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ABSTRACT 

A self-handicapping conceptualization of the function 

of the self-applied codependent label is presented. It was 

proposed that the self-appellation of the codependent label 

would function as a self-handicap when used by women who 

were not children of an alcoholic (COAs). It was also 

proposed that such a use of this label constituted a 

tendency to self-handicap and that these women would be 

more likely to employ self-handicapping strategies in 

situations involving interpersonal evaluations than: 1. 

controls who are not COAs or codependent; 2. COAs who 

describe themselves as codependent; or 3. COAs who do not 

endorse codependency. Additionally, in situations which 

involved interpersonal evaluations by males portrayed as 

either exploitive or nurturant, it was predicted that women 

who were COAs (with or without the codependent label) would 

likely to rate the exploitive male positively. The results 

did not support the self-handicapping hypothesis for women 

who labeled themselves codependent. The evidence suggests 

that COAs may self-handicap more than non-COAs. In 

addition, those women who endorsed the codependent label 

regardless of COA status did not distinguish between 

exploitive and nurturant males in liking, and non

codependent COAs liked the exploitive male least. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Psychological labels are used to describe, define, and 

designate, and as such have the power to shape our 

attitudes, our behavior, and even our sense of self. As an 

example, consider the popular label of "codependency". 

This phenomenon, characterized by severely disturbed 

interpersonal relationships, is a label frequently applied 

by women to themselves (Gomberg, 1989). 

The term "codependency" is ubiquitous. It appears in 

the title of books and articles, as the subject of 

seminars, workshops, and recovery programs, and in the 

diagnosis of individuals by various mental health providers 

and therapists specializing in the treatment of chemical 

dependency. It is frequently used by individuals to 

describe themselves. The etiology is rarely specified 

beyond the vague characterization of "familial dysfunction" 

in the individual's past (Haaken, 1990; Peele, 1989). 

"Codependency" includes such negatively perceived 

characteristics as low self-esteem; exaggerated sense of 

responsibility; difficulties forming and maintaining 

intimate relationships; the need to control others; an 

inability to express one's own needs; depression; the need 

to be needed; inability to accept criticism; a tendency to 

seek martyrdom; and a variety of somatic complaints such as 

backaches, headaches, and stomach distress (Cermack, 1989; 



Cocores, 1987; Morgan, 1991; Norwood, 1985; Schaef, 1986; 

Wegscheider-Cruse, 1984; Woititz, 1983). 

The characteristics implied by the codependent label 

are predominantly pathological. (Beattie, 1987; Harper and 

Capdevila, 1990; Peele, 1989; Walters, 1990). Those 

individuals who diagnose themselves as being codependent 

typically do so apparently in the absence of any 

discernable external reinforcement and in the presence of 

potentially aversive social consequences (Haaken, 1990; 

Horowitz, et al., 1991; Schaef, 1986; Van Wormer, 1989; 

Walters, 1990). 

10 

The social stigma of mental health disorders is 

frequently prohibitive enough to prevent even those with a 

valid diagnosis from using it as either an explanation or 

excuse for symptomatic behaviors (Howard, 1984). Yet, 

these self-labeled codependents, far from being deterred by 

negative social repercussions, are even willing to expend 

financial resources on books, tapes, seminars, and not 

infrequently specialized inpatient recovery programs for a 

disorder which remains essentially undocumented and 

unrecognized by clinical practitioners and researchers 

(Frank and Bland, 1992; Mednick, 1989; Peele, 1989; 

O'Gorman, 1993; Peele, 1989; Treadway, 1990). Given that 

the label is self-applied often in the absence of the only 

recognized discriminating criteria (presence of one or more 



alcoholic parents, or an alcoholic spouse) and in the 

presence of aversive consequences, the question becomes, 

"What function is served when an individual applies this 

label to him or herself?" 
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The lack of external reinforcement in the face of the 

continuing emission of this behavior leads one to 

hypothesize an internal reinforcer which maintains the 

behavior. When individuals disclose information about 

themselves, several internal psychological processes come 

into play, among them impression management and self

serving attribution biases. That is to say, we generally 

attempt to present ourselves in the best possible light, 

and we often prefer to attribute our own unsuccessful or 

less than desirable behavior to events beyond our own 

control (Iseib, et al., 1988). 

By employing these theories it is possible to better 

understand this self-applied diagnosis. It is probable 

that the endorsement of a label such as codependency (which 

implies dysfunction but not personal responsibility) is 

seen as promoting good impression management by attributing 

the ultimate responsibility for an individual's inability 

to maintain healthy interpersonal relationships to the 

failure of dysfunctional parents to provide modeling and 

support for such behavior (Kolditz and Arkin, 1982). This 

strategic manipulation of attribution for negative outcomes 
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to events beyond the individual's control may also function 

to protect self-esteem by allowing the individual to claim 

a self-handicap (Berglas and Jones, 1978; Kolditz and 

Arkin, 1982; Rhodewalt, et al., 1991; Tice, 1991). Self

handicapping is perhaps the most familiar and yet subtle 

form of self-serving bias. Research suggests that, 

particularly for females, psychological symptoms and 

traumatic life events are in fact frequently employed as 

self-handicaps (Weary & Williams, 1992; DeGree & Snyder, 

1985). 

Although to date there remains little empirical 

evidence for the codependency phenomenon, what little there 

is has focused on the presence of the kind of psychological 

symptoms and traumatic life events that are frequently used 

as self-handicaps in females. It has been suggested that 

the symptoms considered diagnostic of codependency exist 

independently of chemical addiction and other Axis I 

disorders (Cocores, 1987; Haaken, 1990; Harper and 

Capdevila, 1990; Treadway, 1990); and that depression 

(which has often been associated with codependency 

anecdotally) appears to be situational rather than 

symptomatic in these individuals (O'Brien and Gaborit, 

1992; Potter-Efron and Potter-Efron, 1989). Support for 

the presence of those psychiatric symptoms said to denote 

codependency (such as those found in the MMPI) in those 
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individuals who endorse the codependent label is more 

equivocal (Walfish, et al., 1992). Among those women who 

presented themselves for inpatient codependency treatment, 

significant levels of distress were noted, although no 

consistent pattern of psychopathological symptoms was seen 

(Walfish, et al., 1992). 

In a more straightforward study designed to assess 

support for the existence of the phenomenon, Lyon and 

Greenberg (1991) narrowly defined codependency as 

dysfunctional relationship tendencies in individuals 

possessing one or more alcoholic parent or spouse. This 

study found that females who met this criteria were 

significantly more helpful to a male who was portrayed as 

exploitive than to one portrayed as nurturant. This was 

not true for the control group without alcoholic parents. 

These codependent individuals also were more positive 

toward a male who was portrayed as exploitive than the 

control group, although they did not make a distinction in 

likability between the exploitive and nurturant male. 

While endorsement of psychological symptoms and 

dysfunctional behaviors similar to those which have been 

discussed are described as self-handicapping strategies, 

they may actually represent two different kinds of 

handicaps. A number of researchers (Arkin and Baumgardner, 

1985; Harris and Snyder, 1986; Harris et al., 1986; Leary 
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and Shepperd, 1986) have suggested that the construct of 

self-handicapping has actually been operationalized in two 

different ways. Self-handicapping is thought to occur when 

a subject engages in specific instances of behavior (e.g., 

drinking, Borodini et al., 1986; Higgins & Harris, 1988; 

Tucker et al., 1981; drug ingestion, Berglas & Jones, 1978; 

or effort withdrawal, Greenberg, Pyszczynski, and Paisley, 

1984; Harris & Snyder, 1986) which inhibit or preclude 

success. Self-handicapping can also occur when a subject 

simply claims a handicap beyond their own control when such 

claims could serve as useful explanations for a deficient 

performance (e.g. depressive presentation, Weary & 

Williams, 1990; physical symptoms, smith et al., 1983; 

shyness, Snyder et al., 1985: test anxiety, smith et al., 

1982; traumatic life events, DeGree & snyder, 1985). 

Research also suggests that for most individuals, 

particularly females, self-reported handicaps are 

preferable to behavioral handicaps and that it is unusual 

for an individual to endorse more than one self-handicap. 

It seems possible, however, that those females who are not 

COAs but claim codependent status by virtue of their 

proclivities for dysfunctional relationships may obtain the 

self-esteem buffer provided by a self-handicap by both 

endorsing the label and by engaging in the behavior (Frank 

and Bland, 1992; Tice, 1991). 
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Previous research is contradictory regarding sex 

differences in self-handicapping behavior. It has 

generally been found that females are less likely than 

males to utilize behavioral handicaps (Berglas and Jones, 

1978). However, because these studies did not use threats 

to self-esteem which involved interpersonal evaluative 

situations, and might therefore have had somewhat less 

relevance or importance to females, it is unclear how to 

interpret these findings (Gilligan, 1982; Rhodewalt, et 

al., 1986). 

The premise of the present study is that the self

application of a loosely defined and pejorative label such 

as "codependency" may indicate a tendency to self-handicap. 

In the absence of more rigorous criteria (e.g. COA status), 

the codependent label adds no positive discriminatory 

information as far as defining oneself or explaining one's 

behavior. The assumption of a self-handicapping function 

for the codependent label is particularly appealing given 

that the label is most frequently self-applied (Peele, 

1989; Rhodewalt et al., 1991). 

The present study was designed to test the hypothesis 

that individuals who both describe and explain their 

behavior as being codependent, with or without the presence 

of confirmatory evidence, are exhibiting a tendency to 

self-handicap. By the nature of the chosen handicap [i.e. 
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the claim they are 1) not responsible for their condition 

2) are irresistibly drawn to dysfunctional individuals and 

3) are not responsible for the failure of these 

relationships due.to both 1 and 2], these individuals are 

more likely than others to engage in further instances of 

self-handicapping. 

In order to test this hypothesis, women were 

first given the opportunity, in a nonevaluative situation, 

to ascribe the label of codependency to themselves and to 

indicate whether or not they were COAs. Subsequently, 

these subjects were also given the opportunity to engage in 

behavioral self-handicapping in an interpersonal-evaluative 

situation. The choice of evaluation threat reflects an 

attempt to engage the female subjects in a task that we 

hoped would prove salient to this population, namely 

interpersonal social evaluation. Heretofore, the use of 

intellectual evaluative threats had proven ineffective with 

female subjects (Rhodewalt & Davison, 1986; Shepperd & 

Arkin, 1989). 

It was expected that those subjects who were members 

of the self-designated codependent group and not also COAs 

would be most likely to choose a self-handicapping option. 

Those COA subjects who also labeled themselves codependent 

were seen as most likely to be describing their behavior 

accurately as opposed to using the label as a self-



handicap. COAs who failed to endorse the codependency 

questionnaire were seen as eschewing an already socially 

sanctioned self-handicap. These individuals were seen as 

unlikely to subsequently invoke a different self

handicapping strategy. It was also expected that the 

control group, those who did not endorse either the 

codependency questionnaire or indicate the presence of an 

alcoholic parent, would be unlikely to engage in self

handicapping. 
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The second purpose of this study was to attempt to 

replicate some findings of the Lyon and Greenberg (1991) 

study in which the female COAs were found to offer 

significantly more time to help a male believed to be 

interpersonally exploitive than to a male portrayed as 

nurturing. In the Lyon and Greenberg study, the COAs liked 

the exploitive male significantly more than did the control 

group, but not significantly more than they liked the 

nurturant male. However, this study did not distinguish 

between those who labeled themselves codependent and those 

who did not. Thus, it was deemed to be of additional 

interest to explore any interaction between the 

hypothesized tendency to self-label as codependent as a 

self-handicap and the actual COA status with regard to 

liking and self-handicapping in response to an evaluation 

threat by exploitive and nurturant males. 
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METHOD 

Subjects. 

Ninety-five female undergraduate psychology students 

served as subjects. The mean age was 18 years, 7 months. 

Of these subjects, 47 came from families in which one or 

more parents were alcohol dependent, and 48 came from 

families in which neither parent was alcohol dependent. Of 

the 47 subjects who came from an alcoholic background, 24 

designated themselves as codependent and 23 did not endorse 

this label. The 48 subjects who did not come from an 

alcoholic background were divided equally between those who 

described themselves as codependent and those who did not. 

Subjects were recruited by phone on the basis of two 

questions in a mass screening survey that asked, "Do you 

feel that either of your parents has now or ever had a 

problem with alcohol?" and "Do you consider yourself to be 

codependent?" Approximately 77% of those contacted agreed 

to participate in the study to help fulfill their research 

requirement. "All subjects received course credit for their 

participation in the study. 

Procedure. 

The subjects were run in groups of 3 per session by a 

single male experimenter. The subjects were given a brief 

description of the study during which they were told that 

the purpose of the study was to look at the interaction of 
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various personality variables with an individual's style of 

attracting others. They were told that their partner in 

the study was a male chosen randomly based on the same mass 

surveys from which they were chosen. Their task was to 

obtain a positive evaluation from their partner such that 

he would endorse a question which assessed his desire to 

get to know them better. At this point, subjects were 

given a consent form (which detailed this information) to 

sign if they desired to participate. Although no one chose 

not to participate, they were told they were free to leave 

at any time, with no penalty, should they desire not to 

continue with the experiment. 

After having agreed to participate, the subjects were 

told that their male partners were in a room down the hall 

completing the same questionnaires which they would shortly 

be given, in addition to a few other tasks. In order to 

make this more believable, at this point a male confederate 

appeared at the door of the laboratory and asked directions 

to the room in which the other half of the study was being 

conducted. The females had the questionnaires described to 

them as being designed to fill in some "gaps" about their 

personalities which were left by the information in the 

mass survey. These questionnaires included the following: 

the Beck Depression Inventory (Beck, et al., 1961, 1988), 

to assess depression; the PANAS (Watson, et al., 1988), to 
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assess mood; the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 

1965), to assess self-esteem; and the Rotter Locus of 

Control Scale (Rotter, 1966), to assess whether individuals 

were internal or external in their perceived locus of 

control. These premeasures were given to assess possible 

correlates of the grouping variables of interest. The 

subjects were then told the following: 

"In a few minutes I will give you some 
questionnaires (those referred to above) and a 
very brief hand-written description of his 
personality written by your partner (in reality 
this was a bogus measure designed to portray the 
partner as either exploitive or nurturing.) Your 
task will include meeting and interacting with 
this person and having him rate you as to whether 
he likes you and whether he would like to get to 
know you better. Because we all have our own 
individual styles, we are going to let you choose 
the way you accomplish this task. We have gotten 
together a few materials which may make your task 
easier. You can choose to read one of the 
following two packets in addition to his own 
brief personality description, these will 
include: Packet 1. a personality description of 
your partner based on information derived from 
his answers on the mass testing questionnaires, 
this would give you approximately the amount of 
information you would have in a normal situation 
where you have spent some time getting to know an 
individual, giving you about a 50-50 chance of 
being successful in your task; Packet 2. the 
personality description in packet 1 plus a 
questionnaire which he filled out concerning what 
he finds attractive in women. This packet will 
give you more information than an individual 
usually has and thus more of a chance to be 
successful in your task. Or you can choose to 
read none of these packets and go with only the 
brief amount of information you will have been 
already been given. This last option will put 
you at a disadvantage in that you will have much 
less information that you would normally have and 
therefore less chance of being successful in your 
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task since research has shown that the more 
information we have about a person the more 
likely we are to make a good impression on them. 
It does not matter to us which of the options you 
choose because we will be able to use subjects in 
each of the these three conditions: no further 
information, a little more information, and a lot 
more information. So, we are going to let you 
choose which of these options you would like to 
help you accomplish your task. Now if you would 
please go into one of the cubicles and fill out 
the questionnaires proceeding in order without 
looking ahead, and indicate on the last page 
which of the reading options you are going to 
choose, I will go into the other lab and get the 
essays and other information from your partners." 

After passing out the measures the experimenter left 

the room. In addition to the Rosenberg, Beck, Rotter and 

PANAS questionnaires each subject received at this time a 

randomly assigned positive or negative handwritten 

personality description purported to come from their 

partner in the study. The personality descriptions were as 

follows: 

I am a 21 year old junior. Most people think I 
am friendly and easy to get along with. I enjoy 
people and have a lot of fun most of the time. A 
lot of people say I am way too nice and that I 
care too much about others but really I just like 
to help out when I can. I think it's important to 
give and not just be a taker, especially in a 
relationship. 

or 

I am a 21 year old junior. Most people think I 
am a lot fun although I'm not always easy to get 
along with. A lot of people say I don't care 
enough about other people but really I just don't 
like to be around people with problems. I guess 
I like to be the center of what is going on, 
especially in a relationship. 
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After having filled out the premeasures and read the bogus 

personality descriptions, they had the option of choosing 

to read: 1. a moderate amount of additional information; 

2. a comprehensive information packet about their proposed 

partner; or 3. no additional information about their 

partner. The subjects, having been given time to complete 

the questionnaires, were then asked by the experimenter to 

come back out into the main lab area again and told: 

"Well, it seems we are running a little ahead of 
schedule, the guys down the hall are not finished 
with their forms and essays and it looks like it 
going to take about 10-20 minutes yet. Tell you 
what, why don't we fill out these last forms 
while we wait. Usually, I give these out after 
you do the readings but there is no real reason 
why we couldn't get them out of the way at this 
point." 

The subjects were then given a questionnaire, which 

included: 1. self-ratings of their own positive and 

negative personality traits; 2. assessment of their liking 

for, willingness to put forth effort to attract, and 

interest in having a follow-up meeting with their male 

partner based on what they had read; and 3. their 

assessment of their personal need for and belief in the 

usefulness of further available material for the successful 

completion of their task. The subjects were then probed 

for suspicion and thoroughly debriefed. The experimenter 

was blind to both the group membership of the subjects and 

the experimental condition. 



RESULTS 

Premeasures: To assess possible individual 

differences between subjects, 2 (COA vs control) X 2 

(codependent vs control) X 2 (nurturing partner vs 

exploitive partner) analyses of variance (ANOVAs) were 

performed on the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, the Beck 

Depression Inventory (BDI), the Rotter Locus of Control 

Scale, and the PANAS mood scale. 
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The analyses yielded a significant main effect for 

self-esteem F(1,87}=5.33, p<.02, such that the subjects in 

the exploitive partner condition were higher in self-esteem 

(M=18.58) than the subjects in the nurturing partner 

condition (M=16.41). Thus, at least to some extent and 

however spurious the relationship, self-esteem was 

confounded with partner condition. 

Insert Table 1 about here 

The Beck Depression Inventory yielded a significant 

two-way interaction F(1,87)=4.70, p<.03, with the subjects 

who designated themselves codependent and who were also in 

the nurturant partner condition evincing more depression 

than self-designated codependents who were in the 

exploitive partner condition, t(46}=3.55,p<.OOl. 
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Insert Table 2 about here 

The PANAS also yielded a significant two-way 

interaction F(1,87)=4.72, p<.03, with the COA subjects who 

were also in the nurturant partner condition scoring more 

negative in mood than the COAs who were in the exploitive 

partner condition, t(45)=7.45,p<.001. 

Insert Table 3 about here 

No significant differences were found using the Rotter 

Locus of Control Scale. 

Supplementary Analyses: A factor analysis was 

conducted on 12 questions which were designed to assess: 

1. the subjects' perceived need for external help; 2. 

their belief in the effectiveness of the use of the 

available material; 3. their belief in their own 

attractiveness; 4. their need to feel others found them 

interesting and attractive; 5. assessment of their 

partners likability; 6. their desire to successfully 

attract their partner; 7. their willingness to expend 

effort to accomplish their task; and 8. their desire to 

meet with their proposed partner in the future. A four

factor solution emerged when an eigenvalue of 1.0 was used. 
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Insert Table 4 about here 

Indices loading high (above .60) on the first factor 

(belief of attractiveness, validation of attractiveness, 

and interestingness; a=.90) appeared to reflect subjects' 

self-esteem and accounted for 29% of the factor variance. 

Indices loading high on the second factor (desire to be 

liked, and willingness to expend effort to be liked; a=.96) 

appeared to reflect a need for validation which accounted 

for 21% of the factor variance. The indices which loaded 

high on the third factor (interest in meeting, and 

assessment of likability of the partner; a=.98) appeared to 

reflect positive affect regarding the partner and account 

for 14% of the factor variance. The fourth factor 

consisted of indices (belief in luck as the predictor of 

task outcome and belief in reading the material as a 

predictor of task outcome; a=.93) which reflect the 

effectiveness of the manipulation and account for 12% of 

the factor variance. 

Subsequent 2 (COAs vs controls) X 2 (self-labeled 

codependent vs control) X 2 (exploitive vs nurturant 

partner) analyses of variance using the self-esteem 

composite and the need for validation composite produced no 

significant results. The positive evaluation of the 



partner composite was utilized as a primary dependent 

variable. 
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The composite which assessed the belief of the 

subjects in the utility of the information offered was 

analyzed using 2 (eOA vs control) X 2 (self-labeled 

codependent vs control) X 2 (exploitive partner vs 

nurturant partner) analyses of variance (ANOVAs). A 

significant main effect for eOA group membership was found 

F(1,87)=5.60, p<.02, such that eOAs were most likely to 

believe that the amount of information chosen would affect 

their subsequent evaluation (M=6.5) than subjects without 

alcoholic parents (M=5.25). 

Insert Table 5 about here 

These results were qualified by a two-way interaction 

F(1,87)=4.19, p<.04, suggesting that the eOAs who were also 

in the nurturant partner condition t(45)=8.23,p<.OOl, were 

more likely to believe that their choice of the amount of 

information would influence their partner's evaluations of 

them than were the eOAs who were in the exploitive partner 

condition. These individuals were also more likely to 

believe the information useful than were the control group 

in the nurturant partner condition t(47)=8.89,p<.OOl, or 

the control group in the exploitive condition partner 
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condition t(47)=4.57,p<.OOl. 

primary Dependent Measures: We conducted a 2 X 2 X 2 

X 3 loglinear analysis for the amount of information 

chosen. There was only one significant two-way 

interaction, COA status by information choice, Chi Square= 

14.79, p<.0006. 

Insert Table 6 about here 

The interaction reflected a strong tendency for non-COAs to 

choose the "all information" option, • As Table 6 

indicates, the COAs had less interest in all of the 

information than did the non-COAs, suggesting that the COAs 

may have been self-handicapping in general. Additionally, 

the manipulation designed to assess self-handicapping might 

lend itself to a number of interpretations, namely that the 

individuals with a history of poor relationships may just 

have not been as invested in successful completion of the 

task as others. Further research in this area is necessary 

to say conclusively that this behavior is consistent with a 

self-handicapping explanation. 

Insert Table 7 about here 

A 2 X 2 X 2 ANOVA performed on the positive evaluation 
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of partner composite yielded a significant main effect for 

condition, F(l,87)= 6.78, p<.Oli supporting the 

manipulation. subjects in the nurturant condition 

expressed more positive reactions toward their partner 

(M=4.4) than did subjects in the exploitive partner 

condition (M=3.6). 

Insert Table 8 about here 

These results were qualified by a significant three-way 

interaction F(1,87)=10.75, p<.OOl, indicating that the COA 

subjects who did not designate themselves codependent, 

t(46)=7.64, p<.OOl, and less than either those subjects 

without alcoholic parents who did not designate themselves 

codependent, t(46)= 2.00, p<.05, or those without alcoholic 

parents who endorsed the codependent label, t(46)= 2.40, 

p<.025. Interestingly, there was no significant difference 

between liking of the exploitive or nurturant partner by 

COA's who endorsed the codependent label. The nurturant 

partner was liked significantly more by the non-codependent 

group than by the group which designated itself 

codependent, t(46)= 2.1, p<.05. 

Given that there was a significant main effect for 

self-esteem, as well as significant interactions for 

depression in the self reported codependents in the 
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nurturant partner condition, and mood in the COAs in the 

nurturant partner condition, it was necessary to assess the 

impact of these variables on the primary measure by 

performing a 2 (alcoholic parent vs control) x 2 (self

labeled codependent vs control) x 2 (nurturing partner vs 

exploitive partner) analyses of covariance on the positive 

evaluation variable. These analyses found the same 

significant three-way interaction as the primary analyses 

using self-esteem, depression, and mood as covariates, such 

that: F(1,87)= 6.88, p<.OOli F(1,87)= 8.57, p<.004i and 

F(1,87)= 7.66, p<.003i respectively. 

DISCUSSION 

The results of this study do not provide support for 

the original hypothesis that those subjects who labeled 

themselves as codependent would handicap themselves 

behaviorally in interpersonal evaluative situations. There 

was, however, evidence that those subjects who were in the 

non-COA group chose signific~ntly more information than 

those subjects in the COA group indicating that COAs show a 

strong tendency to handicap themselves in interpersonal 

evaluative situation. This may lend support to the theory 

that COAs have less confidence in their relational 

abilities than their non-COA counterparts and require the 

self-esteem buffer provided by this type of behavioral 

handicap. It does not support the notion that the act of 
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labeling oneself codependent indicates a tendency to self

handicap. 

On the surface, the present findings do not appear to 

replicate those of the prior study by Lyon and Greenberg 

(1991). In the present study, self-labeled codependents 

liked the exploitive male more than the non-labeled 

sUbjects. Finally, the self-labeled codependents also 

liked the nurturant male less than did the non-labeled 

individuals in both the eOA and non-eOA groups. However, a 

closer inspection reveals evidence consistent with the 

prior study. The Lyon and Greenberg study (1991) found 

that the eOA group rated the exploitive and nurturant 

individuals equally likeable; this was replicated in the 

eOA group of the present study who designated themselves 

codependent, but not in those eOAs who did not perceive 

themselves to be codependent. Also replicated was the 

finding in which subjects without an alcoholic parent were 

again found to like the nurturant partner more than 

subjects in any other group. This suggests an important 

refinement to the Lyon and Greenberg study (1991) in that 

it is only those eOAs who perceive themselves to be 

codependent that have no preference for a nurturant over an 

exploitive male. This is consistent with growing evidence 

that only a subset'of COAs appear to suffer from 

significant problems related to their alcoholic parent 



31 

(Schur, 1983; Van Wormer, 1989). In fact, the COAs who did 

not describe themselves as codependent, unlike their non

codependent cohort, made clear and logical distinctions 

with regard to liking. It is interesting therefore to note 

that COAs as a group tended to engage in more self

handicapping behaviors without differentiation between 

either self-labeled codependent status or partner 

condition. In addition, the subjects without an alcoholic 

parent but who saw themselves as codependent also showed no 

preference for the nurturant individual but did not engage 

in significant self-handicapping in either partner 

condition. This suggest several possibilities including: 

1. the presence of mediating factor(s) other than 

alcoholism in the individual's background (e.g. the 

presence of family stressors such as parental conflict, 

inconsistent patterns of affection and discipline, and 

downwardly fluctuating socioeconomic status hypothesized by 

Benson and Heller, 1987) or ; 2. the act of labeling 

oneself codependent functions as some type of self

fulfilling prophecy which results in failure to 

discriminate between nurturant and exploitive males but 

does not predict self-handicapping behavior. 

Although there were a number of significant 

differences found among the groups on the premeasures, the 

findings of the covariate analyses make it improbable that 
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these played a substantial role in the results. Given the 

design of the study, it is possible that, although 

instructed not to do so, the subjects glanced ahead of the 

instruments in question to the bogus personality 

descriptions and were influenced by their positive or 

negative tone in their subsequent responses. This seems a 

particularly likely explanation for the findings of the 

higher self-esteem in subjects in the exploitive partner 

condition. These subjects might have experienced decreased 

anxiety about subsequent evaluations by the exploitive 

partner and indulged in comparisons along a liability 

continuum which the subjects might resolve in their own 

favor leading to increased self-esteem (Goldberg, 1978; 

Horowitz, 1991). The glancing ahead explanation is equally 

probable in both the case of the higher incidence of 

depressive symptoms in the self-labeled codependents in the 

nurturant condition and the negative mood apparent in the 

COAs in the nurturant partner condition. In either of 

these cases, the prospect of unfavorable evaluations by a 

positively portrayed partner might be expected to arouse 

more distress than the same outcome from a negatively 

portrayed partner (Strube, 1985). 

The significantly higher belief of the COA group 

(particularly in the nurturant partner condition) in the 

helpfulness of the material to which they had access lends 
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itself to a number of interpretations. It suggests, as did 

Norwood (1985), that perhaps these individuals feel less 

well prepared than those individuals without alcoholic 

parents to interact with nurturant individuals. This may be 

due in part to their unfamiliarity with what amounts to a 

significant role reversal in that alcoholics parents 

frequently require nurturing by family members rather than 

provide it. This interpretation is supported in part by 

the negative mood of the COAs in the nurturant partner 

condition. The novelty, unpredictable outcome, and 

concomitant difficulty of the task brought about by the 

unaccustomed role reversal might well account for a 

negative mood and increased belief that outside help (e.g. 

the available material) would be useful (Strube, 1985;, 

Pyszczynski, 1982). Additionally, the fact that the COAs 

felt the material would be more helpful only in the 

nurturant partner condition suggests confirmation of this 

hypothesis. It would appear that it is not only the 

alcoholic background which predicts their belief in the 

material but the attributes of the individual evaluating 

them which increases their perceived need for outside help. 

It is interesting but perhaps not surprising that COAs do 

not go on to self-handicap along these lines. This 

suggests that there may be some intellectual understanding 

of their relational difficulties but that the emotional 



cost of failure in this area results in self-handicapping 

across the board. 

34 

The present study undoubtedly suffered from several 

methodological limitations as witnessed by the unusual 

findings on three of the premeasures discussed elsewhere. 

The failure to prohibit access to the bogus personality 

description prior to completion of the premeasures clearly 

makes more difficult our interpretation of the data. 

Additionally, the personality description itself may have 

been too weak to be anything but minimally effective. The 

difficulty in creating a strong measure using this venue is 

in having the individual describe himself either 

sufficiently positively or sufficiently negatively to be 

obvious to the individual reading it, and still remain 

believable. It is also possible that the measures used 

to identify women as codependent and the measure used to 

identify COAs, being one question items only, were not of 

sUfficient strength to truly discriminate these individuals 

from others. This weakness in conjunction with the 

prevalent vague understanding of codependency may have led 

to individuals endorsing this description without full 

understanding of all it might encompass. The question used 

to identify COAs might also have suffered from these 

limitations and certainly perceptions of what a problem 

drinker is differ with the individual. 
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possible future research in this area would likely be 

more successful if the design more closely approximated the 

original design of Lyon and Greenberg (1991), particularly 

with regard to the overheard personality description as 

opposed to the written personality description of the 

proposed partner. This type of manipulation is both more 

easily controlled and more powerful. Of interest would be 

a study which more clearly focuses on the role that type of 

threat plays in females who self-handicap. This could be 

accomplished by looking at COA females and controls in 

situations in which there were varying kinds of threats, 

including intellectual and social evaluations by both males 

and females. The use of an instrument such as that 

designed by Harris et al., (1986) to measure self

handicapping would be a welcome addition in identifying 

potential sUbjects. 

Clearly, there are three findings which make the 

present study most interesting and these should be 

addressed in any follow-up study. These include: 1. the 

finding which indicated that COAs are more likely to self

handicap by choosing less information than non-COAs 

regardless of self-labeled codependent status or partner 

condition; 2. the finding which indicates that those 

individuals who label themselves codependent regardless of 

their COA status are less capable or less willing to 
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discriminate nurturant males from exploitive males; and 3. 

the finding which suggest that COAs who do not endorse the 

codependent label have a stronger negative response to an 

exploitive individual than any other group. A study which 

provides a survey of the differences to be found in a 

comprehensive assessment of the psychological profile of 

COAs who endorse codependency and those who fail to do so 

(perhaps using the MMPI, MCMI and the Rorschach), as well 

as a replication of the behavioral (this measure was shown 

to yield significantly stronger results than either the 

measure designed to assess likability or the measure 

designed to assess intelligence) would provide useful 

information about this population and perhaps explain the 

divergence between intellectual assessment and behavioral 

implications. It might be possible, given the findings of 

such a study, to more accurately predict the probability of 

self-defeating behavior in this group by being aware of the 

function of real differences in their background on the 

attribution these individuals make about the self and their 

relationships with others. Certainly, the value of the 

present study might be said to be the recognition that 

information of this kind would be more useful than the 

currently employed generalizations that COAs as a group can 

be typified by these dysfunctional relationship strategies 

(Van Wormer, 1989; Westkott, 1989). Clinically, it would 
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be of interest to pursue studies like that described above 

in order to make possible more successful interventions for 

this group which could then be tailored to the specific 

needs of these individuals. 

It would be of further interest to see the behavioral 

consequences of the strong negative opinion of exploitive 

individuals held by the non-codependent COAs on their 

interpersonal relationships. possibly these individuals 

could escape the chronic interpersonal crises of their 

self-labeled codependent cohort through a sort of 

inoculation process which they are able to accurately 

evaluate but appear to be unable to appropriately employ. 
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Table 1 

Mean Rosenberg Self Esteem Scores X Condition X COA status 

X Codependent Status: 

Group 

COA 

Codependent 

Non-Codependent 

Control 

Codependent 

Non-Codependent 

Partner Condition 

Nurturant 

M So 

4.10 

5.31 

4.70 

3.22 

M 

Exploitive 

So 

4.98 

4.31 

3.74 

4.60 

Note: High values reflect high self-esteem scores. Means 

which do not share a subscript are significantly 

different. 
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Table 2 

Mean Beck Depression Inventory Scores X Condition X COA 

status X Codependent Status: 

Group 

COA 

Codependent 

Non-Codependent 

Control 

Codependent 

Non-Codependent 

Partner Condition 

Nurturant 

M SD 

7.96 

4.91 

6.38 

3.31 

Exploitive 

M SD 

4.63 

5.22 

3.98 

2.34 

Note: Low scores indicate few depressive symptoms. Means 

which do not share a subscript are significantly different. 
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Table 3 

Mean PANAS Mood Scale scores X Partner Condition X COA 

status X Codependent Status: 

Group 

COA 

Codependent 

Non-Codependent 

Control 

Codependent 

Non-Codependent 

Partner Condition 

Nurturant 

M 

72.58. 

72.55. 

So 

6.75 

8.65 

8.70 

8.19 

M 

Exploitive 

So 

8.65 

5.77 

8.30 

7.82 

Note: High scores indicate positive mood. Means which do 

not share a subscript are significantly different. 
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Table 4 

Varimax Rotated Factor Loading Using 12 Mixed Assessments 
of Affect: 

Affect Measured Factor 1 Factor 2 

M1 Belief in own .84 
attractiveness 

M2 Attractive to .89 
others 

M3 Doubt of success -.58 
in task 

M4 Task success -.16 
luck only 

M5 Interesting to .78 
others 

M6 Self-doubt if -.46 
fail in task 

M7 Success in task -.02 
if read all info 

M8 will expend effort .07 
to succeed in task 

M9 Interest in meeting .08 
partner 

M10 Interest in -.05 
meeting partner 

M11 Need to be liked .08 

M12 Liking for partner .11 

.05 

.05 

-.05 

.17 

.11 

.39 

.31 

.83 

.76 

.16 

.62 

.07 

Factor 3 Factor 4 

-.02 .004 

-.11 .09 

-.12 -.19 

-.02 -.69 

.07 -.09 

-.28 -.19 

-.005 .79 

.02 .03 

.08 .25 

.83 .17 

.29 -.21 

.86 -.13 

Note: Eigenvalues for each factor were >1.0. Factor 1 
accounted for 29% of the factor variance; factor 2 
accounted for 21% of the factor variance; factor 3 
accounted for 14% of the factor variance; and factor 4 
accounted for 12% of the factor variance. Variables with 
loadings greater than .60 were used for interpretation. 
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Table 5 

Mean Ratings of utility of Information: 

Partner Condition 

Group 

COA 

Codependent 

Non-Codependent 

Control 

Codependent 

Non-Codependent 

M 

Nurturant 

SD 

3.77 

3.97 

3.21 

1.88 

M 

Exploitive 

SD 

3.47 

2.30 

3.01 

3.12 

Note: High scores indicate high belief. Means which do 

not share a subscript are significantly different. 



Table 6 

Observed Frequencies of All, Some, and Zero Additional 

Information option X COA status 

COA 

Non-COA 

20 

7 

Information option 

Some 

11 

5 

16 

36 

43 



Table 7 

Frequencies of the All. Some and Zero Additional 

Information options X Partner Condition X COA status X 

Self-labeled Status 

Group 

COA 

Codependent 

Non-Codependent 

Non-COA 

Codependent 

Non-Codependent 

Zero 

Exp 

6 

3 

1 

5 

Nur 

6 

5 

1 

o 

Exp 

3 

3 

1 

2 

Nur 

3 

2 

1 

1 

Exp 

3 

6 

10 

5 

44 

Nur 

3 

4 

10 

11 



Table 8 

Mean Ratings of Partner on Composite variables of Liking 

and Interest: 

Partner Condition 

Nurturant Exploitive 

Group M so M 

45 

so 

COA 

Codependent 

Non-Codependent 

12.50. 

10.00b 

5.38 

4.91 

12.41. 

16.25c 

4.60 

3.38 

Control 

Codependent 

Non-Codependent 

12.58. 

9.16b 

5.28 

3.68 

12.83. 

11.41.b 

4.66 

3.82 

Note: Low scores indicate positive ratings. For each 

measure, means that do not share subscripts differ at 

p<.05. 



APPENDIX A 

INFORMATION OPTIONS 

Please circle the letter which corresponds to the 
information option which you have chosen. 

46 

A. OPTION 1: Personality description based on information 
obtained in the Fall 1989 Mass Testing Survey. 

B. OPTION 2: Personality description listed in OPTION 1, 
plus a questionnaire filled out by your partner 
concerning what he finds interesting in women. 

c. OPTION 3: No additional information. 



47 

APPENDIX B 

BEHAVIOR-ATTITUDE ASSESSMENT 

Please circle the number which most accurately represents 
your feelings about each of statements below. 

1. I do not believe I am attractive. 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

STRONGLY AGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE 

2. I believe others find me attractive. 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

STRONGLY AGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE 

3. I doubt that I will be successful in my task in this 
study. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
STRONGLY AGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE 

4. Attracting my partner's interest in this study is a 
matter of luck only. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
STRONGLY AGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE 

5. I believe others find me interesting. 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

STRONGLY AGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE 

6. It will cause me to doubt my ability to attract others 
if I am unsuccessful in my task in this study. 

01234 567 8 9 
STRONGLY AGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE 

7. I believe reading all the available material will help 
me the most in successfully completing my task. 

8. 

01234 567 8 9 
STRONGLY AGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE 

Even when I am 
to like me. 

o 1 
STRONGLY AGREE 

not interested in someone I want them 

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
STRONGLY DISAGREE 

9. I am willing to put forth a great deal of effort to 
succeed in my task of attracting my partner's 
interest. 

01234 567 8 9 
STRONGLY AGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE 
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APPENDIX B (continued) 

10. I would be interested in meeting the individual 
whom I have read about in a social situation 
outside the lab. 

01234 567 8 9 
STRONGLY AGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE 

11. It is important to me that others like me. 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

STRONGLY AGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE 

12. I believe I would like the individual whom I have read 
about. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
STRONGLY AGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE 
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