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The Developmental Origins of Cognitive Vulnerability to Depression:
Temperament, Parenting, and Negative Life Events in Childhood as
Contributors to Negative Cognitive Style
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Cognitive models of depression have been well supported with adults, but the developmental origins of
cognitive vulnerability are not well understood. The authors hypothesized that temperament, parenting,
and negative life events in childhood would contribute to the development of cognitive style, with
withdrawal negativity and negative parental feedback moderating the effects of negative life events to
predict more depressogenic cognitive styles. These constructs were assessed in 289 children and their
parents followed longitudinally from infancy to 5th grade; a subsample (n = 120) also participated in a
behavioral task in which maternal feedback to child failure was observed. Results indicated that greater
withdrawal negativity in interaction with negative life events was associated with more negative
cognitive styles. Self-reported maternal anger expression and observed negative maternal feedback to
child’s failure significantly interacted with child’s negative events to predict greater cognitive vulnera-
bility. There was little evidence of paternal parenting predicting child negative cognitive style.
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Cognitive vulnerability—stress models of depression posit that
individuals with certain maladaptive cognitive styles are more
vulnerable to developing depression when they encounter negative
life events. According to the hopelessness theory of depression
(Abramson, Metalsky, & Alloy, 1989), individuals who make
stable, global attributions, infer negative characteristics about the
self, and anticipate negative consequences when negative life
events occur are more likely to become depressed than individuals
who do not exhibit this negative cognitive style. Prospective and
retrospective tests of the hopelessness theory in adults and adoles-
cents have supported the hypothesis that a negative cognitive style,
in interaction with negative events, does confer vulnerability to
depression (Abramson et al., 1999; Alloy et al., 2000; Alloy &
Clements, 1998; Alloy, Lipman, & Abramson, 1992; Hankin,
Abramson, & Siler, 2001; Metalsky & Joiner, 1992; Metalsky,
Joiner, Hardin, & Abramson, 1993). Given extensive evidence
linking negative cognitive style to depression, it is important to
investigate the developmental origins of this cognitive
vulnerability.

Several studies have attempted to identify predictors of the
development of cognitive vulnerability to depression, but there are
two salient limitations to the existing research (Alloy et al., 2001;
Gibb et al., 2001; Kaslow, Tannenbaum, & Seligman, 1978; Rose,
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Abramson, Hodulik, Halberstadt, & Leff, 1994; Seligman et al.,
1984; Turk & Bry, 1992). First, few investigators have attempted
to prospectively predict the development of cognitive vulnerability
(see Garber & Flynn, 2001, and Nolen-Hoeksema, Girgus, &
Seligman, 1992, for exceptions). Second, although several factors
related to the development of negative cognitive style have been
identified, no theory-driven model has been proposed to explain
the relationship of multiple factors to each other and to the out-
come of negative cognitive style.

We addressed these limitations in the current study. We pro-
posed and tested an integrated, developmental model of cognitive
vulnerability to depression in which children are hypothesized to
develop their unique cognitive style during the middle-to-late
childhood period through their experiences with negative life
events. The core premise of the model is that negative events in
childhood provide the opportunity for children to learn and prac-
tice making inferences about cause, self, and consequences. We
hypothesized that temperament and parenting would significantly
moderate children’s reactions to stressful life events such that
children with temperaments high in withdrawal negativity or who
receive parenting high in anger and negative inferential feedback
would be vulnerable, when faced with negative life events, to
developing more depressogenic cognitive styles. This model is
consistent with a developmental psychopathology approach that
examines the complex interaction of vulnerabilities at the biolog-
ical, psychological, and social levels from a developmental per-
spective (see, e.g., Cicchetti & Toth, 1998).

Negative Life Events in Childhood

Negative life events play an important role in the current model
for providing children with the opportunity to respond to and make
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inferences about negative events, a developmental process that will
ultimately result in children’s unique cognitive styles for negative
events. We hypothesized that children who experience more neg-
ative events or who bring temperamental or parenting vulnerabil-
ities to their encounters with negative events will be more likely to
develop depressogenic cognitive styles. The majority of extant
studies has hypothesized only a direct relationship between nega-
tive events in childhood and cognitive style and has not examined
moderating factors. Rose and Abramson (1992) suggested that
repeated or chronic negative life events in childhood may directly
contribute to the development of a more negative cognitive style as
children, over time, internalize the belief that negative events are
stable, have negative consequences, and are attributable to aspects
of themselves. Accordingly, Weisz and colleagues have demon-
strated that perceived incompetence and perceived noncontingency
of outcomes—perceptions that may be promoted by repeated,
uncontrollable negative events—are associated with elevated de-
pressive symptoms in children (Weisz, Sweeney, Proffitt, & Carr,
1993). Adults high in cognitive vulnerability retrospectively report
more childhood maltreatment and negative life events than adults
low in cognitive vulnerability (Gibb et al., 2001; Parker, Glad-
stone, Mitchell, Wilhelm, & Roy, 2000), and negative life events
have been shown to prospectively predict a more depressogenic
attributional style in children as well (Garber & Flynn, 2001;
Nolen-Hoeksema et al., 1992). The relationship between negative
life events and cognitive style does not apply only to at-risk
children with very high childhood stress levels; a positive relation-
ship between negative events and more depressogenic cognitive
styles has been found when negative life events are assessed as
chronic stressors (e.g., repeated abuse; Steel, Sanna, Hammond,
Whipple, & Cross, 2004) in childhood, as salient negative events
(e.g., sexual abuse; Rose et al., 1994), and as more typical stressful
life events (e.g., Garber & Flynn, 2001).

In the current study, we hypothesized that, in addition to a direct
relationship between negative events and cognitive vulnerability,
the effects of negative events on the development of cognitive
vulnerability would be moderated by child temperament and
parenting.

Temperament

The proposed model builds on a well-established link between
temperament and depression by suggesting that one pathway by
which temperament is associated with depression is through a
developmental association between temperament and cognitive
vulnerability to depression. Several researchers have found that
one temperamental characteristic in particular—withdrawal nega-
tivity—is associated with depression in adults, adolescents, and
children (Clark, Watson, & Mineka, 1994; Colder, Mott, & Ber-
man, 2002; Goodyer, Ashby, Altham, Vize, & Cooper, 1993;
Kendler, Kessler, Neale, Heath, & Eaves, 1993; Roberts & Ken-
dler, 1999; Rothbart & Bates, 1998).

Children with temperaments high in withdrawal negativity may
be more emotionally reactive to negative life events and, thus,
more likely to make depressogenic inferences about the causes and
consequences of those events. Children high in withdrawal nega-
tivity typically dislike or avoid novel situations; show distress to
novelty; become upset, fearful, sad, or tearful easily; and appear
highly sensitive to negative stimuli (Belsky, Hsieh, & Cmic,
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1996). Weiner (1985) noted that individuals’ affective responses to
negative events precede their cognitive response of making attri-
butions for these events, and that the stronger the aversive affective
reaction, the more likely people are to interpret events as cata-
strophic (Teasdale, 1988). Negative emotionality is also associated
with greater attention to negative events (Derryberry & Reed,
1994); an increase in self-focus that is, in turn, associated with
increased negative expectancies for the future (Pyszczynski, Holt,
& Greenberg, 1987); and more focus on negative aspects of the
self, other people, and the world (Watson & Clark, 1984). Devel-
opmentally, as children temperamentally high in withdrawal neg-
ativity are faced with negative life events, they may repeatedly
make more negative inferences about those events that are evident
in their emergent cognitive styles.

Very few investigators have examined the relationship between
temperament and cognitive vulnerability to depression. Kashani,
Soltys, Dandoy, and Vaidya (1991) found that children high in
hopelessness reported more difficult temperament characteristics,
particularly negative mood, low adaptability, and high withdrawal.
However, children in that study reported on their own tempera-
ments, and their self-evaluations may have been affected by their
concurrent hopelessness and depression. Lengua, Sandler, West,
Wolchik, and Curran (1999) found that children’s cognitive ap-
praisals of negative events mediated the relationship between
negative emotionality and depression, even after controlling for
children’s ratings of how emotionally upset events made them.
Thus, there is preliminary evidence that negative emotionality may
be associated with making more negative cognitive evaluations of
negative events.

Negative Parental Feedback

Several cognitive theorists have highlighted the importance of
parent—child interactions in the development of cognitive vulner-
ability to depression (Ingram, 2003; Rose & Abramson, 1992),
hypothesizing that parents provide their children with important
feedback about the causes, consequences, and meaning of negative
events that is internalized by the child into his or her own cognitive
style for negative events. We hypothesized that receiving parental
feedback that directly or implicitly suggests that negative events in
the child’s life are attributable to stable, global causes, implies
negative characteristics about the child, or leads to negative con-
sequences for the child would, in interaction with negative events
in the child’s life, predict more depressogenic cognitive styles.

The negative parental feedback hypothesis has received consis-
tent, if limited, support. Studies have found positive correlations
between children’s attributional styles and parents’ attributions for
events in their children’s lives (Garber & Flynn, 2001; Turk &
Bry, 1992). Alloy et al. (2001) found that both mothers and fathers
of college students with high cognitive vulnerability to depression
reported that they provided more negative feedback about the
causes and consequences of stressful events when the student was
a child than did parents of students with low cognitive vulnerabil-
ity. Although this hypothesis suggests an interaction between
parental feedback and negative events, few researchers have ex-
amined this moderating relationship statistically. Crossfield, Al-
loy, Gibb, and Abramson (2002) reported an interaction between
parental inferential feedback and negative life events in which high








































