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 Two studies were conducted to examine if and how failure can lead to subsequent 

psychological flourishing. Both studies used the context of individuals‘ biggest job-

related failure or most significant challenge to test a proposed model of adaptive response 

to failure. Specifically, it was proposed that, at a cognitive/emotional level, an adaptive 

response to failure is characterized by acceptance of negative emotions and self-

acceptance. Further, it was proposed that at a behavioral level, an adaptive response to 

failure involves goal disengagement coupled with goal reengagement, including 

reengaging with new goals that are intrinsically meaningful. These complementary 

studies both examined the relationship between individuals‘ response to failure and 

psychological flourishing. Studies were conducted with different participant samples and 

used complementary designs to provide converging evidence for the proposed model. 

Using a random sampling process to recruit participants, Study 1 (N = 50) consisted of 

semi-structured interviews with individuals from the Austin community. Study 2 (N = 

101) was an online study and consisted of a series of questionnaires and a writing task. 
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Analyses were conducted on interviews, questionnaires, and writings to examine the 

relationships between response to failure, including acceptance of negative emotions, 

self-acceptance, goal disengagement, and goal reengagement, and psychological 

flourishing. Overall, findings underscored the significance of acceptance and goal 

reengagement in predicting psychological flourishing after failure. Goal reengagement, in 

particular, consistently predicted subsequent flourishing. Results also indicated that in 

response to failure, both persistence toward meeting established goals and moving 

beyond established goals can lead to subsequent flourishing. These findings imply that 

flexibility, rather than adherence to a singular response, may be adaptive in responding at 

a behavioral level to failure. Furthermore, results showed that failures characterized by 

higher emotional distress can lead to greater subsequent psychological flourishing than 

failures characterized by low levels of emotional distress. Overall, both studies 

demonstrate that failure, when responded to in an adaptive way, can lead to a broad range 

of positive psychological outcomes. 
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Chapter 1: Background 

 When Captain Benjamin Willard, a character in the film ―Apocalypse Now,‖ 

perused Colonel Walter Kurtz‘s files, he discovered that although Kurtz‘s resume was 

packed with accolades dating back to when he graduated second in his class from West 

Point, Kurtz chose to join the Green Berets, where the highest rank he could achieve was 

Colonel. Staring at the papers, Captain Willard mumbled to himself: ―He could have 

gone for General, but he went for himself instead.‖ The phrase, ―he went for himself,‖ 

speaks of an ethos of making decisions for intrinsic reasons based on one‘s core values 

and for one‘s core self. This ethos is juxtaposed with a mentality of making decisions for 

extrinsic reasons of trying to achieve status, accrue wealth, or impress others (i.e., going 

for General). It is proposed that going for oneself is one of many behaviors that leads to 

psychological flourishing, a state in which a person not only experiences satisfaction with 

life but also self-acceptance, personal growth, and a sense of purpose (Keyes, 2003).  

Why Study Flourishing? 

 Many contemporary researchers believe that a negative, or problem-focused, bias 

exists in psychology, which inhibits the understanding of successful human functioning 

(Sheldon & King, 2001). Clinical psychology, in particular, focuses primarily on 

psychopathology to the detriment of a comprehensive understanding of the nature of 

psychological well-being and happiness (Seligman, 2002; Sheldon & King, 2001). 

Positive psychology seeks to address this shortcoming in conventional theory and 

research in psychology, expanding the focus of psychology to include the study of 

happiness, growth, and flourishing (Seligman, Steen, Park, & Peterson, 2005; Sheldon & 
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King, 2001). Within the field of positive psychology, researchers have called for more 

studies evaluating not only positive predictors, like optimism and courage, but also 

positive outcomes (Peterson & Chang, 2003). Research focused on flourishing seeks to 

address that need. More specifically, researchers in the area of positive psychology have 

argued that more work needs to be done on the psychological factors that foster human 

flourishing (Keyes & Haidt, 2003).  

 If positive psychology is the study of ―what works‖ and ―what is right‖ with 

human functioning (Sheldon & King, 2001), flourishing describes that optimal 

functioning. In general, it is defined as a state in which a person not only feels positive 

emotion and satisfaction toward life but is also functioning well psychologically (e.g., 

experiencing self-acceptance, growth, purpose, autonomy, and meaningful relationships) 

and socially (e.g., experiencing social contribution and integration) (Keyes, 2003). 

Flourishing has emerged as a central topic of inquiry in positive psychology (Keyes, 

2003). 

 Furthermore, the topic of flourishing not only relates to the mental health of 

individuals but also has implications for public policy. Flourishing has been connected to 

positive physical health outcomes, productivity at work, and is negatively related to 

absenteeism (Keyes, 2003). In addition, many mental researchers have suggested that the 

focus of the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) of supporting research 

pertaining to identifying, treating, and preventing mental illnesses (see U.S. Department 

of Health and Human Services, 1995) is an inadequate approach to promoting mental 

health (Keyes, 2003). Mental illness and mental health are related but distinct 
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phenomena. Therefore, preventing and treating mental illness will not necessarily foster a 

more mentally healthy population (Keyes, 2003). Given the fact that less than a quarter of 

the adult U.S. population between 25 and 74 meet the criteria for flourishing (Keyes, 

2003), a second goal that NIMH could assume would be to promote mental health, which 

would involve increasing the number of flourishing individuals (Keyes, 2003). 

Researching flourishing is in service of this goal.   

 In search of factors that contribute to flourishing, it is proposed that failure, 

counter intuitively, may be one of these factors. Success can be beneficial in establishing 

competence (Hall & Forster, 1977; Hall & Hall, 1976) and self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977, 

1989), but failure may promote flourishing in a distinct way. The overall aim of this 

dissertation is to investigate if and how failure experiences can promote flourishing. 

Traditional Paradigms of Responding to Failure 

 Two bodies of literature, namely attributional style-learned helplessness (e.g., 

Seligman, 1975) and learning vs. performance goal orientation (e.g., Dweck, 1975), have 

contributed significantly to current understanding of people‘s responses to failure. In both 

of these bodies of literature, attributions in the context of failure have been found to 

predict responses to failure. Attributing failures to external, temporary, and specific 

causes is credited for leading to an adaptive response, whereas attributing failures to 

internal, stable, and global causes is viewed more negatively since it leads to a 

maladaptive, helpless response. Persistence in the face of failure is considered a valued 

outcome, the hallmark of a non-helpless or mastery-oriented response. More specifically, 

persistence combined with the presence of positive emotions in the face of failure (or the 
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absence of strong negative emotions), and unimpaired performance on subsequent tasks, 

characterize an adaptive response.   

Attributional Style-Learned Helplessness  

 Research on attributional, or explanatory, style and learned helplessness 

represents a significant body of literature regarding responses to failure (Abramson, 

Seligman, Teasdale, 1978; Maier & Seligman, 1976; Peterson & Seligman, 1987; 

Seligman & Schulman, 1986). Attributional style characterizes how individuals interpret 

the causes of bad events (Buchanan & Seligman, 1995). People who explain these events 

with external, specific, and temporary causes are described as having an optimistic 

attributional style, whereas those who attribute bad events to internal, global, and 

permanent causes are characterized as having a pessimistic attributional style (Peterson & 

Seligman, 1984).  

 A pessimistic attributional style predicts a helpless response in the face of 

adversity (Alloy, Peterson, Abramson, & Seligman, 1984; Peterson & Seligman, 1984), 

characterized by depressive-type symptoms and affect, reduced persistence, and 

diminished performance on new tasks (Seligman, 1972, 1975; Seligman, Maier, & 

Solomon, 1971). Furthermore, learned helplessness theory states that when there is a 

learned noncontingency between actions and outcomes, learned helplessness occurs 

(Seligman, 1972, 1975; Seligman, Maier, & Solomon, 1971). Specifically, when 

individuals experience uncontrollable aversive events, in which outcomes or 

reinforcements are unrelated to their actions or responses, they deduce that no 

contingency exists between their actions and relevant outcomes. This leads to a 
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generalized expectation that actions in the future will be unrelated to outcomes, (i.e., 

outcomes will be uncontrollable), and this generalized expectancy of independence 

between behavior and outcomes reduces motivation to act in new situations, diminishes 

persistence and performance, thereby leading to helplessness (Seligman, 1972, 1975; 

Peterson & Chang, 2003).   

“Learning” vs. “Performance” Goal Orientation 

 Dweck and Elliott (1983; Elliott & Dweck, 1988) articulate two goal orientations 

that predict two different ways of reacting to failure (Dweck & Elliott, 1983). They 

distinguish between individuals who have ―learning‖ goals and those who have 

―performance‖ goals. They proposed that ―learning‖ goals are characterized by 

individuals‘ focus on improving competence. This approach causes people to seek 

challenges and view these challenges as opportunities to learn. These individuals tend to 

interpret information from such experiences as useful feedback to guide further learning 

strategies. Dweck and Elliott posited that in contrast to ―learning‖ goals, ―performance‖ 

goals are characterized by individuals‘ concern with evaluations about their competence; 

their goal is to gain positive evaluations and avoid negative evaluations of competence. In 

this paradigm, outcomes are perceived as reflecting on competence or ability, so when 

difficulty arises, it is interpreted as a lack of ability. People who pursue ―performance‖ 

goals, therefore, tend to avoid challenging situations because they feel that these 

situations might reflect poorly upon their ability (Burhans & Dweck, 1995; Dweck & 

Elliott, 1983; Elliott & Dweck, 1988).   

People with ―learning‖ goals have a mastery-oriented response to failure, 



6 

 

including persistence, high expectations for future performance, positive affect, and 

stable or improved subsequent performance. In contrast, people with ―performance‖ goals 

experience a helpless response to failure, involving lowered persistence, lowered 

expectations, negative affect, and diminished performance (Diener & Dweck, 1978, 

1980; Dweck, 1975; Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Elliott & Dweck, 1988; Kamins & Dweck, 

1999).   

Attributions and Performance 

 As both of these bodies of literature have demonstrated, attributions in the context 

of failure are important because they predict performance (Abramson et al., 1978; Diener 

& Dweck, 1978; Dweck, 1975; Dweck & Reppucci, 1973). For example, in the 

aforementioned research on ―learning‖ and ―performance‖ goals, underlying beliefs and 

attributions predict which individuals will have ―learning‖ vs. ―performance‖ goal 

orientations, and therefore, which individuals will have a mastery-oriented vs. helpless 

response to failure. Specifically, Dweck and Leggett‘s model of motivation (1988) 

articulates that people who believe that intelligence is a fixed trait focus on measuring it 

(and other related fixed traits) from performance and are, therefore, more susceptible to 

helpless responses to failure. In fact, a trademark of the helpless pattern is the proclivity 

to measure one‘s traits from negative performance outcomes (Kamins & Dweck, 1999). 

In contrast, those who espouse the idea that traits like intelligence are malleable tend to 

have a mastery-oriented approach to failure and are more concerned with the process of 

learning than specific outcomes.  

These underlying beliefs are highly related to the attributions people make in the 
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context of failure, and in turn, to the way people respond to failure. Specifically, children 

who attribute failure to causes that are perceived as uncontrollable (e.g., lack of ability), 

suggesting that failure is insurmountable, are apt to experience decreased performance or 

persistence. On the other hand, children who attribute failure to causes perceived as 

controllable, thereby suggesting that failure is surmountable and success is possible (e.g., 

lack of effort or motivation), are likely to maintain or even improve performance after a 

failure; these findings hold true irrespective of prior performance on the task (Dweck, 

1975; Dweck, Goetz, & Strauss, 1980; Dweck & Bush, 1976; Diener & Dweck, 1978; 

Dweck & Reppucci, 1973; Weiner, 1972, 1974). Specifically, Dweck and Bush (1976) 

found that in one study, 6.7% of the children who attributed failure to uncontrollable 

factors persisted with the task, whereas 47.3% of the subjects who attributed failure to a 

lack of effort persisted. Furthermore, Diener and Dweck (1978) found that more than 

50% of children with a helpless response to failure on a learning task stated that they 

could not solve the problems because they were not smart enough, whereas none of the 

children who displayed a mastery-oriented response gave this response. The children with 

a mastery-oriented response explained the failure by attributing it to lack of effort, poor 

luck, increased difficulty of the problems, or fairness of the experimenter. Note that all of 

these attributions are either internal and controllable or are external (Dweck et al., 1980). 

The differences in attributions were not reflective of any difference in ability between 

these two groups. Both the children with the helpless and mastery-oriented responses had 

equal degrees of success during training, had learned the task equally well, and had 

received the same amount of failure feedback, yet the children with the helpless response 
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blamed their abilities for failure.   

Gender differences and responses to failure. There are significant gender 

differences in responses to failure in achievement situations, and gender differences in 

attributions of failure are major causes (Dweck & Bush, 1976; Dweck, Davidson, & 

Nelson, 1978; Nicholls, 1975). Many studies on behavior in achievement situations show 

that girls are more likely than boys to attribute failure to uncontrollable factors like lack 

of ability (Dweck & Reppucci, 1973; Nicholls, 1975). Girls also have a greater tendency 

to experience diminished performance or decreased persistence in the face of failure or 

under evaluative pressure (Dweck & Gilliard, 1975; Maccoby, 1966; Nicholls, 1975; 

Veroff, 1969), and they tend to avoid situations in which failure is a likely outcome 

(Butterfield, 1965; Crandall & Rabson, 1960). Juxtaposed with attributions girls tend to 

make in achievement situations, boys tend to attribute their failure to controllable, 

malleable factors, or external factors; they also tend to show improved performance or 

increased persistence in the face of failure and approach challenging tasks instead of 

avoiding them (Dweck & Bush, 1976). In sum, girls show a higher incidence of learned 

helplessness (Seligman & Maier, 1967), including the interpretation that failure is 

uncontrollable and subsequent impairment, whereas boys a mastery-oriented response to 

failure (Dweck et al., 1980). Furthermore, the brightest girls, or the ones who showed 

superior initial performance, were the most debilitated upon encountering significant 

difficulty or failure (Dweck, 1975; Licht & Dweck, 1984), whereas the brightest boys 

were the least debilitated. Because difficulty and failure occur for everyone at some point 

and are even arguably helpful in the process of growth and development, these findings 
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have significant implications and could be relevant to current gender discrepancies at 

high levels of academia, business, law, and other fields.  

 For example, in a recent address at the Association of the Bar of the City of New 

York, Elena Kagan, Dean of the Harvard Law School, reported on the results of a 

working group of Harvard Law School students studying women‘s experiences in their 

three years of law school (Kagan, 2005). They concluded that although men and women 

begin law school with essentially the same credentials, there‘s a significant difference in 

how they experience law school. Specifically, female law students graduate with fewer 

honors, are less likely to speak in class, and give themselves much lower marks than men 

do on a variety of legal skills. For example, according to this survey, 33% of men 

considered themselves to be in the top 20% of their class in legal reasoning, whereas 15% 

of women did. In the survey, one female student from the University of Pennsylvania 

Law School reported: ―Guys think law school is hard, and we just think we‘re stupid‖ 

(Kagan, 2005). Kagan goes on to describe how law school only represents the beginning 

of gender disparities in the legal profession. Like other professions, such as business and 

academia, a disproportionately small number of women lawyers are in leadership 

positions. Dean Kagan points out that this is not simply because more women are 

choosing to leave the profession in the early years, because in 2004, women comprised 

one-third of the associates in their eighth year at a law firm but only one-fifth of the new 

partners for that year (Kagan, 2005). In light of these sobering findings, Kagan concludes 

that the current state of affairs: ―is troubling not only for the women whose aspirations 
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are being frustrated, but also for the society that is losing their talents. What we have here 

is a kind of brain drain, and we are all the poorer for it‖ (Kagan, 2005).     

Behavioral Response to Failure 

In a similar way that making attributions to external, temporary, and specific 

causes in the face of bad events has been exalted as an adaptive cognitive response in 

previous literature, so has the corresponding behavioral response of persistence (e.g., 

Dweck, 1975; Seligman, 1975). Persistence is revered in other literatures, as well, such as 

research on motivation and adaptation (Bandura, 1997; Taylor & Brown, 1988). 

Sandelands, Brockner, and Glynn (1988) argue that not only does this vast literature 

relating to learned helplessness implicitly value persistence but that learned-helplessness 

researchers argue that giving up or quitting in the face of negative feedback is 

maladaptive, both at the individual and organizational level (Peterson & Seligman, 1984; 

Sandelands et al., 1988). To be certain, at times persistence is a meaningful, productive 

strategy, and it can be important to hold fast to goals when difficulties arise (e.g., 

Bandura, 1977; Scheier & Carver, 1985). There may, however, be ways in which 

persistence is not the optimal response, or even ways in which it is detrimental (Wrosch 

et al., 2003).  

Alternative Behavioral Responses to Failure 

Bulman and Brickman (unpublished manuscript, cited in Diener & Dweck, 1978) 

also contend that persistence can be maladaptive. Diener and Dweck (1978) suggest that 

among children who persist in the context of failure, there may be a subset who, like 

children who become helpless in the context of failure, view failure as diagnostic of their 
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ability. Instead of quitting, however, they persist in order to stave off the reality that they 

have failed. These children might persist even after experiencing numerous failures over 

an extended amount of time and despite the fact that viable, possibly more fruitful, 

alternatives exist. Diener and Dweck (1978) conclude that this possibility that persistence 

can be a maladaptive strategy for some needs to be investigated further.  

Brockner (1992) also sheds light on how persistence can have negative 

consequences in his study of ―entrapment,‖ a phenomenon that describes increasing 

commitment to a failing strategy in the context of organizations. In a similar way, 

research on coping has revealed that problem-focused coping can be maladaptive for 

people who have constrained opportunities for attaining goals (Vitaliano et al., 1990). 

Other researchers have posited that extreme persistence may be part of a larger issue of 

self-justification (Festinger, 1957). More specifically, some individuals might persist, 

even with a strategy that has failed many times, in an effort to convince themselves or 

others that their resources have not been spent in vain (Ross & Staw, 1986; Staw, 1981).  

Further evidence that persistence may not always be adaptive exists in the 

literature on self-esteem. There is conflicting evidence in this literature on the 

relationship between self-esteem and persistence in the face of failure. Some studies 

support the connection between high self-esteem and greater persistence in the face of 

failure (e.g., Baumeister, Campbell, Krueger, & Vohs, 2003, McFarlin, Baumeister, & 

Blascovich, 1984). Others have not found a correlation between high self-esteem and 

more persistence (e.g., Sandelands et al., 1988). For example, Sandelands et al. (1988) 

told some participants that persistence was a prudent strategy and told others that it was 
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not a very wise strategy. People with high self-esteem showed higher persistence when 

told it was a prudent strategy than when they were told it was not as prudent. Participants 

with low self-esteem, however, responded similarly across both conditions, indicating 

that they take less advantage of helpful cues signaling when persistence is a good strategy 

and when it is not (Baumeister et al., 2003). In a similar way, Janoff-Bulman and 

Brickman (1982) and McFarlin (1985) told one group of participants that certain tasks 

they would be working on were unsolvable. This announcement caused high self-esteem 

individuals to persist less, as compared to control participants who did not get the 

information, but had no impact on the persistence of low self-esteem individuals.  

 Baumeister et al. (2003) in their review of the literature on self-esteem and 

persistence conclude that research suggests that people with high self-esteem may 

respond more effectively to cues telling them whether it is wise to persist or disengage. 

Also, DiPaula and Campbell (2002) found that high self-esteem individuals showed 

higher persistence after a single failure than low self-esteem participants but showed less 

persistence after repeated failure when there was an alternative. Baumeister et al. (2003) 

conclude that high self-esteem individuals have more adaptive responses to failure in 

performance contexts. This is not because they always persist more; they don‘t. High 

self-esteem causes people to persist more in the context of failure when it is functional, 

i.e., when there is no alternative task or goal available and when no cues indicate that 

persistence is a poor strategy. When an alternative goal is available, however, or when 

there is information that persistence may not be a good strategy, high self-esteem is 

related to knowing when to quit (Baumeister et al., 2003). 
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Furthermore, Baumeister et al. (2003) argue that there are significant limitations 

in past research on persistence, which might contribute to persistence being commonly 

viewed as a completely adaptive strategy. They contend that the relevance of findings of 

many studies is hampered by an overall lack of ecological validity. Specifically, in many 

experiments, participants experience only a single failure and have no opportunities to 

engage in alternative tasks or goals, both of which are distinct from most natural settings 

(Bandura, 1989). Baumeister et al. (2003) acknowledge that given these constraints, 

persistence in the face of a failure may be an appropriate strategy. They posit, however, 

that in the natural environment, where it is more common to have repeated failures on a 

task and to have other viable goals available, persistence may not be optimal; in fact, they 

contend that quitting the original task and engaging in an alternative one might be more 

adaptive. Baumeister et al. (2003) conclude:  ―The conventional wisdom notwithstanding, 

blind persistence is not an ideal self-regulatory strategy; there is also value in knowing 

when to quit‖ (p. 14). 

Another limitation in past research relating to responses to failure, persistence, 

and helplessness is that most of these studies (e.g., Burhans & Dweck, 1995; Dweck et 

al., 1980) have participants engage in tasks immediately after the failure. That is to say, 

not only are participants not given options for reengaging with new tasks after failure, but 

they are also not given the opportunity to take an extended break. It is possible that the 

negative affect immediately following failure and even the other symptoms of a helpless 

response, decreased persistence and diminished performance on subsequent tasks, might 

reflect a natural dip that people who will ultimately grow from a failure must experience.   
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Potential Benefits of Failure 

 Research on errors in learning and training situations provides support for the 

notion that failure may be adaptive. Traditionally, errors were not discussed explicitly in 

the training literature, and the discussion that did exist was largely negative (Heimbeck, 

Frese, & Sonnentag, 2003). For example, Skinner (1953) was a proponent of an error 

prevention approach (i.e., minimizing errors), maintaining that errors were similar to 

punishment, leading to emotional arousal and short-term suppression of behavior without 

providing guidance to the learner. In addition, critics of exploratory learning (e.g., 

Ausubel, 1968) also felt that errors could be detrimental to the learning process, 

suggesting that allowing people to make mistakes enables them to practice inaccurate and 

inefficient techniques.  

More recently, researchers have found (e.g., Heimbeck et al., 2003) that providing 

people opportunities to make errors in learning situations and teaching them to see errors 

in a more positive light enhances performance. In addition, other research shows that 

failure can be a better impetus for learning than success (e.g., Hastie, 1984), a better 

catalyst for change (e.g., Ellis, Mendel, & Nir, 2006), growth (King & Hicks, 2007), and 

better prepare people for handling setbacks effectively when they do come (Dweck, 

1975). 

Failure as an Impetus for Learning 

 Corroborating the notion that failure can be beneficial, unexpected outcomes, 

particularly failures, are the strongest impetuses of learning (Hastie, 1984; Wong & 

Weiner, 1981). Heimbeck et al. (2003) contend that errors are an informative, useful 
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source of negative feedback and can have a positive function in training. They argue that 

errors should be explicitly included into training processes rather than avoided. More 

broadly, the concept of error training is premised on the assumption that negative 

feedback, provided by errors, is an essential prerequisite for learning (Frese & Zapf, 

1994). The notion that feedback is a useful tool for learning is also at the center of 

exploratory learning (Bruner, 1966; Greif & Keller, 1990), and Sitkin (1992) 

recommended that organizations implement a strategy of learning from minor failures in 

an effort to enhance performance.   

 Specifically, Heimbeck, Frese, and Sonnentag (2003) found that both short- and 

medium-term performance was higher for participants who received error training 

(training in which they were given minimal instructions and, therefore, ample opportunity 

to make errors) and error management (essentially ―rules of thumb‖ for handling errors, 

designed to highlight the positive function of making errors and help trainees learn from 

errors), as opposed to the other conditions: error training only and an error avoidant 

training (provided such detailed instructions for trainees on how to solve tasks that 

trainees were prevented from making errors). Other studies have found that receiving 

error training, in which people were more exposed to errors but provided a safe 

environment for making errors, led to higher performance in tasks of medium and high 

difficulty than error-avoidant training, a training that reduced the chances of making 

errors (Dormann & Frese, 1994; Frese et al., 1991; Ivancic & Hesketh, 2000).  

 Heimbeck et al. (2003) concluded that errors can serve a positive function in 

learning when people are taught to view errors less negatively and to use them as an 
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opportunity to learn, as was the case in the error training with error management 

instructions group. Furthermore, they argue that the error training approach is beneficial 

because it facilitates change. One hindrance to change in work situations is that new, 

different approaches take time and effort and are accompanied by an increased likelihood 

of making errors (Heimbeck et al., 2003); people tend to maintain old habits because they 

do not require thought (Bargh & Chartrand, 1999; Kahneman, 1973). Errors can be 

helpful in making previously habitual responses conscious processes (Lord & Levy, 

1994). Additionally, Heimbeck et al. (2003) posit that people who have been trained with 

this error training with error management instructions approach might generalize their 

experience and have a more adaptive attitude towards learning from mistakes in general.   

Failure as a Catalyst for Change and Growth 

 Ellis & Davidi (1999) found that people made progress on experimental tasks 

more quickly when they did not just learn from successful events (i.e., learned from 

failure events as well). Swann, Stephenson, & Pittman (1981) argue that failure in one 

domain might promote change by encouraging people to pursue goals in other domains. 

Ellis, Mendel, and Nir (2006) argue that successes tend to impede change and encourage 

stability because after successes, people do not feel a strong urge to revise their 

knowledge. Furthermore, Ellis et al. posit that successes tend to discourage cognitive 

activity associated with change because successes generally confirm previous 

expectancies (Weiner, 1985, 2000) and deepen confidence in old habits and routines 

(Weick, 1984). Furthermore, Sitkin (1992) contends that successful outcomes not only 

tend to reduce attention and confine cognitive search, but they also foster complacency 
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and increase risk aversion. That is to say, successes might impede subsequent challenge-

seeking.  

 Many studies indicate that people make more attributions when something has 

happened unexpectedly or an expectancy has been violated (e.g., Hastie, 1984; Lau & 

Russell, 1980; Pyszczynski & Greenberg, 1981; Wong & Weiner, 1981). After existing 

schemas have been disconfirmed by unexpected outcomes, people engage in more 

attributional analysis or causal reasoning because they are seeking causes for these events 

(Hastie, 1984; Pyszczynski & Greenberg, 1981). Other studies show that people make 

more attributions when a negative outcome has occurred (Bohner, Bless, Schwarz, & 

Strack, 1988), such as failure (Wong & Weiner, 1981) or interpersonal rejection (Folkes, 

1982). Brehmer (1980) posited that when outcomes are consistent with expectations or 

are positive, people perceive them to be explained by an a priori causal model, and 

therefore, do not need to explore the reasons for the outcomes further. When outcomes 

are not consistent with expectations or are negative, however, people are motivated to 

find an explanation (Louis & Sutton, 1991). Taylor (1991) also argued that a ―diverse 

literature in psychology provides evidence that, other things being equal, negative events 

appear to elicit more psychological, affective, cognitive, and behavioral activity and 

promote more cognitive analysis than neutral or positive events‖ (p. 67). Specifically, 

Zakay, Ellis, & Shevalsky (2004) found that in various business settings, managers did 

not articulate a need for an intensive learning process when outcomes were positive, but 

the more negative the outcomes were, the more the managers tended to call for an 

intensive learning process. Managers endorsed a more elaborate process of organizational 
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learning after failures than after successful outcomes and were more apt to suggest 

―doing nothing,‖ after successful outcomes rather than negative outcomes (p. 155).   

 In essence, failure leads to more thought, re-evaluation, and ultimately, possibly 

more growth. The Piagetian processes of assimilation and accommodation underscore 

this idea. Block (1982) described how these processes relate to personality development. 

In short, assimilation occurs when experiences fit with expectations or existing cognitive 

structures. Like success, assimilation can be valuable in confirming and deepening 

confidence in one‘s approach to life. Accommodation, however, occurs when experiences 

disconfirm expectancies and require a modification of existing cognitive structures. 

Accommodation has been considered the catalyst underlying changes in development of 

the ego over time (King & Hicks, 2007). Although accommodating events that are at first 

incomprehensible can be painful and challenging, it might also be necessary to 

psychological growth and development (King & Hicks, 2007). In a similar way, 

Loevinger (1976) argued that development occurs only when life events do not confirm 

people‘s expectations.  

Failure Builds Personal Resources 

 Furthermore, experiencing only success might prevent people from developing 

skills to handle setbacks effectively when they come. Dweck (1975) found that 

participants who only experienced success in training tasks reacted less adaptively to 

failure in a subsequent testing scenario. This finding led Dweck (1975) to conclude that a 

success only style of teaching is ―short-sighted‖ in that it does not teach students to 

handle effectively setbacks that do occur (p. 684). This rationale is particularly 
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meaningful since mistakes and disappointments are inevitable in life (Stewart & 

Vandewater, 1999). Dweck (1975) states that she does not contend that failure should be 

included in the learning process in large amounts but that errors and failures should not 

avoided by attempting to ensure success or glossed over; instead, errors should be viewed 

as opportunities to teach students how to handle failure (Dweck, 1975).   

Summary 

Past research on responding to failure (e.g., Dweck, 1975; Seligman, 1975) 

considers persistence, accompanied by less negative emotion and more positive emotion, 

to be the most adaptive response to a failure experience. Whereas this response may 

characterize people who avoid depression in the context of failure, it overlooks those who 

grow from failure compared to those who simply hold their own.  

Furthermore, traditional laboratory studies considering persistence in the context 

of failure to be adaptive lack ecological validity (Baumeister et al., 2003). Specifically, 

such studies have limited participants to working on one particular task after failures and 

do not provide participants an opportunity to engage with alternative, more meaningful, 

goals (Baumeister et al., 2003). This limitation is particularly salient since emerging 

research shows that disengaging with unattainable goals and reengaging with more 

meaningful goals can promote well-being (King, 1996; Miller & Wrosch, 2007; Wrosch, 

et al., 2003). Studies with greater ecological validity, including those that offer 

participants the opportunity to reengage with more meaningful goals after failure, could 

address this limitation.  

Another limitation in past research is that in many studies on responses to failure 
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(e.g., Burhans & Dweck, 1995; Dweck et al., 1980), participants perform in a follow-up 

activity immediately after a failure experience. It is possible that experiencing negative 

affect immediately following failure and even the other symptoms of a helpless response, 

decreased persistence and diminished performance on subsequent tasks, might reflect a 

natural dip that people who will ultimately grow (i.e., not just hold their own) from a 

failure must experience. This argument is supported by research showing that negative 

emotions following failures, such as interpersonal rejection or poor performance, occur 

for all people (Deci & Ryan, 1995; Swann, Griffin, Predmore, & Gaines, 1987). 

Needed is research offering alternative goals for people to engage with after a 

failure and including a temporal component for the growth process after failure. Also 

needed is research on the characteristics of those who grow—not simply hold their 

own—after failure.  
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Chapter 2: A Novel Paradigm of Responding to Failure 

 The overall aim of this dissertation is to investigate if and how failure can foster 

psychological flourishing. The dissertation proposes a predictive framework, including 

cognitive, emotional, and behavioral components, of how people can respond to failure in 

a way that fosters flourishing. It is proposed that responding to failure by engaging in 

acceptance of one‘s negative emotions and self-acceptance, on a cognitive/emotional 

level, and by disengaging with former goals and reengaging with new, intrinsically 

meaningful goals, on a behavioral level, will lead to enhanced psychological flourishing.  

Acceptance of Negative Emotions  

 Although failure may ultimately contribute to flourishing, it is undoubtedly 

painful, particularly in the time immediately following the event. Accepting these 

negative emotions, however, may open individuals up to subsequent growth, capitalizing 

on the positive outcomes failure experiences offer. In turn, failing to accept the negative 

emotions associated with failure may inhibit this growth process. 

 Although failure may be a meaningful influence in fostering flourishing in a long-

term sense, in the short-term, it is painful. For example, Swann et al., (1987) found that 

receiving negative feedback from another person makes people feel badly and experience 

more negative affect, irrespective of the valence of their self-view (positive vs. negative). 

In a similar way, Deci and Ryan (1995) posit that people with true high self-esteem, as 

opposed to contingent high self-esteem or low self-esteem, also experience negative 

emotions when they perform poorly. For example, they may be sad, annoyed, or 

disappointed, even though they are not likely to feel devastated or enraged (Deci & Ryan, 
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1995). Experiencing negative emotions, therefore, in the face of failure or rejection is 

extremely common. Leary, Haupt, Strausser, and Chokel (1998) found that rejection 

feedback predicted variation in state self-esteem independent of trait self-esteem. 

Although individuals with higher trait self-esteem displayed higher state self-esteem 

overall, they were still affected by rejection.  

 That is not to say that everyone experiences the same level of negative emotions 

after a rejection or failure. Previous research shows that trait self-esteem can, in fact, 

mitigate the emotional impact of rejection (Nezlek, Kowalski, Leary, Blevins, & Holgate, 

1997; Shrauger & Lund, 1975). Brown & Dutton (1995) found that high self-esteem 

individuals feel less shame, humiliation, and emotional distress when they fail than 

individuals with low self-esteem. Dutton and Brown (1997) also found that global self-

esteem predicted emotional reactions to failure.  

 Although some view negative affect as a maladaptive outcome of a failure 

experience and have characterized it as part of a helpless response (Diener & Dweck, 

1978; Dweck, 1975; Kamins and Dweck, 1999), the aforementioned research indicates 

that negative emotions after failure are fairly universal. To be sure, some individuals, 

such as those with low self-esteem, appear to feel more negatively than others, and in the 

extreme, feelings of depression do truly indicate a helpless response, but nonetheless 

experiencing some degree of negative emotions in the context of failure is common and 

potentially adaptive.  

 In the literature on attributions and responses in the context of failure, 

experiencing positive affect is seen as an adaptive response largely because it is 
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associated with greater persistence in the face of failure (Diener & Dweck; Kamins & 

Dweck, 1999). It is possible, however, that this positive affect, is reflective of people who 

are simply holding their own, as opposed to growing or flourishing. Although these 

individuals, labeled as resilient in studies of learned helplessness, are succeeding in not 

becoming helpless and depressed, they might not represent the optimal state of 

functioning. Experiencing positive affect in the context of failure might be a result of 

denying the negative emotions commonly associated with failure, thereby avoiding 

depression in the short-term, but also precluding growth.   

 The value of accepting negative emotions has been addressed in previous research 

(Hayes, Strosahl, & Wilson, 2004). Mindfulness, for example, has been touted for the 

positive impact it has on psychological well-being through the ―cultivation of an attitude 

of ‗acceptance‘ and ‗allowing‘ towards difficult and unpleasant experience‖ (Teasdale, 

Segal, & Williams, 2003). Matthieu Ricard (2003) writes that although ―we so often 

confuse genuine happiness with merely seeking enjoyable emotions,‖ happiness is about 

learning how to ―reduce the gap between appearances and reality‖ (p. 26, p. 23). That is 

to say, it is about acceptance. He added: ―There exists a way of being that underlies and 

suffuses all emotional states, that embraces all joys and sorrows that come to us…The 

Sanskrit word for this state of being is sukha‖ (p. 25). Here again, Ricard highlights the 

significance of acceptance, specifically accepting all emotions.   

A central aspect of accepting negative emotions is the acknowledgement that 

these emotions are valuable and meaningful in some way. The Greek poet Aeschylus 

captured this sentiment: ―God, whose law it is that he who learns must suffer. And even 
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in our sleep, pain that cannot forget, falls drop by drop upon the heart, and in our own 

despite, against our will, comes wisdom to us by the awful grace of God‖ (Hamilton, 

1993). Although much research in positive psychology treats the abundance of positive 

emotions coupled with a relative dearth of negative emotions as an adaptive outcome (for 

a review, see Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005), it is possible that deep happiness 

stems from the acceptance of the full range of emotions, including the negative ones. 

Research on the effects of social support in the context of traumatic events 

supports this notion. Studies have shown that significant others often respond to a loved 

one who is a victim of trauma by forcing cheerfulness and displaying an optimistic façade 

(Wortman & Dunkel-Schetter, 1979, 1987). This forced cheerfulness minimizes the 

victim‘s situation, which may actually make the victim feel rejected or abandoned (Dakof 

& Taylor, 1990). Similarly, Dakof and Taylor (1990) found that minimization of trauma 

by social support providers, including family, physicians, and nurses, was one of the most 

frequent complaints of victims of cancer.  

Furthermore, Ingram, Betz, Mindes, Schmitt, and Smith (2001) reported that 

forcing optimism or downplaying the individual‘s concerns (e.g., saying the victim 

―should look on the bright side‖), is such a common and unhelpful response that it was 

one of the four main factors upon which these authors loaded all negative, unsupportive 

responses to difficult life events. This type of response was not only described by victims 

as being unsupportive, it was also related to depressive symptoms and predicted 

incremental variance in depression, overall psychological distress, and physical 

symptoms of depression.  
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When a person does not feel that their emotions, in this case their negative 

emotions, are validated or accepted by others in the social support network, their physical 

and mental health suffers. Ironically, the preoccupation with positive emotions, the 

implicit belief that happiness can be achieved by shoehorning all experiences into 

positive ones and remaining cheery and optimistic even in the context of very difficult 

life events, may, in fact, perpetuate negative emotion and hinder a deep happiness born 

out of an acceptance of a full range of emotions. 

Self-Acceptance  

Flourishing entails encountering failure, disappointment, stagnation, and 

confusion. Maintaining compassion and acceptance for one‘s self in the midst of these 

times is essential to facilitating the growth process and fostering flourishing. Self-

acceptance may predict who responds adaptively to failure. 

This type of self-acceptance is analogous to Carl Rogers‘ (1961) notion of 

―unconditional positive regard,‖ the concept that therapists could facilitate growth and 

successful change in clients by providing an atmosphere of unconditional acceptance. 

Rogers elaborated on this concept in his book, On Becoming a Person; he wrote: ―So I 

find that when I can accept another person, which means specifically accepting the 

feeling and attitudes and beliefs that he has as a real and vital part of him, then I am 

assisting him to become a person‖ (p. 21). Self-acceptance is similar to unconditional 

positive regard but on an intrapersonal, instead of interpersonal, level. Rogers 

emphasized the importance of the somewhat counter-intuitive relationship between 

acceptance and change when he wrote, ―the curious paradox is that when I accept myself 
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as I am, then I change‖ (Rogers, 1961). This type of self-acceptance includes approaching 

oneself with compassionate understanding and maintaining a sense that the self is valued 

and worthy. 

Arianna Huffington, cofounder and editor in chief of The Huffington Post, wrote 

about how embracing the potential positive value of failure and accepting one‘s self in 

the context of failure can be particularly hard for women. Describing her mother, 

Huffington wrote: ―She [Huffington‘s mother] helped me understand that failure was part 

of any life. So often, I think, we as women stop ourselves from trying because we don‘t 

want to risk failing. We put such a premium on being approved of, we become reluctant 

to take risks‖ (Huffington, 2007). She goes on to describe how deep acceptance or 

unconditional positive regard from another can be enormously powerful. She stated: ―My 

mother gave me that safe place, that sense that she would be there no matter what 

happened, whether I succeeded or failed‖ (Huffington, 2007).   

In this model, self-acceptance supplants the role of attributions in previous 

research and, as a result, may predict a richer, broader kind of psychological success. It is 

possible that whereas chronically making attributions to external causes might ward off 

depression, it might also inhibit personal growth. In terms of predicting growth after 

failure, the question of to what people attribute the source of the failure may be less 

relevant than the issue of whether they are able to accept themselves, for example, by 

showing compassion and kindness, in the context of failure. In this way, acceptance 

addresses shortcomings of attributions‘ ability to foster psychological success. Serving as 

an antidote to negative attributions, self-acceptance moves individuals to a new  
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dimension of flourishing.  

Limitations of Research on Attributions in the Context of Failure 

Although past literature has considered attributing the causes of failure to external 

factors as the most adaptive response (e.g., Abramson et al., 1978; Dweck, 1975, Dweck 

& Reppucci, 1973; Maier & Seligman, 1976), it is possible that there are limitations to 

the advantages of this explanatory style. Specifically, external attributions may inhibit 

personal growth. External attributions are valued because they are associated with 

persistence, high expectations for future performance, and stable or improved subsequent 

performance (Diener & Dweck, 1978; Dweck, 1975). That is to say, making external 

attributions is helpful in warding off depression and helplessness (Abramson, et al., 

1978). Furthermore, when causes of failure are indeed due to external forces, making 

external attributions is accurate and meaningful.  

What about the case, however, when failure is due to internal or uncontrollable 

causes? In this situation, the habit of making external attributions may impede growth in 

the way that it protects people from depression. Individuals who consistently attribute 

failure to external sources and who are labeled as resilient because they do not get 

depressed and helpless may just be holding their own, instead of growing. If a person 

never accepts responsibility for setbacks or shortcomings, this could consistently prevent 

depression, but it would not lead to accurate, meaningful introspection, re-evaluation, and 

potentially change.   

For example, as was previously mentioned, people who attribute failure to factors 

that vary or can be controlled, like effort, are likely to show improvement in subsequent 
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performance (Dweck, 1975; Weiner, 1974). But an individual‘s perception that the cause 

of the failure is uncontrollable or is internal may be accurate. In this situation, attributing 

failure to controllable or external factors might inhibit growth. In this case, attribution 

retraining (Dweck, 1975), whereby people are taught to attribute failures to external, 

variable factors might be detrimental to personal growth. To be sure, this type of 

cognitive restructuring is relevant and constructive when people are erroneously 

attributing failure to internal, permanent factors, and these attributions are undermining 

performance (e.g., Diener & Dweck, 1978, Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdale, 1978). For 

instance, in Diener & Dweck (1978), children who became helpless after a failure 

experience attributed the failure to their abilities, even though they had learned the task 

just as well as the children who did not become helpless, had experienced the same 

amount of success during training, and had received the same amount of failure feedback. 

Cognitive restructuring would be appropriate in this situation. However, just as cognitive 

restructuring is not advised, for example, in the CBT model of treating social phobia 

when thoughts are accurate (e.g., having the thought that others perceive you as socially 

awkward when in fact you stare at the ground while you talk), cognitive restructuring for 

attributions might not be optimal when attributions are accurate.  

In a similar vein, Duval and Lawani (1999) argue that if people never take 

responsibility for failures, they cannot change or improve themselves. Ellis, et al., (2006) 

found that making more internal attributions after initial failure was associated with more 

improvement in subsequent performance. In a similar way, Baumeister et al. (2003) have 

posited that accurate self-esteem, as opposed to high self-esteem, might be optimal. They 
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stated: ―Perhaps it is more valuable and adaptive to understand oneself honestly and 

accurately, even when this means feeling bad about oneself when that is warranted by 

unethical, harmful, socially undesirable, or otherwise inappropriate behavior‖ 

(Baumeister et al., 2003, pp. 37-38). Baumeister et al. (2003) argued that fostering an 

accurate self-understanding might be effective in helping people make better choices. 

Kirkpatrick and Ellis (2001) also argued that although holding a very positive view of 

oneself might be preferable to people, an accurate understanding of the self would be 

most useful and beneficial.  

Thus, although making attributions in the context of failure to external, 

controllable factors has been found to be adaptive in some ways, it might not be optimal. 

For example, Chang and Sanna (2003) found that people who were dispositionally 

optimistic (i.e., those who characteristically explained the sources of bad events to 

external, variable, and specific causes), and who experienced the most negative life 

events over a one-year period, reported the most depressive and negative physical 

symptoms. In fact, it has been argued that a limitation in research on explanatory style 

(e.g., Abramson, et al.,1978; Peterson & Seligman, 1984) is that it generally does not 

consider the reality basis of an individual‘s explanatory style (Peterson, Maier, & 

Seligman, 1993). Peterson & Chang (2003) state that the construct of explanatory style 

does not distinguish between attributions made on the basis of reality and those that are 

not. In a related argument, Peterson & Chang posit that a comprehensive model of 

optimism and pessimism, intimately related to the concept of explanatory style, should 

―allow for the possibility that these beliefs may be accurate, inaccurate, or 
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indeterminate…‖ (p. 64). It is possible that whereas chronically making attributions to 

external causes might ward off depression, it might also inhibit personal growth.  

In terms of predicting growth after failure, the question of to what people attribute 

the source of the failure may be less relevant than the issue of whether they are able to 

accept the negative emotions associated with the failure and accept themselves in the 

context of failure. To address shortcomings in previous paradigms of responding to 

failure, the proposed model suggests that an adaptive cognitive/emotional response to 

failure is characterized by acceptance of negative emotions and self-acceptance. 

Goal Disengagement and Reengagement 

In contrast to past literature praising persistence (e.g., Dweck, 1975, Maier & 

Seligman, 1976), Wrosch et al. (2003) argue that disengaging from unattainable goals is 

an integral aspect of effective self-regulation and personal development and can 

contribute to psychological well-being. King (1996) agrees that successful self-regulation 

may entail the capacity to be flexible in pursuing goals, disengaging from goals that are 

no longer attainable. Miller and Wrosch (2007) found that participants who had more 

trouble disengaging from unattainable goals showed greater concentrations of the 

inflammatory molecule C-reactive protein (CRP). Miller and Wrosch (2007) concluded 

that since excessive inflammation leads to myriad negative health outcomes, persistence 

may have deleterious effects on health and well-being. More broadly, other studies have 

shown that individuals who can disengage from unattainable goals not only have better 

well-being but also experience less symptoms of everyday illness compared to 

individuals who have trouble disengaging from unattainable goals and display more 
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normative patterns of secreting cortisol (Wrosch, Miller, Scheier, & Brun de Pontet, 

2007; Wrosch, Scheier, Miller, Schulz, & Carver, 2003).  

Wrosch et al. (2003) contend that goal disengagement is most beneficial if it leads 

to the pursuit of new goals that are inherently meaningful to an individual. This 

engagement with a new meaningful goal gives purpose to life (Ryff, 1989; Scheier & 

Carver, 2001), and a strong sense of purpose can foster long-term personal development 

(Goldenberg, Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & Solomon, 2000; Ryff, 1989).  

Wrosch et al. (2003) state that most theories consider giving up to be an undesired 

reaction to setbacks or failure. They contend that part of this might stem from the way 

that giving up has been equated with helplessness. It is possible, however, that 

Baumeister et al.‘s (2003) contention that much of the research on persistence and 

helplessness lacks ecological validity is related to this point; specifically, many of these 

studies to which Baumeister et al. (2003) refer do not allow people to disengage with 

current unattainable goals or to reengage with alternative, meaningful goals. It is 

conceivable that this design, which does not mirror many natural situations, may have 

contributed to some of the helpless responses. Adding support to this point, Wrosch et al. 

(2003) posit that the worst situation that people can experience in the realm of goal 

attainment is when there is no goal to pursue, no goal to take the place of something that 

is viewed as unattainable.    

Engaging in Goals that Reflect One’s Core Self  

 Choosing to disengage with goals that are not attained and to reengage with new 

goals that are intrinsically meaningful to one‘s core self is considered to be an adaptive 
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behavioral response to failure. Insights from diverse sources illuminate how engaging in 

activities that reflect one‘s core self is beneficial.  

 Deci and Ryan (1985b, 1991, 1995) have written about the benefits of living 

one‘s life according to internal values, as opposed to being focused on extrinsic rewards 

or demands. Deci and Ryan (1995), contend that true high self-esteem evolves when 

one‘s activities and goals reflect what is important to the individual and when one‘s 

actions are in harmony with one‘s core self. In addition, Deci and Ryan‘s (1985b, 1991) 

self-determination theory of motivation suggests some negative consequences to being 

overly motivated by extrinsic rewards or demands. They contend that pursuing extrinsic 

rewards, itself, is neither positive or negative, but an excessive focus on external rewards 

may cause people to ignore or be distracted from intrinsically-rewarding goals, thereby 

interfering with actualization (Deci & Ryan, 1985b). Deci and Ryan (1985a, 1987) use 

the term control oriented to describe the personality style of individuals who are 

particularly focused on obtaining external rewards or approval. Past research has shown 

that higher control orientations are associated with more concern with others‘ evaluations 

and less self-actualization (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 1985b).  

 Deci and Ryan, however, were not the first to make this argument. Rogers (1963) 

and Maslow (1954) contend that people can attain well-being to the extent that they can 

express their inner selves and strengths. Also, Kurt Lewin (1936) argued that a feeling of 

psychological success would likely be attained when an individual works toward a 

challenging goal that is personally meaningful and succeeds in achieving the goal. 

Seligman has developed the Values In Action Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS) to assess 



33 

 

character strengths and has argued that deploying one‘s top strengths contributes to 

engagement with life, fulfillment, and happiness (Park, Peterson, & Seligman, 2004; 

Seligman, 2002). In one study, participants were instructed to find new ways to use their 

character strengths in their daily lives. As a result, these participants experienced a 

significant decrease in depressive symptoms and increase in happiness, as compared with 

a placebo group, with effects lasting for six months (Seligman, Rashid, & Parks, 2006). 

 In the business literature, researchers also report the advantages of being involved 

in work that is aligned with intrinsic, core values. Previous research has demonstrated 

that most people have one of three orientations to work: viewing it as a job, a career, or a 

calling (e.g., Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Suidler, & Tipton, 1985; Schwartz, 1986, 1994; 

Wrzesniewski, McCauley, Rozin, & Schwartz, 1997). Individuals with a calling 

orientation desire fulfillment in their work. Work is integrated into life, is viewed as an 

inherent part of life and as an end, in itself, as opposed to a means to an end 

(Wrzesniewski et al., 1997). A person‘s calling is expressed through using his or her 

strengths (Weiss, Skelley, Haughey, & Hall, 2004). A person with a calling pursues goals 

and tasks that employ his or her greatest strengths (Shepard, 1984). Buechner (1973, p. 

95) characterizes a calling as ‗The place where your deep gladness…and the world‘s 

hunger meet.‘ Wrzesniewski et al. (1997) reported that a calling orientation was 

associated with the highest life and job satisfaction and with the least amount of 

absenteeism at work. Thus, those who are most concerned with deriving meaning and 

fulfillment from work have higher life-satisfaction than those who are most concerned 

with maximizing income or advancing within the occupation. These findings are 
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consistent with Kasser and Ryan‘s findings (1993) that valuing the goal of attaining 

financial success over other relevant life goals, like self-acceptance, affiliation, and 

community involvement, was negatively related to psychological adjustment.  

Failure as a Catalyst for Engaging with Meaningful Work. Failure has the 

capacity to be a catalyst for meaningful change and growth. Negative outcomes, and 

failure in particular, lead people to engage in more cognitive analysis (Taylor, 1991) and 

make more attributions (Bohner, Bless, Schwarz, & Strack, 1988; Wong & Weiner, 

1981), and they elicit more affective and behavioral activity than neutral or positive 

events, in addition to the increased cognitive and psychological activity (Taylor, 1991). 

Because failure engenders reflection and re-evaluation, it provides an opportunity to 

assess one‘s current self and to assess if one‘s current tasks, job, and/or relationships 

reflect one‘s core self and are intrinsically meaningful and satisfying. This opportunity is 

significant because although acting in a way that is concordant with one‘s core self  and 

internal values is deeply satisfying (Deci & Ryan, 1985b, 1991, 1995), many people are 

not clear about how to access their true centers (Bugental, 1976). Failure might be a 

vehicle for getting to that core. Success, although it is helpful in providing people with a 

sense of competence (Hall & Forster, 1977; Hall & Hall, 1976) and self-efficacy 

(Bandura, 1977, 1989) does not promote re-evaluation as much, and therefore, might not 

be as good of a catalyst for change, growth, and specifically, for moving closer to one‘s 

core.   
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Present Study 

 Two studies were conducted to examine if and how failure relates to subsequent 

psychological flourishing. These studies proposed and then tested a predictive model of 

how individuals can respond to failure, at a cognitive, emotional, and behavioral level, in 

a way that fosters psychological flourishing (see Figure 1 for model). Specifically, it was 

proposed that: (a) an adaptive cognitive/emotional response is characterized by 

acceptance of negative emotions and self-acceptance, and (b) an adaptive behavioral 

response is characterized by goal disengagement and reengagement, including 

reengagement with goals that are not only new but also intrinsically meaningful. Both 

studies used the context of individuals‘ biggest job-related failure or most significant 

challenge to test the proposed model of how individuals can respond to failure in a way 

that would allow them to reap potential growth benefits. These studies were conducted 

with different participant samples and complementary designs to provide converging 

evidence for the proposed model. 

Study 1 (N = 50) consisted of semi-structured interviews based on the proposed 

model of adaptive response to failure. In the interviews, participants described their 

biggest job-related failure or most significant challenge. Then, they were asked to 

elaborate on the trajectory of their response, including cognitive, emotional, and 

behavioral reactions following the failure. Finally, they were asked to describe their 

current view of the impact of the failure on their lives. 

Study 2 (N=101) was an online study and consisted of a series of questionnaires 

and a writing task. These two complementary methods examined the relationships 
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between individuals‘ response to failure and psychological flourishing. The 

questionnaires represented the constructs in the proposed model of adaptive response to 

failure. Specifically, questionnaires assessed the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral 

aspects of individuals‘ response to failure. They also measured a broad range of 

indicators of subsequent psychological flourishing. The writing component followed the 

questionnaires and was twenty minutes in duration. Writing instructions were modeled on 

the structure of the interview from the previous study. Participants first described their 

biggest job-related failure or most significant challenge. Then, they were asked to 

elaborate on the trajectory of their response, including cognitive, emotional, and 

behavioral reactions following the failure. Finally, participants described their current 

view of the impact of the failure on their lives.  

 Both studies emphasized ecological validity by examining real-world failures. 

Further, in the spirit of positive psychology, both studies expanded on past research by 

examining predictors of growth from failure, rather than focusing on who avoids 

depression or maintains psychological well-being.  

Study 1 Hypotheses  

These hypotheses pertain to relationships among components of the proposed 

model of adaptive response to failure involving the open-ended responses from the 

interviews.   

Hypothesis 1. Higher levels of acceptance of negative emotions in response to 

failure will be associated with greater psychological flourishing (operationalized as more 

meaning in one‘s life) at the present time.  
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 Hypothesis 2. Higher levels of self-acceptance in response to failure will be 

associated with greater psychological flourishing (operationalized as more meaning in 

one‘s life) at the present time.  

 Hypothesis 3. Higher levels of goal disengagement will be associated with greater 

psychological flourishing (operationalized as more meaning in one‘s life) at the present 

time. 

 Hypothesis 4. Higher levels of goal reengagement, including engagement with 

new, intrinsically meaningful goals, will be associated with greater psychological 

flourishing (operationalized as more meaning in one‘s life) at the present time. 

 Exploratory questions. Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC2007; 

Pennebaker, Booth, & Francis, 2007) was used for analyses relating to exploratory 

questions. LIWC2007 is a computer software program that tabulates the number of words 

in different categories (e.g., negative-emotion words and positive-emotion words). 

Exploratory analyses investigated the relationship between specific word categories 

derived from transcriptions of the interviews and psychological flourishing. The specific 

word categories were: negative-emotion words, positive-emotion words, insight words, 

causal words, first-person singular pronouns, and first-person plural pronouns. 

Psychological flourishing was operationalized as the level of meaning in one‘s life. 

Study 2 Hypotheses for Questionnaire Responses 

These hypotheses pertain to relationships among components of the proposed 

model of adaptive response to failure involving quantitative questionnaires representing 

these constructs.  
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Hypothesis 1. Higher levels of (a) acceptance of negative emotions, (b) self-

acceptance, (c) goal disengagement, and (d) goal reengagement in response to failure will 

be associated with greater psychological flourishing (operationalized as happiness) at the 

present time. 

Hypothesis 2. Higher levels of (a) acceptance of negative emotions, (b) self-

acceptance, (c) goal disengagement, and (d) goal reengagement in response to failure will 

be associated with greater psychological flourishing (operationalized as meaning at work) 

at the present time.   

Hypothesis 3. Higher levels of (a) acceptance of negative emotions, (b) self-

acceptance, (c) goal disengagement, and (d) goal reengagement in response to failure will 

be associated with greater psychological flourishing (operationalized as job satisfaction) 

at the present time.  

Hypothesis 4. Higher levels of (a) acceptance of negative emotions, (b) self-

acceptance, (c) goal disengagement, and (d) goal reengagement in response to failure will 

be associated with greater psychological flourishing (operationalized as mindfulness) at 

the present time. 

Hypothesis 5. Higher levels of (a) acceptance of negative emotions, (b) self-

acceptance, (c) goal disengagement, and (d) goal reengagement in response to failure will 

be associated with greater psychological flourishing (operationalized as authenticity) at 

the present time. 

Hypothesis 6. Higher levels of (a) acceptance of negative emotions, (b) self-

acceptance, (c) goal disengagement, and (d) goal reengagement in response to failure will 
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be associated with greater psychological flourishing (operationalized as psychological 

acceptance) at the present time. 

Hypothesis 7. Higher levels of (a) acceptance of negative emotions, (b) self-

acceptance, (c) goal disengagement, and (d) goal reengagement in response to failure will 

be associated with greater psychological flourishing (operationalized as fewer depressive 

symptoms) at the present time. 

Study 2 Hypotheses for Writing Task 

These hypotheses pertain to relationships among components of the proposed 

model of adaptive response to failure involving open-ended responses from the writing 

task.   

Hypothesis 1. Higher levels of acceptance of negative emotions will be associated 

with greater psychological flourishing (operationalized as meaning in one‘s life) at the 

present time.  

Hypothesis 2. Higher levels of self-acceptance in response to failure will be 

associated with greater psychological flourishing (operationalized as meaning in one‘s 

life) at the present time.  

Hypothesis 3. Higher levels of goal disengagement in response to failure will be 

associated with greater psychological flourishing (operationalized as meaning in one‘s 

life) at the present time.  

Hypothesis 4. Higher levels of goal reengagement in response to failure will be 

associated with greater psychological flourishing (operationalized as meaning in one‘s 

life) at the present time.  



40 

 

Exploratory questions. Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC2007; Pennebaker, 

Booth, & Francis, 2007) was used for analyses relating to exploratory questions. 

Exploratory analyses investigated the relationship between specific word categories 

derived from transcriptions of the interviews and psychological flourishing. The specific 

word categories were: negative-emotion words, positive-emotion words, insight words, 

causal words, first-person singular pronouns, and first-person plural pronouns. The 

outcomes of psychological flourishing were: meaning in life, meaning at work, job 

satisfaction, happiness, mindfulness, authenticity, psychological acceptance, and 

depressive symptoms. 
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Chapter 3: Study 1 Method 

Overview 

 The present study examined if and how failure relates to subsequent 

psychological flourishing. This study used the context of semi-structured interviews 

about individuals‘ biggest job-related failure or most significant challenge to test a model 

of how individuals can respond to failure in a way that leads to subsequent flourishing. In 

the interviews, participants first were asked to describe their biggest job-related failure or 

most significant challenge and then to elaborate on their trajectory of response, including 

cognitive, emotional, and behavioral responses following the failure, as well as a 

description of their current view of the impact of the failure on their lives.  

Participants 

Fifty individuals from the Austin community were recruited via a random 

sampling process to participate in the study. All participants earned $10 compensation 

and a chance to win one of two raffles, with a cash prize of $100 each.  

Participants were randomly selected from the Austin community, using the 

residential telephone directory, and contacted initially via postal mail. All letters were 

followed-up by phone calls asking participants if they would like to participate in the 

Work and Life Study, a one-hour interview about people‘s experiences in their jobs. 

Phone calls were made by the primary investigator and multiple research assistants. Since 

only the primary investigator speaks Spanish, prospective participants who initially spoke 

with a research assistant and indicated that they only spoke Spanish were called back by 

the primary investigator and asked to participate.    
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The random sampling process involved using the Austin telephone directory in 

combination with random number generation techniques to arrive at a list of fifty people. 

These people were contacted and asked to participate, and this process was repeated until 

fifty individuals had participated in the study. Specifically, the random sampling process 

involved three sequential steps aimed to identify (1) the page number from which the 

prospective participant‘s name would be selected, (2) the column within the page, and (3) 

the name within the column. Step 1 entailed generating fifty random numbers between 

one and seven hundred thirty-seven (the number of pages in the telephone directory). 

These fifty random numbers represented the page numbers from which prospective 

participants‘ names would be selected. Then, because each page had four columns of 

names, Step 2 involved generating a random number between one and four for each of 

the previously-selected fifty page numbers. Step 3 entailed generating a random number 

between one and one hundred twenty (the approximate number of names in each column) 

for each selected column; these numbers represented the numeric order of the selected 

name within the previously selected column. Using the information about the selected 

page number, column number, and placement of the name within the column obtained 

from this random sampling process, prospective participants were identified.  

In addition, there were no exclusion criteria. For example, Spanish-speaking 

individuals who were contacted were offered an opportunity to be interviewed in 

Spanish, and people who were never formally employed were told that they could talk 

about experiences in their primary life work (e.g., childrearing or volunteering).  
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A total of eight hundred individuals were contacted, and sixty-two agreed to 

participate (response rate = 7.75%). Of those sixty-two individuals, however, twelve did 

not show up for their appointment, so the overall participation rate (number of 

participants—fifty—divided by the total number of people contacted—eight hundred) 

was 6.25%. Three of the fifty participants were Spanish-only-speakers (6.00%). Three 

other individuals who were contacted also spoke Spanish-only but chose not to 

participate. 

The reasons for not participating were varied; they included letters being returned, 

indicating that the selected individual no longer lived at the listed address, participants 

not being able to be reached by phone, and participants not being interested in 

participating. Table 1 provides more detailed information on the reasons why individuals 

did not participate.  

Procedure 

When participants arrived at the laboratory, they completed consent forms and 

then accompanied the interviewer to a private interview room. The interviewer was either 

an undergraduate research assistant or the primary investigator. The entire interview was 

recorded with a small audiotaping device. The interview started with an introductory 

statement from the interviewer, introducing the specific topic and prompting the 

participant to identify their biggest job-related failure (see Appendixes A and B for full 

interview, in English and Spanish, respectively). The only criterion was that the failure 

had to occur more than one year ago. An excerpt of the introductory statement is: 

I‘d like to talk today about your most significant job-related failure or 

disappointment…Think about what for you was the most significant job-
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related failure or disappointment you have had; it needs to be one that did 

not occur in the past year.   

 

Once participants selected their failure, the interviewer started with the 

questions. The first question prompted participants to return to the time of the 

failure and describe in a detailed way what happened. The second question called 

for a broad overview of the participants‘ trajectory of response, starting with how 

they responded immediately after the failure and ending with how they feel about 

the experience now. The third and fourth questions targeted the cognitive and 

emotional responses to failure. Specifically, they gauged the extent to which 

people engaged in the proposed, adaptive cognitive and emotional responses to 

failure:  acceptance of negative emotions and self-acceptance in the context of 

failure. A sample of the third question, on acceptance of negative emotions, is:  

Some people tend to allow negative feelings to come up, whereas 

others might find it natural to suppress those negative feelings. I‘m 

curious about the emotions you had after the failure experience and 

how you handled those emotions. 

 

A sample of the fourth question, on self-acceptance in the context 

of the failure, is:   

Sometimes people feel embarrassed or feel like they lose face or 

are less valuable when they do poorly at something. Tell me about 

how you felt about yourself after your failure. 

 

The next question concerned how participants perceive the impact of their failure 

now. The specific question was:  

Sometimes people feel that even though failure can be painful at the time, 

it eventually may bring more meaning to their lives. Tell me about 

whether you feel like this. 
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The sixth and seventh interview questions aimed to understand the nature 

of participants‘ behavioral response to failure, specifically gauging the extent to 

which people engaged in the proposed, adaptive behavioral response to failure: 

goal disengagement and reengagement with new, more meaningful goals. A 

representative excerpt from the question on goal disengagement is: 

Sometimes people respond to failure by letting go of the goal they were 

working towards, and sometimes people choose to continue seeking the 

same goal. I‘d like you to go back to that time, and tell me about which 

one you did. 

 

A sample from the question on goal reengagement is:  

 

Sometimes after failure, people find that they seek out new goals. Tell me 

about the extent to which this was true for you.   

 

If participants did reengage with a new goal, a follow-up question was asked about how 

personally meaningful that new goal was. The follow-up question began: 

Tell me about what those new goals mean to you, and how they might 

compare to the old goals you were pursuing. Would you characterize the 

new goals as being more aligned with your core values and interests? 

 

In the final part of the interview, participants were asked to comment on 

anything related to the failure experience that they felt was important but had 

not yet been discussed, and they were also asked how long ago the failure 

occurred. 

 After the interview, participants returned to the laboratory, completed a 

demographic information sheet, and received compensation for participation. 

After all fifty interviews were conducted, two participants were randomly 

selected to win a raffle prize of $100. 
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 After data collection was completed, all interviews were transcribed, and 

in the case of the three interviews in Spanish, they were also translated to 

English. 
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Chapter 4: Study 1 Results  

Sample Characteristics 

The participant sample (N = 50) ranged in age from 32-90 years (Mean = 59.65, 

Standard Deviation = 14.01) and was fairly evenly distributed with respect to gender 

(Males = 55.1%, Females = 44.9%). The ethnic distribution was as follows: African-

American = 4.3%, Caucasian = 78.7%, Latino = 12.8%, Other = 4.3%, and median 

annual income (of participants reporting) was $80,000.
1
 In addition, three participants 

were Spanish-only speakers, and these interviews were conducted in Spanish. 

The types of jobs participants held at the time of their biggest failure covered a 

broad range, including entrepreneurs and business owners, manual laborers, educators, 

mid-level company employees, and government workers. Table 2 provides more detailed 

information on the categories of participants‘ jobs, as well as the number of individuals in 

each category. 

The types of job-related failures participants described also varied, including 

being fired, being denied a promotion, experiencing significant problems with coworkers 

or supervisors, and experiencing significant personal problems that interfered with one‘s 

job. Table 3 provides more information on the types of failures participants experienced, 

as well as the number of individuals in each category.  

Overview of Analyses 

Using participants‘ open-ended responses in the interviews, analyses examined 

                                                 
1
 All percentages based on available data. Percent available data for each demographic category is as 

follows:  age = 98%, gender = 98%, ethnicity = 94%, income = 78%.  
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the relationship between response to failure and subsequent psychological flourishing. 

Specifically, transcriptions of interviews were coded by two independent raters to assess 

the presence of the constructs in the proposed model of adaptive response to failure. 

These constructs included the components of an adaptive cognitive/emotional response 

(acceptance of negative emotions, self-acceptance). They also included aspects of an 

adaptive behavioral response (goal disengagement, and goal reengagement). Finally, 

psychological flourishing in participants‘ current lives was included as an outcome and 

was operationalized as meaning in life.  Further, exploratory analyses were conducted on 

the language content of interviews using Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count 

(LIWC2007; Pennebaker, Booth, & Francis, 2007). There were no missing data, so all 

analyses involved the entire sample of fifty participants.  

Primary Analyses: Test of Model  

Transcriptions of interviews were coded by two independent raters to assess the 

presence of the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral constructs in the proposed model of 

adaptive response to failure, as well as current psychological flourishing. Figure 2 depicts 

the analytic model for Study 1. To limit response biases of raters across categories, raters 

scored all interviews within a particular category before moving on to the next category.  

The criteria for each content category were derived from the self-report 

questionnaires of the respective constructs (see Appendix C for ratings forms). In brief, 

acceptance of negative emotions was characterized by an awareness and allowing of 

negative emotions following the failure, as well as an acknowledgement of the possible 

value of these emotions. Self-acceptance was characterized by the presence of self-
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kindness and maintenance of one‘s sense of self-worth after the failure, as well as a 

relative lack of shame and self-judgment. Goal disengagement was related to the ease 

with which individuals let go of goals they pursuing at the time of the failure, and goal 

reengagement assessed the extent to which individuals reengaged with goals that were 

new and intrinsically meaningful. Meaning in life measured the level of satisfaction, 

meaning, or fulfillment in one‘s current life. Another construct, emotional distress, was 

also coded to measure the level of perceived emotional distress of the participant related 

to the failure and was included as covariate in the model. This measure of the level of 

emotional distress participants seemed to associate with the failure (based on the 

independent raters‘ perceptions) was included to provide somewhat of an objective 

coding of the severity of each failure. 

Each category was rated on a 7-point scale indicating to what extent each 

construct was reflected in the writing (1 = Not true at all, 7 = Extremely true). The 

average of the two independent raters‘ scores was used as the total score for each   

construct. The correlation between raters‘ scores for each construct was as follows: 

acceptance of negative emotions (r = .75, p < .01), self-acceptance (r = .76, p < .01), goal 

disengagement (r = .53, p < .01), goal reengagement (r = .72, p < .01), meaning in life (r 

= .21, p > .05), and emotional distress (r = .68, p < .01). Although correlations between 

raters‘ scores are strong overall, the low, non-significant correlation for the meaning in 

life construct is a limitation of this study. 

Because preliminary investigation of the data revealed a possible quadratic 

relationship between the covariate, emotional distress, and outcome, meaning in life, an 
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emotional distress-squared variable was added as a predictor. Multiple linear regression 

analyses were used to examine the relationship between individuals‘ response to failure 

and current meaning in life. Analyses were conducted in a backward stepwise fashion, 

starting with an initial model including all predictor variables, acceptance of negative 

emotions, self-acceptance, goal disengagement, goal reengagement, emotional distress, 

and emotional distress-squared, then paring down the model by eliminating non-

significant predictors. The final model was arrived at when only significant predictors 

remained. Subsequently, when the appropriate numbers of predictors for the final model 

was still unclear (e.g., a predictor was of marginal significance), the Akaike Information 

Criterion, or AIC (AIC = (е^(2*degrees of freedom/N))*(Sum of Squared Error/N)), was 

calculated to determine the optimal set of predictors in each final model. 

The following variables, therefore, were included in the initial multiple linear 

regression model: acceptance of negative emotions, self-acceptance, goal disengagement, 

goal reengagement, emotional distress, and emotional distress-squared. All predictors 

were regressed on meaning in life. Table 4 shows means and standard deviations of all 

variables. Table 5 shows correlations between each independent variable and the 

dependent variable. Table 6 shows correlations among independent variables.        

Following the backward stepwise model, self-acceptance and goal disengagement 

were eliminated. The final model consisted of: acceptance of negative emotions (ß = .47, 

SE = .16, p < .01) goal reengagement (ß = .26, SE = .09, p < .01), emotional distress (ß = 

1.00, SE = .50, p = .05), and emotional distress-squared (ß = -.09, SE = .06, p = .11). 

Once the final model was determined, demographic variables, including age, gender 
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(coded as a dummy variable), and income were included to determine if effects were 

maintained while controlling for these variables. Following the backward stepwise model 

again, age, gender, and income were eliminated, and the final model was confirmed. See 

Figure 3 for an illustration of the quadratic effect of emotional distress, controlling for the 

effects of other variables in the final model. In this figure, the values on the x-axis 

represent the minimum value, first to third quartile values, and maximum value of 

emotional distress. 

These findings revealed that a combination of acceptance of negative emotions 

and goal reengagement in response to failure is associated with greater subsequent 

psychological flourishing, operationalized as meaning in life. A response to failure that 

demonstrates high acceptance of negative emotions is characterized by allowing negative 

emotions to surface, rather than suppressing them. For example, one individual who was 

rated as being highly accepting of negative emotions said:  

I didn't really react with anger I guess it was 

more…disappointment, but yes I definitely felt it and I went 

through a period of time where I think you question yourself and 

question umm whether you know why you weren't good enough 

and really kind of feeling not good enough and so I did have to 

work through that… I do not know that there was a point [when I 

felt better], I think it was more gradual turning.  I just don't turn 

on a dime… I do the big circle (laughing) and so it was working 

around it and accepting it. 

 

High goal reengagement in response to failure, another significant predictor of greater 

subsequent meaning in life, is characterized by reengaging with new goals that are 

intrinsically meaningful. One individual who scored high on goal reengagement 

described the transition after the failure from an old to a new goal in the following way: 
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So it made me realize…that education was key because I would 

not have to work at that job if I had gotten the correct education 

so it umm shifted my goal that instead of striving for um 

promotions through a store because of experience that I can get 

promotions through a store through education…so my new goal 

obviously was part of education so… definitely part of my core 

values. 

 

             Also, individuals who were perceived as experiencing more emotional distress 

associated with their failure, as assessed by independent raters‘ scores, were also 

perceived as experiencing more subsequent meaning in their lives. However, this effect 

tapered off at the highest levels of emotional distress. This finding implies, 

counterintuitively, that more painful failures can be associated with more subsequent 

meaning in life, although this conclusion is less true for the most painful failures. This is 

surprising since the failures at the high end of emotional distress were oftentimes 

excruciatingly painful and disruptive to an individual‘s life at the time. For example, one 

individual whose failure was rated as very high in emotional distress described his or her 

biggest job-related failure and the response he or she had to it at the time in the following 

way: 

While I was in the field of nursing I was taking narcotics, at at 

work…[When people found out] it was just like somebody hit 

you over the head with a bat and I was I was confronted by 

people at the hospital and the whole unit so it was very 

embarrassing and shocking… Anyways that um I was feeling, I 

was just devastated of course, and I was feeling worthless and 

um but you know people people approached me and treated me 

like I was sick. 

 

On the other end of the emotional distress spectrum, one individual with a low level of 

emotional distress associated with the failure described being relatively unaffected by the 

failure, being overlooked for a promotion, because the individual felt that he or she did 
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not have the requisite experience for the new position. In describing his or her biggest 

job-related failure, the participant said: ―I would say the only thing is that I didn't get 

promoted but I also recognize there were reasons because I didn't have experience and I 

didn't start working until late…so it is somewhat understandable…I don't feel that I was 

very emotional about it.‖ Counterintuitively, these findings indicate that, overall, 

experiencing a more distressing failure, like the one described by the nurse who took 

narcotics while on the job, is associated with greater subsequent meaning in life, whereas 

experiencing a less painful failure is associated with less subsequent meaning in life.  

Somewhat surprisingly, goal disengagement after the failure did not play a 

significant role in predicting future meaning in life in these analyses. On one end of goal 

disengagement, some participants readily let go of the goal they were pursuing at the time 

of the failure. For example, one individual said concisely, ―I would have to say that…I 

just quit.‖ On the other end of the spectrum, other participants persisted with the goal. As 

another individual stated, ―I didn‘t abandon the goal. I mean I just didn‘t. The goal wasn‘t 

a bad goal.‖ This finding implies, however, that whether individuals persist with the goal 

they were pursuing at the time of failure or let it go is not of crucial importance. What is 

important is reengaging with new goals that are intrinsically meaningful.  

One individual illustrated the way in which goal reengagement can lead to greater 

subsequent meaning in life in the following comment:  
It [the failure] outlined for me that that wasn‘t the kind of work 

that I wanted to be doing with my life. I would much rather be 

designing things than running an organization…what I do now is 

much more my pride…It‘s much more of what I wanted as a 

kid…You know, it took a long time before I realized, but…I feel 

very much happier with what I‘m doing now. It [new goal] is a 
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need that fulfills me. I wish I had done it a long time ago…it [the 

failure] was an affirmation of things that I clarified in my heart. 

 

Overall, these findings demonstrate that a pattern of responding to failure with 

acceptance, at a cognitive/emotional level, and by reengaging with new goals that are 

meaningful to one‘s core self, at a behavioral level, is associated with greater subsequent 

meaning in life. 

Exploratory Analyses Using Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count 

           Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC2007; Pennebaker, Booth, & Francis, 

2007) was used for exploratory analyses of language content from the interviews. 

Exploratory analyses investigated the relationship between specific word categories 

derived from transcriptions of the interviews and psychological flourishing. The specific 

word categories were: negative-emotion words, positive-emotion words, insight words, 

causal words, first-person singular pronouns, and first-person plural pronouns. 

Psychological flourishing was operationalized as the level of meaning in one‘s life. Using  

LIWC2007, writings were analyzed to calculate the number of words in different 

categories (e.g., negative-emotion words and positive-emotion words). The specific word 

categories that were used for these analyses were: negative emotion words (e.g., hate, 

worthless, enemy), positive emotion words (happy, pretty, good), insight words (e.g., 

think, know, consider), causal words (e.g., because, effect, therefore), first person 

singular words (e.g., I, my, me), and first person plural words (e.g., we, ours, us).  

Multiple linear regression analyses were used to examine the relationship between 

these word categories and current meaning in life (outcome from content coding). 
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Analyses were conducted in a backward stepwise fashion, starting with an initial model 

including all predictor variables, then paring down the model by eliminating non- 

significant predictors, and arriving at a final model when only significant predictors 

remained. Subsequently, when the appropriate number of predictors for the final model 

was still unclear (e.g., a predictor was of marginal significance), the Akaike Information 

Criterion, or AIC (AIC = (е^(2*degrees of freedom/N))*(Sum of Squared Error/N)), was 

calculated to determine the optimal set of predictors in each final model.  

All of the word categories, negative emotion words, positive emotion words, 

insight words, causal words, first person singular word, and first person plural words, 

were included in the initial regression model as predictors and were regressed on the 

outcome variable, meaning in life. Table 7 shows means and standard deviations of all 

variables. Table 8 shows correlations between each independent variable and dependent 

variable. Table 9 shows correlations among independent variables. Following the 

backward stepwise model, the following variables were eliminated: positive emotion 

words, causal words, first person singular words, and first person plural  

words. The final model consisted of: negative emotion words (ß = -.66, SE = .26, p < .05) 

and insight words (ß = .39, SE = .21, p = .08). 

These findings indicated that participants who used fewer negative emotion words 

and more insight words during the interview were more likely to experience greater 

subsequent meaning in their lives. The present findings are congruent with previous 

research demonstrating the health benefits of using more insight words over the course of 

a writing intervention (Pennebaker & Francis, 1996). 
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Chapter 5: Study 2 Method 

Overview 

Study 2 built on the previous study by using different methods (quantitative 

questionnaires and an open-ended writing task) than the semi-structured interview used in 

Study 1. In addition, it incorporated a broader range of indicators of psychological 

flourishing. By using a different methodology and design to address the same questions, 

this study added depth and breadth to the previous study. Further, it offered an 

opportunity to provide converging evidence for the proposed model.  

Study 2 was an online study and consisted of a series of questionnaires and a 

writing task. Using the context of individuals‘ biggest job-related failure or most 

significant challenge, these two complementary methods examined the relationships 

between individuals‘ responses to failure and psychological flourishing.  

The questionnaires represented the constructs in the proposed model of adaptive 

response to failure. Specifically, questionnaires assessed the cognitive, emotional, and 

behavioral aspects of individuals‘ response to failure. They also measured a broad range 

of indicators of subsequent psychological flourishing.  

The writing component followed the questionnaires and was twenty minutes in 

duration. Writing instructions were modeled on the structure of the interview from the 

previous study. Participants first described their biggest job-related failure or most 

significant challenge. Then, they were asked to elaborate on the trajectory of their 

response, including cognitive, emotional, and behavioral reactions following the failure. 
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Finally, participants described their current view of the impact of the failure on their 

lives.  

Participants 

Participants were 101 adults from thirty cities in the United States who either 

were contacted via an advertisement on Craig‘s List (see Appendix D for Craig‘s List 

posting) or were selected randomly from the Austin community and contacted via 

telephone. Participants were given a chance to win one of four raffle prizes (for $100, 

$75, $50, and $25), if they completed the entire study. Two hundred and four individuals 

started the online study, and one hundred and one people completed the entire study, 

including the questionnaires and writing component. The completion rate, therefore, was 

49.51%.  

Procedure 

Participants either responded to an advertisement on Craig‘s List asking for 

participation in an online study about people‘s experiences in work and life or were 

selected at random from the Austin residential white pages, contacted via telephone and 

asked if they would like to participate. Both strategies were used to increase the number 

of responses. All participants were informed from the outset that the study would take 

approximately forty to forty-five minutes to complete and would consist of a series of 

questionnaires and a writing component. Participants were also informed that, if they 

completed the entire study, they would have an opportunity to win one of four raffles, 

with cash prizes of $100, $75, $50, and $25 each. 

In an effort to solicit participation from a representative sample of cities in the 



58 

 

United States, a list of 601 municipalities from the United States 2000 Census, rank-

ordered by population, was divided into thirds to represent large, medium-sized, and 

small cities. Three cities from each category were randomly selected, and advertisements 

were posted to the Craig‘s List website for these cities. In addition, an advertisement was 

posted to Austin, Texas, the city in which the study was based. In subsequent weeks, the 

advertisement was also posted to the Craig‘s List website of many of the largest 

metropolitan cities in the United States to increase the number of responses. Table 10 

shows a full list of the cities involved and dates on which Craig‘s List advertisements for 

the study were posted. 

 Participants were guided by the online advertisement or telephone call to the 

website where the online study was located: http://worklifestudy.questionpro.com/. They 

were asked if they were eighteen years of age or older and if they had experienced a job-

related failure or significant challenge that occurred more than a year ago. These two 

questions represented the inclusion criteria for the study. They were then presented with 

an informed consent form, to which they agreed, and then started the online study. 

At the outset of the study, all participants were asked to identify the biggest job-

related failure or most significant challenge they had ever experienced. In order to 

examine outcome factors, the focal failure had to have happened more than one year ago. 

They were then informed that they would be asked to complete two sets of 

questionnaires; the first would be about how they responded in the time after their failure 

and the second would be about how they feel in their life now. 

The first set of questionnaires consisted of three measures representing acceptance 

http://worklifestudy.questionpro.com/
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of negative emotions, three measures representing self-acceptance in the context of 

failure, and a measure of goal disengagement and reengagement. 

The second set of questionnaires consisted of seven measures of psychological 

flourishing, including global, positive psychological outcomes (happiness, mindfulness, 

authenticity, psychological acceptance), as well as more specific, positive psychological 

outcomes (meaning at work, job satisfaction) and one negative psychological outcome, 

depressive symptoms.   

Measures  

Acceptance of negative emotions. Acceptance of negative emotions was assessed 

by three measures: Acceptance of Negative Emotions Questionnaire (North & Holahan), 

the Depressed Mood Subscale of the Courtald Emotional Control Scale (CECS; Watson 

& Greer, 1983), and the Suppression Subscale of the Emotion Regulation Questionnaire 

(ERQ; Gross & John, 1998). 

 The Acceptance of Negative Emotions questionnaire consists of ten items rated 

on a 5-point response scale, ranging from 1, not true at all, to 5, extremely true. This 

questionnaire measures the extent to which people allow, acknowledge, and value 

negative emotions. Item scores were averaged to calculate a score for the entire measure. 

Sample response items include: “I allowed myself to experience the negative emotions,” 

and “I believed that allowing myself to experience my negative emotions would 

ultimately lead to something positive.” See Appendix E for full measure.  

Acceptance of negative emotions was also assessed by reverse-scoring the 

Depressed Mood Subscale of the Courtald Emotional Control Scale (CECS). This 
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subscale consists of 7 items rated on a 4-point response scale, ranging from 1, almost 

never, to 4, almost always (Watson & Greer, 1983; Iwamitsu et al., 2005). Items are 

scored so that a higher score indicates greater control of emotional response. Items 

relating to expressing emotion are reverse scored (Watson & Greer, 1983). Internal 

consistency for this subscale is high (α = .88). For the purposes of this study, the focus 

was changed from general reactions to negative feelings to reactions towards negative 

feelings after the failure and, therefore, questions were changed from present to past 

tense. For a total score representing emotional control of negative emotions, item scores 

are summed (Watson & Greer, 1983). The Depressed Mood subscale is preceded by an 

item stem, “When I felt unhappy…” Sample response items are: “I bottled it up,” and “I 

smothered my feelings.” See Appendix F for full measure.  

The third measure assessing acceptance of negative emotions was the Suppression 

Subscale of the Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (ERQ; Gross & John, 1998). This 

subscale consists of four items rated on a 7-point response scale, ranging from 1, strongly 

disagree, to 7, strongly agree and measures the extent to which people suppress their 

emotions. Scores are averaged to calculate a score for the entire subscale. Internal 

consistency for the suppression subscale ranged from α =.68-.76. In this study, questions 

with a general focus were shifted to focus on the moment right after the failure and, 

therefore, were changed from present to past tense. Sample response items are: ―I kept 

my emotions to myself,‖ and ―I controlled my emotions by not expressing them.‖ See 

Appendix G for full measure.  

Self-acceptance. Self-acceptance was assessed by three measures: the Self- 
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Kindness and Self-Judgment Subscales of the Self-Compassion Scale (Neff, 2003), the 

Basic Understanding of Development and Harmony Assessment (BUDDHA; Pennebaker 

& Rude), and two subscales, fears of shame and embarrassment and fears of devaluing 

one’s self-estimate, of the Performance Failure Appraisal Inventory (PFAI; Conroy, 

Willow, Metzler, 2002).  

The Self-Kindness and Self-Judgment Subscales were selected from the Self-

Compassion Scale (Neff, 2003) and together they consist of a total of ten items, five in 

each subscale, rated on a 5-point response scale, ranging from 1, almost never, to 5, 

almost always. Items on the Self-Judgment subscale are reverse-scored. Items scores are 

averaged for each individual subscale, and the average of subscale scores was computed 

to derive a total score for this construct. Internal consistency for the subscales (self-

kindness and self-judgment, respectively) were high (α = .78, α = .77). For the purposes 

of this study, the focus was changed from how individuals act towards themselves in 

difficult times to how the individuals acted after the failure or significant disappointment. 

Therefore, questions were shifted from present to past tense, and the labels on the original 

response scale were modified slightly with the new labels being 1 = not true at all and 5 

= extremely true. Sample items for the Self-Kindness subscale are: ―I tried to be loving 

towards myself when I was feeling emotional pain,‖ and ―I was tolerant of my own flaws 

and inadequacies.‖ Sample items for the Self-Judgment subscale are: ―In that difficult 

time, I tended to be tough on myself,‖ and ―When I saw aspects of myself that I don‘t 

like, I got down on myself.‖ See Appendix H for full measure.  

Self-acceptance was also measured by selected items from the Basic 
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Understanding of Development and Harmony Assessment (BUDDHA; Pennebaker & 

Rude). Five, of twelve, items from this measure were used in this study; items are rated 

on a 5-point response scale, ranging from 1, strongly disagree, to 5, strongly agree. Item 

scores are averaged to devise the total score this scale. Internal consistency for this 

measure is high (Cronbach‘s α = .77). In this study, changes were made from a general 

time frame to specifically how the individual felt after the failure and, therefore, 

questions were changed from present to past. Sample items are, ―I accepted myself when 

I was suffering or in pain,‖ and ―It was OK for me to fail.‖ See Appendix I for full 

measure.  

 The third measure assessing self-acceptance was the reverse-scoring of two 

subscales of the Performance Failure Appraisal Inventory (PFAI; Conroy, Willow, 

Metzler, 2002). The PFAI is designed to assess Fear of Failure (FF) based on the strength 

of a person’s belief in the likelihood of negative consequences of failing (Conroy, 

Coatsworth, & Kaye, 2007). Factor analyses indicate that there are five lower-order 

factors reflecting beliefs in specific negative consequences of failure (Conroy, 2004). The 

two lower-order factors, or subscales, used in this study to assess self-acceptance in the 

context of failure are: 1) fears of shame and embarrassment; 2) fears of devaluing one’s 

self-estimate (Conroy, 2004). The subscale measuring fear of shame and embarrassment 

in the context of failure has seven items and the subscale measuring fear of devaluing 

one’s self-estimate in the context of failure contains four items. The subscale total is 

calculated by averaging the scores for the relevant items. Subscale scores were averaged 

to create a total score for this measure. Responses are recorded using a 5-point scale 
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ranging from -2, Do Not Believe at All, to +2, Believe 100% of the Time. Participants 

indicate how frequently they believe each statement is true for them. The PFAI measure 

has adequate internal consistency (i.e., α for the total FF score was .82) and strong 

convergent and discriminant validity (Conroy, 2001, 2003; Conroy et al., 2002). In this 

study, questions were anchored on the specific failure as opposed to general failing, so 

items were changed from present to past tense. A sample item for the subscale measuring 

fear of shame and embarrassment is: “I felt less valuable than when I succeeded.” A 

sample item for the subscale measuring fear of devaluing one’s self-estimate is: “I was 

afraid that I might not have enough talent.” See Appendix J for full measure.  

Goal disengagement and reengagement. Goal disengagement and reengagement 

was assessed by the Goal Disengagement and Goal Reengagement Scale (Wrosch et al, 

2003). This measure consists of ten items rated on a 5-point response scale, ranging from 

1, not true at all, to 5, extremely true. The measure consists of two subscales measuring 

the extent to which people disengaged or reengaged with their goals. A mean score is 

devised for each subscale. Internal consistency for the subscales (goal disengagement and 

goal reengagement, respectively) was (Cronbach‘s α = .84) and (Cronbach‘s α = .86). 

There was no significant correlation between goal disengagement and reengagement. For 

the purposes of this study, questions were based on the specific failure as opposed to 

hypothetical situations and, therefore, questions were shifted from present to past tense. 

Sample items for the Goal Disengagement Subscale are: ―It was easy for me to stop 

thinking about the goal and let it go‖ and ―It was easy for me to reduce my effort toward 

the goal‖. Sample items for the Goal Reengagement Subscale are: ―I put effort toward 
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other meaningful goals‖ and ―I thought about other new goals to pursue.‖ See Appendix 

K for full measure.  

 Meaning at work. Meaning at work was measured by the Meaning at Work 

Subscale of the Meaning and Purpose at Work questionnaire (Meaning and Purpose at 

Work questionnaire; Ashmos & Duchon, 2000). This subscale consists of seven items 

rated on a 7-point response scale, ranging from 1, strongly disagree to 7, strongly agree. 

The Meaning at Work subscale measures the extent to which people identify with their 

work. Item scores are averaged to calculate the subscale score. The internal consistency 

for this scale is high (α = .86). In this study, labels were added to the scale whereas no 

labels were listed in the original. Sample responses include, ―The work I do is connected 

to what I think is important in life,‖ and ―I look forward to coming to work most days.‖  

See Appendix L for full measure.  

 Job satisfaction. Job satisfaction was assessed by the General Index of Job 

Satisfaction (Brayfield & Roth, 1951). Seven of the original eighteen items were selected 

for this study. Items are measured on a 5-point response scale, ranging from 1, extremely 

true, to 5, not true at all. The scores of individual items are summed to get the total score. 

Higher scores indicate lower job satisfaction. Internal consistency for the measure is high 

(Cronbach‘s α = .92). Sample response items are, ―Most of the time I have to force 

myself to go to work,‖ and ―I find real enjoyment in my work.‖  See Appendix M for full 

measure.  

 Happiness. Happiness was measured by the Fordyce Emotions Questionnaire 

(FEQ; Fordyce, 1988). The measure consists of two items measuring emotional well-



65 

 

being: 1) an 11-point scale of happiness/unhappiness, ranging from ―Extremely happy‖ to 

―Extremely unhappy‖ and 2) an item asking for the amount of time (in percentages 

totaling 100) spent in ―happy‖, ―unhappy‖, and ―neutral‖ moods. Reliability of the 

measure is good (e.g., test-retest reliability for 2-week period, r = .86). See Appendix N 

for full measure.  

 Authenticity. Authenticity was measured by the Authenticity Inventory (A1-3; 

Goldman & Kernis, 2003). This measure consists of 45 items rated on a 5-point response 

scale, ranging from 1, strongly disagree to 5, strongly agree. The measure consists of 

four subscales measuring each participant‘s awareness, unbiased processing, behavior, 

and relational orientation. Item scores are summed for to calculate subscale totals, and a 

total authenticity score is created by summing the scores of the four subscales. The 

internal consistency for each subscale (Awareness, Unbiased Processing, Behavioral, 

Relational Orientation) is high (α = .79, α = .64, α = .80, α = .78, respectively). The 

internal consistency for the composite summed score is also high (α = .90). Sample items 

include, ―For better or for worse I am aware of who I truly am,‖ and ―I try to act in a 

manner that is consistent with my personally held values, even if others criticize or reject 

me for doing so.‖ See Appendix O for full measure.  

 Psychological acceptance. Psychological acceptance was assessed by the 

Acceptance and Action Questionnaire (AAQ; Hayes, 2000). This measure consists of 9 

items on a 7-point response scale, ranging from 1, never true, to 7, always true.  The total 

score consists of the sum of item scores, and higher scores indicate lower psychological 

acceptance. Internal consistency is high (Cronbach‘s α = .70). Sample response items are, 
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―I am able to take action on a problem even if I am uncertain what is the right thing to 

do,‖ and ―I rarely worry about getting my anxieties, worries, and feelings under control.‖ 

See Appendix P for full measure.  

 Mindfulness. Mindfulness was measured by the Langer Mindfulness Scale (LMS; 

Langer). This measure consists of twenty-one items rated on a 7-point response scale, 

ranging from 1, strongly disagree, to 7, strongly agree. This measure consists of four 

subscales including flexibility, goal engagement, novelty seeking, and novelty producing. 

Item scores were summed to create the subscale scores. Sample items are, ―I attend to the 

‗big picture‘,‖ and ―I have an open-mind about everything, even things that challenge my 

core beliefs.‖ See Appendix Q for full measure.  

Depressive symptoms. The Center for Epidemiologic Studies-Depression (CES-D; 

Radloff, 1977) scale was used to assess the frequency and severity of depressive 

symptoms. This measure consists of 20 items. Using a 4-point response scale ranging 

from ―1=Rarely or none of the time (less than 1 day)‖ to ―4=Most or all of the time (5-7 

days)‖, participants are asked to respond to items about how they have felt in the past 

week. Item scores are summed to calculate the total. The internal consistency of the 

measure in the general population is good (α = .85). Sample items include, ―I did not 

enjoy life‖ and ―I felt hopeless about the future.‖ See Appendix R for full measure.  

Writing Task 

After completing the measures, participants wrote for twenty minutes about the 

biggest job-related failure that they selected at the outset of the study. The writing 

instructions were modeled on the architecture of the semi-structured interview from the 
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previous study; participants were asked to start by describing the failure, then to discuss 

the trajectory of their response, including how they felt and what they thought right after 

the event, and then to describe what, if anything, they did in response, and finally to 

articulate how they feel about their lives now. See Appendix S for writing instructions. 
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Chapter 6: Study 2 Results  

Sample Characteristics 

The sample ranged in age from 18-73 years (Mean = 38.09, Standard Deviation = 

15.53) and included both genders (Males = 26.04%, Females = 73.96%). The sample was 

fairly diverse ethnically (American Indian or Alaskan Native = 2.13%, Asian-American = 

5.32%, African-American = 8.51%, Caucasian = 68.09%, Latino = 13.83%, Other = 

2.13%), and the median range of annual income was $20,000-$39,999.
2
  

The types of jobs participants held at the time of their biggest failure covered a 

broad range, including work in sales, government organizations, childcare, as well as 

work as telemarketers, exotic entertainers, janitorial staff, managers of companies or 

organizations, and waitresses at restaurants. Table 11 provides more detailed information 

on the categories of participants‘ jobs, as well as the number of individuals in each 

category. 

The types of job-related failures participants described also varied, including 

being fired or laid off, quitting, not being able to find a job, having their company or 

organization bought out, experiencing serious emotional or health issues that interfered 

with work, and experiencing significant problems with coworkers. Table 12 provides 

more information on the types of failures participants experienced, as well as the number 

of individuals in each category.  

Overview of Analyses  

Data analyses examined participants‘ responses in complementary questionnaires 

                                                 
2
 All percentages based on available data. Percent available data for each demographic category is as 

follows:  age = 84.2%, gender = 96%, ethnicity = 96%, income = 95%.  
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and open-ended responses from the writing task. Specifically, questionnaires, 

representing constructs in the proposed model of adaptive response to failure, were 

analyzed to investigate relationships among constructs. In addition, writings, consisting 

of open-ended responses, were analyzed to test the model further. In addition, exploratory 

analyses were conducted on the language content of writings using Linguistic Inquiry and 

Word Count (LIWC2007; Pennebaker, Booth, & Francis, 2007).  

Primary Analyses: Test of Model using Questionnaire Responses 

Data analyses with questionnaire responses examined the effects of participants‘ 

response to failure on subsequent psychological flourishing. Three measures were used to 

assess each of the cognitive/emotional aspects of response to failure, acceptance of 

negative emotions and self-acceptance. One measure was used to assess each of the 

behavioral aspects of response to failure, goal disengagement and goal reengagement. 

Seven measures were used to assess various aspects of current psychological flourishing 

(specifically, meaning at work, job satisfaction, happiness, psychological acceptance, 

mindfulness, authenticity, and depressive symptoms). Figure 4 illustrates the analytic 

model for Study 2 Analyses with Questionnaire Responses. 

To account for missing data, values of missing item scores were imputed using 

the average of other item scores from that measure, if a measure had at least seventy-five 

percent of the items completed. If a measure had less than seventy-five percent of the 

items completed, it was not used in analyses. Using this rubric, nearly all of the data were 

used in analyses. The sample sizes for questionnaire responses for all predictor and 
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outcome variables except for happiness ranged from 99 (out of 101) to 101; the sample 

size for the outcome variable of happiness was 89. 

Multiple linear regression analyses were used to examine the relationship between 

predictor variables and psychological flourishing outcomes. Analyses were conducted in 

a backward stepwise fashion, starting with an initial model including all predictor 

variables, then paring down the model by eliminating non-significant predictors, and 

arriving at a final model when only significant predictors remained. Subsequently, when 

the appropriate number of predictors for the final model was still unclear (e.g., a predictor 

was of marginal significance), the Akaike Information Criterion, or AIC (AIC = 

(е^(2*degrees of freedom/N))*(Sum of Squared Error/N)), was calculated to determine 

the optimal set of predictors in each final model. Once the final model was determined 

for each analysis, demographic variables, including age, gender (coded as a dummy 

variable), and income were included to determine if effects were maintained while 

controlling for these variables. Following the backward stepwise model again, age, 

gender, and income were eliminated in all analyses. In each case, the final model was 

confirmed. 

For some outcome variables (meaning at work, mindfulness, happiness, and  

depressive symptoms), however, ceiling or floor effects led to significantly non-normal 

residuals, violating an assumption of ordinary least-squares (OLS) regression. For that 

reason, ordinal regression analysis was used on these variables. The ordinal regression 

analyses employed analogous backward stepwise procedures as in the OLS regression 

analyses. The effects of the terms in the models were tested via likelihood ratio test with 
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a chi-square distribution, rather than by examining betas and t-statistics, as is the case in 

OLS regression. Because betas are not reported in ordinal regression output, significant 

effects in models are graphed to interpret the nature of the effect. The Akaike Information 

Criterion (AIC) was calculated to determine the optimal set of predictors in the model. 

Using factor scores in regression analyses. Three measures were used to assess 

the underlying constructs of acceptance of negative emotions and self-acceptance. Since 

these constructs are not associated with established questionnaires, multiple measures 

were used to provide converging evidence about relationships between these variables 

and other variables in the model. Including three measures for acceptance of negative 

emotions and three measures for self-acceptance in a regression model, however, would 

be problematic due to the high degree of collinearity among measures. Since each set of 

three measures ostensibly represents one latent construct, factor analysis was used to 

create a single predictor representing that latent construct. Specifically, factor analysis 

was conducted first on the cluster of three measures for acceptance of negative emotions. 

Then, a factor score, representing the underlying construct of acceptance of negative 

emotions, was extracted. This factor score was then used as a predictor variable in 

regression analyses, instead of the questionnaires representing acceptance of negative 

emotions. Subsequently, this process was repeated with the questionnaires representing 

self-acceptance. In each factor analysis, the scores from the first factor, representing the 

underlying construct (either acceptance of negative emotions or self-acceptance) were 

extracted and used as a predictor variable in regression analyses. This process of merging 
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two approaches to model fitting—factor analysis and multiple regression—is analogous 

to structural equation modeling (Ecob & Cuttance, 1987). 

In the case of acceptance of negative emotions, however, a preliminary 

investigation of correlations between the three measures revealed that two of the 

measures were related to one another but were not related to the third measure. This was 

confirmed by the initial factor analysis. Specifically, two of the questionnaires 

characterized by suppression of negative emotions cohered, and the third questionnaire 

representing active acceptance of negative emotions was distinct. Therefore, factor 

analysis was repeated using the two measures of suppression of negative emotions, and 

the first factor was extracted and used as a predictor variable (suppression of negative 

emotions). Since active acceptance of negative emotions was determined to be a distinct 

construct, the measure of acceptance of negative emotions was included in the model 

independently as a predictor variable (acceptance of negative emotions). 

Because preliminary investigation of the data revealed a possible quadratic 

relationship between goal disengagement and psychological flourishing outcomes, a goal 

disengagement-squared variable was added as a predictor. Multiple linear regression 

analyses were conducted on each outcome variable, except for variables that violated an 

assumption of OLS regression. For these variables (meaning at work, mindfulness, 

happiness, and depressive symptoms), ordinal regression was used. The following 

variables were included in the initial regression models for all outcomes: acceptance of 

negative emotions, suppression of negative emotions, self-acceptance, goal 

disengagement, goal disengagement-squared, and goal reengagement. Table 13 shows 
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means and standard deviations of all variables. Table 14 shows correlations between 

independent and dependent variables. Table 15 shows correlations among independent 

variables. Table 16 shows correlations among dependent variables.  

Using ordinal regression analyses and following the backward stepwise model 

with the outcome of meaning at work, the following variables were eliminated: 

acceptance of negative emotions and suppression of negative emotions. The final model, 

therefore, for the meaning at work outcome consisted of self-acceptance (χ
2
(1) = 3.29, p 

= .07) goal disengagement (χ
2
(1) = 3.19, p = .07), goal disengagement-squared (χ

2
(1) = 

4.85, p < .05), and goal reengagement (χ
2
(1) = 10.12, p < .01). Figures 5-7 show 

graphical representation of effects for self-acceptance, goal disengagement, and goal 

reengagement, respectively. In Figure 6, the x-axis represents the range of the goal 

disengagement variable, and this predictor variable is normally distributed. There were 

no significant predictors of job satisfaction. 

Greater goal reengagement, therefore, was associated with more meaning at work 

subsequently. In addition, there was a quadratic relationship between goal disengagement 

and meaning at work. Specifically, lowest and highest levels of goal disengagement in 

response to failure were associated with the highest levels of subsequent meaning at 

work, and moderate levels of goal disengagement were associated with the lowest levels 

of subsequent meaning at work. These findings on goal disengagement indicate that 

responding to failure either with tenacious persistence or by letting go readily is 

associated with more meaning at work, subsequently. In contrast, only partially letting go 

of a goal after failure is associated with the lowest levels of subsequent meaning at work. 
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One surprising, inconsistent finding was that greater self-acceptance, characterized by 

more self-kindness and less self-judgment, in response to the failure predicted lower 

meaning at work subsequently 

Using ordinal regression analyses and following the backward stepwise model 

with the outcome of mindfulness, the following variables were eliminated: suppression of 

negative emotions and self-acceptance. The final model for mindfulness consisted of: 

acceptance of negative emotions (χ
2
(1) = 5.44, p < .05), goal disengagement (χ

2
(1) = 

2.36, p = .12), goal disengagement-squared (χ
2
(1) = 11.30, p < .01), and goal 

reengagement (χ
2
(1) = 4.31, p < .05). Figures 8-10 show graphical representation of 

effects for acceptance of negative emotions, goal disengagement, and goal 

reengagement, respectively.  

Following the backward stepwise model with the outcome of psychological 

acceptance, the following variables were eliminated: acceptance of negative emotions 

and suppression of negative emotions. The final model for the psychological acceptance 

outcome included: self-acceptance (ß = -3.36, SE = .89, p < .01), goal disengagement (ß 

= 8.86, SE = 4.38, p < .05), goal disengagement-squared (ß = -1.85, SE = .86, p < .05), 

goal reengagement (ß = -1.51, SE = .61, p < .05). Figure 11 illustrates the quadratic 

effect of goal disengagement on psychological acceptance. 

Following the backward stepwise model with the outcome of authenticity, the 

following variables were eliminated: self-acceptance. For authenticity, the final model 

included: acceptance of negative emotions (ß = 6.92, SE = 2.81, p < .05); suppression of 

negative emotions (ß = -4.13, SE = 2.20, p = .06); goal disengagement (ß = -41.14, SE = 
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11.69, p < .01), goal disengagement-squared (ß = 7.31, SE = 2.30, p < .01), and goal 

reengagement (ß = 6.28, SE = 1.60, p < .01). Figure 12 depicts the quadratic effect of 

goal disengagement. 

Similar patterns emerged among the related outcomes of mindfulness, 

psychological acceptance, and authenticity. Findings demonstrated that greater 

acceptance of negative emotions in response to the failure was associated with more 

mindfulness and authenticity at the present time, and greater self-acceptance in the 

context of failure was associated with greater current psychological acceptance. 

Suppression of negative emotions also related to authenticity, such that less suppression 

of negative emotions after a failure was related to greater authenticity, subsequently.  

Furthermore, there was a quadratic relationship between goal disengagement and 

these three outcomes of flourishing—mindfulness, psychological acceptance, and 

authenticity—that mirrored the quadratic relationship between goal disengagement and 

meaning at work. Specifically, the lowest and highest levels of goal disengagement were 

associated with the highest levels of flourishing, and moderate levels of goal 

disengagement were associated with the lowest levels of flourishing. It appears that 

responding to failure either with dogged persistence and tenacity (i.e., very low levels of 

goal disengagement) or by letting go readily (i.e., very high levels of goal 

disengagement) is associated with more mindfulness, psychological acceptance, and 

authenticity, subsequently. The behavioral response associated with the worst outcome 

was an approach that straddled these extremes, characterized by only partially letting go 

of the goal. Additionally, higher levels of goal reengagement in response to failure 
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predicted more mindfulness, psychological acceptance, and authenticity, subsequently.  

Using ordinal regression analyses and following the backward stepwise model 

with the outcome of happiness, the following variables were eliminated: acceptance of 

negative emotions, self-acceptance, and goal-disengagement-squared. For happiness, the 

final model was: suppression of negative emotions (χ
2
(1) = 7.73, p < .01), goal 

disengagement (χ
2
(1) = 4.48, p < .05), and goal reengagement (χ

2
(1) = 6.63, p < .05). 

Figures 13-15 show graphical representations of the main effects of suppression of 

negative emotions, goal disengagement, and goal reengagement, respectively. 

Using ordinal regression analyses and following the backward stepwise model 

with the outcome of depressive symptoms, the following variables were eliminated: 

acceptance of negative emotions, self-acceptance, and goal-disengagement-squared. The 

final model for the outcome of depressive symptoms was: suppression of negative 

emotions (χ
2
(1) = 5.15, p < .01), goal disengagement(χ

2
(1) = 6.04, p < .05), goal  

reengagement (χ
2
(1) = 8.15, p < .01). Figures 16-18 show graphical representation of 

effects for suppression of negative emotions, goal disengagement, and goal 

reengagement, respectively. 

 The same response to failure predicted greater happiness and less depressive 

symptoms. Specifically, less suppression of negative emotions after the failure predicted 

more happiness and less depressive symptoms. There was no added value, however, of 

actively accepting one‘s negative emotions in that acceptance of negative emotions did 

not significantly predict either outcome. On a behavioral level, less goal disengagement 

(i.e., greater persistence with the goal that was being pursued at the time of the failure) 
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was related to more happiness and fewer depressive symptoms subsequently. In addition, 

greater goal reengagement was associated with more subsequent happiness and fewer 

depressive symptoms. 

Testing the model by analyzing responses to self-report questionnaires reaffirmed 

the significant role of acceptance and goal reengagement in predicting subsequent 

flourishing and also shed new light on the role of goal disengagement. Furthermore, 

results demonstrated similar patterns of adaptive responses to failure across similar 

outcomes of flourishing.  

Primary Analyses: Test of Model using Open-Ended Responses from Writing Task  

Participants were instructed to write continuously for twenty minutes. On average, 

they wrote 439 words, with a minimum of 93 words and a maximum of 1,115 words. 

Participant writings were coded by two independent raters to assess the presence of the 

constructs in the proposed model of adaptive response to failure. Figure 19 depicts the 

analytic model for Study 2 analyses of open-ended responses from the writing task. To 

limit response biases of raters across categories, raters scored all interviews within a 

particular category before moving on to the next category.  

The constructs that characterized an adaptive cognitive/emotional response to 

failure were: acceptance of negative emotions and self-acceptance. The constructs that 

represented an adaptive behavioral response to failure: goal disengagement and goal 

reengagement. Finally, subsequent psychological flourishing was operationalized as 

meaning in life. The criteria for each content category were derived from the self-report 

questionnaires of the respective constructs (see Appendix H for ratings forms). Emotional 
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distress, a measure of the level of perceived emotional distress of the participant related 

to the failure, was also coded and was included as a covariate in the model. This measure 

of the level of emotional distress participants seemed to associate with the failure (based 

on the independent raters‘ perceptions) was included to provide somewhat of an objective 

coding of the severity of each failure. 

Each category was rated on a 7-point scale indicating to what extent each 

construct was reflected in the writing (1 = Not true at all, 7 = Extremely true). The 

average of the two independent raters‘ scores was used as the total score for each 

construct. The correlation between raters‘ scores for each construct was as follows: 

acceptance of negative emotions (r = .43, p < .01), self-acceptance (r = .75, p < .01), goal 

disengagement (r = .44, p < .01), goal reengagement (r = .43, p < .01), meaning in life (r 

= .70, p > .01), and emotional distress (r = .52, p < .01). 

Multiple linear regression analyses were used to examine the relationships 

between individuals‘ response to failure and current meaning in life. Analyses were  

conducted in a backward stepwise fashion, starting with an initial model including all 

predictor variables, acceptance of negative emotions, self-acceptance, goal 

disengagement, goal reengagement, and emotional distress, then paring down the model 

by eliminating non-significant predictors. The final model was arrived at when only 

significant predictors remained. Subsequently, when the appropriate number of predictors 

for the final model was still unclear (e.g., a predictor was of marginal significance), the 

Akaike Information Criterion, or AIC (AIC = (е^(2*degrees of freedom/N))*(Sum of 
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Squared Error/N)), was calculated to determine the optimal set of predictors in each final 

model. 

The following variables, therefore, were included in the initial multiple linear 

regression model: acceptance of negative emotions, self-acceptance, goal disengagement, 

goal reengagement, and emotional distress. All predictors were regressed on meaning in 

life. Table 17 shows means and standard deviations of all variables. Table 18 shows 

correlations between each independent variable and dependent variable. Table 19 shows 

correlations among independent variables.  

Following the backward stepwise model, goal disengagement and emotional 

distress were eliminated. The final model consisted of: acceptance of negative emotions 

(ß = .54, SE = .19, p < .01), self-acceptance (ß = .32, SE = .12, p < .01), and goal 

reengagement (ß = .48, SE = .09, p = .01). Once the final model was determined, 

demographic variables, including age, gender (coded as a dummy variable), and income, 

were included to determine if effects were maintained while controlling for these 

variables. Following the backward stepwise model again, age, gender, and income were 

eliminated. In each case, the final model was confirmed.  

Testing the model by analyzing writings revealed that a combination of 

acceptance and goal reengagement in response to failure was associated with greater 

subsequent meaning in life. Specifically, these findings showed that, on a 

cognitive/emotional level, responding to failure by accepting one‘s negative emotions 

and cultivating self-acceptance was associated with greater subsequent meaning in life. 

Cultivating self-acceptance included showing more kindness to oneself, less judgment, 
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and maintaining one‘s sense of self-worth in the context of the failure. The following 

quotation from a participant reflects a response characterized by low self-acceptance: ―I 

felt like such a failure, and I couldn't ever figure out what I was doing wrong… I also 

started feeling like a complete loser once I interviewed at two restaurants and couldn't 

even score a job working as a waitress.‖ In contrast, the following response characterizes 

high self-acceptance: ―I always seemed like I was failing him [my boss], but always 

knew I was doing my best so it never bothered me…I never blamed myself.‖ On a 

behavioral level, responding to failure by reengaging with new goals that are intrinsically 

meaningful was associated with greater subsequent meaning in life. Goal disengagement 

after the failure did not play a significant role in predicting subsequent meaning in life. 

These findings imply that, in terms of a behavioral response to failure, whether 

individuals persist with the goal they were pursuing at the time of failure or let go of it is 

not of vital importance. The most important factor in responding to failure at a behavioral 

level is reengaging with new goals that are meaningful to one‘s core self. Overall, results 

demonstrate that a response to failure characterized by acceptance, at a 

cognitive/emotional level, and reengaging with new goals that are meaningful to one‘s 

core self, at a behavioral level, is associated with greater subsequent meaning in life. The 

following is an excerpt from a participant‘s writing that illustrates high meaning in life: 

After a year off - volunteering, examining my feelings - I applied 

for a part-time job - in a new industry. I have been there seven 

years - love it - have never been happier -  

The experience changed how I look at myself - I am kinder to 

me & other people & would not put me in a position again where 

I would be demeaned and treated badly again. I learned a lot 

about climbing the ladder – it is not the money that is important - 

my life is. 
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This quotation is also congruent with findings that acceptance and goal reengagement are 

associated with greater subsequent meaning in life.  

Study 2 used two different methods—quantitative questionnaires and a writing 

task—to test the proposed model of adaptive response to failure. Specifically, both 

methods investigated the relationships between the proposed cognitive, emotional, and 

behavioral responses to failure and subsequent flourishing. By using two distinct 

methods, Study 2 provided a more comprehensive test of the proposed model. Further, by 

using a different design than Study 1 to address the same questions, Study 2 contributed 

converging evidence for the proposed model.  

Exploratory Analyses Using Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count 

Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC2007; Pennebaker, Booth, & Francis, 

2007) was used for exploratory analyses of language content from the writings. 

Exploratory analyses investigated the relationship between specific word categories 

derived from the writings and psychological flourishing. The same word categories that 

were used for analyses in the previous study were also used for analyses in the present 

study (i.e., negative-emotion words, positive-emotion words, insight words, causal words, 

first-person singular pronouns, and first-person plural pronouns). The relationship 

between these word category variables and psychological flourishing was examined. 

Outcomes of psychological flourishing were: meaning in life, meaning at work, job 

satisfaction, happiness, psychological acceptance, mindfulness, authenticity, and 

depressive symptoms. 

Multiple linear regression analyses were used to examine the relationship between 
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these word categories and psychological flourishing outcomes. Analyses were conducted 

in a backward stepwise fashion, starting with an initial model including all predictor 

variables, then paring down the model by eliminating non-significant predictors, and 

arriving at a final model when only significant predictors remained. Subsequently, when 

the appropriate number of predictors for the final model was still unclear (e.g., a predictor 

was of marginal significance), the Akaike Information Criterion, or AIC (AIC = 

(е^(2*degrees of freedom/N))*(Sum of Squared Error/N)), was calculated to determine 

the optimal set of predictors in each final model. 

For some outcome variables (meaning at work, mindfulness, happiness, and 

depressive symptoms), ceiling or floor effects led to significantly non-normal residuals, 

violating an assumption of ordinary least-squares (OLS) regression. For that reason, 

ordinal regression analysis was used on these variables. The ordinal regression analyses 

employed analogous backward stepwise procedures as in the OLS regression analyses. 

The effects of the terms in the models were tested via likelihood ratio test with a chi-

square distribution, rather than by examining betas and t-statistics, as is the case in OLS 

regression. Because betas are not reported in ordinal regression output, significant effects 

in models are graphed to interpret the nature of the effect. The Akaike Information 

Criterion (AIC) was calculated to determine the optimal set of predictors in the model. 

All of the word categories, negative-emotion words, positive-emotion words, 

insight words, causal words, first-person singular word, and first-person plural words, 

were included in the initial regression model as predictors and were regressed, separately, 

on psychological flourishing outcomes. Psychological flourishing outcomes were: 



83 

 

meaning in life, meaning at work, job satisfaction, happiness, psychological acceptance, 

mindfulness, authenticity, and depressive symptoms. Table 20 shows means and standard 

deviations of all variables. Table 21 shows correlations between independent and 

dependent variables. Table 22 shows correlations among independent variables. Table 23 

shows correlations among dependent variables. 

Following the backward stepwise model with the meaning in life outcome, the 

following variables were eliminated: insight words, causal words, first person singular 

words, and first person plural words. The final model for the meaning in life outcome 

consisted of: positive emotion words (ß = .31, SE = .10, p < .01) and negative emotion 

words (ß = -.40, SE = .11, p < .01). 

Using ordinal regression analyses and following the backward stepwise model 

with the meaning at work outcome, the following variables were eliminated: negative 

emotion words, positive emotion words, insight words, causal words, and first person 

singular words. The final model for the meaning at work outcome consisted of a main 

effect of first person plural words (χ
2
(1) = 5.48, p < .05). Figure 20 shows a graphic 

representation of the effect of first person plural words on meaning at work. For job 

satisfaction, there were no significant predictors.  

 Using ordinal regression analyses and following the backward stepwise model 

with the mindfulness outcome, the following variables were eliminated: negative emotion 

words, insight words, first person singular words, and first person singular words. The 

final model for mindfulness consisted of main effects of positive emotion words (χ
2
(1) 

=8.49, p < .01) and causal words (χ
2
(1) = 5.71, p < .05). See Figures 21 and 22 for 
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graphic representation of the effects of positive emotion words and causal words, 

respectively. 

Again using ordinal regression analyses and following the backward stepwise 

model with the happiness outcome, the following variables were eliminated: negative 

emotion words, positive emotion words, insight words, and causal words. For happiness, 

the final model included main effects of first person singular words (χ
2
(1) = 2.70, p = 

.10) and first person plural words (χ
2
(1) = 7.64, p < .01). Figures 23 and 24 illustrate the 

main effects of first person singular words and first person plural words, respectively. 

Following the backward stepwise model with the psychological acceptance 

outcome, the following variables were eliminated: negative emotion words, insight 

words, causal words, and first person plural words. The final model for the psychological 

acceptance outcome consisted of: first person singular words (ß = .60, SE = .25, p < .05) 

and positive emotion words (ß = -.94, SE = .49, p = .06). 

Using ordinal regression analyses and following the backward stepwise model 

with the outcome of depressive symptoms, the following variables were eliminated: 

positive emotion words and causal words. The final model for the depressive symptoms 

outcome consisted of: first person singular words (χ
2
(1) = 2.58, p = .11),  first person 

plural words (χ
2
(1) = 6.96, p < .01), negative emotion words (χ

2
(1) = 9.74, p < .01), and 

insight words (χ
2
(1) = 8.83, p < .01). Figures 25-28 show the graphical representation of 

the effects of negative emotion words, insight words, first person singular words, and 

first person plural words, respectively, on depressive symptoms. 
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Following the backward stepwise model with the authenticity outcome, the 

following variables were eliminated: insight words, causal words, and first person plural 

words. The final model for authenticity was comprised of: first person singular words (ß 

= -1.57, SE = .70, p < .05), positive emotion words (ß = 3.75, SE = 1.31, p < .01), and 

negative emotion words (ß = -3.56, SE = 1.50, p < .05). 

Exploratory analyses in Study 2 using LIWC2007 demonstrated that fewer 

negative emotion words and more positive emotion words in writings were associated 

with greater meaning in life. These findings are consistent with previous research 

showing a relationship between greater use of positive emotion words and improved 

well-being outcomes after a writing intervention (Pennebaker, Mehl, & Niederhoffer, 

2003).  

In analyses with other flourishing outcomes, greater use of positive emotion 

words was also associated with greater subsequent flourishing. Specifically, using more 

positive emotion words was associated with greater mindfulness, psychological 

acceptance, and authenticity. In addition, using fewer negative emotion words was 

associated with less depressive symptoms and more authenticity.  

Using more insight words was associated with less depressive symptoms. This 

finding is consistent with previous research demonstrating the health benefits of using 

more insight words over the course of a writing intervention (Pennebaker & Francis, 

1996). 

In contrast, using fewer causal words was associated with greater mindfulness. 

This finding is surprising given past literature on the health benefits of using more causal 
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words over the course of a writing intervention (Pennebaker & Francis, 1996; Pennebaker 

et al., 2003). Furthermore, it implies that having a sense that one knows and understands 

the reasons for negative events might not always be related to greater emotional well-

being.  

Findings revealed that use of fewer first-person singular words in writings was 

associated with more happiness, less depressive symptoms, greater psychological 

acceptance, and more authenticity, perhaps implying that less of a self-focus is adaptive. 

In contrast, using more first-person plural words was associated with more 

meaning at work, more happiness, and fewer depressive symptoms. This is consistent 

with previous research indicating that first-person plural words reflect a sense of shared 

interdependence and motivation to affiliate (Slatcher, Vazire, & Pennebaker, 2008), as 

well as a social bonding effect (Pennebaker et al., 2003). It is possible that using more 

words like ―we‖ is a reflection of cultivating a strong network of interpersonal 

connections that provide meaning and happiness to individuals‘ lives.  
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Chapter 7: General Discussion 

 In extending previous research on predictors of psychological flourishing, the 

present studies started in an unlikely place—with failure. Success is helpful in providing 

people with a sense of competence (Hall & Forster, 1977; Hall & Hall, 1976) and self-

efficacy (Bandura, 1977, 1989), but failure may be adaptive in its own way. Success, for 

example, does not promote as much re-evaluation, and therefore, tends to encourage 

stability, impede change (Ellis, Mendel, and Nir, 2006), and deepen confidence in old 

habits and routines (Weick, 1984). In contrast, failures motivate response, eliciting more 

cognitive, emotional, and behavioral activity (Taylor, 1991). Whereas successes can 

foster complacency and increase risk aversion (Sitkin, 1992), failure can be a better 

impetus for learning (e.g., Hastie, 1984) and a better catalyst for change (e.g., Ellis, 

Mendel, & Nir, 2006) and growth (King & Hicks, 2007). Heimbeck et al. (2003) 

concluded that errors can serve a positive function in learning when people are taught to 

view errors less negatively. The hypothesis underlying the present studies is that failure 

can serve a positive function if people know how to respond to it adaptively. 

Two studies were conducted to examine if and how failure can lead to subsequent 

psychological flourishing. Both studies used the context of individuals‘ biggest job-

related failure or most significant challenge to test a proposed model of adaptive response 

to failure. Specifically, it was proposed that, at a cognitive/emotional level, an adaptive 

response to failure is characterized by acceptance of negative emotions and self-

acceptance. Further, it was proposed that at a behavioral level, an adaptive response to  

failure involves goal disengagement coupled with goal reengagement, including 
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reengaging with new goals that are intrinsically meaningful. 

Previous paradigms of responses to failure have characterized an adaptive 

cognitive response as making attributions to external, temporary, and specific factors 

(Abramson et al., 1978; Buchanan & Seligman, 1995; Diener & Dweck, 1978; Peterson 

& Seligman, 1984). Adaptive emotional responses have been characterized as feeling 

more positive emotion and less negative emotion following a failure (Dweck & Leggett, 

1988; Kamins & Dweck, 1999; Seligman, 1972, 1975; Seligman, Maier, & Solomon, 

1971). An adaptive behavioral response has been characterized by persistence (Abramson 

et al., 1978; Diener & Dweck, 1978, 1980; Dweck, 1975; Seligman, 1972, 1975; 

Seligman, Maier, & Solomon, 1971).  

Past research on adaptive responses to failure has focused on avoiding negative 

outcomes, like depression and helplessness (e.g., Seligman, 1972), rather than fostering 

positive psychological outcomes, like flourishing. By focusing on the outcome of 

psychological flourishing, this study addressed this limitation in previous studies.  

The cognitive, emotional, and behavioral aspects of response to failure in the 

proposed model parallel these three levels of response described in previous research on 

responding to failure (e.g., Peterson & Seligman, 1984; Diener & Dweck, 1978). The 

traditional paradigms of response to failure consistently predicted who experiences 

negative psychological outcomes. In contrast, this novel paradigm is proposed to predict 

positive psychological outcomes following failure. 

This study built on previous research in another way by using the context of real-

world failures. Previous research on response to failure often lacks ecological validity 
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(Baumeister et al., 2003). For example, participants have no opportunities to engage in 

alternative tasks for goals when they experience failure, as they would in most real-life 

settings (Baumeister et al., 200). This limitation is particularly salient since emerging 

research shows that disengaging with unattainable goals and reengaging with more 

meaningful goals can promote well-being (King, 1996; Miller & Wrosch, 2007; Wrosch, 

et al., 2003).  

In addition, in most studies examining response to failure (e.g., Burhans & 

Dweck, 1995; Dweck et al., 1980), participants engage in tasks immediately after the 

failure. Since research showing that negative emotions following failures, such as 

interpersonal rejection or poor performance, occur for all people (Deci & Ryan, 1995; 

Swann, Griffin, Predmore, & Gaines, 1987), it is possible that certain aspects of a 

helpless response might reflect a natural, even adaptive, cognitive and emotional dip. For 

example, classic symptoms of a helpless response include negative affect, as well as 

decreased persistence and diminished performance on subsequent tasks (Dweck, 1975; 

Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Kamins & Dweck, 1999; Seligman, 1972, 1975; Seligman, 

Maier, & Solomon, 1971). It is possible that experiencing these symptoms immediately 

after a failure may not be mutually exclusive with experiencing subsequent psychological 

flourishing. In fact, allowing oneself to experience this natural dip, at a cognitive and 

emotional level, might be related to enhanced subsequent flourishing.  

In short, previous research does not account for the temporal component of 

responding to failure. Further, it does not provide opportunities for individuals to engage 
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with new goals when experiencing failure, as might occur in a natural setting. These 

factors curtail the ecological validity of previous studies on responding to failure.  

The present studies addressed limitations in previous research not only by 

focusing on positive psychological outcomes that may result from failure but also by 

emphasizing ecological validity. Specifically, these studies used the context of real-world 

failures, in which individuals have a broad range of options in responding to failure. To 

account for a possible temporal component in the process of flourishing after failure, 

these studies included criteria that participants‘ failures must have occurred more than 

one year ago. By focusing on positive psychological outcomes and enhancing ecological 

validity, these studies allow for a broader examination of the processes that unfold after 

failure. 

 Overall, findings highlighted the importance of acceptance in responding 

adaptively to failure. Not suppressing negative emotions was helpful, but even more 

predictive of flourishing after failure was actively accepting one‘s negative emotions. In 

addition, responding to failure with self-acceptance predicted more meaning in life and 

greater psychological acceptance. Surprisingly, however, demonstrating more self-

acceptance in response to failure was associated with lower subsequent meaning at work. 

 Findings were also clear about the importance of positive action, specifically goal 

reengagement, in responding to failure. In fact, goal reengagement, characterized by 

engaging with new goals that are intrinsically meaningful to the core self, was the most 

consistent predictor of flourishing after failure. It significantly predicted every flourishing 

outcome, except for job satisfaction, for which there were no significant predictors. Goal 
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reengagement predicted positive outcomes even when goal disengagement was not a 

significant predictor, implying that in responding to a failure, reengaging with new goals 

that are aligned with one‘s core self is possibly more important than whether, and to what 

extent, individuals let go of the goal they were pursuing. Overall, there was converging 

evidence across studies, and within Study 2, of the integral role of goal reengagement in 

predicting flourishing after failure. 

 Goal disengagement also tended to predict positive psychological outcomes, but 

the pattern of findings was more complex and differed across categories of outcomes. 

With conventional outcomes relating to mood or emotional well-being, like happiness 

and depressive symptoms, more goal disengagement in response to failure was associated 

with less subsequent happiness and more depressive symptoms. This is consistent with 

previous research indicating that greater persistence in response to failure is related to 

less depressive symptoms. However, with outcomes more indicative of flourishing, like 

mindfulness, meaning at work, psychological acceptance, and authenticity, there was a 

quadratic relationship between goal disengagement and outcome. That is, both very low 

and very high levels of goal disengagement were associated with the highest levels of 

mindfulness, meaning at work, psychological acceptance, and authenticity, whereas 

moderate levels of goal disengagement were associated with the lowest levels of these 

positive outcomes.  

This finding could shed light on the discrepancy in previous research between 

studies demonstrating the psychological benefits of persistence (Dweck, 1975; Seligman, 

1972) and those highlighting the value of letting go of goals, and even quitting (Wrosch, 
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Miller, Scheier, & DePontet, 2007). The present findings indicate that both responses can 

be adaptive and related to high levels of subsequent flourishing. It is possible that an 

implication of these findings is the importance of cultivating flexibility in employing 

these strategies (King, 1996). 

 More broadly, it is possible that responding to failure by accepting one‘s negative 

emotions, reengaging with new, meaningful goals, and approaching the decision about 

goal disengagement with flexibility can lead to greater independent thinking, originality, 

and creativity. This is because this type of response to failure predicted greater 

subsequent authenticity and mindfulness, and the concepts of independent thinking, 

originality, and creativity are imbedded in the broader measures of authenticity and 

mindfulness. Specifically, authenticity involves an awareness of one‘s feelings and 

desires and a willingness to act according to these values and internal self-knowledge 

(Kernis & Goldman, 2006). This aspect of authenticity also characterizes independent 

thinking and originality. In addition, mindfulness includes a dimension of ―novelty 

producing‖ (Langer, 1989), which reflects creativity and originality.  

Limitations and Future Research 

 This study is correlational and findings, therefore, cannot address causality. 

Future research, either using more ecologically-valid experimental designs or prospective 

analyses examining real-life failures, should examine causality. A specific limitation of 

the first study is that the correlation among raters‘ scores for the outcome of meaning in 

life was low. Although this discrepancy was accounted for partially in the calculation of 

the total score for meaning in life, which averaged the two raters‘ scores, this remains a 



93 

 

limitation of the study. In addition, the age range for the participant sample in Study 1 

was skewed towards the high end (e.g., average age was 59.65 years-old). Study 2 

compensated for this limitation by using a complementary sample (e.g., average age was 

38.09 years-old). Also, for the exploratory analyses of language content using LIWC2007 

(Pennebaker, Booth, & Francis, 2007), because of the retrospective nature of individuals‘ 

responses, findings most likely provided evidence of individuals‘ current level of 

psychological well-being rather than shedding light on underlying processes involved in 

responding to failure. Furthermore, the questionnaires in Study 2 may appeal most to 

psychologically-minded individuals, so the group that finished the entire study may be 

biased along these lines. Future research employing a prospective design should examine 

language content of individuals as they respond to failure. This real-time information 

about response to failure could provide insight into possible mediators of the relationship 

between failure and flourishing. More broadly, because individuals‘ accounts of their 

response to failure in interviews, questionnaires, and writings are all retrospective, they 

are subject to bias. Using a prospective design and collecting real-time data about 

people‘s trajectory of response to failure would help in addressing limitations of the 

present studies and would contribute to future research. 

Conclusion 

 The current findings indicate that failure has the capacity to be a catalyst for 

meaningful change and growth. Because negative outcomes, like failure, engender 

reflection and re-evaluation (Taylor, 1991; Wong & Weiner, 1981), they provide an 

opportunity to assess one‘s current life and to determine if one‘s work, relationships, and 
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allocation of time reflect core values and are intrinsically meaningful and satisfying. This 

opportunity is significant because although acting in a way that is concordant with one‘s 

core self and internal values is deeply satisfying (Deci & Ryan, 1985b, 1991, 1995), 

many people are not clear about how to access their true centers (Bugental, 1976). 

Success, although it is helpful in providing people with a sense of competence (Hall & 

Forster, 1977; Hall & Hall, 1976) and self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977, 1989), does not 

promote re-evaluation as much as failure. Therefore, success tends to encourage more 

stability and to increase risk-aversion (Ellis, Mendel, & Nir, 2007), more than 

psychological growth. Failure, however, can be an effective, and perhaps more efficient, 

vehicle for getting to one‘s core self.   

 Understanding how failure can be associated with greater subsequent flourishing 

might encourage more challenge-seeking. Seeking more challenges may result in more 

successes, which are beneficial in myriad ways, as well as more failures, which benefit 

individuals in different ways. In essence, perceiving failure as a potentially positive 

influence in the long-term, although it is painful in the short-term, may make failure less 

intimidating and make people more confident in approaching situations in which failure 

is possible. Ultimately, failure may become an organic, helpful, even welcome factor in 

the cycle of people‘s lives, assisting them in reaching deeper fulfillment. The Greek poet 

Aeschylus captured this sentiment of growth from failure when he wrote: ―God, whose 

law it is that he who learns must suffer. And even in our sleep, pain that cannot forget, 

falls drop by drop upon the heart, and in our own despite, against our will, comes wisdom 

to us by the awful grace of God‖ (Hamilton, 1993). Armed with the knowledge of how to 
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respond to failure, it can be a catalyst for greater meaning at work, and more generally, in 

life, promoting more mindfulness, authenticity, and happiness—in short, greater 

psychological flourishing. 
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Table 1. Reasons why contacted individuals did not participate in Study 1. 

 

Category of response n of each 

category  

Percentage of total 

participants  

Not available by telephone 242 32.3% 

Letter returned by postal service 

(address no longer accurate) 

132 17.6% 

Not interested 115 15.3% 

Telephone number disconnected  60   8.0% 

Wrong number  23   3.1% 

No-show  12   1.6% 

Deceased    5   0.7% 

Missing information 161 21.5% 

Total                                  750                   100%                 
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Table 2. Categories of participant jobs and number of participants in each category for 

Study 1. 

 

Job category n of each 

category  

Percentage of total 

participants  

Mid-level employee at company or organization 

(e.g., accountant, salesperson) 

25 50% 

High-level employee at company or organization 

(e.g. manager, director) 

8 16% 

Education 7 14% 

Government/service worker 4 8% 

Entrepreneur/business owner 3 6% 

Manual labor 2 4% 

Armed forces 1 2% 

Total                                                                         50                    100%                 
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Table 3. Categories of participant job failures and number of participants in each category 

for Study 1.  

 

Failure category n of each category  Percentage of total 

participants  

Inadequate performance 12 24% 

Personal problems 10 20% 

Difficulty with coworkers or supervisors 8 16% 

Fired 7 14% 

Not given a promotion 7 14% 

Failed project or business deal 2 4% 

Demoted 2 4% 

Difficulty adjusting to new job 2 4% 

Total                                                          50                            100%                 
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Table 4. Means and standards deviations (SD) of all variables for Study 1 Primary 

Analyses. 

 
 

  

Variable  Mean SD 

Acceptance of negative 

Emotions 

4.72 1.21 

Self-acceptance 4.29 1.31 

Goal disengagement 4.53 1.69 

Goal reengagement 4.64 1.63 

Emotional distress 4.43 1.71 

Meaning in life 4.56 1.42 
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Table 5. Pearson correlations between each independent variable and dependent variable 

for Study 1 Primary Analyses. 

 

  Acceptance of 

negative 

emotions 

Self-

acceptance 

Goal 

disengagement 

Goal 

reengagement 

Emotional 

distress 

Meaning in life .658(**) -.296(*) .018 .334(*) .459(**) 

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

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
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Table 6. Pearson correlations among independent variables for Study 1 Primary 

Analyses. 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Acceptance of negative emotions -     

2. Self-acceptance -.313(*) -    

3. Goal disengagement .048 .091 -   

4. Goal reengagement  .174 .187 .551(**) -  

5. Emotional distress .487(**) -.706(**) -.171 -.070 - 

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

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
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Table 7. Means and standards deviations (SD) of word category variables (representing 

percentages of overall word use) and dependent variable for Study 1 Exploratory 

Analyses. 

 

Variable  Mean SD 

Negative emotion  1.58 .75 

Positive emotion 3.07 .74 

Insight  2.88 .91 

Causal 1.73 .53 

First-person singular 8.73 1.65 

First-person plural .46 .42 

Meaning in Life 4.56 1.42 

 

 



104 

 

Table 8. Pearson correlations between each independent variable (representing 

percentages of overall word use) and dependent variable for Study 1 Exploratory 

Analyses. 

 

 First 

person 

singular 

First 

person 

plural 

Positive 

emotion 

Negative 

emotion 

Insight Causal 

Meaning in life -.088 .125 .155 -.314(*) .192  -.075 

*  Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
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Table 9. Pearson correlations among independent variables (representing percentages of 

overall word use) for Study 1 Exploratory Analyses. 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. First person singular -      

2. First person plural -.088 -     

3. Positive emotion .245 -.094 -    

4. Negative emotion .100 -.133 .046 -   

5. Insight .244 -.107 .367(**) .155 -  

6. Causal -.312(*) .030 -.242 .184 -.232 - 

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

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



106 

 

Table 10. Locations and Dates of Craig‘s List Postings for Study 2.  

City State      Date Posted       Date Reposted  

Austin Texas 2/12/2009 2/19/2009 3/14/2009 

Eugene  Oregon 4/5/2009   

Sioux City Iowa 4/23/2009   

Medford Oregon 5/1/2009   

Phoenix Arizona 5/7/2009 5/12/2009  

Lafayette Louisiana 5/14/2009   

Daytona Beach Florida 5/19/2009   

Huntsville Alabama 5/22/2009   

Asheville North Carolina 5/27/2009   

Atlanta Georgia 6/24/2009   

Boston  Massachusetts 7/1/2009   

Chicago Illinois 7/8/2009   

Dallas Texas 7/22/2009   

Denver Colorado 7/28/2009   

Detroit Michigan 8/3/2009   

Houston Texas 8/6/2009   

Las Vegas Nevada 8/10/2009   

Los Angeles California 8/13/2009   

Miami Florida 8/17/2009   

Minneapolis Minnesota 8/21/2009   

New York New York 8/25/2009   

Philadelphia Pennsylvania 8/28/2009   

Phoenix Arizona 9/1/2009   

Portland Oregon 9/4/2009   

Raleigh North Carolina 9/8/2009   

Sacramento California 9/11/2009   

San Diego California 9/14/2009   

Seattle Washington 9/17/2008 9/21/2009  

SF Bay area California 9/24/2009   

Washington DC D.C. 9/28/2009   

Austin Texas 10/1/2009 10/5/2009       10/8/2009 

   10/12/2009 10/15/2009 

   10/19/2009 10/23/2009 

   10/29/2009 11/2/2009 
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Table 11. Categories of participant jobs and number of participants in each category for 

Study 2.  

 

Job category n of each 

category  

Percentage of total 

participants  

Company worker 18 17.82% 

Managerial 10   9.90% 

Employee at non-profit organization/ 

government agency 

10   9.90% 

Office   8   7.92% 

Medical   5   4.95% 

Retail   5   4.95% 

Childcare   4   3.96% 

Sales   3   2.97% 

Insurance   3   2.97% 

Exotic entertainer   3    2.97% 

Restaurant worker   3   2.97% 

Clerk   3   2.97% 

Self-employed   3   2.97% 

Unemployed   3   2.97% 

Other (e.g., computer technician, janitorial)   13 12.87% 

Undefined   7  6.93% 

Total                                                              101                        100%                 
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Table 12. Categories of participant job failures and number of participants in each 

category for Study 2.  

 

Failure category n of each 

category  

Percentage of total 

participants  

Fired 24 23.76% 

Co-worker issues 13 12.87% 

Quit 11 10.89% 

Emotional issues 11 10.89% 

Health issues   8   7.92% 

Denied job/advancement/opportunity   8   7.92% 

Laid off   6   5.94% 

Company/organization closed    5   4.95% 

Inexperience/lack of skill or 

preparation 

  5   4.95% 

Could not find a job   3   2.97% 

Misled on the job   3   2.97% 

Demoted   2   1.98% 

Substance abuse   2   1.98% 

Total                                                         101                         100%                 
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Table 13. Means and standard deviations (SD) of all variables for Study 2 Analyses of 

Questionnaire Responses. 

 

Variable  Mean  SD   n 

Acceptance of negative emotions 3.09 .77 101 

Suppression of negative emotions (factor score) 0.00 .91 101 

Self-acceptance (factor score) 0.00 .88 99 

Goal disengagement 2.61 .86 101 

Goal reengagement 3.48 1.28 101 

Meaning at work 4.80 1.60 101 

Job satisfaction 2.66 1.00 100 

Mindfulness 115.68 16.70 99 

Psychological acceptance 37.09 8.02 101 

Happiness 56.37 24.23 89 

Depressive symptoms 21.80 16.43 100 

Authenticity 154.47 22.10 100 

 



 

Table 14. Pearson correlations between independent variables and dependent variables for Study 2 Analyses of Questionnaire 

Responses. 

 

 Acceptance of 

negative 

emotions 

Suppression of 

negative 

emotions 

Self-

acceptance 

Goal 

disengagement 

Goal 

reengagement 

Meaning at work .167 -.117 .250(*) -.119 .288(**) 

Mindfulness .329(**) -.012 .200(*) -.092 .269(**) 

Psychological acceptance -.332(**) .037 -.442(**) -.009 -.350(**) 

Happiness .151 -.245(*) .159 -.196 .238(*) 

Job satisfaction -.145 .108 -.113 .131 -.130 

Depressive symptoms .001 .213(*) -.203(*) .194 -.245(*) 

Authenticity .397(**) -.190 .368(**) -.149 .411(**) 

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

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

Note: Higher scores for measures of psychological acceptance and job satisfaction indicate lower acceptance and job satisfaction, respectively. 
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Table 15. Pearson correlations among independent variables for Study 2 Analyses of Questionnaire Responses. 

  

 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Acceptance of negative emotions -     

2. Suppression of negative emotions -.329(**) -    

3. Self-acceptance .479(**) -.221(*) -   

4. Goal disengagement .161 -.089 -.033 -  

5. Goal reengagement .367(**) -.034 .423(**) -.049 - 

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

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

1
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Table 16. Pearson correlations among dependent variables for Study 2 Analyses of Questionnaire Responses. 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. Meaning at work -       

2. Mindfulness .328(**) -      

3. Psychological acceptance -.346(**) -.493(**) -     

4. Happiness .610(**) .250(*) -.415(**) -    

5. Job satisfaction -.793(**) -.352(**) .344(**) -.574(**) -   

6. Depressive symptoms -.425(**) -.152 .398(**) -.609(**) .441(**) -  

7. Authenticity .440(**) .696(**) -.640(**) .451(**) -.364(**) -.394(**) - 

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

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

Note: Higher scores for measures of psychological acceptance and job satisfaction indicate lower acceptance and job satisfaction, respectively. 
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Table 17. Means and standards deviations (SD) of all variables for Study 2 Analyses of 

Writings. 

 

Variable  Mean SD 

Acceptance of negative emotions 3.67 .75 

Self-acceptance 4.74 1.25 

Goal disengagement 3.56 1.65 

Goal reengagement 3.15 1.69 

Emotional distress 4.12 1.54 

Meaning in life 3.99 1.74 
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Table 18. Pearson correlations between independent variables and dependent variable for Study 2 Analyses of Writings. 

 

 Acceptance of 

negative 

emotions 

Self-

acceptance 

Goal 

disengagement 

Goal 

reengagement 

Emotional 

distress 

Meaning in life .261(**) .298(**) .455(**) .564(**) -.316(**) 

**  Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 
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Table 19. Pearson correlations among independent variables for Study 2 Analyses of 

Writings. 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Acceptance of negative emotions -     

2. Self-acceptance -.203(*) -    

3. Goal disengagement .005 .388(**) -   

4. Goal reengagement .159 .247(*) .691(**) -  

5. Emotional distress .152 -.568(**) -.377(**) -.312(**) - 

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

**  Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
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Table 20. Means and standards deviations (SD) of independent variables (represented as 

a percentage of overall word use) and dependent variables for Study 2 Exploratory 

Analyses. 

 

Variable  Mean  SD 

Negative emotion words 2.88 1.48 

Positive emotion words 2.83 1.66 

Insight words 3.37 3.59 

Causal words 1.83 1.15 

First-person singular words 10.58 3.23 

First-person plural words .87 2.60 

Meaning in life 3.99 1.74 

Meaning at work 4.80 1.60 

Mindfulness 115.68 16.70 

Psychological acceptance 37.09 8.02 

Happiness 56.37 24.23 

Job satisfaction 2.66 1.00 

Depressive symptoms 21.80 16.43 

Authenticity 154.47 22.10 
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Table 21. Pearson correlations between independent variables and dependent variables for Study 2 Exploratory Analyses. 

 

 First 

person 

singular 

First 

person 

plural 

Positive 

emotion 

Negative 

emotion 

Insight Causal 

Meaning in life -.050 .104 .231(*) -.292(**) .099 .069 

Meaning at work -.057 .197(*) -.007 -.123 .167 .187 

Mindfulness -.128 .030 .250(*) -.036 -.054 -.156 

Psychological acceptance .186 .001 -.122 .103 -.012 -.043 

Happiness -.062 .236(*) .199 -.121 .192 .180 

Job satisfaction .075 -.075 -.040 .128 -.069 -.087 

Depressive symptoms .230(*) .115 .017 .331(**) .021 .073 

Authenticity -.222(*) .044 .176 -.263(**) -.006 -.036 

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

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

Note: Higher scores for measures of psychological acceptance and job satisfaction indicate lower acceptance and job satisfaction, respectively. 
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Table 22. Pearson Correlations among independent variables for Study 2 Exploratory Analyses. 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. First person singular -      

2. First person plural .344(**) -     

3. Positive emotion .295(**) .534(**) -    

4. Negative emotion .315(**) .057 .176 -   

5. Insight .406(**) .852(**) .466(**) .122 -  

6. Cause .278(**) .297(**) .086 .177 .429(**) - 

**  Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
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Table 23. Pearson correlations among dependent variables for Study 2 Exploratory Analyses. 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1. Meaning in life -        

2. Meaning at work .370(**) -       

3. Mindfulness .200(*) .328(**) -      

4. Psychological acceptance -.315(**) -.346(**) -.493(**) -     

5. Happiness .481(**) .610(**) .250(*) -.415(**) -    

6. Job satisfaction -.424(**) -.793(**) -.352(**) .344(**) -.574(**) -   

7. Depressive symptoms -.510(**) -.425(**) -.152 .398(**) -.609(**) .441(**) -  

8. Authenticity .447(**) .440(**) .696(**) -.640(**) .451(**) -.364(**) -.394(**) - 

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

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

Note: Higher scores for measures of psychological acceptance and job satisfaction indicate lower acceptance and job satisfaction, respectively. 

1
1
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Figures



  

Figure 1. Relationships among constructs in the proposed model of adaptive response to failure.   
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Figure 2. Relationships among specific constructs in participant interviews for Study 1 Primary Analyses.  
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Figure 3. Quadratic effect of emotional distress on meaning in life, controlling for other 

predictors in the final model for Study 1 Primary Analyses. 
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Note: The values on the x-axis represent the minimum value, first to third quartile values, and maximum 

value of emotional distress.
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Figure 4. Relationships among specific constructs for Study 2 Analyses of Questionnaire Responses.  
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Figure 5. Main effect of self-acceptance on meaning at work for Study 2 Analyses of 

Questionnaire Responses. 
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Figure 6. Quadratic effect of goal disengagement on meaning at work for Study 2 

Analyses of Questionnaire Responses. 
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Note: The variable on the x-axis is normally distributed. 
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Figure 7. Main effect of goal reengagement on meaning at work for Study 2 Analyses of 

Questionnaire Responses. 
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Figure 8. Main effect of acceptance of negative emotions on mindfulness for Study 2 

Analyses of Questionnaire Responses. 
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Figure 9. Quadratic effect of goal disengagement on mindfulness for Study 2 Analyses of 

Questionnaire Responses. 
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Figure 10. Main effect of goal reengagement on mindfulness for Study 2 Analyses of 

Questionnaire Responses. 
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Figure 11. Quadratic effect of goal disengagement on psychological acceptance for Study 

2 Analyses of Questionnaire Responses. 
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Note: Lower scores on the AAQ indicate higher psychological acceptance.  
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Figure 12. Quadratic effect of goal disengagement on authenticity for Study 2 Analyses 

of Questionnaire Responses. 
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Figure 13. Main effect of suppression of negative emotions on happiness for Study 2 

Analyses of Questionnaire Responses. 
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Figure 14. Main effect of goal disengagement on happiness for Study 2 Analyses of 

Questionnaire Responses. 
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Figure 15. Main effect of goal reengagement on happiness for Study 2 Analyses of 

Questionnaire Responses. 
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Figure 16. Main effect of suppression of negative emotions on depressive symptoms for 

Study 2 Analyses of Questionnaire Responses. 
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Figure 17. Main effect of goal disengagement on depressive symptoms for Analyses of 

Questionnaire Responses. 
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Figure 18. Main effect of goal reengagement on depressive symptoms for Study 2 

Analyses of Questionnaire Responses. 
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Figure 19. Relationships among specific constructs in participant writings for Study 2 Analyses of  Writings. 
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Figure 20. Main effect of first-person plural words on meaning at work for Study 2 

Exploratory Analyses. 
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Figure 21. Main effect of positive emotion words on mindfulness for Study 2 Exploratory 

Analyses. 
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Figure 22. Main effect of causal words on mindfulness for Study 2 Exploratory Analyses. 
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Figure 23. Main effect of first-person singular words on happiness for Study 2 

Exploratory Analyses. 
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Figure 24. Main effect of first-person plural words on happiness for Study 2 Exploratory 

Analyses. 
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Figure 25. Main effect of negative emotion words on depressive symptoms for Study 2 

Exploratory Analyses. 
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Figure 26. Main effect of insight words on depressive symptoms for Study 2 Exploratory 

Analyses. 
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Figure 27. Main effect of first-person singular words on depressive symptoms for Study 

2 Exploratory Analyses. 
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Figure 28. Main effect of first-person plural words on depressive symptoms for Study 2 

Exploratory Analyses. 
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Appendix A 

 

Interview Questions 

Preamble:  I‘d like to talk today about your most significant job-related failure or 

disappointment. It might be something fairly recent or it might be something farther in 

the past.  I‘d like you to take a few minutes and think back over your job experience. 

Think about what for you was the most significant job-related failure or disappointment 

you have had; it needs to be one that did not occur in the past year. So, take a couple of 

minutes and really think about it, and let me know when you‘re ready. 

Now that you‘ve chosen your most significant job-related failure or 

disappointment, we‘re going to spend the time we have during this interview talking 

about that experience. I‘m going to ask you some questions about it, and I‘d like you to 

try to really get into it and answer them as fully and openly as you can. If you choose not 

to answer a question, that is also okay.  Alright, let‘s get started. 

1)  First, I‘d like to hear about the experience you chose. So, I want you to go 

back to that time, and then with as much detail as possible, describe that experience, the 

most significant job-related failure or disappointment you‘ve had in your life, to me.  

2)  Now I‘m interested in knowing how you reacted to the failure. I‘d like you to 

walk me through the process, first telling me about how you reacted right after the 

failure, then, how you reacted after some time. Finally, I‘d like to know how you feel 

about it now.  

3a) Some people tend to allow negative feelings to come up, whereas others might 

find it natural to suppress those negative feelings. I‘m curious about the emotions you 
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had after the failure experience and how you handled those emotions. 3b) If at some point 

you moved beyond these emotions, I‘d like to hear when that was and how it happened.  

4a)  Sometimes people feel embarrassed or feel like they lose face or are less 

valuable when they do poorly at something. Tell me about how you felt about yourself 

after your failure. 4b)  At some point, did you feel differently? Can you tell me about 

that? 

5) Sometimes people feel that even though failure can be painful at the time, it 

eventually may bring more meaning to their lives. Tell me about whether you feel like 

this. 

6a)  Sometimes people respond to failure by letting go of the goal they were 

working towards, and sometimes people choose to continue seeking the same goal. I‘d 

like you to go back to that time, and tell me about which one you did. (Follow-up:  If let 

go of goal, ask: how easy was it to let go? How long did it take to let go?) 

7a)  Sometimes after failure, people find that they seek out new goals. Tell me 

about the extent to which this was true for you. (Follow-up: If true, ask: tell me about 

what those new goals mean to you, and how they might compare to the old goals you 

were pursuing. Would you characterize the new goals as being more aligned with your 

core values and interests? Tell me a little more about that.) 

8)  Now, I‘d like to hear about anything else related to your experience that you 

think is significant, and that we haven‘t touched on yet. Take a minute to think if there‘s 

anything else you‘d like to add, and let me know when you‘re ready. 
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Appendix B 

Interview Questions (Spanish) 

Introducción: Me gustaría hablar con usted acerca del más significante fracaso o 

decepción relacionado al trabajo que ha experimentado. Puede que sea algo bastante 

reciente o tambien algo mas lejano. Quiero que tome unos minutos para pensar sobre su 

experiencia laboral. Piense en lo que para usted fue el fracaso o la decepción más 

significante relacionado al trabajo; no debe ser un evento que paso dentro del año pasado. 

Tome unos minutos y piense en ello, luego me avisa cuando esté preparado. 

Ahora que usted ha escogido el fracaso o la decepción más significante 

relacionado con el trabajo, vamos a pasar el tiempo restante durante esta entrevista 

hablando de esa experiencia.  Yo le haré preguntas sobre ello, y quiero que las conteste 

tan completa y abiertamente que le sea possible. Si usted elige no contestar una pregunta, 

está bien. Vamos a empezar: 

1)  Primero, quiero que me hable de la experiencia que escogió. Quiero que 

regrese a ese tiempo  y con todo detalle, descríbame la experiencia, el fracaso o la 

decepción más significante, lo cual fue relacionado al trabajo. 

2)  Ahora me interesa saber cómo reaccionó usted a ese fracaso. Quiere que me 

guíe por cada paso del proceso, primero diciendome cómo reaccionó inmediatamente 

después del fracaso, y después, cómo reaccionó una vez pasado el tiempo. Finalmente, 

quiero saber cómo se siente de esa experiencia ahora.   

3a)  Hay gente que deja que los sentimientos negativos se surgen, y para otros es 

natural suprimir los sentimientos negativos. Yo me pregunto sobre las emociones que 
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usted tenía después de la experiencia de fracaso y como manejaba esas emociones. 3b) Si, 

en algún momento usted ha podido ir más allá de estas emociones, me gustaría saber 

cuando fue eso y cómo ocurrió. 

4a)  A veces la gente se siente avergonzada o menospreciada o como si otras 

personas le pierdan respeto (prestigio) cuando hace mal. Digame como usted se sintió de 

si mismo después del fracaso. 4b) ¿En algún momento, se sintió diferentemente? ¿Me 

habla de eso? 

5)  A veces la gente siente que aunque el fracaso puede ser dañoso en el 

momento, al final, puede añadir más significanza a la vida. Dígame si usted se siente así. 

6)  A veces la gente responde al fracaso por dejar el objecivo a que estaba 

trabajando, y a veces la gente elige continuar yendo a por el objetivo. Quiere que regrese 

al tiempo en que vivió el fracaso y que me diga cual de esas dos hizo usted. (Follow-up: 

¿Si dejó el objetivo, pregunta; era fácil dejar de ir a por el objetivo? ¿Cuánto tiempo 

tardó? 

7)  A veces, después de un fracaso, resulta que la gente busca nuevos objetivos. 

Hábleme de la veracidad de eso en cuanto a su experiencia. (Follow-up: Si es verdad, 

hábleme de que significan esos nuevos objetivos para usted y cómo comparan a los 

objetivos anteriores. ¿Caracterizaría usted los nuevos objetivos como más alineados con 

sus intereses y principios fundamentales? Hábleme de eso. 

8)  Ahora, me gustaría que me explique cualquier otra cosa relacionado a su 

experiencia que usted cree que es importante, lo cual no hemos discutido ya. Tome unos 

minutos para pensar si hay algo mas y dígame cuando esté listo. 



154 

   

Appendix C 

Content Coding Ratings Forms 

I.  Acceptance of Negative Emotions 

a. Awareness/allowing of negative emotions 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

__________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

b. Acknowledgement of possible value of negative emotions 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

__________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

c. Suppression/control of negative emotions 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

__________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 
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II. Self-Acceptance in Context of Failure 

 a. Self-kindness after failure 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

__________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

 b. Shame and embarrassment after failure 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

__________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

c.  Devaluing of self-estimate after failure  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

__________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________  
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Self-judgment after failure 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

__________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 
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III. Goal Disengagement and Reengagement 

 a. Disengagement with goal (that person was pursuing when failure occurred) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

__________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

 b. Reengagement with new goal 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

__________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

c. Reengagement with new goal that is more meaningful to core self  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

__________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 
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Note:  Ratings of meaning relate to present time. 

IV. Meaning in life (may relate to meaning at work or in life, in general)  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

__________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 



159 

   

V.  Emotional Distress (associated with the failure)  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

__________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix D 

 

Craig’s List Advertisement 

 

Title: UT Research on Work and Life Experiences  

 

We are conducting research about people‘s experiences in work and, more 

generally, in life. We would like to hear from you. If you choose to participate in this 

online study, you will take a series of questionnaires (about 20-25 minutes) and then you 

will write for 20 minutes. 

If you complete the entire study, not only will you be contributing to scientific 

research, but you will also be eligible to win one of four raffle prizes (with no more than 

100 names in each); the prizes are $100, $75, $50, and $25. 

You must be 18 years or older to participate. If you would like to participate, 

please go to the following link: http://worklifestudy.questionpro.com/. 

If you have questions, please feel free to reply to this posting. 

 

 

 

 

http://worklifestudy.questionpro.com/
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 Appendix E 

 

Construct: Acceptance of Negative Emotions 

Measure: Acceptance of Negative Emotions Questionnaire (North & Holahan) 

 

Please answer the following questions about how you handled your emotions 

after the job-related failure or disappointment you selected. Indicate your answer by 

circling the appropriate number. 

 

 

 

1)  I acknowledged the negative emotions. 

2)  I felt comfortable facing my negative emotions. 

3)  I wasn‘t afraid to feel disappointment. 

4)  I did not hold back my negative emotions. 

5)  I allowed myself to experience the negative emotions. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

6)  If I could go back to that time, I would choose not to feel any of the sadness. 

7)  I saw value in experiencing the pain. 

8)  I believed that allowing myself to experience my negative emotions would ultimately 

lead to something positive. 

9)  I learned from the negative feelings. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

10)  When the time felt right, I allowed myself to let go of the negative emotions. 

Response Scale 

1    2            3     4         5 

Not true at all      Somewhat true       Moderately true        Mostly true        Extremely true 
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Appendix F 

Construct: Acceptance of Negative Emotions  

Measure: Courtald Emotional Control Scale (Watson & Greer, 1983), Revised 

 

Below are some of the reactions people have to their negative feelings after a 

disappointment. Please read each one and indicate how well it describes the way you 

reacted after the job-related failure or disappointment you selected. Indicate your 

answer by circling the appropriate number on the scale. 

 

 

 

 

Depressed mood scale 

When I felt unhappy… 

8. I refused to say anything about it    1 2 3 4 

9. I hid my unhappiness   1 2 3 4 

10. I put on a bold face   1 2 3 4 

11. I kept quiet    1 2 3 4 

12. I let others see how I felt*   1 2 3 4 

13. I smothered my feelings   1 2 3 4 

14. I bottled it up    1 2 3 4 

* = reverse scored 

Response Scale 

 

1   2   3   4 

 Almost never            Almost always 
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Appendix G 

Construct: Acceptance of Negative Emotions 

Measure: Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (Gross & John, 1998), Revised 

 

Please read each statement carefully before answering. To the left of each item, 

indicate how you behaved after the job-related failure or disappointment you 

selected, using the following scale: 

 

Strongly Disagree                            Strongly Agree                                                                                                                     

             1        2              3                  4                 5               6                   7 

Reappraisal factor:  

____ 1. I controlled my emotions by changing the way I thought about the situation I was    

in.  

____ 2. When I wanted to feel less negative emotion, I changed the way I thought about 

the situation.  

____ 3. When I wanted to feel more positive emotion, I changed the way I thought about   

the situation.  

____ 4. When I wanted to feel more positive emotion (such as joy or amusement), I 

changed what I was thinking about. 

____ 5. When I wanted to feel less negative emotion (such as sadness or anger), I 

changed what I was thinking about. 

____6. When I was faced with a stressful situation, I made myself think about it in a way 

that helped me stay calm. 
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Suppression factor:  

____ 7. I controlled my emotions by not expressing them.  

____ 8. When I was feeling negative emotions, I made sure not to express them.  

____ 9. I kept my emotions to myself.  

____ 10. When I was feeling positive emotions, I was careful not to express them.   
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Appendix H 

Construct: Self-acceptance 

Measure: Self-Compassion Scale (Neff, 2003), Revised 

 

Please read each statement carefully before answering. To the left of each item, 

indicate how you behaved after the job-related failure or disappointment you 

selected, using the following scale: 

Not True At All             Extremely True 

             1                         2                            3                          4                          5 

Self-Kindness 

_____ 1.  I tried to be loving towards myself when I was feeling emotional pain. 

_____ 2. In that hard time, I gave myself the caring and tenderness I needed. 

_____ 3. I was kind to myself when I experienced suffering. 

_____ 4. I was tolerant of my own flaws and inadequacies. 

_____ 5. I tried to be understanding and patient towards those aspects of my personality I 

don't like. 

Self-Judgment (reverse scored) 

_____ 6.  I was disapproving and judgmental about my own flaws and inadequacies. 

_____ 7.  In that difficult time, I tended to be tough on myself. 

_____ 8. I was intolerant and impatient towards those aspects of my personality I don't 

like. 

_____ 9. When I saw aspects of myself that I don‘t like, I got down on myself. 

_____ 10. I was a bit cold-hearted towards myself when I experienced suffering. 
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Appendix I 

Construct:  Self-Acceptance 

Measure: Basic Understanding of Development Directions and Harmony Assessment 

(Pennebaker & Rude), Revised 

 

This survey taps how you felt about yourself after your most significant job-related 

failure or disappointment. As you will see, it has a certain Eastern feel to it. Using the 

following scale, please rate the degree to which you agree or disagree with each of the 

statements. 

 

 

 

 

1.  I was at peace with myself even when things weren‘t going well. 

2.  My value depended on how well I did at meeting my goals. 

3.  I accepted myself when I was suffering or in pain. 

4.  It was OK for me to fail. 

5.  My feelings about myself changed according to how well I was doing. 

Response Scale 

Strongly Disagree         Strongly Agree 

            1                               2                                3                                4                              5 

             

 

1   2   3   4  5 
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Appendix J 

Construct: Self-acceptance 

Measure: Performance Failure Appraisal Inventory (Conroy et al., 2002), Revised 

 

 

  

                     

 

Please respond to the following statements indicating to what extent you felt a 

particular way in the time after the job-related failure or disappointment you selected. 

Use the above scale to respond.   

Fears of shame and embarrassment 

1. I felt less valuable than when I succeeded. 

2. I got down on myself easily. 

3. It was embarrassing if others were there to see it. 

4. I believed that everybody knew I was failing. 

5. I believed that my doubters felt that they were right about me. 

6. I worried about what others thought about me. 

7. I worried that others might have thought I was not trying. 

Fears of devaluing one‘s self-estimate 

8.  It happened because I was not smart enough to perform successfully. 

9.  I blamed my lack of talent. 

10. I was afraid that I might not have enough talent. 

11. I hated the fact that I was not in control of the outcome. 

Response Scale 

           -2                             -1                              0                              +1                              +2 

Do Not Believe            Believe 50%                            Believe 100% 

At All 
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Appendix K 

Construct: Goal disengagement and Goal reengagement 

Measure: Goal Disengagement and Goal Reengagement Scale (Wrosch et al., 2003), 

Revised 

 

Using the following scale, please respond to the statements by indicating how you 

behaved after the job-related failure or significant disappointment you selected.  

Almost Never True      Almost Always True 

                          1                       2                       3                      4                      5 

Goal disengagement 

_____  It was easy for me to reduce my effort toward the goal. 

_____  I found it difficult to stop trying to achieve the goal.* 

_____  I stayed committed to the goal for a long time; I couldn‘t let it go.* 

_____  It was easy for me to stop thinking about the goal and let it go. 

Goal reengagement 

_____  I thought about other new goals to pursue. 

_____  I sought other meaningful goals. 

_____  I convinced myself that I had other meaningful goals to pursue. 

_____  I told myself that I had a number of other new goals to draw on. 

_____  I started working on other new goals. 

_____  I put effort toward other meaningful goals. 
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Appendix L 

Construct: Meaning at Work 

Measure: The Meaning and Purpose at Work Questionnaire (Ashmos & Duchon, 2000), 

Revised 

 

For the following items, rate the degree to which you agree or disagree. 

 

 

 

1. ______ I experience joy in my work. 

2. ______ I believe others experience joy as a result of my work. 

3. ______ My spirit is energized by my work. 

4. ______ The work I do is connected to what I think is important in life.  

5. ______ I look forward to coming to work most days. 

6.______ I see a connection between my work and the larger social good of my 

community. 

7.            I understand what gives my work personal meaning.   

Response Scale 

  Strongly Disagree                                                Strongly Agree 

 

1                   2                   3                   4                   5                   6                   7 
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Appendix M 

Construct: Job Satisfaction 

Measure: General Index of Job Satisfaction (Brayfield & Roth, 1951), Revised  

 

Some jobs are more interesting and satisfying than others. We want to know how 

people feel about their job. Please choose the phrase below each statement which best 

describes how you feel about your present job. There are no right or wrong answers. We 

would like your honest opinion on each one of the statements.  

1. My job is like a hobby to me. 

STRONGLY AGREE   AGREE   UNDECIDED   DISAGREE   STRONGLY 

DISAGREE 

2. I consider my job rather unpleasant. 

STRONGLY AGREE   AGREE   UNDECIDED   DISAGREE   STRONGLY 

DISAGREE 

3. I feel fairly well satisfied with my present job. 

STRONGLY AGREE   AGREE   UNDECIDED   DISAGREE   STRONGLY 

DISAGREE 

4. Most of the time I have to force myself to go to work. 

STRONGLY AGREE   AGREE   UNDECIDED   DISAGREE   STRONGLY 

DISAGREE 

5. I feel that my job is no more interesting than others I could get. 

STRONGLY AGREE   AGREE   UNDECIDED   DISAGREE   STRONGLY 

DISAGREE 

6. Most days I am enthusiastic about my work. 
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STRONGLY AGREE   AGREE   UNDECIDED   DISAGREE   STRONGLY 

DISAGREE 

7. I find real enjoyment in my work. 

STRONGLY AGREE   AGREE   UNDECIDED   DISAGREE   STRONGLY 

DISAGREE 
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Appendix N 

Construct: Happiness 

Measure: Fordyce Emotions Questionnaire (Fordyce, 1988) 

 

1) In general, how happy or unhappy do you usually feel? Please select the ONE 

statement that best describes your average happiness. 

(a) Extremely happy (feeling ecstatic, joyous, fantastic!) 

(b) Very happy (feeling really good, elated!) 

(c) Pretty happy (spirits high, feeling good) 

(d) Mildly happy (feeling fairly good and somewhat cheerful) 

(e) Slightly happy (just a bit above neutral) 

(f) Neutral (not particularly happy or unhappy) 

(g) Slightly unhappy (just a bit below neutral) 

(h) Mildly unhappy (just a bit low) 

(i) Pretty unhappy (somewhat ―blue‖, spirits down) 

(j) Very unhappy (depressed, spirits very low) 

(k) Extremely unhappy (utterly depressed, completely down)  

2) Consider your emotions a moment further. On the average, what percent of the time do 

you feel happy? What percent of the time do you feel unhappy? What percent of the time 

do you feel neutral (neither happy nor unhappy)? In the space provided below, please 

type in the percentage of time that you feel happy, unhappy, and neutral. Make sure that 

the three numbers you write add up to 100%. 

Percent of the time you feel happy on the average 

_______ % 
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Percent of the time you feel unhappy on the average 

_______ % 

Percent of the time you feel neutral on the average 

 ______ % 

= 100% 
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Appendix O 

Construct: Authenticity 

Measure: The Authenticity Inventory (Goldman & Kernis, 2003) 

 

The following measure has a series of statements that involve people‘s 

perceptions about themselves. There are not right or wrong responses, so please answer 

honestly. Respond to each statement by selecting the number from the scale below, which 

you feel most accurately characterizes your response to the statement. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Neither Agree 

Nor Disagree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

1. I am often confused about my feelings. 

2. I frequently pretend to enjoy something when in actuality I really don‘t. 

3. For better or for worse I am aware of who I truly am. 

4. I understand why I believe the things I do about myself. 

5. I want people with whom I am close to understand my strengths. 

6. I actively try to understand which of my self-aspects fit together to form my core- or 

true-self. 

 

7. I am very uncomfortable objectively considering my limitations and shortcomings. 

8. I‘ve often used my silence or head-nodding to convey agreement with someone else‘s 

statement or position even though I really disagree. 

 

9. I have a very good understanding of why I do the things I do. 

10. I am willing to change myself for others if the reward is desirable enough. 

11. I find it easy to pretend to be something other than my true-self. 

12. I want people with whom I am close to understand my weaknesses. 
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13. I find it very difficult to critically assess myself. 

14. I am not in touch with my deepest thoughts and feelings. 

15. I make it a point to express to close others how much I truly care for them. 

16. I tend to have difficulty accepting my personal faults, so I try to cast them in a more 

positive way. 

 

17. I tend to idealize close others rather than objectively see them as they truly are. 

18. If asked, people I am close to can accurately describe what kind of person I am. 

19. I prefer to ignore my darkest thoughts and feelings. 

20. I am aware of when I am not being my true-self. 

21. I am able to distinguish those self-aspects that are important to my core- or true-self 

from those that are unimportant. 

 

22. People close to me would be shocked or surprised if they discovered what I keep 

inside me. 

 

23. It is important for me to understand my close others‘ needs and desires. 

24. I want close others to understand the real me rather than just my public persona or 

―image.‖ 

 

25. I try to act in a manner that is consistent with my personally held values, even if 

others criticize or reject me for doing so. 

 

26. If a close other and I are in disagreement I would rather ignore the issue than 

constructively work it out. 

 

27. I‘ve often done things that I don‘t want to do merely not to disappoint people. 

28. I find that my behavior typically expresses my values. 

29. I actively attempt to understand myself as best as possible. 

30. I‘d rather feel good about myself than objectively assess my personal limitations and 

shortcomings. 

 

31. I find that my behavior typically expresses my personal needs and desires. 
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32. I rarely if ever, put on a ―false face‖ for others to see. 

33. I spend a lot of energy pursuing goal that are very important to other people even 

though they are unimportant to me. 

 

34. I frequently am not in touch with what‘s important to me. 

35. I try to block out any unpleasant feelings I might have about myself. 

36. I often question whether I really know what I want to accomplish in my lifetime. 

37. I often find that I am overly critical about myself. 

38. I am in touch with my motives and desires. 

39. I often deny the validity of any compliments that I receive. 

40. In general, I place a good deal of importance on people I am close to understanding 

who I truly am. 

 

41. I find it difficult to embrace and feel good about the things I have accomplished. 

42. If someone points out or focuses on one of my shortcomings I quickly try to block it 

out of my mind and forget it. 

 

43. The people I am close to can count on me being who I am regardless of what setting 

we are in. 

 

44. My openness and honesty in close relationships are extremely important to me. 

45. I am willing to endure negative consequences by expressing my true beliefs about 

things.  
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Appendix P 

Construct: Psychological acceptance 

Measure: Acceptance and Action Questionnaire (Hayes, 2000) 

 

Below you will find a list of statements. Please rate the truth of each statement as 

it applies to you. Use the following scale to make your choice. 

    1---------------2---------------3--------------4----------------5------------------6---------------7 

Never          Very Seldom          Seldom          Sometimes          Frequently          Almost Always       Always 

  True                 True                   True                  True                   True                         True                  True 

 

 

_______   1.  I am able to take action on a problem even if I am uncertain what is the  

                  right thing to do. 

 

_______   2.  I often catch myself daydreaming about things I‘ve done and what I would 

                 do differently next time. 

 

_______   3.  When I feel depressed or anxious, I am unable to take care of my 

                 responsibilities. 

 

_______   4.  I rarely worry about getting my anxieties, worries, and feelings under    

                 control.  

 

_______   5.  I‘m not afraid of my feelings. 

 

_______   6.  When I evaluate something negatively, I usually recognize that this is just a 

                 reaction, not an objective fact. 

 

_______   7.  When I compare myself to other people, it seems that most of them are 

                 handling their lives better than I do. 

 

_______   8.  Anxiety is bad. 

 

_______   9.  If I could magically remove all the painful experiences I‘ve had in my life, I 

                 would do so. 
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Appendix Q 

Construct: Mindfulness 

Measure: Langer Mindfulness Scale (Langer) 

 

Below are a number of statements that refer to your personal outlook. Please rate 

the extent to which you agree with each of these statements. If you are confused by the 

wording of an item, have no opinion, or neither agree nor disagree, use the ―4‖ or 

―NEUTRAL‖ rating.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Disagree 

Neutral 

Slightly 

Agree 

Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 

 

1. I like to investigate things.  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2. I generate few novel ideas. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3. I am always open to new ways of doing things. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4. I ―get involved‖ in almost everything I do. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

5. I do not actively seek to learn new things. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

6. I make many novel contributions. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

7. I stay with the old tried and true ways of doing things. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

8. I seldom notice what other people are up to. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

9. I avoid thought provoking conversations. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

10. I am very creative. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

11. I can behave in many different ways for a given situation. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

12. I attend to the ‖big picture.‖ 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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13. I am very curious. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

14. I try to think of new ways of doing things. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

15. I am rarely aware of changes. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

16. I have an open-mind about everything, even things that challenge 

my core beliefs. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

17. I like to be challenged intellectually. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

18. I find it easy to create new and effective ideas. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

19. I am rarely alert to new developments. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

20. I like to figure out how things work. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Appendix R 

Construct: Depressive symptoms 

Measure: Center for Epidemiologic Studies-Depression Scale (Radloff, 1977), Revised 

 

 Consider each question and select the answer that best describes how you have felt 

over the past week. 

1=Rarely or none of the time (less than 1 day) 

2=Some or a little of the time (1-2 days) 

3=Occasionally or a moderate amount of the time (3-4 days) 

4=Most or all of the time (5-7 days) 

1. I was bothered by things that usually don't bother me.   

2. I did not feel like eating; my appetite was poor.   

3. I felt that I could not shake off the blues even with help from my family and friends.  

4. I felt that I was not as good as other people.   

5. I had trouble keeping my mind on what I was doing.    

6. I felt depressed.   

7. I felt that everything I did was an effort.   

8. I felt hopeless about the future.   

9. I thought my life had been a failure.   

10. I felt fearful.   

11. My sleep was restless.   

12. I was unhappy.   

13. I talked less than usual.   

14. I felt lonely.   
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15. People were unfriendly.   

16. I did not enjoy life.   

17. I had crying spells.   

18. I felt sad.   

19. I felt that people disliked me.  

20. I could not get "going." 
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Appendix S 

 

Writing Instructions 

 

You will now have an opportunity to write about the job-related failure or disappointment 

you selected. We would like to know everything about what that experience was like for 

you, so try to go back to that time, and remember the experience. Please briefly describe 

what happened and how long ago it happened, and then, with as much detail as possible, 

please write about the thoughts and feelings you experienced after the job-related failure 

or disappointment. Really get into it and write about the deepest thoughts and feelings 

that you had afterwards. Also, write about what you did in response to the job-related 

failure or disappointment, and what, if anything, ultimately came of the experience. Do 

not worry about grammar or punctuation—just write. Please write continuously, and 

please use all of the space provided. 
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