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ABSTRACT 

To understand variations in the stress response, two separate research traditions 

have developed: one that focuses on appraisal and the other on stressors. Research on 

stressors informs our understanding of the social conditions that expose individuals to 

potentially stressful situations, whereas research on appraisal informs our understanding 

of why different people respond to stressors in different ways. The present study seeks to 

integrate findings from these two research traditions and extend our understanding of the 

stress process by investigating the possibility those variations in sources of stress trigger 

different appraisals. In addition, this study also attempts to untangle the separate effects 

of appraisal and stressor by examining each construct at a more granular level than has 

previously been undertaken. Finally, this study examines the relationships between 

stressors and appraisal to understand how they may, in combination, influence distress. 

The data for these analyses are merged from the National Survey of Midlife Development 

in the United States (MIDUS) and the National Study of Daily Experiences (NSDE). The 

MIDUS participants are a representative sample of 3032 adults aged 25 to 74 obtained 

through a random-digit dialing process. The NSDE participants are a subsample of 1031 

participants from the MIDUS. The participants for the present study are the 534 men and 

women who participated in the NSDE who experienced at least one interpersonal tension 

during the 8-day telephone diary. Results from multilevel modeling analyses indicated 

that there was more within-person variability in appraisal of interpersonal tensions than 

between-person variability. Findings from this study also provide empirical support that 

stressors and appraisal are separate constructs with independent effects on distress. 
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Further, there are multiple pathways through which dimensions of appraisal and attributes 

of the stressor in combination influence distress. 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

Statement of the Issue 

It is deceptively obvious to state that stress leads to distress and disease. Yet more 

than forty years of research on the stress process has not led to a full understanding of the 

mechanisms that link stress to well-being or to the conditions under which this linkage 

occurs (Cohen & Herbert, 1996; Pearlin, 1989). Though there have been some theoretical 

attempts to address this problem (Brown, 2002; Dohrenwend, 1998; Hobfoll, 1989), most 

empirical research continues to focus on either the potential sources of stress (i.e., 

stressors) or the individual meaning of stressors (i.e., appraisal) as the key mechanism in 

the process (Cohen, Kessler & Gordon, 1997; Hobfoll, 1989; Lazarus, 1966, 1999; 

Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Pearlin, 1989, 1999; Wheaton, 1999). Research on the stress 

process has generally followed these two separate paths; one focusing on stressors and 

the other focusing on personal appraisal. Focusing on stressors informs our understanding 

of the social conditions that expose individuals to potentially stressful situations. Yet, 

individuals respond differently to the same stressor. Research on appraisal informs our 

understanding of these differences (Lazarus, 1999). However, the same person does not 

always respond to stressors in the same way over time. If appraisal explains why there are 

differences between people, what accounts for variations within the same individual? 

The present study seeks to integrate findings from these two research traditions to 

investigate the possibility that variations in sources of stress trigger different appraisals. 

This integration will be accomplished by combining multiple theoretical perspectives into 
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a common framework, and then testing hypotheses derived from the framework. 

Contextual theories provide insight into the ways in which stressors arising from the 

social conditions of everyday life influence individual well-being (Brown, 2002, 

Dohrenwend, 1998; Hobfoll, 1989). In contrast, theories of the self offer an 

understanding of the inner-workings of individuals, and how their thinking influences 

their behavior in the social world (Burke, 1991; Linville & Carlston, 1994; Rosenberg, 

1979; Taylor & Brown, 1988). One theoretical framework that links these two 

perspectives is Symbolic Interactionism. Symbolic Interactionism emphasizes the 

interdependence of the individual and the society in which the individual develops 

(Gergen, 1971; LaRossa & Reitzes, 1993; Serpe, 1987; Stryker, 1972, 1980). The 

individual is embedded in the social world, rather than separate from it. Individual 

behavior is a product of a dynamic process where individual behaviors and social 

responses to those behaviors shape and are shaped by the individual. The circumstances 

of the current situation act as contextual cues. The individual interprets and responds to 

those situational cues, based on expectations and prior experiences. Current experiences 

may modify expectations and behaviors in subsequent social situations. The tenets of this 

framework and its application will be discussed further in Chapter II. 

Establishing a Connection Between Stressors and Well-Being 

Initial research in the stress process sought to establish general and direct links 

between stressors and physiological well-being. Walter Cannon (1939) first identified a 

biological pathway through which stressful situations might affect individual health and 

well-being. This pathway, referred to as the fight or flight response, enables the organism 
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to quickly respond to threats and demands made upon it by activating the sympathetic 

nervous system (SNS) through the release of catecholomines. Subsequent research by 

Selye (1956) added to our understanding of the physiological response to stressors 

through an alternative pathway, the endocrine system and the role of hormones in the 

body's stress response. Selye (1956) defined the physiological stress response as a long-

term general response pattern or General Adaptation Syndrome (GAS). The GAS is a 

three-stage response of the body to threats or demands made upon it. In the initial or 

alarm stage, the endocrine system releases corticoids that stimulate a bodily system to 

handle the stressor, for example, the cardiovascular or digestive system. In stage two or 

resistance, that bodily system responds to the alarm by releasing additional hormones to 

fight off the stressor. The body stays in this phase of elevated stress response until the 

stressor subsides or the body moves on to stage three or exhaustion, when the system 

handling the stressor breaks down (e.g., heart attack, ulcers). When this breakdown 

occurs, responsibility for handling the stressor shifts to a different bodily system. 

Empirical support for the biological approach to stress emerged from laboratory 

studies that focused on physiological responses, though little attention was given to the 

stimuli that provoked the response. While these studies documented a common pattern to 

both expectations of physical or psychological insults, as well as their actual occurrence 

(Sapolsky, 1999), wide variations in individual responses to stressful stimuli suggested 

that the physiological component to the stress response was only a part of the whole 

story. If the stress process was built on a common physiological component, what then 

could account for the observed variations in stress responses? 
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The demand for a better accounting of the variations in responses to laboratory 

stressors led to an interest in studying the psychosocial conditions that evoked stressful 

responses in individuals. Thus, stress researchers began to focus on a different question; 

Is it exposure to different stressors that leads to variations in the stress response? 

Exploring the Sources of Stress 

In order to account for the variation in individual responses to stressors, 

researchers moved from the lab to the field and began examining situations in people's 

everyday lives that place demands on them and thus lead to stressful responses. Early 

research in this tradition focused on life events. Life events are discrete, observable and 

objectively reportable life changes that require some adjustment on the part of the 

individual experiencing them (Dohrenwend & Dohrenwend, 1974; Holmes & Rahe, 

1967; Lazarus, 1984; Wethington, Almeida, Brown, Frank, & Kessler, 2001). Life events 

represent a major structural or psychological change in a person's life and arise from 

different sources, including normative social milestones (e.g., obtaining a driver's license 

or graduating from high school); formal changes in structural social roles (e.g., getting 

married, becoming a parent or retiring); and unexpected and unpleasant events (e.g., job 

loss, death of a loved one). Research on life event stressors posited that exposure to life 

events was instrumental in predicting mental or physical illness because of adjustments 

required in the lives of individuals experiencing the events (Dohrenwend & Dohrenwend, 

1981; Holmes & Rahe, 1967). 

Several studies using a variety of instruments repeatedly document the association 

between exposure to stressful events and subsequent experiences of negative mental 
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health outcomes, including psychological distress and depression (e.g., Hammen, Marks, 

& DeMayo, 1985; Holahan & Moos, 1991; Paykel, 1979). In general, these studies find 

that excessive demands tax individuals' capacity to handle the life event. These studies 

typically weight stressful life events by their normative severity (i.e., the degree of 

severity for an average person). For example, death of a loved one is weighted as more 

severe than changing employment. It is the normative severity of the event that leads to 

distress. While the relationship between exposure to life events and negative outcomes is 

found consistently and repeatedly, exposure to life events alone accounts for only 9 to 

16% of the individual variation in negative psychological outcomes (Brown & Harris, 

1978; Thoits, 1983; Wheaton, 1997). Not all people exposed to life events, even very 

severe life events, respond in the same way. This finding led stress researchers to ask a 

new question: " What might be going on inside individuals that may further explain the 

variation in responses to stressors?" 

Accounting for Individual Differences in Response to Stressors 

The shift in focus away from the stressor itself and onto the individual led to the 

cognitive approach in the study of stress. In this approach, appraisal is the active response 

of an individual to his or her environment in determining if it is personally relevant and 

therefore stressful (Lazarus, 1999). If an individual perceives a situation as stressful, it is 

a stressor. Research using this approach finds that individual perceptions of severity do 

indeed matter. Studies that include individual perceptions account for significantly more 

variation in individual responses to stressors than the stressors alone (e.g., Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984; Sarason & Sarason, 1982; Stone & Neale, 1984). These findings support 
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a shift from the hypothesis that excess demands lead to stressful responses to the 

hypothesis that individual perception of demands leads to stressful responses. This line of 

research has two things in common with early biological research on stress: 1) the 

variation in stressors is not an important consideration, and 2) the focus is on the 

individual response to stress rather than the antecedents of the stress process. The 

cognitive approach leads us to ask a new question. If individual appraisal accounts for 

between-person differences in response to stressors, why does the same individual 

respond differently to stressors across time? 

Sources of Variation in Response to Stressors: Between or Within-Person? 

Between-person differences refer to the way in which people reliably differ from 

one another. The differences in stress appraisals may emanate from diverse sources 

including personality traits (e.g., extraversion or neuroticism), personal attributes (e.g., 

gender or education) and external resources (e.g., income level or available social 

support). Another explanation for different stressor appraisal may lie in the characteristics 

of the stressor itself. Examining the objective characteristics of the stressor provides us 

with a clue as to the role personal dispositions and environmental characteristics play in 

response to a stressor (Dohrenwend, 1998). Is exposure to the stressor random, for 

example, winning the lottery, or is it influenced by individual circumstances, for 

example, burglary in a higli-crime neighborhood? These differences contribute to our 

understanding of human individuality and are important in informing both basic and 

applied approaches to research (Mroczek, Spiro, & Almeida, 2003). Whatever their 

source, individual differences are associated with variations in appraisal as people differ 
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in their assessment of a situation as stressful or not. Yet, there is variability within people 

as well. At different times and on different occasions, the same person behaves 

differently. Within-person variation refers to the extent to which people vary from 

themselves. The differences may be attributable to long-term changes that occur within 

the individual over time (e.g., developmental changes such as aging and maturation) or 

day-to-day fluctuations in psychological or physical health (e.g., mood or migraine 

headache). Traditionally, researchers have considered the implications of systematic 

betvveen-person differences on outcomes. Yet recent research finds considerable and 

systematic within-person variability in traits as well as everyday behavior (Fleeson, 2001; 

Mroczek et al., 2003; Nesselroade & Boker, 1994). 

An alternative perspective suggests that the normal state of individuals is one of 

ongoing adaptation to their environment. Referred to as allostasis, this ongoing 

adaptation is a fundamental biological process that ensures survival, allowing individuals 

to achieve stability through change (McEwen, 1998). In this sense, responding to a 

stressor suggests a within-person self-regulating and adaptive process to bring the 

physiological systems back into balance. However, individual thresholds in response to a 

stressor reflect differences in experience, genetics and social status (McEwen & 

Wingfield, 2003). These findings suggest that it is important to consider both between-

person differences and within-person variation in the study of stress, as individuals are 

likely to differ not just from others but also from themselves in responding to stressors. If 

it is appraisal that leads to a stress response, do differences in experience, genetics and 

social status account for variations in appraisal within the individual? 
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This question can be addressed by first assessing the extent to which stressor 

appraisal varies within an individual over time. Given that there is within-person 

variation, the next step is to consider the associations between stressor and appraisal. 

Variations in Appraisal and Stressors Influencing Variations in Outcomes 

In attempting to understand the relationship between appraisal and stressors, we 

are, by definition, interested in how people adapt to the challenges of life. In adapting to 

the ups and downs of life, individuals continuously act on behalf of their own well-being, 

whether by altering their responses to a situation or changing the situation (Thoits, 1994). 

In effect, adaptation requires consideration of both characteristics of the environment and 

the individual. To put it another way, it takes both a stressful situation and a vulnerable 

person to have a stress response (Lazarus, 1966, 1999; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). One 

way to think about combining appraisal and stressors is to ask, "To what extent do the 

attributes of the stressor and the domains of personal appraisal influence individual well-

being?" Perhaps it is that each of them contributes independently to individual outcomes 

(See Figure 1). Consider a parent who receives a call from school to pick up his/her 

child. Though generally concerned about the well-being of the child, a parent is likely to 

report lower levels of distress because of a child's headache or stomachache and higher 

levels because of a playground accident. The context of the situation contributes to the 

level of distress. But, is it the context of the stressor or the appraisal that is associated 

with the level of the distress? Combining the two concepts confounds appraisal and self-

report of distress (Dohrenwend & Shrout, 1985; McLean & Link, 1994). Thus, it is 
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important to separately measure appraisal and the stressor and test for independent 

influences on distress. 

Possible Relationships Between Appraisal and Stressors 

It is also possible that appraisal and the attributes of the stressor combine to 

influence well-being. One way in which the two may combine is that variations in the 

stressor may trigger different appraisals and thus lead to variations in distress. For 

example, discussions with a supervisor about working late versus upcoming layoffs are 

likely to be interpreted differently by an employee, suggesting that the content of the 

discussion differentially cues the appraisal. Similarly, an employee's poor job 

performance is likely to cue a different appraisal when discussed with a co-worker versus 

a supervisor. In this sense, personal appraisal mediates the relationship between the 

attributes of the stressor and distress (See Figure 2). Alternatively, it is possible that the 

relationship between personal appraisal and distress depends on the attributes of the 

stressor. For example, while arguments may generally be considered stressful events, an 

argument with a stranger and an argument with a spouse or close friend may vary in 

distress level. Further, the topic of the argument may exacerbate the level of distress, as 

in arguing with a teenager who took the car without asking permission versus driving the 

car without a license. In this sense, attributes of the stressor alter the relationship 

between appraisal and distress (See Figure 3). 

The Present Study - Untangling Interpersonal Stressors and Appraisal 

The possible ways in which stressor and appraisal may influence individual 

outcomes raises important questions about the stress process that can only be answered 
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by examining stressors and appraisals at a more micro-analytical level than is generally 

undertaken. Some researchers posit that proximal events have a more psychologically 

personal and immediate effect on appraisal and subsequent distress than more distal 

events (Bronfrenbrcnner, 1979; House, 1981; Lazarus, 1984). Empirical studies do find 

that daily hassles significantly impact individual well-being (Bar-Tal, Cohen-Mansfield, 

& Golander, 1998; Landreville, 1992; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Repetti & Wood, 

1997). Thus, this study will examine how the specific attributes of daily hassles and the 

appraisals associated with them influence psychological distress both separately and in 

combination. In order to concentrate on the separate effects of the stressor and associated 

appraisal, this study will focus on only one category of daily hassle, interpersonal 

tensions. Distinguishing among possible explanations for the outcomes is a challenge that 

is encountered in naturalistic studies of the stress process. Since the type of stressor may 

be associated with different outcomes, focusing on how people differ from each other in 

the face of a similar stressor, such as interpersonal tensions, limits the alternative 

explanations for differences in response. Interpersonal tensions may be described as the 

minor irritations that occur on a relatively frequent basis with social partners (Fingerman, 

1996, 1998). Interpersonal tensions are often used in studies on stress and their effects on 

psychological distress because they are among the most frequent and potent stressors, 

occurring across diverse samples and situations (Bolger, Delongis, Kessler, & Shilling, 

1989; House, Landis, & Umberson, 1988; Kiecolt-Glaser, 1999; Repetti, 1993). 

However, the approach taken in this study differs in two respects: 1) both the multiple 

attributes of the stressor and the associated appraisal will be considered; and 2) both 
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between-person differences and within-person variations will be examined 

simultaneously. 

Recent studies on the stress process have established that appraisals are complex 

constructs, requiring measures that tease apart some of these complexities (Devve, 1993, 

Peeters, Buunk, & Schaufeli, 1995; Peacock & Wong, 1990; Reisenzein & Hofmann, 

1990). A "threatening" appraisal, for example, may refer to exposure to a physical 

danger, a loss of credibility, concern about a loved one, or combinations of these 

concerns. Multidimensional measures of appraisal provide a clearer understanding of the 

personal meaning of an appraisal than do aggregate measures. Similarly, stressors are 

comprised of attributes that may influence specific appraisal, for example, content of the 

stressor (i.e., what is it about), or who was involved. While there is little research on the 

effects of the attributes of a stressor, several studies document the different effects on 

psychological and physical outcomes by type of stressor, for example, life events, chronic 

stressors, and daily hassles (Brown, Adler, and Biftilco 1988; Chiriboga 1997; Pearl in, 

Menaghan, Lieberman, & Mullan, 1981; Serido, Almeida, & Wethington, in press; 

Turner, Sorenson, and Turner 2000; Wheaton, 1997). To better understand the 

relationship of stressors and appraisals requires a more detailed examination of both the 

dimensions of appraisal and the specific attributes of the stressor. 

Research Questions 

The current study will investigate within-person variations in response to 

interpersonal tensions and the appraisals associated with those stressors in examining 

these general research questions: 
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1. To what extent do appraisals vary within-person? 

2. Do both personal appraisal and the attributes of the stressor independently 

predict psychological distress? 

3. What is the relationship between the attributes of the stressor and appraisal 

and how do they combine to predict psychological distress? 

a. Do the attributes of a stressor trigger specific appraisals that in turn 

lead to distress? 

b. Alternatively, do stressors moderate the association between appraisal 

and distress? 
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CHAPTER II 

Literature Review 

In this chapter, a theoretical framework for investigating the relationship of both 

stressors and appraisals in the stress process is proposed. A fter presenting the tenets of 

Symbolic Interactionism underlying this framework, implications for the application to 

the study of stress, and criticisms of the framework are discussed. As common 

terminology in the study of the stress process may have multiple meanings, definitions of 

key terms as used in this study are introduced. These are followed by a literature review, 

providing an empirical basis for our current understanding of the influences of both 

appraisal and stressors on psychological distress. Finally, the general research questions 

and specific hypotheses to be examined in this investigation are presented. 

Symbolic Interactionism 

Symbolic Interactionism derives from a sociological perspective that emphasizes 

the importance of psychological meaning in human relations (Gergen, 1971; LaRossa & 

Reitzes, 1993; Strykcr, 1980). Symbolic Interactionism provides a framework for 

examining both personal appraisal and social stressors as it highlights the 

interdependence of the individual and the society in which the individual develops 

(Gergen, 1971; LaRossa & Reitzes, 1993; Serpe, 1987; Stryker, 1972, 1980). In this 

section concepts from the combined perspectives of Symbolic Interactionism as they 

relate to this study are introduced. While these concepts are introduced separately and 

sequentially, it is important to recognize that they are tightly integrated. 



25 

Embeddedness of the Individual in the Situation 

A basic premise of Symbolic Interactionism is that the individual and the social 

situation are interdependent. Social interaction shapes the individual, and the individual 

in turn shapes social behavior (Serpe, 1987). Because of this interdependency, the social 

situation is more than simply the background or stage for social interactions. Individual 

behavior can only be understood in the context of a particular social setting (Markus & 

Wurf, 1987; Thomas & Thomas, 1928). 

Individual behavior emanates from two sources: the self-conccpt and the social 

self. The core self or self-concept refers to a relatively stable sense of "who I am" 

(LaRossa & Reitzes, 1993; Serpe, 1987; Stryker, 1972, 1980). Though the self-concept 

may be relatively stable, it encompasses many different self-defining and self-descriptive 

behaviors that vary across situations (Stryker, 1972; Thoits, 1999). Thus, social self 

refers to this second source of individual behavior arising from multiple identities or 

social roles learned in various social interactions (Stryker & Serpe, 1994; Thoits, 1999). 

The social self, also referred to as the situational self (Stryker & Serpe, 1994), the 

working self-concept (Markus & Kunda, 1986), and the contextual self (Markus & Wurf, 

1987) combines information about the individual in the immediate social circumstance 

with aspects of the relatively stable self-concept (Markus & Kunda, 1986, Markus & 

Wurf, 1987). Individuals adjust their behaviors based on what they are doing, with whom 

they are engaged, and where they are by activating a subset of knowledge about the self, 

others, and the situation (Markus & Wurf, 1987; Linville & Carlston, 1994). The 

circumstances of the current situation act as contextual cues to elicit selected information 
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about the self-concept. Thus, it is possible for the same individual to behave differently 

yet in ways that are personally meaningful and consistent with the self-concept. In this 

sense, appraisal is not a static quality of the individual but instead a dynamic 

characteristic of the contextual self. 

Personal Meaning Through Interaction With Others 

Symbolic Interactionists posit that personal meaning is a co-creation of the 

individual in interaction with others (La Rossa & Reitzes, 1993; Stryker, 1972, 1980). hi 

a social situation, individuals behave in ways that reflect their current self-concept and 

observe how the other person responds to their behavior. The response of the other 

person either reinforces or challenges the individual's view of self, contributing to a 

strengthening or changing of the self-concept (Turner, 1962). Interaction can then be 

viewed as communication among people in a particular setting. During this interaction, 

the participants develop an understanding about self, about the other, and about the 

situation by engaging in an interpretive process (Stryker, 1980). In this process the 

participants express themselves, and more importantly, develop a sympathetic 

understanding of the other person's behavior. Weber (as cited in Baldwin & Baldwin, 

1978) referred to this as Verstehen, and posited that this understanding of another leads to 

a common or shared meaning. Thus, personal meaning is a joint construction of 

individual cognition and social interactions with different people in different settings 

(Markus & Wurf, 1987; Stryker, 1972, 1980; Thoits, 1983, 1999). 

While personal meaning develops through interactions with others, not every 

social interaction has the same impact. Interactions with some individuals may be 
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significant because of the power or authority held by one of the participants, such as 

parent-child or supervisor-employee, whereas others may be significant because of an 

individual's expertise or knowledge, such as a doctor or accountant (LaRossa & Reitzes, 

1993). Stryker (1980) posits that the influence of an interaction on individual self-concept 

will vary by its specific characteristics (e.g., duration, frequency, topic, who is involved). 

For example, it may be the frequency and intimate nature of interpersonal tensions 

between a couple rather than a serious but rare argument with a co-worker that alter the 

individual's self-concept. It may also be that relationship history influences how the 

individual responds in subsequent interactions (Murray, Bellavia, Rose, & Griffin, 2003). 

For example, interpreting a spouse's ambiguous remark as inflammatory when the 

relationship is strained or as benign when the relationship is generally supportive. 

Because the self-concept is formed through ongoing interpersonal interactions 

with many people in different situations, individuals develop expectations about their 

behavior and the behaviors of others in various social settings. These expectations 

influence both how the individual behaves in a social situation and how the individual 

interprets subsequent situations (Murray et al., 2003). In this way, interpersonal 

interactions elicit an appraisal of the fit between individual expectations and the 

circumstances of the current situation. 

Personal Meaning and Individual Weil-Being 

While the self-concept emerges through social interactions, a key concept in 

Symbolic Interactionism is that personal meaning influences individual behavior. As the 

principal actor in a social world, people create symbolic representations of their 
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experiences as a way to make sense of the environment and their place in it (Stryker, 

1980). Through interactions within the social group, individuals develop shared meanings 

about their experiences. Subsequent experiences are interpreted via these shared 

meanings. For example, through repeated interactions within a family that emphasize 

recycling and other conservation activities, an individual places an empty soda can in the 

recycling bin instead of the trash. Personal meaning emerges through repeated 

interactions within the social group. Over time, individuals gain membership into 

multiple social groups, (e.g., family, church, neighborhood, school) and their experiences 

are influenced by shared meanings of each group. People develop personal meaning by 

combining shared meanings of multiple social groups. Thus, personal meaning and 

context become the lens for interpreting and responding to social experiences (LaRossa & 

Reitzes, 1993; Stryker, 1980). 

Implications for the Study of Appraisals and Stressors 

The Symbolic Interactionist perspective highlights the importance of the link 

between appraisal and individual well-being since personal meaning is the lens for 

interpreting life experiences. The framework also underscores the importance of appraisal 

not simply as an individual characteristic but also as a part of a dynamic process 

integrating the individual and his or her social situation. As such, the theory emphasizes 

the importance of a contextual component to appraisal. Since personal meaning is derived 

from social interaction, the stressor may be considered an integral part of the appraisal 

process. The individual makes meaning of a situation by interpreting the situational cues, 

responding to those cues, and then evaluating the fit of their response to the situation. 
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This evaluation is rooted in part on their personal meaning and in part on the responses of 

others in the situation. 

Tliere are several implications for understanding the relationship of appraisal and 

stressors to psychological distress within the framework of Symbolic Interactionism: 1) 

appraisal is not a static characteristic of the individual but rather part of a dynamic 

process between the person and the situation. The same person is likely to behave 

differently across settings and therefore, we would expect to find within-person variations 

in appraisals; 2) personal meaning (appraisal) is formed through social interactions and is 

influenced by the characteristics of the interaction. These characteristics include who is 

involved in the interaction and the content of the interaction (what it is about). Therefore, 

the characteristics of the situation (i.e., attributes of the stressor) will also be predictive of 

individual distress; 3) since social interactions influence personal meaning, exposure to 

different social interactions will lead to differences in personal meaning. Thus, appraisal 

will account for both between-person differences in psychological distress as well as 

within-person variation in response to stressors; 4) through interactions with others, 

people develop a shared meaning of their social experiences and a personal meaning that 

affect their well-being. Therefore, appraisals and stressors will combine to predict 

psychological distress. 

Criticisms of the Framework 

Inherent in the framework of Symbolic Interactionism is the dynamic relationship 

between the individual and society. Yet, studies using the framework often focus on the 

structural aspects of the individual, including stability/plasticity of the self-concept 



30 

(Duval & Wicklund, 1972; Swann & Hill, 1982) and role-identities (e.g. McCall & 

Simmons, 1966; Rosenberg, 1979; Stryker & Serpe, 1982; Thoits, 1983) and social 

address, including social class (Nagel, 2001) and gender (Gore & Colten, 1991; 

Menaghan, 1989; Thoits, 1986). 

Generally absent are studies that use a Symbolic Interactionist framework to 

examine the process through which this relationship unfolds over time. This study seeks 

to deepen that understanding by using a daily diary approach that is better suited to the 

study of such a process. By focusing on the daily experiences in people's lives, the 

present study allows us to examine both the characteristics of a proximal stressor and 

individuals' appraisal of that stressor to understand how they lead to individual outcomes. 

While studies focusing on either the social environment or the individual attempt to 

account for the effects of the other by introducing control variables, this study will 

include separate micro-level measures of both the subjective characteristics of the 

individual (i.e., appraisal), and objective characteristics of the environment (i.e., the 

stressor), to examine how they separately and conjointly influence outcomes associated 

with the proximal situation. 

Definitions 

In this section, we present definitions of key terms as used in this study to avoid 

ambiguity with how they may be used elsewhere (Brown, 1989; Cohen et al, 1997; Hahn 

& Smith, 1999; Lazarus, 1984). 

Stressors 
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Stressors are the external conditions of threat, demands, or structural constraints 

that arise from social and environmental conditions of life that threaten the operating 

integrity of the individual (Pearlin, 1993, 1999; Wheaton, 1997,1999). Thus, only 

situations that can be linked to an objective event or situation that occurred in the course 

of everyday life will be considered a stressor in this study. Stressors act as signals, 

communicating the fit of the individual within the current environment (Thoits, 1999). In 

this study, emotions and behaviors, such as crying or being upset, are considered 

emotional behaviors rather than stressors in and of themselves. 

Daily Hassles 

Daily Hassles are a particular type of stressor, defined as relatively minor events 

arising out of the stressful features of daily life, for example, relationships (e.g., spouse, 

friend) and social roles (e.g., worker, student). These everyday stressors generally are of 

short duration and have an identifiable starting and ending point (Wheaton, 1996). 

Studies find that daily hassles significantly influence health and psychological well-being 

(Bolger et al., 1989; Cohen, Frank, Doyle, Skoner, Rabin, & Gwaltney, 1998; Lazarus, 

1984). Because daily hassles are real-life issues that require immediate attention (Serido 

et al., in press), they can provide the micro-level data needed to understand the proximal 

relationship among stressors, the personal meaning of the stressor, and the response to 

that stressor (Bolger, et al., 1989; Cohen & Herbert, 1996; Taylor, Repetti & Seeman, 

1997). 

Why are some daily hassles (e.g., interpersonal tensions) more stressful than 

others (e.g., work demands)? Are all interpersonal tensions equally stressful? To 
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empirically answer these questions, we need to consider the context of the stressor by 

measuring the objective attributes associated with it including: who is involved, what it is 

about, how serious it is. Considering the context of the stressor at this micro-analytical 

level is a novel approach in research on daily hassles. 

Appraisal 

Appraisal refers to a cognitive evaluation process to determine the personal 

meaning of the current situation with respect to personal well-being. Individuals in 

ongoing interaction with the environment monitor that environment to maintain integrity 

of the self (Lazarus, 1991, 1999; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). When the individual 

perceives that the environment threatens that integrity, the individual appraises the 

situation as stressful. As such, appraisal is the proximal cause of a stress reaction 

(Lazarus, 1991,1999; Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). 

Appraisal is often defined by a single construct, for example, severity of an event. 

This approach is appropriate for a general research interest, for example, knowing if 

appraisal of a stressor influences well-being. Our interest in this study, however, is in 

understanding the specific risks of the stressor to personal well-being. To do this requires 

a multi-dimensional measure of primary appraisal that captures what aspects of personal 

identity are at stake (Gall & Evans, 2001; Monroe & Kelley, 1997; Peacock & Wong, 

1990). While the specific dimensions vary across studies, they include such items as self-

esteem, finances, personal safety, and the well-being of others. 
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Psychological Distress 

Psychological distress may be defined as a negative psychological response to a 

stressor. In examining psychological distress as part of a micro-analytical process, the 

construct may be conceptualized as the frequent fluctuations in negative affect or mood 

(Almeida, Wethington, & Kessler, 2002; Bolger et a!., 1989). 

Sources of Variation in Appraisal: Between- or Within-Person? 

Appraisal, or individual perception of a situation, occupies a central position in 

the study of stress offering an explanation for why individuals respond differently to 

situations (Boss, 1992; Lazarus, 1966, 1999; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; McCubbin & 

Patterson, 1983; Monroe & Kelly, 1997). Based on consistent findings of person-to-

person variability in response to stressors, even major stressors, Lazarus (1999, p.72) 

posited that, "the main source of variation in the arousal of stress is the way an individual 

evaluates subjectively the personal significance of what is happening." Thus, to 

understand variations in response to stressors, much of the research on appraisal has 

focused on between-person differences. 

Between-person differences are reflected in research on personality and the stress 

process. For example, Gallagher (1990) assessed the associations of neuroticism, 

extraversion, and the appraisals of college students to upcoming exams. Findings suggest 

that threat appraisals mediated the associations between neuroticism and negative 

emotional reactions to exams whereas challenge appraisals mediated the associations 

between extraversion and positive emotional reactions. A similar study by Hemenover 

and Dienstbier (1996) examined whether and how specific personality dimensions (i.e.. 
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mastery, extraversion, neuroticism) and general appraisal tendencies were associated with 

stress and associated appraisals in college freshman taking their first psychology exam. 

Results suggest that neuroticism was associated with threat appraisals and that the 

associations between neuroticism and appraisal were partially mediated by general 

appraisal tendencies. In contrast, a recent study by Bouchard (2003) examined the 

relationship of cognitive appraisals of marital difficulties and personality dimensions 

(i.e., neuroticism and openness) to coping strategies. While findings show that both 

personality dimensions and appraisal tendencies uniquely predicted planned coping 

strategies, there was no evidence of mediation of appraisal in the relationship between the 

personality dimensions and planned coping strategies. One limitation of these studies is 

that the effects of personality on appraisal were assessed indirectly. However, Penley and 

Tomaka (2002) examined the relationship of the Big Five personality dimensions 

(McRae & Costa, 1986) and cognitive appraisals of stress and emotions in an 

experimental study. As expected, findings on neuroticism and extraversion were 

consistent with previous research, with neuroticism positively associated with both 

negative appraisals and negative affect and extraversion positively associated with both 

positive appraisals and positive affect. 

Another stable dimension of personality, hardiness, has been repeatedly 

associated with differences in appraisals. For example, Kobasa (1979) compared two 

groups of middle and upper level executives to explore how the high stress/low illness 

group differed from the high stress/high illness group. Though there were no between-

group differences with respect to demographics, they differed significantly on levels of 
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hardiness. The high stress/low illness group felt more in control, more committed, and 

more likely to view personal stress as a challenge than were the high stress/high illness 

executives. Several subsequent studies replicated these findings (Florian, Mikulincer, & 

Taubman, 1995; Kobasa, Maddi, Puccetti, & Zola, 1985; Rhodewalt & Zone, 1989; 

Wiebe & Williams, 1992). 

In addition to personality traits, between-person differences are also found in 

clinical research. Depression researchers, for example, have found that depressed persons 

may appraise situations differently than non-depressed persons. A study by Coyne, 

Aldwin, and Lazarus (1981) compared the coping strategies of depressed and non-

depressed middle-aged persons. Findings indicate that depressed persons differed 

significantly from non-depressed persons in their overall appraisal of problems, although 

both groups faccd the same types of problems. In a study by Larson, Peirsal, Imao, and 

Allen (1990) several personality dimensions, including depression-proneness, were 

examined in two separate samples of college students to determine their contributions to 

problem-solving appraisals. Personality variables including depression-proneness 

accounted for 50% of the variance in appraisal in the first sample and for 41% of the 

variance in appraisal in the second sample. Independent contributions of depression were 

not reported. 

Support for the relationship between personality dimensions and appraisal has 

also been found in children as well as adults. A recent study by Lengua, Sandler, West, 

Wolchik, and Curran (1999) found evidence for both direct and indirect effects of 

temperament on post-divorce threat appraisals in 9 to 12-year-old children. These 
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appraisals were predictive of between-group differences in both behavioral and mental 

health symptoms in the sample. 

In addition to personality dimensions, the relationship of personal resources and 

appraisal has also been examined. For example, age differences in the appraisal of 

stressors were examined using data from the Normative Aging Study (NAS) reported by 

Aldvvin, Sutton, Chiara and Spiro (1996). While no differences were found in subjective 

ratings of stressfulness, there were significant age differences in two of the appraisal 

dimensions. Specifically, older men were less likely to feel challenged or annoyed than 

younger men. 

Social support and appraisals were examined in a study by Felsten (1991). 

Students who reported greater satisfaction with available social support also reported 

more positive appraisals while those who reported lower levels of satisfaction with 

available social support reported more negative appraisals. In a similar study, Brewin and 

MacCarthy (1989) found that perceptions of the number of potential providers of social 

support were related to appraisals. Students who reported perception of more available 

support appraised unwelcome events as caused by stable or global factors (e.g., just one 

of those things that happens) whereas students who reported less perception of available 

support appraised the events through more global attributions and blame (e.g., these 

things happen to me). 

In summary, there is substantial evidence that stable dispositional variables 

account for significant variation in between-person differences in appraisal to discrete 

stressors. Yet after accounting for these differences, there still remains considerable 



37 

unexplained variation. Perhaps within-person analyses will provide additional insights on 

the source of these variations. 

An Explanation of Between- versus Within-Person Variation 

Between-person variation refers to the relative differences between people in 

typical levels of a trait (Mroczek et al, 2003). Yet contemporary approaches to the study 

of individual differences posit that many of these variables do in fact fluctuate over time 

and across situations (Larsen & Kasimatis, 1991; Magnusson, 1990; Mischel & Shoda, 

1999; Nezlek, 2001; Tennen, Affleck, Armeli, & Carney, 2000). Within-person variation 

refers to this fluctuation around typical levels of a trait for an individual (Mroczek, et al., 

2003). Traditional research designs account for systematic between-person variances; 

within-person variances are either included as part of the unexplained variance, resulting 

in an inaccurate error term, or ignored, resulting in loss of valuable information about the 

data. Designs that account for both between and within-person variances lead to 

improved reporting accuracy and thus a better understanding of the role of appraisal in 

the stress process (Gunthert, Cohen, & Anneli, 1999; Larsen & Kasimatis, 1991; Tennen 

et al., 2000). To clarify between-person and within-person variance components and how 

they combine to improve accuracy and understanding of a process, we can apply the 

concept to the game of golf. Regular golfers compute their typical score by averaging 

their scores over several rounds of golf. The more rounds included, the more accurate the 

typical score. The typical score is the person's "trait" score. Golfers' can compare their 

typical scores to estimate who will likely outperform the others in a round of golf. The 

difference between golfers' typical scores is the between-person difference. Each time 
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golfers play a round of golf they can compare their current score to their typical score, 

and evaluate their performance for that round. This is the within-person variation or how 

individuals differ from themselves. If golfers are interested in improving their game, they 

may begin by comparing their performance to that of a better golfer to identify specific 

differences (e.g., better equipment, more experience). At some point, they must ask what 

it is about themselves that affects their own performance. For example, it may be that the 

weather affects performance: on sunny days they play better than on cloudy days. It may 

be that the time of day affects their game; on days with early tee times they play better 

than on days with late tee times. By examining their performance repeatedly and in many 

situations, they can identify the things in themselves and in their situation that 

systematically affect their performance. Similarly, if we are interested in appraisal as a 

process, we must consider not just how people differ from each other, but how and under 

what conditions they are likely to differ from themselves. To understand within-person 

variation requires a different approach that measures both within- and between-person 

variables and recognizes that the relationship may differ with respect to magnitude and 

even direction (Kenny, Kashy & Bolger, 1998; Nezlek, 2002; Tennen & Afflek, 1996). 

Not only do different people respond in different ways, but also the same person responds 

in different ways over time. Therefore, a methodological approach that simultaneously 

accounts for both between- and within-person variations is required. 

Capturing Both Between- and Within-Person Variation 

Methodologies that capture within-person changes repeatedly over time are most 

evident in daily stress research. Daily self-reports document the ongoing experiences of 
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an individual's life within the context in which they occur and therefore help to determine 

the antecedents, correlates and consequences of daily experiences (Bolger, Davis, & 

Rafaeli, 2003). When the repeated within-person measures of data are analyzed using a 

technique that simultaneously examines within- and between-person data, the results 

reflect real between-person differences in outcome levels. One reason that these 

differences are real is that the multi-level technique considers the within-person levels of 

both baseline and ending measures of the outcome variable and compares the rate of 

change between people rather than simply the ending levels of the outcome variable. It is 

similar to the concept of a handicap in golf that allows golfers of differing abilities (i.e., 

different typical scores) to compare their relative performance (i.e., adjusting the score 

for their handicap) to determine who played a better round of golf A golfer with a 10-

stroke handicap and a score of 82 played a better round than a partner with a 4-stroke 

handicap and a score of 77. 

Studies that use a daily within- and between-person design to examine individual 

differences provide insight into within-person patterns of responses over time and help to 

identify the conditions that influence outcomes (i.e., the sunny day or early tee time). 

These studies also document real between-person effects by accounting for within-person 

fluctuations in behavior. For example, an eight-day daily diary study by Suls, Green, and 

Hillis (1998) examined the role of personality on the affective responses to everyday 

stressors. They found that on days when individuals experience a stressor, they report 

higher levels of negative affect compared to days when they do not experience a stressor. 

This was true for both neurotic individuals and non-neurotic individuals, though neurotic 
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individuals reported more emotional reactivity (i.e., bigger changes from baseline) than 

non-neurotic individuals. In a study designed to examine the parallel relationships of state 

and trait personality measures, Nezlek, Feist, Wilson, and Plesko (2001) examined daily 

variability in empathy as a function of daily events and daily mood. They found that on 

days when participants experienced a social event they reported higher levels of empathy 

than on days when they did not experience a social event. Daily empathy was unrelated to 

daily achievement events. Trait measures of empathy did not modify this relationship. 

However, both trait and state measures independently predicted self-reported levels of 

daily empathy. These studies show that the same individual responds differently. The 

present study investigates the possibility of within-person variations in appraisal. 

Unfortunately, daily studies that directly examine both between- and within-

person variations in appraisal are rare. However, one that does is a recent study by 

Gunthert, Cohen, and Armeli (1999). In this 14-day daily dairy, participants described 

(i.e., written narrative) the most stressful experience of the day and then rated that 

experience on four separate appraisal dimensions: control, desirability, resolution and 

overall severity. Overall, findings suggest that variations in appraisal were associated 

with variations in daily mood. Specifically, higher ratings of overall severity and 

undesirability of a stressor were associated with higher levels of negative affect. This 

finding implies that within-person variations in appraisal exist. Findings also suggest that 

neuroticism moderated the relationship between appraisals of the stressor as undesirable 

and negative affect, suggesting that neurotic individuals are more reactive to events 

appraised as undesirable compared to non-neurotic individuals. This finding extends 
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previous research which suggests that betwecn-person differences influence appraisals of 

and subsequent reactivity to stressors. By accounting for within-person variations, each 

individual serves as his/her own control, and the between-person differences in reactivity 

are real rather than reflective of reporting biases (i.e., neuroticisni increases the likelihood 

of reporting higher severity .scores). 

Summary 

Most research has treated appraisal as a between-person characteristic, often 

linking differences in appraisal to personality and personal resources. There is 

considerable empirical evidence that personality and personal resources do contribute to 

between-person differences in appraisal. However there is some evidence for within-

person variation as well. Examining to what extent there are within-person variations in 

appraisals is important in untangling the components of the stress process for at least two 

reasons. First, knowing whether the variation is between- or within-person helps us to 

identify the antecedents of appraisal. If the variation in appraisal is solely between-

person, then we must look for stable characteristics of people as predictors. If the 

variations are within-person, we must look for predictors among the fluctuating 

circumstances of people. A second reason for clarifying the sources of variation in 

appraisal is in identifying how appraisals predict outcomes. If the variation is between-

person, then personality factors underlie the correlations between appraisal and outcomes 

thus studies of stress and appraisal are open to third variable explanations. If the variation 

is within-person, however, then stable personality factors pose less of a problem in 

interpreting results. 
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Variations in Appraisal and Stressors Influencing Outcomes 

Dimensions of Appraisal and Outcomes 

There is a rich literature documenting the general influence of appraisal on 

individual well-being, however, much of this research is based on varied unidimensional 

measures of appraisal. Yet, if personal appraisal determines the relevance of a stressor to 

well-being, then is a unidimensional measure robust enough to capture the complexity of 

the concept? Much less is known about variations in appraisal or how variations in the 

dimensions of appraisal predict stressful outcomes (Dewe, 1993; Peacock & Wong, 

1990). The research that does exist on different dimensions of appraisal finds that these 

dimensions are unique predictors of distress. For example, Folkman, Lazarus, Gruen, and 

DeLongis (1986), examined the relationship of primary appraisal dimensions on physical 

symptoms and psychological health in a study of 147 adults. On five separate occasions, 

participants' self-assessed 13 items on a 5-point Likert scale describing what was at stake 

in the most stressful experience of the past week. The items were used to create scales for 

each of six primary appraisal dimensions: self-esteem; well-being of others; personal 

well-being; finances; not achieving personal goal; loss of respect for another. On each 

occasion, participants also provided self-report measures of current psychological distress 

and health status. Scores were aggregated across the five occasions and the calculated 

mean for each item was used in subsequent analyses. All six primary appraisal 

dimensions were significantly correlated with psychological symptoms and four of the 

six correlated with health status. Findings show that three of the primary appraisal 

dimensions (well-being of others, personal well-being, and finances) independently 
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predicted psychological distress. None of the appraisal dimensions were significant 

predictors of health status. The study provides support for examining appraisal as a 

multidimensional concept. Due to aggregation, the findings may be attributable to factors 

other than dimensions of appraisal, such as between-person differences (i.e., individuals 

appraising stressors differently) or combined appraisals of objectively different stressors. 

In another study, Bookless, Clayer, and McFarlane (2000) examined a clinical 

sample of depressed individuals to explore if the disorder influenced their appraisal and 

subsequent reporting of depressive symptoms. Participants rated the extent to which the 

disorder impacted several aspects of their life (i.e., goals, self-esteem, commitments, 

relationships) on each of three primary appraisal dimensions: harm, threat and challenge. 

Using a principal components factor analysis with varimax rotation on the ratings of 

these items, they extracted five separate factors: hopelessness, challenge, self-focus, 

relationship-focus, and resignation. These factors were then used to predict depression 

scores on a standard measure of depression (i.e., BDI). Four of the five factors 

significantly predicted depression scores; only challenge appraisals failed to predict. 

While the combined measures of appraisal accounted for 35% of the variance in 

depression scores, the contributions of each measure varied substantially, for example, 

self-focus alone accounted for 24% of the variance. Again, this study used a between-

person design and therefore cannot rule out the influence of personal factors on the 

results. 

A recent study by Pakenham and Rinaldis (2001) examined how primary 

appraisal dimensions (i.e., tlireat, challenge, controllability) affect adjustment (i.e.. 
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depression, global distress, social adjustment, health status) to HIV/AIDS. The overall 

association between primary appraisal and the outcomes was as expected; higher negative 

appraisals were associated with higher levels of depression and global distress, poorer 

social adjustment, and poorer health status. However, the findings varied by the appraisal 

dimension. Threat appraisals were a significant predictor for all outcomes; challenge 

appraisals were significant predictors of global distress and social adjustment; 

controllability appraisals were significant predictors of reported health status only. 

Together these findings provide support for both the direct effects of appraisal on 

psychological adjustment to a chronic stressor as well as variation in these effects by 

appraisal dimension. 

In summary, these studies provide some support that dimensions of primary 

appraisal have differing effects on self-reports of psychological and physical health, 

though the between-person design suggests caution in interpreting the findings. However, 

it is important to account for other factors that might contribute to the variations in 

outcomes. One way to clarify the relationship of appraisal and outcomes is to employ a 

within-person design. The benefits of this approach have already been discussed. Another 

factor to consider in clarifying this relationship is the possible role of the stressor in 

appraisal (Moos & Swindle, 1990). To understand how appraisal influences 

psychological and physical well-being, then, we must consider the impact of variations in 

stressors. 
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Different Stressors - Different Outcomes 

Studies that examine multiple types of stressors (e.g., life events, chronic 

stressors, daily hassles) as predictors of psychological and physical outcomes find that 

the effects vary by type of stressor {Bar-Tal et al., 1998; Cohen et al., 1998; Eckenrode, 

1984; Lepore, Miles, & Levy, 1997; Pillow, Zautra, & Sandler, 1996). An emerging trend 

in stress research is to examine how variations within a particular type of stressor are 

associated with variations in psychological and somatic outcomes. For example, a study 

by Caspi, Bolger, and Eckenrode (1987) examining the impact of stressful events on 

mood in a daily diary study found that on days when people experienced a stressor, they 

reported poorer mood than on days when they did not experience a stressor. Subsequent 

analyses showed that both contextual factors (e.g., neighborhood quality) and personal 

resources (e.g., perceived social support, recently experiencing other acute stressors) 

moderated the relationship of daily stressors and mood. Specifically, on days when 

people experienced a daily stressor, the negative effect of the stressor was more 

pronounced for people who lived in a high-risk neighborhood or who perceived less 

available support but less pronounced for people who had recently experienced an acute 

stressor. This study shows that, while other factors may exacerbate or buffer the effects of 

daily stressors, exposure to any stressor affects the daily well-being of most people. 

In a separate diary study examining the influence of daily stressors on mood, 

Bolger, DeLongis, Kessler, and Schilling (1989) found that the type of daily stressor did 

indeed affect variations in mood. Participants were 166 married couples who completed a 

structured self-report diary on 42 consecutive days. After categorizing daily reports of 
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stressors into 10 different types, each of the categories was used to predict daily mood. 

They found that, for men, 7 of the 10 categories had a significant impact on reported 

mood, and for women, 9 of the 10 categories had a significant impact on reported mood, 

though the specific effects differed for each category. Of all categories of stressors, 

interpersonal tensions were the most upsetting, uniquely predicting 16% of the total 

variation in mood for both men and women. 

In a follow-up study, Almeida and Kessler (1998) examined the role of gender in 

exposure and reactivity to daily stressors and levels of distress. Daily distress was 

assessed using the 18-item inventory of emotions from the Affects Balance Scale 

(Derogatis, 1975) and placed into a dichotomous variable, distinguishing between high 

distress days and any distress days. Daily stressors were assessed using a checklist of 21 

daily events subsequently categorized into 10 different types (Bolger, et al., 1989). 

While exposure to stressors was associated with higher levels of distress for both 

husbands and wives, findings show that the types of stressors reported and the responses 

to the stressor (i.e., distress) differed between husbands and wives. Wives reported 

experiencing more stressors overall than did husbands. In addition, the effects of family 

demands, other demands, arguments with spouse, arguments with a single other, and 

transportation were stronger for wives than for husbands whereas the effects of work 

overload, child arguments and financial problems were stronger for husbands than for 

wives. 

In summary, studies using a within-person design show that outcomes vary in 

response to the type of stressor. However, these studies do not consider what role 
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variations in appraisal might play in this relationship. In Almeida and Kessler (1998) for 

example, are the gender differences in response to t>pes of stressors in some way 

influenced by within-person appraisal? If variations in appraisal were taken into account, 

would variations in stressors still predict differences in distress? 

Independent Effects of Stressors and Appraisal 

To understand the independent predictions of appraisal and stressors, they must be 

studied simultaneously. This was done in a study by Dewe (1993), who examined the 

separate effects of work stressors and primary appraisal on levels of tensions in a sample 

of local government workers. Each type of work stressor (i.e., interpersonal relationships, 

task issues, workload issues) had a significant effect on tension. In addition, after 

controlling for the effects of each stressor, primary appraisal accounted for a significant 

amount of additional variance, ranging from 24% to 51%. Yet if appraisal is a 

multidimensional concept, it is also possible that stressors have a similar texture. Thus to 

untangle the relationship between stressors and appraisal, we need to understand more 

about the structure of the stressor as well. This structure was explored in a recent study 

by Almeida, Wethington, & Kessler (2002), who examined the impact of variations in 

both daily stressors and appraisal on mood and physical symptoms using an innovative 

technique that combines detailed measures of both stressors and appraisal. As in 

previous studies, findings suggest that variations in the type of stressor have differing 

effects on psychological distress and physical outcomes. In addition, they found that the 

specific attributes of a stressor have independent effects on daily psychological and 

physical well-being. Of the 14 variables representing the attributes of the stressor, six 
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made unique predictions to daily physical symptoms and eight to negative mood. Of the 

eight measures of appraisal, four made unique predictions to daily physical symptoms 

and four to negative mood. The total variance accounted for by the combined measures of 

stressor and appraisal was 17% and 31 %, respectively. The study provides support that 

variations in both the stressor and appraisal have independent effects on daily 

psychological and physical well-being. 

Summary 

There is some empirical support that both stressors and appraisal have 

independent effects on well-being. In this study we will examine both the stressor and 

appraisal to add to the literature on the additive effects of the two components. However, 

if both the appraisal and the stressor contribute independently to distress, it is also 

possible that the combined effect of the two is something other than an additive one. 

Research cited earlier (Gunthert, et al., 1999; see also Schwartz & Stone, 1993) provides 

some support that the type of stressor is associated with variations in appraisal. Could it 

be that stressors and appraisal in combination influence individual well-being? 

A Contextual Approach - Combining Stressors and Appraisal 

One area of stress research that has attempted to combine both personal meaning 

and the stressor in examining well-being is research on acute life events. Early research 

on life events stressors posited that frequency of life changes was instrumental in 

predicting mental and physical illness. These studies generally used a checklist approach 

to assess the number of life events people experienced over a set period of time. While 

early checklist measures asked participants to simply identify the events that they 
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experienced, revised checklists normatively weighted events, for example, weighting 

death of a spouse more heavily than the loss of a job. However, a checklist approach does 

not capture the severity of the participants' experience, for example, loss of job due to a 

plant closing viewed as an opportunity by some employees and as a devastating blow to 

others. To rate the severity of a stressor, researchers need to identify what it is about the 

event that is meaningful to the individual (Brown, 1989; Brown & Harris, 1978; Lazarus, 

1999). One way this has been done is to ask the individual to rate the severity of each 

experience. While this approach captures the subjective severity of the experience, it 

confounds the report of a stressor with the affect of the individual reporting it. Further, 

the researcher does not know if the participant is reporting on the severity of the stressor 

or subsequent life adjustments to the stressor. 

Brown and Harris (1978) suggest an approach that combines objective 

information about the stressor with individual history and background to assess the 

personal meaning of the event and thus its severity. Brown and colleagues (Brown, 2002; 

Brown & Harris, 1978) use this contextual approach to study the relationship between life 

events and onset of clinical depression. Though many studies report significant 

associations between life events and depression (e.g., Hammen, Marks, & DeMayo, 

1985; Holahan & Moos, 1991; Paykel, 1979), Brown and colleagues found that a severity 

rating derived from a contextual approach was a better predictor of clinical depression 

than the occurrence of a major life event alone. For example, in a longitudinal study of 

working class women in North London, they found that contextual severity predicted 

22% of clinically depressed cases, whereas the occurrence of a major life event alone 
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predicted only 5% of clinically depressed cases. Studies that use a contextual approach 

obtain similar results (e.g., Bifulco, Brown, Moran, Ball & Campbell, 1998; Brown, 

1993; Brown, Bifulco, & Andrews, 1990; Dohrenwend, Raphael, Schwartz, Steuve, & 

Skodol, 1993; Shrout, Link, Dohrenwend, Skodol, Stueve, Mirotznik, 1989). The 

evidence suggests that the contextual factors of the stressor influence personal appraisal, 

and are thus important in understanding the effects of stressors on well-being. 

In a contextual approach, researchers conduct interviews with participants to 

obtain detailed narratives about both the objective characteristics of an event as well as 

personal history in order to assess the meaning of the event to the individual. From these 

narratives, they develop a severity rating representing the contextual threat of the stressor 

to that individual. To do this, they focus first on the objective characteristics of the event 

itself to minimize reporting bias of the individual and coding biases of the researchers. 

They then consider the broader social and psychological characteristics that contribute to 

the contextual threat for the individual. Emotional responses to the stressor are factored 

out of the contextual rating. Although information about the stressor is captured 

separately from information on the personal and social characteristics of the individual, 

the researcher combines them into a single rating of contextual threat, thus confounding 

the attributes of the stressor with personal information (Dohrenwend & Shrout, 1985; 

McLean & Link, 1994; Shrout et al, 1989; Thoits, 1983). 

Though this approach does not help us to quantify how much of the response to a 

stressor is due to appraisal and how much is due to the attributes of the stressor, it does 

demonstrate that the combined effect of stressor occurrence, stressor context, and 
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personal meaning strengthens the association between the occurrence of a stressor and 

subsequent distress. Since context refers both to the social conditions that expose 

individuals to opportunities and challenges (e.g., social roles, social address) and the 

environmental cues of a specific situation (Pearlin, 1993; Wheaton, 1999), it may be 

helpful to adapt the contextual approach to the study of daily stressors. 

Possible Relationships Between Appraisal and Stressors 

If we adapt a contextual approach to the study of daily stress, we assume that: 1) 

the stressor is an important component of personal meaning; 2) there is an association 

between the attributes of the stressor and appraisals; and 3) while the stressor and the 

appraisal may have independent effects, they also combine in some way to affect 

psychological distress. While there are some studies that simultaneously examine 

stressors and appraisal, few of them examine how the two combine to influence 

outcomes. One such study by Aldwin, Levcnson and Spiro (1994) examines the 

relationship between combat exposure and symptoms of PTSD using appraisal of effects 

of military service as a mediating variable. Findings show that appraisal mediated the 

relationship of combat exposure and PTSD symptoms such that veterans who appraised 

the effects of military service more positively experienced lower levels of PTSD 

symptoms in late adulthood whereas veterans who appraised the effects of military 

service more negatively experienced higher levels of PTSD symptoms in late adulthood. 

However, the items in the appraisal scale included such things as learning to cope with 

adversity and gaining a broader perspective, which are more representative of coping 

strategies rather than appraisals of combat exposure. 
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In another study Peeters, Buunk, and Schaufeli (1995) examined stressors, 

appraisal of those stressors, and their combined effects on overall rating of severity of the 

stressor in the work events experienced by secretaries. On each day of the work week, 

participants were asked to describe any stressful events that happened to them. 

Participants then rated each event on five separate appraisal factors; significance, 

uncertainty, threats to self-esteem, predictability, controllability, and frequency. 

Participants also rated affect and overall severity of each event. Events were classified 

into one of four types: interpersonal, overload, hectic environment, and bureaucracy (lack 

of control). Findings show significant variation in the association between the type of 

event and each of five appraisal dimensions, such that overload events were appraised as 

most controllable and interpersonal and bureaucracy events were appraised as least 

controllable; hectic environment events were appraised as most frequent and predictable. 

Findings also show that, of the five appraisal factors, controllability was the only one 

significantly associated with overall appraisal severity. The authors then tested for and 

found some support for controllability appraisal as a partial mediator of the relationship 

of stressor and overall appraisal severity. Unfortunately, they did not report the separate 

effects of appraisal and stressor nor did they report if appraisal mediated the relationship 

between the stressor and negative affect. 

Given a limited empirical base, we turn to theory to guide research on the 

relationship between the attributes of a stressor and appraisal and how they may combine 

to influence psychological distress. Since psychological distress is thought to result from 

a negative interpretation of social experiences, theories that address self and identity 
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issues offer a theoretical starting point (Markus & Nurius, 1986; Markus & Wurf, 1987). 

While there are several diverse theories on the self and identity, there is general 

agreement that the self is composed of both a private, internal self-concept, and multiple 

more malleable identities embedded within it (Linville & Carlston, 1994; Markus & 

Kunda, 1986; Thoits & Virshup, 1997). In this study, self refers to the core self-concept, 

that is a relatively stable sense of who I am across time and in different situations and 

identity refers to the contextual self that varies by role and social situation (Burke, 1991; 

Thoits, 1992). 

Appraisal as a Mediator of Daily Stressors and Distress 

Lazarus (1966, 1999; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) suggests that appraisal mediates 

the relationship of a stressor and distress. Thus one possible model for the relationship of 

stressors and appraisal is mediation. Personal meaning emerges when the individual 

determines that the current situation (i.e., stressor) impacts personal goals, beliefs or 

resources. If the stressor does not impact the self, individual well-being is unaffected; if 

the stressor does have an impact, the individual is distressed. In a mediation model, the 

attributes of the stressor trigger an appraisal. Appraisal, in turn leads to distress. Thus, in 

attempting to understand how appraisal leads to distress, we need to understand how the 

attributes of the stressor impact the self-concept. 

Identity Interruption. Burke (1991, 1996) provides a model of how appraisal 

functions as a mediator in the relationship of stressor and distress in his Identity 

Interruption theory. The underlying premise of this theory is a systemic view of identity: 

individuals strive to maintain a homeostasis in their identity through a continuous process 
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of evaluation of the environment (input) and adjustment of personal behavior (output). 

The identity represents the meaning and expectations of the self in a situation. When the 

situation challenges that view, there is an interruption in the identity process that leads to 

distress, even when the situation offers a more positive view of the individual. Burke 

(1991, p. 836) defines an interruption as "a disconfirmation of expectancy or 

noncompletion of some initiated action". Thus, appraisal mediates the relationship of a 

stressor and distress by alerting the individual to a mismatch between personal identity or 

goal and the current situation. It is the incongruence in self-view and situational-view that 

is important. As there are multiple identities that make up the self, the stressor cues the 

activation of a particular identity. Once activated, the process of re-establishing 

congruence is internally directed. In this sense, the stressor triggers the identity process, 

but it only indirectly affects distress through internal processes. In addition to the 

mediating function of appraisals, it also follows from this theory that interruptions to 

highly salient identities or those with a higher degree of personal commitment would 

result in higher levels of distress. Support for the hypothesis has been mixed. 

Thoits (1992) tested the hypothesis that identity salience is an important 

characteristic in predicting stress reactions in a sample of 700 men and women. 

Participants completed detailed interview instruments designed to elicit an understanding 

of the number of different roles they held and the salience of each role to them. 

Participants then rated the stressfulness of experiences in these roles. The findings do not 

support the hypothesis, showing instead that psychological symptoms were unrelated to 

the salience of an identity. 
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In contrast, Brown, Bifiilco and Harris (1987) found that when severe events 

occurred in life domains to which women were highly committed, there was a higher risk 

of depression onset than severe events in other domains. Similarly, Simon (1992) 

examined the impact of parental role strains and parental identity. Findings show that 

fathers who are highly committed to the parental identity were more vulnerable to strains 

in the parental role than fathers who were less committed to that identity. There was no 

difference in level of distress for committed and non-committed mothers. 

Thoits (1995) conducted a follow-up to the 1992 study to examine if identity 

salience prospectively predicted psychological distress to stressors. In this study, Thoits 

re-interviewed 532 of the original 700 participants and found that events occurring in 

salient life domains after the initial interview did not systematically predict changes in 

psychological distress from Time 1 to Time 2.Thoits then conducted a detailed analysis 

of the original interviews with a random sample of 50 participants to examine why the 

identity relevant hypothesis was not supported. Based on this analysis, she concluded that 

the context of an event needed to be considered before assessing its psychological impact. 

Burke (1991, 1996) posits that any stressor that interrupts the identity process 

results in an appraisal of identity loss and that assessment of identity loss leads to 

distress. Yet, the mixed empirical results of the hypothesis as well as empirical evidence 

that types of stressors vary in their impacts on psychological distress, suggests that an 

alternative model be considered. Perhaps there is a different pathway from stressor to 

distress based on whether the stressor interrupts the self or a contextual identity. 
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Attributes of the Stressor as a Moderating Factor 

In contrast to the relative stability of the self, identities are elicited from the 

current situation and are tied to the immediate social circumstances (Markus & Kunda, 

1986, Markus & Wurf, 1987). Therefore, it is likely that an individual shifts into and out 

of several identities each day (Markus & Wurf, 1987). For several years, researchers have 

studied the varied social roles of the individual as both a source of stress and satisfaction 

for both men and women (Pearlin, 1983; Repetti, 1982; Thompson & Walker, 1989). 

Recent literature generally finds that participation in multiple roles brings both tangible 

rewards, such as monetary income, as well as intrinsic rewards, such as increased self-

esteem. The Identity Accumulation hypothesis suggests that by maintaining multiple 

roles, individuals are energized and enjoy enhanced well-being (Myers, Lindenthal, & 

Pepper, 1971; Perry-Jenkins, Repetti, & Crouter, 2000). Yet, recent research also 

cautions that the protective effects of multiple roles may be offset when the roles are too 

demanding or conflicting (Thoits, 1991). Perhaps an alternative to the mediation model is 

a moderation model where the normal relationship between appraisal of a situation and 

distress is altered by excessive demands in one or more social roles. In this sense, the 

attributes of the stressor alter the relationship between appraisal and distress. 

Self-complexity. Linville's (1985) Self-complexity hypothesis extends research on 

the potential moderating effects of multiple identities. Whereas Identity Accumulation 

refers to individuals with more role-identities, self-complexity refers to individuals with 

multiple independent identities and multi-faceted identities. Increased experience in 

varied roles, relationships, and situations leads to self-complexity through increased 
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differentiation of self (Linville, 1985). Self-complexity acts as buffer against distress by 

limiting the impact of a single stressor on the overall self-concept. Support for the 

hypothesis has been mixed. 

In an initial study, Linville (1985) tested the hypothesis in a study that examined 

the relationship between self-complexity and both mood swings and self-appraisal in an 

undergraduate sample. Participants completed a self-complexity assessment by selecting 

items that reflected self-traits and then grouping the items into categories that represented 

aspects of them. Self-complexity scores were computed from the previous task and used 

in subsequent analyses. Participants completed an affect scale and a separate self-

evaluation scale twice, once immediately after the self-complexity assessment and a 

second time after receiving bogus information about their performance on an intelligence 

task. Controlling for the initial scores, the author found no evidence for a main effect of 

self-complexity on cither mood or self-evaluation. However, there was an interaction 

effect between self-complexity and both mood and self-evaluation such that participants 

lower in self-complexity showed more reactivity to feedback than participants higher in 

self-complexity. Specifically, following negative feedback on their performance, 

participants lower in self-complexity reported lower affect and self-evaluation than those 

high in self-complexity and in response to positive feedback, participants lower in self-

complexity reported higher affect and self-evaluation than those high in self-complexity. 

Linville (1987) repeated a test of the hypothesis in a prospective study that 

examined the relationship between accumulated stresses and subsequent depression and 

illness in undergraduates. In this study, the same measure of self-complexity was 
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obtained, in addition to measures of life stresses, depression and physical illness, at two 

time points, two weeks apart. As in the previous study, there was no evidence of a direct 

effect of self-complexity on any of the outcomes, however there was evidence of an 

interaction between the occurrence of negative stresses and both physical symptoms and 

depression such that participants with higher levels of self-complexity experienced less 

adverse outcomes than participants with lower levels of self-complexity. 

Kalthoff and Neimeyer (1993) examined the buffering relationship of self-

complexity and depression, stress, and physical symptoms among 127 college students, 

using three separate measures of measures of self-complexity (i.e., a trait-sort procedure, 

a repertory grid task, and an analysis of the complexity of a narrative self-description). 

They found that the buffering hypothesis was supported only when the trait-sort 

operationalization of self-complexity was used. This is the same type of measure used by 

Linville(1985, 1987). 

Dixon and Baumeister (1991) found that support for self-complexity as a 

buffering factor may depend on the type of activity that follows the assessment of success 

or failure. This study examined both the speed with which 60 undergraduates escaped 

from a highly self-focusing situation and how their success or failure of the escape 

influenced their subsequent performance in writing an essay about the self Participants 

low in self-complexity who experienced initial failure on a rigged anagrams test escaped 

faster then participants higher in self-complexity. However, failure improved the 

performance of participants with high self-complexity. 
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Mediation or Moderation? 

While identity theories provide a rationale and some empirical support for both a 

mediating and a moderating model, there appear to be no studies that explicitly test these 

models. If indeed both identity interruption (identity relevance) and identity 

accumulation (self-complexity) play a role in the stress proccss, what would each model 

look like? As suggested earlier, it may be that the attributes of the stressor activate the 

appraisal process in different ways and therefore there are different pathways to distress. 

It may be that stressors that threaten core goals or values of the self lead to identity 

disruption. Stressors that question the value of the core self, such as being undervalued, 

misunderstood, or ignored, transcend the situation and may undermine who 1 am. This 

type of stressor leads to negative feelings about the self (e.g., lower self-esteem) that in 

turn leads to distress. In contrast, excessive demand stressors may threaten a role-identity. 

In this sense, it is not the self that is being threatened but one or more aspects of 

individual identity. This type of stressor disrupts the relationship between the appraisal of 

how one behaves in a social role and how one feels about situations in that role, but does 

not call into question the core sense of self. In this sense, the stressor modifies the 

relationship between appraisal and distress. If this is true, the attributes of the stressor 

guide the pathway to distress, via mediation in the former and moderation in the latter. 

It may be helpful to envision how the attributes of the stressor suggest which 

pathway to distress is likely to follow a stressor. Imagine a couple married for more than 

50 years in which the wife is caring for her husband who suffers from Alzheimer's 

disease. Let's assume that the situation has been going on for some time, long enough for 
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the couple to have an established routine for handling day-to-day situations and a support 

system for exceptional situations. Then, one day as the wife is helping her husband with 

his breakfast, he shouts out that she is trying to poison him and refuses to eat. In earlier 

days, they would argue about her cooking, but now she lets it pass. She is aware that he 

often says irrational things, but she is still disturbed by his actions. In this scenario, her 

ongoing appraisal of herself as caretaker and her feelings about that role are modified by 

the interpersonal tension, thus her level of distress is higher than it normally would be. 

However, if instead of poisoning him, her husband shouted that his wife no longer loved 

him, her awareness that he said irrational things might not prevent her from feeling guilty 

because she sometimes did not feel loving towards him. In this case, the incident triggers 

doubts about herself as a caring person and this leads to increased distress. 

When the attributes of a stressor trigger doubts about the self, the pathway from 

stressor to distress is through appraisal. When the attributes of a stressor disrupt one or 

more identities, the relationship between appraisal and distress depends on the objective 

attributes of the stressor. 

Summary 

There is some empirical and theoretical support for a relationship between a 

stressor and an appraisal. In addition, there are several reasons for examining the specific 

attributes of the stressor to understand this relationship. First, the work of Brown and 

colleagues (1978) demonstrates that stressors provide a context for interpreting a 

situation. While personal resources and social context are important, so are the attributes 

of the stressor itself as they may provide the immediate context for interpreting the 
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impact of a stressor on self-concept. According to Lazarus (1966, 1999; Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984), the situation identifies what aspects of self are threatened. The stressor 

attributes may tell us what it is about the situation that impacts the self-concept. Second, 

appraisal is influenced by the objective attributes of the stressor and thus the attributes of 

the stressor are likely to influence the severity of distress experienced by the individual. 

Finally, the attributes of a stressor may be important in understanding the specific 

pathway between a stressor and distress. 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

The present study will attempt to integrate and extend previous findings in three 

ways. First, we will examine the source of variation in appraisal to understand if 

fluctuating characteristics of the individual as well as stable personal and social factors 

are important influences. Second, we will examine the relationship between a stressor and 

the associated appraisal at a more detailed level than has been done in previous research. 

There are few studies that simultaneously consider both the stressor and the appraisal; 

those that exist, do not attempt to examine both the attributes of the stressor and the 

dimensions of appraisal. Third, we will examine three models to understand how 

stressors and appraisal influence psychological well-being. To accomplish these 

objectives, the following general research questions will be investigated: 

1. To what extent does appraisal vary within-person? 

Hypothesis 1: There will be both between-person differences and within-person 

variation in appraisal. While there is some empirical support for within-person 

variation in appraisals, we do not yet have a sense for how much of the total 
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variation is vvithin-person and how much is between-person. Understanding 

where the variation lies will direct future research on both the antecedents of 

appraisal and outcomes that follow from appraisals. 

2. Do both personal appraisal and the characteristics of the situation independently 

predict psychological distress? 

Hypothesis 2: Both the attributes of the stressor and dimensions of 

appraisal will independently predict psychological distress. The attributes of the 

stressor are part of the objective context of the current situation, whereas 

appraisals represent subjective dimensions of personal threat. Though the 

constructs may be moderately correlated, each taps into a separate kind of 

information - information about the self and information about the situation - and 

thus will separately influence psychological distress. 

3. What is the relationship between the stressor and appraisal? 

a. Do the attributes of the stressor trigger specific appraisals? 

Hypothesis 3: It is hypothesized that some attributes of the proximal 

stressor will threaten aspects of self, whereas others will threaten aspects of 

contextual identity. Therefore, some of the attributes of the stressor will predict 

appraisal dimensions. 

b. Do the attributes of the stressor and appraisals combine to affect 

psychological distress? 

Hypothesis 4: Distress associated with stressors that threaten the self-

concept will be mediated by appraisal. The self-concept refers to core values of 
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the self-concept that remain stable across situations. Distress resulting from 

stressors that undermine the self-concept will be explained by subjective 

appraisal. 

Hypothesis 5: Stressors that result from role strain or overload will 

moderate the relationship between appraisal and psychological distress. The 

characteristics of the stressor represent the current situational context and will 

alter the normal relationship between appraisal and distress within a social role. 
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CHAPTER in 

Methodology 

Participants 

The data for these analyses are merged from the National Survey of Midlife 

Development in the United States (MIDUS) and the National Study of Daily Experiences 

(NSDE) carried out under the auspices of the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur 

Foundation Network for Successful Midlife Development (for descriptions of the MIDUS 

project see Keyes and Ryff 1998; Mroczek & Kolarz 1998; Lachman & Weaver 1998). 

The MIDUS Sample 

The purpose of the MIDUS and related in-depth studies was to examine the 

predictors and consequences of succcssfuI aging in the United States with emphasis on 

physical health, psychological well-being, and social responsibility. The study was 

originally administered to 7189 non-institutionalized, English-speaking residents of the 

48 contiguous states, living in a household with a telephone. Three subsamples comprised 

the MIDUS; a) a representative subsample of 3032 respondents obtained through a 

random-digit dialing process (RDD sample); b) a national sample of 987 twin pairs; and 

c) a subsample of 1800 siblings of the RDD respondents. Respondents were between the 

ages of 25 and 74 with an oversample of people between the ages of 40 and 59. The 

dataset and questionnaire are available from the Inter-University Consortium for Political 

and Social Research Website at http://www/icspr.umich.edu/. 

The respondents contacted through RDD were given a verbal explanation of the 

study and information regarding the details of the study process. Respondents were 

http://www/icspr.umich.edu/
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informed that the purpose of the survey was to study physical and psychological well-

being of people in midlife in the United States. They were further informed that the 

process would involve a telephone interview and completion of two written 

questionnaires totaling about two-and-one-half hours to complete. After the study was 

explained, a list of potential participants who met the age criteria (25 to 74) and lived in 

the household was generated. One person from the list was selected at random to 

participate in the study. If that person did not consent to participate, no other person from 

that household was selected to participate. Efforts were made to recruit potential 

participants, including mailing an informative brochure and making a follow-up phone 

call. Upon request, additional information and access to senior members of the research 

staff was made available to potential participants. 

NSDE Sample 

During March 1996 to March 1997, a representative subsample of the RDD 

MIDUS was randomly recmited to participate in the NSDE. Attempts to contact 1242 of 

the MIDUS respondents resulted in 1031 participants in the NSDE (562 women, 469 

men), yielding a response rate of 83%. Those who agreed to participate were sent a check 

for $20 and a letter explaining the purpose and procedure of the NSDE "follow-up" 

study. 

For the present study, only those respondents who experienced at least one 

interpersonal tension are included. This resulted in a total of 534 men and women. The 

demographic comparison of the NSDE and present study subsample (herein referred to as 

the Tension subsample) with the MIDUS sample from which they were drawn is 
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presented in Table 1. The Tension subsample and the NSDE sample had similar 

distributions for education, marital status and race as determined by Chi Square statistics. 

The Tension subsample was somewhat younger than the NSDE sample (44.5 years for 

the Tension subsample versus 47 years for the NSDE sample). There were more women 

in the Tension subsample and more children in the household as compared to the full 

NSDE sample. Respondents for the present study were on average 44.5 years old, though 

ages ranged from 25 to 74. The mean household income level was between $54, 000 and 

$55,000. Women were on average older than men (44.9 years versus 43.8 years ) with 

similar levels of education. Women were less likely to be married at the time of the study 

(61% of the women versus 71% of the men). 

Procedure 

MIDUS Procedure 

The MIDUS study was conducted from 1995 to early 1996 (Mroczek 8c Kolarz, 

1998). MIDUS respondents were initially contacted by phone using random digit dialing. 

Those who agreed to participate (70% response rate) first completed a telephone 

interview lasting approximately 30 to 40 minutes. Subsequently, the respondents were 

asked to complete a self-administered two-booklet questionnaire that was mailed to them 

within the week (MIDMAC Research activities, 2000). The questionnaire took about 

one-and-one-half hours to complete. A reminder postcard and a sccond copy of the 

questionnaire were sent to all respondents who failed to return the initial mailing. Those 

who also failed to return the second mailed copy were re-contacted by phone and 

encouraged to complete the questionnaire. If respondents indicated that they had 
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misplaced or had not received both copies, a third copy of the questionnaire was sent. 

The response rate for the written questionnaire was 87%. Thus, the overall response rate 

was 61% (.70 X .87). 

NSDE Procedure 

In the NSDE survey, respondents completed short telephone interviews about 

their daily experiences on eight consecutive evenings. The interview included questions 

about their daily experiences in the past 24 hours concerning health symptoms, lifestyle 

behaviors, and stressors. Data collection spanned an entire year (March 1996 to April 

1997) and consisted of 40 separate "flights" of interviews with each flight representing 

the eight-day sequence of interviews from approximately 38 respondents. On the final 

evening of interviewing, respondents also answered several questions about the past 

week. The initiation of interview flights was staggered across the day of the week to 

control for the possible confounding between day of study and day of week. 

Respondents completed an average of 7 of the 8 interview days, resulting in a total of 

10,374 daily interviews. 

The entire interview was CAT! programmed (Computer Aided Telephone 

Interview) which enabled the interviewers to keypunch data during the interview itself. 

The CATI program also enabled incorporation of skip patterns and open-ended probe 

questions about daily stressful experiences. The daily stressful experiences were assessed 

through a semi-structured Daily Inventory of Stressful Events (DISE, see Almeida et al., 

2002 for a complete description). The DISE is comprised of a series of seven stem 

questions asking whether certain types of stressors (e.g., tensions, home, or work events) 
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occurred within the previous 24 hours. When a respondent stated that a stressor occurred, 

the interviewer asked a series of open-ended probe questions. The information obtained 

from the open-ended questions was transcribed then used by expert coders to rate the 

objective attributes of the stressor. The inter-rater reliability across codes for all the 

attributes ranged from .71 to .95. The stem questions and examples of the probe 

questions are provided in Appendix C. In addition to objective information about the 

stressor, the respondent provided a subjective assessment of the intensity of the stressor. 

When the respondent rated a stressor as somewhat or very intense, the interviewer asked 

the respondent for information about the specific aspects of the respondent's life that 

were "at risk" due to the stressor (See Appendix D for a list of the possible areas of risk). 

Measures 

Interpersonal Tensions 

A daily stressor was coded as an interpersonal tension with a positive response to 

either of two stem questions: 1) In the past 24 hours, did you have an argument or 

disagreement with anyone? 2) In the past 24 hours, did anything happen to you that you 

could have argued about but you decided to let it pass to avoid a disagreement? 

Interpersonal tensions were the most common type of stressor, accounting for 

approximately one half of all reported stressors in the NSDE study (Almeida et al, 2002). 

Interpersonal tensions occurred on 22% of the study days, or 1.5 days per week. The 

attributes of the interpersonal tensions used in this study are described below. 

Content. Expert coders analyzed the narratives describing the interpersonal 

tensions. Based on the analysis, they classified the content into 21 separate categories. 
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Six of these categories accounted for 62% of the interpersonal tensions. The frequencies 

for each of the remaining 15 categories were low (e.g., each one accounting for less than 

5% of the total number of interpersonal tensions). The remaining categories were 

examined more closely to see if they were similar enough in content to combine with one 

of the six higher frequency categories. This was the case for eight categories. The 

remaining seven categories were combined into a separate content area as each related to 

some aspect of self. The seven resulting content areas, accounting for 93% of all 

interpersonal tensions, are; financial, chores, schedules, job, family, self, and general 

disagreement. A listing of the original categories, how they were mapped into the seven 

content areas, and frequency of interpersonal tensions for each content area can be found 

in Appendix E. When the content is self-related, it will be considered an attribute that 

threatens the core self, whereas other content areas will be considered attributes that 

threaten the contextual self 

Severity. The severity of an event refers to the degree or the duration of disruption 

or discomfort typically experienced in similar situations. The expert coders relied upon 

objective evidence about the context of the stressor itself obtained from the respondents 

during the telephone interview. In this approach, coders considered background 

information about the stressor and the anticipated consequences to the respondent 

providing a contextual basis for the assessment while keeping any affective response of 

the respondent separate from the stressor. Possible values are: 1) low severity, stressors 

that might cause a slight disruption to an aspect of the respondent's life or evoke only 

fleeting unpleasant reactions (lasting less than one hour) for the reasonable person; 2) 
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medium severity, stressors that carry little or only slight potential for a major disruption 

in the future though they disrupt or potentially may disrupt an aspect of the respondent's 

life. The reaction to such a stressor may last up to an hour or two for the reasonable 

person. Stressors rated as a "2" suggest that the disruption or unpleasantness were a "little 

bad" all day or "very bad for a short part of the day"; 3) high severity stressors imply a 

potential for major disruption but do not carry explicit threat at the time they occur. The 

reaction to such stressors is likely to evoke negative feelings lasting most of the day; 4) 

extreme severity stressors either immediately result in a major disruption or carry a high 

likelihood of a major disruption occurring. Extreme severity stressors would be expected 

to generate unpleasant emotions lasting more than a day for a reasonable person. 

Objective severity will be considered a stressor attribute that threatens the core self 

Family Member. For all interpersonal tensions (i.e. argument or potential 

argument), the interviewer asks the respondent to identify the other person involved. In 

this study, a dichotomous variable will be used to identify if the other person involved in 

the interpersonal tension was a family member (1) or a non-family member (0). 

Appraisal Dimensions 

Appraisal dimensions refer to the subjective information obtained directly from 

the respondent during the interview about the personal meaning and intensity of the 

stressor. This information is used to create two subjective measures of appraisal: intensity 

and domain of risk. 

Intensity. Intensity is the respondent's assessment of the severity of the stressor 

with respect to his/her current life situation. If respondents stated that they argued or 
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disagreed with someone or could have argued or disagreed with someone that day, 

interviewers probed to obtain information about the details of the interpersonal tension. 

After obtaining the information about the context surrounding the stressor, respondents 

were asked, "how stressful was this situation for you?'" Response choices ranged from 1 

(not at all stressful) through 4 (very stressful). When interpersonal tensions were rated as 

somewhat stressful (3) or very stressfiil (4), the interviewer obtained information about 

the dimension of risk. 

Domains of Risk. For high intensity stressors, respondents reported on the degree 

of risk the stressor posed to specific areas of the respondent's personal life, expanding on 

Lazarus' (1999) domains of primary appraisal. Response choices ranged from 1 (not at all 

at risk) through 4 (at risk a lot). The areas of risk include: 1) disruption of daily routine; 

2) finances; 3) how the respondent feels about the self; 4) how others feel about the 

respondent; 5) personal health or safety; 6) well-being of others close to the respondent; 

7) plan for the future. An appraisal of disruption is a cross-content appraisal relating to 

one's prediction or memory of how much behavioral coping is required, whereas the 

other items relate to specific life domains. In this study, disruption will be considered a 

one-item appraisal measure. Principal components analysis with varimax rotation was 

performed on the remaining six items in the Tension subsample of 534 adults in an 

attempt to reduce the overlap between the domains (See Table 2). The scores for each 

item were mean-centered before the analysis. Three factors with simple stnicture were 

extracted, corresponding to the three scales to be used in subsequent analyses as appraisal 
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domains: material well-being, psychological well-being; physical well-being. Within 

each of the factors the loadings ranged from .71 to .83. 

Psychological Distress 

Using an inventory of 10 emotions from the Non-Specific Psychological Distress 

Scale (Mroczek & Kolarz, 1998), respondents indicated how much of the time they 

experienced each emotion on a 5-point scale from 1 (none of the time) to 5 (all of the 

time). The inventory includes emotions such as sadness, hopelessness, anxiety, and 

restlessness. The scale was developed using item response models and factor analysis, 

yielding a single factor structure representing current, general psychological distress. The 

measure was validated in eight administrations using samples from different populations 

(for complete information on the psychometric properties of the scale, refer to Kessler et 

al., 2002; Mroczek & Kolarz 1998). Cronbach's alpha ranged from .75 to .85 across the 

eight administrations of this scale. The items were recoded to reflect a 5-point scale from 

0 (none of the time) to 4 (all of the time). Distress was calculated as the sum of the 

responses on each day, leading to a possible range of 0 to 40. Cronbach's alpha for the 

scale in this sample was .89. 

Control Variables 

As the literature has repeatedly demonstrated, there are significant associations of 

neuroticism and extraversion with both appraisal and psychological distress. In this study, 

analyses will control for these personality variables to focus on the relationship of 

appraisal and stressor attributes. A thirty-item inventory of unipolar trait adjectives from 
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the self-administered MID US questionnaire was used to obtain trait-measures of the Big 

Five (Bern & Potkay, 1981; Goldberg, 1982; Trapnell & Wiggins, 1990). 

Extroversion. Five items from the inventory of unipolar trait adjectives were used 

to obtain a measure of extraversion. Respondents indicated how well each of the items 

described them on a 4-point scale from 1 (a lot) to 4 (not at all). The extraversion items 

include the following adjectives: outgoing, friendly, lively, active and talkative. All items 

were reverse-coded and the mean taken such that a higher value indicated higher levels of 

extraversion. Cronbach's alpha for the Tension subsample was .81. 

Neuroticism. Four items from the inventory of unipolar trait adjectives were used 

to obtain a measure of neuroticism. Respondents indicated how well each of the items 

described them on a 4-point scale from 1 (a lot) to 4 (not at all). The neuroticism items 

include the following adjectives; moody, worrying, nervous, and calm. All but the last 

item were reverse-coded and the mean taken such that a higher value indicated higher 

levels of neuroticism. Cronbach's alpha for the Tension subsample was .78. 

The analyses will also control for selected demographic and social structural 

measures to control for their contribution to the association between different attributes of 

stressors, appraisal, and psychological distress: socioeconomic status (SES) as assessed 

by level of education (Grzywacz, Almeida, Neupert, & Ettner, in press); age (Aldwin et 

al., 1996; Cohen et at. 1998); gender (Almeida & Kessler, 1998; Cohen et al, 1998); and 

marital status (Roy, Steptoe & Kirschbaum, 1998). These control variables will also be 

obtained from items in the self-administered MIDUS questionnaires. 
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Plan of Analysis 

Simultaneous Modeling of Within- and Between-Person Effects 

Multilevel modeling will be used throughout these analyses to simultaneously 

examine both between-person differences and within-person variation over time. 

Multilevel models can be expressed by writing separate equations at each level of 

analysis, as is done in Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM, Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). 

In this section, the separate equations for each level of the model are presented. Since the 

multiple levels are solved simultaneously, they may also be expressed by writing a single 

equation that specifies the multiple sources of variation (Singer, 1998). However, the 

actual analyses will be performed using SAS PROC MIXED, which uses a single 

equation that combines the two levels. These equations are presented in the Results 

section. 

Step 1 

The first HLM analysis will examine the source of variation in appraisal as a 

within- or between-person phenomenon. This analysis will be based on a two level 

unconditional model. Tlie first level represents the within-person variance in appraisal 

across time: 

Level 1: AppraisalDimensiouit = P oi + ej (1) 

where AppraisalDimensiouit represents the reported level of appraisal (i.e., dimension of 

risk and appraisal intensity) in an interpersonal tension for respondent i on day t, boit is 

the intercept, defined as the mean level of appraisal for that respondent and Cit is the error 

term or how much the respondent varies from that mean. From this equation we obtain 



75 

the estimate of the within-person variance component, or "sigma squared" values (6^). In 

order to estimate average effects for the entire sample, the intercepts and slopes of the 

Level 1 within-person model become the outcomes for the Level 2 between-person 

equation. Thus, the second level equation represents the between-person differences as 

follows: 

Level 2: P oi = Too + uoi (2) 

where p oi represents the respondents' average appraisal score across the diary days as a 

function of the intercept (yoo, or the grand mean) for the entire sample and a random 

component or error (uoi). From this equation, we obtain the estimate of the between-

person variance component, or "tau" (^oo) This analysis will be run five times, once for 

each domain of risk and once for appraisal intensity. 

Step 2 

hi the next step of the analysis, a separate HLM model will be run to examine if 

the attributes of the stressor and appraisal dimensions separately predict psychological 

distress. This analysis will be based on the following within-person model: 

Level 1: Distressit = Poi + pii(intensity) + p2i(appraisal risk) + 

B3i(family member) + P4i(content) + P5i(severity) + e; (3) 

where DistresSit represents the reported level of psychological distress for respondent i on 

day t, Poi is the intercept, defined as respondent's reported level of distress after 

controlling for the predictors, pi through Ps are coefficients defining the effects of 

appraisal dimensions and stressor attributes on distress, and Cj is the error term. The 
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between-person equations estimating the average effects of appraisal dimensions and 

stressor attributes for the entire sample are as follows: 

Level 2: Poi = Too + uoi (4) 

Pii = Yio + Ui, (5) 

p2i = T20 + U2i (6) 

p3i = 730 + U3i (7) 

p4i = 740 + U4i (8) 

p5i = 750 + Usi (9) 

Equation 4 shows that Respondentj's average distress score across the diary days (Poi) is a 

fimction of the intercept (grand mean) for the entire sample and a random component or 

error (uoi). Equations 5-9 show that Respondentj's reactivity slopes (p n - P 5j) are a 

function of the grand mean of the entire sample and a random component or error (un). In 

this way reactivity is operationalized as the within-person slope (P n - p 5i) between 

appraisal dimensions, stressor attributes and distress. 

To test for possible mediating effects of appraisal, the model will first be run to 

obtain measures of the direct effects of the stressor by including only those stressor 

attributes hypothesized to impact the core self. If the attributes of the stressor are a 

significant predictor of distress, the model will be run a second time to see if the stressor 

attributes are indirect predictors mediated by appraisal or if they remain as direct 

predictors of distress. To accomplish this, the appraisal terms will be entered first, 

followed by the stressor attributes. 



77 

Step 3 

In the next step, the attributes of the stressor will be added to Equation 1 to see if 

any of those attributes predict appraisal. This analysis will be based on the following 

model: 

Level 1: AppraisalDimensionit - Poi + pii(family member) + 

P2i(content) + P3i(severity) + ej (10) 

where AppraisalDimensionit represents the reported level of appraisal (i.e. dimension of 

risk or appraisal intensity) of an interpersonal tension for respondent i on day t, Poi is the 

intercept, defined as the appraisal dimension rating of an interpersonal tension for 

respondent i when the attributes of the stressor are not considered. Pi through P3 are 

coefficients defining the effects of the stressor attributes (i.e., family member involved, 

the content, and severity of the interpersonal tension respectively) on appraisal 

dimensions, and Cj is the error term. The between-person equations estimating the 

average effects of stressor attributes for the entire sample are as follows: 

Level 2: Poj = yoo + uoi (11) 

Pli^TlO + Uli (12) 

p2i = Y20 + U2i (13) 

Psi - 730 + U3i (14) 

Equation 11 shows that Respondenti's average appraisal dimension score (P oi) is a fiinction 

of the intercept (grand mean) for the entire sample and a random component or error (uoi). 

Equations 12 - 14 show that Respondenti's reactivity slopes (P u - P 3,) are a function of the 

grand mean of the entire sample and a random component or error (uh). Now reactivity is 
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operational ized as the within-person slope ((3 n - P 31) between stressor attributes and 

appraisal dimension. This analysis will be run five times, once for each domain of risk and 

once for appraisal intensity. 

Step 4 

The final step will be to test for moderation of the relationship between appraisal 

and distress using the stressor attributes hypothesized to impact the contextual self. This 

analysis will be based on the following model; 

Distressit = Poi + Pii(AppraisalDimension) + P2i(who) + Pai (content) + 

P4i(AppraisalDimension x Who) + P5i(AppraisalDimension x Content) + ei (15) 

where Distressit represents the reported level of psychological distress for respondent i on 

day I, poi is the intercept, defined as respondent's reported level of distress after 

controlling for the predictors, pn through Psi are coefficients defining the effects of 

appraisal dimensions, stressor attributes, and interaction of appraisal dimension and 

stressor attributes on distress, and Ci is the error term. The between-person equations 

estimating the average effects of stressor attributes for the entire sample are as follows: 

Level 2: poi = Too + Uoi (16) 

P i i ^ Y i o  +  U i i  (17) 

P2i = 720 + U2i (18) 

P3i - 730 + U3i (19) 

p4i - 740 + U4i (20) 

P5i = 750 + U5i (21) 
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Equation 16 shows that Respondentj's average distress scorc (Poi) is a function of the 

intercept (grand mean) for the entire sample and a random component or error (uoi). 

Equations 17-21 show that the Respondenti's reactivity slopes (P h - p si) are a function of 

the grand mean of the entire sample and a random component or error (Upi). Now reactivity 

is operationalized as the within-person slope (P u - P si) between stressor attributes, 

appraisal dimensions, their interaction and distress. This analysis will be run five times, 

once for each domain of risk and once for appraisal intensity. 



80 

CHAPTER IV 

Results 

Descriptive Analyses 

Before conducting the analyses designed to address the research hypotheses 

outlined in the previous chapter, descriptive analyses were conducted to examine the 

characteristics of the stressor attributes, the dimensions of appraisal, and their 

associations with distress in the sample. 

The first analyses were conducted to examine the attributes of the stressor. Table 

3 presents descriptive characteristics of interpersonal tensions used in these analyses. The 

first seven rows represent the percentage of arguments, between-person standard 

deviation, and the within-person standard deviation for each of the content areas. 

Interpersonal tensions about self and job-related topics are the most prevalent, with each 

topic accounting for 18% of the total number of tensions in the sample. Tensions about 

chores and household tasks are the least prevalent accounting for only 7% of the total. 

The between- and within-person standard deviations are expressed in percentage units. 

On average, people fluctuated around their own mean (within-person standard deviation) 

more than they differed from others (between-person standard deviation), suggesting that 

over the eight-day diary period people experienced tensions on a variety of topics though 

the prevalence of these topics was similar across people. Tensions about the self had the 

highest within-person variability. In contrast, tensions about chores had the lowest 

within-person variability. The next attribute of the stressor identifies if a family member 

was involved in the interpersonal tension. Interpersonal tensions were about as likely to 
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involve a family member as a non-family member, with 56% of the interpersonal tensions 

involving a family member versus 44% with a non-family member. The within-person 

standard deviation is only slightly higher than the between-person standard deviation. A 

fairly balanced percentage of arguments occur between family and non-family members, 

suggesting that people were about as likely to vary from themselves in tensions with a 

family member than from each other. The final stressor attribute presented in the table 

describes the characteristics of the objective severity of interpersonal tensions across the 

sample. On average, the interpersonal tensions experienced by the participants were of 

low to medium severity, suggesting that the tensions experienced were generally 

considered mildly unpleasant or disruptive and of short duration for the average person. 

As with the other stressor attributes, there was more within-person variability than 

between-person variability in severity. 

Table 4 presents the descriptive characteristics of appraisal intensity, domains of 

risk appraisal (i.e., what was at stake), and distress variables. On average, participants 

rated the intensity (i.e., the impact of interpersonal tensions on their current life situation) 

as somewhat stressful. However, individual assessment of intensity in interpersonal 

tensions was more likely to fluctuate within-person than between-person. This suggests 

that differences in the perceived intensity of interpersonal tensions were more likely to be 

reported by the same person than by different people. For example, it is more likely that 

the same respondent rated an interpersonal tension as very stressful on one day and as not 

very stressful on a different day. Examining the specific domains of risk shows that 

interpersonal tensions were on average most likely to disrupt one's routine and least 
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likely to impact one's material well-being (F( 1, 996) = 17.38,/? < .001). On average, 

people fluctuated around their own mean (within-person standard deviation) more than 

they differed from others (between-person standard deviation) across all domains of risk. 

This suggests that there was more within-person variation in specific appraisal domains 

than between-person differences. For example, the same respondent may have identified 

one interpersonal tension as a risk to material well-being and another as a risk to physical 

well-being. The results suggest that there is more variation in responses within the same 

respondent than between respondents. 

The final row of the table describes the psychological distress variable. The 

average level of Distress, or people's average response to an interpersonal tension, was 

relatively low. The between-person standard deviation and the within-person standard 

deviation were fairly equal, suggesting that the between-person differences in distress and 

the within-person fluctuations were similar, a trend that differed from both the stressor 

and appraisal variables. 

Intercorrelations Among the Variables 

In order to better understand the relationships among the variables and 

distress, both within- and between-person correlations were conducted. First, the 

relationship among the dimensions of appraisal and distress were examined. These 

results are presented in Table 5. The associations among the variables are all significant 

both within- and between-person. However, there is a somewhat different pattern in the 

between- and the within-person associations of appraisal intensity and the domains of 

risk. The strongest between-person association is found between intensity and disrupting 
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routine, perhaps suggesting that, on average, there is an element of disruption across 

interpersonal tensions. The strongest within-person association is found between intensity 

and physical well-being, suggesting that for a given individual, risks to personal health 

and safety or the health and safety of a close other are likely to be perceived as more 

stressful than other domains of risk. The between- and within-person patterns in 

associations of dimensions of appraisal and reported distress also differ somewhat from 

each other. The strongest between-person association is found between intensity and 

distress, suggesting that on average, the higher the overall negative appraisal of the 

interpersonal tension, the higher the level of reported distress. This is similar to findings 

of previous studies (e.g., Coyne et al., 1981). In contrast, the strongest within-person 

associations are found between reported level of distress and specific domains of risk 

(i.e., risk that disrupt routine and risk to material well-being). This suggests that within 

the same individual, the level of distress may be more strongly linked to what is at stake 

rather than the intensity of the interpersonal tension. In general, there is more between-

than within-person associations with distress. This is not surprising given that between-

person associations do not control for other stable potential third variables that are 

controlled for in within-person associations. 

Next, the between- and within-person associations of each of the stressor 

attributes with appraisal dimensions and distress were examined separately, beginning 

with severity. Both within- and between-person correlations of severity, appraisal 

dimensions, and distress were conducted. Table 6 presents these results. The between-

person association of severity and each of the appraisal variables are significant, with the 
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weakest association between severity and psychological well-being. The within-person 

correlations among the variables present a similar pattern, with all variables significantly 

associated with severity, and the weakest association found between severity and 

psychological well-being. 

A final set of bivariate pooled within-person regressions were conducted to 

examine the relationship among the remaining stressor attributes (i.e., content area, 

family member involved), appraisal domains, and distress. Only a few of the within-

person associations between content areas and appraisal dimensions were significant. 

These are presented in Table 7. For example, when the topic of an interpersonal tension is 

financial, there is a positive association with both appraisal intensity and risk to material 

well-being. In addition, job-related topics are positively associated with risks to 

disrupting one's routine and material well-being. Further, family-related topics are 

positively associated with appraisal intensity. Finally, general disagreements (i.e., no 

specific topic was identified) are negatively associated with intensity. No particular 

pattern emerges in these relationships. In examining the association of family member 

involved in the tension and appraisal dimensions, significant associations were found in 

risks to disrupting one's routine and material well-being; both of these associations were 

negative. Here again, no particular pattern emerges. With respect to associations with 

distress, there were no significant within-person associations among the content areas or 

involvement of a family member and distress. Follow-up analyses assessing mean 

differences in appraisal and distress by content area and family involvement are presented 

in Appendix F. 
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Research Question 1: Within-Person Variation in Appraisal 

To test hypothesis 1, estimating both the within- and between-person sources of 

variance in appraisal, an unconditional hierarchical linear model was run for each 

dimension of appraisal. The equation for this analysis follows: 

AppraisalDimensionjt = yoo + uoi + eu (1) 

where AppraisalDimensionjt represents the reported level of appraisal (i.e., dimension of 

risk and appraisal intensity) in an interpersonal tension for respondent i for event t, yoo is 

the overall intercept, defined as the grand mean of appraisal for all interpersonal tensions, 

Uoi is the deviation between respondents, and eu is the error term or how much 

respondent i varies from that mean for event t. In the folly unconditional model, the 

outcome variable is a dimension of appraisal with only the intercept included. This model 

provides an estimate of both the within-person variability (8^) and between-person 

variability {(fio). From these two parameters, the intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) 

was calculated using the following formula: 

p = Coo / (Coo + 6^) 

The intraclass correlation coefficient measures the proportion of variance in the variable 

that is between people. Subtracting the intraclass correlation coefficient from 1 provides a 

measure of the proportion of variance that is within person. This model was run 

separately five times to obtain estimates of within- and between-person variations for 

each dimension of appraisal (See Figure 4). For each dimension of appraisal, there is 

considerably more within-person variation than between-person variation. Given the 

pattern of more within-person variability in dimensions of appraisal presented in Table 4, 
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these results are not surprising. However, what is surprising is the magnitude of the 

within-person variance. The estimates of within-person variation range from a low of 

61% in material well-being to a high of 80% in physical well-being. Overall, of the total 

variation in dimensions of appraisal, people are differing from themselves as much if not 

more than they are from each other, suggesting that the source of variation in appraisals is 

more likely to be found within-person across occasions as opposed to between-people. 

Further, understanding more about the situation may provide a better explanation for 

responses to interpersonal tensions than knowing more about the person. 

Research Question 2: Independent Effects of Stressor Attributes and Dimensions of 

Appraisal 

The next two steps in these analyses tested Hypothesis 2, to consider the potential 

independent effects of stressor attributes and dimensions of appraisal on within-person 

levels of distress. This analysis was based on the following within-person model: 

Distressit = yoo + yiolntensityit + yioAppraisal Riskit+ ysoFamily Memberjt + 

y4oContcnti, + ysoSeverityit + uo + e„ (2) 

where DistresSit represents the reported psychological distress for respondent i for event t, 

Intensityit is the subjective rating reported by respondent i for event t, Appraisal Riskii is 

the degree of risk to a specific appraisal domain reported by respondent i for event t, 

Family Memberu identifies if a family member was involved in respondent i's event t, 

Contentit is the topic for respondent i's event t, Severityit is the objective rating for 

respondent i's event t, yoo is the intercept defined as the respondent's average level of 

distress when the effects of stressors and appraisal are not considered, yio through yso are 
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coefficients defining the effects of the appraisal dimensions and stressor attributes, uoi is 

the between-person variation in the intercept, and eit is the random variation in the 

interpersonal tension events. The attributes of the stressor (i.e., severity, content, and 

family member) were entered in Step 1 as predictors of distress, along with the following 

control variables: SES, age, gender, marital status, neuroticism, and extraversion. As 

expected, there is a significant main effect for both stressor severity and family member 

(see Table 8). Controlling for content, tensions with family members are more distressing 

than tensions with non-family members. There were no significant direct effects of any of 

the seven content areas on distress. In Step 2, the appraisal dimensions entered the model 

as additional predictors of distress. These results show that, with the exception of 

psychological well-being, there were significant main effects for each of the appraisal 

dimensions on within-person distress. Further, the stressor attribute, family member, 

remained a significant predictor. These results suggest that there are independent main 

effects for some attributes of the stressor as well as dimensions of appraisal on distress. 

For example, when an individual argues about an item on a credit card, he/she may assess 

that as a risk to material well-being and rate it as somewhat stressful. Yet, there is 

additive effect on level of distress when the argument involves a family member. The 

negative coefficients for each of the content areas are a byproduct of the dummy coding 

for these variables. To ensure that the pattern of findings were valid, all variables were 

centered and the model reran. There were no changcs in the pattern of significant results. 
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Research Question 3: The Relationship of Stressors and Appraisal 

The final research question addressed in these analyses examines the possible 

relationship between the attributes of stressors, the domains of appraisal and their 

combined effect on distress. To see if stressor attributes predict dimensions of appraisal, 

as stated in Hypothesis 3, the following model was tested; 

AppraisalDimcnsion,( = yoo + yioFamily Memberit + ysoContentjt + 

YsoSeverityit +uoi+ eu (3) 

where AppraisalDimensionit represents the subjective rating of the appraisal dimension 

reported by respondent i for event t. Family Memberjt identifies if a family member was 

involved on respondent i's event t, Contentjt is the topic for respondent i's event t, 

Severityit is the objective rating for respondent i's event t, yoo is the intercept defined as 

the respondent's average appraisal when the effects of stressors are not considered, yio 

through y3o are coefficients defining the effects of stressor attributes, Uoi is the between-

person variation in the intercept, and Cit is the random variation in the interpersonal 

tension events. To examine this relationship, the stressor attributes were added as 

predictor variables along with the control variables (i.e., SES, age, gender, marital status, 

neuroticism, and extraversion) with each dimension of appraisal as the dependent 

variable. The results for this hypothesis are presented in Table 9. Stressor severity was a 

significant predictor of intensity as well as each of the four risk dimensions. A family 

member involved in the interpersonal tension was also a significant predictor of two of 

the risk dimensions; disnipt routine and material well-being. The negative coefficient 

indicates that stressors involving family members are perceived as reducing the degree of 
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risk in contrast to stressors involving non-family members. For example, it may be that 

individuals view interactions with other family members as part of a routine rather than 

as disrupting routine. None of the content areas were significant. 

To test for the possible mediating effects of appraisal as stated in Hypothesis 4, 

Equation 3 was rerun, retaining severity as the only predictor variable. After controlling 

for SES, age, gender, marital status, neuroticism, and extraversion, severity is a 

significant predictor of each dimension of appraisal thus establishing that there is a 

relationship between the independent variable and the hypothesized mediator (Baron & 

Kenny, 1986). Next, a comparison was made between Step 1 and Step 2 of equation (1) 

(Refer to Table 8) to see if the previously significant relationship between stressor 

severity and distress diminishes when the domains of appraisal were added to the 

equation. Figure 5 presents the results of this analysis. Four of the five appraisal 

dimensions are significant predictors of distress; only psychological well-being failed to 

predict. Further, the direct relationship of stressor severity and distress (p < .001) is 

reduced to non-significance when the appraisal dimensions are added to the equation. 

The results of this comparison provide support for the mediation of stressor effects on 

distress through appraisal. 

Hypothesis 5 suggests that stressor attributes may moderate the relationship 

between dimensions of appraisal and distress. To test for moderating effects, deviation 

scores were first created for the dimensions of appraisal to minimize the impact of 

correlations among the variables and to reduce the possibility of high multicollinearity 

(Aiken & West, 1991). Moderation analyses were based on the following model: 
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Distressi, = yoo + yioFamily Member^ + yaoContentjt + y3o(Family 

Memberjt x Appraisal Dimensioriit) + y4o(Contentit x Appraisal 

DimensioDit) + uoi+ Cit (4) 

where Distressu represents the reported psychological distress for respondent i for 

event t, Family Memberi, identifies if a family member was involved on respondent i's 

event t, Contentj, is the topic for respondent i's event t. Family Memberj, x Appraisal 

Dimensionit is respondent i's score for the interaction effect of Family Member and the 

Appraisal Dimension for event t, Contentjf x Appraisal Dimensionit is respondent i's score 

for the interaction effect of Content and the Appraisal Dimension for event t, yoo is the 

intercept defined as the respondent's average level of distress when the effects of 

stressors, appraisals and their interaction terms are not considered, yio through y4o are 

coefficients defining the effects of stressor attributes, appraisals, and interaction terms, Uoi 

is the between-person variation in the intercept, and eit is the random variation in the 

interpersonal tension events. The multilevel model was run separately for each domain 

of appraisal, for a total of five models. In the first step of each model, the stressor 

attributes and control variables (i.e., SES, age, gender, marital status, neuroticism, and 

extraversion) entered the equation with one dimension of appraisal. In the second step of 

each model, eight separate interaction terms for the two-way interaction of the dimension 

of appraisal with family member and for each of the seven content areas entered the 

equation. Each of the models is discussed in more detail below. 

Table 10 presents the results for the interaction of the stressor attributes with appraisal 

intensity. In the first step of the model, there were significant main effects for both intensity and 
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involvement of a family member on distress. However, once the interaction terms were entered, 

only involvement of a family member remained a significant predictor of distress, providing 

support that interpersonal tensions involving a family member are more distressing than tensions 

with non-family members. There were no interaction effects. 

Table 11 presents the results for the interaction of the stressor attributes with risks to 

physical well-being. In the first step of the model, there were significant main effects for 

risks to physical well-being, involvement of a family member, and job-related content 

area on distress. There was one significant interaction: content related to schedule or 

timing conflicts exacerbates the relationship between appraised risk to physical well-

being and distress. This interaction was investigated by plotting high and low levels of 

physical well-being (+ 1 SD from the mean, centered on 0), when the content was 

schedule related (schedule = 1) and when the content was not schedule related (schedule 

- 0). The relationship between risk to physical well-being and distress is buffered by 

scheduling or timing conflicts when the assessed risk is lower than average and it is 

exacerbated when the assessed risk is higher than average (see Figure 6). Perhaps when 

there is a high risk to personal health or the health of a close other, tensions over 

schedules or timing may be interpreted as a further threat to health or safety, for example 

delaying treatment, and therefore result in higher levels of distress, whereas when the risk 

is low, tensions over schedules or timing may be interpreted as minor and inconsequential 

compared to other types of tensions. 

Table 12 presents the results for the interaction of the stressor attributes with risks to 

psychological well-being. In the first step of the model, there were significant main 
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effects for risks to psychological well-being, involvement of a family member, and job-

related content area on distress. In addition, there was also a significant interaction of 

job-related content with the relationship between appraised risk to self-image and 

distress. This interaction was investigated as in the previous step and the resulting 

interaction presented in Figure 7. This interaction suggests that when the risk to self-

image is low, work-related interpersonal tensions are associated with higher levels of 

distress, yet when the risk to self-image is high, the level of psychological distress 

remains about the same. This is somewhat surprising, as appraisal does not appear to 

matter when the content of an argument is job-related. This raises the question, "Under 

what conditions does appraisal matter?" One possibility is that job-related tensions share 

a common etiology, (e.g., demands and overloads). If so, the impact of an interpersonal 

tension appraised as a risk to psychological well-being (i.e., feelings about self or how 

others feel about you) is simply more of the same (i.e., put off tasks until the bad feeling 

subsides, which may mean more demands or overloads). 

Table 13 presents the results for the interaction of the stressor attributes and risks to 

disrupt routine. In the first step of the model, there were significant main effects for risks 

to disrupt routine and involvement of a family member on distress. For this dimension of 

appraisal there was a significant interaction of financial-related content on the 

relationship between appraised risk to disrupt routine and distress. This interaction was 

investigated as in previous steps and the resulting interaction presented in Figure 9. Here 

again it appears as if the appraisal of risk does not matter when interpersonal tensions are 

about financial topics as the level of distress is similar for both low and high degrees of 
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risk. Conflicts about finances are distressing. One possible explanation for why a risk to 

disrupting routines does not matter for tensions about finances is that for most people, 

financial issues are at the forefront of daily life in the U.S. (e.g., time is money). 

The results of the model examining how the attributes of the stressor modify the 

relationship of material well-being and distress were more complex to interpret. When 

conducted as for the previous appraisal risks, all content areas resulted in a significant 

interaction effect (See Table 14). In an attempt to clarify what might actually be 

occurring, the analyses were repeated, testing for possible moderation effects separately 

by content area (See Table 15). Significant interactions were found for two content areas: 

chores and schedule. For each of these interactions, the appraisal does appear to moderate 

the relationship, though in the opposite direction than what might be expected. The 

interaction of chores and material well-being is displayed in Figure 9. The level of 

distress declines as the degree of risk to material well-being increases. It seems 

counterintuitive that levels of distress are higher at lower degrees of risk to material well-

being. It may be that while the content may be similar at high and low levels of risk, the 

focus of the argument may be different. For example, tensions over household chores 

may reflect differences in priorities (e.g., letting the water run in the shower). Perhaps it 

is the chronic nature of these differences (e.g., the same argument over and over) that 

accounts for the higher levels of distress. However, if the conflict over a household chore 

involves a high risk (e.g., water flooded the bathroom and ruined the ceiling), perhaps the 

focus shifts from arguing over unresolved differences to finding a solution to a common 

problem. 
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Figure 10 displays the interaction of schedule content topics and material well-being. 

As in the previous interaction, the opposite relationship to what might be expected is 

found: the level of distress declines as the degree of risk to material well-being increases. 

The higher level of distress when the apprised risk is low may again suggest that tensions 

over schedules reflect differences in priorities and when faced with a situation with a high 

degree of risk, these differences are put aside to deal with the current problem. For 

example, typical arguments over whether to go to the movies or to the symphony may 

take on a different meaning after being laid off Or it may be that material well-being 

represents a feeling of security and control. Therefore, when conflicts threaten that 

security (e.g., waiting for a contractor to provide an estimate), the level of distress is high 

although the financial risk is low. Yet, if the financial risk is high enough perhaps the 

tension is about finding an alternative solution (e.g., finding another contractor). 
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion 

The main purpose of the present study was to investigate the separate and 

combined ways that both appraisal and stressors influence psychological distress. While 

separate lines of research find strong associations between stressors and distress or 

appraisal and distress, the present study examines the potential ways in which the 

attributes of stressors and the dimensions of appraisal in combination potentially 

influence psychological distress. Though much of the empirical literature concentrates on 

differences between people in both exposure to types of stressors and reactivity to 

stressors, this study focuses on within-person fluctuations, or how people differ from 

themselves in both exposure to a single type of stressor, interpersonal tensions, and 

variation in appraisal of those stressors. Then, possible models for the relationship among 

the attributes of the stressor and dimensions of appraisal are investigated. The main 

findings from this study show that 1) there is considerable within-person variation in 

appraisal; 2) both the dimensions of appraisal and attributes of the stressor separately 

contribute to psychological distress; 3) there is a relationship between specific attributes 

of the stressor and dimensions of appraisal; and 4) combinations of the attributes of the 

stressor and dimensions of appraisal influence psychological distress in different ways. 

Research Question I: Sources of Variation in Response to Stressors 

The first hypothesis states that there will be both between-person differences and 

within-person variations in appraisal. Support for this hypothesis was found initially in 

the descriptive characteristics of the dimensions of appraisal that find variation in both 



96 

between-person and within-person standard deviations. Similarly, the intercorrelations 

among the appraisal dimensions find that there are significant between-person 

associations among the dimensions; these associations hold for the within-person 

correlations as well. These relationships were further examined through a multilevel 

model to simultaneously estimate the sources of both between- and within-person 

variations in appraisal. The use of a multilevel modeling approach makes it possible to 

examine within-person variations in appraisal while controlling for between-person 

differences known to influence appraisal, specifically personality traits, personal 

attributes and resources. These findings present a strong case that differences in appraisal 

are more likely to occur within the same person than between people. 

Theoretical Basis for Findings 

The theoretical framework for this study suggests that the individual is embedded 

in the social situation. In order to understand individual behavior, one needs to 

understand the context of the social setting in which this behavior occurs (Markus & 

Wurf, 1987; Thomas & Thomas, 1928). The interdependency of the individual and the 

situation suggests that individuals adjust their behaviors to adapt to the situation. As the 

situation changes, so too does individual behavior (Markus & Wurf, 1987; Linville & 

Carlston, 1994). If appraisal is an antecedent of behavior, it then follows that individual 

appraisals will vary. Therefore, the circumstances of the current situation should 

influence personal appraisal, and variations in appraisal should be evident within the 

same person. For example, it may be expected that the same person appraises one 

argument as very stressful and appraises another argument as not at all stressful. 
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From this perspective, it is not surprising that these analyses find support for 

within-person variations in appraisal, suggesting that people differ from themselves 

across situations as well as from each other. What is especially interesting is the 

magnitude of the within-person variation both in the aggregate measure of appraisal 

intensity and in each of the four dimensions of appraisal risk. Nearly 80% of the variation 

in risk to physical well-being (i.e., concerns for personal health and safety or the health 

and safety of close others) is within-person. Within-person variations in appraisal risks to 

psychological well-being (i.e., personal feelings about self or other's feelings about you) 

approximate 78%. The smallest proportion of within-person variation is found in 

material well-being (e.g., risk to finances and plans for the future), and even that 

proportion is well over half of the total variation (61 %). These findings provide support 

that individual characteristics may indeed fluctuate not only day-by-day but also 

situation-to-situation (Larsen & Kasimatis, 1991; Magnusson, 1990; Mischel & Shoda, 

1999; Nezlek, 2001, Tennen et al, 2000). If we consider these appraisal dimensions as a 

dynamic measure of individual well-being, then to identify the antecedents of appraisal, 

we must rely less upon stable personality factors and more on the changing circumstances 

of people to understand how the environment may influence both physical and mental 

health. It may be that research linking day-to-day experiences to physical and mental 

health (e.g., Almeida, et al., 2002; Bolger, et al., 1989; Eckenrode 1984; Lazarus 1984) 

better captures the dynamic relationship between environment and individual. If our 

interest is in understanding variations in physical and mental health outcomes over the 

life course, then we need to understand those variations in day-to-day processes 
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(Mroczek et al., in press). Yet, the preponderance of research on the stress process 

focuses on the between-person differences in characteristics that systematically affect the 

relationship between the environment and the individual (e.g., Bouchard, 2003; 

Gallagher, 1990; Hemenover & Dienstbier, 1996; Kobasa, 1979; McRae & Costa, 1986; 

Penley & Tomaka, 2002). 

Implications 

This focus on between-person differences emerged in an effort to understand why 

some people were negatively affected by severe life events while others were not. 

Lazarus and colleagues (Lazarus, 1966,1991, 1999; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) conclude 

that it is personal meaning of the situation that makes individuals respond differently, and 

thus differences in appraisal account for between-person differences in distress. One 

may ask, "To what extent are stressors in the eye of the beholder, as opposed to being 

identifiable in external events (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997; Hobfoll, 1989)?" Lazarus 

(1999) suggests that though the context of the situation provides environmental cues to 

trigger an appraisal, the appraisal is unique to the individual. But if a response to an 

external event is indicative of an individual response style, why do we find the majority 

of the variation in appraisal to be within-person? it may be that the relationship between 

the environment and the individual is less subjective than suggested by the appraisal 

model, and what is perceived by the individual mirrors reality (Aspinwall & Taylor, 

1997). If this is the case, then what appears to be a different response to the same stressor 

may actually be a response to different circumstances that accompany the stressor. This 

finding underscores the importance of considering the context of individual experiences 
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to understand how both appraisal and context may influence distress. Distress is more 

than just a response to personal appraisal. Distress signals an imbalance between the 

individual and the situation and thus initiates a self-regulating process to reestablish 

stability (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; McEwen, 1998; Repetti, Taylor & Seeman, 2002; 

Valiant, 1977). Resolving these imbalances is an ongoing process of individual 

adaptation that may occur within-person as much if not more than betwecn-person. 

Models that focus on between-person differences to explain this process limit our 

understanding of how individuals adapt or where to look for the conditions that may 

influence adaptation. The magnitude of within-person variations found in this study 

indicate the need for future theoretical models of stress and adaptation to consider both 

between- and within-person sources of variations. 

Given that there is substantial within-person variation in appraisal, what accounts 

for these variations? Findings from this study indicate that there are substantial within-

person variations in each dimension of appraisal. Further, within-person variation in three 

of the four domains of risk exceeds that of overall appraisal intensity. This is important 

for two reasons. First, it supports previous research that the relationship of appraisal and 

distress may be influenced by risks to specific aspects of well-being (Dewe, 1993; Peeters 

et al., 1995; Peacock & Wong, 1990; Reisenzein & Hofmann, 1990). Second, it provides 

some direction in identifying the individual factors that may fluctuate and thereby 

influence variations in appraisal. For example, physical well being may be influenced by 

personal physical symptoms (e.g., headache, cold/flu); by personal roles and 

responsibilities (e.g., parent, care-giver); family structure (e.g., size of family and/or 
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extended family, single parent status). Psychological well-being may also be influenced 

by physical symptoms as well as mood, family environment (e.g., abusive, supportive), 

work environment (e.g., challenging, demanding). Disrupted routines may result from 

multiple roles (e.g., parent, worker, spouse) as well as random events (e.g., flat tire, 

broken appliances). Material well-being may be influenced by unexpected financial 

obligations or greater than what was planned. 

Finally, these findings suggest important implications both in understanding 

mental and physical health across the life course and for treating individuals. If a greater 

proportion of the variation in appraisal lies within the person rather than between people, 

then to understand personal behavior we must understand the circumstances in which 

these people live their lives. Repetti, Taylor and Seeman (2002) for example, suggest that 

a variety of emotional and behavioral problems (e.g., aggression, conduct disorder, 

depression) observed in adolescents may emanate from a maladaptive family 

environment (e.g., conflicted, unsupportive, neglectful). They further suggest that these 

problem behaviors may in some way be adaptive behaviors within the family 

environment (e.g., aggressive behavior to keep abusive parents at bay). The solution for 

successful intervention may have as much to do with treating the circumstances of a 

person's life as treating the person's symptoms. 

Research Question 2: Variations in Appraisal and Stressors Influencing Outcomes 

The second hypothesis states that both the attributes of the stressor and 

dimensions of appraisal will independently predict psychological distress. In testing this 

hypothesis, the study extends previous research in several ways. First, this study 
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examines the relationship of stressors and distress at a more granular level than has been 

done before by testing for main effects of the attributes within a specific type of stressor. 

Second, it adds to a limited body of empirical knowledge about the multidimensionality 

of appraisal, by examining overall appraisal intensity and specific domains of risk to test 

for main effects of each of them on distress. Third, this study empirically examines if 

there are independent effects of both the attributes of the stressor and dimensions of 

appraisal on distress when they are examined simultaneously. A discussion of the support 

for each of these points follows. 

Main Effects of Stressors 

In this study, the attributes of the stressor are considered micro-level contextual 

data about the situation and are treated as distinct variables with separate main effects 

(Caspi, et al, 1987). The attributes of the interpersonal tension capture some of the 

circumstances of the situation: content area represents the topic of an interpersonal 

tension, family member identifies who was involved, and severity is an objective 

assessment of the seriousness of the tension. Severity in this study is similar to the type of 

variable used in contextual studies of life events (e.g.. Brown, 1993; Brown & Harris, 

1978; Bifulco, et al., 1998) in that it is based on a composite rating of the overall 

circumstances and personal factors in the situation. In examining the associations of the 

attributes of interpersonal tension and distress, significant main effects were found for 

both severity of the tension and family member involvement on the level of distress. 

These findings held even when controlling for the content of the tensions. The main 

effect for severity extends support for a contextual interpretation of stressors and distress. 
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The circumstances surrounding a situation, even the everyday tensions of a person's life, 

have an effect on daily well-being. What is more surprising, however, is that regardless 

of the severity and content of what you argue about, interpersonal tensions are more 

distressing when family members are involved. Thus, while a combined contextual 

rating may provide a better measure of the strength of the relationship between a stressor 

and distress, it may not be a sufficient measure. There may be specific attributes of the 

situation that are not fully captured in a single contextual rating. 

It was suiprising that none of the content areas had a direct effect on distress. 

Previous studies examining the relationship between stressors and distress found that the 

effects of a stressor differed by content (e.g., Biglan, Rothlind, Hops, & Sherman, 1989; 

Bolger, et. al., 1989, Landreville, 1992). Further, relationship studies examining the 

physiological effects of interpersonal tensions often use topics identified by the couple as 

conflictual (e.g., Coyne, Rohrbaugh, Shoham, Sonnega, Niklas, & Cranford. 2001; 

Kiecolt-Glaser, Newton, Cacioppo, MacCallum, Glaser, Malarkey, 1996). One possible 

reason for the lack of significance in this study may be that the topic areas used are too 

broad and, as such, the kinds of situations that occur within each category range from 

very minor conflicts to more severe ones. It may also be that severity subsumes the 

effects of content area. To test for this possibility, an additional HLM model with the 

content areas predicting severity was conducted. The results of the model show that four 

of the seven content areas were significant predictors: finances, self, scheduling, and job-

related tensions. While this analysis provides some support that severity encompasses 
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the effects of the content, a cautious interpretation is warranted until these findings are 

replicated in subsequent empirical studies. 

Main Effects of Dimensions of Appraisal 

A multidimensional approach to measuring appraisal was used in examining the 

relationship of appraisal and distress. Intensity is similar to aggregate unidimensional 

measures of appraisal used in other appraisal studies. Lazarus (1999) posits that a 

situation is appraised as stressful only when something of personal value is at stake. 

Without a personal stake in the situation, there will be no distress (Lazarus, 1999). 

Peacock and Wong (1990) identify two problems in using only a single item measure of 

appraisal intensity. First, a single-item scale increases the potential for measurement error 

and second, a single-item scale does not inform our understanding of why the stressor is 

stressful. Therefore, in addition to intensity, four measures were used to assess the 

specific dimension of personal risk associated with the interpersonal tension. As 

expected, there were significant main effects for intensity. In addition, even when 

controlling for intensity, there were significant main effects for three of the four domains 

of risk. These findings confirm what is already known about the relationship of personal 

appraisal and distress: when an individual appraises a situation as distressing, it is 

distressing. However, these findings also provide additional evidence that 

multidimensional measures of appraisal may offer a better understanding of how-

appraisal and distress are related. In this study, stronger main effects were found for two 

of the specific domains of risk: disrupt routine and physical well-being. This type of 

information may be important in clarifying what it is about a situation that challenges the 
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individual and therefore which aspects of the situation trigger an appraisal (Krohne, 

1990). 

Independent Effects 

Finding that stressor attributes have significant main effects on distress as do the 

dimensions of appraisal replicates the findings from two distinct research perspectives, 

though it does so on a more micro-analytic level. However, what this study seeks to do is 

integrate the findings from these two perspectives. Underlying the second hypothesis is 

the expectation that some aspects of appraisal and the stressor will independently predict 

distress. Though the context of the situation may influence dimensions of appraisal, are 

there some conditions where attributes of the situation have a separate and unique effect 

on the level of distress reported? In combining the attributes of the stressor and the 

dimensions of appraisal evidence for independent effects is found. There are significant 

effects for four of the five dimensions of appraisal. This strengthens findings from 

previous research on appraisal that individual perceptions of stress lead to distress (e.g., 

Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Sarason & Sarason, 1982; Stone & Neale, 1984) by 

simultaneously including measures of the stressor. However, there is a significant 

independent effect of the stressor as well. When an argument involves a family member, 

there is a direct effect on distress, even after controlling for all dimensions of appraisal. 

This finding is important as it suggests that there may be some aspects of the situation, 

apart from appraisal, that contribute to the level of distress experienced. It is an important 

link for joining the two lines of research, confirming that while the attributes of the 

stressor contribute to appraisal, they may also contribute directly to the level of distress. 
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Thus, it is important to measure both the stressor and the appraisal to understand how 

they may influence distress. 

Does Self-Concept Matter? 

Perhaps most surprising is the lack of significant effects for risks to psychological 

well-being and distress. Both theories of appraisal (e.g., Lazarus, 1999) and self (e.g., 

Burke, 1991) would suggest that situations appraised as threatening to the self-concept 

are predictive of distress. Yet, the risk to psychological well-being (i.e., personal feelings 

about self or other's feelings about you) is the only dimension of appraisal that did not 

have a significant effect on distress, while controlling for other dimensions of appraisal. 

One possible explanation for this result may be that the risks to psychological well-being 

in this study were not as severe as other appraisal dimensions. However, the average 

rating of this risk was second only to risks to disrupting routine. Further, the risks rated 

lower than psychological well-being did significantly predict distress. Another possibility 

is that, while individuals may state that a situation is a threat to self-concept, these effects 

are not long lasting (Swann & Hill, 1982). When faced with a threat to the self-concept, 

the individual may actively seek information to quickly reestablish the integrity of the 

self-concept. Alternatively, individuals may interpret a disturbing situation in a self-

serving way in order to protect the self-concept (Taylor & Brown, 1988; Thoits, 1994, 

1995). In this scenario, the individual may assess a situation as threatening to the self-

concept, but counter that assessment by recasting it in a more positive light. It may just be 

that daily hassles are not of sufficient strength to challenge the core-self. Perhaps chronic 

stressors or severe life events may be useful in examining this further. 
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Research Question 3: Possible Relationships Between Appraisal and Stressors 

The findings for the remaining hypotheses on the relationships among the stressor 

attributes and dimensions of appraisal and how they combine to predict distress were 

more difficult to interpret. One reason for this difficulty is that they arc primarily guided 

by theory with limited and mixed empirical support from previous studies. In this sense, 

they are more exploratory in nature. Another reason is that the pattern of findings raises 

intriguing questions as to the inferences that can be drawn. Overall, the study finds 

support that the specific attributes of stressors and dimensions of appraisal are related. In 

addition, the relationships are stronger for some stressor attributes than for others. 

Finally, there is evidence that they combine to influence distress, though perhaps not as 

initially conceived. The findings as they relate to the specific hypotheses are discussed 

below. 

The Relationship of Interpersonal Tensions and Appraisal 

The most robust support for the third hypothesis, that some of the attributes of the 

stressor will predict appraisal dimensions, is found between stressor severity and 

appraisal. The intercorrelations show a strong relationship between severity of the 

stressor and all dimensions of appraisal, and the multilevel model shows that severity is a 

significant predictor of all dimensions of appraisal. This is not surprising either from a 

contextual approach or an appraisal approach. Both posit that the objective severity of the 

situation influences appraisal. Where they differ is in pathway by which stressors 

influence distress. A contextual approach posits that, taking into account personal history, 

there is a direct pathway from situational factors to distress (e.g.. Brown & Harris, 1978) 
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whereas an appraisal approach posits that situational factors influence distress indirectly: 

the situation influences appraisal and appraisal influence distress. To forther understand 

the relationship of the situation and appraisal, the other attributes of the stressor were 

examined separately (Caspi, et. a), 1987; Krohne, 1990; Wheaton, 1996). 

The relationship between involvement of a family member and appraisal differed 

from that of severity. Whereas there was a significant positive association between 

severity and each domain of appraisal, there is a significant negative association between 

involvement of a family member and two domains of risk: material well-being and 

disrupt routine. Specifically, when an interpersonal tension is appraised as a risk to 

material well-being, the risk is lower when a family member is involved. Similarly, when 

an interpersonal tension is appraised as a risk to disrupting routines, again the risk is 

lower when a family member is involved. This is important as it extends previous 

findings on the structure of stressors themselves. Previous research finds that broad 

categories of stressors, for example, work overload, home demands, financial problems, 

are associated with variations in appraisal (Gunthert, et al.; Peeters et al., 1995; Schwartz 

& Stone, 1993). This study looked at only one broad category of stressors, interpersonal 

tensions, and found variations in appraisal for the specific attributes of the stressor. Thus, 

it may be that there is a texture to stressors that is important in understanding how 

stressors influence both appraisal and distress. These findings suggest that stressors are 

multi-dimensional and, to untangle the influence of a stressor, we need to account for that 

complexity in our measures (Settersten & Mayer, 1997). 
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At a gross level (i.e., intercorrelations), there were some associations between 

content areas and dimensions of appraisal, but no evidence for unique effects. This 

finding was unexpected since previous research has found that the topic of interpersonal 

tensions influences levels of distress (e.g., Caughlin & Vangelisti, 1999; Newton & 

Sanford, 2003; Riesch, et al., 2000). Since four of the seven contents areas were found to 

significantly predict severity, it is possible that the influences of content were subsumed 

by the severity measure. It is also possible that the content areas used in this study 

encompass too broad an array of topics, and thus the measure is not specific enough to 

capture the effects. Speculating further, it may be that the content of the current 

argument is really about some unstated conditions in a person's life (Taylor & Aspinwall, 

1996). Arguments about child discipline might really be about neighborhood safety; 

arguments about chores might really be about upcoming job layoffs. In this sense, it may 

be that the content of an argument can only be understood within the larger social context 

of the individual (Dohrenwend, 1998; Pearlin, 1999). 

The Pathways to Distress: Mediation? Moderation? 

While earlier findings provide support for independent effects of stressor and 

appraisal on distress, the last set of hypotheses tested the possible pathways in which 

stressor attributes and dimensions of appraisal might influence distress. The fourth 

hypothesis tested for the mediating role of appraisal. Appraisal as a mediator of stressor 

attributes is based on both theories of appraisal and of the self. It was hypothesized that 

stressor attributes undermining the self-concept would cue an appraisal, and in turn 

would predict distress. There were two possible mediation pathways; 1) through overall 
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intensity of the appraisal and 2) through specific domains of risk. For stressor severity, 

there was evidence for both mediation pathways. Appraisal intensity mediated the 

association between severity of the interpersonal tension and level of distress. In addition, 

three of the appraisal domains of risk mediated the association between severity of the 

interpersonal tension and level of distress: 1) disrupt routine, material well-being, and 

physical well-being. Appraisal theory (Lazarus, 1966, 1999) posits that the pathway from 

stressor to distress is through cognitive appraisal. Similarly, theories on self and identity 

suggest that distress is the result of an imbalance between the situation and individual 

view of the self in that situation (Burke, 1991; Markus & Nurius, 1986, Markus & Wurf, 

1987). These findings support this interpretation. However, the effects of family member 

involvement were not mediated by appraisal, but rather continued to influence distress 

directly. These findings challenge the hypothesis that appraisal is the only pathway 

through which stressors influence distress. It may be that some attributes of stressors are 

so much a part of the social structure, that they transcend the current situation or personal 

appraisal. If this proposition is correct, then there may be other situational attributes that 

have a similar effect, for example, religiosity, ethnicity, and gender. 

The fifth and final hypothesis states that stressors resulting from role strain or 

overload will moderate the relationship between appraisal and psychological distress. 

This hypothesis is based on a contextual perspective that suggests that the individual is 

embedded within the situation (Pearl in, 1999; Stryker, 1972, 1980) and attributes of the 

situation modify the impact of a stressor (Brown & Harris, 1978; Dohrenwend & 

Dohrenwend, 1981). While previous research on more severe stressors finds that 
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characteristics of the situation cxacerbate the impact of life events while other 

characteristics buffer their effects (e.g., Brown & Harris, 1978; Dohrenwend & 

Dohrenwend, 1981), we tested this relationship at a more granular level than has been 

previously attempted. While these analyses find some support for moderation, not all of 

the findings were consistent with previous research. First, involvement of a family 

member in interpersonal tensions continues to have a direct effect on distress. From this 

finding, it would appear that at least some attributes of a stressor make independent 

contributions to distress, or what Dohrenwend (1998) refers to as an "additive burden". 

Also, there were no significant interactions between family member and overall appraisal 

intensity, suggesting that the environment (i.e., attributes of the stressor) interacts with 

appraisal by influencing specific risks to individual goals and objectives. This may be 

important in understanding what it is about a situation that is threatening to an individual. 

A second finding is that the content of the interpersonal tension appears to play a 

role in the relationship between appraisal and distress not by interacting with appraisal 

intensity but by interacting with specific domains of risk. Each of these interactions is 

discussed further. Narrative examples obtained during the telephone interviews with the 

study participants illustrate how content area and appraisals might be interacting. 

In examining the interaction of the content of the interpersonal tension and 

domains of appraisal risk, we expected to find that the content exacerbated or buffered 

the relationship between appraisal and distress. We did find this relationship in the 

interaction of risks to physical well-being and arguments about schedules. As the 

appraised risk to physical well-being increases, the level of distress is exacerbated when 
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the content of the interpersonal tension is about schedules. The following examples may 

help to clarify this relationship. The first quote is from a woman arguing with her 

husband while driving and is an example of a situation appraised as low risk to physical 

well-being and low level of distress. 

I guess I was criticizing his driving. I told him watch where he's going 
before he kills us. He told me to watch the scenery and not what he's 
doing.. .When somebody does something stupid in traffic you think you're 
going to die, that's kind of upsetting. ..Sometimes my stomach gets upset. 

In contrast, when the appraised risk to physical well-being is high, tensions about 

schedules/driving exacerbate the level of distress as described in the following example, 

again from a woman referring to an argument with her husband. 

I had a doctor's appointment in (city A), which is 45 minutes away, and we had 
that snow storm and I didn't feel comfortable driving in it, so we fought about 
that... I explained 1 didn't feel comfortable driving in this condition...I ended up 
canceling and will have to re-schedule...It was not a good discussion. 

These interactions are in line with an appraisal approach that posits that distress is the 

result of a perceived imbalance between the self and the situation. When the risk to 

physical well-being is low, arguments about schedules/timing may seem less threatening 

to the self than other issues. But once the risk to physical well-being is high enough, 

schedule/timing issues amplify the potential impact to the self by making the threat more 

immediate and therefore more distressing than other issues. 

There are two interactions where the appraisal risk does not appear to influence 

the level of distress: 1) between job related content and risk to psychological well-being; 

and 2) between financial content and risks to disrupt routine. If we conceptualize 

distress as an imbalance between what is desired and what is available instead of 
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conceptualizing it as an imbalance between the self and the situation, a conservation of 

resources approach provides a possible explanation for these findings. A conservation of 

resources approach (Hobfoll, 1989) suggests that distress results from a mismatch 

between demands of the situation and resources available to meet those demands. In 

situations that involve a loss of valued resources, the individual experiences distress. 

Resources may be instrumental (e.g., home, money, possessions) or symbolic (e.g., 

knowledge, respect, power). Perhaps it is that conflicts in certain situations inherently 

involve an imbalance of resources and thus the combination overrides the appraisal. The 

following examples suggest that disagreements at work carry the potential of resource 

loss (i.e., loss of job) without the individual having the resources available (i.e., power) to 

minimize the loss. 

[I had a disagreement] With a co-worker. About a work-matter. It pissed 
me off. Angered me...it could potentially affect my future employment. 
Gets me thinking about other job opportunities. 

We [employee and boss] had a different point of view on something.. .we 
disagreed on the value of goals and to what point these goals have to be 
done. 

There was confusion over an assignment. I'm a gatekeeper at production 
manufacturing factory... we [employee and supervisor] had conflicting 
views as to what facts and data I would be responsible for. 

Just about the work load. [Didn't last] long. Some of it was joking. He's 
[supervisor] under a lot of stress now. Excrement flows down hill. I'm at 
the bottom of the hill. 

I feel like I'm to blame on something I wasn't involved in, I was a witness. 
What they [supervisors] want me to do, filling out an accident report, it 
wasn't my fault so I feel like I shouldn't have to...should be person who 
caused the accident. I don't have a choice...goes in my personal file. I've 
been concerned about whether I'll have a job there or not. 
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It may be that the potential for loss of this valued resource makes disagreements 

about job-related content distressing, regardless of the appraised risk to psychological 

well-being. In job-related tensions, the potential for a real loss may be ever-present. As 

one of the respondents explained, "Anytime anyone questions [my work] I get stressed." 

In contrast, disagreements about non-work topics may not hold that same potential for 

loss and therefore require a higher degree of risk to psychological well-being before they 

are considered as distressing. 

A conservation of resources approach may also explain the interactions of 

arguments about finances and risks to disrupt routines. The following examples suggest 

that when the demand for financial resources exceeds what an individual has available, 

the appraised risk of disruption doesn't matter with respect to the level of distress. 

He [husband] told me he bought a very expensive camera and he hadn't 
discusscd it with me. Four hundred dollars for a used one. For a camera. 
Because he has a hobby, photography I think about this all the time so 
1 cannot concentrate. We can support the family, but it's really something. 

A bill collector called. It's...they wanted more money than I actually had 
to give them right now or they were going to send it to collections. 

He [friend] wanted me to treat him, but I treated him last time. It's money. 

[argued with ex-wife] Specifically, it has to do with the cost of college. 
There's not enough money to pay for things. 

We [wife and her husband] were having dinner, and there was a discussion 
in regards to some money that I got. 1 was giving him half. .. .and he said 
that maybe I should have given it all to him and seen what he did with it. 1 
stormed out of the restaurant and rode around about 10 minutes. 

These examples suggest that interpersonal tensions about financial issues are distressing 

regardless of the degree of disruption to one's routine. Individuals may perceive that all 
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financial demands require redirecting limited resources, and therefore the demand 

exceeds the resources they have available. In contrast, unless arguments about other 

topics are highly disruptive, they do not demand a reallocation of resources. Thus, it is 

the immediate loss of resources and not the appraised risk that makes arguments about 

finances distressing. 

The final interactions, those found in the relationship between material well-being 

and distress, were the most problematic. The interactions were opposite to what might be 

expected for an appraisal approach. Specifically, arguments about household chores or 

schedules seemed to buffer distress levels when the risk to material well-being was high. 

It seems counterintuitive that arguments about seemingly minor topics were assessed as 

more distressing when the risk to material well-being was low, and less distressing when 

the risks were high. These findings are also inconsistent with a conservation of resources 

explanation, as it would seem that higher risks to material well-being would infer a loss 

of more resources and therefore more distress. Examples such as the following were 

examined to attempt to understand what might be taking place. The first quote is an 

example of a low risk / high distress argument about chores. 

He [husbandjwanted me to do something for him-pick up a part at a part 
store-and I was too lazy and said no. We shouted. Stressful because I 
didn't think I did anything wrong. Everyone is entitled to a night out. 

The following example is a high risk / lower distress argument about chores. 

There was a plumbing problem over at the building and I asked her [non-
family member] to not lock the door so we could get in. They had left the 
sink running and took the ceiling down, disaster. And I had just told her 
to not [lock the door], so we had to saw the chain off, [and] she wasn't 
home. So we had a little disagreement about it. 
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A similar inverse relationship is found in arguments about schedules and material well-

being. The first quote is an example of low risk and high distress between a wife and her 

husband. 

He was upset because I was supposed to take the day off, and 1 can't. 1 
found out I couldn't get the day off... We argued last night and today. He 
was upset that my job takes precedence over him. He let me know he was 
mad. He is still upset, but he will get over it. 

This next quote is an example of an interpersonal tension between a wife and her husband 

with a high risk to material well-being and a lower level of distress. 

We were having a disagreement as to how soon the house should be sold 
and everything involved with it. The urgency of it... it wasn't even an 
argument, just a stressful conversation.. .it's a major decision. 

It may be that there is an ambiguity in these arguments that masks the actual relationship 

between the situation and distress. Perhaps when the risk to material well-being is low, 

the arguments really are not about chores or schedules. Picayune items, such as chores or 

scheduling, may be the catalyst for airing differences about other issues, such as control, 

or respect, though this is not clear in the explanations provided by the respondent. Yet 

when the risk to material well-being is high, there is more specificity provided about the 

content of the argument (e.g., money, possessions, purchases). As one of the participants 

who frequently argued with his wife over the same chores put it, "when there is anything 

that's big that matters we can come to some sort of an agreement, so it's not a big deal." 

Summary 

As expected, there are relationships among stressor attributes and dimensions of 

appraisal. Yet, there are a number of ways in which they may influence distress. First, the 

attribute of the stressor may have a direct and additive effect on distress, as was found for 
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the involvement of a family member. These may be more global attributes, so much a 

part of the social structure that they transcend the current situation or personal appraisal. 

Second, while the context of the situation may trigger specific dimensions of appraisal, 

appraisal does not explain all of the influence of a stressor on distress. That leads to the 

third, and perhaps, the most intriguing way in which stressors and appraisal influence 

distress: the interaction of the two. If the interaction of appraisals and stressors occurs 

through an imbalance in resources available and resources demanded, future research 

might need to consider how situations differ in the demands they place on individuals to 

understand the types of stressors that are likely to emerge from the situation and whom 

they will affect. 

Limitations 

Although this study has provided unique information on the relationships among 

appraisals and stressors, it has also raised a number of questions, particularly regarding 

the combined effects of the two on distress. Thus, it is necessary to consider these 

findings in light of limitations in the present study. 

One limitation in the present study is the use of only a few attributes of the 

stressor to examine the associations with dimensions of appraisal. The circumstances of 

the current situation encompass such a wide array of contextual factors that it is difficult 

to know which attributes are the most influential. Though this study has taken a step 

towards identifying some of those attributes, it is likely that other contextual factors are 

equally important. This may be most evident in interpreting the interactions of appraisals 

and stressors. 
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An additional limitation in the present study is the focus on only one type of 

stressor. Focusing on interpersonal tensions reduces the number of alternative 

explanations for the findings. This is helpful for identifying other factors that might be 

important in untangling the relationship of stressors and appraisals. However, it is 

possible that both the factors that influence these relationships, as well as the 

relationships themselves, are different for other stressors. This may be the case for both 

other broad categories of stressor (e.g., chronic stressors, life events) as well as other 

types of daily hassles (e.g., home demands, work overloads). 

These findings also suggest that there are likely to be other factors in a person's 

life that influence these relationships. Thus, it is necessary to look outside the current 

stressor for factors that may contribute to within-person variations in appraisal. Given 

that so many interpersonal tensions involve close others, perhaps the next step might be 

to examine the attributes of the relationship context itself. These include both enduring 

qualities of the relationship (e.g., length of time in relationship, type of relationship) and 

more subjective attributes (e.g., intimacy, mutuality, satisfaction). Other factors that may 

contribute to within-person variations include both proximal factors, such as the timing of 

the stressor (e.g., weekend or weekday) and the domain in which the stressor occurs (e.g., 

work, home) as well as more distal circumstances in the individual's life, such as ongoing 

situations (e.g., neighborhood, working conditions, health status) and recent events (e.g., 

job promotion, birth of a child). 

Finally, these fmdings are based on an adult population, drawn from a large 

national sample. Such a sample makes it possible to identify relationships and factors that 
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offer insights into the possible ways that stressors and appraisals may influence 

individual well-being. However, it is possible that these findings may vary in systematic 

ways in more targeted samples. If distress results from an imbalance of resources, then 

the interpretation of demands people face may vary with the resources they have 

available. Thus, distress in people with extreme time pressures may be less influenced by 

appraisal (e.g., medical residents, air traffic controllers) than people who have fewer time 

demands (e.g., retirees). Further, people lacking adequate material resources (e.g., those 

low in SES, unemployed, elderly) may be more influenced by appraisal than people who 

have adequate material resources. 

Future Research 

Despite these limitations, these findings provide many possibilities for future 

research. One area that has been alluded to in previous sections is identifying other 

attributes of the current situation that may influence these relationships. While other 

studies have considered both stressor and appraisal, there are few that obtain separate 

measures of both and then examine the relationships among those specific measures. 

Examining the relationships at this more detailed level may provide additional insight 

into the mechanics of the stress process and how these factors influence individual well-

being. 

In addition, these findings raise interesting questions that can only be answered 

through additional research. For example, is the wide proportion of within-person 

variation in appraisals found in this study similar to the variations that might exist in 

other types of daily stressors or other broad classifications of stressors? In a similar vein, 
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it is important to re-examine the relationships between stressors and appraisals by 

including multiple types of stressors in the same study. It may be that the presence, or 

absence, of different types of stressors further influences the relationships observed in 

this study. 

Finally, while there is a strong theoretical basis for examining the relationship of 

stressors and appraisal through the self-concept, expected findings about this relationship 

did not emerge in this study. It may be that the measures of impact to the self-concept 

used in this study were not able to detect these relationships. It may also be that the 

expected relationship exists only for more permanent or life changing stressors. It 

remains for future research to examine these possibilities. 

Concluding Remarks 

To understand variations in the stress response, two separate research traditions 

have developed: one that focuses on appraisal (e.g., Lazarus, 1966,1999; Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984) and the other on stressors (e.g. Pearlin, Menaghan, Lieberman, & 

Mullan, 1981). While theory suggests that the mechanisms that link stress to well-being 

involve both constructs, there are too few empirical studies that systematically examine 

them together. Thus, the present study attempted to integrate research findings from 

these two traditions by simultaneously examining the dimensions of appraisal and the 

attributes of the stressor. While previous research has concentrated on identifying 

between-person differences in appraisal that may account for variations in the stress 

process (e.g., Coyne, et al., 1981; Kobasa, 1979; McRae & Costa, 1986), this study 

considered the possibility that within-person variability might play an important role. 
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Perhaps the most important finding from this study is that the sources of variation in 

appraisal are more likely to be found within the person. Given this substantial proportion 

of within-person variation, there are strong implications for subsequent research on the 

stress process. For one, it suggests that appraisals may have less of a personal and 

subjective influence on distress than previously conceived (Lazarus, 1999). For another, 

it places an emphasis on the situation to identify the antecedent conditions of the stress 

process. 

In addition to identifying the sources of variation in appraisal, this study also 

attempted to untangle the separate effects of appraisal and stressor. This untangling was 

done in three ways; first, by examining each construct at a more granular level than has 

previously been undertaken; second, by examining the relationships among the 

dimensions of appraisal and the attributes of the stressor; and third, by exploring the 

pathways through which the two combine to influence distress. Findings from this effort 

provide empirical support that there are multiple pathways by which dimensions of 

appraisal and attributes of the stressor independently and collectively influence distress. 

These pathways may be direct, additive or multiplicative. Specifically, findings show 

that: 1) attributes of stressors and dimensions of appraisal may independently influence 

distress; 2) dimensions of appraisal may mediate stressor attributes; and 3) the two may 

interact in intriguing ways. 

Lazarus (1999) posits that while it is valuable to look at the interplay of the social 

system and the individual, one cannot be reduced to the other. The findings from this 

study suggest that neither does one substitute for the other. Perhaps it is as Wheaton 
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(1996) suggests, that to advance our understanding of the mechanisms of the stress 

process, we have to disaggregate the components of the process before we can re-

aggregate them. 



Appendix A 

Tables 
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Table 1: Demographic comparison of the MIDUS sample and the NSDE subsamples 

Interpersonal 

Demographic Variable Breakdown 

MIDUS 
Sample 

% 

NSDE 
Subsample 

% 

Tension 
Subsampli 

% 

Age Young Adults, 25-39 33.2 33.5 38.9 
Midlife Adults, 40-59 46.0 45.0 47.8 
Older Adults, 60-74 20.8 21.5 13.3 

Gender Males 48.5 45.5 37.3 
Females 51.5 54.5 62.7 

Education 12 years or less 39.2 37.7 35.0 
13 years or more 60.8 62.3 65.0 

Marital Status Married 64.1 65.4 65.2 
All Others 35.9 34.6 34.8 

Children in Household Yes 39.0 37.8 44.0 
No 61.0 62.2 56.0 

Race Caucasian 84.1 86.3 89.1 
African American 10.8 9.7 5.1 
All Other Races 5.1 4.0 5.8 
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Table 2. Rotated factors pattern 

Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 
Variable Psychological Physical Material 

Well-Being Well-Being Well-Being 

How you feel about yourself 0.1558 0.1112 

How other feel about you 'J.i-T-t ' -0.0355 -0.0173 

Personal health or safety 0.0882 J.?;. 3 0.2267 

Well-being of close others 0.0384 3?:%^ -0.0895 

Plans for the future 0.0168 0.2542 

Finances 0.0770 -0.1140 
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Table 3. Descriptive characteristics of stressor variables 

% of 
Interpersonal 

Tensions BAV SD W/ISD 

Content 

Self .18 0.12 0.37 

Financial .10 0.08 0.29 

Chores .07 0.09 0.23 

Schedules .08 0.08 0.26 

Job Related .18 0.18 0.34 

General Disagreement .17 0.13 0.35 

Home .15 0.18 0.31 

Familv Member .56 0.34 0.36 

Severity 1.55" 0.44 0.59 

® Represents the mean severity rating across all interpersonal tensions 
n = 753 participants, 1685 events 



Table 4. Descriptive characteristics of appraisal dimension and distress variables 

M BA¥ SD W/I SD 

Intensity^ 2.59 0.52 0.75 

Domains of Risk b 

Disrupt Routine 2.37 0.57 0.92 

Material Well-Being 1.32 0.46 0.58 

Physical Well-Being 1.35 0.30 0.59 

Psychological Well-Being 1.68 0.38 0.71 

Distress " 2.88 3.48 3.32 

®  n  = 753 participants, 1685 events 
b n = 534 participants, 1007 events 



Table 5. Between-person (lower quadrant) and within-person (upper quadrant) correlations 
among appraisal intensity, distress, and domains of risk 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. Intensity" .17*** .15** .21*** .14*** 21*** 

Domains of Risk b 

2. Disrupt Routine .32*** .25*** .31*** .29*** 

3. Material Well-Being .16*** 3 J •** .21*** .15** .28*** 

4. Physical Well-Being .14** .28*** .30*** .21*** .24*** 

5. Psychological Well-Being .11* .30*** .28*** J g*** 

6. Distress" .36*** .14** .19*** .13** 

® n = 753 participants, 1685 events 
b n  = 534 participants, 1007 events 
* p < .05 
** p< .01 
*** p<.001 



Table 6. Between-person and within-person correlations of stressor severity to 
appraisal domains and distress 

Between Person Within-Person 
Severity Severity 

1. Intensity ® .42*** 49*** 

2. Distress ® .23*** .15*** 

Domains of Ri.sk b 

3. Disrupt Routine .24*** .20*** 

4. Material Weil-Being .22*** 39*** 

5. Physical Well-Being .15** .25*** 

6. Psychological Weil-Being .09* .15** 

® n = 753 participants, 1685 events 
b n = 534 participants, 1007 events 
* p < .05 
** p < .01 
*** /?< .001 



Table 7. Pooled bivariate within-person regression - estimates and standard errors of stressor attributes predicting appraisal dimensions and 
psychological distress 

Disrupt Material Physical Psychological 
Intensity Distress Routine Weli-Being Weil-Being Weil-Being 

Variables B SEE B SEB B SEB B SE B B SEB B SEB 

Content: 

Self 0.04 .054 0.08 .255 -0.02 .085 -0.08 .057 0.04 .054 0.04 .065 

Financial 0.18** .070 0.21 .332 0.04 .106 0.27*** .070 0.01 .066 0.05 .080 

Chores -0.11 .085 -0.32 .399 0.07 .138 -0.17 .091 -0.09 .086 -0.13 .104 

Schedules -0.08 .076 -0.16 .361 -0.19 .123 -0.04 .083 0.09 .077 -0.10 .093 

Job -0.03 .056 0.18 .270 0.24** .088 0.15* .059 -0.06 .055 0.01 .067 

Home 0.14* .061 -0.15 .292 -0.06 .090 -0.11 .061 -0.03 .057 -0.02 .068 

General -0.15** .057 -0.10 .271 -0.07 .094 -0.04 .062 0.01 .059 ' -0.03 .071 

Family Member 0.03 .046 0.33 .232 -0.28*** .072 -0.26*** .049 -0.06 .045 -0.02 .054 

«=534 participants, 1007 events 
*  p  <  .05 
** p< .01 
*** /7<.001 
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Table 8. Hierarchical linear models - within-person estimates and standard errors of 
stressor attributes predicting psychological distress 

Step 1 Step 2 
Variables B SE B B SE B 

STRESSOR ATTRIBUTES 
Content 

Self -0.91 1.237 -0.52 2.321 

Financial -1.20 1.259 -0.94 2.335 

Chores -1.12 1.267 -0.76 2.358 

Schedules -0.96 1.263 -0.75 2.358 

Job -0.70 1.250 0.03 2.338 

Home -1.19 1.245 -1.05 2.315 

General -1.15 1.239 -0.59 2.311 

Familv Member 0.57* .269 1.02* .412 

Severity 0.94*** .146 0.05 .217 

APPRAISAL DIMENSIONS 
Intensity 1.10** .349 

Domains of Risk 
Disrupt Routine 0.59** * .162 

Material Wcll-Being 0.72** .245 

Physical Well-Being 0.88*** .247 

Psychological Well-Being 0.37 .206 

Note: Models adjust for SES, age, gender, marital status, neuroticism and extraversion 
«=534 participants, 1007 events 
*  p < . 0 5  
* *  p < . O l  
*** /J <.001 



Table 9. Hierarchical linear models - within-person estimates and standard errors of combined stressor attributes 
predicting appraisal dimensions 

Disrupt Material Physical Psychological 
Intensity Routine Well-Being Weil-Being Well-Being 

Variables B SE B B SE B B SE B B SE B B SE B 

Content: 

Self 0.14 .253 -0.03 .514 0.05 .339 0.32 .321 0.00 .395 

Financial 0.15 .257 -0.07 .518 0.30 .341 0.26 .323 -0.03 .398 

Chores 0.08 .259 0.19 .523 0.07 .344 0.21 .326 -0.12 .402 

Schedules 0.08 .257 -0.14 .521 0.12 .343 0.39 .325 -0.10 .400 

Job 0.07 .255 0.16 .519 0.11 .341 0.27 .323 -0.04 .399 

Home 0.25 .254 0.07 .513 0.13 .338 0.29 .320 -0.02 .394 

General 0.06 .253 -0.00 .513 0.15 .337 0.32 .320 -0.03 .394 

Familv Member -0.01 .053 -0.26** .089 -0.24*** .059 0.05 .055 -0.01 .068 

Severitv 0.48*** .029 0.31*** .044 0.25*** .029 0.17*** .028 0.13*** .034 

«=534 participants, 1007 events 
** p< .01 
*** p < .001 
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Table 10. Hierarchical linear models - within-person estimates and standard errors of stressor 
attributes moderating the relationship between intensity and psychological distress 

Step 1 Step 2 
Variables B SEB B S E B  

Intensity 0.81*** .143 0.55 .649 

Self 0.03 .433 0.00 .434 

Financial -0.05 .478 -0.09 .482 

Chores -0.33 .535 -0.32 .538 

Schedules -0.21 .507 -0.22 .508 

Job 0.37 .464 0.35 .466 

Home -0.36 .460 -0.37 .461 

General -0.07 .442 -0.07 .445 

Family Member 0.62* .268 0.61* .268 

Self X Intensity -0.14 .711 

Financial x Intensity 0.19 .829 

Chores x Intensity -0.11 .834 

Schedules x Intensity -0.91 .820 

Job X Intensity 0.15 .742 

Home X Intensity -0.47 .720 

General x Intensity 0.32 .711 

Family Member x Intensity 0.55 .398 

Note: Models adjust for SES, age, gender, marital status, neuroticism and extraversion 
/i=534 participants, 1007 events 
* p < .05 
*** /7<.001 
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Table 11. Hierarchical linear models - within-person estimates and standard errors of stressor 

attributes moderating the relationship between physical well-being and psychological distress 

Step 1 Step 2 
Variables B S E B  B SEB 

Physical Well-Being 1.63*** .278 2.76* 1.107 

Self 1.00 .662 0.95 .664 

Financial 0.84 .708 0.81 .709 

Chores 0.44 .828 0.50 .829 

Schedules 0.32 .775 0.05 .781 

Job 1.68* .704 1.64* .705 

Home 0.29 .680 0.24 .681 

General 0.73 .684 0.77 .686 

Family Member 0.83* .407 0.76 .410 

Self X Physical Well-Being -1.33 1.140 

Financial x Physical Well-Being -1.80 1.425 

Chores x Physical Well-Being -0.29 1.598 

Schedules x Physical Well-Being 3.09* 1.535 

Job X Physical Well-Being -1.79 1.353 

Home X Physical Well-Being -0.17 1.222 

General x Physical Well-Being 0.31 1.317 

Family Member x Physical Well-Being -0.92 .736 

Note: Models adjust for SES, age, gender, marital status, neuroticism and extraversion 
«=534 participants, 1007 events 
* p < .05 
*** .001 
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Table 12. Hierarchical linear models - within-person estimates and standard errors of stressor 
attributes moderating the relationship between psychological well-being and psychological 
distress 

Step 1 Step 2 
Variables B S E B  B SEB 

Psychological Well-Being 1.19*** .245 2.31* .994 

Self 0.70 .661 0.84 .666 

Financial 0.55 .710 0.70 .716 

Chores 0.32 .833 0.57 .840 

Schedules 0.37 .779 0.43 .788 

Job 1.55* .707 1.59* .712 

Home 0.05 .681 0.19 .686 

General 0.56 .685 0.68 .690 

Family Member 0.87* .410 0.86* .410 

Self X Psychological Well-Being -1.45 1.069 

Financial x Psychological Well-Being -1.99 1.244 

Chores x Psychological Well-Being 0.21 1.447 

Schedules x Psychological Well-Being -1.75 1.565 

Job X Psychological Well-Being -2.75* 1.221 

Home X Psychological Well-Being -0.89 1.078 

General x Psychological Well-Being 0.17 1.170 

Family Member x Psychological Well-Being 0.10 .628 

Note: Models adjust for SES, age, gender, marital status, neuroticism and cxtraversion 
«=534 participants, 1007 events 
* p<.05 
*** p<mi 
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Table 13. Hierarchical linear models - within-person estimates and standard errors of stressor 
attributes moderating the relationship between disrupting routine and psychological distress 

Step 1 Step 2 
Variables B S E B  B S E B  

Disrupt Routine 1.12*** .190 2.00* .877 

Self 0.47 .656 0.38 .662 

Financial 0.32 .706 0.29 .713 

Chores -0.27 .827 -0.38 .832 

Schedules -0.01 .774 -0.10 .781 

Job 1.06 .702 1.07 .712 

Home -0.21 .677 -0.32 .684 

General 0.29 .681 0.25 .689 

Family Member 0.95* .408 1.05* .410 

Self X Disrupt Routine 0.75 .943 

Financial x Disrupt Routine -2.30* 1.143 

Chores x Disrupt Routine -0.56 1.172 

Schedules x Disrupt Routine -0.30 1.120 

Job X Disrupt Routine -1.37 1.015 

Home X Disrupt Routine -0.75 .984 

General x Disrupt Routine 0.04 .986 

Family Member x Disrupt Routine -0.22 .495 

Note: Models adjust for SES, age, gender, marital status, neuroticism and extraversion 
n=534 participants, 1007 events 
*  p < M  
*** p<mi 
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Table 14. Hierarchical linear models - within-pcrson estimates and standard errors of stressor 
attributes moderating the relationship between material well-being and psychological distress 

Step 1 Step 2 
Variables B S E B  B SEB 

Material Weil-Being 0.85** .2951 5.25*** 1.212 

Self 0.52 .670 0.16 .672 

Financial 0.30 .724 -0.03 .740 

Chores -0.10 .836 -0.70 .847 

Schedules 0.07 .791 0.60 .797 

Job 1.28 .716 0.78 .721 

Home -0.11 .690 -0.49 .693 

General 0.37 .694 -0.08 .697 

Family Member 1.09** .414 0.99* .412 

Self X Material Well-Being -3.81** 1.381 

Financial x Material Well-Being -5.02** 1.575 

Chores x Material Well-Being -6.30*** 1.554 

Schedules x Material Well-Being -8.03*** 1.859 

Job X Material Well-Being -3.56* 1.425 

Home X Material Well-Being -4.16** 1.399 

General x Material Well-Being -4.35** 1.424 

Family Member x Material Well-Being -0.48 .779 

Note: Models adjust for SES, age, gender, marital status, neuroticism and extraversion 
«=534 participants, 1007 events 
* p<.05 
** /?< .01 

p< .001 
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Table 15. Hierarchical linear models - stressor attributes moderating the relationship between material 
well-being and psychological distress 

Variables 
Step 1 

B SEE 
Step 2 

B SEE 
Step3 

B SEB 

Model 1 
Material Well-Being 
Self 
Self X Material Well-Being 

0.81^ .290 0.81** .290 
0.11 .388 

0.72* 
0.11 
0.46 

.329 

.388 

.777 

Model 2 
Material Well-Being 
Financial 
Financial x Material Well-Being 

0.81** .290 0.82** .292 
-0.11 .489 

0.91** 
0.02 

-0.96 

.309 

.509 
1.123 

Model 3 
Material Well-Being 
Chores 
Chores x Material Well-Being 

0.81** .290 0.81** .291 
-0.23 .624 

1.02*** 
-0.44 
-2.54* 

.304 

.629 
1 . 1 1 1  

Model 4 
Material Well-Being 
Schedule 
Schedule x Material Well-Being 

0.81** .290 0.81** .290 
-0.17 .570 

1.01*** 

-0.45 
-4.20** 

.299 

.576 
1.475 

Model 5 
Material Well-Being 
Job 
Job X Material Well-Being 

0.81** .290 0.79** .290 
0.49 .407 

0.59 
0.43 
1.06 

.329 

.409 

.838 

Model 6 
Material Well-Being 
Home 
Home X Material Well-Being 

0.81** .290 0.84** .290 
-0.26 .146 

0.85** 
-0,26 

-0.27 

.321 

.416 

.838 

Model 7 
Material Well-Being 
General 
General x Material Well-Being 

0.81** .290 0.81** .290 
0.05 .421 

0.89** 
0.06 

-0.58 

.315 

.421 

.947 

Model 8 
Material Well-Being 0.81* 
Family Member 
Family Member x Material Well-Being 

.290 0.87** .293 
0.54 .353 

1.38** 
0.55 

-0.85 

.487 

.353 

.654 

Note: Models adjust for SES, age, gender, marital status, neuroticism and extraversion 
n=534 participants, 1007 events 
* p < .05 
** p< .01 
*** p < .001 
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ATTRIBUTES 

Figure 1: Independent effects of appraisal dimensions and stressor attributes 
on psychological distress 
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STRESSOR APPRAISAL PSYCHOLOGICAL 
ATTRIBUTES DIMENSIONS DISTRESS 

Figure 2: Appraisal dimensions mediate the effects of stressor attributes on 
psychological distress 
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Figure 3: Stressor attributes moderate the relationship between appraisal 
dimension and psychological distress 
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Figure 5. Stressor severity mediated by appraisal 
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Figure 6. Schedule/timing topic moderating the relationship between risk to physical well-being and distress 
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Figure 7. Job topic moderating the relationship between psychological well-being and distress 
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Figure 8. Moderating effects of financial topic on relationship between disrupt routine and distress 
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Figure 9. Moderating effect of schedule topic on relationship between material well-being and distress 
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Figure 10. Moderating effect of chores topic on relationship between material well-being and distress 
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Daily Inventory of Stressful Events (DISE) 

Stem Question Examples of Probes for Description 

Did vou have an argument or disagreement 
with anyone since this time yesterday? 

Think of the most stressful disagreement or 
argument you had since (this time/we 
spoke) yesterday. Who was that with? 

Since (this time/we spoke) yesterday, did 
anvthine happen that vou could have 
argued about but you decided to let pass in 
order to avoid a disagreement? 

What happened and why did you decide 
not to get into an argument about it? 

Since (this time/we spoke) yesterday, did 
anything hapoen at Vv'ork or school other 
than what you've already mentioned, that 
most people would consider stressful? 

How does this affect your job? 

Since (this time/we spoke) yesterday, did 
anything happen at home (other than what 
you've already mentioned,) that most 
people would consider stressful? 

Have you had any problems with this in the 
past? 

Many people exoerience discrimination on 
the basis of such things as race, sex, or age. 
Did anything like this happen to you since 
(this time/we spoke) yesterday? 

Think of the most stressful incident of this 
sort. What was the basis for the 
discrimination you experienced — your 
race, sex, age, or something else? 

Since (this time/we spoke) yesterday, did 
anything happen to a close friend or 
relative (other than what you've already 
mentioned) that turned out to be stressful 
for you? 

Think of the most stressful incident of this 
sort. Who did this happen to? 

Did anything else happen to you since (this 
time/we spoke) yesterday that most people 
would consider stressful? 

What happened and what about it would 
most people consider stressful? 
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Domains of Risk 



Domains of Risk 

For events identified as: 3) somewhat stressful or 4) very Stressful, ask the following: 

How much were the following things at risk in this situation? 

1 - not at all 2 - a little 3 - some 4 - a lot 

• How much did it risk disrupting your daily routine? 

• How much did it risk your financial situation? 

• How much did it risk the way you feel about yourself? 

• How much did it risk the way other people feel about you? 

• How much did it risk your physical health or safety? 

• How much did it risk the health or well-being of someone you care about? 

• How much did it risk your plans for the future? 



Appendix E 

Derived Content Areas 



Content Areas Derived from Original Content Categories 

Original Categories Frequency Content Area 

Respect/disrespect 3.55 Self 

Personal tastes 9.55 Self 

Sex 6.92 Self 

Value differences 2.33 Self 

Safety/health 7.23 Self 

Miscommunication 4.53 Self 

Substance use 0.61 Self 

Financial issues 6.55 Money 

Possessions 4.96 Money 

Household chores 14.70 Chores 

T iming/ schedules 1.16 Schedules 

Transportation 2.69 Schedules 

Job procedures 2.88 Job 

Interaction with boss 1.41 Job 

Disciplining employee 1.47 Job 

Recreational activities 1.16 General 

General disagreement 15.74 General 

Bad news 1.96 General 

Family issues 2.27 Family 

Child's schoolwork 7.72 Family 

Discipline/correct child 0.61 Family 



Frequency of Interpersonal Tensions by Content Area 

Self 311 

Money 167 

Chores 115 

Schedules 138 

Job 302 

General 277 

Family 259 
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Mean Differences in Appraisal and Stressor Attributes 



Table 16. Comparison of mean differences in content, appraisal dimension, and distress 

Self Finances Chores Job Schedule Home General F 

Intensity " 2.73 2.84 2.54 2.64 2.56 2.81 2.53 3.51*** 

Domains of Risk b 
Disrupt Routine 2.44 2.52 2.44 2.64 2.19 2.37 2.32 1.90 

Material Well-Being 1.33 1.70 1.27 1.53 1.40 1.30 1.34 4.34*** 

Physical Weil-Being 1.46 1.45 1.31 1.35 1.45 1.36 1.38 0.89 

Psychological Well-Being 1.78 1.75 1.66 1.75 1.62 1.70 1.69 0.79 

Distress" 3.50 3.29 2.90 3.56 3.37 3.69 3.35 0.45 

" n - 753 participants, 1685 events 
b n = 534 participants, 1007 events 

*** p < .001 
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Table 17. Comparison of mean differences in family member involvement, appraisal 
dimension and distress 

Family Non-Family F 

Intensity " 2.68 2.67 0.13 

Domains of Risk b 

Disrupt Routine 2.31 2.60 18.08*** 

Material Weil-Being 1.32 1.56 23.25*** 

Physical Well-Being 1.43 1.37 1.99 

Psychological Well-Being 1.73 1.72 0.02 

Distress 3.73 3.12 5.57* 

" n = 753 participants, 1685 events 
b n- 534 participants, 1007 events 

• p < m  
*** /?< .001 
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The University of 160 

Human Subjects Protection Program 
http://www.irb.arizona.edu 

ARIZONA« 1350 N. Vine Avenue 
PO. Box 245137 
Tucson, AZ 85724-5137 
(520) 626-6721 

TUCSON ARIZONA 

17 October 2003 

Joyce Serido, PhD Candidate 
Advisor: David Almeida, PhD 
College of Agriculture 
Department of Family and Consumer Science 
PO BOX 210033 

RE: APPRAISAL AND INTERPERSONAL TENSIONS: UNTANGLING THE STRESS 
PROCESS 

Dear Ms. Serido: 

We have received documents concerning your above referenced project. This project involves 
analysis of existing anonymous data. Therefore, regulations published by the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services [45 CFR Part 46.101 (b) (4 )] exempt this type of research from review 
by our Committee. 

Exempt status is granted with the understanding that no further changes or additions will be made 
without the review and approval of the Human Subjects Committee and your College or 
Departmental Review Committee. 

Thank you for informing us of your work. If you have any questions concerning the above, please 
contact this office. 

Sincerely, 

Rebecca Dahl, R.N., Ph.D. 
Director 
Human Subjects Protection Program 

cc: Department/'Coliege Review Committee 
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