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Discrimination, Attributional Tendencies, Generalized
Self-Efficacy, and Assertiveness as Predictors of

Psychological Distress Among African Americans

Owen Richard Lightsey Jr.
University of Memphis

Peter W. Barnes
University of Missouri–St. Louis

This study tested whether perceived past racial discrimination and a tendency
to attribute negative outcomes across varied life situations to racial prejudice
or discrimination (TAND) predicted unique variance in psychological distress
among 195 African American college students. The authors also examined
whether generalized self-efficacy and assertiveness uniquely predicted distress
and moderated hypothesized TAND distress and past discrimination-distress
relationships. Both generalized self-efficacy and assertiveness inversely pre-
dicted distress, accounting together for about 12% of the variance in distress.
Past discrimination and age also inversely predicted distress, together account-
ing for about 14% of the variance. Assertiveness partly mediated the relation-
ship between generalized self-efficacy and psychological distress. These results
suggest that counselors can help reduce African American clients’ psychologi-
cal distress by augmenting their general self-efficacy and assertiveness.

Keywords: discrimination; self-efficacy; assertiveness; psychological distress;
African Americans

Racism against African Americans remains pervasive (Bowen, 1999;
Brehm, Kassin, & Fein, 2005; Clark, Anderson, Clark, & Williams, 1999;
Klonoff & Landrine, 1999) and has been linked to serious psychological and
physical consequences (Basic Behavioral Task Force of the National Advisory
Mental Health Counsel, 1996; Dole et al., 2004; Kwate, Valdimarsdottir,
Guevarra, & Bovbjerg, 2003). For example, perceived discrimination or racism
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is associated with intrusive thoughts, images, and feelings (Thompson, 1996);
anger (Armstead, Lawler, Gorden, Cross, & Gibbons, 1989); perceived stress
(Utsey & Ponterotto, 1996); and varied psychological symptoms (Klonoff,
Landrine, & Ullman, 1999; Landrine & Klonoff, 1996). Perceived discrim-
ination also predicts future psychological distress among African American
college students after controlling for previous perceptions of discrimination
and psychological distress (Sellers & Shelton, 2003) as well as perceived neg-
ative daily mood among African Americans and Latinos (Appel, 2004).

In many situations however, the cause of a negative outcome experienced
by a minority group member (e.g., being turned down for a loan or treated
poorly in a restaurant) is not clearly attributable to discrimination. In such sit-
uations, minority group members experience attributional ambiguity
(Crocker & Major, 1989) and may “have some degree of latitude in the extent
to which they attribute” negative outcomes to discrimination (Ruggiero &
Major, 1998, p. 821). Consistent with evidence that attributional strategies
can be used to protect or enhance beliefs about the self (Forsyth, 1987) and
that shifting the blame for an ambiguous negative outcome to an external,
unstable, or specific factor can protect self-esteem (Weiner, 1985), Crocker
and Major (1989) proposed that minority persons can protect their self-
esteem against social stigma by attributing such ambiguous negative out-
comes to prejudice. 

However, despite some support in an early study with a flawed design
(Dion, 1975), several studies have failed to find strong support for this
hypothesis (e.g., Crocker, Voelkl, Testa, & Major, 1991), and other studies
have found evidence to the contrary (King, 2003; Ruggiero & Taylor, 1997).
For example, attributions of negative evaluations to racism or prejudice have
been found to predict decreased state social self-esteem (King, 2003) and to
have negative social costs (Kaiser & Miller, 2001). Moreover, most minority
persons—women, Asians, and African Americans—have been found to min-
imize discrimination because doing so protects state social self-esteem and
enhances perceptions of control over social and performance outcomes
(Ruggiero, 1997). Although attributing negative outcomes to discrimination
appears to protect performance state self-esteem, minimizing discrimination
and attributing the negative outcomes to self protects state social self-esteem
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and maintains the perception of control in the performance and social domains
(Ruggiero & Taylor, 1997). 

Evidence has suggested, however, that some of the negative emotional
consequences of attributing negative outcomes to discrimination may be
alleviated by minority or in-group identification (Branscombe, Schmitt, &
Harvey, 1999; Leonardelli & Tormala, 2003). For example, although racial
discrimination at school is associated with a variety of negative outcomes
(e.g., lower grades, academic ability self-concept, psychological resiliency,
and self-esteem, and higher anger and depression), a strong, positive bond
with one’s ethnic group has been found to reduce the magnitude of the rela-
tionship between discrimination and some of these effects (i.e., grades, aca-
demic achievement self-concept, problem behaviors, and perceptions of
friends’ positive characteristics) (Wong, Eccles, & Sameroff, 2003).

However, even studies that demonstrate the ability of in-group identifi-
cation to buffer the relationship between perceived discrimination and some
negative outcomes (e.g., Wong et al., 2003) have often found that the dis-
crimination-negative outcome relationship is not completely attenuated by
in-group identification. For example, in Wong et al. (2003), the relation-
ships between perceived discrimination and 7 out of 11 measured negative
outcomes (e.g., self-esteem, anger, depressive symptoms, psychological
resiliency, and belief in the importance of school) were not moderated or
attenuated by in-group identification (although with respect to psychologi-
cal resiliency, the positive linear effect of connection to ethnic group was
approximately equal to the negative linear effect of perceived discrimina-
tion). Consistent with this finding, Branscombe et al. (1999) argued that the
effects of attributions to discrimination on well-being are generally negative.

A tendency to attribute negative outcomes across varied life situations to
racial prejudice or discrimination (TAND) may, then, be aversive for minority
group members because it reflects causes that are global, external, stable, and
uncontrollable (i.e., pervasive discrimination) and reminds the individual that
he or she is a member of a stigmatized minority (see Branscombe & Ellemers,
1998; Branscombe et al., 1999). Confirming this thesis, Branscombe et al.
(1999) found that a latent variable consisting of TAND and perceived past dis-
crimination was inversely related to personal and collective self-esteem among
African Americans, and Schmitt, Branscombe, Kobrynowicz, and Owen (2002)
found that perceived discrimination was related to lower psychological well-
being among women. Although, as in prior research, women were found to
cope with the negative consequences of perceived discrimination by increas-
ing their identification with women as a group, no support was found for the
hypothesis that perceptions of discrimination are self-protective (Schmitt 
et al., 2002).
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Most studies, then, appear to support the thesis that both perceived past
discrimination and TAND have largely negative consequences. However, to
our knowledge, no studies have assessed whether perceived past discrimina-
tion and TAND account for unique portions of the variance in distress.
Although Branscombe et al. (1999) construed both past discrimination and
TAND as factors loading on the same latent variable, the constructs appear to
have both conceptual and empirical distinctiveness: Past discrimination con-
sists of one’s report of the racial discrimination that one has experienced in
the past, whereas TAND consists of one’s tendency to ascribe negative out-
comes in hypothetical situations to racism or racial prejudice. In Branscombe
et al., the two constructs were moderately correlated (r = .42, p < .001), and
only past discrimination was significantly related to minority group identifi-
cation. One preliminary purpose of the present study, then, is to ascertain
whether past discrimination and TAND predict unique variance in psycho-
logical distress above the variance accounted for by demographic variables.
The primary purpose of this study, however, is to test whether two well-known
adaptive mechanisms—assertiveness and generalized self-efficacy (GSE)—
predict unique variance in psychological distress and moderate or buffer the
relationships between both TAND and discrimination on the one hand and
psychological distress on the other.

FACTORS THAT BUFFER DISCRIMINATION EFFECTS

The pervasive negative consequences of racism have spurred theories
about (Clark et al., 1999) and investigations of factors that may minimize dis-
crimination’s effects. In this regard, collective self-esteem moderates the rela-
tionship between perceived discrimination and psychological distress—the
higher the collective self-esteem, the lower the relationship between discrim-
ination and distress (Corning, 2002). Similarly, as noted, group identification
mediates the relationship between TAND and both self-esteem and well-
being among African Americans (Branscombe et al., 1999) and women
(Schmitt et al., 2002). However, neither racial socialization beliefs nor in-
group contact moderate the discrimination-distress relationship (Fischer &
Shaw, 1999).

Although collective self-esteem and group identification are very impor-
tant, more malleable psychological factors have been found to moderate
stress effects among other populations and may be of great importance in
reducing racism-related sequela. Focus on these factors could lead to strate-
gies minority group members can use to reduce or minimize the negative psy-
chological impact of discrimination. In light of this potential, this study
examines two potential moderators of discrimination effects, GSE and
assertiveness.
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Generalized Self-Efficacy 

The construct of self-efficacy stems from social learning theory (Bandura,
1977) or social cognitive theory, a broad and testable theory of human behavior
that has been supported in more than a thousand studies (see Bandura, 1997). In
one central hypothesis of social cognitive theory, mastery experiences, vicarious
learning, verbal persuasion, and interpretation of one’s physiological states lead
to enhanced self-efficacy, which in turn leads to altered emotion and augmented
performance. Confirming this hypothesis, higher self-efficacy predicts more
active coping efforts (see Bandura, 1997; Bandura & Adams, 1977) and leads to
better management of anxiety and stress reactions to unfamiliar or potentially
aversive events (Bandura, 1982). 

It has long been known that powerful mastery experiences not only aug-
ment domain-specific self-efficacy but can have “ripple” effects that extend
over varied life domains (see Bandura, 1997). In other words, task-specific
self-efficacy increments may generalize to broader cognitive structures or
spheres (Smith, 1999). Over time then, domain-specific self-efficacy beliefs
may coalesce into an overall or general level of self-efficacy (generalized
self-efficacy; Tipton & Worthington, 1984) that affects thoughts, behaviors,
and emotions in a variety of situations.

GSE has been defined as a person’s willingness and determination to per-
severe in undertakings despite physical and/or emotional adversity (Tipton
& Worthington, 1984). Several authors have proposed that GSE beliefs may
have important adaptive functions, not only promoting task-focused behav-
ior in unfamiliar situations (see Lightsey, 1996) but affecting overall self-
esteem and mental health (Smith, 1999). Unlike domain-specific self-efficacy
beliefs, GSE is relevant to a wide range of situations, especially new or
ambiguous situations—including many situations involving racial discrimi-
nation—in which one may not have developed experienced-based beliefs. 

Indeed, several major theories are based on the idea that schemata or
beliefs about the self influence both feelings of self-worth and varied forms
of psychological distress (e.g., Beck, Rush, Shaw, & Emery, 1979; Ellis,
Gordon, Neenan, & Palmer, 1997). As negative beliefs about the self may
foster depression and other negative psychological effects (Beck et al., 1979),
positive beliefs such as GSE may help ward off negative psychological con-
sequences of stressful events (Beck, 1967). For example, beliefs about per-
sonal control have predicted self-esteem and have mediated the relationship
between perceived discrimination and self-esteem (Moradi & Hasan, 2004).

Empirical evidence is consistent with the possibility that GSE predicts
psychological distress and may buffer the discrimination-distress relation-
ship. Higher GSE has been associated with lower depression (Davis-Berman,
1988, 1990; Devins et al., 1982) and lower helplessness (Devins et al., 1982)
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and has inversely predicted repetition of suicide attempts (Dieserud, Roysamb,
Braverman, Dalgard, & Ekeberg, 2003) and psychological symptoms
(Mortensen, Gjelten, Waage, & Johnsen, 2000). GSE also uniquely predicts
future dysphoria (Mahalik & Kivlighan, 1988) and moderates the relationship
between negative life events and dysphoria such that, for higher generalized
self-efficacy, stress is less strongly associated with dysphoria (Lightsey,
1997; Lightsey & Christopher, 1997). 

Although research regarding GSE and African Americans is scant, exist-
ing studies support the possibility that GSE may affect important outcomes
in this population. For example, GSE has mediated the relationship between
preencounter racial identity attitudes and self-esteem such that lower preen-
counter attitudes predicted higher GSE, which predicted higher self-esteem
(Collins & Lightsey, 2001). Furthermore, GSE has inversely predicted dys-
phoria among both African American and Latino adolescents (Duclos,
2005). Due to their perseverance and ability to manage stress in the face of
threatening and potentially discriminatory situations, African American per-
sons with higher GSE are likely to achieve a more favorable outcome (e.g.,
rectifying the situation) and experience less psychological distress relative to
persons with lower GSE. Although some evidence indicates that individual-
ism predicts GSE and that GSE contributes more to individualists’ domain-
specific self-efficacy, whereas social sources of information contribute more
to collectivists’ domain-specific self-efficacy (Feasel, 2000), the aforemen-
tioned findings and the breadth of findings supporting social cognitive
theory (see Bandura, 1997) underscore the importance of testing GSE as a
buffer of discrimination effects among African Americans. To our knowl-
edge, this is the first study to test GSE as a predictor of distress and a buffer
of discrimination effects among African Americans.

Assertiveness

Assertiveness, the psychological and behavioral ability to stand up for
one’s rights, appears to be incompatible with or inversely related to many
negative psychological symptoms (Nezu, Nezu, & Nezu, 1986; Orenstein,
Orenstein, & Carr, 1975; Pachman & Foy, 1978) and has the potential to
buffer stress effects. Assertiveness has been inversely associated with
depression among older adults (Kogan, Van-Hasselt, Hersen, & Kabacoff,
1995; Segal, 2005), depressive symptoms among adolescents (Weinman,
Buzi, Smith, & Mumford, 2003), and depression among undergraduate men
and women (Langone, 1979; Lea & Paquin, 1981; Nezu et al., 1986). The
relationship between assertiveness and depression appears to generalize to
at least one collectivistic culture in that assertiveness—particularly the
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dimension of expressing and disclosing oneself—was inversely associated
with depression among Chinese undergraduates (Chan, 1993).

Low assertiveness may also exacerbate depression and expand the duration
of depressive episodes (see Pettit & Joiner, 2006). For example, assertiveness
has inversely predicted depression over a 2-year period among initially non-
depressed patients with panic disorder, even after controlling for initial depres-
sion (Ball, Otto, Pollack, & Rosenbaum, 1994). Assertiveness also has been
inversely related to anxiety (Lefevre & West, 1981; Nezu et al., 1986; Orenstein
et al., 1975), fear of disapproval (Lefevre & West, 1981), psychosomatic com-
plaints (Nezu et al., 1986), interpersonal anxiety, and neuroticism (Orenstein
et al., 1975) and has been positively related to self-esteem (Lefevre & West,
1981). Small or negligible gender differences have been found in correlations
between assertiveness and other variables such as depression, trait social anx-
iety, trait shyness, and social and nonsocial fears (Arrindell et al., 1990).

Although empirical studies of the relationship between assertiveness and
psychological distress among African Americans appear to be nonexistent,
there is some evidence that assertiveness is associated with important out-
comes among African Americans. For example, self-silencing, a construct
similar to assertiveness, proved to be one of the strongest predictors of con-
dom use self-efficacy among college-age African American women (Stokes,
2005). Furthermore, older African American breast cancer patients are more
likely to have full staging of their tumors ordered when they make assertive
requests (Krupat et al., 1999). Although Krupat et al. (1999) did not focus on
psychological distress, it may be surmised that assertiveness that leads to such
positive outcomes may also lead to less psychological distress. Behaving
assertively also fosters control and is thus inconsistent with the helplessness
that in attributional theory can lead to distress. Assertiveness, then, is likely
to be inversely associated with distress and could help to protect African
Americans from the harmful effects of TAND and discrimination. The broad
evidence for the clinical relevance of assertiveness among other populations
and the lack of empirical study of assertiveness among African Americans
underscore the importance of studying assertiveness among this population.

SUMMARY AND HYPOTHESES

It is vital to examine factors that may help to reduce the negative psy-
chological impact of perceived discrimination among African Americans
(Clark et al., 1999; Fischer & Shaw, 1999; Klonoff et al., 1999). The current
study extends the literature in four ways. First, we test whether past dis-
crimination and TAND account for unique variance in distress among
African Americans. Second, we test the discrimination-distress relationship
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and the TAND-distress relationship after controlling for relevant demographic
variables, as described in the following. Third and most important, we test the
ability of two theoretically grounded variables, assertiveness and GSE, to pre-
dict unique variance in distress and to moderate TAND-distress and discrimi-
nation-distress. Fourth, consistent with evidence that higher self-efficacy leads
to action-oriented coping (see Bandura, 1997) and lower distress, we test
whether GSE beliefs predict distress via the mediation of assertiveness.

We hypothesized the following:

Hypothesis 1: Past discrimination and TAND would each predict unique vari-
ance in distress above the variance accounted for by demographic variables.

Hypothesis 2: GSE would predict unique incremental variance in distress above the
variance accounted for by demographic variables, discrimination, and TAND.

Hypothesis 3: Assertiveness would predict unique incremental variance in distress
above the variance accounted for by demographic variables, discrimination,
TAND, and GSE.

Hypothesis 4: GSE would moderate the TAND-distress relationship such that,
relative to the overall sample, the positive relationship between TAND and
distress would be weaker for participants with higher GSE and stronger for
persons with lower GSE.

Hypothesis 5: GSE would moderate the discrimination-distress relationship such
that, relative to the overall sample, the positive relationship between discrim-
ination and distress would be weaker for participants with higher GSE and
stronger for persons with lower GSE.

Hypothesis 6: Assertiveness would moderate the TAND-distress relationship
such that, relative to the overall sample, the positive relationship between
TAND and distress would be weaker for participants with higher assertiveness
and stronger for persons with lower assertiveness.

Hypothesis 7: Assertiveness would moderate the discrimination-distress relation-
ship such that relative to the overall sample, the positive relationship between
discrimination and distress would be weaker for participants with higher
assertiveness and stronger for persons with lower assertiveness.

Hypothesis 8: Assertiveness would mediate the relationship between GSE and dis-
tress. Specifically, GSE would positively predict assertiveness, and assertive-
ness would in turn inversely predict distress.

METHOD

PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURES

For this study, 209 African American students were recruited through
posted advertisements and in-person solicitations in front of the university
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center of a moderate-sized Southern university (Sample 1; N = 117; 56%)
and outside the bookstore/convenience store on the campus of a Southern
community college (Sample 2; N = 92; 44%). Persons who did not provide
complete instruments properly were deleted from correlational and regres-
sion analyses, leaving an N of 195, of whom 137 (70%) were women and
58 (30%) were men and of whom 109 (56%) were university students and
86 (44%) were community college students. Mean age of this final sample
was 26.58 (SD = 9.33). The university subsample consisted of 69 (63%)
women and 40 (37%) men, and the community college sample consisted of
68 (79%) women and 18 (21%) men. 

Of students enrolled at the university, 60% were White and 31% were
African American. Of students enrolled at the community college, 41% were
White and 55% were African American. The proportion of African American
women relative to African American men in the university, community col-
lege, and overall samples (63%, 79%, and 70%, respectively) approximated
the proportions in the institutions (71% in the university and 73% in the com-
munity college).

Participants were offered compensation in the form of a snack (e.g., soft
drink and a candy bar or fruit) for participation. Potential participants were
asked if they “would like to participate in a research study on stress and psy-
chological health in African Americans.” Each volunteer was given a stapled
packet that contained (a) a consent form, (b) all measures in one of six coun-
terbalanced orders, and (c) a demographics questionnaire. All questionnaires
were completed in the presence of the second author (P.W.B.) in approxi-
mately 20 to 30 minutes. The number of potential participants who declined
to participate was not tallied.

MEASURES

Demographic variables, assessed because the literature suggests they
may affect the TAND-distress relationship, include sex, age, educational
level, and parent or guardian education and income levels. Recent evi-
dence has indicated that the association between perceived racism and
negative mood is stronger for persons with relatively high socioeconomic
status (Appel, 2004). Similarly, whether participants had taken a course in
African American studies was assessed because persons who have sys-
tematically studied African American history may be more sensitized to
some forms of discrimination (S. K. Bridges, personal communication,
June 11, 2002). The following instruments were also administered. Coefficient
alpha, mean, and standard deviation for all instruments are presented in
Table 1.
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Tendency to attribute negative outcomes to discrimination. Branscombe
et al.’s (1999) measure of attributions to prejudice across varied life situa-
tions was used to measure TAND. Although Branscombe et al. described the
instrument as a measure of “willingness to attribute negative outcomes to
prejudice” (p. 139), we substituted tendency for willingness because ten-
dency is more objective and does not imply use of the will or conscious deci-
sion making. The instrument consists of 10 hypothetical vignettes. For each
vignette, participants are asked to imagine that they are the subject in the
vignette and then to rate on a scale of 0% to 100% the likelihood that the
negative outcome was incurred due to prejudice/discrimination. A sam-
ple vignette is “Suppose you go to a ‘fancy’ restaurant. Your server seems to
be taking care of all the other customers except you. You are the last person
whose order is taken.” Item means ranged from 46.8 (SD = 25.7) to 72.3 (SD
= 22.2), with an average mean of 62.07 (SD = 16.28). Coefficient alpha was
.84, and correlations with past attributions to prejudice (r = .42, p < .001)
and hostility to Whites (r = .43, p < .001) were reported (Branscombe et al.,
1999).

Past experience with racial discrimination. Two items developed by
Branscombe et al. (1999) served to measure past experiences with racial dis-
crimination. The items “I feel like I am personally a victim of society
because of my race” and “I consider myself a person who has been deprived
of the opportunities that are available to me because of my race” are scored
on a Likert-type scale from 1 (strongly agree) to 7 (strongly disagree) and
summed. Higher scores indicate lower perceived experience with discrimi-
nation. Branscombe et al. reported a coefficient alpha of .77 and correlations
of .42 (p < .001) with the measure of TAND, .43 (p < .001) with a measure
of hostility to Whites, and .26 (p < .01) with a measure of minority group
identification.

Assertiveness. The widely used 30-item Rathus Assertiveness Schedule
(RAS; Rathus, 1973) was used to measure assertiveness. Participants rate
items on a 6-point scale of +3 (very characteristic of me, extremely descrip-
tive) to –3 (very uncharacteristic of me, extremely nondescriptive), and
items are summed. Because of statistical anomalies resulting from sum-
ming negative and positive numerals (e.g., 5 total scores of 0 and inaccu-
rate computation of the SD), a constant of 10 was added to the average RAS
score in the present study. Split-half reliability was .77, and 8-week test-
retest reliability was .78 (Rathus, 1973). RAS scores have demonstrated
significant and meaningful relationships with independent ratings of
assertiveness in a variety of studies (Rathus, 1973; Rathus & Nevid, 1977).
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Generalized self-efficacy. The GSE Scale (Tipton & Worthington, 1984)
measures belief in one’s ability to initiate and persevere in undertakings
despite adversity. Items are rated on a 7-point Likert scale that ranges from
1 (completely disagree) to 7 (completely agree). Test-retest reliability of .87
over an unspecified period has been reported (Lennings, 1994). The 10-item
version used in the current study consists of items with the highest discrim-
ination (R. Tipton, personal communication, April 26, 1989) and exhibited a
coefficient alpha of .83, an inverse correlation with depression (r = –.54, p <
.001), and significant but moderate correlations (p < .001) with other posi-
tive psychological constructs, such as positive automatic thoughts (r = .55),
optimism (r = .64), and self-mastery (r = .64) (Lightsey, 1997).

Psychological distress. The Hopkins Symptom Checklist-58 (HSCL-58;
Derogatis, Lipman, Rickels, Uhlenhuth, & Covi, 1974) is an abbreviated 58-
item version of the HSCL-90. The HSCL-58 includes subscales that measure
psychological distress symptoms including depression, anxiety, somatization,
interpersonal sensitivity, and obsessive-compulsiveness. The total symptom
score, calculated by summing all items, has been used in several studies of
racism and has been associated with discrimination (e.g., Klonoff et al.,
1999; Klonoff & Landrine, 1999; Landrine, Klonoff, Gibbs, Manning, &
Lund, 1995). Participants rate on a Likert scale of 0 (not at all) to 3
(extremely) the degree of intensity with which they experienced each symp-
tom in the past 5 months. Internal consistency coefficients of HSCL versions
has ranged from .84 to .87 (Derogatis et al., 1974), and 1-week test-retest
reliability coefficients have ranged from .75 to .82. The literature supports
the HSCL-58’s construct validity (Kohn, Lafrentiere, & Gurevich, 1991;
Page & Bennesch, 1993).

RESULTS

Table 1 presents internal consistency estimates, correlations, and descrip-
tive statistics. Due to skewness as well as heteroscedasticity in regressions,
a square root transformation of the HSCL score and a logarithmic10 trans-
formation of age were used in all analyses. Additional Pearson correlations
revealed that participants’ parents’ or guardians’ highest education and high-
est income were not significantly related to psychological distress, discrim-
ination, TAND, GSE, or assertiveness. One-way ANOVAs indicated that no
variables differed across subsample, sex, or whether participants had taken
a course in African American studies, with one exception: Women reported
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higher discrimination than men, F(1, 193) = 5.54, p < .02 (M = 8.34, SD =
3.64 for women and M = 7.07, SD = 2.97 for men). However, the addition
of Gender × Discrimination interaction term (as well as a gender main
effects term) to the primary regression after main effects terms revealed that
the ability of discrimination to predict psychological distress did not differ
across gender, ∆R2 = .00, F(1, 182) = .12, p > .73. There were no mean dif-
ferences in age between the two subsamples, F(1, 193) = .85, p > .35. The
age range of the community college subsample was 18 to 57 (M = 27.28, SD =
10.28), and the age range of the university sample was 18 to 58 (M = 26.04,
SD = 8.52). In regression analyses, age did not affect the ability of other
independent variables to predict psychological distress.

Consistent with previous research, discrimination, GSE, assertiveness,
and age were correlated with psychological distress, and consistent with
Branscombe et al. (1999), TAND was correlated with discrimination.
However, TAND was not correlated with distress. Because scores on pri-
mary instruments involved in hypothesis tests did not differ across gender,
sample, or African American studies coursework, regression analyses were
conducted on the entire sample. Because neither sample (university vs.
community college) nor other demographic variables predicted distress,
demographic variables other than age were not entered in regressions.

Table 2 presents results of hierarchical multiple regression, which was used
for testing Hypotheses 1 through 7 (Cohen & Cohen, 1983). Age, discrim-
ination, and TAND were entered on Step 1, GSE and assertiveness were
entered on Step 2, and the interaction terms (Discrimination × GSE,
Discrimination × Assertiveness, TAND × GSE, and TAND × Assertiveness,
respectively) were entered in Step 3. All terms in regressions were centered to
reduce multicollinearity. Two cases with standardized residuals 3 or more SDs
from the mean were removed, and three additional cases with large Cook’s
distance or centered leverage value (typically greater than 4 SDs from the
mean on one or both indices) were also removed. Post hoc power analysis
indicated that the power to detect obtained effects at the .001 level was .99 for
the overall regression in prediction of distress. Power to detect a hypothesized
incremental effect size of .05 (a small effect) at the .05 level in the final step
of this regression was .89. Variable inflation factors were below 1.5, indicat-
ing no problematic multicollinearity.

The block of variables entered at Step 1 was significant, ∆R2 = .14, F(3, 186)
= 9.84, p < .001, and both age, β = –.25, t = –3.68, p < .001, and discrimina-
tion, β = –.28, t = –3.73, p < .001, were significant. Hypothesis 1 then was
partly supported in that discrimination predicted distress, but TAND did not.
At Step 2, the increment in variance was significant, ∆R2 = .12, F(2, 184) =
14.85, p < .001. Supporting Hypotheses 2 and 3, both GSE, β = –.25, t = –3.77,
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p < .001, and assertiveness, β = –.19, t = –3.77, p < .001, were significant at
this step. However, no interaction terms were significant at Step 3, indicating
that Hypotheses 4 through 7 were not supported. Overall, greater age, lower
discrimination, higher GSE, and higher assertiveness predicted lower psycho-
logical distress. Statistical power to detect the effect of GSE and assertiveness
at Step 2 with an alpha of .05 was greater than .99. A priori power analysis
indicated that a sample size of 160 would be sufficient to detect a significant
interaction effect at Step 3 with a power of .90 and an alpha of .05.

To ascertain whether assertiveness mediated the relationship between GSE
and distress, we followed the regression procedure recommended by Frazier,
Tix, and Barron (2004) for testing mediation of effects of a single predictor on
a single outcome via a single mediator. All four criteria were met: GSE pre-
dicted distress, β = –.90, t = –4.74, p < .001, and assertiveness, β = .26, t = –3.82,
p < .001; assertiveness predicted distress after controlling for GSE, β = –.64,
t = –3.21, p < .001; and the addition of assertiveness to the equation reduced the
coefficient associated with GSE to –.73, t = –3.81, p < .001. This reduction was
significant using the formula recommended by Frazier et al., effect = –2.41, p <
.02, as well as the bootstrap procedure recommended by Preacher and Hayes
(2004) (99% confidence interval = –.36 to –.02, p < .01), which has greater sta-
tistical power and does not require a normal distribution (Preacher & Hayes,
2004). Supplemental analyses also indicated, however, that GSE also may be
construed as mediating the relationship between assertiveness and distress.

DISCUSSION

The primary purposes of this study were to extend the literature by investi-
gating whether past discrimination, TAND, GSE, and assertiveness predicted
unique variance in psychological distress among African Americans; whether
GSE and assertiveness moderated the relationship between discrimination,
TAND, and psychological distress; and whether assertiveness mediated the
relationship between GSE and distress. Results of multiple regression analy-
ses indicated that age, discrimination, GSE, and assertiveness predicted unique
variance in psychological distress. Lower discrimination and higher age, GSE,
and assertiveness were associated with lower distress. Together, age and dis-
crimination accounted for about 14% of the variance in distress; GSE and
assertiveness predicted another 12% of the variance.

Contrary to hypotheses, TAND did not account for unique variance in psy-
chological distress, and neither GSE nor assertiveness moderated the effects
of PD. Instead, GSE and assertiveness had direct, additive effects on distress,
indicating that persons with higher GSE and assertiveness experience less
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psychological distress regardless of discrimination level. These findings are
consistent with previous research on the psychological benefits of GSE (e.g.,
Davis-Berman, 1988, 1990; Devins et al., 1982; Lightsey, 1997) and assertive-
ness (e.g., Langone, 1979; Nezu et al., 1986; Orenstein et al., 1975; Pachman
& Foy, 1978) but also extend the literature by demonstrating that persons
with both higher GSE and higher assertiveness have less distress than either
assertive persons or highly self-efficacious persons.

Perhaps equally intriguing, our findings shed light on one mechanism by
which GSE may reduce distress among African Americans: The inverse rela-
tionship between GSE and distress was partly mediated by assertiveness.
That is, GSE predicted distress both directly and indirectly via a relationship
with assertiveness. This finding is consistent with previous theory and
empirical evidence that self-efficacy leads to active coping efforts (see
Bandura, 1997). For example, greater self-efficacy has predicted higher
assertiveness in a variety of particular behavior realms (e.g., assertive refusal
to consume alcohol, Epstein, Griffin, & Botvin, 2000; sexual assertiveness,
Morokoff et al., 1997; and assertive verbal responses in varied role-played
social situations, Lee, 1984). In turn, in at least one study, assertiveness pre-
dicted subsequent behavior (alcohol consumption) over a 2-year follow-up
period (Epstein et al., 2000). This is consistent with evidence from the cur-
rent study that self-efficacy affects important outcomes partly via the medi-
ation of assertiveness. 

Generalized self-efficacy in particular appears to be a general resource
factor that shapes varied forms of coping behavior (Schwarzer, Boehmer,
Luszczynska, Mohamed, & Knoll, 2005) and that in prospective analyses
has predicted positive psychological outcomes (e.g., personal growth, accep-
tance of life imperfections, and increased sensitivity to others) via coping
strategies (Luszczynska, Mohamed, & Schwarzer, 2005). Insofar as assertive-
ness may be considered an action-oriented, active coping method, such out-
comes are consistent with findings of the current study that suggest an
inverse causal link between generalized self-efficacy and psychological dis-
tress via the mediation of assertiveness.

On the other hand, mastery experiences (including instances of successful
assertiveness) are known to predict self-efficacy (see Bandura, 1997). In this
regard, career self-efficacy has mediated the relationship between assertiveness
and other indices of agency on the one hand and career indices on the other
(Solberg, Good, Fischer, Brown, & Nord, 1995). Indeed, in the present study,
supplemental analyses indicated that GSE also partially mediated the relation-
ship between assertiveness and psychological distress. These dual findings are
consistent with social cognitive theory in which self-efficacy and behavior are
reciprocally determined (Bandura, 1997)—increases in self-efficacy lead to
more mastery attempts, and mastery attempts lead to more self-efficacy.
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The failure of GSE to moderate the relationship between both discrimi-
nation and TAND on the one hand and distress on the other appears incon-
sistent with two studies in which GSE moderated the relationship between
stress and depression (e.g., Lightsey, 1997; Lightsey & Christopher, 1997).
This failure is consistent, however, with literature demonstrating that other
variables—including racial socialization beliefs and in-group contact—do
not moderate the discrimination-distress relationship (Fischer & Shaw,
1999). It may be that the buffer effects associated with GSE and possibly
other variables are limited to stress per se and do not extend to discrimina-
tion and TAND. Alternatively, GSE may buffer the effects of discrimination
only at particular stress levels. This argument suggests that models that
attempt to explain the effects of discrimination on distress should include an
explicit measure of stress and should test relevant two-way (e.g., GSE ×
Stress) and three-way (e.g., Discrimination × Stress × GSE) interactions.

The failure of assertiveness to moderate the discrimination-distress and
TAND-distress relationships may indicate that assertiveness has a linear pro-
tective effect across levels of distress rather than a moderational effect.
Indeed, we were unable to locate any research testing the ability of assertive-
ness to moderate the effects of stress or discrimination. However, several
studies have found an inverse correlation between assertiveness and negative
psychological states (e.g., Kogan et al., 1995; Segal, 2005; Weinman et al.,
2003), and other evidence indicates that assertiveness inversely predicts
future depression (Ball et al., 1994). Our results, then, lend credence to the
view that assertiveness is an important behavioral mechanism that may
decrease negative psychological states.

The ability of discrimination to predict distress is consistent with past
research using African American participants (e.g., Klonoff et al., 1999;
Landrine et al., 1995; Landrine & Klonoff, 1996) and suggests that more
experience with discrimination may lead to higher psychological distress.
The fact that discrimination rather than TAND predicted distress suggests
that experienced discrimination may be a more potent predictor of distress
than attributional tendencies. However, the use of hypothetical rather than
actual situations on the measure of TAND may have limited its ability to
predict distress, since it is cognitive appraisal of actual events that deter-
mines the stress response (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

Because GSE is quite malleable via cognitive-behavioral treatment aimed
at increasing domain-specific self-efficacy (e.g., Smith, 1989; Smith & Nye,
1989) and via simpler and more direct training (Eden & Aviram, 1993; Eden &
Kinnar, 1991), efficacy enhancement programs could provide considerable
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help to persons who suffer discrimination. In the context of discrimination,
the ability of GSE and assertiveness to additively predict distress suggests
that bolstering both adaptive beliefs and adaptive behavior may lead to
reduced distress compared to a focus on belief enhancement or assertiveness
alone. African American clients who experience discrimination could be
coached in self-talk and behavioral assertiveness practice as they visualize
difficult and personally relevant discriminatory situations. Modeling of self-
talk via “think aloud” dialogue and modeling of assertiveness skills could be
used in early stages of training. As the client’s skills and mastery develop,
role-plays with the therapist and “empty chair” exercises could be supple-
mented by practice with relevant others and graded in situ homework assign-
ments. Providing mastery experiences and vicarious experience are two key
ways of bolstering self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997); thus, the aforementioned
strategies could increase GSE and help to develop assertiveness skills.
Ideally, client success over time could be assessed not only by client self-
reports, including repeated measurement of GSE, assertiveness, and distress,
but also by third-party observation in real-world conditions. 

In augmenting GSE and teaching assertiveness, varied skills should be
taught for different contexts, and clients should be apprised of potential
negative as well as positive consequences. Good assertiveness training, for
example, must involve teaching appreciation of timing and consideration of
situations in which immediate assertiveness may result in nonoptimal out-
comes (e.g., with an inebriated person or a group of zealots). Counselors
should also strive to anticipate potential complications of assertiveness
training such as incompatibility of such training with cultural values or
social situations of some clients. This is especially important in light of
findings that construal of what constitutes passive, assertive, and aggressive
responses may differ across ethnicity (Yoshioka, 2000). Of course, our
results also dovetail with previous evidence for the harmful effects of dis-
crimination and underscore the importance of continuing to reduce dis-
crimination in our society.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Although results of this study are promising, several limitations should be
considered. First, the sample was limited to students in one large Southern
American city and cannot necessarily be generalized to other African American
populations. Second, all instruments were self-report, and some have additional
limitations. For example, conclusions regarding discrimination should be made
with caution because the measure of this construct was comprised of two items
and has been used in only one other study. It is well known that brief scales tend
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to be less reliable, and it has been argued that reliability cannot be gauged accu-
rately with only two items (Sue, Mak, & Sue, 1998). Third, as noted, this study
used a correlational design and analyses and thus cannot establish causation.
Use of real-world or experimental situations may have resulted in a stronger
TAND-distress relationship, although as noted, use of real or staged experi-
mental discrimination situations poses ethical problems. Furthermore, the vol-
unteers who chose to participate may have differed on important dimensions
(e.g., higher assertiveness or GSE, or lower TAND or discrimination) relative
to those who did not participate, and (although no instrument differences were
noted between subsamples) the community college subsample differed in some
demographic characteristics from the university sample (e.g., the community
college sample reported lower education and income) and may have differed in
other ways. Finally, the measure of TAND included hypothetical situations and
did not assess how much stress a person would experience in actual discrimi-
natory situations. An instrument that measures the stress of actual discrimina-
tory situations could prove a better predictor of distress. 

In light of recent calls to study the incremental benefits of “positive”
interventions, experimental studies such as randomized clinical trials could
examine whether interventions designed to augment GSE and assertiveness
result in lower client distress and increased client well-being relative to
standard counseling or interventions designed to increase either GSE or
assertiveness. Daily diary studies could also lend support to the causal role
of GSE and assertiveness by ascertaining whether day-to-day changes in
GSE and assertiveness typically precede changes in distress and well-being.

In summary, this study has produced evidence that both assertiveness and
GSE are important and additive predictors of psychological distress among
African Americans. These results underscore the importance of a dual focus
on augmenting both general beliefs in self-efficacy and assertiveness skills
when helping African American clients to reduce discrimination-related or
general distress.
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