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Meaning-Making Processes
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Dependency, Self-criticism and 
negative Affective Responses following 
Imaginary Rejection and failure threats: 

meaning-making Processes 
as moderators or mediators

Avi Besser and Beatriz Priel

This study evaluated the intervening role of meaning-making processes in emo-
tional responses to negative life events based on Blatt’s (1974, 2004) formula-
tions concerning the role of personality predispositions in depression. In a pre/
post within-subject study design, a community sample of 233 participants re-
acted to imaginary scenarios of interpersonal rejection and achievement failure. 
Meaning-making processes relating to threats to self-definition and interpersonal 
relatedness were examined following the exposure to the scenarios. The results in-
dicated that the personality predisposition of Dependency, but not Self-Criticism 
predicted higher levels of negative affect following the interpersonal rejection 
event, independent of baseline levels of negative affect. This effect was mediated 
by higher levels of negative meaning-making processes related to the effect of the 
interpersonal rejection scenario on Dependent individuals’ senses of interpersonal 
relatedness and self-worth. In addition, both Self-Criticism and Dependency pre-
dicted higher levels of negative affect following the achievement failure event, in-
dependent of baseline levels of negative affect. Finally, the effect of Self-Criticism 
was mediated by higher levels of negative meaning-making processes related to 
the effect of the achievement failure scenario on self-critical individuals’ senses of 
self-definition. 

Blatt (1974, 1991, 2004, and 2008) 
characterizes personality development as 
the integration of a person’s capabilities for 
self-definition and interpersonal relatedness. 
Self-definition process relates to “the devel-
opment of a realistic, essentially positive and 
increasingly integrated self-definition and 

self-identity” (Blatt, 1991, p. 453), while 
relatedness is defined as “the capacity to es-
tablish increasingly mature, reciprocal and 
satisfying interpersonal relationships”(Blatt, 
1991, p. 453). Excessive emphasis on either 
of these dimensions, expressed in high levels 
of self-criticism and dependency respectively, 
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has been found to predispose individuals to 
depression (Blatt & Zuroff, 1992). Extensive 
empirical research has found a strong posi-
tive association between self-criticism and 
depression and a less robust but still signifi-
cant association between dependency and de-
pression, and this general pattern of findings 
has continued to emerge in recent years (for 
reviews, see Blatt, 2008; Zuroff, Mongrain 
& Santor, 2004).

Moreover, Blatt and Zuroff (1992) 
proposed a personality–event congruence 
hypothtesis according to which individuals 
exhibiting personality predispositions to de-
pression are at risk of developing depressive 
symptoms only following the occurrence of 
negative events congruent with their per-
sonality predispositions; that is, dependent 
individuals when encountering negative 
interpersonal events (e.g., rejection) and 
self-critical individuals when encountering 
negative achievement events (e.g., poor per-
formance evaluation). They proposed that 
Dependent and Self-Critical individuals per-
ceive and interpret the social world in very 
different ways (for reviews, see Blatt, 2004; 
Corveleyn, Luyten, & Blatt, 2005). Despite 
the attractive rationale of the congruency hy-
pothesis, results of empirical research in this 
area have been mixed (see e.g., Blatt, 2004; 
Corveleyn et al., 2005). A possible explana-
tion for such a mixed pattern of results may 
be that Dependent and Self-Critical individu-
als may interpret experiences in markedly 
different ways. A negative life event can be 
interpreted by one individual as threatening 
self-worth (a negative achievement event) 
and by another as a threat to an interper-
sonal relationship (a negative interpersonal 
event).

The present study attempts to address 
this issue. More specifically, we examined 
whether higher levels of Dependency and 
Self-Criticism affect such meaning-making 
processes. In particular, we expected highly 
Dependent individuals to be more reactive, 
in terms of negative mood, following expo-
sure to the interpersonal rejection events; 
whereas highly Self-Critical individuals react 

more strongly, in terms of negative mood, to 
the achievement failure event. 

We also hypothesized that meaning-
making processes relating to threats to 
self-definition and/or interpersonal related-
ness following exposure to the imaginary 
scenarios intervene in the effects of the per-
sonality predispositions of Dependency and 
Self-Criticism on changes in negative affect 
following negative events. In this context, 
we examined possible mediational mecha-
nisms, that is, that highly Self-Critical and 
Dependent individuals respond to achieve-
ment failure versus threats to interpersonal 
relatedness with increased negative affect, 
due to their tendency to interpret such events 
as a threat to the self. We also examined 
possible moderational mechanisms, that is, 
that highly Self-Critical individuals respond 
to achievement failure with increased nega-
tive affect only when they perceive the event 
as a threat to the self, whereas in contrast, 
highly Dependent individuals respond with 
increased negative affect following rejection 
threat only when they interpret it as a threat 
to their interpersonal relatedness.

metHoD

Participants

Participants were 233 Israeli commu-
nity adults (123 men, 110 women) who each 
reported being currently involved in a seri-
ous, committed romantic relationship (mean 
age = 26.56 years, SD = 2.47). Participation 
in the study was voluntary and participants 
were not compensated for their participa-
tion. 

measures

Self-Criticism and Dependency. The Depres-
sive Experiences Questionnaire (DEQ; Blatt, 
Afflitti, & Guinlan, 1976) is a 66-item scale 
that yields orthogonal factors for Depen-
dency and Self-Criticism. The Dependency 
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factor reflects a preoccupation with aban-
donment and separation, feelings of being 
unloved, and fear of loss. The Self-Criticism 
factor reflects concerns about failure and 
guilt, self-criticism, and inability to meet high 
standards set by the self and others. Internal 
consistency and test-retest reliability were 
adequate (see Blatt, 2008). Items were con-
verted to z scores and multiplied by the fac-
tor weight coefficient, according to national 
norms (Priel, Besser, & Shahar, 1998).

Imaginary Scripts

Interpersonal/Achievement Events. In a pilot 
study, six independent judges, blind to the 
study’s aims, rated four different scenarios 
for their capacity to evoke a threat of failure 
or rejection according to a 7-point scale [not 
at all (1) to very much (7)]. The judges rated 
the four scenarios in random order. The judg-
es established acceptable interrater intraclass 
correlation reliability coefficients (Shrout & 
Fleiss, 1979) for the ratings of the scenarios 
(ICC > .85). Among these scenarios, the two 
hypothetical scenarios used in the present 
study achieved the significantly highest mean 
scores for their capacity to induce the experi-
ences of negative interpersonal and achieve-
ment events (failure and rejection) in partici-
pants. Participants were randomly exposed 
to each scenario. In the scenarios, partici-
pants were asked to imagine a very specific 
scenario involving achievement failure (e.g., 
news that one is fired) versus interpersonal 
rejection (e.g., partners stops a long-term ro-
mantic relationship) [see Appendix].

Meaning-Making Evaluation. The effect of 
the scenarios on the participants was evalu-
ated using two questions (threat to self-defini-
tion and threat to interpersonal relatedness): 
“To what extent did this event threaten your 
self-worth, esteem, and achievement motiva-
tions?” [not at all (1) to very much (7)]; and 
“To what extent did this event threaten your 
interpersonal relationships, relatedness, and 

being loved?” [not at all (1) to very much 
(7)].

Negative Mood. Current negative state mood 
(i.e., “How do you feel now?”) was measured 
before and after exposure to the scenarios 
using the three negative affective state scales 
of the Visual Analogue Scales (Albersnagel, 
1988) containing 14 negative mood adjec-
tives which each had to be rated on a 0-100 
scale. Cronbach alphas for the VAS negative 
mood items were .83 for the baseline ( pre-
exposure) and .82 and .85 for the negative-
interpersonal and negative-achievement sce-
narios (post-exposure), respectively.

Procedure

This study was approved by the De-
partment of Psychology Ethical Committee. 
All respondents provided written informed 
consent before participation after all pro-
cedures had been fully explained, and they 
were provided the opportunity to discon-
tinue the interview at any time. None chose 
to do so. All interviews were conducted with 
efforts taken to ensure privacy and protect 
confidentiality. The study was conducted 
in two separate sessions. In the first ses-
sion, participants completed the VAS and 
DEQ questionnaires. In the second, partici-
pants were given instructions for the mood 
induction (imaginary rejection and failure 
episodes), as well as instructions relevant to 
the imaginary condition prior to the expo-
sure. Immediately after the mood induction 
had taken place, participants were asked to 
rate their current feelings and experiences 
in response to the hypothetical scenario in 
terms of how they were feeling at the mo-
ment (i.e., “How do you feel now?”) and the 
meaning-making evaluation form (threat to 
their self-definition and interpersonal relat-
edness). The study was done in a lab setting 
by trained research assistants, and random 
order was used to examine effects. The par-
ticipants were given a written debriefing af-
ter the second session.
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ReSultS

effects of the experimental Scripts 
(failure and Rejection threats) on 
change in negative Affect

As expected, a repeated measure ANO-
VA revealed a statistically significant effect 
[F(2, 464) = 311.5, p < .0001]. As compared 
to pre-experimental levels of negative affect 
(M = 27.06, SD = 9.80), both the rejection 
(M = 47.69, SD = 15.36) script [F(1, 232) = 
331.19, p < .0001] and the failure (M = 50.20, 
SD = 15.33) script [F(1, 232) = 442.87, p < 
.0001] provoked significantly high levels of 
negative affect. When pre-experimental lev-
els of negative affect served as covariates, the 
failure script provoked more negative affect 
than the rejection script [F(1, 232) = 12.15, 
p < .001]. Our results indicated no main ef-
fect for gender. We also found no significant 
Gender × Script interaction effect. 

effects of the experimental Scripts 
(failure and Rejection threats) on 
meaning-making Processes

The 2 × 2 MANOVA revealed a statis-
tically significant Script × Target Domain in-
teraction effect [F(1, 232) = 10.07, p < .002]. 
As shown in Figure 1, and as expected, when 
we controlled for baseline levels of negative 
affect, the rejection script provoked negative 
meaning-making processes related to inter-
personal relatedness (M = 3.94, SD = 1.91) 
significantly more [F(1, 232) = 55.66, p < 
.0001] than the failure script did (M = 2.74, 
SD = 2.09). In contrast, the failure script 
provoked negative meaning-making process-
es related to self-definition (M = 4.97, SD = 
1.79) significantly more [F(1, 232) = 35.54, 
p < .0001] than the rejection script did (M 
= 4.25, SD = 1.91). It is important to note, 
however, that the differences between nega-
tive meaning-making processes related to 
interpersonal relatedness vs. self-definition 

FIGURE 1. Postexperimental levels of negative meaning-making processes related to self-definition and  
interpersonal relatedness for the rejection and failure scenarios.
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were more pronounced for the failure script 
[F(1, 232) = 270.99, p < .0001] than the re-
jection script [F(1, 232) = 7.01, p < .01]. Our 
results indicated no main effect for gender, 
and no effects for the Gender × Script, Gen-
der × Target Domain, or Gender × Script × 
Target Domain interactions. 

the effects of Self-criticism  
and Dependency on change  
in negative Affects

In the present study, Self-Criticism and 
Dependency were significantly correlated 
with each other (r = .22, p < .0001). Each 
of these factors was significantly correlated 
with pre-exposure negative affect, but the 
correlation for Self-Criticism was greater (r 
= .48, p <.0001 and r = .22, p < .0001, for 
Self-Criticism and Dependency, respectively). 
Therefore, it is essential to control for the ef-
fect of the other personality predisposition, 
as well as for initial levels of distress, in or-
der to control for their common components 
and examine their unique effects (i.e., the es-
timated magnitude of their respective effects 
independent of the effect of the other predis-
position and associations with initial levels 
of distress).

the mediating Role of  
meaning-making Processes

Under Rejection Threat. As shown in Table 
1, among the personality factors, only De-
pendency significantly predicted increased 
negative affect following the rejection threat 
(β = .27, p < .0001). However, when levels of 
negative meaning-making processes related 
to interpersonal relatedness and self-defi-
nition provoked by the imaginary rejection 
script were entered, they each significantly 
predicted changes in negative affect (β = .18, 
p < .02 and β = .19, p < .01, respectively) 
and the effect of Dependency on change in 
negative affect decreased and became non-

significant (β = .12, p = .11). As we found 
in a regression in which we controlled for 
baseline levels of negative affect, Dependen-
cy significantly predicted levels of negative 
meaning-making processes (provoked by the 
imaginary rejection script) related to both in-
terpersonal relatedness (β = .24, p = .0001) 
and self-definition (β = .46, p < .0001). The 
decrease in the direct effect of Dependency 
on increased negative mood following the 
rejection threat was significant. Our analy-
ses indicate that the effect of Dependency on 
increased negative affect following exposure 
to the rejection scenario was significantly 
mediated by the effect of Dependency on in-
creased levels of negative meaning-making 
processes related to interpersonal relatedness 
(z’ = 2.14, p < .03) and self-definition (z’ = 
2.20, p < .002) as provoked by the rejection 
scenario (see Figure 2).

Under Failure Threat. As shown in Table 1, 
both Dependency (β = .26, p < .0001) and 
Self-Criticism (β = .20, p< .005) significantly 
predicted increased negative affect following 
exposure to the failure scenario. However, 
when levels of negative meaning-making 
processes related to interpersonal relatedness 
and self-definition provoked by the failure 
script were entered, only the negative mean-
ing-making processes related to self-defini-
tion, but not those related to interpersonal 
relatedness, significantly predicted changes 
in negative affect (β = .27, p < .0001). In this 
model, the effect of Self-Criticism on change 
in negative affect decreased and became non-
significant (β = .11, p = .15), whereas the ef-
fect of Dependency decreased, but remained 
significant (β = .16, p < .02). As we found in 
a regression in which we controlled for base-
line levels of negative affect, Self-Criticism (β 
= .29, p < .0001) and Dependency (β = .31, 
p < .0001) both significantly associated with 
negative meaning-making processes related 
to self-definition. The decreases in the direct 
effects of Self-Criticism and Dependency on 
increased negative mood following exposure 
to the failure scenario were significant. Our 
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analyses indicated that the effect of Self-
Criticism on increased negative affect fol-
lowing exposure to the failure scenario was 
significantly mediated by the effect of Self-
Criticism on high levels of negative meaning-
making processes related to self-definition 
(z’ = 2.8 , p < .005). In contrast, the effect 
of Dependency on increased negative affect 
following exposure to the failure scenario, 
although significant (z’ = 3.02 , p < .002), 
was only partially mediated by the effect of 
Dependency on negative meaning-making 
processes related to self-definition provoked 
by the failure scenario (see Figure 2).

Finally, we tested the alternative hy-
pothesis that meaning making could mod-
erate the relationship between Dependency/
Self-Criticism and distress using the same hi-
erarchical multiple regressions presented in 
Table 1, while adding all of the two-way in-
teractions among personality and meaning-
making process variables in Step 4 (Aiken 
& West, 1991). To control for any collinear-
ity of variables with their interaction terms, 
centered versions of each variable were cal-
culated, and interaction terms based on the 
centered variables were entered into the re-
gression models. Yet, none of the interaction 
terms were significant.

FIGURE 2. Summary of the mediating models.
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DIScuSSIon

Results of this study indicate that, as 
expected, both the rejection and failure sce-
narios used in this study provoked increased 
negative affect, as compared to baseline lev-
els. In addition, participants interpreted the 
failure event mainly as a threat to their self-
worth and less as a threat to their interper-
sonal relatedness, regardless of their specific 
personality vulnerabilities. Moreover, per-
ceived levels of threat to the self following 
the failure event were significantly higher 
than those observed for the rejection event. 
Regarding the rejection event, the perceived 
levels of threat to interpersonal relatedness 
were significantly higher than those for the 
failure event, and levels of threat to the 
self were significantly lower than those for 
the failure event. Still, following the rejec-
tion event, perceived levels of threat to the 
self were significantly higher than perceived 
levels of threat to interpersonal relatedness. 
Thus, events defined previously by inde-
pendent judges as threats to interpersonal 
relatedness were interpreted by participants 
as also being threats to their self-worth—
a meaning similar to that attributed to the 
failure event. It seems that individuals inter-
pret a wider range of stressful life events as 
threats to their self-worth. These findings are 
in line with the observed central role played 
by threats to one’s self-worth in the devel-
opment of depression following negative life 
events (see e.g., Besser & Priel, 2009).

Moreover, results indicated that De-
pendency, but not Self-Criticism, signifi-
cantly predicted increased distress following 
exposure to the rejection scenario (domain-
specific effect for Dependency). Yet, both 
Dependency and Self-Criticism predicted 
changes in levels of distress following expo-
sure to the failure scenario. Moreover, while 
perceived levels of threat related to both 
self-worth and to interpersonal relatedness 
following exposure to the rejection scenario 
predicted subsequent increased distress, only 
the perceived levels of threat related to self-

worth predicted increased distress following 
exposure to the failure scenario.

 Our findings may indicate a greater 
than assumed complexity of the self concept. 
It may be the case that highly Dependent or 
Self-Critical individuals attribute different 
meanings to experienced threats to the self 
as they confront achievement or interperson-
al relationship disruptions. It could be that 
Dependent individuals’ experiences of threat 
to self involve the other, that is, the self is 
threatened because the availability of others 
may depend on one’s self-worth, whereas the 
threat to self-worth for Self-Critical individ-
uals is a threat to the competitive or critical 
self (e.g., Besser & Priel, 2010; Mongrain, 
1998; Priel & Besser, 2000; Priel & Shahar, 
2000).

The findings of this study have a num-
ber of clinical implications. These findings 
underscore the need for therapists to be alert 
to the fact that different individuals may be 
differentially responsive to threats of rejec-
tion and failure. The identification of the 
specific meaning-making process seems es-
sential. Moreover, the present study’s results 
indicate that meaning-making processes 
may constitute an important mechanism of 
change during therapeutic interventions with 
highly Self-Critical and Dependent individu-
als (e.g., Blatt, 1992; Blatt & Shahar, 2004). 
Changes in meaning-making processes may 
foster the emergence of the normal dialectic 
developmental process in the later stages of 
therapy with both anaclitic and introjective 
patients.

The current findings should be inter-
preted within the context of some limita-
tions. First, the current study was based on 
reactions to hypothetical scenarios. While 
this afforded a significant degree of control, 
it is obvious that the associations among De-
pendency, Self-Criticism, achievement threat, 
interpersonal threat, meaning-making pro-
cesses, and emotional responses should also 
be examined in more naturalistic settings, 
perhaps settings that tap daily life experi-
ences. Another limitation of this study may 
be the limited nature of the meaning-mak-
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ing measure used. Although effective, this is 
actually a simple measure, which may give 
little insight into more complex processes 
of meaning-making; rather, it may provide 
insight into the results of these processes. 
Further studies should use a more process-
oriented procedure, including interview tech-
niques. Moreover, the present study included 

only two possible negative events—rejection 
and failure. It might be instructive to include 
different interpersonal threat events, such as 
conflict, loss, and rejection, as well as differ-
ent achievement threat events, such as poor 
performance evaluation in different domains 
(e.g., exams).

APPenDIx. PARtIcIPAntS WeRe ASKeD to ImAGIne tHe folloWInG 
ScenARIoS:

failure Rejection

Imagine that you are a successful employee working hard and 
striving for perfection in your work. You have plans for a 
future with your company and wish to be promoted. 

Imagine that you are in a long-term, committed romantic 
relationship. You feel that it is a supportive, loving, consider-
ate, and mature relationship. Your long-term plans include 
your partner. While he/she is traveling overseas, you decide 
to surprise him/her with a wedding proposal. You send him/
her a package with a ring and a letter with a moving wedding 
proposal.

You receive the following letter from your manager: You have just received a letter from him/her with an answer to 
your proposal:

 It is with sincere regret that I must inform you that your 
employment at this company will be terminated as of two 
weeks from today. Unfortunately, our evaluations indicate that 
you are still having performance problems and that your low 
performance has serious consequences for our company. I am 
sorry to inform you that, for these reasons, your employment 
at our company will be terminated. 
  
Sincerely,  
Unit Manager

Dearest, I was very moved by your proposal. It took me 
back to the good old days when we dreamed of a house and 
a family, and reminded me how we’ve supported each other 
through the difficult times. The truth is, I also thought that 
this relationship would last forever and that you were the one 
for me. It isn’t easy for me to write this to you, but I realized 
that I need more space and freedom. I need a relationship that 
is less suffocating, and, sadly, I also realize that you are not 
the right person for such a relationship. I wish you all the best 
and hope you find the one for you…
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