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Major Negative Life Events
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Remember Terry Howard? He'’s the University of Louisville giard
who bad made 28 of 28 free throws before going to the line in the
final seconds of the NCAA Final Four game against UCLA in
197475, He missed the front end of a one-on-one, letting UCLA
off the hook, and Louisville lost in overtime.

Asked not long ago if he ever thought of that fateful night,
Howard said, “Every day of the week.”

Now listen to Abel Kiviat, silver medalist in the Olympic
1,500 meters in 1912 at Stockbolm. Kiviat had the race won until
Britain’s Arnold Jackson came from nowhere to beat him by
one-tenth of a second,

Kiviat: 1 wake up sometimes and say, ‘What the beck
happened to me?” It's like a nightmare.”

Kiviat is 91 years old.

Los Angeles Times, January 15, 1984!

People experience a variety of negative life events over the course of their
lives. No one is immune to their occurrence, and the longer the lifespan,
the greater the number of undesirable events one is likely to encounrer. It
is also popularly assumed in our society that “Time heals all wounds,”
and that psychological recovery will occur within a relatively brief period
of time {Silver & Wortman, 1980}. However, an increasing body of re-
search evidence is calling these assumptions into question {see Silver &
Wortman, 1980; Tait & Silver, 1989; Wortman & Silver, 1987, for re-
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views of this literature}. In fact, evidence has begun to accumulate indicat-
ing that the psychological impact of negative life events may persist for
many years for a significant proportion of the population.

Although theoretical and empirical attention devoted to the long-term
effects of negative life cvents has increased steadily over the past few de-
cades, no comprehensive view has yet emerged of the nature, prevalence,
or chronicity of their psychological impact. In fact, the extent to which
persistent effects can be seen as abnormal or normative consequences of
these events remains unclear. However, one of the major impediments to
the development of a model to predict or explain the long-term psycholog-
ical impact of negative life events has been the wide range of interindivi-
dual variability in responses to a similar type of event (cf. Silver & Wort-
man, 1980; Wortman & Silver, 1987, 1989). The fact that people respond
so differently to the same type of event suggests that the type of event per
se may be less refevant to psychological impact and its persistence than are
factors that influence how the event is experienced. In this chapter, we first
describe the ways in which we feel major negative life events may continue
to have an impact on those who encounter them. We then describe in some
detail a study we recently conducred to examine the long-term impact of
undesirable life experiences (Tait & Silver, 1989). Finally, we consider a
numbet of situational, psychological, and social factors that may contrib-
ute to individuals’ continuing cognitive and emotional involvement in the
major events of their lives,

A GENERAL MEASURE OF IMPACT:
EVENT-RELATED RUMINATIONS

Much of the past research on the psychological effects of negative life events
has been concerned with clinical or dysfunctional levels of emotional im-
pact. In contrast, our work has focused on a more subtle form of impact,
which is believed to constitute a relatively common pattern of response to
these events, at least over the short term. Previous work has pointed to a
tendency among those who have undergone major negative events to ex-
perience involuntary, intrusive, and distressing ruminations (i.e., thoughts,
memories, and/or mental images related to the event; see Silver, Wort-
man, & Klos, 1982}, Horowitz (1975) has described such ruminations as
a general stress response tendency. Their occurrence has been documented
across different nonclinical populations with varying predispositions; fol-
lowing low, moderate, and high levels of stress; and for both natural and
contrived stressors (see Horowitz, 1976, 1982, and Wegner, 1988, for re-
views of this work). The experience of these ruminations tends to be cor-
related positively with the degree of reported stress and with levels of neg-
ative affect, and inversely related to indices of positive emotion {Horowitz,
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1975). Though less extreme, the general stress response tendency is similar
in many respects to the intrusive element of Posttraumatic Stress Disorder
(PTSD), as observed clinically and described in the Diagnostic and Statis-
tical Manual of Mental Disorders, third edition (DSM-III; American Psy-
chiatric Association, 1980). PTSD may persist for extended time periods
(see, e.g., Brende & Parson, 1985; Horowitz, Wilner, Kaltreider, & Al-
varez, 1980); however, with few exceptions {e.g., Lehman, Wortman, &
Williams, 1987; Silver, Boon, & Stones, 1983), the general stress response
has tended to be examined only over the short term. We believe that con-
tinuing ruminations about major stressful events constitute a rich bur largely
untapped source of information about the psychological aftereffects of
negative life experiences.

Event-Related Ruminations and the Process of Recovery

Fvent-related ruminations have been linked to the Freudian theory of the
compulsive tepetition of reminiscences subsequent to traumatic events (see,
e.g., Horowitz, 1979). In clinical investigations, Breuer and Freud (1895/
1955) considered them to be hysterical symptoms precipitated by a trau-
matic ¢vent or series of events, and noted in particular the inordinate length
of time they may persist. Breuer and Freud interpreted this persistence as
symptomatic of an event that has not been sufficiently “abreacted” or dis-
charged, due cither to the nature of the event itself or to the psychological
state of the individual confronted with it.

Although event-related ruminations of the type described by Horowitz
and his colleagues occur involuntarily, they are believed to play an integral
role in the “working through” or processing of a negative life event whereby
an individual gradually comes to terms with it (Horowitz, 1976, 1985;
Janis, 1971; Parkes, 1972; Silver et al., 1983). It is hypothesized that the
occurrence of these ruminations, in alternation with periods of denial, al-
lows the individual to come gradually to tolerate increasing doses of dis-
tressing aspects of the event. Event-related ruminations are believed to di-
minish over time as the event is worked through or resolved. Distressing
ruminations are seen as falling within normal limits when they occur and
subside within a relatively brief period of time following a disturbing event
(Horowitz, 1985; Parkinson & Rachman, 1981a, 1981b, 1981¢; Rach-
man, 1979, 1981); the persistence or recurrence of these ruminations is
regarded as “the central, indispensable index of unsatistactory . . . pro-
cessing” {Rachman, 1979, p. 51}

However, the nature of this “working-through™ process is unclear.
Horowitz (1975) describes a cognitive process, involving “matching and
integrating . . . new or massive information about the self or world,”
including *the assessment of the meaning, interpretations and implications
of [the] incoming information™ (p. 1462). Rachman (1979} favors an emo-
tional-processing view, whereby “emotional disturbances are absorbed, and
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decline to the extent that other experiences and behavior can proceed without
disruption™ ip. 51). It seems most probable that cognitions and cmotions
are equally essential, and that the working-through process involves a dy-
namic interplay between them. Thus, thoughts, memories, or mental im-
ages related to a negative life event may elicit certain types of affect (Folk-
man, Schaefer, & Lazarus, 1979; Lazarus, Kanner, & Folkman, 1980;
Singer, 1978), and certain moods or feelings may evoke event-related rum-
inations (e.g., Bower, 1981; Clark & Isen, 1982; Snyder & White, 1982;
Wenzlaff, Wegner, & Roper, 1988; Zajonc, 1980). The general measure
of psychological impact adopted in our work—the experience of involun-
tary, intense, intrusive, and distressing ruminations related to a negative
life event—addresses the extent of ongoing cognitive and emotional in-
volvement with an event’s occurrence.

TRIGGERS OF ONGOING COGNITIVE AND EMOTIONAL
INVOLVEMENT IN EVENTS

The literature has suggested three factors that may be particularly relevant
to understanding reasons for the persistence of psychological impact over
time. They include the ongoing implications of the event (i.e., changes in
life circumstances brought about by its occurrence); the need to interpret
or appraise the meaning or personal significance of the event: and social
responses to the occurrence of the event and/or to the expression of event-
related difficulties or distress. Each of these is considered in turn below.

The Ongoing Implications

The occutrence of a major negative event may engender changes in an
individual’s life circumstances {e.g., alterations 1n social roles and/or rela-
tionships) or in related considerations (c.g., finances, environment). Studies
by Pearlin and his colleagues (see, e.g., Pearlin, 1983; Pearlin & Lieber-
man, 1979; Pearlin, Lieberman, Menaghan, & Mullan, 1981) have dem-
onstrated the importance of these changes as possible enduring sources of
strain. This work suggests that the psychological impact of major negative
events Is largely channeled through the persistent situational difficulties
that may follow them (see also Antonovsky, 1982; Parkes, 1971; Thoits,
1983; Vachon et al., 1982). From this perspective, the negative implica-
tions of an event can be seen as referring to the loss of important aspects
of the past—that is, of life prior to the event’s occurrence.

However, the negative implications of an event may also include the
loss of important aspects of the future. For example, an event’s occurrence
may preclude the realization of plans, possibilities, or aspirations in which
an individual may be heavily invested (cf. Carr, 1975; Neugarten, 197%;
Parkes, 1971; see, e.g., Kaltreider, Wallace, & Horowitz, 1979, Szybist,
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1978). Although they cannot be considered aspects of one’s actual life cir-
cumstances at the time of an event’s occurrence, the preclusion of these
possibilities may nonetheless represent a significant loss.

The ongaing negative implications of an event may differ widely in
both nature and salience even among individuals confronting the same type
of event, and may be experienced as part and parcel of an event’s occur-
rence. We believe that they constitute an integral aspect of the experience
of an event, and that without consideration of their implications, the psy-
chological impact of an event can only partially be understood. In addition
to coming to terrns with the event itself, one must also come to terms with
these implications. As long as they are salient and problematic, cognitive
and emotional involvement in the event may persist. The continuing sa-
lience of an event’s negative implications may be represented by ongoing
unfavorable comparisons between aspects of one’s life given the event’s
occurrence, and life as it might have been had the negative event not oc-
curred (ct. Glick, Weiss, & Parkes, 1974; Kahneman & Tversky, 1982),

The Need to Find Meaning

Meaning has been described as the crucial organizing principle of human
behavior {Marris, 1986). The need to find meaning in events—rthat is, to
construe their personal significance in cognitive and affective terms—has
been proposed as a fundamental and universal motive {see, e.g., Frank],
1963; Marris, 1986). The search for a meaningful perspective of, or ratio-
nale for, the occurrence of a negative life event is believed to play an in-
tegral role in the process of adjustment {Benner, Roskies, & Lazarus, 1980;
Bulman & Wortman, 1977; Moos & Tsu, 1977; Silver et al., 1983; Tay-
lor, 1983). Since individuals respond not to events in and of themselves,
but to their interpretations of events (cf. Beck, 1975; Epstein, 1983, in
press; Frankl, 1963; Kelly, 1955; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Parkes &
Weiss, 1983}, we believe that the ability to find meaning in an event plays
a key role in influencing psychological impact and the process of recovery.
Moreover, meaning must also be found in an event’s negative implica-
tions—that is, in life given its occurrence (sec also Epstein, in press; Frankl,
1963). Thus, thoughts about an event’s ongoing implications may be re-
lated to a continuing search for meaning in the event. When a meaningful
and acceptable interpretation is not forthcoming, the search may persist
for extended time periods, contributing to ongoing cognitive and emo-
tional involvement in the event. A persistent search for meaning has been
found ro be inversely related to psychological recovery and positively re-
lated to the occurrence of involuntary, intrusive, and distressing event-re-
lated ruminations (Sitver et al., 1983).

Social Responses to the Need for Discussion

Individuals confronting major negative events frequently report feeling a
need to discuss the event or their responses to it with others (Coates &
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Wortman, 1980; Coates, Wortman, & Abbey, 1979; Dunkel-Schetter &
Wortman, 1981, 1982; Silver & Wortman, 1980; Wortman & Dunkel-
Schetter, 1979). The persistence of such a need has been described as a
direct sign of incomplete processing of the event (Rachman, 1979). Therc
is some evidence that ruminating about an event and discussing its occur-
rence or related concerns with others may represent personal and social
aspects of the same process of “‘working through” the event (Pennebaker
& O’Heeron, 1984 see also Breuer & Freud, 1895/1953). Thus, a persis-
tent need for discussion may be related to the continuing salience of an
event’s negative implications, and/or to an ongoing search for meaning in
the event’s occurrence.

When an ongoing need for discussion is met by a supportive environ-
meent, adjustment or acceptance may be facilitated in a number of ways
{cf. Silver & Wortman, 1980), For example, free discussion may allow a
cathartic discharge of emotion, Even in the absence of such a discharge,
the act of putting the experience into words may provide useful insight or
increase one’s sense of control (cf. Pennebaker, 1989; Pennebaker & Hoo-
ver, 1985). Most importantly, perhaps, confiding in others about the event
or related concerns or difficulties can serve to clarify and convey relevant
coping needs. This may increase the probability that the support provided
will be appropriate to these needs, and therefore effective {cf. Thoits, 1985;
Wortman & Lehman, 1985).

However, the literature suggests that the need for discussion may fre-
quently go unmet (see, e.g., Dunkel-Schetter & Wortman, 1982, for a re-
view of this literature). In these cases, cognitive and emotional involvement
in the event may continue, Moreover, it appears that social responses to
the exptession of event-related difficulties or distress are often negative
(e.g., derogation and rejection; see Coates et al,, 1979; Lazarus, 1985,
Strack & Coyne, 1983}, We would expect this to be particularly the case
when these expressions persist over or after extended time periods (see,
e.g., Coyne, 1976a, 1976b). We believe that the dynamics of the social
situation that arise when continuing distress is communicated may not only
fail to facilitate the process of recovery, but may also enhance the difficulty
of that process. That is, the individual who consults a friend, relative, or
colleague about one event-related problem may find himself or herself re-
turning from the interaction with two problems.

In short, persistent thoughts about an event’s negative implications,
involvement in a continuing search for meaning, and feeling a need to
discuss the event or related concerns or difficulties with others can all be
seen as aspects of ongoing cognitive and emotional involvement with an
event’s occurrence, We believe that each of these responses reflects a par-
ticular dimension of the expericnce of a major negative event—situationat,
psychological, and social—that may account for continuing difficultes in
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coming to terms with it. We also see these responses as likely to be dy-
namic, transactional, and reciprocal in nature,

Recently, we have made an initial attempt to explore some of these
issues in the context of a study of the long-term impact of stressful life
events. In this research (Tait & Silver, 1989), we chose to examine the
prevalence of the aforementioned responses and of persistent ruminations
across a number of different types of major negative life events—“major”
not according to any predetermined or objective criteria, but in terms of
our respondents’ subjective, relative assessments. Given our interest in time
as a factor potentially related to impact and recovery, we also chose to
examine effects across a wide range of time periods since an event’s occur-
rence. Finally, we chose to assess long-term psychological effects among a
group of people who continue to function more or less successfully in their
day-to-day social roles. With these purposes in mind, we approached se-
nior citizens residing in the community for our study (Tait & Silver, 1989).
We assumed that respondents aged 60 and over would have experienced a
varicty of negative life events, one of which would be perceived by cach
individual as his or her “most negative event,” providing us with a wide
range of types of major negative events and of time periods elapsed since
their occurrence.

THE STUDY

In our study, we sought to explore the association between our measures
of continuing impact and subjects’ self-assessed recovery from their most
negative event, their overall level of life satisfaction, and the number of
vears that had passed since the event’s occurrence. Potential respondents
were contacted initially by means of a letter describing our research as an
investigation of the long-term impact of major life events (see Tait & Sil-
ver, 1989, for a more detailed discussion}. Structured interviews were con-
ducted in respondents’ homes, lasting an average of 2 hours. The interview
consisted of a series of open- and closed-ended questions, many of which
were developed for the particular purposes of our research.

Following completion of a measure of psychological well-being (Neu-
garten, Havighurst, & "Tobin, 1961), respondents were asked to describe
the negative events they had experienced over the course of their lives, and
to state when each event had occurted. From this list, subjects were asked
to select the particular event they considered to have been “the worst thing
that had ever happened” to them. The questions that followed focused on
the ongoing psychological effects of this particular event,

Closed-ended questions assessed the general frequency of ruminations
abour the most negative event and the frequency of deliberate event-related
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ruminations, as well as the frequency, intensity, and intrusiveness of invol-
untary ruminations and the kinds of affect associated with their occur-
rence. Closed-ended questions were also used to assess the persistence of
thoughts about the event’s negative implications, involvement in a contin-
uing search for meaning in the event’s occurrence, and an ongoing need to
discuss the event or one’s responses to it with others. Open-ended ques-
tions explored the content of ongoing event-related ruminations.

The 45 respondents who met our eligibility requirements ranged in
age from 60 to 93; the mean age of the final sample was 76. The gender
composition of the sample was 76% female and 24% male. The various
types of major events reported by our respondents included the death of a
spouse, other family member or friend; desertion by a spouse; health prob-
lems; and the like (see Tait & Silver, 1989, for a more detailed discussion).
The average time period that had elapsed since the occurrence of these
events was 22.8 years; the range was from 2 to 50 years.

Thematic Content of Typical Event-Related Ruminations

For the purposes of our research, event-related ruminations were described
to respondents as “thoughts, mental images, or memories related to the
[reported most negative] event or to the person or people associated with
it.”” Respondents’ descriptions of “typical” event-related ruminations were
assessed for thematic content, Rumination themes fell into three major
categories. Forty-nine percent of these ruminations centered on the event
itself. This type of rumination is exemplified by the following, in which a
widow of 10 years described a rumination related to her husband’s death:

When he was in the hospital, I used to visit him every night. The week
before he died, he said, “We have to talk.” 1 said, “Why?” He said, “Be-
cause I'm going to die.” T said, “Don't talk silly.” T didn’t let him speak.
I always wonder what he would have said if I had iet him ralk.

Twenty-one percent of the ruminations described referred to aspects
of life prior to the event that had changed as a result of its occurrence. An
illustration of this type of rumination is provided in the tollowing state-
ment, in which a widow of 7 years described ongoing ruminations about
her deceased spouse:

I think aboue him every day. I never go 1o bed at night without thinking
of him before 1 settle down. We'd go out together a lat, go for walks,
We'd usually talk together for an hour before going to sleep.

Nine percent of the typical ruminations reported focused on aspects
of life at present that might have been different had the event not occurred.
Exemplifying this type of rumination is the following statement by a re-
spondent who had lost his only child in an automobile accident 20 years
earlier:
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If she was living, ir'd give me something to get out of life—I'd have her,
and grandchildren, which would mean a lot to me,

. ‘The remaining 21% of the ruminations described by our respondents
involved a combination of two of these three themes.

Characteristics of Event-Related Ruminations

A number of aspects of event-related ruminations were examined in our
study, including the general frequency of ruminations related to the given
event and the frequency of defiberate ruminations abour it. Of particular
interest, however, were the frequency, intensity, and intrusiveness of in-
voluntary ruminations related to the respondent’s most negative event. Fach
of the latter three characteristics was tapped by two separate items, which
are described below. Table 12.1 presents a breakdown of subjects’ re-
sponses to each of these questions.

TABLE 12.1. Characteristics of Event-Related Ruminations: Percentage of
Sample Reporting in Each Response Category

All the
Frequency Never  Rarely  Sometimes Frequently time
General 4 24 47 20 4
Deliberate 83 5 10 2 —
Involuntary
Thinking withour 19 24 41 - 12 s
meaning to
Thoughts *‘pop 9 33 33 23 2
into mind”

. Not Just a Quite a A great
Intensity at all litele Somewhar bit deal
How “real,” vivid, 2 14 19 35 30

clear
How absorbing, 21 33 26 14 7
tnvolving

' All the
Intrusiveness Never  Rately  Sornetimes Frequently time
Difficulty dispelling 63 16 12 9 —
Trouble doing 84 2 7 7 —

other things

Note. Adapred from The Long-Term Psychological Impact of Major Negative Life Events by
R. Tair and R. C. Silver, 1989, manuscript submitted for publication. Adapted by permission
of the authors.
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General Frequency of Ruminations

An average of 22.8 years following their most stressful expericnce, 71%
of our sample reported that they continued to experience thoughts, mem-
ories, and/or mental images related to their most negative event at least
sometimes. This percentage included 47% who sometimes had rumina-
tions about the experience, 20% who ruminated frequently, and 4% for
whom these ruminations occurred all the time. Only 4% of the sample
reported never experiencing ruminations about their most negative life event,
The frequency of event-related ruminations in general was inversely related
to both self-assessed recovery from the event, r (40)= —.51, p=.001, and
current life satistaction, 7 (41)= — .48, p=.001, but was not significantly
refated to the number of years that had passed since the event occurred.

Frequency of Deliberate Thoughts, Memories, or Mental Images

Deliberate thoughts, memories, or mental images related to the most neg-
ative event were relatively infrequent: 12% of the sample reported inten-
tionally ruminating about the event at least sometimes; 83% reported never
doing so. The frequency of deliberare thoughts, memories, or mental im-
ages was not related significantly 1o the frequency of involuntary event-
related ruminations. In addition, no significant relations emerged between
deliberate ruminations and self-assessed recovery, current life satisfaction,
or the number of years clapsed since the occurrence of the event,

Frequency of Involuntary Ruminations

Two questions examined the frequency of involuntary event-relared rumi-
nations. Fifty-seven percent of the sample reported at least sometimes find-
ing themselves ruminating about the event without really meaning to, in-
cluding 12% for whom this happened frequently and 5% for whom these
ruminarions occurred all the time. Fifty-eight percent of respondents re-
ported that thoughts, memories, and/or mental images related to the event
“popped into” their minds at least sometimes, including 23% for whom
this oceurred frequently, and 2% for whom this happened all the time.

These two items were significantly related, » (40}=.33, p<.05, and
were combined into an index representing the frequency of involuntary
event-related ruminations. This index was negatively correlated with both
self-assessed recovery from the event, » (39)= — .51, p=.001, and current
life satisfaction, r (40)= —.56, p<..001. No significant association emerged
between the frequency of involuntary ruminations and the amount of time
that had passed since the event’s accurrence.

The Intensity of Ongoing Ruminations: Vividness and Absorption

The intensity of event-related ruminations was conceptualized as involving
two components: their perceived vividness or clarity, and the extent to
which the individuat reported becoming absorbed or *“caught up” in them.
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Eighty-four percent of the sample described their ruminations as at least
somewhat clear or vivid, including 35% whe described them as quite vivid
and 30% who reported them as extremely vivid. Forty-seven percent of
tli\e san_"lplle :igportlcd becoming at least somewhat caught up or absorbed in
them, mcluding 14% who became qui 5
oy absogrbed. quite absorbed and 7% who became
. The perceived clarity of and absorption in these ruminations were sig-
mﬁcant]y related, r (41)=.53, p<<.001, and were combined into an indegx
of intensity. This index was inversely related to both self-assessed recovery
from the evenr, r (41)= —.45, p<<.01, and current life satisfaction
r(41)= —‘.33, P <.05. However, the intensity of event-related ruminations:
was not significantly related to the number of years that had clapsed since
the event’s occurrence.

In?msiveness: Difficulty Dispelling Ruminations and Interference
with Other Activities

Intrusiveness was assessed through the use of two items examining respon-
dents’ perceived difficulty in dispelling ongoing event-related ruminations
and the degree of interference with other activiries that was experienced
when .thcy occurred. Twenty-one percent of the sample reported at least
sometimes having difficulty dispelling event-related ruminations, including
9% for whom this difficulty occurred frequently. Fourteen percent re-
ported at least sometimes having trouble engaging in other activities when
these ruminations occurred, including 7% for whom this was frequently
the case. Difficulty in dispelling ruminations and in engaging in other ac-
tivities when they occurred were significantly related, r (41) = .58, p<.001
and were combined into an index of intrusiveness. This index’was oni);
marginally related to self-assessed recovety, v (40)= —.27, =08, but was
pegatively related to current life satisfaction, r (41)= ~ .50, pS.E]Ol. Thé-
intrusiveness of ongoing ruminations was, however, unrelated to the amount
of time that had passed since the event.

Types of Affect Associated with Event-Related Ruminations

Six clpsed-ended questions assessed the frequency of a variety of emotions
expericnced in conjunction with ruminations related to the most negative
event. The specific types of affect examined included feelings of sadness
upset, anger, and anxiety, as well as feelings of happiness and of being “a;
peace.” For 67% of the sample, feclings of sadness were at icast sotnetimes
associated with event-related ruminarions, including 10% for whom sad-
ness occurred frequently and 19% who always felt sad when these rumi-
nations .occurred. Thirty percent of respondents reported finding these
ruminations upsetting at least sometimes, including 7% who were fre-
quently upset and 9% who were always upset. Smaller proportions of our
sample reported that feelings of anger and anxiety at least sometimes ac-
companied these ruminations (17% and 21%, respectively),
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These four emotions (sadness, upset, anger, anxiety) were significantly
interrelated (Cronbach's alpha for interitem reliability=.73), and were
combined into an index representing general distress. This index was in-
versely related to both self-assessed recovery, r (40)= —.52, p<<.001, and
current life satisfaction, r (41)= —.57, p<<.001, but was unrelated to the
amount of time that had passed since the event.

Sixty-two percent of the sample reported that feelings of happiness
were at least sometimes associated with event-related ruminations, includ-
ing 7% who reported feeling happy frequently and 19% who always felt
happy when these ruminations occurred. Seventy-two percent reported at
least sometimes feeling “at peace™ (26% frequently, 31% always). Feelings
of happiness and feeling “at peace” were positively related, » (40)=.26,
=035, and these two items were combined into an index representing the
degree to which ruminations were associated with positive emotions. This
index was positively related to both self-assessed recovery, r (40} =39,
p=.01, and current life satisfaction, r (41)=.30, p=.05. It was also in-
versely related to the number of years that had elapsed since the event,
7 (41)= —.38, p=.01.

Additional Dimensions of Ongoing Cognitive and
Emotional Involvement

Thirty-nine percent of our sample at least sometimes found themselves
thinking about ways in which life might have been different had the event
not occurred. Thirty-seven percent of the sample reported still searching
at least sometimes for a meaningful perspective from which to view their
most negative life event. Twenty-one percent frequently or always felr a
need to discuss the event or their responses to it with others. These threc
variables were positively interrelated and were combined into an index
representing aspects of ongoing cognitive and emotional involvement with
the given event, .

This index of ongoing involvement was negatively related to both self-
assessed recovery from the event, r (39)= —41, p<.01, and current life
satisfaction, r (40)= — .48, p<.01, but was unrelated to the number of
years that had passed since the event’s occurrence. This index was posi-
tively related to the frequency of involuntary event-related ruminations,
7 (39)=.45, p<.01; to their intensity, (40} =.32, p <.035, and their inttu-
siveness, r (40) =.47, p <.01; and to the experience of distress in associa-
tion with them, r (39)=.72, p<.001.

In summary, for a considerable proportion of the cases examined in
our study, the psychological impact of major negative events persisted after
an extended period of time had passed. In fact, the ongoing experience of
involuntary, intense, intrusive, and distressing ruminations related to our
subjects’ most negative life events was inversely related to both perceived
recovery from the event and life satisfaction, after an average of more than
22 years since the events’ occurrence. Moreover, the negative relations ob-
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served between these ruminations and subjective assessments of recovery
provide some support for the validity of the former as a measure of persis-
tent impact. With the single exception of the experience of positive emo-
tions in association with event-related ruminations, which was inversely
related to the number of years that had elapsed since the event, none of
these measures of impact were significantly related to the amount of time
that had passed since the event.

Since change over time was not examined in our study, it remains
unclear to what extent the ruminations described by our respondents re-
flected a fairly steady perseverance as opposed to widely fluctuating levels
of impact during the years between the occurrence of the event and our
interview. Our data indicate only that, for many of our subjects, cognitive
and emotional involvement in the event was ongoing. For these individu-
gls, in Lewin’s (1951) terminology, the event still “had existence’; that is,
It was not a closed issue, but remained a part of psychological reality,
exerting demonstrable influence that was measurable in both quantitative
and qualitative terms.

Despite evidence of ongoing cognitive and emotional impact, our re-
spondents appeared to be functioning at least adequately in their day-to-
day social roles. Exactly half the samnple reported that they felt they had
completely recovered from the event in question, and the mean life satis-
faction score compared favorably with established norms (see Tait & Sil-
ver, 1989). Nonetheless, the pattern of significant relations that emerged
between self-assessed recovery and life satisfaction and our measures of
ongoing impact underscores the importance of considering the various fac-
tors that may contribute to or mainzain psychological impact or impede
the process of recovery.

Our rescarch addressed such factors through the examination of three
additional indicators of ongoing cognitive and emotional involvement in
a negative life event. Persistent thoughts about the negative implications of
the event, 2 continuing search for meaning in the event’s occurrence, and
feeling a need to discuss the event or related concerns or distress with
others were conceptualized as referring to aspects of ongoing difficulty in
coming to terms with the given event. As was the case for our more gen-
eral measure of impact, the index formed by combining these responses
was inversely related to both self-assessed recovery and life satisfaction,
and unrelated to the amount of time that had passed since the event.

RUMINATIONS, LIFE SATISFACTION, AND THE
CONTINUING IMPLICATIONS OF AN EVENT

Since the correlational nature of the relations examined in our work pre-
cludes the formulation of causal statements, it remains unclear whether
event-related ruminations contribute to or arise from lower levels of life
satisfaction, or whether the inverse relation between them is attributable
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to the influence of other factors. However, studies by Schwarz and Strack
and their colieagues (see, e.g., Schwarz & Clore, 1983; Strack, Schwarz,
& Gschneidinger, 1985) provide some evidence that ruminations about a
past event can influence current evaluations of life satisfaction. Their analysis
suggests that a key factor determining the nature of this influence is the
kind of affect elicited by these ruminations in the present. Thus, negatively
valenced ruminations about a past event may bias judgments of life satis-
faction downward, whereas positively valenced ruminations may exert the
opposite effect. Because of its focus on voluntary rather than invoiuntary
ruminations, it is unclear to what extent valid extrapolations can be made
from this work to our research. Nonetheless, it may be the case that dis-
tressing event-related ruminations, regardless of their voluntary or inval-
untary nature, can exert a considerable negative influence on judgments of
satisfaction with life,

Perhaps a clearer argument can be made that factors contributing to
lower levels of life satisfaction may directly or indirectly enhance the like-
lihood of distressing event-related ruminations, particularty when these
factors are attributed to the occurrence of the given event, as in the case
of its ongoing negative implications. Some evidence for the relevance of an
event’s implications to long-term psychological impact and life satisfaction
can be found in the results of the thematic analysis of the content of the
“typical” event-related ruminations described by subjects in our study. In
addition to thoughts, memories, or mental images centering on the event
itself, respondents described ruminations about negative implications of
the event in terms of either aspects of life prior to the event that had
changed as a result of its occurrence, or aspects of life in the present that
might have been different had the event not occurred, Responses to our
question specifically addressing the experience of thoughts about the on-
going implications of the most negative event also suggest the HNportance
of this consideration to both psychological recovery and satisfaction with
life.

When the continuing salience of an events negative implications re-
sults in unfavorable comparisons between aspects of the past {i.e., of life
prior to the event’s occurrence) and one’s present circumstances (cf, Brick-
man, Coates, & Janoff-Bulman, 1978; Strack et al., 1985), even pleasant
thoughts, memories, or mental images may be a source of current distress.
In the words of one of our respondents,

Sometimes T remember the good times we used to have, and how good
he was to me and the children. He certainly was a very good husband.
He had his temper, like any man; we had our ups and downs, and our
quarrels. But most of them are very good memories. They hurt now, too.
They hurt since he died. Although they are good memories, they still hurt
me,

Aspects of one’s present life circumstances may also be unfavorably
compared against plans, hopes, or goals that were precluded by the occur-
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rence of the negative event. [n discussing thoughts about the implications
of the death of her husband after his decision to postpone retirement for
2 years, another of our respondents described them in the following terms:

We would have gone 10 Europe. We would have tried to enjoy life with-
out working: the friends, the relatives, a better social life. I'd saill be livin
with him in the same house; 1 wouldn’t have to live in Ontario [Public&]’,
Housing. . . . These things keep coming back.

The continuing negative implications of an event, when they result in
unfavorabie comparisons between Life as it is and life as it might have been
had the event not occurred, may make a substantial contribution to lower
life satisfaction, and may also act as persistenc triggers of distressing event-
related ruminations,

. An event’s implications may contribute fo ongoing cognitive and emo-
tlcmall involvement in three ways. First, the implications of an event may
remain salient and problematic over time. it s also possible that an event’s
implications may only become salient and problematic with the passing of
time. Such a case has been illustrated earlier by the respondent in our
study who described ongoing ruminations related to the death of his ado-
lescent daughrer 20 years carlier; his ruminations centered on the loss not
only of his only child, but also of the grandchildren he could have ex-
pected had her death not occurred (see also Carr, 1975, Parkes, 1971). A
final possibility is suggested by the significant inverse relation observed in
our study between the experience of positive emotions (happiness, feeling
“at peace”) in association with cvent-related ruminations and the number
qf vears that had passed since the event. In explaining these positive emo-
tions, many of our subjects referred to the fact that the event was over
aqd with it had terminated the suffering of a loved onc. It is possible tha;
this type of positive implication, while potentially of great salience in the
immediate aftermath of an event, may decrease in salience over time rela-
tive 1o negative implications that remain or become salient or problemaric.

Salient negative implications of an event that remain operative in the
individual’s current life situation represent potential sources of ongoing
psychological impact above and beyond the occurrence of the even. Through
these implications, an event may continue, long after its rermination, to
exert considerable influence on one’s life. However, as is the case for the
occurrence of the event itself, the actual implications of an event may be

of less importance to understanding psychological Impact and recovery than
the interpretation of their meaning or personal significance. ’

PSYCHOLOGICAI RECOVERY: INTERPRETATION
AND INTEGRATION

The process of “working through” a negative life event {cf. Freud, 1914/
1958}, optimally leading to resolution or recovery, has been described as
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involving two interrelated tasks: the interpretatfon ‘of the event in mean-
ingful terms, and the integration of this information into a cohelrent, stable,
and adaptive conceptual framework (see, e.g., Mar;ns, .1'986; ,Plaget, 19?76,
1952), The conceptual framework represents the mdw:dual§ assumptive
world (Janoff-Bulman, 1985, in press; Janoff-Bulman & Txmkf:), 1987,
Parkes, 1975), models or theories of reality (Bowlby, 1?80; Epstein, 1973,
1979, 1981; Parkes, 1971, 1972, 1975; Parkes & We155'., 1983), or struc-
tures of meaning (Marris, 1986; see also Horowitz, W{lner, Marmar, .&
Krupnick, 1980). It consists of descriptive and prescriptive _postulates, in-
terwoven into a system of beliefs, assumptions, or expectatlons'related_to
oneself, others, and the world, and of various emotions assoaatgd with
them. It functions as a frame of reference, guiding both interpretations of
the data of experience and the selection of appropriate responses, gnd pro-
viding a sense of coherence, predictability, and control.over reaht?r. The
need to interpret and integrate experience into constructions of reality has
been described as a fundamental and universal motive related to adapta-
tion and survival {e.g., Marris, 1986; see also Frankl, 1963).

Events are interpreted in light of the existing concepmal structure.
Aspects of the extant framework may preclude; th‘c appraisal of an event
as stressful, even when it is considered to be objectively so (see, e.g., Baluk
& O°Neill, 1980; May, 1977; Wortman & .Silver', 1987, 1989). Con-
versely, an event that may be considered ijectwely innocuous may yet be
appraised as guite stressful by the individual confronted with its occur-
rence.? . '

Integration of the information inherent in an evenr’s' interpretation
may occur in two ways, as a function of its consistency or incompatibility
with the existing system. When an event is interpreted in terms that are
consistent with operative conceptual models or theories of self, _oth.ers, and
the world, this information may be assimilated relativgly easlly into t.he
extant framework. When the event’s interpretation is inconsistent or in-
compatible with aspects of the conceptual framework, either t-hese aspects
of the existing system must be altered to accommodate the :'nffjrmatlon,
or the event must be reinterpreted in terms that are more assimilable (see
also Horowitz, 1975; Lazarus, 1966; Lazarus & Foi!(man, 1984;. Lerner,
1980; May, 1977). Persistent event-related rum?nat1ons are believed o
represent attempts to integrate such inconsistent information {cf. Epstein,

1987).

Complications in the Process

Several types of complications may arise in the process of formulgtmg a
meaningful and acceptable interpretation of_a negative life event. First, ;n
event may prove to be difficult to interpret in lmeamngful terms. Smce‘t e
conceptual framework is built up as a function of direct and vicarious
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experience, it may be that problems in interpretation can arise in particular
for events that are beyond the range of common experience, Examples of
such events include incest (Silver et al., 1983); the accidental, suicidal, or
homicidal death of a loved one (Lehman et al., 1987, Rynearson, 1986);
and catastrophic events, such as natural or human-caused disasters (e.g.,
Eitinger, 1980; Lifton, 1968; Titchener & Kapp, 1976). Individual char.
acteristics or motives may also influence the search for a meaningful inter-
pretation; for example, a need for validity (Kruglanski, Baldwin, & Tow-
son, 1983) may prolong the search for extended periods of time.,

A second type of complication may arise when an event is interpreted
in terms that are meaningful, but inconsistent with aspects of the existing
system—challenging or violating, for example, fundamental beliefs, as-
sumptions, or expectations (e.g., Janoff-Bulman, 1985, in press; Lerner,
1980). In these cases, the information may be integrated by altering the
existing belief system to accommodate it. However, the process of accom-
modation may prove to be both time-consuming and distressing. Marris
{1986) has proposed the influence of a general “conservative impulse,” an
initial and potentially persistent resistance against change in aspects of the
prevailing conceptual structure, which have probably established some va-
lidity over time. Dissonance between an event’s mterpretation and opera-
tive beliefs, theories, or models has been associated with a sense of discon-
tinuity or disorganization, a sense of incoherence or unpredictability, and
feelings of the loss or absence of control {cf. Antonovsky, 1982, Epstein,
1982; Festinger, 1957; Kruglanski et al., 1983). Again, individual charac-
teristics or motives may play an important role in determining the extent
of resistance to inconsistent information, Resistance may be stronger, for
example, with higher levels of the need for structure or of the need for
specific conclusions (Kruglanski et al., 1983).

Factors that may influence the process of accommodation include the
nature and centrality of the threatened or violated construct, and its inter-
relatedness with other aspects of the existing system. We would expect
that the more central or deeply embedded the relevant belief or model, the
more difficult and prolonged the process is likely to be. For example, ap-
plying Bem’s (1970} hierarchical model of cognitive structures, one might
anticipate that zero-order beliefs would be more resistant to alteration than
fitst- or second-order beliefs. On the other hand, the greater the individu-
al’s cognitive complexity—that is, the greater the extent to which beliefs
or models are compartmentalized or discrete——the easier the process may
be (see, e.g., Linville, 1985). The influence of individual characteristics or
motives may also come into play in the accommodation process, For ex-
ample, a high need for structure (Kruglanski et al., 1983) may intensify
the distress associated with dissonance between an event’s interpretation
and aspects of the existing conceptual framework,

When the interpretation of an event is inconsistent or incompatible
with the extant conceptual framework, integration may also be achieved
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by reinterpreting the event in terms that are assimilable within the given
structure {see, e.g., Frankl, 1963; Lerner, 1980). In some cases, reinter-
preting an event in terms that are acceptable may prove to be as difficult
as, or more difficult than, the initial formulation of meaning. As long as a
meaningful and acceptable interpretation remains clusive, the search for
meaning may coutinue for extended time periods. Moreover, we believe
that the implications of an event constitute an integral aspect of its overall
meaning or personal significance, and that long-term psychological reso-
lution requires the development of a meaningful and acceptable interpre-
tation not only of the event, but also of its ongoing implications {i.e., of
life given the occurrence of the event). The positive relation that emerged
in our research (Tait & Silver, 1989) between ruminations abour an event’s
implications and a continuing search for meaning suggests that this may
be the case. Whether a continuing search for meaning elicits thoughts about
an event’s implications, or whether problematic implications cause one to
consider the meaning of an event, is unclear. It may be, however, that the
clearest interpretation of a major negative event can be made only from a
long-term perspective, in light of its full range of negative and positive
implications.

PSYCHOLOGICAL IMPACT AND THE SOCIAL MILIEU

Lazarus (see, e.g.,, Lazarus & Folkman, 1984} has suggested that an indi-
vidual confrenting a major negative life event may face two sources of
threat or stress—that arising from the event itself, and that arising from
his or her responses to the event. The literature indicates that people are
frequently surprised by the nature and intensity (and, perhaps, persistence}
of their own responses to these events (cf. Horowitz, 1985; Silver & Wort-
man, 1980). In fact, the need to discuss an event or one’s responses to it
with others has been linked to the need to receive validation—that is, feed-
back from others indicating that these responses are normal and appro-
priate to the circumstances (e.g., Dunkel-Schetter & Wortman, 1981, 1982).

Individuals who experience major negative life events or difficulty in
coming to terms with them may frequently turn to significant others in the
social milieu for assistance or support. Prior work has identified various
forms of social support that may facilitate the process of recovery by re-
ducing the demands associated with an event’s occurrence or by enhancing
the individual’s ability to meet these demands (for reviews, see Cohen &
Wills, 1985; Kessler & McLeod, 1985; Kessler, Price, & Wortman, 1985;
Turner, 1983}. In order for social support to be effective, however, it must
be appropriate to the particular needs or difficulties experienced by the
individual {cf. Lehman, Ellard, & Waortman, 1986; Thoits, 1985; Wort-
man & Lehman, 1985). Tneffective or inappropriate responses can contrib-

COMING TOQ TERMS WITH LIFE EVENTS 369

ute to the maintenance of psychological impact, or may add to the com-
plexity of the recovery process by increasing the sources of strain with
which the individual must cope. The likelihood of effective support may
be a direct function of the individual’s ability to communicate openly with
others about the event and/or event-related difficulties or distress, We be-
lieve that social responses to these communications may play an integral
role in the mediation or moderation of psychological impact (cf. Serack &
Coyne, 1983).

Whether social responses effectively enhance or impede the process of
recovery, we believe that they may be more clearly understood by drawing
a parallel between the sources of threat or stress that may be faced by the
individual and those that may be faced by members of his or her social
miliew (cf. Thoits, 1985). That is, the occurrence of a negative event or of
continuing event-related difficulties or distress may pose a threat not only
for the individual directly confronted with the event, but also for members
of the social network. This parallel is based on empirical evidence that
people respond not only to their own events and outcomes, but also to
those of relevant others. When these events or outcomes involve another’s
suffering or distress, observers frequently respond with physiological and
psychological arousal (see, e.g., Lazarus, Speisman, Mordkof, & Davison,
1962; Lerner, 1980). Merely viewing a film depicting the suffering and
distress of an unknown other may result in marked mood changes {Tan-
nenbaum & Gaer, 1965) or in the experience of involuntary and distress-
ing ruminations related to the material observed {Horowitz, 1975, 1976;
Horowitz & Wilner, 1976; Wilner & Horowitz, 1975), or both. The per-
sonal experience of witnessing the ongoing event-related difficulties or dis-
tress of a significant other may have considerably greater impact.

Given some basic degree of perspective-taking ability, observing an-
other’s suffering and distress can also elicit two qualitatively different and
apparently independent kinds of empathic arousal {Coke, Batson, &
McDavis, 1978; see also Davis, 1983). Observers may experience personal
distress {feelings of fear, apprehension, or discomfort) or empathic concern
(feelings of warmth and compassionate concern for the other’s welfare).
Lerner (1980) has described 2 similar dichotomy in responses to another’s
sffering, distinguishing “empathy,” defined as the automatic arousal ex-
perienced in response to evidence of another’s suffering, from “sympathy,”
described as the compassionate concern that may be elicited when one
identifies with the distressed individual.

We belicve that these two forms of empathic arousal (cf. Batson &
Coke, 1981) may be particularly useful in explaining social responses to
the need to discuss the event or event-related difficulties or distress. The
experience of personal distress in response to these communications may
be more likely to result in responses of flight (i.c., avoidance of the indi-
vidual or of attempts to discuss the event or related problems), fight (i.e.,
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hostility toward or rejection of the individual or his or her attempts at
discussion), ot freezing {no response or ‘‘cliche” response). .A]l of these
reactions may serve to inhibit expressions of the need for dlscpsmon. In
comparison, the experience of empathic concern may resu]F in greater
openness to manifestations of this need—thgt is, in more w1l‘lmgness 1o
confront evidence of continuing difficulty or distress, and in a higher prob-
ability that attention will be directed to relevant coatributing factors.

To some extent, these two basic empathic responses may }reﬂect un-
derlying differences in general orientations to stress or threat (i.e., avoid-
ance vs, approach or confrontation; Roth & Cohen, 1986). quever, other
factors may also influence the nature and extent of arousal elicited by oll)-
serving another’s ongoing distress. Most relevant to the present analysis
are the nature and extent of the threat that may be posed to the ob‘server
by the occurrence of the event and/or of continuing event-related difficul-
ties or distress, or, more precisely, by the interpretation of the event and/
or of its persistent impact.

Drawing a parallel between the sources of threat that may be facF:d
by the individual and those that may be posed fqr mfembers of the sogml
milieu broadens our perspective on the psychological impact of a negative
event. This broader perspective allows us to look beyond the 1r1d1.v1d.ual
confronted with its occurrence, and to consider the event’s potential im-
pact on members of the social milieu, the relation between this implactlapd
social responses, and the potential effects of these. responses on the individ-
ual’s experience of the event. From this perspective, the model of psycho-
logical impact and recovery described above may be extended to n?embers
of the individual’s social network. That is, the occurrence of a major neg-
ative event and/or of ongoimg difficulties in coming to terms with it may
threaten or violate important beliefs, assumptions, theories, or models of
self, others, or the world, not only for the individual, bu.t g[so for members
of his or her social environment, To the extent that this is the case, bqth
parties may experience direct threat or stress, and both may be faFed with
similar tasks of interpretation, assimilation, accommodation, or reinterpre-
tation. The basic motive to find meaning in events or outcomes cha,ractep
izes both parties of a social relationship, and extends beyond one’s own
outcomes to include those of significant others. Thus, for both parties, the
actual event or outcome may be of less relevance to the process of recovery
than their interpretation of its meaning or personal.sigr.]lﬁcance, and the
consistency or inconsistency of this interpretation with important aspects
of existing conceptual frameworks or structures of meaning. In cases qf
inconsistency, significant others may be directly, rather t.han just vicari-
ously, threatened by the occurrence of the event apdlor evidence of persis-
tent difficulty in resolving it. The experience of direct threat or stress may
increase the likelihood of responding to the event or to ev1dence_ of its
continuing impact with personal distress rather than with empathic con-

cern.
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As in the case of the individual, the extent of threat directly experi-
enced among members of the social milieu may be a function of the nature
and centrality of the particular beliefs, assumptions, theories, or models
that are challenged or violated by the interpretation of these events or
outcomes, and the degree of inconsistency between them. One kind of be-
lief, assumption, or expectation of particular relevance has been identified
as the “assumption of invulnerability” (i.c., the belief that major negative
events are unlikely to happen to us; Janoff-Bulman & Fricze, 1983; Per-
loff, 1983; Perloff & Fetzer, 1986), and as the “optimistic bias” (i.e., the
tendency to underestimate the probability of personally experiencing ma-
jor negative events; Weinstein, 1980, 1984; Weinstein & Lachendro, 1982).
We believe that this kind of assumption or expectation may also extend to
one’s perceived probability of experiencing persistent event-related diffi-
culties or distress (Olshansky, 1962; Wikler, Wasow, & Hatfeld, 1981).
That is, the motives or processes underlying the tendency to assume invul-
nerability to, or to underestimate the probability of, the occurrence of neg-
ative events in one’s own life may contribute to a simnilar tendency to min-
imize the perceived likelihood of experiencing persistent event-related
difficulties or distress. Indeed, since we are generally held less responsible
for the events that happen to us than for our responses to these events {cf.
Brickman et al., 1982), there may be an even greater tendency to under-
estimate the likelihood of experiencing persistent distress. Moreover, this
same tendency toward underestimation may exert a similar biasing influ-
ence with regard to one’s beliefs about the probability of major negative
events occurring and of their persistent impact among those who are clos-
est to us—that is, those with whom we share an identity refationship (cf,
Lerner, 1981). This tendency may make a substantial contribution to a
more general belicf, assumption, or expectation that the psychological im-

pact of these events is normally limited within relatively narrow temporal
parameters, and that persistent psychological impact represents an “abnor-
mal” outcome of these events,

THE INDIVIDUAL’S RESPONSES TO SOCIAL RESPONSES

When the need for discussion is inhibited by members of the social milieu,
the individual may find himself or herself caught in a conflict between the
need to discuss a major negative event or related concerns or distress with
others, and the need to maintain stable and harmonious social relations
{Epstein, 1985). The individual may respond by persisting in his or her
attempts to involve others in discussion, or may acquiesce to strong social
sanctions against the persistent expression of event-related distress. In the
former case, others may respond with increasing hostility toward, or rejec-
tion or avoidance of, the individual or his or her communications {e.g.,
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Coates et al., 1979; Strack & Coyne, 1983), or with a complex sequence
of mixed responses, some positively reinforcing the need to talk, others
inhibiring this need (Coyne, 1976a, 1976b). Some social responses may
effectively eliminate attempts at discussion. However, mixed responses may
contribute to the persistence of these attempts, and to an escalating cycle
of mutual hostility, frustration, and perhaps alienation.

Aldternatively, negative social responses to the expression of continu-
ing difficulty or distress may result in a split between the private experi-
ence and the public expression of ongoing impact. Together with the pau-
city of clear norms, roles, or guidelines outlining effective behavior for
either the distressed individual or members of the social milien, and with
the influence of frequent media depictions of “super copers” (Wood, Tay-
lor, & Lichtman, 1985) who deal with major negative events quickly, ef-
fectively, and with lictle apparent need for continuing soctal support, the
stigma that may be associated with persistent psychological impact can
result in the adoprion of self-presentational strategies that are more in line
with social expectations (see, ¢.g., Goffman, 1959, 1963), and perhaps
with one’s own prior expectations. Insofar as these strategies are effective,
the actual extent or persistence of psychological impact may be underre-
presented in the perceptions of members of the social milieu,

Both of these responses ro the inhibition of the need for discussion
may ultimately contribute to the belief that persistent psychological impact
represents an “‘abnormal” outcome. The findings of our research, as well
as of related work, strongly suggest that this is not the case. The attribu-
tion of abnormality to what is essentially a normal response (see, e.g.,
Goin, Burgoyne, & Goin, 1979; Szybist, 1978) by health care profession-
als, laypersons, and distressed individuals alike may make a significant
contribution to the maintenance or enhancement of ongoing psychological
impact.

Because members of the soctal milien may exert a significant influence
in mediating or moderating the impact of negative cvents, and may also
directly or vicariousty share in the psychological impact of these events, it
may be that psychological recovery is most appropriately conceptualized
not as an individual but as a social process. However, recognizing persis-
tent impact as a “normal” outcome of major negative events does not
imply that the best response for either the individual or members of the
social network would be one of passive acquiescence to an inevitable out-
come. We cannot prevent the occurrence of these events; speaking in rel-
ative and subjective terms, everyone will experience a “most negative event”
over the course of his or her life. Nonetheless, awarcness of continuing
impact as a relatively normal response to these events can reduce or elim-
inate a potential source of stress for both the individual and members of
his ot her social milieu, and may enhance the ability of both parties to
deal effectively with the facrors contributing to its persistence.
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CONCLUSIONS

The purpaose of this chapter has been to contribute to a normative view of
the long-term psychological impact of major negative life events, and to
apply to this description a theoretically based explanation. In attempting
to do so, we have adopted a broader frame of reference than is usually the
case in studies of the psychological impact of events. Rather than exam-
ining impact within a given type of event, we have attempted to establish
some basis for comparison across different types of events, according to
subjective and relative judgments of severity. Comparison across event types
is not a novel approach. For example, Parkes (1972) compared the psy-
chological impact of the loss of a limb, the death of a spouse, and forced
relocation due to urban renewal. Marris (1986) points to the commonali-
ties in patterns of response to bereavement, slum clearance, and the expe-
rience of colonization and industrialization in Third World countrics. Sim-
ilarily, Parkes and Weiss (1983) suggest that studies of the process of
recovery from bereavement and the ways in which this process may be
impeded can provide a viable model of recovery from any irremediable
loss.

The experience of loss may represent a significant common denomi-
nator among the major negative events described by respondents in our
research (Tait & Silver, 1989). This loss may be literal {e.g., the loss of a
particular person, environment, role, or relationship) and/or symbolic {e.g.,
the loss of future possibilities, cherished hopes, goals, or plans). Our basic
emphasis is on the meaning of events, situations, or responses, and repre-
sents a symbolic interactionist approach. From this perspective, any event
that threatens or violates important models or theories of self, others, or
the world may represent a loss {cf. Viorst, 1986). Moreover, dissonance
between the meaning of experience and central models or theories of real-
ity may pose a significant threat or loss, insofar as they undermine the
predictability of one’s situational and/or social experience {cf. Marris, 1986
Simos, 1979).

Rather than concentrating primarily on the occurrence of the event as
the single determinant of impact, the focus of our work has been on the
nature and influence of potential contributing factors that are dependent
on the event’s occurrence and widely variable across individuals and over
time. These factors {i.c., the ongoing negative implications of an event, the
need or motive to find meaning in it, and social responses to the occur-
rence of the event and/or to expressions of continuing difficulty or distress)
may be thought of as referring to situational, psychological, and social
dimensions of the experience of a major negative event. Persistent cogni-
tive and emotional involvement along these dimensions has been con-
sidered as indicative of ongoing difficuity in resolving the experience. This
view of impact and recovery is essentially transactional, assuming that the
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individual and his or her situational and social environment are involved
in a continuing dynamic and reciprocal relation {cf. Lazarus & Folkman,
1984),

Our concern with normative long-term psychological responses to
negative life events reflects a developmental as opposed to a disease per-
spective (cf. Sugarman, 1986). Rather than viewing these events as patho-
logical causes of dysfunctional impact, we see them as normative transi-
tions that carry the potential for growth and development, as well as for
persistent difficulty or distress. Normative data provide a description of
average ot typical impact, and do not refer to optimal or ideal responses
or effects. It is important to distinguish between normative and prescrip-
tive approaches; in acknowledging lasting impact as a normal outcome, it
is necessary to avoid contributing to the belief that a brief, uncomplicated
recovery is in any way abnormal.

The individual confronted with a major negative event may encounter
a number of obstacles on the road to recovery, and there is considerable
potential for associated impact to persist for yeats or even decades, How-
ever, it 1s also possible for such an individual to meet the demands of the
event’s negative implications and to develop a meaningful and acceptable
interpretation of the experience over the short or long term. It is also pos-
sible for members of the social milieu to respond to the event and its con-
tinuing impact with maximal empathic concern and 2 minimum of per-
sonal distress. The probability of these latter outcomes may be significantly
enhanced by recognition of the prevalence of persistent psychological im-
pact of negative life events. We believe that the absence of clear normative
information about the possible long-term effects of these events has played
a major role in the perpetuation of overly optimistic beliefs, assumptions,
or expectations regarding the potential complexity and duration of the
recovery process. lronically, these optitnistic assumptions or expectations
may themselves make a substantial contribution to the persistence of dis-
tress.

NOTES

1. We wish to thank David Hamilton for bringing this item to our attention,

2. Is the type of negative event that occurs an adequate basis for arriving at objec-
tive ratings of its severity? In addition, is there 2 relation between these objective
assessments and the individual’s subjective experience of a given type of event?
Because of potential differential access to relevant information (see, e.g., Jones &
Nisbett, 1971), we would expect to find a considerable discrepancy in assessments
of the severity of various types of events berween the individuals confronted with
them and those viewing the events from an outsider’s perspective. Our study {Tait
& Silver, 1989} provided some evidence that this is, in fact, the case, Two inde-

pendent raters were presented with a list of all negative events each subject had
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reported having experienced over the course of his or her life, and were asked to
select‘ for each subject the particular event they believed would have been the most
hegative. These raters agreed in their initial selections of most hegative events in
only 55% of tl}e cases. In only 50% of the cases did rhe raters’ final selection of
the most negative events correspond with the events reported by the respondents
as tl?c most severe. This finding calls into question the viability of attempes to
predict or explain the impact of negative life events as a function of objective group

ratings of the severity or stressfulness of various types of event
Rahe, 1967), P ents {e.g., Holmes &
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Intrusive negative thoughts are among the most distressing symptoms of
depression. The content of these thoughts can vary widely from one de-
pressed person to another: Some individuals may complain that they are
preoccupied with thoughts of failure in their career, whereas others are
plagued with intrusive thoughts concerning their inability to establish close
relationships. Although the content of these thoughts varies among de-
pressed patients, the theme of negative self-evaluation and self-reproach
remains constant. Depressed individuals also complain that their negative
thoughts “have a life of their own”—their onset occurs without intention,
and their relation to environmental events is unclear. In addition, de-
pressed individuals often regard their negative thoughts as “uncontrolla-
ble,” since their attempts to inhibit or suppress them are futile. For ex-
ample, a patient may report that while he or she is engaged in a conversation
with a close friend, thoughts of personal inadequacy and rejection (e.g.,
“Pm baring,” “I know they don’t like me™) intrude into awareness, even
though the negative content of these thoughts seems incongruent with the
situation. And the depressive thoughts persist “like a broken record,” de-
spite attempts to inhibit or distract attention away from them.

The intrusive nature of depressive thought has led researchers and
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