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Abstract The tendency to engage in depressive rumina-

tion is typically measured with the Ruminative Response

Styles (RRS) scale. Treynor et al. (2003) reported that this

scale is composed of two 5-item factors, reflection and

brooding, and that the brooding but not the reflection factor

is associated with more severe depression over time. These

two factors were derived using data from a randomly

selected community sample, and it is not clear if these

factors would be obtained in samples of currently depres-

sed, formerly depressed, and never depressed individuals.

We conducted factor analyses on scores on the RRS scale

from three such samples. We found support for the dis-

tinction between reflection and brooding in never depres-

sed and formerly depressed individuals; we did not obtain

this distinct factor structure in the currently depressed

sample. We did, however, find evidence of a second factor

in the depressed sample that we labeled ‘intentional

rumination.’ The results of this study also suggested that an

item from the reflection factor should be replaced with

another item from the RRS scale. These findings indicate

that the distinction between brooding and reflection is

blurred in currently depressed individuals.
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Depressive rumination is defined as repetitive thinking

about the causes, symptoms, and implications of one’s sad

mood, dysphoria or depression. Individuals who tend to

ruminate have been found to experience more severe

depressive symptoms, more episodes of clinical depression,

more severe depressive episodes, and a slower recovery

from depression than have nonruminators (see Nolen-

Hoeksema et al. 2008). Most research examining the

relation between ruminative tendency and depression has

used the Ruminative Response Styles (RRS) scale (Nolen-

Hoeksema and Morrow 1991) to assess rumination. Find-

ings of these studies suggest that the tendency to ruminate

is trait-like, remaining stable over extended periods despite

fluctuations in mood (see Nolen-Hoeksema et al. 2008).

Although the full version of the RRS scale was used for

many years, it was often criticized for containing items that

overlapped with items on scales measuring depressive

symptomology (e.g., Conway et al. 2000; Roberts et al.

1998; Segerstrom et al. 2000). Consequently, Treynor et al.

(2003) revised the scale; after eliminating items that

overlapped significantly with symptoms of depression, they

obtained scores on a 10-item version of the RRS scale from

a large, randomly selected community sample (n = 1,328)

and conducted a factor analysis to examine whether this

shortened version of the RRS scale measured distinct

subtypes of rumination. They found that the RRS scale

assesses two types of rumination (each measured with five

items), which they labeled brooding and reflection. Treynor

et al. defined brooding as passive and judgmental ponder-

ing of one’s mood, and reflection as contemplative, inten-

tional pondering of one’s mood with a focus on problem

solving.

A critical finding of Treynor et al.’s (2003) study was

that only the brooding factor was maladaptive. Specifically,

higher scores on the brooding factor were related to higher

levels of depressive symptoms and also predicted increases

in depressive symptoms 1 year later. In contrast, even

though reflection was also associated positively with
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concurrent symptoms of depression, it predicted lower

levels of depression over time. Investigators have since

depended on this distinction to explore factors that might

affect the maladaptive nature of rumination. Indeed, over

the past 7 years, almost 200 papers have referred to the

brooding-reflection distinction of the RRS scale, and most

have analyzed these two factors separately.

Given that Treynor et al. (2003) used a randomly

selected community sample, their findings should gener-

alize to a ‘‘normal’’ population. Investigators examining

rumination, however, often assess brooding and reflection

in such samples as individuals diagnosed with Major

Depressive Disorder (MDD), formerly depressed individ-

uals, and never depressed individuals (sometimes used as a

control group); it is not clear if the factors of brooding

and reflection would be obtained in factor analyses of data

from these specific, ‘‘non-normal,’’ groups of participants.

Indeed, some investigators have suggested that in indi-

viduals with MDD, brooding and reflection will exacerbate

each other until it is difficult to distinguish between these

two factors (e.g., Joormann et al. 2006).

The present study was designed to examine whether a

factor analysis of scores on the RRS scale in currently,

formerly, and never depressed individuals would yield the

two factors of brooding and reflection. We hypothesized

that we would replicate the factor structure of the RRS

scale in the never depressed group, obtaining brooding and

reflection factors in these participants. We hypothesized

further, however, that brooding and reflection would not be

clearly distinguished in the MDD group. Finally, we

examined the factor structure of the RRS scale in the for-

merly depressed group to address the question of whether

the potential lack of a clear distinction between brooding

and reflection in the MDD group is a function of the

‘‘state’’ of depression (i.e., the two factors are found in both

the never depressed and formerly depressed groups), or

alternatively, is related to a vulnerability to depression (i.e.,

the two factors are obtained only in the never depressed

group).

Method

Participants

All participants were adults recruited from the same com-

munities as the participants in Treynor et al.’s (2003)

study: Oakland, San Francisco, and San Jose, California.

Participants were recruited through advertisements posted

in numerous locations (e.g., internet bulletin boards, uni-

versity kiosks, supermarkets, etc.). The Structured Clinical

Interview for the DSM-IV (SCID; First et al. 1995) was

administered to all participants to assess current and life-

time diagnoses for anxiety, mood, psychotic, alcohol and

substance use, somatoform, and eating disorders. The

SCID has good reliability (e.g., Skre et al. 1991), and our

team of trained interviewers has established excellent

interrater reliability with this interview (j = 0.92; e.g.,

Gotlib et al. 2004; Levens and Gotlib 2010). Participants

who met DSM-IV criteria for MDD were included in the

currently depressed group; participants with no current or

past Axis I disorder were included in the never depressed

group, and participants who met criteria for at least one

episode of MDD in their lifetimes, but who were not

diagnosable with MDD at the time of completing the RRS

scale, were included in the formerly depressed group.

The MDD group consisted of 353 participants, the never

depressed group of 377 participants, and the formerly

depressed group of 70 participants. Whereas the sample

sizes for the MDD and never depressed groups are above

standard guidelines for conducting factor analyses, the ratio

of sample size to items in the formerly depressed group is

smaller but similar to that used in many other studies (e.g.,

Costello and Osborne 2005; Fabrigar et al. 1999)

Measures

Rumination

The RRS scale is a subscale of the 71-item Response Styles

Questionnaire (RSQ; Nolen-Hoeksema et al. 1993). The

RSQ measures individuals’ tendencies to ruminate (the

RRS scale) and to self-distract when in a sad or depressed

mood. A subset of the present sample (178 currently

depressed, 251 never depressed, and 45 formerly depressed

participants) completed the RRS scale items as part of

completing the larger RSQ. Because we decided in our

laboratory to focus on rumination, and not on distraction,

the remaining 175 MDD, 126 never depressed, and 25

formerly depressed participants completed only the

25-item RRS subscale of the RSQ. We should note that

Treynor et al. (2003) used a 22-item version of the RRS

scale, and Bagby et al. (2004) used a 21-item version; it is

not clear why there are different versions of the full RRS

scale. Importantly, however, all of the participants in the

present study completed the same 10 RRS scale items that

were used by Treynor et al. (see Table 2 for these items).

All participants were presented with the following

instructions for completing the RRS scale:

People think and do many different things when they

feel depressed. Please read each of the following

items and indicate whether you almost never, some-

times, often, or almost always think or do each one
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when you feel down, sad, or depressed. Please indi-

cate what you generally do, not what you think you

should do.

Depressive Symptomatology

Participants in all three groups completed the 21-item Beck

Depression Inventory-II (BDI; Beck et al. 1996) assessing

the severity of their depressive symptoms. Over the past

several decades the BDI has been found to have high

reliability and validity (e.g., Beck et al. 1996).

Results

Participant Characteristics

Participant characteristics are presented in Table 1. The

three groups of participants did not differ significantly in

the proportion of males and females, v2(2) = 3.689,

P = 0.158. The groups did differ, however, in age,

F(2,723) = 8.801, q = 0.024, P \ 0.0001, and in BDI

scores, F(2,770) = 1302.68, q = 0.772, P \ 0.0001. Fol-

low-up tests indicated that the MDD participants were

older than the never depressed participants, t(723) =

4.191, P \ 0.0001, but not the formerly depressed partic-

ipants, t(723) = 1.117, P = 0.264, who did not differ

significantly from each other, t(723) = 1.403, P = 0.161.

As expected, the currently depressed participants had sig-

nificantly higher BDI scores than did the formerly

depressed participants, t(770) = 25.822, P \ 0.0001, who

in turn had higher BDI scores than did the never depressed

participants, t(770) = 3.773, P \ 0.0001.

Factor Analyses

Treynor et al. (2003) conducted a principal components

analysis with an orthogonal (varimax) rotation. These

methods of factor extraction, once standard because of

limited computational power, are now considered to be

inappropriate for many purposes. A principal component

analysis is appropriate for data reduction, but not for

identifying latent variables (e.g., Costello and Osborne

2005; Fabrigar et al. 1999), which is the goal of the present

study. The orthogonal rotation used by Treynor et al. also

assumes that the extracted factors do not correlate, even

though both theory and data suggest that subtypes of

rumination are indeed intercorrelated. Because it is not

clear that the factor structure was correctly defined in

Treynor et al.’s study, we proceeded with exploratory

instead of confirmatory factor analyses in the present study.

Thus, we conducted exploratory factors analyses with

maximum likelihood extraction and an oblique rotation

(direct oblimin). Investigators typically use a factor loading

cut-off between 0.3 and 0.4 to construct factors. Consistent

with Fabrigar et al.’s (1999) recommendation, we used a

factor loading of 0.3. This value is considered to be the

minimum needed for a variable to have practical signifi-

cance (e.g., Hair et al. 1998).

The factor analysis of the data from the control group

replicated Treynor et al.’s (2003) findings. A parallel

analysis (Horn 1965), considered to be superior to the scree

test and the Kaiser criterion (Fabrigar et al. 1999;

O’Conner 2000) used by Treynor et al. (2003), was used to

determine the number of factors to extract. This analysis

indicated retaining two factors. All five ‘‘reflection’’ items

loaded on the first factor and all five ‘‘brooding’’ items

loaded on the second factor (see Table 2). The eigenvalues

for the factors were 3.713 and 1.562, respectively, together

accounting for 52.753% of the variance. The correlation

between these factors was 0.436. These values are strik-

ingly similar to those obtained by Treynor et al., who found

their reflection and brooding factors to have eigenvalues of

3.41 and 1.64, respectively, and to account for 50.5% of the

variance (see Table 2 for factor loadings). Thus, these

findings suggest that in never depressed participants, the

RRS scale is composed of reflection and brooding factors.

In contrast, the factor analysis of the data from the MDD

participants did not replicate Treynor et al.’s (2003) results.

A parallel analysis again suggested a two-factor model, but

the items did not separate into reflection and brooding

factors as they did in the never depressed group (see

Table 2). In particular, the item, ‘‘write down what you are

thinking and analyze it,’’ from Treynor et al.’s reflection

Table 1 Characteristics of participants

Never depressed Formerly depressed Currently depressed

M SD M SD M SD

N (N female) 377 (254) 70 (52) 353 (262)

Age 35.57a 11.73 37.71a,b 10.09 39.42 b 12.03

BDI 2.11a 4.06 5.60b 6.44 29.70c 9.82

BDI range 0–33 0–34 7–55

Means within rows with different subscripts differ significantly at P \ 0.05. BDI = Beck Depression Inventory
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Table 2 Factor loadings and communalities by group

Items Previous

classification

Never depressed group Formerly depressed group Currenty depressed group

Factor

1

Factor

2

Communalities Factor

1

Factor

2

Communalities Factor

1

Factor

2

Communalities

Write down what you
are thinking about
and analyze it

R 0.458 0.049 0.218 -0.061 0.217 0.111 0.109 -0.294 0.131

Go away by yourself

and think about why

you feel this way

R 0.885 -0.153 0.554 0.058 0.775 0.588 -0.045 -0.851 0.469

Go someplace alone to

think about your

feelings

R 0.835 -0.076 0.551 0.034 0.908 0.643 -0.078 -0.761 0.418

Analyze recent events

to try to understand

why you are

depressed

R 0.576 0.184 0.474 0.002 0.302 0.373 0.388 -0.336 0.435

Analyze your

personality to try to

understand why you

are depressed

R 0.580 0.236 0.523 0.125 0.364 0.452 0.439 -0.345 0.460

Think ‘‘What am I

doing to deserve

this?’’

B -0.042 0.539 0.253 0.818 -0.109 0.604 0.555 0.001 0.320

Think ‘‘Why do I

always react this

way?’’

B 0.197 0.458 0.292 0.710 0.190 0.539 0.704 0.030 0.375

Think about a recent

situation, wishing it

had gone better

B 0.166 0.418 0.240 0.597 0.206 0.539 0.537 -0.148 0.329

Think ‘‘Why do I have

problems other people

don’t have?’’

B -0.090 0.602 0.246 0.875 -0.163 0.666 0.655 0.052 0.390

Think ‘‘Why can’t I

handle things better?’’

B 0.031 0.633 0.299 0.783 -0.006 0.601 0.628 0.066 0.280

Isolate yourself and
think about the
reasons why you feel
sad

New item 0.678 0.024 0.431 0.179 0.677 0.554 0.211 0.450 0.323

Go away by yourself

and think about why

you feel this way

R 0.857 -0.118 0.554 -0.046 0.824 0.609 -0.080 0.862 0.479

Go someplace alone to

think about your

feelings

R 0.871 -0.078 0.603 -0.07 0.899 0.665 -0.133 0.819 0.444

Analyze recent events

to try to understand

why you are

depressed

R 0.550 0.205 0.477 -0.042 0.332 0.363 0.383 0.304 0.433

Analyze your

personality to try to

understand why you

are depressed

R 0.545 0.260 0.517 0.082 0.38 0.440 0.431 0.317 0.456

Think ‘‘What am I

doing to deserve

this?’’

B -0.037 0.531 0.252 0.821 -0.118 0.622 0.567 -0.014 0.326

Think ‘‘Why do I

always react this

way?’’

B 0.167 0.474 0.287 0.685 0.231 0.569 0.722 -0.051 0.379
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subscale had poor initial communality with the other items

(0.131) and did not load on either factor. In addition, two

other ‘‘reflection’’ items loaded most strongly on the factor

containing the five ‘‘brooding’’ items, with the factor

structure suggesting that these two items also cross-loaded

on the other factor. The correlation between the two factors

was 0.482. In sum, these findings suggest that the distinc-

tion between reflection and brooding is blurred in indi-

viduals with MDD.

The factor analysis conducted on the RRS scale scores of

the formerly depressed participants yielded evidence of

reflection and brooding factors similar to those obtained in

the never depressed group and in the unselected community

sample assessed by Treynor et al. (2003). A parallel analysis

again indicated that two factors should be extracted. All five

‘‘brooding’’ items loaded on the first factor and four of the

five ‘‘reflection’’ items loaded on the second factor (see

Table 2). The eigenvalues for the factors were 3.567 and

2.159, respectively, and together accounted for 57.266% of

the variance. The correlation between the two factors was

0.193. As was the case for the MDD sample, the single item

that did not load on either factor was ‘‘write down what you

are thinking and analyze it,’’ which also had a low initial

communality of 0.111 in this sample.

Replacing the ‘‘Write down what you are thinking

and analyze it’’ Item

Overall, the results of these three factor analyses suggest

that the item, ‘‘write down what you are thinking and

analyze it,’’ should be eliminated from the RRS scale. It

had extremely small initial communality in the MDD,

formerly, and never depressed groups (0.131, 0.111, 0.218,

respectively), suggesting that it does not measure the same

latent variable as the other items do; moreover, it did not

load on either factor in the MDD or formerly depressed

groups. Consequently, we examined whether this item

could be replaced with a psychometrically stronger item

from the larger RRS scale. A stronger item should have a

larger initial communality and should load on one of the

two factors in all three samples.

We replaced the ‘‘write down’’ item with the item,

‘‘isolate yourself and think about the reasons why you feel

sad.’’ Treynor et al. (2003) used a 22-item version of the

RRS scale that did not include this item; therefore, this

item was not one of the items excluded from their study as

being confounded with depressive symptoms. We chose

this item as a substitute because it is similar to the two

items that loaded on factor two in the MDD group and, if it

loaded with these two items, it would increase the number

of items loading on this factor to the minimum of three

recommended by Costello and Osborne (2005). This item

was also similar to the items that load on the reflection

factor in the never depressed and formerly depressed

groups and, therefore, may be an acceptable substitute for

the ‘‘write down’’ item. Finally, this item does not appear

to be confounded with depressive symptoms to any greater

extent than are the other items included by Treynor et al.

After replacing the ‘‘write down’’ item with the ‘‘isolate

yourself’’ item, we again conducted factor analyses and

found support for a two-factor model in both the never

depressed and formerly depressed groups. In the never

depressed group, the item, ‘‘isolate yourself,’’ loaded on the

reflection factor and the remaining items loaded on the

brooding factor (see Table 2). The eigenvalues were 3.882

and 1.585, respectively, and accounted for 54.671% of the

variance. The communality of the item, ‘‘isolate yourself,’’

was 0.474 (compared to 0.218 of the item, ‘‘write down’’),

and the alpha coefficient of the reflection factor including

this item was 0.838 (compared to 0.816 with the ‘‘write

down’’ item). The alpha coefficient of the brooding factor

in the present study was 0.694, compared with 0.77 in

Treynor et al.’s (2003) study. The correlation between

these two factors was 0.437.

In the formerly depressed group, the ‘‘isolate yourself’’

item also loaded on the reflection factor (see Table 2). The

Table 2 continued

Items Previous

classification

Never depressed group Formerly depressed group Currenty depressed group

Factor

1

Factor

2

Communalities Factor

1

Factor

2

Communalities Factor

1

Factor

2

Communalities

Think about a recent

situation, wishing it

had gone better

B 0.155 0.426 0.236 0.561 0.198 0.537 0.541 0.127 0.329

Think ‘‘Why do I have

problems other people

don’t have?’’

B -0.092 0.599 0.255 0.900 -0.147 0.682 0.673 -0.079 0.388

Think ‘‘Why can’t I

handle things better?’’

B 0.011 0.646 0.299 0.773 0.020 0.601 0.644 -0.086 0.283

Factor loadings and communalities with the ‘‘write down’’ item and with the ‘‘isolate yourself’’ item. R = reflection, B = brooding
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eigenvalues for the brooding and reflection factors were

3.932 and 2.277, respectively, and accounted for 62.09% of

the variance. The communality of the ‘‘isolate yourself’’

item was 0.589 (compared to 0.127 of the ‘‘write down’’

item), and the alpha coefficient of the reflection factor was

0.804 (compared to 0.709 with the ‘‘write down’’ item).

The alpha coefficient of the brooding factor was 0.868. The

correlation between these two factors was 0.291. In sum,

the item, ‘‘isolate yourself’’ has good communality (unlike

the item, ‘‘write down,’’) and loads on factors in both the

formerly depressed and never depressed groups. These

findings suggest that the item, ‘‘isolate yourself,’’ is a

psychometrically strong substitute for the item, ‘‘write

down,’’ in both these groups.

In the MDD group, the factor analysis including the

‘‘isolate yourself’’ item yielded a similar result as the anal-

ysis with the ‘‘write down’’ item, with the exceptions that the

‘‘isolate yourself’’ item loaded with the ‘‘go away’’ and ‘‘go

someplace’’ items on factor 2. As before, two items from the

‘‘reflection’’ subscale cross-loaded on both factors, with

the loadings being stronger on the factor that contains the

brooding items. The eigenvalues for factors 1 and 2 were

4.000 and 1.393, respectively, and together accounted for

53.928% of the variance. The ‘‘isolate yourself’’ item also

had a better communality with the other items (0.323) than

did the ‘‘write down’’ item. The correlation between these

two factors was 0.482. Thus, as was the case for the formerly

depressed and never depressed groups, the ‘‘isolate yourself’’

item is psychometrically stronger than the ‘‘write down’’

item in the MDD group.

The finding that the two ‘‘analyze’’ items from the

reflection subscale cross-loaded on both factors supports

the hypothesis that the distinction between reflection and

brooding is blurred in depressed individuals. Because

statisticians recommend removing cross-loading items

(e.g., Costello and Osborne 2005; Ferguson and Cox 1993),

we removed these two items from further analysis. Thus,

we labeled factor 1 brooding because it contains only the

same five brooding items found in the nondepressed

groups. In contrast, only three items cleanly loaded on

factor 2 (only two items from Treynor et al.’s 2003,

‘‘reflection’’ subscale’’); given that these three items mea-

sure a tendency to self-isolate with the intention to rumi-

nate, we call this factor ‘intentional rumination.’ The alpha

coefficient of the brooding factor was 0.760, and the alpha

coefficient of the intentional reflection factor was 0.757.

Finally, we examined the relation between BDI scores

and the factors obtained in the three groups of participants.

In the MDD group, depressive severity, as measured with

the BDI, was associated with both brooding, r(330) =

0.470, P \ 0.0001, and intentional rumination, r(330) =

0.121, P = 0.022. However, brooding was more strongly

associated with depressive severity than was intentional

rumination, t(330) = 6.71, P \ 0.001. In addition, regress-

ing both brooding and intentional rumination on depressive

severity in the same model left only general rumination

significantly associated with depressive severity, suggest-

ing that the variance unique to intentional rumination is not

related to depressed mood. In the formerly depressed

group, higher BDI scores were positively related to higher

scores on the brooding factor, r(67) = 0.256, P = 0.04,

but not on the reflection factor (i.e., the average of 5 items,

including the ‘‘isolate yourself’’ item), r(67) = 0.084,

P = 0.497. In the control group, higher BDI scores were

related to higher scores on both the reflection factor (the

average of 5 items including the ‘‘isolate yourself’’ item),

r(364) = 0.12, P = 0.022, and the brooding factor,

r(364) = 0.34, P \ 0.0001. The brooding factor was more

strongly associated with BDI scores was than the reflection

factor, t(365) = 4.25, P \ 0.001. In both the formerly

depressed and the never depressed groups, regressing both

factors on depressive severity in the same model left only

the brooding factor significantly associated with depressive

severity, suggesting that the variance unique to the reflec-

tion factor is not related to current depressed mood.

Discussion

Treynor et al.’s (2003) identification of brooding and

reflection components of the RRS scale in a randomly

selected community sample has had a significant influence

on research focused on rumination. It is unclear, however,

whether these components would also be found in other

populations, such as individuals who are currently

depressed, who were formerly depressed, or have never

been depressed. The present results support the distinction

between brooding and reflection in never depressed and in

formerly depressed individuals, with the exception that the

‘‘write down what you are thinking and analyze it’’ item

from the reflection subscale did not load on either factor in

the formerly depressed group. A two-factor solution was

also found in the MDD group, but it did not support a

distinction between brooding and reflection. Instead, two

‘‘reflection’’ items cross-loaded on both factors, with larger

loadings on the factor with the ‘‘brooding’’ items. In this

sample, the ‘‘write down’’ item did not load on either

factor. Thus, only two of the five items from Treynor

et al.’s reflection scale cleanly loaded on a separate factor,

and two ‘reflection’ items loaded with the brooding items.

These findings suggest that brooding and reflection are

distinct in individuals who are not currently depressed (i.e.,

never depressed and formerly depressed persons), but not

in individuals who are currently depressed (i.e., the MDD

group).
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The pattern of findings obtained in this study suggests

that the ‘‘state’’ of depression, and not a vulnerability to the

disorder, is associated with the blurring of reflection and

brooding. It appears, therefore, that in individuals who are

not in a depressed state, brooding and reflection may occur

independently, and brooding may still be a unique predictor

of increases in depression over time, as found by Treynor

et al. (2003). Once an individual becomes depressed,

however, brooding and reflection, and in particular, the

self-analytical style measured by the two cross-loading

items, may exacerbate each other, making it difficult to

distinguish between these two constructs. It is possible that

this self-analytical style of rumination will also become

more maladaptive, like brooding, as an individual becomes

more depressed. These findings suggest that investigators

should not use the RRS reflection subscale in clinically

depressed samples and, further, that findings from the

reflection subscale in nonclinical samples may not gener-

alize to clinical populations.

The present results also suggest that the item, ‘‘write

down what you are thinking and analyze it,’’ should be

eliminated from the short version of the RRS scale and

replaced with the item, ‘‘isolate yourself and think about

the reasons why you feel sad.’’ The ‘‘write down’’ item had

extremely small communality with the other items in all

three groups and did not load on either factor in the for-

merly depressed and MDD groups. This finding may not be

surprising, given that only a small subset of individuals

who ruminate are likely to write about their ruminations. In

contrast, the ‘‘isolate yourself’’ item had better initial

communality in all three groups and loaded on a factor with

‘‘reflection’’ items in all three groups. Moreover, this item

loaded with the two items forming the intentional rumi-

nation factor in the MDD group, increasing the strength

and stability of this factor (Costello and Osborne 2005).

The intentional rumination factor appears to be distinct

from the reflection factor found by Treynor et al. (2003), in

that it only contains two of the original five items. After

replacing the ‘‘write down’’ item with the ‘‘isolate your-

self’’ item, three items loaded on this factor, all measure

the tendency to self-isolate with the intention to rumina-

tion. Although we labeled this factor ‘‘intentional rumina-

tion,’’ it is not clear whether it is the self-isolation

associated with the rumination or the intentionality or

purposefulness of the rumination that makes this form of

rumination distinct from that measured by the brooding

factor. Unfortunately, because the items of the RRS scale

were not designed to examine this distinction, it is difficult

to draw strong conclusions concerning these explanations.

Nevertheless, these two accounts make distinct and

testable predictions about mood. If this factor primarily

represents a normal form of rumination with the exception

that it occurs in isolation, then it should be associated with

a higher level of depressed mood than the rumination

measured by the brooding factor, given that isolation will

decrease opportunities to engage in rewarding activity and

to be distracted from rumination, which should lead to

more severe levels of depressive symptoms (e.g., Nolen-

Hoeksema et al. 2008). Similarly, if this factor reflects an

intentional and purposeful form of rumination, then it may

be associated with less severe depressed mood than is the

brooding factor, given that intentional rumination may

represent a purposeful attempt to engage in problem solv-

ing about one’s mood and, thereby, lead to stronger

insights about one’s problems than would passive repeti-

tion of sad thoughts (Treynor et al. 2003). Intentional

rumination may also be less distressing than are more

automatic forms of rumination because it is less intrusive.

The present data support an intentional rumination inter-

pretation of this factor. This factor was related to signifi-

cantly lower severity of depression than the brooding

factor. Therefore, we think the name of this factor, inten-

tional rumination, is acceptable for now. Further research is

required, however, to examine more systematically whe-

ther there might be a more appropriate label for this factor.

Intentional rumination was only weakly related to

severity of depression in the MDD group; indeed, con-

trolling for scores on the brooding factor rendered non-

significant the correlation between intentional rumination

and depression severity. This finding suggests that inten-

tional rumination is not as maladaptive as the form of

rumination measured by the brooding factor. Prospective

research is needed, however, to examine whether inten-

tional rumination predicts a decrease in depressive symp-

toms and, therefore, could be an adaptive form of

rumination. Future research might also examine reasons

why intentional rumination appears to be more adaptive

than brooding. For example, although Nolen-Hoeksema’s

Response Styles Theory postulates that rumination does not

typically lead to constructive problem solving (e.g., Nolen-

Hoeksema et al. 2008), it is possible that intentionally

engaging in a period of rumination about one’s problems

will lead to improved problem solving.

The results of this study suggest that brooding is a more

stable subscale than is reflection because all five items of

this scale load together in all three groups. However, again,

caution should be taken before assuming that ‘‘brooding’’

in nondepressed individuals is the same as ‘‘brooding’’ in

depressed individuals. Two ‘‘reflection’’ items actually

loaded more strongly with the ‘‘brooding’’ items than with

the other ‘‘reflection’’ items in the depressed group.

Therefore, it is possible that the latent variable measured

by the ‘‘brooding’’ items also changes when individuals

become depressed.

Treynor et al. (2003) concluded that the brooding factor

is maladaptive and the reflection factor, adaptive.
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Importantly, however, this finding has not been corrobo-

rated consistently in subsequent research (e.g., Johnson

et al. 2008; Surrence et al. 2009). For example, Miranda

and Nolen-Hoeksema (2007) found that both brooding and

reflection predicted increased suicidal ideation at a one-

year follow up in a large, unselected community sample,

even when controlling for baseline suicide ideation. The

present results may explain some of these equivocal find-

ings. For example, only the more severely depressed

individuals in Miranda and Nolen-Hoeksema’s unselected

sample are likely to exhibit suicide ideation, and the

present study suggests that in depressed individuals, some

of the items in the reflection scale measure a similar form

of rumination as the items in the brooding subscale.

Therefore, the overlap of reflection items with brooding

items may account for its association with suicide ideation;

Miranda and Nolen-Hoeksema may not have found this

association if they had examined scores on the intentional

rumination subscale instead of on the reflection subscale.

The present results may also explain why some studies

have found a relation between specific dependent variables

and brooding but not reflection (e.g., Jones et al. 2008;

Joormann et al. 2006). Null results may have been obtained

with the reflection subscale because the items in this scale

are not stable markers of a latent variable. Indeed, two of

the five items do not load reliably on only one latent var-

iable as depressed mood fluctuates, and one item that was

included in the reflection subscale has little in common

with the other items in the subscale. In contrast, all five

items from the brooding subscale load together on the same

factor in all groups. Thus, investigators may wish to

reconsider whether such null results are veridical or,

instead, if they are due to noise in the reflection subscale.

One potential limitation to this study is that the ratio of

sample size to items in the formerly depressed sample is

small (7 to 1). Nevertheless, a ratio of this size is common

in studies using factor analysis (Costello and Osborne

2005), and the factor analyses on this sample yielded clear

results, suggesting that the findings are reliable. Future

research, however, should be conducted to confirm the

factor structure in the formerly depressed group.

Future research is also needed to examine several other

issues raised in the present study. The number of items that

load on the intentional rumination factor should be

increased to at least five so that this factor can be compared

with the brooding factor. In the meantime, we suggest that

researchers both continue to report the average of all 10

RRS items and, when examining the subscales, report

scores from the three-item intentional rumination subscale

separately from the two ‘‘analyze’’ items even in nonde-

pressed groups in order to compare scores on this subscale

across groups. Researchers should also be aware that the

intentional rumination scale is less reliable than the

brooding scale because it contains fewer items. It is not yet

clear why the two ‘‘analyze’’ items loaded cleanly with the

reflection items in nondepressed samples but cross-loaded

with brooding items in a depressed sample. Although we

eliminated these items from further analysis, they are clearly

of theoretical importance. Future research should examine

how this analytical form of rumination changes and becomes

more like the rumination measured by the brooding items

when individuals become clinically depressed. The change

may indicate ways in which rumination can become more

maladaptive when a person becomes depressed. For exam-

ple, Kwon and Olson (2007) noted that reflection might be

adaptive only if it is reality-based and constructive. It is

possible that when individuals become depressed, increased

negative biases make self-analysis less constructive and

realistic and, therefore, as maladaptive as the type of rumi-

nation measured by the Brooding items. Future research

should also examine whether these ‘‘analyze’’ items cross-

load in dysphoric participants, a population frequently

examined by researchers interested in rumination.

In summary, we found support for a distinction between

brooding and reflection in two groups of currently nonde-

pressed individuals, but not in a group of individuals diag-

nosed with MDD. Our results also suggest that the ‘‘write

down’’ item from the original short version of the RRS scale

should be replaced with the ‘‘isolate yourself’’ item. This

item loads with the four other reflection items in the non-

depressed groups, and with two other items in the depressed

group to create a new subscale we labeled ‘‘intentional

rumination.’’ Given the stability of this subscale across

groups in the present study, future research might profitably

focus on further elucidating its characteristics.
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