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Abstract 

Research demonstrates that self-focus and self-focused language is associated with 

depression. However, little is known about the direction of causality between self-focused 

language and depression, nor how this association may operate over time. In this honors thesis I 

investigate how self-focused language, as operationalized by participants’ use of first-person 

singular pronouns during a divorce-related stream-of-consciousness (SOC) recording, may slow 

or speed mood symptom recovery following a marital separation; similarly, I examine how self-

reported mood symptoms are prospectively associated with the use of first-person singular 

language. 105 recently separated participants (n = 105, 38 men) completed this study and made 

three SOC recordings about their divorce over a period of 9 months; the SOC recordings were 

then transcribed and submitted to the Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC) computer 

program, which derives language use data across several dimensions. It was hypothesized that a 

reciprocal association between self-focused language and depression would be discovered 

through multilevel modeling analysis. Results indicate that first-person singular I Words have a 

lagged effect on BDI scores, but that BDI scores do not have a lagged effect on I Words. 

Discussion centers on this finding in the context of previous literature.  
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Introduction 

Major depressive disorder is a serious public health problem that afflicts nearly 17% of 

the U.S. population at some point in their lifetime (Kessler et al., 2005). As a diagnostic entity, 

depression is a multifaceted construct that is characterized by a range of symptoms, including 

pessimism, a sad or unhappy mood, changes in appetite, changes in sleep, loss of pleasure or 

satisfaction, low self-esteem, and social withdrawal (Beck, Steer, and Brown, 1996). One 

correlate of depression that has received increased attention in the literature is self-focus. Self-

focus is defined as one’s attention being focused inward on one’s own thoughts and emotions 

(Duval and Wicklund, 1972), and a growing body of evidence indicates that self-focus is 

significantly and positively correlated with depressed mood (Smith and Greenberg, 1981; Ingram 

and Smith, 1984; Pyszczynski and Greenberg, 1985; Larsen and Cowan, 1988). Other terms in 

the literature that convey a similar construct are: private self-consciousness, self-absorption, self-

awareness, and self-focused attention. 

Research in this area began primarily with Duval and Wicklund’s (1972) introduction of 

Self-awareness Theory (as described in Ickes, Wicklund, and Ferris, 1973). Self-awareness 

Theory holds that people engage in a self-regulatory cycle in order to monitor their behavior. In 

this cycle, people evaluate their current self and compare this to their ideal self. If there is a 

discrepancy between these two selves, the person will engage in a series of appraisals and 

behaviors that will continue until the person has either achieved a match between the selves or 

determines a match is impossible (Ickes et al., 1973). Scheier and Carver (1977) introduced the 

idea that as part of this process, those who were made to be more self-aware would experience a 

heightened level of emotion and, potentially, emotional distress. A number of studies confirmed 

this idea, finding that people who were placed in front of a mirror, or asked to focus inwardly, 
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had increases in whichever emotion that the experimenters induced (see Scheier and Carver, 

1977).  

Although self-focused attention can heighten salient affect, researchers are especially 

interested in heightened negative affect as a result of self-focused attention, as well as the role 

self-focus may play in the development or maintenance of depression. Smith and Greenberg 

(1981) noted a number of parallels between self-focused attention and depression, including both 

lowering self-esteem, increasing self-attribution for negative events, and increasing the accuracy 

of self-reports. Additionally, Pyszczynski and Greenberg (1985) extended Duval and Wicklund’s 

Self-Awareness Theory by proposing that people who disengage from the self-evaluation aspect 

of the self-discrepancy cycle but remain self-focused develop a depressive self-focusing style. 

The disengagement from the self-discrepancy cycle may be a particularly strong mechanism for 

depression following a stressful life event where people often feel as if they have failed in some 

way. Research has found that depressed people prefer to focus on the self after a failure but not a 

success. Non-depressed people displayed the opposite preference, instead preferring to focus 

inwardly following success (Pyszczynski and Greenberg, 1985). This finding provides evidence 

that depressed people who have a negative self-image use self-degradation to maintain that 

established self-image. In fact, self-focused attention after success may be undesirable because it 

confronts the depressed individual’s self-image and reveals a discrepancy in their thoughts. Thus, 

this pattern of self-focus in depressed people could exacerbate or maintain depressive symptoms. 

One of the first reports investigating the association between internal focus and 

depression described two studies that found congruent results (Ingram and Smith, 1984). For the 

first study, the goal was to replicate earlier research by Smith and Greenberg (1981). Ingram and 

Smith (1984) collected three separate samples of college student subjects. Each participant 
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completed the Beck Depression Inventory (BDI) and the private self-consciousness subscale of 

the self-consciousness scale. The results confirmed previous research, in that there was a positive 

correlation between BDI and private-self consciousness in all three samples. The second study 

examined whether depressed people were more likely to display transient self-focus. 

Additionally, the study considered whether self-focused attention is more accurately 

characterized as a trait or state characteristic. The participants in this study were sixty-nine 

female college students. This study characterized depressed subjects as having a BDI score of 10 

or above and non-depressed subjects as having a BDI score of 2 or below. Both groups of 

participants were then administered the self-focus sentence-completion scale developed by Exner 

(1973), which asks participants to finish sentence fragments and each of their responses is 

categorized as either internal, external or neutral focus, as well as having positive, negative or 

neutral content. Depressed subjects were found to have higher amounts of self-focused responses 

and lower amounts of external focusing responses. Since the self-focus sentence-completion 

scale measures transitory state rather than the dispositional trait, it remains unclear whether self-

focused attention is best characterized as transitory or dispositional, or perhaps both. 

Research continued into naturalistic investigation, including a study by Larsen and 

Cowan (1988) that examined the ways depression and self-focus affect how people react to and 

perceive daily events. Larsen and Cowan’s (1988) study investigated 62 subjects over the course 

of 56 days. These subjects completed assessments of their mood, rated the severity of positive or 

negative life events, and noted whether these events were internal or external. In this sample, 

neither depressed people nor people high in private self-consciousness had more frequent or 

more severe life events. The results showed that depressed people were more likely to score high 

in private self-consciousness, to note more internally focused events, and to rate them as more 
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negative than people who were not depressed. Following positive events, there was no 

association between self-focused attention and depression, demonstrating that this relationship 

uniquely follows a negative event. Additionally, non-depressed people had a closer linkage 

between mood and objective life events, rather than depressed people whose mood appeared to 

depend more on internal events (Larsen and Cowan, 1988).  

Mor and Winquist (2002) conducted the most recent quantitative review on this literature, 

which analyzed 149 studies that were conducted from 1975 to 1999 and concluded that there is a 

moderate relationship between self-focused attention and negative affect. In strictly clinical 

samples, a strengthened relationship between self-focused attention and negative affect emerged 

across both correlational and experimental studies. This meta-analysis also addressed a number 

of other significant questions posed to the field, such as “Is self-focus a single psychological 

construct?” and, “Does self-focus relate to negative affect in general or only to specific 

syndromes or disorders?” (Mor & Winquist, 2002). This research suggests that focusing on the 

negative aspects of the self, and self-focusing after a negative event are most highly associated 

with negative affect. This lends to the idea that self-focus is a multi-faceted psychological 

construct and that a particular type of self-focused attention is especially detrimental. In the same 

vein, ruminative self-focus was found to be more highly correlated with negative affect than non-

ruminative self-focus, supporting work by Nolen–Hoeksema (e.g. 1991). It was also concluded 

that the relationship between depression and self-focus was stronger than the relationship 

between self-focus and anxiety. 

Mor and Winquist’s (2002) meta-analysis additionally investigated the direction of 

causality between self-focus and negative affect by comparing the effect size of experiments 

where self-focus was the outcome variable to experiments where negative affect was the 
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outcome variable. Neither self-focus manipulation studies nor negative affect manipulation 

studies showed a significantly different effect size, suggesting a reciprocal relationship. 

However, further longitudinal research on this relationship is warranted to formulate an 

improved model for the interaction between self-focus and negative affect. Mor and Winquist’s 

(2002) literature review also evaluated the self-consciousness scale, created by Fenigstein, 

Scheier, and Buss in 1975, most commonly used by researchers to measure self-focused 

attention. The meta-analysis concluded that this scale showed low reliability and doesn’t assess 

the valence of self-focus or its contextual aspects. 

Self-focus and natural language use 

One way to conduct a better assessment of ecological momentary self-focused attention is 

by studying natural language use. Although asking participants to write an essay using personal 

pronoun words was found to produce a weaker association between negative affect and self-

focus, research has supported a connection between natural language use and depression (Mor 

and Winquist, 2002; Pennebaker, Mehl, and Niederhoffer, 2003); this work suggests that 

language can serve as a reflection of our psychology rather than something that can be 

manipulated in order to change our emotions or cognitions. As a method to induce self-focus, 

personal pronoun use (e.g., experimentally assigning people to write a story using as many of the 

20 words provided as possible, in the self-focused condition the words included “I, mirror, alone 

and me, etc.” [Pyszczynski, 1989]) seems ineffective, but natural variation, on the other hand, is 

correlated with a number of factors relating to depression. 

One study collected approximately 300 poems from the early, middle, and late periods of 

nine suicidal poets and nine non-suicidal poets. The study was conducted retrospectively, 

collecting poems from poets who had committed suicide and poets who had not. Their poems 
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were compared using the Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC) system, which analyzes 

the proportion of words in the language sample that fit into a specified linguistic category. Some 

examples of the categories that LIWC analyzes are positive emotion words (e.g., happy, joy, 

love), first-person singular words (e.g., I, me, my), and articles (e.g., the, a, an). After carefully 

matching each poet as closely as possible with a control-group poet who shared the same 

nationality, era, education and sex, the researchers compared the poets’ number of self-

references, references to others, positive emotion words and references to death. The results 

showed that the suicidal poets used more first-person singular words (I, me, my) than the control 

group. However, suicidal poets did not use any more negative emotion or death-related words 

than the non-suicidal poets. Interestingly, self-references did not increase within the last year 

before their suicide. Further longitudinal research could shed light on the interaction between 

suicidality and first-person singular word usage over time. 

Other studies have also demonstrated that self-referential language is strongly associated 

with depressed mood. In research conducted by Rude, Gortner, and Pennebaker (2004), word 

frequencies of undergraduates were analyzed after participants were asked to write for 20 

minutes about their “deepest thoughts and feelings about coming to college.” Thirty-one of the 

participants were currently-depressed (29 women), 26 formerly-depressed (20 women), and 67 

never-depressed (47 women), as measured by BDI and the Inventory to Diagnose Depression-

Lifetime (IDD-L, Zimmerman and Coryell, 1987). The results revealed that depressed students 

used more first-person singular words in their written diaries. It was found that this effect could 

be completely attributed by the use of the pronoun “I” rather than “me” or “my.” One way to 

explain these findings is that “me” and “my” are used in relation to another object, whereas “I” is 

usually used only when the self is the sole focus.  
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Self-focus and depression: What is the direction of effect? 

There is growing interest in the direction of causality between depression and self-focus, 

as well as the interaction between these two variables. Research by Moberly and Watkins (2008) 

used ecological momentary assessment by asking participants to rate their ruminative self-focus 

and affect randomly throughout the day, at eight different times each day for seven days. A 

moderate association between concurrent negative affect and ruminative self-focus was 

established. The researchers further hypothesized that ruminative self-focus would predict 

negative affect at a subsequent sampling occasion. They used a cross-lagged analysis to test their 

hypothesis and also to assess whether the reverse is true— if negative affect predicts ruminative 

self-focus at a subsequent sampling occasion after controlling for initial levels of ruminative self-

focus. Both associations were found, suggesting a reciprocal relationship.  

Although research by Moberly and Watkins (2008) is the first step in addressing the 

direction of causality between self-focus and depression, more research is needed. The literature 

continues to conceptualize and measure self-focus in new ways in an attempt to address the 

many questions that remain unclear. In particular, the research has yet to evaluate whether a 

reciprocal relationship is also occurring between self-focused language and depression, and 

whether or not self-focused language maintains or exacerbates depression. One promise of this 

approach is to study self-focus and mood symptoms via independent assessment methods, which 

can remove method variance associated with the sole reliance on self-report to study both 

constructs of interest (see Campbell & Fiske, 1959). 

In sum, research conducted to date suggests that self-focused attention is the primary 

agent that drives depressive symptoms via the self-discrepancy cycle. More recent research on 

self-focused language suggests that our psychological processes manifest themselves through 
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language. Although it may be argued that use of first-person singular pronouns are a 

manifestation of self-focus, which then drives depression, work by Tausczik and Pennebaker 

(2010) suggests that these self-focused words are a result of a depressed state. As Tausczik and 

Pennebaker (2010) state, “At the most superficial level, content word categories explicitly reveal 

where people are focusing. Those thinking about death, sex, money, or friends will refer to them 

in their writing or conversation” (pp. 30). In this instance, depressed people are focusing on 

themselves as a result of their depression rather than their self-focus driving the depression as 

seen in the literature on self-focus and the self-discrepancy cycle. Given these different 

perspectives, a central question is whether self-focus language is a reflection of depression or a 

leading indicator of worsening mood states. 

The current study investigates self-focus and depression in the context of divorce. While 

most people recover well over time following a divorce, there is clear evidence that marital 

separation increases risk for a range of negative psychological and physical health outcomes 

(Amato, 2010). As discussed above, research has found that self-focus may be especially 

detrimental following a negative event or an event that is perceived as failure (Larsen & Cowan, 

1988, Mor & Winquist, 2002; Pyszczynski and Greenberg, 1985). However, no research has 

investigated self-focus and depression following divorce. Because most people recover well in 

time and show a decrease in depressive symptoms following a marital separation, studying this 

group of people provides an excellent window into examining whether changes in self-focused 

language drives decreases in depressed mood (or vice versa). 

In the present study, I examine how self-focused attention, as operationalized by the 

participants’ use of first-person singular pronouns during a divorce-related stream-of-

consciousness (SOC) recording (for simplicity, I refer to first-person singular words as “I 
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Words” throughout this report), may slow or speed depressive symptom recovery. A unique 

strength of this study is its prospective, multi-wave design that provides the opportunity to 

explore the possibility that self-focused language is largely a reflection of one’s psychological 

state rather than a primary factor driving depressive mood symptoms. I expect to replicate the 

findings by Moberly and Watkins (2008) that suggests a bi-directionality between the association 

of depression and self-reported self-focus. To examine this possibility in the case of divorce and 

self-focused language, I used multilevel modeling (Singer & Willet, 2003) to assess changes in I 

Words and BDI scores across a 9-month study period.  

Method 

Participants 

The sample and procedures used in this study are described in detail elsewhere (Mason, 

Sbarra & Mehl, 2010). In brief, participants were 105 (38 men) community-dwelling adults 

(mean age = 40.4 years, SD = 10 years) who reported having been in a relationship with their 

former partner for over 13.5 years (M = 164.61, SD = 104.26 months) and having experienced a 

marital separation, on average, 3.29 months before entering the study (SD = 2.41 months).  

Procedures 

During a laboratory visit, participants completed a series of self-report questionnaires 

about their adjustment to the recent marital separation (described below). Participants were then 

asked to mentally recall a detailed image of their former partner for 30 seconds and then to speak 

into a digital recorder in a stream-of-consciousness (SOC) manner for four minutes continuously 

about any and all thoughts and feelings regarding their separation experience. These recording 

were then transcribed and submitted to the Linguistic Inquiry Word Count System (described 

below). Following the initial visit, participants returned to the laboratory for a 3-month, then 
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either a 6-month or 9-month follow-up assessment. To decrease participant burden and reduce 

attrition, this study used a planned-missingness design (see McArdle & Nesselroade, 1994); thus, 

this paper reports data from four study visits (Time 1 – Time 4). Eighty-five percent (n = 89) of 

the initial sample returned for the 3-month assessment, and 75% of the sample was retained over 

the entire follow-up period (with 37 participants assessed at the 6-month follow-up and 43 

participants assessed at the 9-month follow-up). There were no significant differences in initial 

divorce-related distress among those participants who completed the final (i.e., 6- or 9-month) 

assessment and those who did not. 

Measures 

The Beck Depression Inventory-II (BDI; Beck, Steer, & Brown, 1996). The BDI-II was 

used as the primary psychological outcome variable in this study. The BDI assesses depressed 

mood and higher scores reflect greater mood disturbance in the 2 weeks prior to the assessment, 

including, for example, sustained sadness, loss of appetite, irritability, and poor sleep. The BDI 

was completed at each of the three study periods, and demonstrated strong internal consistency 

(αs = 0.91 – 0.93, Mean BDI scores ranged from 14.37 (SD =9.98) at Time 1 to 8.21 (SD = 

10.80) at Time 4; these scores are displayed in Figure 1, Panel A.  

Experiences in Close Relationships Revised (ECR-R, Fraley, Waller & Brennan, 2000).  

To account for the possibility the effects of interest are driven largely by adults’ self-report 

attachment styles, I used the ECR-R to assess attachment-related anxiety and avoidance (two 

dimensions that underlie individual differences in adult attachment patterns). The anxiety scale 

captures hyper-vigilance to attachment-related themes within relationships. The avoidance scale 

captures the degree to which people tend to minimize attachment-related behaviors, thoughts, 

and feelings. Both scales demonstrated high internal consistency (αs > .80) 
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Language use categories. All SOC recordings were transcribed by independent 

transcribers, and the corresponding text was analyzed using the Linguistic Inquiry and Word 

Count system (LIWC; Pennebaker, Francis, & Booth, 2001). The LIWC system compares each 

word of a text to an internal dictionary consisting of 74 standardized linguistic categories (e.g., 

personal pronouns, positive and negative affect words), and then outputs word use (in a given 

category) as a percentage of total words in a given text that fall into that category. In the present 

report, I focus on first-person singular pronouns, which include, for example, the words “I,” 

“me,” and “my.” To examine the possibility that the effects of interest were due exclusively to I 

Words and not other dimensions of language use, I also examined the role of positive (e.g., 

happy, pretty, good) and negative (e.g., hate, worthless, enemy) emotion words, first-person 

plural words (e.g., we, our, us), social words (e.g., talk, us, friend), and cognitive mechanisms 

words (e.g., cause, know, ought). Average I Word scores ranged from 6.35 (SD = 2.18) at Time 

1 to 7.37 at Time 3 (SD = 2.44); these scores are displayed in Figure 1, Panel B. 

Data Analysis 

 As described above, the data were analyzed using multilevel modeling (Singer & Willet, 

2003). The primary question of interest was whether BDI scores at the prior occasion would be 

associated with I Words after accounting for BDI scores at the current occasion. (The same 

model was outlined using BDI as the outcome variable.) I thus computed a lagged variable for 

each construct of interest. Lagged variables were created by shifting each data point associated 

with a specific time to the subsequent time. For example, the data that was associated with time 1 

for any given participant was reassigned to be associated with time 2, and the data associated 

with time 2 was to be associated with time 3, and so on. Therefore, for a lagged variable, no 

participant had data for time 1, but had data for occasions 2-4.  
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Results 

Correlations among the primary study variables (at the first occasion) are displayed in 

Table 1. Depression was significantly associated with first-person singular pronoun use (r = 

0.41, p < 0.01) and negative emotion language use (r = 0.32, p < 0.01) at the initial laboratory 

visit. First-person singular pronoun use was significantly positively associated with negative 

emotion language use (r = 0.33, p < 0.01), as well as positive emotion language use (r = 0.24, p 

< 0.05). In addition, first-person singular pronoun word use was positively associated with 

language relating to cognitive processes (r = 0.38, p < 0.01) and negatively associated with the 

participant’s sex (r = -0.22, p < 0.05). In this study, women showed a tendency to use more first-

person singular pronouns. 

BDI scores over time. I first examined potential changes in BDI scores over time. 

Relative to a means only model, the addition of a linear trend was significant, b = -7.52, SE = 

1.06, t = -7.03, p < .001, as was a quadratic effect, b = 1.81, SE = 0.36, t = 4.98, p < .001. Taken 

together, and consistent with Figure 1, Panel A, these results indicate that participants’ reported a 

systematic linear decrease of roughly 7.5 BDI units per study occasion; this decrease was offset, 

however, by a systematic quadratic increase of roughly 1.8 BDI units per study occasion. In 

effect, the linear decrease and quadratic increase operate to slow BDI changes over time, and, by 

the final study occasion, result in an upward trend.  

Having specified a BDI change model, I then examined whether I words have a lagged 

effect on BDI scores. In a simple change model, after accounting for the linear trend and within-

occasion use of I Words, the lagged I Words variable was significantly positively associated with 



Me, Myself, and I 16 
 

BDI, b = 0.78, SE = 0.24, t = 3.15, p = .002.
1
   Regardless of a person’s use of I Words at the 

current occasion, those who used greater I Words at a prior occasion 3 months earlier reported 

greater BDI scores at the next occasion. As shown in Table 2, this effect held after statistically 

accounting for a variety of competing predictors, including participants’ use of positive and 

negative emotion words as well as a variety of demographic and relationship-specific variables. 

(I also accounted for the use of social, we, and cognitive mechanism words; although these are 

not reported in the table, none eliminated the effect of lagged I Words on BDI scores at the next 

occasion.) 

I Words over time. Our next series of analyses treated I Words as the primary outcome 

variable. Although the trajectory in Figure 1, Panel B, appears relatively flat, I Words 

demonstrated a small linear increase across the 9-month follow-up period, b = 0.22, SE = 0.11, t 

=2.08, p = 0.04. I then examined whether BDI scores would have a lagged effect on I Words. In 

a simple change model, after accounting for the linear trend, neither the within-occasion BDI 

score, b = 0.04, SE = 0.03, t = 1.17, p = 0.25, nor the lagged BDI score, b = 0.01, SE = 0.03, t = 

0.42, p = 0.68, was significantly associated with I Words. The results of a complete analysis with 

all the competing predictor variables are included in Table 3. 

Discussion 

Divorce can set in motion a cascade of negative events that force people to reflect on 

what they could have done differently. This type of self-focus appears relatively common when 

marriage comes to an end (see Weiss, 1975) and, according to literature on Self-awareness 

Theory (Scheier and Carver, 1977), may play a powerful role in exacerbating emotional distress. 

For these reasons, I hypothesized that self-focused language and depression would demonstrate 

                                                           
1
 In order for the multilevel model to converge using the planned missingness strategy, it is not possible to include 

both the quadratic effect of time and lagged I Words. Therefore, I omitted the quadratic effect of time when 
examining the lagged effect of I Words on BDI scores. 
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lagged prospective associations, and evidence a reciprocal relationship. Multilevel modeling 

analyses confirmed that I Words do have a lagged effect on BDI scores, however, BDI scores do 

not have a lagged effect on I words. Greater I Words at a prior occasion, 3 months earlier, 

predicted increases in BDI scores at the subsequent occasion above and beyond the person’s I 

Words at the same occasion. Further, this effect remained statistically significant after 

accounting for positive and negative emotion words, as well as a number of other competing 

predictors. These results indicate that the more self-focused a person is, as measured through 

more frequent use of I Words, the more depressed that person is three months later.  

This study failed to find evidence that self-reported mood symptoms at a prior occasion 

predicted greater I Words at the next occasion, even though BDI scores and I Words 

demonstrated a significant within-occasion correlation (see Table 1). In combination with the I 

Words and BDI lagged prospective association finding, these results show that self-focused 

language may be a driving force in depression rather than solely a reflection of the current mood 

states, and that the current level of depression is not an indication of future changes in self-

focused language. In essence, using more I Words perpetuates depression or exacerbates 

depression over an extended amount of time.  

Previous research has proposed one main mechanism that explains how self-focus could 

maintain or worsen depression. The most commonly proposed mechanism was first set forth by 

Duval and Wicklund’s theory of self-awareness (1972). Their theory states that people self-focus 

as part of a process to reduce the discrepancy between the ideal self and the current self, which 

can cause negative affect, and similarly, negative affect can alert a person to a discrepancy 

between the ideal and current self and begin the self-awareness cycle (Ickes et al., 1973). This 

theory also promotes the idea of a reciprocal relationship between self-focus and negative affect. 
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At first glance, the current results seem to contradict both Duval and Wicklund’s Theory 

of Self-Awareness (1972) and findings by Moberly and Watkins (2008) that demonstrated a 

reciprocal relationship between self-focus and negative affect over a series of eight days. 

However, the present study is assessing self-focused language and depression over nine months. 

On a micro level, a reciprocal relationship may occur between self-focus and negative affect 

such that the more self-focused a person is today, the more negative emotion they will 

experience the next day. Likewise, the more negative emotion they experience today, the more 

self-focus they will experience the next day. On a macro level, over the course of nine months as 

depression abates quite substantially, it may be the case that periods of increased self-focus (i.e., 

specific study occasions when divorced adults used more I Words in their SOC recordings) may 

serve to temporarily increase negative mood; in effect, to the extent that I Words capture self-

focus, this process can be understood as slowing the course of mood symptom recovery 

following marital separation. In contrast, it does not appear that time-varying increases in 

negative mood increase I Words across each 3-month study period.  

Given these findings and other published literature on this topic, one central remaining 

question is why high levels of depressed mood do not predict future increases in I Words. One 

explanation is that, since this sample does not categorize participants into those with major 

depressive disorder and those without, there may be a distinction between high levels of 

depressed mood and those with a diagnosis of major depressive disorder. A threshold model may 

best explain the relationship between depressed mood and prospective I Words, in that, a certain 

level of depression is associated with a future increase in I Words but further increases in 

depression beyond that point are unassociated with future I Words. For example, someone who is 

moderately depressed experiences significantly more self-focus three months later than someone 
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who is not depressed but is really no more self-focused three months later than someone with 

severe depression. Another explanation as to why depressed mood does not predict future 

changes in I Words is that self-focus is a leading factor in depressed mood, and that if the focus 

is shifted externally, a person will experience a drop in depressed mood. However, a person 

cannot have higher depressed mood without a lower self-focus, thus changes in depressed mood 

does not predict future I Words because I Words change independently of depression, exerting 

an effect on depressed mood. A final possibility is that our findings are unique to a divorced 

sample. For an individual who has high levels of depressed mood, he or she may not only display 

high levels of self-focus, but high levels of focus on his or her ex-partner. It is possible that 

depressed people who are focused on ex-partners will not exemplify future increases in self-

focus all of the time, because their depressed mood may be more centered on their ex-partner 

rather than themselves. In this case, people who are depressed and not focused on an ex-partner 

would experience greater increases in subsequent IWords but that this finding would be masked 

by those uniquely focused on their ex-partner and less self-focused.  

The results of this study should be considered in light of several limitations. First, in this 

study, depression was measured by the BDI, and treated as a continuous variable; however, this 

sample included a limited amount of clinically depressed participants (18 participants at the first 

occasion as measured by the Structured Clinical Interview for the DSM). Thus, I did not study a 

clinical sample of depressed adults per se, which is a population in which self-awareness and 

mood states may be more closely bound. Second, during the SOC, participants were asked to 

discuss their separation experience, and these findings may have limited generalizability outside 

of the context of divorce. It is possible that these findings are exclusive to a population who has 

recently experienced a stressful life event or it may be that divorce is especially unique. Divorce 
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may leave individuals particularly vulnerable to self-depreciation and therefore, self-focus could 

be uniquely detrimental and thus, predictive of future depression.  Finally, the prospective 

sample had a limited number of men, which made it difficult to analyze whether the effects 

operated differently for men and women. 

Conclusion 

Despite its limitations, this study had a number of strengths, including its longitudinal 

design and the control of a number of competing predictors. Additionally, the use of self-focused 

language is a unique measure that is not very susceptible to contrived responses, as a self-report 

measure of self-focus might be (Tausczik and Pennebaker, 2010). While the field has evidenced 

a relationship between self-focus and negative affect, work is still emerging on the relationship 

between self-focused language and depression, with few studies being conducted longitudinally 

(Mor and Winquist, 2002). The present study supports previous findings and extends the 

literature by substantiating that self-focus may drive depression. A next step for future research 

would be to follow the panel design approach used by Moberly and Watkins (2008) to 

simultaneously model changes in BDI scores and I Words over time. This approach will allow 

for a more complete investigation of how these processes unfold together over time. 
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Table 1. 

Correlations among all variables 

 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

1. BDI ---              

2. I WORDS 0.41** ---             

3. POSEMO 0.04 0.24* ---            

4. NEGEMO 0.32** 0.33** 0.13 ---           

5. SOCIAL 0.16 -0.08 0.04 -0.07 ---          

6. WE -0.11 -0.19 -0.16 -0.20* 0.07 ---         

7. COGMECH 0.11 0.38** 0.01 0.28** -0.23* -0.01 ---        

8. ANXIETY 0.49** 0.17 0.09 0.05 0.28** -0.06 0.17 ---       

9. AVOID 0.13 -0.01 -0.05 -0.10 0.18 -0.05 -0.09 0.44** ---      

10. AGE -0.02 0.01 -0.18 -0.17 -0.07 -0.09 -0.08 -0.02 0.12 ---     

11. SEP 0.07 -0.08 0.02 0.10 0.01 -0.03 0.04 0.07 0.06 -0.02 ---    

12. LENGTH 0.03 0.04 -0.18 -0.13 0.15 -0.02 -0.11 -0.00 0.11 0.62** 0.07 ---   

13. RESP 0.10 0.04 0.10 -0.08 0.09 0.03 -0.05 0.03 -0.23* 0.08 0.02 0.04 ---  

14. SEX 0.01 -0.22* 0.02 -0.16 -0.11 0.11 -0.18 0.04 -0.11 -0.06 0.00 0.03 0.04 --- 

Mean 14.37 6.35 2.19 1.88 10.55 1.79 7.88 3.46 3.09 40.72 3.29 164.61 2.66 -0.28 

SD 9.98 2.18 1.09 1.25 3.18 1.32 2.02 1.28 1.02 10.12 2.41 104.26 0.91 0.97 

 

Note: All variables are from the first occasion. I WORDS= First-person singular pronoun words (e.g., I, me, 

my); I WORDS LAG= First-person singular pronoun words at the prior occasion; ANXIETY= Attachment 

related anxiety; AVOID= Attachment related avoidance; SEX= Participant’s sex; AGE= Participant’s age; 

SEP= Time since separation in months; LENGTH= Length of relationship in months; RESP= Who would you 

say is responsible for the end of the relationship; POSEMO= Positive emotion words (e.g., happy, pretty, good); 

POSEMO LAG= Positive emotion words at the prior occasion; NEGEMO= Negative emotion words (e.g. hate, 

worthless, enemy); NEGEMO LAG= Negative emotion words at the prior occasion. 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
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Table 2. 

Regression Outcomes: Depression as the Dependent Variable 

 

      95% Confidence Interval  

Parameter Estimate Std. Error df t Sig. Lower Bound Upper Bound 

INTERCEPT -3.49 6.31 98.84 -0.55 0.58 -16.02 9.04 

TIME -1.28 0.90 33.04 -1.42 0.17 -3.11 0.56 

I WORDS 0.33 0.25 67.15 1.31 0.20 -0.17 0.84 

I WORDS LAG 0.82 0.29 82.21 2.86 0.01 0.25 1.39 

ANXIETY 1.75 0.71 80.46 2.48 0.02 0.34 3.16 

AVOID 0.08 0.89 79.37 0.09 0.93 -1.68 1.84 

SEX 1.23 0.88 81.75 1.39 0.17 -0.52 2.98 

AGE 0.29 0.11 80.72 0.25 0.80 -0.20 0.26 

SEP 0.19 0.30 77.86 0.63 0.53 -0.41 0.78 

LENGTH -0.00 0.01 82.45 -0.14 0.89 -0.02 0.02 

RESP -0.49 0.92 78.48 -0.53 0.60 -2.31 1.34 

POSEMO -0.27 0.55 56.49 -0.49 0.63 -1.37 0.83 

POSEMO LAG -1.19 0.64 89.00 -1.85 0.07 -2.46 0.09 

NEGEMO 0.60 0.61 86.07 0.99 0.33 -0.61 1.82 

NEGEMO LAG 0.98 0.53 92.90 1.86 0.07 -0.067 2.02 

 

Note: I WORDS= First-person singular pronoun words (e.g., I, me, my); I WORDS LAG= First-person singular 

pronoun words at the prior occasion; ANXIETY= Attachment related anxiety; AVOID= Attachment related 

avoidance; SEX= Participant’s sex; AGE= Participant’s age; SEP= Time since separation in months; 

LENGTH= Length of relationship in months; RESP= Who would you say is responsible for the end of the 

relationship; POSEMO= Positive emotion words (e.g., happy, pretty, good); POSEMO LAG= Positive emotion 

words at the prior occasion; NEGEMO= Negative emotion words (e.g. hate, worthless, enemy); NEGEMO 

LAG= Negative emotion words at the prior occasion. 
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Table 3. 

Regression Outcomes: I Words as the Dependent Variable 

 

      95% Confidence Interval  

Parameter Estimate Std. Error df t Sig. Lower Bound Upper Bound 

INTERCEPT 5.85 1.64 84.16 3.58 0.00 2.60 9.11 

TIME 0.22 0.49 65.69 0.44 0.66 -0.77 1.21 

BDI 0.04 0.03 106.99 1.17 0.25 -0.03 0.11 

BDI LAG 0.01 0.03 103.16 0.42 0.68 -0.04 0.07 

ANXIETY 0.09 0.19 69.18 0.45 0.65 -0.30 0.47 

AVOID 0.11 0.23 74.20 0.49 0.63 -0.34 0.56 

SEX -0.14 0.22 73.48 -0.65 0.52 -0.59 0.30 

AGE -0.06 0.03 75.09 -2.22 0.03 -0.12 -0.01 

SEP -0.15 0.07 51.61 -2.14 0.03 -0.29 -0.01 

LENGTH 0.00 0.00 85.02 1.22 0.23 -0.00 0.01 

RESP 0.05 0.24 80.09 0.23 0.82 -0.42 0.53 

POSEMO 0.12 0.22 101.08 0.56 0.58 -0.31 0.55 

POSEMO LAG 0.19 0.21 106.06 0.91 0.36 -0.22 0.60 

NEGEMO 0.39 0.23 98.46 1.73 0.09 -0.06 0.84 

NEGEMO LAG 0.23 0.19 105.26 1.21 0.23 -0.15 0.61 

 

Note: BDI= Beck Depression Inventory; BDI LAG= Beck Depression Inventory at the prior occasion; 

ANXIETY= Attachment related anxiety; AVOID= Attachment related avoidance; SEX= Participant’s sex; 

AGE= Participant’s age; SEP= Time since separation in months; LENGTH= Length of relationship in months; 

RESP= Who would you say is responsible for the end of the relationship; POSEMO= Positive emotion words 

(e.g., happy, pretty, good); POSEMO LAG= Positive emotion words at the prior occasion; NEGEMO= 

Negative emotion words (e.g. hate, worthless, enemy); NEGEMO LAG= Negative emotion words at the prior 

occasion. 
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Figure Caption 

Figure 1. Panel A: Depicts the average BDI scores at each study occasion. Panel B: Depicts the 

average I Words used at each study occasion. 
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