Market Psychology Questionnaire

Brett N. Steenbarger, Ph.D.

www.brettsteenbarger.com
Note:  The following questionnaire first appeared in a column I wrote for the former site WorldlyInvestor.com on January 12, 2001.  Scoring for the questionnaire and an explanation of results are in the second portion of this article, after the questionnaire items.

Instructions:  The following questionnaire describes 24 emotional states.  Please use the scale that appears below to describe how you have felt during the last two weeks of trading.  Please do not read further into this article until you have completed the questionnaire.

1 = almost never; 2 = rarely; 3 = sometimes; 4 = often; 5 = almost always

	1) Happy _____
	9) Joyful _____
	17) Cheery _____

	2) Pleased _____
	10) Content _____
	18) Satisfied _____

	3) Energetic _____
	11) Enthusiastic _____
	19) Lively _____

	4) Affectionate _____
	12) Caring _____
	20) Warm _____

	5) Sad _____
	13) Melancholy _____
	21) Depressed _____

	6) Nervous _____
	14) Stressed ______
	22) Edgy _____

	7) Frustrated _____
	15) Angry ______
	23) Irritated _____

	8) Regretful _____
	16) Guilty _____
	24) Self Doubting _____


Explanation of the Questionnaire

Please note that this is not a mental health questionnaire.  It is not intended to diagnose or identify emotional problems.  Instead, it is a snapshot of your state of mind during the past two weeks.  

The purpose of the questionnaire is to assess the relative balance between your positive emotional states (psychological well-being) and your negative emotional states (psychological distress).  

All of us experience emotional stresses.  Indeed, a high degree of stress is built into many life situations (raising children in a two career family; short-term, highly leveraged trading; etc.).  The challenge is not to reduce stress, since the demands we face at work and home are part and parcel of what make life meaningful.  Rather, the goal is to ensure that stress does not generate distress; that our lives have a favorable balance between states of well-being and states of distress.

Every challenging situation we face is a source of stress.  Every challenging situation we face is also a potential source of well-being—and a potential source of distress.

If we reduce our stress by eliminating life’s challenges, we also reduce our avenues for well-being and fulfillment.  A great example of this for many people is retirement.  Once retired, people face few of the demands from work and raising a family.  They also may experience few of the joys associated with productive work and family attachments.  Without these sources of well-being, life can become dull, routine, and meaningless—which generates distress!

It is not well appreciated by most people that many “psychological symptoms” result, not from great conflicts, deficits, or problems with self-esteem, but from a relative absence of well-being.  Abraham Maslow was one of the first psychologists to recognize that we need positive emotional states to function optimally.

This questionnaire can thus serve as a quick and dirty way for you to identify where you stand with respect to both distress and well-being.  We commonly recognize that emotional states are most likely to sabotage trading if distress is high.  Equally important, however, is the interference with trading that results from an absence of well-being.  

In my own student counseling practice, two-thirds of all the people I have met with have no diagnosable emotional disorder whatsoever.  They are dealing with normal life challenges—and very often the goal of our work is to expand their well-being; not “treat” their distress.  Those students come to counseling asking, “What is my problem?”, hoping to stop doing something wrong.  Instead, they should be asking, “What makes me happy and fulfilled?” and start doing more of the right things.

What percentage of your life is spent doing the things that truly make you happy?  So much of what gets people in trouble in life—addictions, extra-marital affairs, excessive debt—is a (poor) compensation for the happiness that is missing in their lives.  So much of what gets people in trouble in trading is trying to use trading (or the results of trading) as a substitute for the gratifications otherwise missing in their lives.  Trading can be immensely fulfilling, but it will not fill a vacuum.

Scoring the Questionnaire

To score the questionnaire, you’ll be adding your responses for the three items in each of the eight rows.  This will give you a total of eight subscale scores.

Row One (Items 1, 9, 17):  This is your happiness score.

Row Two (Items 2, 10, 18):  This is your satisfaction score.

Row Three (Items 3, 11, 19):  This is your energy score.

Row Four (Items 4, 12, 20):  This is your attachment score.

Now add all four of the above scores together.  This is your total score for well-being.

Row Five (Items 5, 13, 21):  This is your depression score.

Row Six (Items 6, 14, 22):  This is your anxiety score.

Row Seven (Items 7, 15, 23):  This is your anger score.

Row Eight (Items 8, 16, 24):  This is your guilt score.

Now add all four of the above scores together.  This is your total score for distress.

Interpreting the Questionnaire Results

The first thing you should look for in the results is the overall ratio of your well-being score to your distress score.  This is a gross measure of your emotional balance over the past two weeks.  

The average person reports more well-being than distress.  If your ratio is 2:1 or greater, your balance is favorable.  As the ratio approaches 1:1, it’s saying that you’re experiencing as much negative emotion as positive.  That raises the odds that distress will interfere with life activities, including trading.  A ratio where distress is greater than well-being suggests that something in your life is out of whack.  It may be a temporary factor, such as a loss in a relationship, or it may be an ongoing state of affairs.  If ongoing, some efforts at change might be in order.

Again, please realize that the questionnaire is not identifying emotional disorders.  A person can have an unfavorable balance of emotions for a variety of reasons.  It is when this negative balance persists over time that it becomes a potential impediment to trading, relationships, creative work, etc.

Simply looking at the balance between distress and well-being is somewhat misleading.  A person might have a relatively favorable balance, but be low in both well-being and distress.  In such a case, the relative absence of well-being is not (yet) generating emotional consequences, but may be worth addressing.  Conversely, someone who is high in distress and in well-being may be in emotional turmoil, but handling it quite effectively.  

In addition to the overall scores, it is helpful to examine each of the eight subscale scores closely.  Because each question is scored on a 1 – 5 scale, a subscale score below 9 is relatively low, and a score of 12 or above is relatively high.  By identifying your highest and lowest scores, you can assess where you are most generating distress and where you might be missing well-being.  For instance, your well-being scores for happiness, satisfaction, and energy might be high, and your distress scores for guilt, anxiety, and anger might be low.  The lower score on the dimension of attachment and the higher score on the dimension of depression might suggest that fulfillment in relationships is missing—and perhaps becoming a source of negative feelings about oneself.

Ideally, you would take this snapshot at intervals throughout the year, tracking your scores over time.  This would give you a sense of whether ups and downs in your emotional states are situational or continuous.  A series of scores would also tell you how your life is going overall, if your investments in life’s activities are generating acceptable emotional returns.  You wouldn’t settle for 1% savings account returns on your retirement funds.  Why settle for paltry emotional returns in life?
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