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The Role of Internal Health Locus of Control in Relation to
Self-Rated Health in Older Adults
Anao Zhang and Yuri Jang
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ABSTRACT
The present study examined how internal health locus of con-
trol is associated with older adults’ self-rated health.
Multivariate analyses with older participants (aged ≥ 60) in
the MIDUS II (n = 1,533) showed that internal health locus of
control was not only directly associated with positive ratings of
health but also interacted with gender and race. The positive
impact of internal health locus of control on self-rated health
was particularly greater in females and Whites than their coun-
terparts. Findings highlight the important role of internal
health locus of control in the psychological mechanism of
health and call attention to group-specific strategies for health
promotion.
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Introduction

Self-rated health, a single item asking, “How would you rate your overall
health?” has been well-established as an important health indicator in ger-
ontological research (Miller & Wolinsky, 2007; Pinquart, 2001). For the past
few decades, self-rated health has been widely studied, and its significance in
predicting older individuals’ general health and well-being and even mortal-
ity has been well established (DeSalvo, Bloser, Reynolds, He, & Muntner,
2005; Miller & Wolinsky, 2007). It is notable that the predictive power of self-
rated health is equal to or exceeds that of objective measures such as
diagnosis of disease and laboratory parameters (French et al., 2012; Giltay,
Vollaard, & Kromhout, 2012).

Based on the notion of the social determinant of health (Marmot &
Wilkinson, 2005) and the multifaceted nature of health (World Health
Organization [WHO], 1948), there has been an influx of empirical literature
examining a wide array of predictors of self-rated health. As anticipated,
physical health-related variables such as chronic disease and functional dis-
ability serve as a fundamental basis of older individuals’ subjective assess-
ment of their own health (Mavaddat, Valderas, van der Linde, Khaw, &
Kinmonth, 2014). Moving beyond, studies have also demonstrated the
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contribution of psychosocial factors to predicting self-ratings of health. For
example, personality traits, optimism, perceived social status, social network
and support, and social capital have shown to influence self-rated health after
controlling for the effect of physical health indicators (Amstadter et al., 2010;
Giordano & Lindstrom, 2010; Sargent-Cox, Anstey, & Luszcz, 2008; Wolff,
Subramanian, Acevedo-Garcia, Weber, & Kawachi, 2010)

One potential factor that may serve as an important determinant of
self-rating of health is internal health locus of control. Referring to the
extent to which individuals believe that their own behaviors and life-
styles influence their health conditions (Hinote, 2007; Wallston, 2013),
internal health locus of control has been an integral part of social
learning theory and received considerable attention in health promotion
research (He, 2014; Reitzel et al., 2013). Although internal health locus
of control is widely known as an important promoter of various health
behaviors, limited attention has been paid to its link to perceptional
aspects of health (Milte, Luszcz, Ratcliffee, Masters, & Crotty, 2015;
Pudrovska, 2015). Building upon a recent study (Sargent-Cox &
Anstey, 2015) demonstrating a positive link between health locus of
control and health perceptions, we anticipated that older individuals
with a high level of internal health locus of control would have a
favorable rating of their own health regardless of their physical health
conditions.

Another focus of the current investigation is whether the effect of
internal health locus of control on self-rating of health would be mod-
ified by age, gender, and race. Given the underlying differences posed by
age, gender, and race in internal health locus of control (Pudrovska,
2015; Sargent-Cox & Anstey, 2015) and self-rated health (Chemaitelly
et al., 2013; Hudson, Puterman, Bibbins-Domingo, Matthews, & Adler,
2013; Shippee, Rowan, Sivagnanam, & Oakes, 2015), there might be
subgroup differences in the relationship between internal health locus
of control and self-rated health. The exploration of the within-group
variations would not only help better understand the psychological
mechanisms associated with self-ratings of health but also suggest
group-specific strategies for health promotion.

Based on the above review, the present study aimed to examine (1) the
direct effect of internal health locus of control on self-rated health and
(2) the moderating effect of age, gender, and race in the relationship
between internal health locus of control and self-rated health. The
assessment was conducted after controlling for the effect of demographic
variables (age, gender, race, marital status, and educational attainment)
and physical health indicators (chronic conditions and functional
disability).
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Methods

Sample

The data were from the Midlife Development in the United States (MIDUS II)
2004–2006. MIDUS II is the second wave of the MIDUS survey which used
national representative sampling with random digit dialing procedures to recruit
English-speaking and non-institutionalized adults aged from 25 to 74 across 48
states (Ryff et al., 2007). Of the 7108 participants in the original MIDUS study,
4963 individuals were successfully contacted (75% retention rate after adjusting
for mortality) to participate in a 30-minute follow-up interview and leave-
behind questionnaire. More detailed information on MIDUS project can be
found elsewhere (e.g., Kessler, Mickelson, & Williams, 1999; Ryff et al., 2007).
Given the specific interest in older adults, the present analysis is based on
participants aged 60 or older (n = 1533). Preliminary assessment of the data
did not detect any issues related to normality, outliers, and missing, resulting in
the use of all 1533 participants for analysis.

Measures

Self-rated health
Self-rated health was measured with a single question: “In general, would you
say your physical health is excellent (5), very good (4), good (3), fair (2), or
poor (1)?”

Demographic variables
Demographic information included age (in years), gender (1 = male,
2 = female), race (1 = Non-Hispanic White, 2 = Non-White), marital status
(1 = married, 2 = not married), and educational attainment (0 = < high
school graduation, 1 = ≥ high school graduation).

Physical health indicators
Chronic condition and functional disability were used as indicators of phy-
sical health. Using a 30-item checklist of chronic conditions (e.g., diabetes,
stroke, hypertension, heart condition, cancer), participants were asked to
self-report on a yes or no format. Total counts were recoded into “none”
(0), “one or two conditions” (1), and “three or more conditions” (3).

Functional disability was measured with the 7-item instrumental activity
of daily living (IADL) scale (Lawton & Brody, 1969). Participants were asked
to report the extent of difficulty in performing each activity in the list (e.g.,
lifting or carrying groceries, walking more than a mile) on a scale ranging
from “no difficulty at all” (0) to “a lot of difficulty” (3). Total scores were
averaged and could range from 0 to 21, with higher scores indicating a
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greater level of functional disability. Internal consistency of the measure in
the present sample was high (α = .93).

Internal health locus of control
Internal health locus of control was assessed with the four items in the health
locus of control scale (Wallston & Wallston, 1981). Participants were asked
to indicate the level of agreement to the following statements: “Keeping
healthy depends on things that I can do,” “There are certain things I can
do for myself to reduce the risk of a heart attack,” “There are certain things I
can do for myself to reduce the risk of getting cancer,” and “I work hard at
trying to stay healthy.” Each statement was rated on a 7-point scale ranging
from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (7). Total scores could range
from 4 to 28, higher scores indicating a greater level of internal health locus
of control. Principle component analysis of the four items extracted a single
dominant factor that accounts for 61% of the variance. Internal consistency
of the scale in the present sample was high (α = .77).

Analytic strategy

After reviewing descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations among study
variables, a multivariate linear regression model of self-rated health was
tested. The set of predictors included: (1) demographic variables (age, gender,
race, marital status, and educational attainment), (2) physical health indica-
tors (chronic condition and functional disability), and (3) internal health
locus of control. Subsequent to the direct effect model, interaction terms of
internal health locus of control with age, gender, and race were added. If any
interaction term was found to be significant, further analysis was conducted
by stratifying the total sample by the identified moderating factor. Then, the
correlation coefficients between internal health locus of control and self-rated
health in the subgroups were compared using Fisher’s r-to-z transformation,
a statistical method to determine the difference between independent corre-
lation coefficients. All analyses were conducted using SPSS 23.0.

Results

Descriptive characteristics of the sample

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for study variables. The average age
of the sample was about 70 with a range between 60 and 84. The sample had
almost equal distribution in gender and was predominantly White. About
68% of the participants were married, and almost 90% had at least high
school education. About 13% of the sample were free from any chronic
disease, and nearly half reported having three or more chronic conditions.
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Functional disability scores averaged 1.09 (SD = .93). The average scores for
internal health locus of control and self-rated health were 24.4 (SD = 3.41)
and 3.40 (SD = 1.05), respectively.

Correlations among study variables

At the bivariate level, presented in Table 2, positive ratings of health were
associated with younger age, being White, and higher levels of education.
Both indicators of chronic condition and functional disability were associated
with negative ratings of health. As anticipated, individuals with higher levels
of internal health locus of control were more likely to have favorable ratings
of health. The highest correlation coefficient was observed between func-
tional disability and self-rating of health (r = − .53, p < .001), and no sign of
collinearity was identified.

Regression models of self-rated health

The absence of multicollinearity was further confirmed by checking the
variation inflation factors (VIFs ≤ 1.30) in the regression models. Table 3
presents the results of a series of regression models on self-rated health. The

Table 1. Descriptive characteristics of the sample (N = 1533).
% M ± SD Range

Age 69.2 ± 6.43 60−84
Male 44.9
Non-Hispanic White 92.7
Married 67.6
≥High school graduation 89.0
Chronic condition
None 13.4
One or two 38.3
Three or more 48.3
Functional disability 1.09 ± 0.93 0−3
Internal health locus of control 24.4 ± 3.41 4−28
Self-rated Health 3.40 ± 1.05 1−5

Table 2. Bivariate correlations among study variables.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Age −.01 −.04 .20*** −.05 .10*** .24*** −.06* −.14***
2. Gender .00 .27*** −.01 .09*** .17*** .14*** .01
3. Race .11*** −.12*** −.02 .01 .04 −.08***
4. Marital Status −.09*** .04 .13*** .00 −.04
5. Education −.07** −.11*** .05 .18***
6. Chronic condition .41*** −.09*** −.33***
7. Functional disability −.20*** −.53***
8. Internal health locus of control .27***
9. Self-rated health

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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initial model with demographic variables explained 5.5% of the variance of
self-rated health, and age, race, and education were found to be significant. In
the subsequent model, chronic condition and functional disability were
introduced as physical health indicators, and both of them reached statistical
significance. The addition of physical health indicators to the model
increased the amount of the explained variance by 27%. The third model
included internal health locus of control, and it was shown to be a significant
predictor of self-rating of health, accounting an additional 2.4% of the
variance to the model. The direct effect model with the three sets of pre-
dictors explained a total variance of 34.9%.

The final model included interaction terms of internal health locus of
control with age, gender, and race. Two terms (Internal health locus of
control × Gender and Internal health locus of control × Race) reached
statistical significance. In order to further examine the interaction effect,
the sample was divided by each of the identified moderating factors (gender
and race), and the correlation between internal health locus of control and
self-rated health was compared between the subgroups. As summarized in
Table 4, the correlation between internal health locus of control and self-
rated health in female (r = .36, p = .00) was stronger than that in male
(r = .21, p = .00), and the difference was statistically significant (z = − 3.16,
p = .00). When the sample was divided by race, Whites had a strong
correlation between internal health locus of control and self-rated health
(r = .30, p = .00), whereas non-Whites presented nonsignificant correlation
(r = .02, p = .83). The difference in correlation coefficients was statistically
significant (z = 2.87, p = .00).

Discussion

Building upon the notion of the social determinants of health (Marmot &
Wilkinson, 2005; WHO, 1948), the present study examined factors associated
with older individuals’ self-ratings of health. Focus was given to the role of
internal health locus of control because individuals’ subjective evaluations of
the extent to which they feel in control over their own health may shape not
only behavioral but also perceptional aspects of health (Milte et al., 2015;
Pudrovska, 2015). Supporting the direct and moderating effect models, the

Table 4. Correlation coefficient (r) between IHLC and self-rated health in gender and race
subgroups.

r z

Gender Male (n = 682) .21*** −3.16**
Female (n = 833) .36***

Race Non-Hispanic White (n = 1404) .30*** 2.87**
Non-White (n = 111) .02

**p < .01. ***p < .001.

74 A. ZHANG AND Y. JANG



overall findings shed light on internal health locus of control as an important
factor in understanding individuals’ self-ratings of health and provide impli-
cations for geriatric social work practices.

Consistent with previous studies, positive ratings of health were observed
among older adults with younger age, White race, and a higher level of
education (Brenowitz et al., 2014; Hudson et al., 2013). As anticipated,
physical health indicators served as a critical base of older individuals’ self-
assessment health (Mavaddat et al., 2014). The presence of chronic condition
and functional disability seems to make older individuals prone to negative
perceptions of health.

Controlling for the effect of demographic and physical health-related
characteristics, internal health locus of control was shown to play an
important role in self-assessment of health. Inherent to the existing litera-
ture on the promotive effect of internal health locus of control on lifestyles
and health behaviors (e.g., He, 2014; Reitzel et al., 2013), findings from
this study, further lend support to its contribution to accounting for the
perceptions of health. The feelings of control that older adults hold for
their own health seem to determine how they perceive and evaluate their
health status. The finding that internal health locus of control promotes
positive perceptions and attitudes toward health suggests that it could
serve as a target agent for health promotions and interventions for the
geriatric population.

In addition to the direct effect, internal health locus of control was found
to have significant interactions with gender and race. No moderating effect of
age was observed. Further analyses demonstrated that the positive impact of
internal health locus of control on self-ratings of health was greater in
females and Whites compared to their counterparts. Moving beyond gender
and racial differences in simple means of internal health locus of control and
self-rated health (Pudrovska, 2015; Sargent-Cox & Anstey, 2015), our find-
ings demonstrated that the magnitude of the impact that internal health locus
of control exerts on self-ratings of health differed by gender and race as well.
This finding elucidates potential gender and racial differences in the psycho-
logical mechanisms of health.

Some limitations to the present study should be noted. Foremost concern
is the use of cross-sectional design, which limits the inference of causal
directionality. Although racial variation was one of the major findings in
the present study, racial/ethnic minorities are underrepresented in the data-
set. While the overall retention rate of the MIDUS II dataset was reported,
specific information on retention rate in subgroups was not available. It
should also be noted that functional status of the sample was skewed,
reflecting the nature of volunteer sample of community-dwelling older
adults. Future studies should consider using more representative samples
and longitudinal designs.
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Despite the limitations, the present study not only expands our knowledge
base on older adults’ perceptions of health but also provides implications for
geriatric social work practices. Given its significance in older individuals’ health,
more attention should be paid to internal health locus of control as a focus of
intervention efforts. Unlike personality traits, internal health locus of control is
a psychological characteristic that is amenable to change (Hinote, 2007;
Wolinsky et al., 2009). Interventions geared toward control enhancement and
self-empowerment would bring benefits to older individuals. Our findings on
interaction effects offer further implications to geriatric social work practices by
calling for group-specific intervention strategies. According to the systematic
review by Cattan and colleagues (2005), subgroup differences have rarely been
considered in the existing health promotion interventions for older popula-
tions. Incorporation of differences by race and gender in developing and
implementing intervention programs would help identify target groups to be
prioritized and improve efficacy of the programs.

References

Amstadter, A. B., Begle, A. M., Cisler, J. M., Hernandez, M. A., Muzzy, W., & Aciemo, R.
(2010). Prevalence and correlates of poor self-rated health in the United States: The
national elder mistreatment study. The American Journal of Geriatric Psychiatry, 18(7),
615–623. doi:10.1097/JGP.0b013e3181ca7ef2

Brenowitz, W. D., Hubbard, R. A., Crane, P. K., Gray, S., Zaslavsky, O., & Larson, E. B.
(2014). Longitudinal associations between self-rated health and performance-based physi-
cal function in a population-based cohort of older adults. PLoS One, 9(11), e111761.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0111761

Cattan, M., White, M., BondJ., & Learmouth, A. (2005). Preventing social isolation and
loneliness among older people: A systematic review of health promotion interventions.
Ageing & Society, 25(1), 41–67. doi:10.1017/S0144686X04002594

Chemaitelly, H., Kanaan, C., Beydoun, H., Chaaya, M., Kanaan, M., & Sibai, A. M. (2013).
The role of gender in the association of social capital, social support, and economic
security with self-rated health among older adults in deprived communities in Beirut.
Quality of Life Research, 22(6), 1371–1379. doi:10.1007/s11136-012-0273-9

DeSalvo, K. B., Bloser, N., Reynolds, K., He, J., & Muntner, P. (2005). Morality prediction
with a single general self-rated health question: A meta-analysis. Journal of General
Internal Medicine, 20(1), 267–275.

French, D. J., Browning, C., Kendig, H., Luszcz, M. A., Saito, Y., Sargent-Cox, K., & Anstey,
K. J. (2012). A simple measure with complex determinants: Investigation of the correlates
of self-rated health in older men and women from three continents. BMC Public Health, 12
(1), 649. doi:10.1186/1471-2458-12-649

Giltay, E. J., Vollaard, A. M., & Kromhout, D. (2012). Self-rated health and physician-rated
health as independent predictors of mortality in elderly men. Age and Ageing, 41(2), 165–
171. doi:10.1093/ageing/afr161

Giordano, G. N., & Lindstrom, M. (2010). The impact of changes in different aspects of social
capital and material conditions on self-rated health over time: A longitudinal cohort study.
Social Science & Medicine, 70(5), 700–710. doi:10.1016/j.socscimed.2009.10.044

76 A. ZHANG AND Y. JANG

http://dx.doi.org/10.1097/JGP.0b013e3181ca7ef2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0111761
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X04002594
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11136-012-0273-9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-12-649
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/ageing/afr161
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2009.10.044


He, X. (2014). Abstract 5057: The role of health locus of control and self-efficacy beliefs in
sunscreen use: Evidence from 2012 Health Information National Trends Survey. Cancer
Research, 74(19 Supplement), 5057–5057. doi:10.1158/1538-7445.AM2014-5057

Hinote, B. P. (2007). Health locus of control. In G. Ritzer (Eds.), Blackwell encyclopedia of
sociology (Vol. 4, pp. 2063–2064). Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing.

Hudson, D. L., Puterman, E., Bibbins-Domingo, K., Matthews, K. A., & Adler, N. E. (2013).
Race, life course socioeconomic position, racial discrimination, depressive symptoms and
self-rated health. Social Science & Medicine, 97(1), 7–14. doi:10.1016/j.
socscimed.2013.07.031

Kessler, R. C., Mickelson, K. D., & Williams, D. R. (1999). The prevalence, distribution, and
mental health correlates of perceived discrimination in the United States. Journal of Health
and Social Behavior, 40(3), 208–230. doi:10.2307/2676349

Lawton, M. P., & Brody, E. M. (1969). Assessment of older people: Self-maintaining and
instrumental activities of daily living. The Gerontologist, 9(3 Part 1), 179–186. doi:10.1093/
geront/9.3_Part_1.179

Marmot, M., & Wilkinson, R. (Eds.). (2005). Social determinants of health. Oxford, England:
Oxford University Press.

Mavaddat, N., Valderas, J. M., van der Linde, R., Khaw, K. T., & Kinmonth, A. L. (2014).
Association of self-rated health with multimorbidity, chronic disease and psychosocial
factors in a large middle-aged and older cohort from general practice: A cross-sectional
study. BMC Family Practice, 15(1), 185. doi:10.1186/s12875-014-0185-6

Miller, T. R., & Wolinsky, F. D. (2007). Self-rated health trajectories and mortality among
older adults. The Journals of Gerontology Series B: Psychological Sciences and Social Sciences,
62(1), S22–S27. doi:10.1093/geronb/62.1.S22

Milte, C. M., Luszcz, M. A., Ratcliffee, J., Masters, S., & Crotty, M. (2015). Influence of health
locus of control on recovery of function in recently hospitalized frail older adults.
Geriatrics & Gerontology International, 15(3), 341–349. doi:10.1111/ggi.2015.15.issue-3

Pinquart, M. (2001). Correlates of subjective health in older adults: A meta-analysis.
Psychology and Aging, 16(3), 414–426. doi:10.1037/0882-7974.16.3.414

Pudrovska, T. (2015). Gender and health control beliefs among middle-aged and older adults.
Journal of Aging and Health, 27(2), 284–303. doi:10.1177/0898264314549659

Reitzel, L. R., Lahoti, S., Li, Y., Cao, Y., Wetter, D. W., Waters, A. J., & Vidrine, J. I. (2013).
Neighborhood vigilance, health locus of control, and smoking abstinence. American
Journal of Health Behavior, 37(3), 334–341. doi:10.5993/AJHB.37.3.6

Ryff, C., Almeida, D. M., Ayanian, J. S., Carr, D. S., Cleary, P. D., Coe, C., & Williams, D.
(2007). Midlife development in the United States (MIDUS II), 2004–2006. Ann Arbor, MI:
Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social Research.

Sargent-Cox, K. A., & Anstey, K. J. (2015). The relationship between age-stereotypes and
health locus of control across adult age-groups. Psychology & Health, 30(6), 652–670.
doi:10.1080/08870446.2014.974603

Sargent-Cox, K. A., Anstey, K. J., & Luszcz, M. A. (2008). Determinants of self-rated health
items with different points of reference: Implications for health measurement of older
adults. Journal of Aging and Health, 20(6), 739–761. doi:10.1177/0898264308321035

Shippee, T. P., Rowan, K., Sivagnanam, K., & Oakes, J. M. (2015). Examining the impact of
maternal health, race, and socioeconomic status on daughter’s self-rated health over three
decades. The International Journal of Aging and Human Development, 81(3), 155–175.
doi:10.1177/0091415015617482

Wallston, K. (2013). Multidimensional health locus of control scales. In M. Gellman, & J. R.
Turner (Eds.), Encyclopedia of behavioral medicine (pp. 1266–1269). New York, NY:
Springer.

JOURNAL OF GERONTOLOGICAL SOCIAL WORK 77

http://dx.doi.org/10.1158/1538-7445.AM2014-5057
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2013.07.031
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2013.07.031
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/2676349
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/geront/9.3%5FPart%5F1.179
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/geront/9.3%5FPart%5F1.179
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12875-014-0185-6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/geronb/62.1.S22
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/ggi.2015.15.issue-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0882-7974.16.3.414
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0898264314549659
http://dx.doi.org/10.5993/AJHB.37.3.6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/08870446.2014.974603
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0898264308321035
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0091415015617482


Wallston, K. A., & Wallston, B. S. (1981). Health locus of control scales. In H. M. Lefcourt (ed.),
Research with the locus of control construct (pp. 189–243). New York, NY: Academic Press.

Wolff, L. S., Subramanian, S. V., Acevedo-Garcia, D., Weber, D., & Kawachi, I. (2010).
Compared to whom? Subjective social status, self-rated health, and referent group sensi-
tivity in a diverse US sample. Social Science & Medicine, 70(12), 2019–2028. doi:10.1016/j.
socscimed.2010.02.033

Wolinsky, F. D., Vander Weg, M. W., Martin, R., Unverzagt, F. W., Willis, S. L., Marskiske,
M., . . . Tennstedt, S. L. (2009). Does cognitive training improve internal locus of control
among older adults? Journal of Gerontology: Social Sciences, 65(5), 591–598.

World Health Organization. (1948). World health organization constitution. Retrieved from:
http://apps.who.int/gb/bd/PDF/bd47/EN/constitution-en.pdf?ua=1

78 A. ZHANG AND Y. JANG

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2010.02.033
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2010.02.033
http://apps.who.int/gb/bd/PDF/bd47/EN/constitution-en.pdf?ua=1

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Methods
	Sample
	Measures
	Self-rated health
	Demographic variables
	Physical health indicators
	Internal health locus of control

	Analytic strategy

	Results
	Descriptive characteristics of the sample
	Correlations among study variables
	Regression models of self-rated health

	Discussion
	References

