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Contextual measures and
subjective appraisal

Louise Lemyre

pcnml mmsurcmcnls have been long-time ﬁwounlcq Gwcn plobicms of' valldny
d rclnblhly of'chct,kimq and scll'-eror[x, Lazarus and oll-.m n’s book i in 1984

‘5‘ Ccrl'unly the work by Lazarus and Folkman has bccn afandmark in the ficld of

s ycholoycal stress in America. Ttinspired a great number of rescarch studics and
‘!fcd the g,rowm}, altention g,wcn to the rnlg of cobmlmn .md cmotion in mental

£ pproach to slress cn;:,ulrccl much ol‘tlu_ rcsmrch in wnl.xmm.xhon and cnrcuhnly
;,. (Delongis eral., 1982; Dohrenwend ef al., 1984; Hoblol, Schwarzer and Koo, 1996;
% Ense! and Lin, 1991; Monroc, 1982).

88 In physics, it is conunon practice to deseribe movements with respect to relative
mes of references, especially so in the context of multiple motions. 1L has proven
seial to our understanding of impact. How well can we appreciate the speed ofa
S in from the word of the traveller walking in onc ol its coaches? A better descrip-
tion of the situation is achieved by adding the reference frume of the engineer on
e racks or that of a bystander on the platform. Similarly, the dynamics of mental
3 callh life-cvents, behaviours and cognition may also benefit from a multi-refer-

cntlpl description.

23 nﬂucnccd by Kurt Lewin’s (1951) Person-Environment formula, for my
‘w._t_icrstandmg of the stress process | needed an external {rame ol reference against
whwh I could apprccn.atc pcoplc 5 .1pprns 1| of their life \Hu ion, l was mlcrcslcd

and coymlon ch'mbc wnh the course ol'cw,nts ! W 15 it pcoplc s view llnl changed
qgithe circumstances they were in (Bandura, 1997) ? Did people ‘distort’ as most
cogmuwsls put it, have ‘negative views™ or ‘positive illusions’ (Beck, 1976;
Hnmmcn and Mayol, 1982; Sarason, 1975; Taylor, 1983)7 What part was ‘rcality’
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playing? 1low aceurate was peaple’s appraisal? How reliable? How conscnsgnl?
The issue was not 1o find an “absolute stressing metrie” but to disentangle subjec-
tive appraisal [rom rclual evidence so that by some tri:mgululi(‘]n one (:f)uld better
appreciate the role of individual differences, without necessarily evoking mental
illness (Lemyre, 1987). ‘
In my quest for another referencing system, the work o‘f GcorguIBm\:vn _und 111:9
collcagues provided me with a powerful 100l {or many ol'my ql_:crlcs. Social Ori-
gins of Depression (B3rown and Harris, 1978) came as @ rcvcl:1119x1 . Although my
own interest lay more in the stress provess in the normal popul:\no?‘ 1 ij.lld l'oun_d a
meaning il psychosacial (hesis of patholopy. It was i (‘:umprchcnswc, lnlcgrn_nw.‘:,
articulated and powerful view of the forces in one’s life story: lh.c rarest and {inest
combination of psychology, sociology, psychiatry and cpldcn'.llology. I had also
found an accessible, feasible, realistic methodoiogy. !\.a!nybc it was not perfeet,
maybe it was not 100 per cent accurate, but it was consistent -:md independent. B
After my post-doctoral training, with the Bedford Squurc‘umt, | started touse the
Life Lvent and Dilficulty Sehedule (LEDS) aod its derived uom.plcmcnls (f(?r
social support and coping) in my work on the cc)gnit.ivu npr{rc!\cn.‘;s.on process in
stress, relating contextual and subjective -cvuluulmﬁns of lile cu'cum_smnccs.
Appraisal beeame my dependent v:n:iabh: and the LEDS contextual ratings the ;
anchor in assessing the enviropment input.

severity, undesirability); perceived mastery (relating to control, positivity, chai-
¥ lenge); and perccived uncertainty (challenge, danger, unknown, lack of control).

A significant main clfect showed that indeed severe events were rated with
morc impact than non-severe events, Morcover, there was a gender effeet. Women
reporied less mastery and more perceived uncertainty than their partners about
both fertifity and non-fertility events of the same contextual threat. There was also
an interaction effect; discrepancics between genders were stronger for chronic dif-
ficultics than for events. Women reported higher impact for chronic difficultics,
even for contextually mild difficulties, and much mare so than their partners. Men
reported on the whole that ¢hronic difficultics had litile impact. Using multiple
regression we found women’s distress was related to the interaction between con-
textual severity and their appraisal of impact and of uncertainty. The only signifi-
cant predictor for male distress was appraisal of mastery, independently of
conicxtual severity.

The LEDS provided us with a unique tool to compare responses of spouses to a
commen situation. The contextual approach ensured that where ratings were com-
parable, there was an objective and replicable standard that could be rclated 1o their
subjective responses. As just noted, the subjective impact of events blindly raled as
objeclively non-severe, was greater for women and much more 50 for chronic dif-
- ficulties at all levels of severity. There was also a main effect for gender on

appraisal of mastery and a trend lowards @ similar effect for appraisal of uncer-
tainty. It also looked as though appraisal played a different role in non-severe cir-
‘cumstances than in severe conditions. Thus investigation of cognition, distortion
‘or illusion shauld not presume a linear relationship. Only the rating system of the
'LEDS, where contextual and subjective threatfunpleasaniness arc distinguished,
could have provided us with such discriminsting resuls.
' Nazroo, Ldwards and Brown (1997) carricd out o somewlhat similar study of
couples especially selected because they had experienced a common severe life
;cvcm. Instead of emphasising differences in subjective response, they focused on
he development of clinically relevant depression, and found the marked excess of
depression among women was duc to their greafer sensitivity to severe events
avolving children, procreation and housing. Rates ol onsct {ollowing all other
ypes of severe event were comparable between the genders. In both studics the

LEDS therefore provided 1 seaffolding [rom which pender difference in response

Subjective appraisal ol joint events in couples

The question of individual differences in appraisal las been difﬁcuh. lo docum'cut:,
How much of the variance is duc to variation in the stressors i-acmg examined
versus idiosynerasies ol cither puerception ar reporting? Colette 13|m‘n (l‘)‘)'}).,_c»}m '
of my doctoral students, and 1 used the LEDS with couplcs_ consulting :sl.icllllhly_r
clinies. We relied on the interviews done independently with cach spouse tor &

4 identify stressors common 1o both pariners ’

b lhave their version of cach stressor . -

¢ pet their respeetive subjective appraisal in a _scl['—rcportcd {format on sca cSw:
matching in content the main ratings of the LEDS. o

’ . S et :
All interviews were rated blind 1o the other spouse version. We then 1dumﬁcdé.? :
e 13

stressors which were contextually rated as ‘joint’ cvents lh.\t“shoul‘d have bs:(:nf
reported by both partners. Dala supported the validity of the LEDS: 84 per cent ol

. Subjeetive and contextual evaluations in anticipation of
those rated as joint evenls were indeed reported by both pastners, mofe so for's

events

W

‘The longitudinat design of the infertility study also provided us with an oppartu-
ity to investigate anticipated events. Lile cvent research has concentrated on the

Zuiimpact of cvents occurring in a defined period, mostly in the past six, twelve or

vere events’. ) D .l'“
We comparcd subjective appraisal ratings (-)i the two p:alrmurs for J'm.nt Lvuntz
that had been given the same contextual severity. (ln some instances, joint c!v;:rn :
were given different severity ratings for cach spouse.) \.Vc also analysed the fors i
ences o lerms ot whether those joint cvents were lertility-relmted or not. /}pprmsnl uE
wits mreasunsd using o ten-item subjective approisal rating seale yiclding thre

%l ~morc months (Dohrenwend and Dolirenwend, 1974, Kessler ef al., 1991 Thoits,
982). Bul on occusion events e are andicipated may also be ol relevance. Some

: teal components: pereetved TR frelimg o lhl‘L‘;\h11L‘1".uivily,luss,‘ ; ork on anticipation has been done by Frankenhauser (1980), Antonovsky
[AAN [EETTSTR UG NESSE | A t LS : . . ia o
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(1979), Arthur (1987) and Gjesme (1983) but only in very specific experimental ” 2 ‘.

seltings. Much is sull o be fearnl about the process of anticipating cvents
(Gardner ¢f al, 1992; Mechanic, 1962). George Brows and colleagues had
allowed In the LEDS coding system for forecast events. A threat rating is imade
for any intimation ol a major change likely to happen. Also, the LEDS includes a
danger scale which relates to the threat ol future development in an event. With
Manon Truchon (1995), we expanded on the LEDS coding system to:

4 create investigalor-based ratings for situations that might be expeeted to be
anticipated, piven the context. (For example, 1 housing move for a couple in
fertility treatment living inashwdio, ora financial difficulty ifthe woman was
the only bread-earner with no work compensalion benelits.)

b include events that were subjectively anticipated by the respondent ifrespec-
tive ol the degree to which the current circumstances justified this, and rate
them on contextual severity with a special code. Along wilh these was an esti-
mate of (he likelihood of veeurrence in the next year.

Although this cxercise was unprecedented, agreement between partners inter-

viewed independently about such reported anticipated future events was 67 per

cent. Inter-rater ngreement on severity of threatand the other major scales yielded
2 value of “kappa’ similar to that for events that had actually oceurred. On a
testfretest sub-sample 90 per cent of anticipated severe events were repeated. The
expanded LEDS thus appeared 1o provide reliable means of gathering data on
anticipated events,

Overall, the events anticipated refiected those that had already oceurred. Pro--
portions of cvents were similar across domains for past events and future events :
except for the health donnin, Although in terms of the past twelve months health -

events had been the most frequently reported, they were the feast anticipated for
the next twelve months, The overall number of anticipated future cvents was corre-
Lated to the number reported in the prior tvelve months. However, proportionally

more positive events were anticipated than had oceurred in the past twelve months.

Wonen anticipated far more events than men. Finally, the number of cvents antici-
pated refated to feelings of current siress even when the contribution of receatly
pceurring events was controlled. -

This line of work, wlithough at present somewhal tangential to the main thrust of
research, ntiests in its own special way to the power and [exibility of the LEDS:
system. Over the last bwenty or 50 years, it has become clear that one of its major.
assets is the way in which new seales can be developed und - it might be added —
encouraged by the richness ol the data collected by routing LEDS usage. In my
experienue, there is no sense of being lecked into an unmalleable instrament; and
where 2 new problem is being tackled itis an ideat platform from which to develop
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Figure and background changes: peripheral versus
focal stressor

,Thc LEDS also provided us with a window on to the appraisal process that takes
?lacc in the context of an unfolding event. One study allowed us to gain some
insights on how appraisal of one stressor depends on the co-exislence of other
stressors, With Lise Fitlion (1993), women who were going throuph a biopsy for
suspected breast cancer were interviewed before surgery, after diagnosis and at
about six months follow-up, about their life as a whole, One of our interests was
how far their appraisal of LEDS-type events and difficultics would change in time
“and be modified by the tumour's status, Women deseribed in o LEDS format

intervicw the discovery of the suspicious lump in their breast as wellas their other
_events and difficulties. These were rated sccording to the LEDS puidelines by a

; icam of trained assistants, Women also filled in at each sludy point a subjective
',-_‘ilppra;snl rating scale relative to:

a’ ) lhcir tumour
wb  their worst other stressor.

f_l'l_lirly women with a malignant tumour were matehed on age, incame, education
ax}d marital status with onc ol sixly with a benign mags,
“Among the striking resulls was the fact that levels ol reported stress were lower
at follow-up for the cancer group than the benign group. Morcover, although for
l.bc great majority of women the contextual (i.e. objective) severity of their worst
‘ather stressor ~ called here the peripherad stressor — did not change through the
-study pcripd, their appraisal of this continting difficulty did change — generally in
‘the dircction of lesser stress. There was also an interaction clfeet associated with
‘turnour status, For the benign group, the peripheral stressor lost perceived impor-
tance during the diagnosis period but regained its level of preoccupation after the
iopsy resuils. For the malignant group, the peripheral stressor remained ata lower
level.

“These results speak of the relativity of the appraisal process. They probably

l\t"‘ - . -
- accuralely indicate how cognitions change according 1o the context but they also,
g

;0m a more pessintistic note, underline their unreliability as a metric whena person
s living through a developing crisis.
¥

frVariation in appraisal for a constant context
-:iﬁlljlilnrly, with Lisit Sweet (1999) we used the LEDS in (e carlier stage of breast

k,,d.u ated

cancer screening with women age 50 and more, withoul specific risk fuctors {no
Zpersonal nor [amily history of cancer), participaling in a mass prevention

L

ogramme. Among 800 women who Nlled appraisal rafings af three different

insights and new scales (Costello and Deving, 1938). Furthermore, the concep-
walisation of the contextual frame of reference permits a systematic derivation for
each psychosocial variable of its mirror images, irst from the respondent’s per
speetive and sccond, from the observer's perspective (e, the investigator),

Egjr!ls in time (T1: prior to screening; T2: awaiting resulls; T3: post results).
: }'llllrce months later, 120 were seen at a follow-up interview (T4). Hall of these had
teceived within days ol their screening a false posilive result based on either their

G,
pent
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clinical palpation or mammogram. The other hatf had received a perfectly nega
tive screen result. All were actually cleared from any detectable malignancy
within a few weeks and were known to be healthy at time of intervicw, :
Despite the fict that those with a negative sereen result were at the same level of -
contextual severity throughout the sereen process, their appraisals varied 2 pood
deal — both between the women and across time. As expected, subjective severity
tended to diminish with time and there was for many women 4 positive change
even before the sereen results were known., Again, appraisal appeared to be a highly
labile process and fo use itas the sole indicator of the stressfulness ol a situation, as
is commonly done, may, on the busis of these findings, be misleading. Our resulls
also eall attention to some paradoxical effeets of the screening proecdure for breast
cancer in the sense that in some instances it inappropriately and prematurely reas- 3
sured womien on their personal health white'it led to over-estimated populational
risk.

nduce in themselves the desirable answer. 1 is yet to be further explored. The
nvestigator-based system of Brown and collcagues is a golden tool for doing it.

The use of investigator-based measures such as the LEDS

The fundamental characteristic of the LEDS s thal it relies on ratings independent
of the respondent. The investigators make the judgments. The power of the
: approach is its Nexibility and ability to tackle 2 surprising range ol difficult ques-
tions. Certainly, since it still relies on information provided by the respondent, it
i is open to polential bias. This is true. Nul to the extent that the questioning
" attempts Lo reconstruct actual coping and other behaviour in the course of discuss-
i'ng the development of the crisis, it may well provide a reasonable approximation
of what ocenrred. Direct observations would be preferable but are rarely possible.
The flexibility of the LEDS also allows the derivation ol new scales custom-made
v for particular objectives, and the procedure to be followed in developing new
':spa!cs is now well rehearsed and documented (see chapters 1 and 5 in this
volumc). One only needs to define the scales and cstablish their relinbility.
,But 1 should be honest. There is a love-hate relationship with the LEDS-system!
-costs so much in time, effort, details and agonics. Yet once you have found this

level of refinement of information, you cannot go back to bulk undifferentiated
34 data, 1 cannol live without it!

] know what I do” or ‘I know what to do’:
rating reported coping

In the same study with Joanne Savoie (1999), we looked at coping using a LEDS-
type technique of rating coping. Congruent with a meta-analysis-of the literatare
(Carver and Scheier, 1994, Endler and Parker, 1990; Pearlin, 1991), four coping
“seales were mted, based on accounts ol belviours and plans: cogritive approich,
cognitive  avoidance, behavioural  approach and  behavioural avoidance,
Compared 1o the moderately tow relinbility of sel=reported coping question-
naires, this measure (the LEDS-Cope) obtained good stability. Inler-raier agree-
ment was around Y0, test/retest was very high at .95, However, the concordancc;
between the respondent’s sell-rating and the investigator”s rating of the person’s g
coping was very low, correlating only 30, Women reported more active coping
than judged by investigator-based  ratings. Conversely, they reported  less,
avoidant coping than was estimated. Analyses comparing groups and limcs'.
revealed signilicant differences only on the contextual measures and not on sub-
jective appraisal, For example, women who had been sereencd as positive werg
rated with Tess behavioural approach coping at T2 and T3 and with more uvoid-: :
ance post-results. Self-reposted coping strategies did not differ ins a consistent
fushion between times or across sCrecn results nor predict distress,

To our knowledge this is one ol the first studics contrasting a sel(-reported mea-
sure of coping with an investigator-based one. It proved very helpful in pinpoint=
ing the subtletics of the construct of coping and the dillicaltics in its measurement., ig
Coping seales have heen known (o show wenknesses but few studies have actually =3 '
tarpeted those deliciencies. The differences between sebf-reports and investigator-,
based ratings are & matter of hypotheses themselves. 11 could be that people are
unreliable reporters, bad observers of themselves, too susceptible o the clfecis of__ “
social desirability, biased towards the positive illusion of being a good coper, O
just telling s that they know whaut they should de almost in an effort to actually;’

Fdr a Galilean psychology

5:In conclusion, I would like to advocate an understanding of psychological pro-

'fi’_(_:csscs will more built-in relativity. Espeeially for psychologists who tend to put
* the burden of mental health on the psyche of the person, il is good to be made
nore aware and reminded of the weight and incrtin of life adversitics. Contextual
severity has a main effect. Subjeetive appraisal may add an interaction cfleet. We
hould also convey how mental health is a two-way road. Onee distress has setin
: the course of appraisal is medificd. Following, Copemicus, | would fike to chal-
,;?}";.‘.lcngc the common belief that the Selfis the centre of the psychological universe. 1
‘sther conceive the Self in orbit around life circumstances whose severity deter-
ines the gravitational force. Our rofe might be to deseribe constellations that
llow comets to change their course.

‘In this perspective, the ctivtogical model elaborated by Brown and colleagues
Srwhich articulates a structural chain with an affective chain to deseribe a final
common pathway leading to depression (Akiskal and McKinney, 1973) is a
sophisticated integration ol sociological factors, psychological processes and psy-
chiatric states. Like Galileo's telescope, the LEDS is e tool to disentangle the
‘various forces involved in the system and hetp identify the virious components. To
nderstand the complexity of the galaxy of life experiences we necd more empiri-
al observations about the sequencing of events, emolions, behaviours and cogni-
ion. It calls for a double axis paradigm: subjective and contextual.
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