal beliefs, in this case beliefs related to failures, is labelled private

self-consciousness by Fenigstein et al. (1975). Evidence of interpretive biases found

in this study gives support to the argument that objective recording of poor
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performance (e.g. measures, multiple assessors, written documentation, diary notes)

is necessary for those appraising others as well as themselves.

This may wrongly suggest that people spend considerable time in organisations

thinking and talking about failure, their own mistakes and those of others. Kaplan

(1985, 1990) found that people in business organisations tend to avoid talking about

failures except when forced to by formal appraisal, feedback and mentoring

programmes. Even within these established forums set up to discuss disappointing

performance, managers are typically awkward and reluctant to focus on failure

(Ashford and Tsui 1991). Activism was found to be the most widely used excuse for

the lack of dialogue on this emotion-charged subject. Organisations which promote

hyperactivity, focus only on success and have a strong future orientation reinforce the

tendency to avoid thinking and talking about past mistakes (LaBier 1986 and Miller

1993).

Socialisation processes (Van Maanen and Schein 1979) and role requirements

(Nicholson and West 1988) can signal employees what is considered success and

failure in the organisation or sub-culture of the organisation. Tsui and Ashford (1994)

argue that individual self-regulation processes are mediated by the expectations held

by organisational constituencies. In this sense the organisation itself, or rather the

cultural standards of the organisation, represent a globally accepted interpretation of

failure. At the individual level this may act to encourage certain types of self-

criticism and influence under which conditions one receives empathy for a setback

from colleagues.

Since failure is rarely talked about, the distortions inherent in individual perceptions

and in organisational norms remain unchallenged. However, if managers and their

employees have concepts and language to talk about negative Outcomes and

knowledge of interpretive biases held by themselves and embedded in the context,

then they may be able to squeeze more learning from past experience.
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12.2.3 Organisational Learning

Ignoring or focusing on only specific types of negative past experience leads to

incomplete or asymmetrical information which in turn creates organisational blind

spots. This can be a source of strategic error.

There are many examples of corporate blunders where experienced hands in an

industry failed to see what was obvious to many less expert people. The U.S

automakers and U.K. motorcycle industry provide numerous examples of corporate

decision-making which ignored failure with dire consequences.

Recently, strategic management experts have called for organisations to become

innovative, flexible and acquire the ability to capture learning. These characteristics

are associated with failure toleration and favour the open discussion of mistakes. The

line of inquiry initiated by this study may someday enable organisations to learn what

their members typically miss when analysing past performances. If a process and

tools can be designed to measure objectively individual distortion in failure

interpretation, it may be possible to gauge the overall ability of management and

project teams in assessing their mistakes. This knowledge could be helpful when

assembling self-directed work groups and management teams enabling organisations

to bring together people in a manner that ensures a balance of perspectives in the area

of negative diagnosis thus enhancing the quality of group learning. It is conceivable

that organisations and their sub-cultures could be profiled in terms of their failure

blind spots and strategic errors re-evaluated to uncover valuable information

previously not captured by organisational learning (Kanter 1989, Pedler et al. 1991).

12.3 Making Sense of Failure

Failure is common to all. Its most prevailing quality is its ability to hurt us - to cause

pain, to produce anxiety.
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The aim of this study has been to bring understanding to the question of how people

remember and try to make sense of their personal failures. Its major and unique

contribution is to illuminate the process individuals use to interpret life's setbacks and

to show that it is a process strongly influenced by emotion, taking place through time

and inherently dependent on memory.

In many ways personal failure is a difficult subject to study, one which draws the

researcher into a private world of strong affect, counter-intuitive reasoning and

distorted sense-making. Perhaps it is because of these inherent difficulties that the

topic has either been neglected or over-explained. Failure's ability to threaten and to

cause pain triggers deep psychologies, inviting misleading rationalisations which may

cause subject and theorist alike to portray response to failure as more rational,

controllable and high thinking than it is.

Given a prescription which encourages more open and objective dialogue on failure,

it is reasonable to challenge this prescription by asking the question "Will increasing

the level of talk about failure in organisations have any real benefit?". Talking is not

learning and simply raising the level of talk about failure may not lead to more

enlightened behaviour. It can be argued that open discussion about taboo subjects

(e.g. death, sex) can cause some people to become more rather than less anxious.

Certainly, many managers subscribing to a model of mastery will continue to find it

difficult to reveal publicly their failures and mistakes.

This thesis argues that finding ways of objectively discussing failure can be helpful

to individuals and organisations if people use these conversations to uncover the

underlying processes and mental models which shape them. The object is not merely

to increase the dialogue but to understand the nature of it, to discover what these

conversations imply.

There are inherent dangers in paying attention to past failures. Besides the selective

nature of one's memories of failure, this study has shown that people are likely to

subjectively interpret these recollections when discussing them. In talking and
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thinking about failure one runs the risk of depression, lowered self-esteem and a host

of negative emotions. To avoid these consequences people Cut themselves off from

the potentially valuable information about self and behaviour which are attached to

these negative experiences.

Talking about failure will help people to acknowledge that failure is an experience

conmion to all and end the fiction that failure is only experienced by a few. In order

to ensure these conversations are more helpful than destructive, a knowledge of the

process of recalling and interpreting failure is necessary. Understanding the ways

people respond enables the development of concepts and tools needed to decode

failure experience minimising inherent distortions. This study represents a step in that

direction.

For many people in western societies learning to learn from failure will by its nature

be a difficult skill to acquire; however, there may be helpful models we can draw

upon from other cultures. There is of course one model of learning from failure

known to all - the model we had and lost as children.
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Appendix A-i Subject Profiles

Occupational Category: Business, Profession, Arts or Athletics
Attribution Scores (Russell): High scores on these subscales indicate that the cause
is perceived as internal, stable and controllable. Maximum score is 27. (Situation
specific)
Negative Self-reaction: Types 1, 2 or 3
Childhood Predictability Classification: Predictable or Unpredictable
Desirability of Control Scores (Burger): High score on this scale indicates high
desirability of control. Maximum 140. (Stable tendency)
Locus of Control Scores (Levenson): High scores on these subscales indicate
generalised expectancy that events are contingent upon own behaviour or determined
by powerful others or chance. Maximum score is 48. (Stable tendency)
Learning Tactics: Rumination, resignation, rule-making, re-interpretation

Case: 1	 Rupert T.	 Age: 40

Lawyer	 Sex: M	 Nationality: New Zealand

Occupation Category: Profession Education: University

Narrative 1: Court case he lost as a result of being misled by client

Learning Tactic: Rule-making, Resignation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 24, Stability - 7, Controllability - 25

Narrative 2: Unable to sell his historic house to valued colleague

Learning Tactic: Rule-making, Resignation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 7, Stability - 22, Controllability - 19

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 2

Childhood Predictability Classification: Predictable

Desirability of Control: 101

Locus of Control: Internal - 38, Powerful Others - 24, Chance - 24

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism 57 (High), Extraversion - 54 (Average), Openness - 59
(High), Agreeableness - 47 (Average), Conscientiousness - 41 (Low)
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Case: 2	 Liz C.	 Age: 33

Derivatives Trader	 Sex: F	 Nationality: USA

Occupation Category: Business	 Education: University

Narrative 1: Made mistake and found guilty of trading infraction

Learning Tactic: Rule-making

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 20, Stability - 9, Controllability - 23

Narrative 2: Failed to realize her husband was an alcoholic

Learning Tactic: Rule-making

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 7, Stability - 15, Controllability - 18

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 2

Childhood Predictability Classification: Predictable

Desirability of Control: 96

Locus of Control: Internal - 38, Powerful Others - 25, Chance - 20

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 49 (Average), Extraversion - 52 (Average), Openness
- 47 (Average), Agreeableness - 38 (Low), Conscientiousness - 45 (Average)

Case: 3	 Adam L.	 Age: 31

Trading Team Leader	 Sex: M	 Nationality: USA

Occupation Category: Business 	 Education: MBA

Narrative 1: Lost £1 million in trading deal involving colleague

Learning Tactic: Rumination, Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 7, Stability - 8, Controllability - 20

Narrative 2: Not making it home the Christmas his father died.

Learning Tactic: Rumination, Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 24, Stability - 13, Controllability - 22

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 1

Childhood Predictability Classification: Unpredictable

Desirability of Control: 109

Locus of Control: Internal - 36, Powerful Others - 17, Chance - 19

NEO-PI-R; Neuroticism - 44 (Low), Extraversion - 55 (Average), Openness -
66 (Very High), Agreeableness - 53 (Average), Conscientiousness - 42 (Low)
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Case: 4	 Mark M.	 Age: 41

Airline Pilot	 Sex: M	 Nationality: UK

Occupation Category: Profession Education: School

Narrative 1: Damaged 747 airliner in crash landing at Heathrow

Learning Tactic: Rumination

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 3, Stability - 4, Controllability - 3

Narrative 2: Misjudged contractor and lost money on house refit project

Learning Tactic: Rumination

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 18, Stability - 13, Controllability - 23

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 1

Childhood Predictability Classification: Predictable

Desirability of Control: 105

Locus of Control: Internal - 42, Powerful Others - 13, Chance - 14

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 20 (V. Low), Extraversion - 64 (High), Openness -
46 (Average), Agreeableness - 48 (Average), Conscientiousness - 46 (Average)

Case: 5	 Joan G.	 Age: 40

Scientist	 Sex: F	 Nationality: Swiss

Occupation Category: Profession Education: PhD

Narrative 1: Unable to select a graduate assistant from candidates

Learning Tactic: Rumination

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 6, Stability - 23, Controllability - 17

Narrative 2: Failed to secure a prestigious research grant

Learning Tactic: Rumination

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 13, Stability - 9, Controllability - 27

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 1

Childhood Predictability Classification: Predictable

Desirability of Control: 128

Locus of Control: Internal - 36, Powerful Others - 15, Chance - 19

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 46 (Average), Extraversion - 38 (Low), Openness -
72 (Very High), Agreeableness - 46 (Average), Conscientiousness - 59 (High)
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Case: 6	 Trevor S.	 Age: 26

Electrician	 Sex: M	 Nationality: UK

Occupation Category: Profession Education: School

Narrative 1: Childhood memory of losing his kite at the beach

Learning Tactic: Rumination

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 27, Stability - 7, Controllability - 19

Narrative 2: Made mistake on important job that caused serious delays

Learning Tactic: Rumination

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 24, Stability - 12, Controllability - 18

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 1

Childhood Predictability Classification: Predictable

Desirability of Control: 113

Locus of Control: Internal - 37, Powerful Others - 24, Chance - 22

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 47 (Average), Extraversion - 47 (Average), Openness
- 40 (Low), Agreeableness - 36 (Low), Conscientiousness - 54 (Average)

Case: 7	 Barbara F.	 Age: 40

Opera Singer	 Sex: F	 Nationality: UK

Occupation Category: Arts	 Education: University & Music College

Narrative 1: Lost role to younger singer with less experience

Learning Tactic: Resignation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 15, Stability - 17, Controllability - 23

Narrative 2: Inability to complete project for upholstery course

Learning Tactic: Resignation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 21, Stability - 12, Controllability - 17

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 3

Childhood Predictability Classification: Unpredictable

Desirability of Control: 60

Locus of Control: Internal - 21, Powerful Others - 33, Chance - 37

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 73 (V. Fligh), Extraversion - 40 (Low), Openness -
55 (Average), Agreeableness - 44 (Low), Conscientiousness - 37 (Low)
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Case: 8	 Nigel W.	 Age: 37

Osteopath	 Sex: M	 Nationality: UK

Occupation Category: Profession Education: University

Narrative 1: Failed to help patient who was experiencing pain

Learning Tactic: Rumination, Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 8, Stability - 19, Controllability - 5

Narrative 2: Inability to resolve relationship with alcoholic father

Learning Tactic: Rumination, Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 18, Stability - 8, Controllability - 14

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 1

Childhood Predictability Classification: Unpredictable

Desirability of Control: 105

Locus of Control: Internal - 39, Powerful Others - 19, Chance - 16

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 52 (Average), Extraversion - 57 (High), Openness -
70 (V. High), Agreeableness - 48 (Average), Conscientiousness - 52 (Average)

Case: 9	 George N.	 Age: 33

Oper. & Strat. Planning Mgr.	 Sex: M	 Nationality: Canada

Occupation Category: Business	 Education: MBA

Narrative 1: Hockey team he coached lost important tournament

Learning Tactic: Rule-making, Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 7, Stability - 12, Controllability - 14

Narrative 2: Failed at finding a new job in Hong Kong

Learning Tactic: Rule-making, Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 18, Stability - 6, Controllability - 19

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 2

Childhood Predictability Classification: Predictable

Desirability of Control: 121

Locus of Control: Internal - 38, Powerful Others - 15, Chance - 14

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 49 (Average), Extraversion - 52 (Average), Openness
- 62 (High), Agreeableness - 42 (Low), Conscientiousness - 58 (High)
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Case: 10	 Sabine H.	 Age: 33

Regional Personnel Manager	 Sex: F	 Nationality: UK

Occupation Category: Business 	 Education: University

Narrative 1: Important meeting which she helped plan did not succeed

Learning Tactic: Resignation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 10, Stability - 8, Controllability - 16

Narrative 2: Failure of relationship with her boyfriend

Learning Tactic: Rumination

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 11, Stability - 11, Controllability - 21

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 3

Childhood Predictability Classification: Predictable

Desirability of Control: 96

Locus of Control: Internal - 33, Powerful Others - 19, Chance - 27

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 65 (High), Extraversion - 49 (Average), Openness -
51 (Average), Agreeableness - 30 (Very Low), Conscientiousness - 62 (High)

Case: 11	 Susanne M.	 Age: 33

Sales Manager	 Sex: F	 Nationality: UK

Occupation Category: Business	 Education: University

Narrative 1: Mismanaged mortgage arrangements for new house

Learning Tactic: Rule-making

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 7, Stability - 5, Controllability - 22

Narrative 2: Unsuccessful in closing important client deal

Learning Tactic: Resignation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 10, Stability - 9, Controllability - 27

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 2

Childhood Predictability Classification: Predictable

Desirability of Control: 104

Locus of Control: Internal - 35, Powerful Others - 18, Chance - 17

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 39 (Low), Extraversion - 51 (Average), Openness -
57 (High), Agreeableness - 16 (Very Low), Conscientiousness - 43 (Low)
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Case: 12	 Alan P.	 Age: 32

Engineer	 Sex: M	 Nationality: UK

Occupation Category: Business 	 Education: MSc

Narrative 1: Under-performed at a job interview

Learning Tactic: Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 23, Stability - 11, Controllability - 18

Narrative 2: Failed to implement plan to turn around manufacturing plant

Learning Tactic: Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 17, Stability - 12, Controllability - 24

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 3

Childhood Predictability Classification: Unpredictable

Desirability of Control: 108

Locus of Control: Internal - 39, Powerful Others - 24, Chance - 18

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 36 (Low), Extraversion - 53 (Average), Openness -
58 (High), Agreeableness - 30 (Very Low), Conscientiousness - 49 (Average)

Case: 13	 Lee B.	 Age: 28

Aerobics Instructor 	 Sex: M	 Nationality: South Africa

Occupation Category: Athletics Education: School

Narrative 1: Unable to deal with emotional incident in a class

Learning Tactic: Resignation, Rule-making

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 10, Stability - 5, Controllability - 16

Narrative 2: Made a career choice that did not work out

Learning Tactic: Resignation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 17, Stability - 5, Controllability - 18

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 3

Childhood Predictability Classification: Unpredictable

Desirability of Control: 125

Locus of Control: Internal - 41, Powerful Others - 15, Chance - 20

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 48 (Average), Extraversion - 50 (Average), Openness
- 60 (High), Agreeableness - 49 (Average), Conscientiousness - 60 (High)
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Case: 14	 David M.	 Age: 36

Actor	 Sex: M	 Nationality: UK

Occupation Category: Arts	 Education: University

Narrative 1: Walked away from big part because of lack of confidence

Learning Tactic: Resignation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 26, Stability - 3, Controllability - 19

Narrative 2: Relationship with brother failed to meet expectations

Learning Tactic: Resignation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 16, Stability - 26, Controllability - 21

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 3

Childhood Predictability Classification: Unpredictable

Desirability of Control: 86

Locus of Control: Internal - 33, Powerful Others - 30, Chance - 31

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 48 (Average), Extraversion - 65 (High), Openness -
50 (Average), Agreeableness - 46 (Average), Conscientiousness - 17 (V. Low)

Case: 15	 Elena. D.	 Age: 38

Ballet Dancer	 Sex: F	 Nationality: UK

Occupation Category: Arts	 Education: School

Narrative 1: Rejected for dancing role by close colleague

Learning Tactic: Resignation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 13, Stability - 19, Controllability - 14

Narrative 2: Strategy failed to secure child's schooling

Learning Tactic: Resignation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 19, Stability - 17, Controllability - 11

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 3

Childhood Predictability Classification: Unpredictable

Desirability of Control: 94

Locus of Control: Internal - 27, Powerful Others - 29, Chance - 29

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 54 (Average), Exiraversion - 47 (Average), Openness
- 61 (High), Agreeableness - 45 (Average), Conscientiousness - 39 (Low)
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Case: 16	 John J.	 Age: 33

Police Detective CID	 Sex: M	 Nationality: UK

Occupation Category: Profession Education: University

Narrative 1: Unable to convict case where he had made the arrest

Learning Tactic: Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 17, Stability - 10, Controllability - 14

Narrative 2: Failed to live up to his capabilities as a runner

Learning Tactic: Resignation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 24, Stability - 11, Controllability - 25

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 3

Childhood Predictability Classification: Predictable

Desirability of Control: 112

Locus of Control: Internal - 33, Powerful Others - 15, Chance - 14

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 53 (Average), Extraversion - 52 (Average), Openness
- 62 (High), Agreeableness - 44 (Low), Conscientiousness - 43 (Low)

Case: 17	 Christine T.	 Age: 30

Fashion Designer	 Sex: F	 Nationality: UK

Occupation Category: Arts Education: Art College

Narrative 1: Business partnership with sister-in-law collapsed

Learning Tactic: Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 19, Stability - 23, Controllability - 7

Narrative 2: Failed to fit into Art College where she took her training

Learning Tactic: Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 16, Stability - 7, Controllability - 15

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 3

Childhood Predictability Classification: Unpredictable

Desirability of Control: 96

Locus of Control: Internal - 31, Powerful Others - 17, Chance - 23

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 62 (High), Extraversion - 47 (Average), Openness -
61 (High), Agreeableness - 43 (Low), Conscientiousness - 50 (Average)
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Case: 18	 James E.	 Age: 28

Chartered Accountant	 Sex: M	 Nationality: UK

Occupation Category: Business 	 Education: University

Narrative 1: Trusted partner who damaged his reputation with client

Learning Tactic: Rule-making

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 11, Stability - 6, Controllability - 18

Narrative 2: Only person on his team to lose golf tournament

Learning Tactic: Rule-making

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 20, Stability - 3, Controllability - 24

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 2

Childhood Predictability Classification: Predictable

Desirability of Control: 104

Locus of Control: Internal - 39, Powerful Others - 26, Chance - 24

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 40 (Low), Extraversion - 55 (Average), Openness -
37 (Low), Agreeableness - 44 (Low), Conscientiousness - 49 (Average)

Case: 19	 Sherry F.	 Age: 25

Retail Store Manager 	 Sex: F	 Nationality: UK

Occupation Category: Business	 Education: School

Narrative 1: Unable to convince management team to deal with issue

Learning Tactic: Resignation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 15, Stability - 5, Controllability - 21

Narrative 2: Failed to cope with prestigious foreign job assignment

Learning Tactic: Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 15, Stability - 3, Controllability - 17

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 3

Childhood Predictability Classification: Predictable

Desirability of Control: 98

Locus of Control: Internal - 33, Powerful Others - 19, Chance - 19

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 51 (Average), Extraversion - 61 (High), Openness -
32 (Very Low), Agreeableness - 46 (Aver.), Conscientiousness - 70 (V. High)
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Case: 20	 Richard P.	 Age: 25

Golf Pro	 Sex: M	 Nationality: UK

Occupation Category: Athletics	 Education: School

Narrative 1: Could not get insurance for 'fast' car due to previous charge

Learning Tactic: Resignation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 11, Stability - 11, Controllability - 21

Narrative 2: Played poorly at a regional tournament and was eliminated

Learning Tactic: Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 27, Stability - 11, Controllability - 14

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 3

Childhood Predictability Classification: Unpredictable

Desirability of Control: 123

Locus of Control: Internal - 42, Powerful Others - 17, Chance - 17

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 48 (Aver.), Extraversion - 76 (Very High), Openness
- 64 (High), Agreeableness - 40 (Low), Conscientiousness - 58 (High)

Case: 21	 Tony C.	 Age: 25

Teacher	 Sex: M	 Nationality: UK

Occupation Category: Profession Education: University

Narrative 1: Trip to United States with friends was a wasted opportunity

Learning Tactic: Rule-making, Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 20, Stability - 7, Controllability - 23

Narrative 2: Unsuccessful in engaging his students in an assignment

Learning Tactic: Rule-making, Rumination

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 5, Stability - 21, Controllability - 11

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 2

Childhood Predictability Classification: Predictable

Desirability of Control: 93

Locus of Control: Internal - 41, Powerful Others - 26, Chance - 32

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 51 (Average), Extraversion - 54 (Average), Openness
- 55 (Average), Agreeableness - 46 (Aver.), Conscientiousness - 31 (V. Low)
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Case: 22	 Charles L.	 Age: 35

Televison Producer	 Sex: M	 Nationality: UK

Occupation Category: Arts	 Education: University

Narrative 1: Project disaster that led him to get rid of business partner

Learning Tactic: Rule-making, Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 7, Stability - 7, Controllability - 19

Narrative 2: Failure to realize ill wife's reaction to his absence

Learning Tactic: Rule-making, Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 11, Stability - 3, Controllability - 9

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 2

Childhood Predictability Classification: Unpredictable

Desirability of Control: 89.5

Locus of Control: Internal - 26.5, Powerful Others - 23.5, Chance - 26

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 56 (High), Extraversion - 54 (Average), Openness -
72 (V. High), Agreeableness - 45 (Average), Conscientiousness - 33 (V. Low)

Case: 23	 Bart W.	 Age: 23

Swimmer	 Sex: M	 Nationality: UK

Occupation Category: Athletics	 Education: School

Narrative 1: New training strategy failed to produce results

Learning Tactic: Rule-making, Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 27, Stability - 3, Controllability - 19

Narrative 2: Experienced a bad training session due to lack of discipline

Learning Tactic: Rule-making

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 27, Stability - 3, Controllability - 27

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 1

Childhood Predictability Classification: Unpredictable

Desirability of Control: 102

Locus of Control: Internal - 34.5, Powerful Others - 19, Chance - 24

NEO-PI-R: Did not complete the form
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Case: 24	 Claire M.	 Age: 35

Doctor - GP	 Sex: F	 Nationality: UK

Occupation Category: Profession Education: Medical Degree

Narrative 1: Unable to get the job she wanted because of honesty

Learning Tactic: Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 17, Stability - 14, Controllability - 25

Narrative 2: Man she was interested in was not interested in her

Learning Tactic: Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 28, Stability - 23, Controllability - 6

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 3

Childhood Predictability Classification: Predictable

Desirability of Control: 96

Locus of Control: Internal - 35, Powerful Others - 30, Chance - 28

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 68 (V. High), Extraversion - 36 (Low), Openness -
47 (Average), Agreeableness - 44 (Low), Conscientiousness - 69 (Very High)

Case: 25	 Robert C.	 Age: 38

Entrpreneur	 Sex: M	 Nationality: UK

Occupation Category: Business	 Education: MA in Industrial Design

Narrative 1: Partnership and friendship collapsed

Learning Tactic: Resignation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 9, Stability - 27, Controllability - 23

Narrative 2: After five years has not yet finished renovating house

Learning Tactic: Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 11, Stability - 9, Controllability - 12

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 3

Childhood Predictability Classification: Unpredictable

Desirability of Control: 103

Locus of Control: Internal - 38, Powerful Others - 19, Chance - 17

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 47 (Average), Extraversion - 61 (High), Openness -
57 (High), Agreeableness - 39 (Low), Conscientiousness - 27 (Very Low)
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Case: 26	 Gaty H.	 Age: 30

Artist/Painter	 Sex: M	 Nationality: UK

Occupation Category: Arts	 Education: MA in Art

Narrative 1: Failed to follow up lead for steady work

Learning Tactic: Resignation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 23, Stability - 14, Controllability - 24

Narrative 2: Unable to convince gallery partner to give him a show

Learning Tactic: Rule-making

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 9, Stability - 9, Controllability - 24

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 3

Childhood Predictability Classification: Predictable

Desirability of Control: 89

Locus of Control: Internal - 24, Powerful Others - 19, Chance - 31

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 49 (Average), Extraversion - 38 (Low), Openness -
54 (Average), Agreeableness - 47 (Aver.), Conscientiousness - 26 (Very Low)

Case: 27	 Sophie R.	 Age: 24

NHS Administrator	 Sex: F	 Nationality: UK

Occupation Category: Business 	 Education: MA Industhal Relations

Narrative 1: Two volunteer coordinators abandoned a charity she managed

Learning Tactic: Rumination, Rule-making

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 6, Stability - 18, Controllability - 15

Narrative 2: Conflict with colleague at work endangered a project

Learning Tactic: Rumination, Rule-making

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 10, Stability - 19, Controllability - 19

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 1

Childhood Predictability Classification: Unpredictable

Desirability of Control: 95

Locus of Control: Internal - 38, Powerful Others - 23, Chance - 17

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 40 (Low), Extraversion - 66 (V. High), Openness -
62 (High), Agreeableness - 49 (Average), Conscientiousness - 42 (Low)
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Case: 28	 Paul G.	 Age: 34

Priest, Church of England	 Sex: M	 Nationality: UK

Occupation Category: Profession Education: University & Theology

Narrative 1: Failed to turn around a homeless boy he had helped

Learning Tactic: Rule-making, Re-interpretation, Resignation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 4, Stability - 13, Controllability - 15

Narrative 2: Misread family's reaction to funeral plans for AIDS victim

Learning Tactic: Rule-making, Re-interpretation, Resignation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 16, Stability - 12, Controllability - 14

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 2

Childhood Predictability Classification: Unpredictable

Desirability of Control: 103

Locus of Control: Internal - 33, Powerful Others - 26, Chance - 25

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 56 (High), Extraversion - 51 (Average), Openness -
52 (Average), Agreeableness - 46 (Average), Conscientiousness - 51 (Average)
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Profiles of Accounting Trainees

Accountant Trainee: 1	 Judy M.	 Age: 27

Education: University	 Sex: F	 Nationality: UK/Nigeria

Narrative 1: Failed professional examination

Learning Tactic: Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 20, Stability - 12, Controllability - 15

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 3

Childhood Predictability Classification: Predictable

Locus of Control: Internal - 34, Powerful Others - 33, Chance - 23

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 72 (Very High), Extraversion 80 (Very High),
Openness 39 (Low), Agreeableness 26 (V. Low), Conscientiousness 44 (Low)

Accountant Trainee: 2 	 Myra S.	 Age: 27

Education: University	 Sex: F	 Nationality: UK/Malta

Narrative 1: Failed professional examination

Learning Tactic: Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 23, Stability - 27, Controllability - 3

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 3

Childhood Predictability Classification: Predictable

Locus of Control: Internal - 34, Powerful Others - 28, Chance - 32

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 63 (High), Extraversion - 49 (Average), Openness -
56 (High), Agreeableness - 55 (Average), Conscientiousness - 50 (Average)
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Accountant Trainee: 3	 Dermot B.	 Age: 27

Education: University	 Sex: M	 Nationality: UK

Narrative 1: Failed professional examination

Learning Tactic: Rule-making, Rumination, Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 20, Stability - 11, Controllability - 18

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 2

Childhood Predictability Classification: Predictable

Locus of Control: Internal - 38, Powerful Others - 27, Chance - 29

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 58 (High), Extraversion - 64 (High), Openness - 48
(Average), Agreeableness - 37 (Low), Conscientiousness - 48 (Average)

Accountant Trainee: 4	 Helen T.	 Age: 25

Education: University	 Sex: F	 Nationality: UK

Narrative 1: Failed professional examination

Learning Tactic: Rumination, Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 17, Stability - 6, Controllability - 19

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 1

Childhood Predictability Classification: Predictable

Locus of Control: Internal - 33, Powerful Others - 19, Chance - 30

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 65 (High), Extraversion - 46 (Aver.), Openness - 66
(Very High), Agreeableness - 31 (Very Low), Conscientiousness - 47 (Average)

Accountant Trainee: 5	 Roger C.	 Age: 26

Education: University	 Sex: M	 Nationality: UK

Narrative 1: Referral on professional examination

Learning Tactic: Resignation, Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 22, Stability - 18.5, Controllability - 18

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 1

Childhood Predictability Classification: Unpredictable

Locus of Control: Internal - 36, Powerful Others - 21, Chance - 24

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 50 (Average), Extraversion - 63 (High), Openness -
68 (Very High), Agreeableness - 38 (Low), Conscientiousness - 37 (Low)
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Accountant Trainee: 6	 Julie McQ.	 Age: 27

Education: University	 Sex: F	 Nationality: UK/Italy

Narrative 1: Failed professional examination

Learning Tactic: Re-interpretation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 19, Stability - 11, Controllability - 17

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 3

Childhood Predictability Classification: Unpredictable

Locus of Control: Internal - 29.5, Powerful Others - 24, Chance - 26

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 47 (Average), Extraversion - 56 (High), Openness -
60 (High), Agreeableness - 48 (Average), Conscientiousness - 25 (Very Low)

Accountant Trainee: 7	 Francesca I.	 Age: 26

Education: University	 Sex: F	 Nationality: UK

Narrative 1: Failed professional examination

Learning Tactic: Rule-making

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 13, Stability - 14, Controllability - 18

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 3

Childhood Predictability Classification: Unpredictable

Locus of Control: Internal - 39, Powerful Others - 21, Chance - 29

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 53 (Average), Extraversion - 53 (Average), Openness
- 66 (Very High), Agreeableness - 37 (Low), Conscientiousness - 69 (V. High)

Accountant Trainee: 8	 Anne Marie A.	 Age: 24

Education: University	 Sex: F	 Nationality: UK

Narrative 1: Failed professional examination

Learning Tactic: Resignation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 17, Stability - 6, Controllability - 10

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 3

Childhood Predictability Classification: Predictable

Locus of Control: Internal - 32, Powerful Others - 29, Chance - 33

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 52 (Average), Extraversion - 60 (High), Openness -
57 (High), Agreeableness - 39 (Low), Conscientiousness - 43 (Low)
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Accountant Trainee: 9	 Kenneth W.	 Age: 25

Education: University	 Sex: M	 Nationality: UK

Narrative 1: Failed professional examination

Learning Tactic: Rumination, Resignation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 20, Stability - 8, Controllability - 18

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 1

Childhood Predictability Classification: Predictable

Locus of Control: Internal - 37, Powerful Others - 20, Chance - 19

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 46 (Average), Extraversion - 57 (High), Openness -
53 (Average), Agreeableness - 34 (Very Low), Conscientiousness - 42 (Low)

Accountant Trainee: 10	 Jeremy M.	 Age: 25

Education: University	 Sex: M	 Nationality: UK

Narrative 1: Failed professional examination

Learning Tactic: Rule-making

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 20, Stability - 16, Controllability - 17

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 2

Childhood Predictability Classification: Unpredictable

Locus of Control: Internal - 36, Powerful Others - 26, Chance - 30

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 75 (V. High), Extraversion - 64 (High), Openness -
42 (Low), Agreeableness - 55 (Average), Conscientiousness - 25 (Very Low)

Accountant Trainee: 11	 Diana R.	 Age: 25

Education: University	 Sex: F	 Nationality: UK

Narrative 1: Failed professional examination

Learning Tactic: Resignation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 21, Stability - 7, Controllability - 23

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 1

Childhood Predictability Classification: Predictable

Locus of Control: Internal - 38, Powerful Others - 30, Chance - 23

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 40 (Low), Extraversion - 58 (High), Openness - 46
(Average), Agreeableness - 31 (Very Low), Conscientiousness - 36 (Low)
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Accountant Trainee: 12	 Phil B.	 Age: 24

Education: University	 Sex: M	 Nationality: UK

Narrative 1: Failed professional examination

Learning Tactic: Rumination, Resignation

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 20, Stability - 8, Controllability - 15

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 1

Childhood Predictability Classification: Predictable

Locus of Control: Internal - 35, Powerful Others - 28, Chance - 25

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 53 (Average), Extraversion - 59 (High), Openness -
49 (Average), Agreeableness - 28 (Very Low), Conscientiousness - 41 (Low)

Accountant Trainee: 13	 Ian G.	 Age: 26

Education: University	 Sex: M	 Nationality: UK

Narrative 1: Failed professional examination

Learning Tactic: Rumination

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 15, Stability - 10, Controllability - 19

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 1

Childhood Predictability Classification: Unpredictable

Locus of Control: Internal - 28, Powerful Others - 24, Chance - 28

NEO-PI-R: Neuroticism - 49 (Average), Extraversion - 65 (High), Openness -
43 (Low), Agreeableness - 40 (Low), Conscientiousness - 27 (Very Low)

Accountant Trainee: 14	 Julian T.	 Age: 24

Education: University	 Sex: M	 Nationality: UK

Narrative 1: Referral on professional examination

Learning Tactic: Rumination

Attribution: Locus of Causality - 16, Stability - 5, Controllability - 9

Predominant Negative Self-reaction Response: Type 3

Childhood Predictability Classification: Predictable

Locus of Control: Not completed

NEO-PI-R: Not completed
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Appendix A-2 Case Study Questions

PART A - Narrative-eliciting Question #1

1. "Tell me the story of a situation in which you participated that did not turn out
the way you hoped?" Phase 1 Question [vividness, language use, visible affect]

"I am interested in hearing your story about your result on the recent accounting
exams. Can you tell me about it?" Phase 2 Question

2. What did you feel about this at the time? How would you describe your
feelings? [types of feelings, intensity - very strong, strong, not that strong,
weak, very weak; focus of feelings - toward self, others, luck, contextual factors]

3. Why did this turn out the way it did? Why did it happen?

4. Causal Dimension Scale - please take a few minutes and complete the 9
questions that follow.

5. You have told me you felt... .at the time, did those feelings about what happened
change? If yes, how and when?

6. What are your feelings about this now?

7. What were you trying to achieve? What were your expectations at the time?
[outcome versus improvement] Did these goals influence the way things went?

8. The situation you have described, did it affect anyone else?

9. Did anyone give you advice at the time? Did this affect your behaviour?

10. When this was taking place, how much time did you have to reflect on what
was happening? [if not clearly revealed by narrative]

11. Could anything have been done differently? [by others, by themselves]

12. All and all have you learned something from this? Has that been useful in other
situations? What kind of situations?

13. Did this event have any short-term effect on your behaviour?..any long term
effects on your behaviour?

14. When have you thought, if at all, about this event between when it happened
and this interview? Cast back in your mind and tell me how you have thought
about this event starting with the event itself. [frequency, duration, times]
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PART B - Narrative-eliciting Question #2 [Phase 1 only]

Questions 1 to 14 repeated.

PART C - Other Questions

Some people believe that most abilities are inborn or acquired early in life and
are generally fixed while others believe that most abilities can be acquired at
any time and can be changed. On balance, which side of that argument would
you place yourself?

2. Where do you most like to get your strokes/recognition/positive feedback from?

3. Have you changed much since age 21? [the way you feel about things, the way
you think about things, your behaviours, habits] probe for sense of self
consistency

4. In the last 3 years have you changed much? [the way you feel about things, the
way you think about things, your behaviours and habits]

5. In your day to day work where would you rank your need to feel in control of
what's happening on a scale of ten, where 1 is "little need to feel in control"
and 10 is "strong need to feel in control"?

6. How often are you let down by other people in your day to day life? Does that
surprise you?

7. Take a moment and think of a time when someone let you down, what was your
reaction?

8. Given that we have a past, a present and a future - how useful is it for people
to think about their past, their future or what is happening in their present life?
Where do you focus your thinking?

9. When you were a child - would you describe the day to day life in your family
as: highly predictable, very predictable, predictable some of the time,
unpredictable, very unpredictable? Report as you remember feeling about this
at the time.

10. Most parents make rules for their children did your parents have many rules and
how consistently were they enforced?

11. What happened when you did well? When you did not do so well? - in terms
of your parents reactions (mother/father)

Occupation:
Birth-order:
Age:
Brief Personal History:
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Appendix A-3 Causal Dimension Questionnaire

Name/Date................................................................ .Narrative

Focusing on the event you have just described, the items below concern your
impressions or opinions of the cause or causes of your outcome. Circle one
number for each of the following scales.

1. Is the cause(s) something that:

Reflects an aspect	 Reflects an aspect of the
of yourself	 the situation

9	 87	 65	 43	 21

2. Is the cause(s):

Controllable by you	 Uncontrollable by you or
or other people	 other people

9	 87	 65	 43	 2	 1

3. Is the cause(s) something that is:

Permanent	 Temporary

98765432	 1

4. Is the cause(s) something:

Intended by you or	 Unintended by you or
other people	 other people

98765432	 1

5. Is the cause(s) something that is:

Outside of you	 Inside of you

1	 23	 45	 67	 8	 9
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6. Is the cause(s) something that is:

Variable over time	 Stable over time

123456789

7. Is the cause(s):

Something about you

98765

8. Is the cause(s) something that is:

Changeable

1	 2345

9. Is the cause(s) something for which:

No one is responsible

1	 23	 45

Something about others

43	 2	 1

Unchanging

6789

Someone is responsible

6789
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Appendix A-4 Locus of Control Questionnaire
Name/DateS ...........................................................

Please read each statement carefully and respond to it by circling a number on
the scale. It is important that you respond to all items.

1. Whether or not I get to be a leader depends mostly on my ability.

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree	 Disagree	 Agree	 Agree

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6

2. To a great extent my life is controlled by accidental happenings.

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree	 Disagree	 Agree	 Agree

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6

3. I feel like what happens in my life is mostly determined by powerful people.

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree	 Disagree	 Agree	 Agree

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6

4. Whether or not I get into a car accident depends mostly on how good a
driver I am.

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree	 Disagree	 Agree	 Agree

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6

5. When I make plans, I am almost certain to make them work.

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree	 Disagree	 Agree	 Agree

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6
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6. Often there is no chance of protecting my personal interest from bad luck
happenings.

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree	 Disagree	 Agree	 Agree

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6

7. When I get what I want, it's usually because I'm am lucky.

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree	 Disagree	 Agree	 Agree

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6

8. Although I might have good ability, I will not be given leadership
responsibility without appealing to those in positions of power.

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree	 Disagree	 Agree	 Agree

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6

9. How many friends I have depends on how nice a person I am.

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree	 Disagree	 Agree	 Agree

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6

10. I have often found that what is going to happen will happen.

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree	 Disagree	 Agree	 Agree

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6

11. My life is chiefly controlled by powerful others.

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree	 Disagree	 Agree	 Agree

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6
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12. Whether or not I get into a car accident is mostly a matter of luck.

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree	 Disagree	 Agree	 Agree

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6

13. People like myself have very little chance of protecting our personal
interests when they conflict with those of strong pressure groups.

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree	 Disagree	 Agree	 Agree

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6

14. It's not always wise for me to plan too far ahead because many things turn
out to be a matter of good or bad fortune.

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree	 Disagree	 Agree	 Agree

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6

15. Getting what I want requires pleasing those people above me.

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree	 Disagree	 Agree	 Agree

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6

16. Whether or not I get to be a leader depends on whether I'm lucky enough
to be in the right place at the right time.

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree	 Disagree	 Agree	 Agree

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6

17. If important people were to decide they didn't like me, I probably wouldn't
make many friends.

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree	 Disagree	 Agree	 Agree

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6
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18. I can pretty much determine what will happen in my life.

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree	 Disagree	 Agree	 Agree

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6

19. I am usually able to protect my personal interests.

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree	 Disagree	 Agree	 Agree

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6

20. Whether or not I get into a car accident depends mostly on the other
driver.

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree	 Disagree	 Agree	 Agree

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6

21. When I get what I want, it's usually because I worked hard for it.

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree	 Disagree	 Agree	 Agree

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6

22. In order to have my plans work, I make sure that they fit in with the desires
of people who have power over me.

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree	 Disagree	 Agree	 Agree

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6

23. My life is determined by my own actions.

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree	 Disagree	 Agree	 Agree

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6

24. It's chiefly a matter of fate whether or not I have a few friends or many
friends.

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree	 Disagree	 Agree	 Agree

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6
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Appendix A-5 Desirability of Control Questionnaire
Name/Date:

Below you will find a series of statements.

P/ease read each statement carefully and respond to it by expressing the extent to which you
believe the statement applies to you. For all items circle a response from 1 to 7. It is
important that you respond to all items.

1. I prefer a job where I have a lot of control over what I do and when I do it.

1	 2	 3	 4
The statement	 The statement	 Most often,	 I am unsure about whether or not
doesn't apply	 usually doesn't the statement	 the statement applies to me or not
to me at all	 apply to me	 does not apply

5	 6	 7
The statement applies The statement usually The statement
more often than not	 usually applies	 always applies to me

2. I enjoy political participation because I want to have as much of a say In running
government as possible.

1	 2	 3	 4
The statement	 The statement	 Most often,	 I am unsure about whether or not
doesn't apply	 usually doesn't	 the statement	 the statement applies to me or not
to me at all	 apply to me	 does not apply

5	 6	 7
The statement applies The statement usually The statement
more often than not	 usually applies	 always applies to me

3. I try to avoid situations where someone else teiis me what to do.

1	 2	 3	 4
The statement	 The statement	 Most often,	 I am unsure about whether or not
doesn't apply	 usually doesn't	 the statement	 the statement applies to me or not
to me at all	 apply to me	 does not apply

5	 6	 7
The statement applies The statement usually The statement
more often than not	 usually applies	 always applies to me

4. I would prefer to be a leader rather than a follower.

1	 2	 3	 4
The statement	 The statement	 Most often,	 I am unsure about whether or not
doesn't apply	 usually doesn't	 the statement	 the statement applies to me or not
to me at all	 apply to me	 does not apply

5	 6
	

7
The statement applies The statement usually The statement
more often than not	 usually applies	 always applies to me
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5. I enjoy being able to Influence the actions of others.

1	 2	 3	 4
The statement	 The statement	 Most often,	 I am unsure about whether or not
doesn't apply	 usually doesn't	 the statement	 the statement applies to me or not
to me at all	 apply to me	 does not apply

5	 6	 7
The statement applies The statement usually The statement
more often than not	 usually applies	 always applies to me

6. I am careful to check everything on an automobile before I leave for a long trip.

1	 2	 3	 4
The statement	 The statement	 Most often,	 I am unsure about whether or not
doesn't apply	 usually doesn't	 the statement	 the statement applies to me or not
to me at all	 apply to me	 does not apply

5	 6	 7
The statement applies The statement usually The statement
more often than not	 usually applies	 always applies to me

7. Others usually know what Is best for me.

1	 2	 3	 4
The statement	 The statement	 Most often,	 I am unsure about whether or not
doesn't apply	 usually doesn't the statement	 the statement applies to me or not
to me at all	 apply to me	 does not apply

5	 6	 7
The statement applies The statement usually The statement
more often than not	 usually applies	 always applies to me

8. I enjoy making my own decisions.

1	 2	 3	 4
The statement	 The statement	 Most often,	 I am unsure about whether or not
doesn't apply	 usually doesn't the statement	 the statement applies to me or not
to me at all	 apply to me	 does not apply

5	 6	 7
The statement applies The statement usually The statement
more often than not	 usually applies	 always applies to me

9. 1 enjoy having control over my own destiny.

1	 2	 3	 4
The statement	 The statement	 Most often,	 I am unsure about whether or not
doesn't apply	 usually doesn't the statement	 the statement applies to me or not
to me at all	 apply to me	 does not apply

5	 6
	

7
The statement applies The statement usually The statement
more often than not	 usually applies	 always applies to me
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10. I would rather someone else took over the leadership role when I am Involved in a
group project.

1	 2	 3	 4
The statement	 The statement	 Most often,	 I am unsure about whether or not
doesn't apply	 usually doesn't	 the statement	 the statement applies to me or not
to me at all	 apply to me	 does not apply

5	 6	 7
The statement applies The statement usually The statement
more often than not	 usually applies	 always applies to me

11. I consider myself to be generally more capable of handling situations than others
are.

1	 2	 3	 4
The statement	 The statement	 Most often,	 I am unsure about whether or not
doesn't apply	 usually doesn't the statement	 the statement applies to me or not
to me at all	 apply to me	 does not apply

5	 6	 7
The statement applies The statement usually The statement
more often than not	 usually applies	 always applies to me

12. I'd rather run my own business and make my own mistakes than listen to someone
else's orders.

1	 2	 3	 4
The statement	 The statement	 Most often,	 / am unsure about whether or not
doesn't apply	 usually doesn't the statement	 the statement applies to me or not
to me at all	 apply to me	 does not apply

5	 6	 7
The statement applies The statement usually The statement
more often than not	 usually applies	 always applies to me

13. I like to get a good Idea of what a job is all about before I begin.

1	 2	 3	 4
The statement	 The statement	 Most often,	 / am unsure about whether or not
doesn't apply	 usually doesn't the statement	 the statement applies to me or not
to me at all	 apply to me	 does not apply

5	 6
	

7
The statement applies The statement usually The statement
more often than not	 usually applies	 always applies to me
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14. When I see a problem I prefer to do something about It rather than sit by and let it
continue.

1	 2	 3	 4
The statement	 The statement	 Most often,	 I am unsure about whether or not
doesn't apply	 usually doesn't the statement	 the statement applies to me or not
to me at all	 apply to me	 does not apply

5	 6	 7
The statement applies The statement usually The statement
more often than not	 usually applies	 always applies to me

15. When it comes to orders, I would rather give them than receive them.

1	 2	 3	 4
The statement	 The statement	 Most often,	 I am unsure about whether or not
doesn't apply	 usually doesn't	 the statement	 the statement applies to me or not
to me at all	 apply to me	 does not apply

5	 6	 7
The statement applies The statement usually The statement
more often than not	 usually applies	 always applies to me

16. I wish I could push many of life's daily decisions off on someone else.

1	 2	 3	 4
The statement	 The statement	 Most often,	 I am unsure about whether or not
doesn't apply	 usually doesn't the statement	 the statement applies to me or not
to me at all	 apply to me	 does not apply

5	 6	 7
The statement applies The statement usually The statement
more often than not	 usually applies	 always applies to me

17. When driving, I try to avoid putting myself in a situation where I could be hurt by
someone else's mistakes.

1	 2	 3	 4
The statement	 The statement	 Most often,	 I am unsure about whether or not
doesn't apply	 usually doesn't the statement	 the statement applies to me or not
to me at all	 apply to me	 does not apply

5	 6	 7
The statement applies The statement usually The statement
more often than not	 usually applies	 always applies to me
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18. I prefer to avoid situations where someone else has to tell me what It is I should be
doing.

1	 2	 3
	

4
The statement	 The statement	 Most often,	 I am unsure about whether or not
doesnt apply	 usually doesn't the statement

	
the statement applies to me or not

to me at all	 apply to me	 does not apply

5	 6	 7
The statement applies The statement usually The statement
more often than not	 usually applies	 always applies to me

19. There are many situations in which I would prefer only one choice rather than
having to make a decision.

1	 2	 3
	

4
The statement	 The statement	 Most often,	 / am unsure about whether or not
doesn't apply	 usually doesn't	 the statement

	
the statement applies to me or not

to me at all	 apply to me	 does not apply

5	 6	 7
The statement applies The statement usually The statement
more often than not	 usually applies	 always applies to me

20. I like to wait and see If someone else is going to solve a problem so that I don't
have to be bothered by It.

1	 2	 3	 4
The statement	 The statement	 Most often,	 I am unsure about whether or not
doesn't apply	 usually doesn't the statement 	 the statement applies to me or not
to me at all	 apply to me	 does not apply

5	 6	 7
The statement applies The statement usually The statement
more often than not	 usually applies	 always applies to me
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NEO-PI-R Personality Inventory

1. lamnotaworrier.

2. I really like most people I meet.
3. I have a very active imagination.
4. I tend to be cynical and skeptical of others' intentions.
5. I'm known for my pnidence and common sense.
6. I often get angry at the way people treat me.
7. I shy away from crowds of people.
8. Aesthetic and artistic concerns aren't very important to me.
9. I'm not crafty or sly.

10. I would rather keep my options open than plan everything in advance.
11. I rarely feel lonely or blue.
12. I am dominant, forceful, and assertive.
13. Without strong emotions, life would be uninteresting to me.
14. Some people think I'm selfish and egotistical.
15. I try to perform all the tasks assigned to me conscientiously.
16. In dealing with other people, I always dread making a social blunder.
17. I have a leisurely style in work and play.
18. I'm pretty set in my ways.
19. I would rather cooperate with others than compete with them.
20. I am easy-going and lackadaisical.
21. I rarely overindulge in anything.
22. I often crave excitement.
23. I often enjoy playing with theories or abstract ideas.
24. I don't mind bragging about my talents and accomplishments.
25. I'm pretty good about pacing myself so as to get things done on time.
26. I often feel helpless and want someone else to solve my problems.
27. I have never literally jumped for joy.
28. I believe letting students hear controversial speakers can only confuse and mislead them.
29. Political leaders need to be more aware of the human side of their policies.
30. Over the years I've done some pretty stupid things.
31. I am easily frightened.
32. I don't get much pleasure from chatting with people.
33. I try to keep all my thoughts directed along realistic lines and avoid flights of fancy.
34. I believe that most people are basically well-intentioned.
35. I don't take civic duties like voting very seriously.
36. I'm an even-tempered person.
37. I like to have a lot of people around me.
38. I am sometimes completely absorbed in music I am listening to.
39. If necessary, I am willing to manipulate people to get what! want.
40. I keep my belongings neat and clean.
41. Sometimes I feel completely worthless.
42. 1 sometimes fail to assert myself as much as I should.
43. Irarely experience strong emotions.
44. I try to be courteous to everyone I meet.
45. Sometimes I'm not as dependable or reliable as I should be.
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46. I seldom feel self-conscious when I'm around people.

47. When I do things, I do them vigorously.

48. I think it's interesting to learn and develop new hobbies.

49. I can be sarcastic and cutting when I need to be.

50. I have a clear set of goals and work toward them in an orderly fashion.

51. I have trouble resisting my cravings.

52. I wouldn't enjoy vacationing in Las Vegas.

53. I find philosophical arguments boring.
54. I'd rather not talk about myself and my achievements.

55. I waste a lot of time before settling down to work.

56. I feel I am capable of coping with most of my problems.

57. I have sometimes experienced intense joy or ecstasy.

58. I believe that laws and social policies should change to reflect the needs of a changing world.

59. I'm hard-headed and tough-minded in my attitudes.

60. I think things through before coming to a decision.
61. I rarely feel fearful or anxious.

62. I'm known as a warm and friendly person.

63. I have an active fantasy life.

64. I believe that most people will take advantage of you if you let them.

65. I keep myself informed and usually make intelligent decisions.

66. I am known as hot-blooded and quick-tempered.
67. I usually prefer to do things alone.
68. Watching ballet or modern dance bores me.

69. I couldn't deceive anyone even if I wanted to.
70. I am not a very methodical person.

71. I am seldom sad or depressed.
72. I have often been a leader of groups I have belonged to.
73. How I feel about things is important to me.

74. Some people think of me as cold and calculating.
75. I pay my debts promptly and in full.
76. At times I have been so ashamed I just wanted to hide.

77. My work is likely to be slow but steady.
78. Once I find the right way to do something, I stick to it.

79. I hesitate to express my anger even when it's justified.

80. When I start a self-improvement program, I usually let it slide after a few days.

81. I have little difficulty resisting temptation.
82. I have sometimes done things just for "kicks" or "thrills."

83. I enjoy solving problems or puzzles.

84. I'm better than most people, and I know it.

85. I am a productive person who always gets the job done.

86. When I'm under a great deal of stress, sometimes I feel like I'm going to pieces.

87. I am not a cheerful optimist.
88. I believe we should look to our religious authorities for decisions on moral issues.

89. We can never do too much for the poor and elderly.

90. Occasionally I act first and think later.
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91. I often feel tense and jittery.
92. Many people think of me as somewhat cold and distant.
93. I don't like to waste my time daydreaming.
94. I think most of the people I deal with are honest and trustworthy.
95. I often come into situations without being fully prepared.
96. I am not considered a touchy or temperamental person.
97. I really feel the need for other people if! am by myself for long.
98. I am intrigued by the patterns I find in art and nature.
99. Being perfectly honest is a bad way to do business.

100. I like to keep everything in its place so I know just where it is.
101. I have sometimes experienced a deep sense of guilt or sinfulness.
102. In meetings, I usually let others do the talking.
103. I seldom pay much attention to my feelings of the moment.
104. I generally try to be thoughtful and considerate.
105. Sometimes I cheat when I play solitaire.
106. It doesn't embarrass me too much if people ridicule and tease me.
107. I often feel as if I'm bursting with energy.
108. I often try new and foreign foods.
109. If! don't like people, I let them know it.
110. I work hard to accomplish my goals.
111. When I am having my favorite foods, I tend to eat too much.
112. I tend to avoid movies that are shocking or scary.
113. I sometimes lose interest when people talk about very abstract, theoretical matters.
114. I try to be humble.
115. I have trouble making myself do what I should.
116. I keep a cool head in emergencies.
117. Sometimes I bubble with happiness.
118. I believe that the different ideas of right and wrong that people in other societies have may be valid for them.
119. I have no sympathy for panhandlers.
120. I always consider the consequences before I take action.
121. I'm seldom apprehensive about the future.
122. I really enjoy talking to people.
123. I enjoy concentrating on a fantasy or daydream and exploring all its possibilities, letting it grow and develop.
124. I'm suspicious when someone does something nice for me.
125. I pride myself on my sound judgment.
126. I often get disgusted with people I have to deal with.
127. I prefer jobs that let me work alone without being bothered by other people.
128. Poetry has little or no effect on me.
129. I would hate to be thought of as a hypocrite.
130. I never seem to be able to get organized.
131. I tend to blame myself when anything goes wrong.
132. Other people often look to me to make decisions.
133. I experience a wide range of emotions or feelings.
134. I'm not known for my generosity.
135. When I make a commitment, I can always be counted on to follow through.
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136.
137.
138.
139.
140.
141.
142.
143.
144.
145.
146.
147.
148.
149.
150.
151.
152.
153.

154.
155.
156.
157.
158.
159.
160.
161.
162.
163.
164.
165.
166.
167.
168.
169.
170.
171.
172.
173.
174.
175.
176.
177.
178.
179.
180.

I often feel inferior to others.
I'm not as quick and lively as other people.
I prefer to spend my time in familiar surroundings.
When I've been insulted, Ijust try to forgive and forget.
I don't feel like I'm driven to get ahead.
I seldom give in to my impulses.
I like to be where the action is.
I enjoy working on "mind-twister"-type puzzles.
I have a very high opinion of myself.
Once I start a project, I almost always finish it.
It's often hard for me to make up my mind.
I don't consider myself especially "light-hearted."
I believe that loyalty to one's ideals and principles is more important than "open-mindedness."
Human need should always take priority over economic considerations.
I often do things on the spur of the moment.
I often worry about things that might go wrong.
I fmd it easy to smile and be outgoing with strangers.

If I feel my mind starting to drift off into daydreams, I usually get busy and start concentrating
on some work or activity instead.
My first reaction is to trust people.
I don't seem to be completely successful at anything.
It takes a lot to get me mad.

I'd rather vacation at a popular beach than an isolated cabin in the woods.
Certain kinds of music have an endless fascination for me.
Sometimes I trick people into doing what I want.
I tend to be somewhat fastidious or exacting.
I have a low opinion of myself.
I would rather go my own way than be a leader of others.
I seldom notice the moods or feelings that different environments produce.
Most people I know like me.
I adhere strictly to my ethical principles.
I feel comfortable in the presence of my bosses or other authorities.
I usually seem to be in a hurry.

Sometimes I make changes around the house just to try something different.
If someone starts a fight, I'm ready to fight back.
I strive to achieve all I can.
I sometimes eat myself sick.
I love the excitement of roller coasters.

I have little interest in speculating on the nature of the universe or the human condition.
I feel that I am no better than others, no matter what their condition.
When a project gets too difficult, I'm inclined to start a new one.
I can handle myself pretty well in a crisis.
I am a cheerful, high-spirited person.

I consider myself broad-minded and tolerant of other people's lifestyles.
I believe all human beings are worthy of respect.
I rarely make hasty decisions.
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181. I have fewer fears than most people.
182. I have strong emotional attachments to my friends.
183. As a child I rarely enjoyed games of make believe.
184. I tend to assume the best about people.
185. I'm a very competent person.
186. At times I have felt bitter and resentful.
187. Social gatherings are usually boring to me.
188. Sometimes when! am reading poetly or looking at a work of art,, I feel a chill or wave of excitement.
189. At times I bully or flatter people into doing what I want them to.
190. I'm not compulsive about cleaning.
191. Sometimes things look pretty bleak and hopeless to me.
192. In conversations, I tend to do most of the talking.
193. I find it easy to empathize-to feel myself what others are feeling.
194. I think of myself as a charitable person.
195. I try to do jobs carefully, so they won't have to be done again.
196. ff1 have said or done the wrong thing to someone, I can hardly bear to face them again.
197. My life is fast-paced.
198. On a vacation, I prefer going back to a tried and true spot.
199. I'm hard-headed and stubborn.
200. I strive for excellence in everything I do.
201. Sometimes I do things on impulse that I later regret.
202. I'm attracted to bright colors and flashy styles.
203. I have a lot of intellectual curiosity.
204. I would rather praise others than be praised myself.
205. There are so many little jobs that need to be done that! sometimes just ignore them all.
206. When everything seems to be going wrong, I can still make good decisions.
207. I rarely use words like "fantastic!" or "sensational!" to describe my experiences.
208. I think that if people don't know what they believe in by the time they're 25, there's something wrong with them.
209. I have sympathy for others less fortunate than me.
210. I plan ahead carefully when I go on a trip.
211. Frightening thoughts sometimes come into my head.
212. I take a personal interest in the people I work with.
213. I would have difficulty just letting my mind wander without control or guidance.
214. I have a good deal of faith in human nature.
215. I am efficient and effective at my work.
216. Even minor annoyances can be frustrating to me.
217. I enjoy parties with lots of people.
218. I enjoy reading poetry that emphasizes feelings and images more than story lines.
219. I pride myself on my shrewdness in handling people.
220. I spend a lot of time looking for things I've misplaced.
221. Too often, when things go wrong, I get discouraged and feel like giving up.
222. I don't find it easy to take charge of a situation.
223. Odd things-like certain scents or the names of distant places-can evoke strong moods in me.
224. 1 go out of my way to help others if! can.
225. I'd really have to be sick before I'd miss a day of work.
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226. When people I know do foolish things, I get embarrassed for them.
227. I am a veiy active person.
228. I follow the same route when I go someplace.
229. I often get into arguments with my family and co-workers.
230. I'm something of a "workaholic."
231. I am always able to keep my feelings under control.
232. 1 like being part of the crowd at sporting events.
233. 1 have a wide range of intellectual interests.
234. I'm a superior person.
235. I have a lot of self-discipline.
236. I'm pretty stable emotionally.
237. I laugh easily.
238. I believe that the "new morality" of permissiveness is no morality at all.
239. I would rather be known as "merciful" than as "just."
240. I think twice before I answer a question.
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Appendix A-7 Pilot Study Questions - October 1992

The purpose of this interview is to have a conversation about some of the things I am
examining in my research work. Whatever you say to me will be not be attributable
to you.

As we go along, should you want to add something which you might think is helpful
but not directly asked by a question, please introduce it.

1. [Tests of failure eliciting question]

All of us at one time or another have made plans that don't turn out the way
we expected them to. I want you to take a minute and recollect a particular
situation where in your own estimation things did not turn out that well (badly,
wrong, unsuccessfully).

I want you to take a minute and recollect a (situation of) failure from your past
(past failure, something that went wrong).

Could you tell me about a situation which you would describe as a (personal)
failure (failure in your life, where you had lack of success) ?

Tell me the story of a situation where things did not turn out (the way you
expected/hoped, things went wrong).

2. Could you tell me what happened, what were the sequence of events?

When did you realize things were going wrong?

3. How did you feel then? (probe emotions, in control/out of control, depressed,
anxious, nervous stressed)

Were you at all surprised - a little? a lot?

4. Was this your first experience of something like this? Have similar things
happened in the past?

5. Having this situation work out - was that something that was important to you?

6. What caused it to happen? Whose fault did you think it was at the time?
How much of this was due to bad luck? Do you still think that now?

7. Was this mostly a private affair or were you aware that other people knew that
things were going wrong? Did you keep it to yourself?

8. Did you interpret it as a failure at the time? Why/Why not? Do you interpret
it as a failure now? Why/Why not?
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9. People use words in different ways. How and when do you use the word
"failure"?

10. Can you think of a recent situation you would describe as a failure?

11. Are failures a description of events or people or both? Can a person be
considered a failure? in what context? how would that happen?

12. Can you think of people you would consider a failure? (failing - probe). Tell
me about them.

13. What does "competent" mean to you? Is it important to be competent?

14. What does the word "consistent" mean to you? Is it important to be
consistent?

15. Did this negative experience you have talked about affect the way you did
things or thought about things afterwards? Do you handle situations
differently as a result of this experience?

16. Did the experience have some value? If so, when did you realize that?

17. A lot of things can go wrong. Are there certain things that you dread the most
"going wrong" - things you find the most difficult cock-ups to deal with?
What is it about these particular things that make them so difficult for you.

18. How would you describe how your close family members: mother, father,
sisters, brothers - how they tend to plan things and deal with mistakes and
setbacks? Would they have handled the situation you just described in the
same way as you? If differently, then how?

19. Could we take a few minutes to discuss the wording of my original question?
[remind them and have discussion on eliciting question - the words; failure,
wrong, expected, hoped).

[biodata items, thank you]
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Appendix A-8 Subjects in High and Low Self-reaction Categories

High Self-reaction: Actor (David M.), Opera Singer (Barbara F.), Dancer

(Elena D.), Oper. Planning Mgr. (George N.), Doctor GP (Claire M.),

Entrepreneur (Robert C.), TV Producer (Charles L.), Derivatives Trader (Liz

C.), Airline Pilot (Mark M.), Accountant Trainees (Kenneth W., Jeremy M.,

Judy M.)

Low Self-reaction: Artist (Gary H.), Engineer (Alan P.), Priest (Paul G.),

Fashion Designer (Christine T.), Sales Mgr (Susanne M.), Aerobics Instructor

(Lee B.), Scientist (Joan G.), NHS Administrator (Sophie R.), Teacher (Tony

C.), Accountant Trainees (Phil B., Diana R., Dermot B.)
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Appendix A-9 Table NEO-PI-R Anxiety Subscale by Type and by Sex -
Phase 1

Types of Negative Self-reaction

Type 1	 Type 2	 Type 3

Anxiety	 M	 s.d.	 M	 s.d.	 M	 s.d.	 F

Male	 38.5	 5.2	 51.7	 6.4	 50.1	 5.8	 5.63*

Female	 43.0	 1.0	 45.5	 5.5	 61.7	 8.0	 5•77**

Males and Female 40.0	 4.8	 50.1	 6.8	 55.5	 9.0	 7.61***

*F(0.05)(2, 14) = 3.74
**F(0.05)(2,7) = 4.74
***F(O.01)(2,24) = 5.61

Appendix A-1O Table NEO-PI-R Self-Consciousness Subscale by Type and
by Sex - Phase 1

Types of Negative Self-reaction

Self-	 Type 1	 Type 2	 Type 3

Consciousness	 M	 s.d.	 M	 s.d.	 M	 s.d.	 F

Male	 38.8	 11.1	 53.5	 3.0	 46.9	 3.9	 2.16

Female	 40.0	 3.0	 46.6	 7.5	 59.2	 5.2	 7.81*

Males and Female 39.2	 9.3	 51.8	 5.5	 52.5	 7.6 6.39**

F(0.10)(2,14) = 2.73 (not significant for the males)
*F(O.05)(2,7) = 4.74
**F(O.O1)(2,24) = 5.61
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