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Model competence, depression, and
the illusion of control

STEVEN P. DYKSTRA and STEPHEN J. DOLLINGER
Southern Illinois University, Carbondale, Illinois

The illusion of control has been demonstrated repeatedly in studies involving the manipula-
tion of three of the four factors identified as important by Langer (1975): choice, familiarity, and
involvement. The present study was designed to replicate and extend research on one other fac-
tor: competition or social comparison. Mildly depressed and nondepressed subjects watched a com-
petent or incompetent model perform a novel gambling game. After learning of the model’s os-
tensible performance level (a score equal to the chance probability), subjects predicted their own
level of immediate performance and what it would be if they were given 1 week to practice the
game. Subjects witnessing the incompetent model gave higher performance predictions than those
witnessing the competent model, thus replicating and extending Langer’s ‘“‘dapper” versus
“schnook” study on competition. As a group, subjects predicted better performance after practice
rather than immediately, thus providing further support for the familiarity factor. Contrary to
findings in past research, mildly depressed subjects showed an illusion of control and did so to

a greater extent than did nondepressed subjects.

Langer (1975) defined the illusion of control as an ex-
pected probability of personal success that is higher than
objective probabilities would warrant. In providing the
initial demonstrations of the phenomenon, she identified
four factors that ought to promote this illusion: stimulus
or response familiarity, choice, involvement, and com-
petition. A number of studies have been done to demon-
strate the existence of the illusion of control, suggesting
its relevance to such real-world behaviors as gambling,
mania, and belief in extrasensory perception (Ayeroff &
Abelson, 1976; Benassi, Sweeney, & Drevno, 1979;
Langer & Roth, 1975; Stern & Berrenberg, 1979; Ten-
nen & Sharp, 1983). Most of these studies have elicited
the illusion through (at least implicit) manipulation of the
factors of choice, familiarity, and involvement. However,
Langer (1975, Study 1) did show that people had a greater
illusion of control when playing against a clumsy, inept
confederate (termed the ‘‘schnook’’) than against a con-
fident, ‘‘dapper’’ one. The first purpose of the present
study was to conceptually replicate and extend Langer’s
study showing a greater illusion of control when one’s
competition (or more precisely, social comparison target)
appears less competent.

A second purpose of the present study was to explore
this competition factor in conjunction with the variable
of subject depression. Golin, Terrell, and their colleagues
have suggested that, due to a general sense of personal
incompetence, depressed subjects tend not to exhibit the
illusion of control (Golin, Terrell, & Johnson, 1977; Go-
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lin, Terrell, Weitz, & Drost, 1979). It seems likely that
this will be especially true when depressed subjects im-
plicitly compare themselves with a competent model or
competitor. However, when comparing themselves with
an incompetent model, they might be more likely to show
an illusion of control. This possibility makes sense, given
the effects of socially desirable and undesirable models
on observers’ self-esteem (Morse & Gergen, 1970). Thus,
it seems important to study the competition and depres-
sion variables in combination.

A third purpose of the present study was to test an ex-
trapolation from Langer’s familiarity factor. Specifically,
we wished to assess whether subjects’ subjective success
probabilities would increase when they imagined the pos-
sibility of practicing the game for one week. Such a find-
ing would be consistent with Langer’s description of the
stimulus familiarity factor in the illusion of control. This
effect, if found, would also be consistent with several
studies that have shown greater beliefs in one’s ESP when
one is given an opportunity to ‘‘warm up’’ or practice
prior to the ESP test (Ayeroff & Abelson, 1976; Benassi
et al., 1979). In sum, in the present study, we tested col-
lege students’ illusions of control at a novel gambling task
after they had been introduced to the task by a competent
or incompetent model. The subjects were either mildly
depressed or nondepressed. Their success estimates were
obtained for immediate performance and for performance
after 1 week of practice. (These will be referred to as the
immediate and the after-practice expectancies.) It was

- predicted that the illusion would be (1) greater with an
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incompetent than with a competent model, (2) greater
among nondepressed than among depressed subjects, and
(3) more clearly evident in subjects’ after-practice expec-
tancies than in their immediate expectancies.
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METHOD

Subjects

Introductory psychology students (38 male, 38 female) were solicited
for a study on “‘the ability to predict personal performance.’’ They earned
extra course credit by participating. To determine level of depression,
a median split was performed on the distribution of scores on the Beck
Depression Inventory (BDI), using a median of 5 in this sample. The
subjects saw models of their own sex. The models were a male and fe-
male graduate student who dressed and acted both the competent and
incompetent parts.

Task

The task involved a novel gambling activity that required a standard
deck of playing cards (from which kings and aces were removed) and
a pair of dice. The game had two steps, which together made for a high
level of involvement. In the first step, the player was to cut the deck
and roll the dice. Based on the resulting configuration, there were two
ways to win: by obtaining either a match—a card showing a 5 and the
dice summing to 5 (with the point values of jack and queen equalling
11 and 12, respectively)—or an automatic win (a 2 or a queen on the
card cut from the deck). If the player did not win in the first step, he
or she had an opportunity to win in the second step by choosing one
of the two dice and attempting again to make a match. Thus, the game
included much active involvement and choice, with presumably familiar
materials. With a probability of .364 on each trial, the most likely score,
given 30 trials of the game, would be 11 wins. This score, then, served
as a benchmark for comparison with the model (who ostensibly won
11 times out of 30) and with chance performance.

Procedure

The subjects were scheduled to participate in groups of 3.2 Upon ar-
rival at the research office, they completed the BDI and a personal data
sheet asking about current academic, leisure, and social experiences.
Then they were seated at a long table with a pair of dice and deck of
cards at each position, with seats facing a video monitor. The ex-
perimenter explained that the research concerned the ability to predict
one’s own performance. The alleged purpose was to discover the charac-
teristics of those whose predictions were most accurate, this being the
justification for giving the BDI and requesting personal data. The ex-
perimenter then started the videotape, which showed a college student
being interviewed (using the same personal data questions), being in-
structed in the gambling task, and then playing several trials of the task.
Each group of 3 was randomly assigned to view the competent or in-
competent model tape.

Competent model. Like Langer’s ‘‘dapper’’ competitor, the com-
petent model was neatly dressed and well groomed. When asked about
academic and social activities, this model replied with answers that in-
dicated confidence, definite plans and goals, and an active involvement
in life. For example, when asked about living arrangements, the model
assertively replied, ‘‘I have my own place.”” When asked about favorite
leisure activities, the model said, *‘parties, sports, lots of things.”’ The
model was also portrayed as having decided on majoring in chemistry
and as having been romantically involved with one person ‘‘for quite
some time.”’

Incompetent model. Incompetent models were dressed in moderately
worn jeans and were groomed in a way that suggested a lack of con-
cern for the finer details. This model’s answers indicated a lack of self-
confidence, an indecisiveness, and a passive involvement in life. For
example, when asked about living arrangements, the model hesitantly
replied, ‘‘I live alone ... I don’t have any roommates.”’ When asked
about leisure activities, the model said, *‘television,’’ and then seemed
unable to think of any other activities. This model was undecided about
a major and merely shrugged when asked about having any romantic
affiliation. After the interview, the models were introduced to the game
and played two trials. The models were depicted as having different
degrees of confidence in their playing of the game as well. For exam-
ple, early during the instructions, the competent model asked if the jack
equalled 11, thereby ‘‘beating the experimenter to the punch.’’ The ex-
perimenter instructed the incompetent model in this point of the game.
Later, the incompetent model was shown being uncertain and request-

ing clarification about whether he or she could roll either of the dice
at the second step, whereas the competent model confidently selected
a die at this point in the script. (Note that the incompetent model never
modeled rule-inconsistent behavior.)

Dependent Variables

So that their subjective success expectancies could be obtained, the
subjects were instructed (orally and in writing) as follows: ‘‘Keeping
the game in mind and considering that the person you just saw on the
tape was able to achieve 11 successes in their 30 trials, how many suc-
cesses do you predict for yourself?’’ Then they were asked, ‘‘If you
were able to take the cards and the dice used in the game home for one
week and could practice as much as you wanted, how many successes
would you then expect on 30 trials?”’ The subjects were also asked to
rate the game in terms of the type of involvement that it required, on
a 7-point scale ranging from *‘entirely luck’’ (1) through *‘entirely skill’’
(7). Finally, a subsample (n = 45) of subjects were asked to complete
several items as manipulation checks, added after the initiation of the
study. These were 7-point scales assessing perceptions of the model’s
competence, successfulness, likableness, and happiness. The subjects
were debriefed after they completed the dependent measures.

RESULTS

Preliminary tests showed that gender made no differ-
ence in the present data set, so analyses collapsed across
this factor. Manipulation checks showed that the models
were viewed as would be expected. The competent models
were rated as significantly more competent, happy, suc-
cessful, and likable than were the incompetent models (all
ttests > 6.0, p < .001).

Because the usual measure in illusion of control research
is equivalent to our immediate expectancy, we analyzed
it first as a single dependent variable. This analysis con-
sisted of a model competence X subject depression or
2X2 between-groups ANOVA. As predicted, the in-
competent models yielded greater illusions of control than
did the competent models [F(1,72) = 6.0, p < .05].
Level of depression yielded a marginally significant ef-
fect in the direction opposite to that predicted [F(1,72) =
3.9, p < .06]. Figure 1 graphically depicts these effects.

Because we can view the immediate versus after-
practice questions as two levels of a repeated-measures
factor, a second analysis was done, adding time as another
factor in a mixed model design. In this ANOVA, time
yielded a strong main effect, which was consistent with
expectations [F(1,72) = 26.5, p < .001]. Depression had
a significant effect in this analysis, again with depressed
subjects showing a greater illusion of control [F(1,72) =
5.8, p < .05], and model competence had a marginal ef-
fect [F(1,72) = 3.0, p < .10].

Figure 1 shows the means for this three-way partition
of the data and highlights the means that individually differ
from the model’s reported performance level and the the-
oretical parameter of 11 wins. (These tests consisted of
the ¢ test for the significance of a single mean, using
p < .01, two-tailed test.) For the immediate performance
estimate, it is evident that only depressed subjects wit-
nessing an incompetent model showed an illusion of con-
trol. For the after-practice estimates, the only subjects fail-
ing to show an illusion of control were nondepressed
individuals who witnessed a competent model. Indeed,
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Figure 1. Predicted performance means for all conditions of the
experiment. The line at the score of 11 represents the most rational
prediction of successes in 30 trials and the ostensible performance
of the model. Asterisks signify that an individual mean differs from
11 (p < .01, two-tailed). Squares are depressed subjects’ means;
circles are nondepressed subjects’ means. Solid lines are for com-
petent models; broken lines are for incompetent models.

these subjects failed to show the illusion for either ques-
tion; however, the slope of the line connecting these means
shows some tendency for increasing expectancy of suc-
cess with the imagined practice. Perceptions of the task
as involving skill rather than luck were analyzed in a 2 X2
ANOVA with model competence and subject depression
as the independent variables. Neither factor nor their in-
teraction approached significance. As a group, the sub-
jects perceived the task as primarily involving luck (M =
2.2 on the 1-7 scale).

DISCUSSION

The results replicate and extend Langer’s (1975) work on the role
of competition and familiarity in influencing the illusion of control. They
extend her findings on competition by showing that direct competition
may be unnecessary. The implicit social comparison of oneself with a
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model who demonstrates a task may be sufficient to raise subjective prob-
abilities of success above what is warranted by the situation. Research
on the familiarity factor is extended by the demonstration that, as a group,
the present subjects believed that they could improve their performance
in the gambling game with a week of practice, even though they viewed
the task as primarily luck-determined.

The most surprising finding in the present study was the effect of sub-
jects’ preexisting levels of depression. In contrast with past research
by Golin and his colleagues, we found that depressed subjects do ex-
hibit an illusion of control and, under some circumstances, a greater
illusion than is shown by nondepressed subjects. These findings are not
easy to reconcile with past research. It should be noted that our depressed
subjects were in fact very mildly depressed, perhaps less depressed than
the subjects in other studies in which the BDI was used with college
students.? If our depressed subjects were considered to be fairly nor-
mal, we would still have difficulty understanding why the ‘‘very non-
depressed’’ would show less of an illusion of control. It is possible that
our subjects were—and realized themselves to be—transiently depressed.
Given that the depression effect emerged more strongly for the after-
practice expectancies, depressed subjects might have felt that they would
improve on any task if it were attempted in 1 week. In support of this
point, only nondepressed subjects yielded strong correlations between
illusory control and perception of the task as involving skill. The skill
rating correlated with performance after practice most strongly among
nondepressed subjects viewing the incompetent model, the group theo-
retically most likely to show an illusion of control (r = .72, p < .001,
n = 20). Furthermore, other correlations between skill rating and per-
formance predictions were marginally significant among nondepressed
subjects in both model conditions. Such correlations were near zero for
the depressed subjects. It is possible, then, that the nondepressed sub-
jects felt that an ‘internal’’ factor (such as ability or effort) might come
into play during the week of practice. However, depressed subjects may
have thought that improvement would come about with a change in their
mood states. Thus, the present results suggest several intriguing ques-
tions for further study. Do depressed and nondepressed individuals differ
in their underlying beliefs about how they will succeed, given greater
time or familiarity with the task? What kinds of skill (or effort) factors
do the nondepressed think they can implement to improve their perfor-
mance? Do perceptions of one’s depressed mood state as transitory rather
than chronic influence the illusion of control? As these questions are
addressed, additional study would also be useful in testing the reliabil-
ity of the surprising depression effect found here.
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NOTES

1. Because we did not use a directly competitive task, the factor is
more appropriately described as modeling/social comparison factor.
Competent and incompetent models were presented on videotape to in-
troduce subjects to the task and to set a performance standard.

2. This was done for efficiency, rather than necessitated by theoreti-
cal or procedural issues.

3. Six subjects had BDI scores of at least 14. For these subjects, the
mean immediate prediction was 10.5, thus failing to show an illusion
of control. Their mean after-practice expectancy was 13.5. These means
differed marginally [#(5) = 2.05, p < .10, two-tailed], suggesting a
tendency for even these moderately depressed subjects to exhibit an in-
creasing illusion of control as a function of imagined practice.

(Manuscript received September 29, 1989.)
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