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 Implication for health policy/practice/research/medical education:
The applicability of these results is for psychologists and group training consultants to change the pessimistic attributional style. 
They are also applicable in instructional centers such as schools and universities, where it is important to present a special pro-
gram, following from the results of this research, to reduce the pessimistic attribution style.

Background: The way that people explain events may influence aspects of their develop-
ment and health. A number of studies have reported that there is a positive relationship 
between pessimism and the risk of poor heath, infectious disease, and early mortality.
Objectives: This study was conducted to examine the effectiveness of an optimism skills 
group training (OSGT) on the attribution styles of delinquent boys. 
Patients and Methods: A quasi-experimental method with a two-group design was used, 
with random assignment and pre- and post-tests. The subjects were selected from ado-
lescent boys, aged 13 to 18 years, in the Kerman Juvenile Correction and Rehabilitation 
Center (KJCRC). The participants were allocated to two matched groups based on their 
pre-test scores. They were assigned randomly to the control and experimental groups. 
The sample comprised 61 boys. Optimism Skills Group Training (OSGT) was conducted 
with the experimental group during 10 sessions. Then the subjects were administered 
the post-test, with a follow-up test a month later. Statistical analysis was conducted using 
the t-test and repeated-measures analysis of variance. The research instrument was the 
Attributional Style Questionnaire (ASQ).
Results: The results showed that the OSGT changed the attributional styles of delinquent 
boys from pessimistic to optimistic. Also, the follow up study showed that the effect on 
the delinquent boys’ attributional style was still present after one month. 
Conclusions: Even though the OSGT is an effective technique for inculcating an optimis-
tic attribution style in delinquent boys, this important method needs to be continually 
implemented in their education. Copyright c  2012 Kowsar Corp. All rights reserved.
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1. Background

In the recent decades, attempts have been made to cre-
ate a balance between studies of the negative aspects of 
human character and the positive aspects of human de-
velopment, such as life satisfaction and strength of char-
acter (1). Positive psychology is a term for positive emo-
tions, positive character traits, and enabling instruction 



62 Int J High Risk Behav Addict. 2012; 1(2)

Nikmanesh Z et al. Optimism Skills and Attributional Styles

(2). Seligman has also developed the concept of learned 
optimism. He argues that positive thinking, or optimism, 
results from styles of thinking about causes. These styles 
are called explanatory styles (3). According to these ex-
planatory or  attributional styles, the way that people ex-
plain events may influence aspects of their development 
and health (4). A small number of studies have been con-
ducted on the optimistic attributional style. For example, 
some studies showed that people made more internal 
attributions for achievement than for failure, but self-
esteem moderates this relationship: that is, people with 
high self-esteem made more external  attributions for 
failure than those with low self-esteem. An increase in 
motivation can also change this relationship: when high 
motivation accompanied high self-esteem, people made 
more external attributions for failure (5). Positive psycho-
logical adjustment is indirectly associated with internal, 
unstable, and controllable attributions (6). Positive psy-
chology is a scientific study of the way that positive ex-
periences and individual character can facilitate human 
development. Its aim is to create a framework for happi-
ness within three dimensions, those being a pleasant, en-
gaged, and meaningful life (7). On the other hand, a con-
siderable amount of research has examined how having 
a pessimistic attributional style can influence the symp-
toms of trauma (4). A pessimistic attributional  style is the 
belief that a good event is caused by external, unstable, 
and specific factors and a bad event is caused by internal, 
stable, and global factors (8). A number of studies have in-
vestigated the relationship between pessimistic attribu-
tions and other characteristics. For example, Kamen and 
Seligman (8) reported that there is a positive relationship 
between pessimism and the risk of poor heath, infectious 
disease, and early mortality. Many studies have shown 
that pessimism is associated with clinical depression (2, 
4, 9-14), and it has also been found that internal, stable, 
and global attributions for a specific negative event are 
associated with clinical depression only when the event 
was attributed to uncontrollable causes. Learned help-
lessness as a model of one type of severe clinical depres-
sion is supported in studies by Abramson, et al. (15). Other 
results have also shown that a helpless attritional style 
is correlated with both anxiety and depression in males 
(16). In addition to increasing depression, having a pes-
simistic attritional style predicts a decrease in physical 
health as well as academic and occupational achieve-
ment (8, 13, 17-21). It has been reported that subjects with 
the highest depression scores who had a negative attribu-
tional style for hypothetical achievement events judged 
such events as personally important. When they failed a 
mid-term exam they judged that failing the exam was of 
major importance. Gray, et al. (4) indicated that trauma-
specific attributions strongly predict symptoms of post-
traumatic stress disorder. In general, it is reported that 
stable and uncontrollable attributions are indirectly as-
sociated with negative psychological adjustment (6). De-

pression and depressive disorders are highly prevalent in 
the youth population, and therefore many treatment in-
terventions have focused on this area (3, 9, 10, 16, 22), and 
have revealed that cognitive intervention can improve 
physical health. In the present study a behavioral and 
cognitive intervention was conducted to change the at-
tritional styles of delinquent boys by using an Optimism 
Skills Group Training (OSGT), involving discussion, argu-
ment and homework. Therefore, this study examined the 
effect of the OSGT on the change of attritional style from 
pessimistic to optimistic in boys of the KJCRC. The re-
search hypothesis was that the OSGT would significantly 
change delinquent boys’ attritional style from pessimis-
tic to optimistic.

2. Objectives

The aim of present study was to examine the effect of 
the OSGT on the change of attributional style from pes-
simistic to optimistic in boys of the KJCRC.

3. Patients and Methods 

3.1. Experimental Design

The study employed an experimental method with a 
two-group (control and experimental) design, and pre-, 
post- and follow-up tests. The subjects were selected from 
delinquent boys who volunteered to participate in the 
OSGT workshop. The participants were allocated to two 
matched groups according to their results in the pre-
test. The groups were assigned randomly to the control 
or experimental condition. Only the delinquent boys of 
the experimental group participated in the OSGT work-
shop, which used an optimistic teaching approach. The 
workshop ran for 10 sessions over 45 days. The post-test 
was administered to both groups two weeks after the fi-
nal workshop. A follow-up test was administered to all 
participants one month later. The population for this re-
search comprised adolescent boys aged 13 to 18 years in 
the Kerman Juvenile Correction and Rehabilitation Cen-
ter (KJCRC). The sample consisted of 61 subjects who were 
randomly selected from 78 delinquent boys who vol-
unteered to participate in the workshop. Sampling was 
conducted in several stages. First, from delinquent boys, 
61 subjects volunteered to participate in the OSGT work-
shop. Volunteers were allocated to two matched groups 
according to their pre-test attributional style results: 31 
subjects were assigned to the experimental group and 
30 to the control group. The two groups were randomly 
designated as control and experimental groups. Only one 
participant dropped out during the workshop. Therefore 
the post-test and follow-up test were administered to 60 
participants, 31 in the experimental group and 29 in the 
control group.   Statistical analysis was conducted using 
the t-test for two independent samples. The t-test for de-
pendent samples was also used, to compare the signifi-
cant results in a repeated measures analysis of variance.
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3.2. Research Instrument 

The instrument used in this research was the Attribu-
tional Style Questionnaire (ASQ) for measuring pessimis-
tic and optimistic attributional styles. This questionnaire 
was made by Peterson and Seligman   (18). The ASQ con-
sists of three attributional components, internal, stable, 
and global, and each component has two sections, pessi-
mistic and optimistic (10). The ASQ has been used in sev-
eral studies and has high reliability (23, 24). In this study, 
internal coherence estimated by the Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficient was 0.78. 

3.3. An Outline of the OSGT Workshop Used in This Study

The content of the OSGT workshop was developed us-
ing Seligman, et al. (23) theories about the teaching of 
optimism. They emphasized the explanatory styles of 
permanence, pervasiveness, and personalization in shap-
ing individuals’ optimistic or pessimistic characteristics. 
Accordingly, the purpose of the OSGT workshop was to in-
vestigate how this model can influence attribution style, 
changing it from pessimistic to optimistic. The guide-
lines for the 10 sessions of this workshop are outlined as 
follows:

1) In the first session, after introducing the participants 
in the workshop, there was a discussion about the con-
cepts of optimism and pessimism and other characteris-
tics of optimistic and pessimistic individuals.

2) In the second session, discussion centered on moral 
and behavioral characteristics of optimistic and pessi-
mistic individuals   and how these behaviors affected their 
lives. Two examples with pessimistic and optimistic con-
tent were presented and internal-external, global-specif-
ic, and stable-unstable attributions were emphasized.

3) In the third session, there was discussion of the dif-
ferences among thinking, feeling and events, and how to 
recognize them. Two examples of effects on ordinary life 
were analyzed using the ABC model (Activating events, 
Beliefs and Consequences). 

4)    Participants were trained to use some strategies for 
absent-mindedness to challenge pessimistic and nega-
tive thoughts, using two examples. 

5) Participants were taught how to challenge pessimis-
tic and negative thoughts by using inconsistent beliefs 
and evidence, with critical discussion of two examples.

6) Anti-awfulizing was taught by explaining and critiqu-
ing two examples. 

7) There was discussion of internal and external attribu-
tions. Workshop members narrated some bad memories 
and analyzed each one according to internal and exter-
nal attributions. Participants narrated some of their un-
happy memories, which were analyzed and restructured 
according to a different explanatory style.

8 and 9) Problem solving skills were taught, and illus-
trated by two examples. 

10) Assertive was trained using two examples and role 

playing.

4. Results 

A comparison of the pre-tests showed there was no sig-
nificant difference between the two groups with respect 
to attribution styles (M6 = 14.39, Mc = 14.75, t = 0.34, df = 
54, P ≥ 0.05). This result shows that the two groups were 
matched at start of the study. The results of tests of the 
hypothesis are presented below.

4.1. Hypothesis

The OSGT will significantly change an attribution style 
from pessimistic to optimistic. A test of the homogenei-
ty-of-slopes assumption was significant, F (2, 53) = 518.4, 
P ≤ 0.01, so the it was not appropriate to use analysis of 
covariance. Therefore, changes from pre-test to post-test 
were calculated by subtraction and the mean scores of 
the experimental and control groups were compared. A 
t-test, assuming equality of variances (F = 0.89, P ≥ 0.05), 
showed the following results. Table 1 shows that the mean 
change score for the experimental group, M = 22.79, SD = 
2.5, was significantly higher than the mean change score 
for the control group, M = 1.18, SD = 1.98, t (54) = 35.45, P 
≤ .001. That is, the increase in the optimistic attribution 
style was significantly higher for the experimental group 
who participated in the workshop than for the control 
group. A follow-up test was conducted after 6 months. 
The experimental and control groups were compared 
using repeated-measures analysis of variance. A spheric-
ity test showed that this method could be used. The out-
comes are summarized in Table 2, which shows that the 
effect of time was significant in the experimental group, 
F (2, 54) = 956.04, P ≤ 0.01. In comparison, the effect of 
time was not significant in the control group, P ≤ 0.001 
(2, 54) = 1.17, P ≥ 0.05. Therefore, repeated tests resulted in 
significantly changed scores in the experimental group. 
A comparison of the means and standard deviations in 
pre-, post-, and follow-up tests is presented in Tabulation 
1. Since Table 2 demonstrated that there were significant 
differences in the test results for the experimental group, 
two-by-two comparisons were conducted. A dependent t-
test revealed there are significant differences among the 
three stages of testing. The results of these comparisons 
are shown in Table 3, which shows that the pairs were sig-
nificantly different in all of the comparisons. However, 
there was a significant difference between the post-test 
and follow-up test in the second comparison, where the 
mean score shows a decrease in the children’s optimistic 
attribution style (MD = 8.86). These comparisons indicate 
that even though the mean score for optimistic attribu-
tion style in children decreased from the post-test to the 
follow-up test, more than half of the initial increase from 
the pre-test to the post-test (MD = 22.79) remained in the 
follow up test, one month later (MD = 13.93). This finding 
supports the research hypothesis that the experimental 
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treatment changes attribution style from a pessimistic 
style to an optimistic style. This characteristic was appar-
ent even after one month.

5. Discussion

People have to learn to dispute with themselves. This 
strategy will help them to change their belief that every-
thing is bad and cannot be explained. Disputation and 
challenge are helpful in the teaching of optimism (10). 
Therefore, the purpose of this research was to examine 
the effects of the OSGT on the optimistic attributional 
style. The hypothesis investigated was that the OSGT 
would change attributional style from pessimistic to op-
timistic. The results revealed that there was a significant 
difference between the control and experimental groups, 
and that the mean of the experimental group was higher 
than that of the control group. This means that teaching 
optimism by means of the OSGT enhances the optimistic 

attributional style. A one-month follow-up study showed 
that this optimistic attributional style was relatively 
stable. Some cognitive studies indirectly support this 
finding. For example, Park, et al. (5) reported that motiva-
tion and self esteem were related to attributional styles, 
Roesch and Weiner (6) found that positive psychologi-
cal adjustment was associated with attributional styles. 
Other studies also indirectly support this finding. For 
example, Waschbusch, et al. (16) showed that a helpless 
attributional style correlated with anxiety. However, con-
firmation of a correlative relationship does not necessar-
ily indicate a causal relationship (25). In order to estab-
lish whether a causal relationship exists, experimental or 
quasi-experimental research is required. Therefore, the 
present study used an experimental design. The results 
show that the OSGT is an effective method for changing 
an attributional style from a pessimistic style to an opti-
mistic style in delinquent boys. These results add to the 
findings of Park and Peterson (1), which revealed that an 
optimistic attributional style can improve people’s well-
being and health. These findings also show that the op-
timistic attributional style in delinquent boys remained 
present after one month. However, when the OSGT 
ceased, there was a relative decrease in its positive effects. 
Therefore, even though the OSGT is an effective technique 
for improving an optimistic attributional style in delin-
quent boys, this important method needs to be continu-
ally implemented in their education. In this way, delin-
quent boys can continue to experience an optimistic 
attributional style.
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