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Past studies have shown that internal locus of control is closely linked to positive outcomes in life, such as sport 
performance, job performance, happiness, and socio-economic status.  To understand the relationship between 
locus of control and academic success at the college level, freshmen psychology students at the University of 
Minnesota Duluth (UMD) were first tested using Rotter’s Locus of Control Inventory Scale, then performed a 
task, and finally completed a follow-up survey.  The hypothesis for this study was that locus of control orientation 
will change over time from pre-test locus of control scores to post-test locus of control scores depending on the 
quality of feedback received on the post-test. Reactions to the feedback quality (positive, negative, or neutral) will 
be distinguished to determine whether positive and negative feedback has differential effects on locus of control.  
Results indicate that locus of control orientation did not change based on the quality of post-test feedback. 
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The question of whether or not we control our own 
fate has been the topic of debate for centuries.  Religion and 
literature have both had a long history of trying to discern what 
forces shape our future. As early as the Ancient Greek times, 
philosophers and writers focused on the idea of fate and free 
will. While some find the idea of having a greater power drive 
our lives comforting, others find it frightening – fearing the 
idea that they are not in control of their own lives.  Further, 
there are those who rely on the idea of not being in control of 
their lives to justify their actions or explain their misfortunes.  
Because of the mixed emotions surrounding fate, destiny, and 
free choice, numerous works from the ancient times until now 
focus on locus of control.  

Julian B. Rotter worked extensively with locus of 
control, a concept detailing how much a person believes life 
events that affect them are in their control. Rotter (1966) 
described internal locus of control as believing that a person is 
in full control of the events of their life.  Furthermore, he 
described external locus of control as believing that life’s 
events are out of the hands of the person. To determine a 
person’s locus of control orientation, Rotter (1966) developed a 
thirteen-item questionnaire that assigned an internal or external 
locus of control orientation to participants (13 items of the 
questionnaire were used in the present study; see Appendix A.)  
 
1 Jessica Wolfe (jessfwolfe@gmail.com) will be receiving her B.A.S. in 
Psychology this May from the University of Minnesota Duluth.  In the fall of 
2011, she will begin pursuing a Master’s in Education. 
 

To clarify the concept of locus of control, Kormanik 
and Rocco (2009) worked to explain the difference between 
internal and external locus of control. Kormanik and Rocco 
described locus of control as the difference in the way one 
perceives life’s rewards and punishments.  Someone with an 
internal locus of control believes that both reward and 
punishment are contingent on personal behavior and actions.  
Conversely, someone with an external locus believes that some 
outside force governs their fate (Kormanik and Rocco, 2009).  

To show how internal locus of control is correlated 
with success and external locus of control is correlated with 
misfortune, locus of control as it pertains to socioeconomic 
status, job performance, and happiness have all been studied.  
For instance, it was once believed different races had different 
beliefs regarding locus of control.  In the Western world, it 
was believed that Hispanics had an external locus of control 
whereas Caucasians had an internal locus of control (Buriel and 
Rivera, 1980).  Buriel and Rivera (1980) argued fatalism is a 
cultural characteristic of Mexican-Americans. Because 
Mexican-Americans were perceived to be fatalistic by nature, 
they also were believed to have external locus of control. 
However, Buriel and Rivera (1980) surveyed White and 
Hispanic high school students according to Rotter’s scale and 
found that there was no difference between these two ethnicities 
as it pertains to locus of control. Instead, the difference lies in 
socioeconomic status.  This research showed that people of 
lower socio-economic status tend to externalize locus of control 
and people of higher socio-economic status internalized locus 
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of control.  Furthermore, this study shows that with success, in 
this case financial success, people have an internal locus of 
control orientation.   
 In addition, a similar study was completed on both 
male and female college athletes to determine how success 
relates to locus of control (Denny & Steiner, 2009). It was 
believed if a college student was successful and doing well that 
they, like those with higher socio-economic status, would have 
an internal locus of control. Again, using Rotter’s scale, 
demographic questionnaires, and a questionnaire measuring 
perceived happiness and athleticism, it was determined there 
was a correlation between athletic success and happiness and 
internal locus of control.  Conversely, as the athletes 
experienced less success, they exhibited an external locus of 
control orientation.  The significant results of this study further 
emphasize that success, in this case collegiate athletic success, 
seems to be correlated with internal locus of control.  
 These two studies show that as positive forces enter 
into one’s life, the person has a corresponding internal locus of 
control – meaning they attribute their good fortune to their own 
doing.  Moreover, as people have less success or perceived 
happiness in their life, they have a corresponding external locus 
of control. What is not clear from these studies is whether 
perceived misfortune or happiness leads to internalized or 
externalized locus of control respectively or if there is 
something within the person’s personality that leads them to 
have an internal or external locus of control.  

To understand if locus of control is a stable trait within 
us, or if locus of control changes based on perceived happiness 
or misfortune, researchers, Schmitz and Skinner (1993) 
surveyed seven grade school classes from various schools in 
Germany.  Using Rotter’s scale and other inventory scales, 
researchers found that when a child did poorly on an 
assignment or task, their locus of control could be swayed from 
an internal to external locus of control if a teacher or guardian 
told them they did not put enough effort into their work.  
Conversely, if a teacher or parent praised them for their hard 
work regardless of the outcome, the child’s locus of control 
typically remained or became internalized, and the child put 
forth similar or more effort in the next task.  The implications 
from this study suggest that belittling a child’s effort can have 
damaging consequences to their later performance and, more 
pertinent to this topic, locus of control can change within a 
person based on previous experiences, environmental forces, or 
feedback. 

Because success is associated with internal locus of 
control, researchers wanted to test if internal locus of control 
orientation can be used as a predictor for success – asserting 
that it is a stable trait. This is in contrast to the previous studies 
that assert locus of control changes based on situations. 
Surveying students with Rotter’s scale and taking into 
consideration grade point average and socioeconomic status, 
researchers used locus of control as a predictor for graduate 
school attendance (Nordstrom & Segrist, 2009).  Researchers 
found a positive correlation with internal locus of control and 
graduate school attendance.  People who attend graduate school 

tend to have an internal locus of control versus an external 
locus of control for both positive and negative events. In this 
study, researchers used locus of control as a predictive means 
rather than an explanatory or correlational one. To use locus of 
control as a predictive means suggests that the researchers 
believe there is a personality trait within us that either causes us 
to have internal locus of control or external locus of control.  
Because of this internalized trait, our actions would create our 
perceived fortune or misfortune.    
   To understand if locus of control changes over time 
from pre-test to post-test scores depending on the quality of 
feedback received on task performance, or if locus of control is 
a stable trait, pre-test and post-test locus of control orientations 
were compared.  The  hypothesis for this study was that locus 
of control orientation will change over time from pre-test locus 
of control scores to post-test locus of control scores based on 
the quality of feedback received on task performance. 
Reactions to the feedback quality (positive, negative, or 
neutral) will be distinguished to determine whether positive and 
negative feedback has differential effects on locus of control. 

The present study was built on previous studies 
indicating locus of control can be associated with 
internalization or externalization of perceived success and 
failures in various aspects of life.  This study worked to further 
develop the idea that locus of control is not a stable trait and 
will change based on our perceived successes or failures. It is 
predicted that the type of feedback condition participants are 
placed in (FACTOR 1) and their pre-test scores on the Rotter's 
scale of locus of control (FACTOR 2) will determine the type 
of reason they give for their performance on the task. Lastly, to 
determine if locus of control changes based on quality of 
feedback, analyses will be run to determine if any changes have 
taken place from pre-test to post-test locus of control scores. 
 

METHOD 
 
Participants 
 The participants were 90 students from the University 
of Minnesota Duluth (UMD). There were 53 females and 37 
males in this group.  The majority of participants fall within 
middle class socio-economic range (n = 52). Participants 
received extra credit points in their General Psychology course 
for being a part of this study. The only requirement for 
students to participate in this study was that they were 
registered in a psychology course at UMD and had access to 
the internet.   
 
Materials 

Participants first logged onto UMD’s SONA website, 
an online experiment management system designed for 
universities, where they completed all tasks and surveys 
anonymously. Next, participants answered 13 items from Julian 
Rotter’s (1966) questionnaire (see Appendix A). This 
questionnaire was designed to measure whether participants 
have a pre-test external locus of control or internal locus of 
control.  People with an internal locus of control, Rotter 
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asserts, believe that they are in charge of their own actions and 
fate.  People with an external locus of control, then, believe 
that some outside force mediates their life.  After the thirteen-
item pre-test questionnaire was complete, a score was 
computed.  A high score indicated an internal locus of control 
orientation.  A low score indicated an external locus of control 
orientation. Next, participants were given an example of the 
association test and were asked to predict how they would 
perform. 

To measure task performance and response to 
feedback, participants completed a ten-item questionnaire with 
questions on association (see Appendix B).  The questions were 
relatively easy and had a multiple choice answer format. For 
example, “hot is to sun as cold is to a) sand b) mars c) ice d) 
moon.”  This questionnaire was designed for this study by the 
researcher.  After the task was completed, positive, neutral or 
negative feedback was assigned randomly (see below). The 
participants took a final 5-point Likert-style questionnaire 
asking them to respond to the feedback they were given after 
completion of the task (see Appendix C).  An example of this 
post-test questionnaire is, “Rate how closely your score was to 
what you predicted it would be where 1 is not at all what you 
predicted and 5 is exactly how you predicted. Circle one: 1, 2, 
3, 4, 5.” 

 
Procedure 
 This study utilized a between-subjects experimental 
design. Participants were asked to log onto SONA. Once 
logged in, participants were asked to consent to participate in 
the study.  After that, they completed a pre-test, an experiment 
consisting of two questionnaires, and a task.  The pre-test was 
Rotter’s thirteen-item questionnaire to measure locus of 
control, in which they had two choices for each item, a or b.  
Based on their choices, they were assigned a score that 
indicated internal or external locus of control. Next, 
participants read a short paragraph indicating what their task to 
follow was.  Once they read the instructions and description of 
the task, they were asked to make a prediction about how they 
would perform on the task. An example of the task was given 
to help create the illusion that the task would really be scored 
and to gain information for future research.  Furthermore, the 
example of the task to come was used to strengthen the reaction 
participants had to their feedback.   

After their prediction was made, participants answered 
the series of ten associative questions. Then the participants 
received feedback as positive, negative or neutral.  The scores 
of the ten associative questions were never calculated or used 
for any statistical analysis. Task performance was merely a 
vehicle for feedback and reaction to feedback. The feedback 
was randomly assigned and was not actually a reflection of 
their performance, but participants were unaware of this. The 
feedback came in the form of assigned percentage points based 
on which group they were assigned.  Those who received 
positive feedback were given a score of 100% regardless of 
task performance.  Those who received neutral feedback were 
given a score of  60% regardless of task performance.   Lastly,  
 

 

TABLE 1.  Means (and Standard Errors) of the Pre-test and Post-test 
Scores for the Three Feedback Conditions. 

      
Feedback Type n Pre-test Post-test  
Negative 28 0.47 (0.03) 0.67 (0.05) 0.57 (0.03) 
Neutral 20 0.50 (0.03) 0.55 (0.06) 0.52 (0.03) 
Positive 28 0.45 (0.03) 0.46 (0.05)    0.45 (0.02) 

 
  0.47 (0.02) 0.56 (0.03)  

 
those who received negative feedback were given a score of 
20% regardless of task performance.  

After the participants received their feedback, they 
took a post-test, which included a 10-question, five-point 
Likert-style questionnaire with some demographic questions.  
The questionnaire was designed to assess participants’ locus of 
control after task feedback was given and to obtain some 
demographic information about each participant.  The range of 
this questionnaire was 1 to 5.  A low score on the pertinent 
post-test questions indicated an internal locus of control 
response, such as “I didn’t read the question close enough.” 
Conversely, a high post-test score indicated an external locus of 
control response, such as, “The test was flawed.” After this, 
the participants were debriefed on the true nature of the 
experiment.  In this three-level experiment, the independent 
variables were pre-test locus of control orientation and 
feedback group respectively.  The dependent variable was post-
task reactions to feedback. 
 

RESULTS 
 

The three participant groups’ locus of control scores 
were calculated. A pre-test high score (6 or more) indicated a 
more internalized locus of control whereas a pre-test low score 
(less than 6) indicated an externalized locus of control. It was 
found that 66.2% of participants had a pre-test internal locus of 
control orientation. The mean score was 6.1.  

Because there were more female participants than male 
participants, descriptive statistics were also obtained to 
determine if any biasing based on gender occurred.  An 
independent-samples t-test revealed that there was no biasing 
based on gender [t(81) = 0.09 p > 0.05].  Females had a 
mean score of 6.12 (SD = 1.89). Males had a mean score of 
6.08 (SD = 1.58).  Both means fall into the internal locus of 
control realm. 

To determine if locus of control orientation changes 
over time from pre-test to post-test scores based on quality of 
feedback, a repeated measures ANOVA was performed. The 
dependent variable was post-task responses and the independent 
variables were feedback condition group and pre-test locus of 
control scores. Each pre-test and post-test mean was 
transformed into a proportion of the maximum possible score 
on its respective scale to facilitate comparisons across scales.  
The resulting means range from 0-1, with high scores 
representing an internal locus of control and low scores 
representing an external locus of control.  The group means are 
shown in Table 1. 
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After transforming the means into proportions, it was 
found that the main effect of the feedback type was significant, 
F(2,73) = 5.51, p = 0.006.  However, the main effect of the 
pre-test and post-test was not significant, F(1,73) = 5.63, p = 
0.02. Furthermore, the interaction of feedback group and post-
test scores was also not significant, F(2,73) = 2.95, p = 0.06.  
Thus, there was no significant difference in the change from 
pre-test locus of control scores to post-test locus of control 
scores as a result of the quality of feedback received on the 
post-test. 

  
DISCUSSION 

 
Results indicate that locus of control orientation did 

not change over time from pre-test to post-test. However, there 
is a trend of change within the locus of control orientations 
such that positive feedback leads to a shift toward more 
external locus of control and negative feedback leads to a shift 
toward more internal locus of control, but it must be noted that 
locus of control did not change significantly because of quality 
of feedback.  This indicates that while locus of control 
orientation correlates to success or failure in life, the quality of 
feedback received (success or failure) in a single task does not 
determine the type of locus of control one will exhibit.  Further 
research is warranted to determine if locus of control is a stable 
trait or if it changes based on situational factors or some other 
variables not yet tested.  

There were some limitations to this study. For 
example, the number of participants in this study was limited.  
A larger sample population would allow for stronger effects. 
Furthermore, because of the time constraints placed on this 
study, a more in-depth study could not be completed.  Given a 
longer amount of time, a study could be done in which each 
participant’s success in a given semester’s worth of work in an 
actual class is compared to their pre-test locus of control.  The 
task within this study was meant to mimic that; however, it 
failed in that regard and as a result had content validity 
problems.  In the real world, students have several steps 
involved in assignment and exam completion, such as studying, 
research, and even proper rest.  If a student does not put in the 
necessary time on an assignment or preparation for an exam, 
his or her grade suffers.  In addition, past studies would show 
that those with a pre-test internal locus of control would take 
the time to successfully complete assignments and exams and 
take responsibility for their failures, whereas those with a pre-
test external locus of control would not. Because the task in this 
study had no need for prep time or studying, task performance 
did not successfully mimic the several steps involved in 
assignment and exam completion and therefore did not 
accurately measure all facets in task performance in a real 
classroom.  A study that asked participants to prepare by 
studying or the like, before performing a task, would be a 
better representation of what happens in a real classroom. 
Furthermore, studies showed that locus of control changed over 
a longer period of time than was allowed for in this study.   

In addition, several participants declined to answer 
questions, causing some internal validity problems. These 
participants’ scores were omitted.  Because not all participants 
answered questions on the pre-test Rotter’s Locus of Control 
inventory and/or on the post-test reason for task performance, a 
true representation of the sample population could not be 
obtained. In addition, the sample population is not indicative of 
a true college population as it consisted only of Psychology 
students – the majority being first year students.  Because this 
group does not accurately represent a college population, and 
the participants are volunteer psychology students, there is a 
possibility of sampling bias.  Further, the majority of 
participants fall into the pre-test internal locus of control 
category (66.2% Internal). If future research were to 
commence, a more diverse sample population, with varying 
majors and ages, would help to eliminate sampling bias. With a 
more diverse group, greater variability would exist between 
internal and external locus of control orientation within the 
participants, thus changing the results. In addition, because 
some of the surveys, including the five-point Likert-style scale 
used in the post-test, were created by the researcher, they were 
not tested for validity and reliability.  If future research in this 
area continues, it would first be necessary to test the surveys 
used for validity and reliability. Because the post-test measure 
of locus of control has not been rigorously validated, so it is 
unclear if the post-test and pre-test can be directly compared. 

The pertinent data from this study suggest there are no 
significant differences between pre-test internal and external 
locus of control and how the participants attributed their 
success or failure on the task (the post-test measure). 
Furthermore, results also indicate that locus of control 
orientation did not change over time in response to the quality 
of feedback participants received.  Conflicting data between 
past research and the present study exists, for example, the data 
of Schmitz and Skinner (1993) suggesting that perceived 
success or failure does influence locus of control orientation.  
Schmitz and Skinner’s results support the idea that locus of 
control is not a constant trait and is contingent on perceived 
success or failure in one’s life. Conversely, the present study 
suggests that locus of control does not change because of the 
quality of feedback one receives.  Because of this 
disagreement, future research is warranted. 

 
APPENDIX A 

 
Rotter's Locus of Control Scale 
Score one point for response ‘a’ to questions: 1, 3, 4, 5, 10, 11, 12, and 13. 
Score one point for response ‘b’ to questions: 2, 6, 7, 8, and 9. 
 
Please choose one choice (a or b) for each number: 
1. a. Children get into trouble because their patents punish them too much.  
1. b. The trouble with most children nowadays is that their parents are too easy 

with them.  
 
2. a. Many of the unhappy things in people's lives are partly due to bad luck.  
2. b. People's misfortunes result from the mistakes they make.  
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3. a. One of the major reasons why we have wars is because people don't take 
enough interest in politics.  

3. b. There will always be wars, no matter how hard people try to prevent 
them.  

 
4. a. In the long run people get the respect they deserve in this world.  
4. b. Unfortunately, an individual's worth often passes unrecognized no matter 

how hard he tries.  
 
5. a. The idea that teachers are unfair to students is nonsense.  
5. b. Most students don't realize the extent to which their grades are influenced 

by accidental happenings.  
 
6. a. Without the right breaks, one cannot be an effective leader.  
6. b. Capable people who fail to become leaders have not taken advantage of 

their opportunities.  
 
7. a. No matter how hard you try, some people just don't like you.  
7. b. People who can't get others to like them don't understand how to get 

along with others.  
 
8. a. Heredity plays the major role in determining one's personality.  
8. b. It is one's experiences in life which determine what they're like.  
 
9. a. I have often found that what is going to happen will happen.  
9. b. Trusting fate has never turned out as well for me as making a decision to 

take a definite course of action.  
 
10. a. In the case of the well prepared student there is rarely, if ever, such a 

thing as an unfair test.  
10. b. Many times, exam questions tend to be so unrelated to course work that 

studying in really useless.  
 
11. a. Becoming a success is a matter of hard work, luck has little or nothing 

to do with it.  
11. b. Getting a good job depends mainly on being in the right place at the 

right time.  
 
12. a. The average citizen can have an influence in government decisions.  
12. b. This world is run by the few people in power, and there is not much the 

little guy can do about it.  
 
13. a. When I make plans, I am almost certain that I can make them work.  
13. b. It is not always wise to plan too far ahead because many things turn out 

to be a matter of good or bad fortune anyhow.  

  
APPENDIX B 

 
Description of Task for Participants 
 
In the following section, you will be answering ten associative questions.  
Below is an example: 
Hot is to sun as cold is to _______. 

a) Sand 
b) Mars 
c) Ice 
d) Moon 

Once you have completed the ten-item associative questionnaire, you will 
be given feedback based on your performance.   
Please indicate how confident you feel about performing well on this task: 

a) Very confident 
b) Moderately confident 
c) Not confident, not unconfident 
d) Not very confident 
e) Not Confident at all 

Associative Questions Designed by Jessica Wolfe for this Study 
 
1) Sharks are to saltwater as _______ are to freshwater. 

a) Clownfish 
b) Flounder 
c) Trout 
d) Whale 
 

2) Infants are to Humans as kids are to _______. 
a) Goats 
b) Rabbits 
c) Deer 
d) Cows 
 

3) Apple IIe is to 1983 as _______ is to 2010. 
a) Compaq 
b) I-book 
c) Desktop 
d) Cell phone 
 

4) Trains are to tracks as planes are to _______. 
a) Runways 
b) Fly 
c) Air 
d) Take off 
 

5) French is to romantic as _______ is to Germanic 
a) Spanish 
b) Italian 
c) Portuguese 
d) English 
 

6) Paul is to the Beatles as _______ is to The Rolling Stones 
a) Mick Jagger 
b) Keith Urban 
c) Jimmi Page 
d) John Lennon 
 

7) Coffee is to hot as lemonade is to _______. 
a) Sweet 
b) Cold 
c) Wet 
d) Yellow 
 

8) Rosa Parks is to African American Civil Rights as Susan B. Anthony is to 
_______. 
a) Native American Civil Rights 
b) Men’s Civil Rights 
c) Women’s Civil Rights 
d) Gay Civil Rights 
 

9) Pale is to ill as color is to _______. 
a) Black 
b) Health 
c) Feverish 
d) Dead 
 

10) Jack-o-lantern is to Halloween as _______ is to 4th of July. 
a) The confederate Flag 
b) The British Flag 
c) The American Flag 
d) The communist Flag 

APPENDIX C 
 

Post-task Survey 
 

1)     Rate how closely your score was to what you predicted it would be where 
1 is not at all what you predicted and 5 is exactly how you predicted. 

                1                  2                  3                  4                  5 
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2)     How would rank the difficulty level of the task you performed? 
a)      Very difficult 
b)      Kind of difficult 
c)      Slightly difficult 
d)      Not very difficult 
e)      Not difficult at all 
 

3)     Given  the  difficulty  level  you  indicated   in  question  two,   and  your 
predictions you  recorded  in question  1,  are you surprised  at the results 
you were given after the completion of the task?  
a)      Completely surprised 
b)      Very surprised 
c)      Only slightly surprised 
d)      Not very surprised 
e)      Not surprised at all 

 
(Dependent Variable) 
4)     Please choose which answer best expresses why you performed  or did 

not perform as expected on this task.  
a)     The test was flawed. 
b)     The answers didn’t match up well with the questions 
c)     I didn’t understand the questions or the answers. 
d)     I didn’t read the questions close enough. 
e)     I must have mis-understood the directions.  

 
5)     If given a similar assessment, would you change your prediction based on 

this performance?  
a)      I would for sure change my prediction next time.  
b)      I might change my prediction next time.  
c)      I am not sure if I would change my prediction next time.  
d)      I would likely not change my prediction next time.  
e)      I would for sure change my prediction next time.  

 

6)      Please state your age _______. 
 

7)      Please state your gender _______. 
 

8)      Please state your socio-economic status _______. 
 

9)      Is this your first semester of college? _______. 
 

10)    Please state your class (i.e., Freshman, Sophomore, Junior, or Senior): 
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