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Abstract

Three hundred and fi fty-three adult participants completed self-report measures assessing 
depression, the putative “Big 5” personality factors, socially desirable responding, and a new scale intended 
to measure the propensity to engage in a self-defeating interpersonal style of behavior (the SELF-DISS; 
Atkinson & Vernon, 2018). Our goals were to see whether SELF-DISS scores would signifi cantly predict 
depression and whether they would do so over and above the proposed “Big 5” trait constructs using 
online recruitment of participants from the general population at large. The recruitment method, although 
expeditious, necessarily resulted in the self-selection of participants, thereby raising the possibility that 
some sampling bias may have been incorporated into the study. Nevertheless, the results obtained clearly 
supported both predictions.
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Introduction

Prevailing views on psychopathology suggest that 
serious depression is one of the most commonly diagnosed 
psychological disorders [1]. Depression (both endogenous and 
exogenous) is defi ned as a consistent sad mood that affects 
an individual’s ability to function and enjoy daily activities 
[2]. While exogenously-induced depression may be a normal 
reaction to diffi cult life circumstances, endogenous depression 
is invariably a mental health concern. Considering the adverse 
consequences that may come with this mental illness, previous 
research has attempted to identify risk factors that contribute 
to its development. For example, it is well-documented that 
negative life events are a key predictor of depression [3]. 
Personality psychologists have investigated the relationship 
between depression and the currently popular “Big 5” trait 
constructs [4].

Individuals with high scores on neuroticism and low 
scores on extraversion, conscientiousness and agreeableness 
are more likely to suffer from depression [5]. A positive 
relationship between consistently low openness and 
depression has also been found [6]. Proponents of the “Big 
5” factors generally assert that the Five Factor Model (FFM) 
covers most of the personality trait variance and will account 
for most of the variance in any type of behaviour, including 
depression [7]. However,  Boyle, Stankov and Cattell and Boyle 
[8,9], have shown that fi ve personality dimensions account 
for less than two-thirds of the normal trait variance alone, 

quite aside from the abnormal personality trait variance [10]. 
Indeed, a considerable body of research has demonstrated 
that other personality traits, including those assessed by the 
Supernumerary Personality Inventory [11] and the H factor of 
the HEXACO model [4], account for variance in a number of 
behaviors both more strongly and over and above the putative 
“Big 5” trait constructs [12].

Atkinson and Vernon [13], recently reported the development 
and validation of a measure of a self-defeating interpersonal 
style (the SELF-DISS) which measures individual differences in 
the propensity to remain in, and even to tolerate, a relationship 
in which individuals are abused. It seems plausible that high 
SELF-DISS individuals would be more susceptible to depression 
and the goals of the current research are not only to investigate 
this but also to see whether the SELF-DISS actually predicts 
depression over and above the purported “Big 5” personality 
trait constructs [14]. 

Method

Participants

Adult volunteer participants were recruited using online 
Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk). Complete data were 
obtained from 218 females and 135 males aged from 18 to 67 
years (M = 32, SD = 7.2) all of whom were fl uent in English. 
Participants received 50 cents for their participation. The online 
method of recruitment necessarily involved the self-selection 
of participants who provided informed consent by virtue of 
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their participation. Participants who self-reported that they 
suffered from mental illness including severe depression were 
excluded from the study. Participants came from the general 
population at large.

Measures

Self-Defeating Interpersonal Style Scale (SELF-DISS): The 
version of SELF-DISS used comprised 52 items measured on a 
10-point Likert-type scale ranging from 0 (Strongly Disagree) to 
10 (Strongly Agree). There are three subscales tapping insecure 
attachment ( = .91; e.g. “I am afraid my partner will leave me”), 
an undeserving self-image ( = .93; e.g. “I need the attention 
of others to feel worthwhile”) and a self-sacrifi cing nature 
( = .93; e.g. “I let others talk down to me in relationships”). 
The subscales were highly intercorrelated [13] and the alpha 
coeffi cient for the total SELF-DISS scale was  =.97 – [15].

Beck Depression Inventory (BDI): To assess participants’ 
levels of depression, the BDI was used [16]. The BDI consists 
of 21 items measured on a 3-point Likert-type scale ranging 
in severity of depressive symptoms from 0 (normal) to 3 (most 
severe; e.g. “0 = I do not feel sad, 1= I feel sad, 2 = I am sad all 
the time and I can’t snap out of it, 3 = I am so sad and unhappy 
that I can’t stand it”). The BDI has exhibited high validity and 
internal consistency ( = .86;) [16]. 

Big Five Inventory (BFI): To assess participants on the “Big 
5” trait constructs, the BFI was used [17]. The BFI consists of 44 
items, measured on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 
1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). The BFI includes fi ve 
subscales that assess extraversion ( = .77; e.g. “I see myself as 
someone who is talkative”), agreeableness ( = .75; e.g. “helpful 
and unselfi sh with others”), conscientiousness ( = .83; e.g. 
“does a thorough job”), neuroticism ( = .84; e.g. “is depressed, 
blue”), and openness ( = .80; e.g. “is original, comes up with 
new ideas”). The scale was internally consistent ( = .97;) [18]. 

Balanced Inventory of Socially Desirable Responding 
(BIDR): The BIDR [19], was included to measure social 
desirability bias. The 40-item BIDR measures an individual’s 
level of self-deceptive enhancement ( = .80; i.e., the unconscious 
tendency to exaggerate one’s positive qualities) and impression 
management ( = .86; i.e., the conscious tendency to exaggerate 
one’s positive qualities). Responses are on a 7-point Likert-
type scale ranging from 1 (not true) to 7 (very true). The BIDR has 
high internal consistency ( = .83) and concurrent validity [19]. 
As we anticipated that SELF-DISS scores would be most highly 
correlated with self-deceptive enhancement, we focused on 
this in order to see whether the SELF-DISS could contribute to 
the prediction of depression over-and-above the “Big 5” while 
also controlling for self-deceptive enhancement. 

Demographics: Data on gender, age, and language spoken 
were assessed to ensure that participants met the exclusion 
criteria. Thus, participants were required to speak English 
as their fi rst language, be aged between 18-67 years and 
comprising both males and females.

Procedure

Volunteers were recruited using online MTurk where they 

completed all aspects of the study. Participants clicked on our 
study name from a list of research projects presented on MTurk. 
They were then directed to the letter of information, describing 
the study and reassuring participants about their anonymity. 
Participants provided informed consent by clicking “I agree.” 
Participants then completed the questionnaires including: the 
demographic questionnaire, SELF-DISS, BDI, BFI, and the 
BIDR. Upon completing the questionnaires, participants were 
presented with a debriefi ng form, which included a mental 
health message about how they could obtain psychological 
support if they felt it necessary. Finally, participants were 
thanked and received 50 cents for their participation. 

Results

Intercorrelations between each of the variables are reported 
in table 1. All correlations were signifi cant at least at the p < 
.05 level; correlations > .20 were signifi cant at the p < .01 level.

Replicating Atkinson and Vernon (2018), correlations 
among the three SELF-DISS subscales were all .80 (or 
greater) so we will focus on the total SELF-DISS score. As 
expected, this score was negatively correlated with the BIDR 
self-deceptive scale (-.61), supporting the need to control 
for this facet of socially desirable responding. High SELF-
DISS scores were also positively correlated with BDI scores 
(.71) and with neuroticism (.61). BDI scores were themselves 
positively correlated with neuroticism (.66) and are negatively 
correlated with extraversion (-.40), agreeableness (-.36), and 
conscientiousness (-.46).

In table 2, the results of a multiple regression analysis 
predicting BDI scores are reported. The BIDR self-deceptive 
scale was entered at step 1 and its standardized beta (-.55) 
was the same as the correlation between these variables 
(Table 1). At step 2, the “Big 5” variables were added showing 
that extraversion and neuroticism scores contributed to the 
prediction of depression over and above the BIDR with betas 
of -.13 and .46, respectively. Finally, at step 3 total SELF-
DISS scores were added to the equation. Extraversion and 
neuroticism still contributed signifi cantly, with betas of -.13 
and .29, respectively, but SELF-DISS scores made the largest 
unique contribution (beta of .41).

Discussion

The two purposes of the current research were to see whether 
the tendency to engage in a self-defeating interpersonal 
manner would be positively related to depression and whether 
this relationship would hold up after controlling for the “Big 5” 
variables. Our results provide evidence supporting both of these 
goals: high SELF-DISS scores made the largest contribution to 
the prediction of depression over and above the “Big 5” and 
after controlling for socially desirable responding.

The relation between self-defeating interpersonal style and 
depression is in line with evolutionary perspectives that posit 
that self-protection strategies developed during an individual’s 
chaotic childhood may manifest into maladaptive interpersonal 
behaviours during adulthood, which in turn increases the 
chance of psychopathological diffi culties [20]. Given that 
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self-defeating interpersonal style involves the perception of 
a negative working self-model (believing that one deserves 
bad outcomes and has low-worth), the results of the present 
study are in accordance with the vulnerability to depression 
hypothesis, whereby negative cognitions are considered a key 
contributor to the development of depression [21,22]. 

From the second step of the hierarchical regression, the 
results showed that high neuroticism and low extraversion 
scores contributed to the prediction of depression, in line 
with previous fi ndings that indicate that personality traits 
are associated with depression [5,6]. However, when the self-
defeating interpersonal style was added into the regression 
analysis, the variance contributed by the “Big 5” traits was 
greatly reduced and was substantially smaller than that 
accounted for by the latter. These fi ndings demonstrate that in 

addition to traumatic life events, a self-defeating interpersonal 
style refl ects a unique set of self-defeating cognitions evidently 
not captured by the “Big 5” constructs, which challenges 
the widely-held notion that the “Big 5” account for the 
development of all psychopathological disorders [7].

Thus, the present study found that a self-defeating 
interpersonal style uniquely accounted for the largest 
proportion of variance in depression. These fi ndings suggest 
that the new SELF-DISS scale increased predictive variance 
beyond that already seen by the “Big 5” [23]. These fi ndings 
also highlight the incremental validity of the SELF-DISS scale, 
as well as providing further evidence that a self-defeating 
interpersonal style is a unique construct. Our fi ndings indicate 
that further investigation of trait variables beyond the “Big 
5” constructs is urgently warranted, in line with the previous 
empirical fi ndings reported by Boyle [9].

Limitations include the somewhat small sample size and 
the fact that this was a general population sample which may 
have introduced some sampling bias. Our sample also did not 
include any participants with a clinical diagnosis of depression 
(to our knowledge) and this would be an important population 
to sample from in future research with the SELF-DISS. Finally, 
it could have been useful to have included other measures of 
depression.
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