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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation investigates the relationship between social exchange 

and attributions within a non-negotiated exchange setting. Two general 

questions are the focus of attention in this effort to understand the relationship 

between social exchange and attributions. The first question investigates how 

the structure and process of exchange influences the intemal/extemal 

attributions by actors. The second question investigates the influence of the 

intemal/extemal dimension of causal attributions on exchange behavior. 

Hypotheses are developed about the effects of exchange on attributions, as well 

as the effects of attributions on exchange. The fust question was addressed by 

using existing experimental data. To address the second question a new 

experiment was designed and conducted. Analyses of these experimental 

results investigate the link between social exchange and attributions. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW 

The special issue of Small Group Research on socisil cognition in small 

groups (May 1994) points to the emerging interest in the relation between 

interaction and cognition. Unfortunately, most small group research has 

ignored cognition (Fiske and Goodwin 1994). The same is true with the role of 

cognition in social exchange theory. Emerson (1962; 1972a; 1972b) explicitly 

excluded cognition from his theory of power in social exchange, arguing that 

behavior in exchange is determined by the structure of the relation, not tlie 

cognition of the actors. Emerson viewed the cognition of the interactants as 

inconsequential to their behavior. 

Although Emerson's early emphasis excluded non-structural factors from 

exchange, recently exchange theorists have begun to incorporate a variety of 

non-structural elements. Recent interest has included justice norms (Stole 

1987; Delia Fave 1980; Cook and Emerson 1978), commitment (Leik and Leik 

1977; Kollock 1992), and affective ties (Mohn 1991; Lawler and Yoon 1993). 



11 

As Fiske and Goodwin state "power research using both social cognition 

and small groups paradigms is perhaps on the eve of convergence" (1994:164). 

The research reported here will take one step in that direction, by investigating 

the general relationship between attributions and power in social exchange 

relations. This includes the effect of exchange on attributions, as well as the 

effect of attributions on exchange. Little work has been done to assess the role 

of causal attributions within exchange. An article by Hegtvedt, Thompson, and 

Cook (1993) raised this important point. Their investigation focused on the 

role that attributions play in mediating the relation between the perception of 

equity and power and subjects' reactions. Although attributions were not 

independently manipulated in that study, their research does suggest that 

attributions have an influence on exchange. 

Two general questions can focus our attention on understanding the 

relationship between social exchange and attributions'. First, I am interested in 

how various components fundamental to social exchange, such as the structure 

' 1 recommend the following excellent review articles and books on social exchange 
theory ; Cook (1987), Emerson (1981), Molm (1997), and Molm and Cook (1995), and on 
attribution theory: Kelley and Michela (1980); Harvey and Weary (1984); Ross and 
Flethcher (1985); and Hewstone (1989). 
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of power in the relation and the pattern of behavioral exchange, influence 

attributions about the behavior of an exchange partner. With this first line of 

questioning, taken up in chapter 4, exchange variables are manipulated and the 

potential influence on causal attributions is measured. This inquiry takes 

advantage of existing experimental data to investigate the effects of structure 

and behavior has on causal attributions.^ 

The second question about exchange and attribution that I seek to 

address is how causal attributions may influence how the attributor behaves 

within the exchange relation. With this second line of questioning, taken up in 

chapter 5, I will be looking at attributions as an independent variable and the 

behavior of actors as a dependent variable. The second part of this research 

required that a new experiment be designed which directly manipulated 

attributions.^ By manipulating causal attributions, it permits the investigation 

of the causal influence of attributions on exchange behavior. 

The following is a brief introduction to some of the basic information 

and arguments described in each of the following chapters. This is intended to 

'This experiment was conducted as part of NSF grant SES-8921431 to Linda Molm. 
^This experiment was conducted as part of NSF dissertation grant SBR 95 03285. 
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give the reader a brief summary of the theory and arguments presented in each 

chapter to assist the reader in gaining a greater understanding of the overall 

direction of this work. 

SOCIAL EXCHANGE THEORY 

Chapter 2 introduces the reader to social exchange theory. Theories of 

social exchange focus on the exchange of valued outcomes between actors. 

Thus, one interest of social exchange theorists has centered on how actors use 

the resources they control to influence the behavior of others. 

The scope conditions of social exchange theory are few and simple. The 

first assumption, rationality, is about how actors behave. It is assumed that 

actors would rather have more of what they positively value and less of what 

they negatively value. The second assumption, dependence, characterizes how 

the actors are related to one another. Actors must be dependent on each other 

for outcomes of value. The third assumption, contingency, is about how actors 

use the outcomes they control. Actors make benefits to others contingent on 

benefits received. 
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The conceptualization of social exchange presented here is based on 

Richard Emerson's (1962) work on power-dependence, which he drew upon in 

his later social exchange formulation (1972a; 1972b), and Linda Molm's (1990; 

1994; 1997) woric on base of power and power strategies (reward and 

punishment). Although Emerson's approach was quite different fix>m others 

before him (Blau 1964; Homans 1961; Thibaut and Kelley 1959), all of these 

theories included the concept of power. Emerson's (1962; 1972b) 

conceptualization was unique in that it related the concepts of power and 

dependence to one another. 

Imagine two actors, (A) and (B), in an exchange relationship. Emerson 

argued that A's power over B is equal to B's dependence on A, and conversely. 

Emerson also emphasized that power and dependence are qualities of relations 

and not of individuals. Thus it is meaningless to say that A has power unless 

we specify over whom A may have power. 

The concept of power/dependence is created from the concepts of value 

and the availability of alternatives. According to Emerson (1972b), A's power 

over B (and B's dependence on A) increases with the value of resources that A 
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provides to B and decreases with the availability of alternative sources of the 

same resource that B can receive elsewhere. Alternatives are used here to refer 

to alternative exchange relations in a network of connected exchange relations. 

Alternative relations are considered connected if the frequency of exchange in 

one relation influences the frequency of exchange in the other. If exchange 

with one alternative increases the likelihood of exchange with another, the 

relation is positively connected. If exchange with one alternative decreases the 

likelihood of exchange in another relation, the relation is negatively connected. 

The remaining discussion here and the investigation reported in later chapters 

addresses negatively connected networks. 

Using the above definition of power there emerges a potential for 

balanced and imbalanced exchange relations (Emerson 1972b). Exchange 

relations are balanced when A's power over B is equal to B's power over A, and 

imbalanced when A's power over B is not equal to B's power over A. In 

imbalanced relations the actor that is less dependent (and thus more powerful) 

will be referred to as power advantaged, and the more dependent (and thus less 

powerful) actor will be referred to as power disadvantaged. 
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"Having defined power as a potential, both power and its use can be 

taken as variables. The former is an attribute of the exchange relation, while 

the latter is an attribute of transactions within that relation" (Emerson 

1972b:66). Although these are conceptually different, Emerson argued that 

structural power caused the "use" of power. Thus power use can be intentional 

or strategic but it need not be; the use of power is a consequence of 1) the 

structure and 2) actors' maximization of valued outcomes. As long as people 

are behaving rationally, the structure of power will result in power use. If an 

actor A has a power advantage over B, A's power use will increase over time. 

The dependence of B on A creates opportunities for A to obtain greater rewards 

or to lower the costs of maintaining the relationship. B may increase the level 

of rewards given to A, or A may decrease the rewards to B. The exchange will 

increasingly favor the more advantaged actor until equilibrium is reached. 

Research on social exchange is conducted on one of two general forms 

of exchange, negotiated or reciprocal. Negotiated exchange involves an 

explicit agreement about the terms of the exchange (e.g., Cook and Emerson 

1978, Cook et al 1983, Markovsky, Wilier, and Patton 1988). This would be 
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the case when the actors agree to the distribution of the outcomes. In reciprocal 

exchange actors initiate actions not knowing if, when, or to what degree it will 

be reciprocated. Although less frequently researched, "reciprocal transactions 

are probably more typical of the social exchanges in which people engage 

during their eveiyday lives, with friends, family, and coworicers" (Molm 

1994:77). This is the case when people initiate an action such as paying a 

lunch bill, reviewing a colleague's paper, etc., not knowing if oi wlieri ilie 

action will be reciprocated. If the other reciprocates, an exchange relation may 

evolve as a series of sequentially contingent actions between the two partners. 

Unlike Emerson's early arguments on this, researchers have argued that 

for either form of exchange, the structure does not entirely determine behavior. 

Within structural boundaries, the strategic use of power can shift the 

distribution of exchange so that it is more or less in favor of the advantaged 

actor (Bacharach and Lawler 1981; Molm 1990). 

Molm (1990, 1994, 1997) has investigated how actors use and respond 

to power strategies, based on either reward or punishment power, in reciprocal 

exchange. Both advantaged and disadvantaged actors can use power strategies. 
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When actors use power strategies they depart from reciprocal (tit-for-tat) 

exchange. 

The two questions concerning this investigation now can be described 

more clearly; 1) How does structural power and the strategic use of power 

influence how actors attribute the behavior of their partners? And 2) Do causal 

attributions influence an actor's strategic use of power within the exchange 

relation? W^ile others have investigated how the strategic use of power can 

shift exchange one way or another, this research asks if causal attributions 

influence actors' likelihood of using power strategies. 

CAUSAL ATTRIBUTIONS 

Chapter 3 introduces the reader to attribution theory. Simply put, causal 

attributions are beliefs that people develop about the causes of their own 

behavior or that of another person. Although both of these are important, my 

investigation will focus on explanations about the causes of other people's 

behavior. More specifically, I am interested in how people explain the 
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behavior of those with whom they are involved in ongoing social exchange 

relations. 

One important dimension of attributions is the distinction between 

internal and external causes. Heider has argued that these two represent a 

single continuum (Heider 1958)/ People attribute the stable causes of another 

person's behavior either to something internal to the person (e.g., the type of 

person or their disposition) or to something external to the individual (e.g., 

situational demands and/or situational constraints). In the context of exchange 

relations, the structure of power is the primary external force acting on the 

individual. 

Contrary to what Emerson (1972b) would have predicted, I am 

suggesting that identical behaviors may be responded to differently if they are 

attributed to different causes. Although structural factors place limits on 

outcomes available to actors, there is a range of exchange ratios that are 

profitable for both actors. It is within this range that attributions may make a 

^ See Solomon (1976) for an opposing argument. 
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difference by providing information to an actor, about a partner, that influences 

the behavior of the actor toward the partner. 

In an exchange relationship causal attributions might be influenced by 

the structure of power, or the process of the exchange. Causal attributions may 

also influence the actors' behavior independent of the structure. There are two 

different ways that attributions might influence the behavior of actors in an 

exchange. The first is though control, and the second is by invoking the norm 

of reciprocity. 

Because actors in social exchange relations are dependent on one another 

for valued outcomes, they may be motivated to explain the behavior of their 

partners so that influence efforts can be used optimally. As Berscheid and 

Graziano (1979) have noted, "[pjerceivers are assumed to activate their 

perceptual-cognitive machinery in order to get to know certain objects and 

persons in order to discover how these persons will act in future encounters. 

When the social environment is rendered predictable, the perceiver is able to 

guide his own behaviors in such a way to maximize his chances of obtaining 

rewards.."(1979:39). 
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The second factor involves the norm of reciprocity. Attribution theorists 

also discuss the role that attributions play in determining the reaction of 

individuals to particular events. The argument is fairly simple, if we attribute a 

nice action of another as due to something they intended then we are more 

likely to reciprocate in kind (rewards for rewards and punishments for 

punishments). However, if a behavior is attributed to something external, and 

thus less do the "intent" of an actor, the behavior is less likely to be 

reciprocated. 

THE INFLUENCE OF EXCHANGE ON ATTRIBUTIONS 

Chapter 4 explains and describes the experiment used to address the 

question about how the structure and process of exchange can influence the 

attributions of an exchange partner's behavior. Within an exchange relation 

two major components that will likely influence attributions are the structure of 

the relations, and the exchange partner's behavior. This chapter investigates the 

relation between exchange and attributions by analyzing existing experimental 

data, which independently manipulated exchange structure and the power 
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strategies. The dependent variable, internal vs. external attribution, was 

measured on a single item during a post-experimental questionnaire using a 

semantic differential scale^. The design of that experiment crossed structural 

power on two bases with the partner's of power strategy. Subjects in the 

experiment were advantaged, disadvantaged, or equal in power to the simulated 

actor, on each of these two bases of power—reward and punishment. The 

simulated actor used a power strategy based on either reward power or 

punishment power. 

From an attribution perspective, the structure of exchange relations 

should create expectations about behavior, similar to what Jones and McGillis 

(1976) referred to as category based expectancies. Regardless of the actor's 

relative power in a relation (advantaged or disadvantaged), the structure of 

power creates an incentive for the actor to behave in a particular way. 

Advantaged actors have an incentive to use behavioral power and social 

exchange theory predicts that they will. Thus, advantaged actors are expected 

^ Subjects were asked a variety of questions, one of which was the attribution question. 
Subjects were asked the following about each partner; "Now think about Person X's 
behavior toward you. Do you think it was mostly due to the Earnings Schedule, or the 
type of person X is?" 
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to use power strategies rather than simply reciprocate exchange. 

Disadvantaged actors, on the other hand, are expected to comply with their 

partner's power use, accepting higher opportunity costs in exchange for 

increased rewards or decreased punishments. When actors behave in ways that 

are consistent with the structure, attribution theory predicts that the behavior 

will be attributed to external factors. Attribution theoiy also predicts that when 

the behavior is seen as inconsistent with the structure, the behavior will be 

attributed to something within the individual (Jones and Davis 1965; Kelley 

1972). Therefore, power strategies (reward based or punishment based)~when 

used by actors who have a structural power advantage—will be seen as more 

expected when used by actors who are structurally disadvantaged. And, 

consequently, the use of power strategies by power advantaged actors is more 

likely to be attributed to extemal causes. 

The type of power strategy is also likely to influence attributions. Prior 

research has shown that punishment-based strategies are seen as more 

intentional than reward-based strategies (Molm, Quist, and Wiseley 1994). 

This difference in intentionality should also influence how the behavior is 
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attributed. The more intentional a behavior, the more likely that it will be 

attributed to factors within the individual (Heider 1958; Jones and Davis 1965; 

Maselli and Altrochi 1969). 

THE CONSEQUENCES OF ATTRIBUTIONS ON EXCHANGE 

In addition to the influence of exchange on attributions, the attributions 

that actors make about their exchange partner's behavior may affect how the 

actors respond to those behaviors, and it is this question that is investigated in 

chapter 5. Behaviors that are internally attributed will be seen as more in the 

control of the partner and thus more subject to change (Heider 1958,1972; 

Kelley 1972; Cook and Hegtvedt 1986). This should result in greater power 

use (or resistance to power use), or attempts to change the partner's behavior, 

on the part of the subject. On the other hand, if the behavior of a partner is 

externally attributed, it will be seen as less in the control of the partner, and thus 

less likely to be changed. This should result in less frequent influence attempts 

by the subject. 
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To study the causal effects that attributions have on behavior, the 

attributions themselves must be manipulated. The experiment that was 

designed and described in Chapter 5 independently manipulated attributions 

and then measured the behavioral effects. Although arguments about the 

behavioral effects of attributions on interpersonal relations are present in most 

theories of attribution, research testing this relationship is lacking (Harvey and 

Weary 1984; Hewstone 1989). 

The study reported in Chapter 5 addresses the influence of the internal/ 

external dimension of attributions on exchange behavior. In balanced relations, 

where neither partner has a power advantage, the only rational exchange 

between the two would be tit-for-tat. But in imbalanced relations the conflict of 

interest between the actors creates the need to influence one another. In an 

imbalanced relation, the advantaged partner is able to give less frequently to 

their disadvantaged partner, while the disadvantaged partner must give more 

frequently to their advantaged partner, to maintain the relation. Within these 

imbalanced relations there is a range of exchange ratios that are profitable to 

both partners. It is within this range of profitable outcomes that internal 
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attributions may increase an actor's effort to influence the behavior of an 

exchange partner. 

Internal/external attributions should influence actors in both the 

advantaged and disadvaniaged positions of imbalanced relations. Attributions 

not only describe the cause of the partner's behavior, it may even indicate the 

likelihood that the partner's behavior can be influenced. Internal attributions 

place the cause of the behavior within the individual and thus the individual is 

thought to have a better chance of influencing the behavior. External 

attributions place the cause of the behavior outside the individual and thus 

suggest that the behavior will be more d: fficult to change. 

Attributions change over time as experience with an exchange partner 

provides additional information to the attributor. The behavior of subjects 

toward their parmers may in part be dependent on the subjects' estimation of the 

likelihood that their partner can be influenced (Heider 1958). For purposes of 

control, simulated partners were used and were programmed to behave in a 

particular way and their behavior did not change during the experiment. 

Consequently, the subjects' efforts to change the simulated partner behavior 
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will have no efifect. The experience of not being able to change the simulated 

partners behavior should over time make the subjects change their beliefs about 

the likelihood that their partners behavior can be influenced (Kelley 1972), 

Thus, in this experiment, the influence of attributions on behavior should 

decline over time. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Chapter 6 addresses the contributions of this project and potential 

questions and insights for future work. This work contributes to exchange and 

attribution research in three important ways. First, relatively little work has 

been done examining patterns of interdependence and cognition (Ickes and 

Gonzales 1994). Second, this work continues to pursue exchange theorists' 

interest in non-structural factors by investigating potential insights from one of 

the dominate cognitive theories in social psycholo^, attribution theory. Third, 

attribution theorists have discussed, but rarely examined, the behavioral 

consequences of interpersonal attribution (Harvey and Weary 1984), 
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With that introduction complete we can turn to a more detailed 

discussion of these issues. We will now take a more detailed look at the two 

theoretical traditions that are brought together in this work. First we will look 

at social exchange theory, and then attribution theory. Following those two 

chapters, the next two chapters (Chapter 4 and Ch^er 5) will each address a 

different set of questions conceming the relation between these two theories. 

Then the final chapter (chapter 6) offers a few suggestions for future 

investigations. 
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CHAPTER 2: SOCIAL EXCHANGE 

The logic of an exchange model, which includes both economic as well 

as social exchange, is contained in the assumption that actors (persons or 

collective groups) often value outcomes (e.g., monetary, physical, 

psychological) controlled by other actors. Theories of exchange focus on the 

exchange of these valued outcomes between actors. 

Despite a similar conceptual fi-amework for both social and economic 

exchange, theorists have attempted to identify differences between the two. 

Some efforts have been directed at distinguishing between the different theories 

based on the types of resources (e.g. material resources vs. social/psychological 

resources) that are being exchanged. Although this may appear reasonable 

given the terms used to describe the different theoretical orientations, it is 

problematic (see Emerson 1981). By focusing attention on the particular type 

of resources, and the qualities of those resources, this approach fails to address 

the important theoretical differences between the two models. With Emerson's 

(1972b) contribution, the theoretical difference between economic and social 

exchange was made clear. Theoretically, the differences between the two 

theories are evident when taking into account each theory's view about the 
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relationship among the exchanges or transactions (Cook and Emerson 1978). 

In microeconomics, transactions are traditionally treated as independent events. 

In social exchange it is the longitudinal series of transactions between the same 

actors, that is of interest. Social exchange theory directs attention to the non-

independence of exchanges that occur between the same actors over time. For 

social exchange theorists, it is the dynamics and characteristics of the 

relationship that emerges between the exchange partners that is of interest. 

The exchange formulation presented here will primarily draw upon 

Richard Emerson's work on power-dependence (1962), and his later exchange 

formulation (1972a; 1972b). After a review of Emerson's original statements 

on exchange, the focus will shift to emphasize the various contributions by 

theorists working within this tradition. 

SCOPE CONDITIONS 

The scope conditions of social exchange theory are few and simple, 

making it a broadly applicable theory. The four assumptions which 

characterizes this approach include assumptions about: 1) how actors are 

expected to behave (rational/operant behavior assumption), 2) an assumption 
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about how actors are related to one another (mutually dependent), 3) how 

actors use the resources they control to influence the behavior of their partners 

(contingency), and 4) how different classes of benefits can be understood (the 

principle of satiation). Together these four assumptions define the scope of the 

theory. 

The first assumption is about how actors are expected to behave. 

Exchange theory assumes that actors would rather have more of what they 

positively value and less of what they negatively value, and that actors will 

generally behave in ways that increase the outcomes they positively value, and 

decrease the outcomes they negatively value. The theory does not assume 

maximization, it only assumes that over time people tend to engage in 

behaviors which lead to increased, as opposed to decreased, benefits for 

themselves. Exchange theory does not assume that an actor will behave in an 

optimal way on any given transaction, only that the actor will generally behave 

in a way that increases outcomes they positively value. 

In its current form exchange theory embraces two different mechanisms 

by which an actor's behavior can be understood, rational action and operant 

behavior. An actor's behavior can be viewed as the result of either the actor's 
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conscious weighing of costs and benefits of various alternatives, or it may 

reflect a prior conditioning (reinforcement) of past behavioral choices. 

The second assumption, dependence, characterizes how actors in 

exchange are related to one another. In social exchange relations actors' 

control outcomes valued by others. The actors in exchange relations are 

dependent, to some degree, on one another for outcomes of value. Dependence 

also sets up the motivation for actors to want to enter in and engage in 

exchange with potential partners. 

The third assumption, contingency, is about how actors use the outcomes 

they control to obtain what they value. Actors make the benefits they give to 

others contingent on benefits they receive. This assumption does not require 

actors to constantly monitor their own behavior or the behavior of others. 

However it does require that behavior of an actor which does not elicit the 

intended response from a partner, to eventually cease. This assumption more 

than any other captures the essence of exchange, benefits given are contingent 

on benefits received, and vice versa. 

The fourth assumption, satiation refers to the per unit change in the value 

of some outcome. This change in value simply results from the actor becoming 
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"satisfied" after experiencing a particular outcome. It is assumed that all things 

of value satiate. For example, if I start eating hamburgers, it is assumed that the 

fourth hamburger eaten will have a smaller unit value to me, than the first one 

that I ate. Likewise, the first minute, of a five-minute embrace, has a larger unit 

value to many then the 5th minute. Of course we satiate on some of the things 

we value more quickly than others (hamburgers vs. money), and some people 

satiate on some things faster than others. 

The importance of the satiation concept in social exchange is that it is 

used to define different classes of benefits. Two outcomes are considered in the 

same class if the acquisition of one reduces the unit value of the other. For 

example, if both pizza and hamburgers reduce hunger, they are considered to be 

in the same class of benefits. 

BASIC CONCEPTS 

Before discussing Emerson's formulation, I will define a few of the 

central exchange terms used in the discussion: actors, outcomes, resources, 

exchange domain, value, altematives, exchange networic, and connection. 
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The term actor is used to refer either to an individual person or a 

collective unit acting as one. Because the focus of social exchange is on the 

exchange relation, and not the characteristics of the participants, the term actor 

can be used to refer to either individuals or collective actors. For this 

discussion I will use capital letters (e.g.. A, B, C, D) to designate different 

actors in an exchange relation. 

Outcomes refer to the rewards or punishments experienced by an actor. 

The term resources will be used to refer to one actor's control over another's 

valued outcomes. Although the term resources is ordinarily used to denote 

tangible things (e.g., clothes, food, shelter) it is used here more generally and 

includes control over non tangible outcomes as well (e.g., friendship, affection, 

praise, respect). 

An exchange domain refers to a class of outcomes that are functionally 

equivalent. An exchange domain is defined by the principle of satiation (see 

assumption four above). If one outcome reduces the value of some other 

outcome, those two outcomes are considered to be in the same domain. 

Value has meaning both between and within exchange domains. 

Between exchange domains it refers to the ordering of preferences (e.g., food. 
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affection, status). Within a domain it refers to the magnitude of value that an 

actor can receive. 

Alternatives are opportunities to obtain valued outcomes from other 

actors or from the non-social environment within the same value domain 

(Molm and Cook 1995). Thus, the term alternative is used to refer to an actor 

having more than one source of receiving an outcome within a single exchange 

domain. 

An exchange networic is a set of two or more connected exchange 

relations (Emerson 1981). Unlike the concept of alternatives which can refer to 

social or non social opportunities to obtain value, the term networics is reserved 

for relations where there are two or more other actors as altematives. 

Networks are connected if exchange in one relation influences exchange 

in another. If exchange in one relation positively influences exchange in 

another relation, the relation is said to be positively connected. Relations are 

positively connected if the value obtained in one relation is then used to 

facilitate exchange in another relation. If exchange in one relation negatively 

influences exchange in another, the relation is seiid to be negatively connected. 

Relations are negatively connected if exchange in one relation reduces the 
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amount of an exhaustible resource, or imposes some other cost (e.g. 

opportunity costs) which could have been used in another exchange relation. I 

may be able to go to a sporting event with a friend, or read to my child, and 

those activities may not necessarily reduce my resources to do either. But they 

do impose a cost, an opportunity cost, on me. The more time I spend going 

with a friend to attend sporting events reduces the time that I can spend reading 

to my child. 

POWER AND DEPENDENCE 

Emerson, like others before him (Blau 1964; Homans 1961; Thibaut and 

Kelley 1959), focused on the concept of power in his conceptualization of 

social exchange. Emerson's (1962; 1972b) approach related the concepts of 

power and dependence to one another, and shifted emphasis from the individual 

to the relation. 

Emerson argued that A's power over B is equal to B's dependence on A, 

and conversely. A's power over B (Pab) derives from B's dependence on A 

(Dba)- Pab = Dba. By conceptualizing power and dependence in this way, it 

led Emerson (1962) to argue that power and dependence were qualities of 
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relations and not individuals. Given Emerson's conceptualization of power 

which derives from another's dependence, it is easy to see why Emerson (1962) 

argued that it was meaningless to say that A has power, unless we specify over 

whom. 

Structural Power 

Structural power is created from two independent elements: 1) the level 

of value and 2) the availability of alternative sources of value. Each of these 

elements together define the structure of power within an exchange relation. 

Level of value. Lets assume that A and B are in an exchange relation 

and that they are embedded in a larger exchange networic. As the level of value 

that A controls for B increases, B's dependence on A increases, and vice-versa. 

Simply put, if A controls something greatly valued by B, and B controls 

something only moderately valued by A, then B is more dependent on A than 

A is on B for valued outcomes. 

Number of alternatives. The second element that determines the structure 

of power in a given relation has to do with the number of alternative sources of 

the same value available outside that relation. For example we might imagine 



A and B are embedded in a larger exchange networic (e.g., C, D, E,...), and that 

the level of value in all of the relations are held constant. In this case the actor 

with the greater number of alternatives would have more power. If A could 

only exchange with B, and B had 3 other alternatives (C, D, and E), A would 

be more dependent on B, than B is on A, for outcomes of value. All else being 

equal, in the A-B relation, as the number of altematives that an actor has 

outside of the A-B relation increases the power an actor has within the A-B 

relation also increases. 

According to Emerson (1972b), A's power over B (and B's dependence 

on A) increases with the value of resources that A provides for B and decreases 

with the availability of alternative sources of those same resources (or resources 

within the same value domain) that B can receive. Thus, A will increase in 

power, and will be less dependent on B, if there is a change in the level of value 

of the outcomes (e.g., a decrease in the value of the resources controlled by B, 

and/or an increase in the value of the resource controlled by A) and/or a change 

in the availability of the sources of that value (e.g., an increase in the 

availability of altematives to A, and/or a decrease in the availability of 

altematives to B). 
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Power Imbalance and Average Power 

Exchange theorists have described two different kinds of structural 

power, power imbalance and average power. Power imbalance describes the 

distribution of structural power within the relation and average power describes 

the amount of structural power within an exchange relation (Lawler 1986 ; 

Molm 1987). 

Power imbalance emerges from the definition of power given above, 

Pab=Dba (Emerson 1972b). Exchange relations are balanced when A's power 

over B is equal to B's power over A (Pab = Pba). Exchange relations are 

imbalanced when A's power over B is not equal to B's power over A (Pab ^ 

Pba). In imbalanced relations the actor that is less dependent, and thus more 

powerful, will be referred to as power advantaged, and the more dependent, and 

thus less powerful, actor will be referred to as power disadvantaged. 

The term average power refers to the average power within a particular 

exchange relation. It is defined as the average of the two actors' power: (Pab + 

Pba) / 2. Average power is a measure of absolute power in the relation, while 

power imbalance is a measure of the relative power in a relation. 
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Power Use 

"Having defined power as a potential, both power and its use can be 

taken as variables. The former is an attribute of the exchange relation, while 

the latter is an attribute of transactions within that relation" (Emerson 

1972b:66). Although the structure of power and power use are conceptually 

independent, Emerson argued that structural power caused the "use" of power. 

Emerson (1972b; 1976; 1981) argued that although power use could be 

intentional or strategic, it need not be—it could simply be induced by the 

structure of power. 

According to Emerson (1972b) the use of reward power is a 

consequence of 1) the structure of the relations in which the actor is imbedded, 

and 2) the actor's tendency to behave in ways that increase outcomes of value. 

Emerson argued that because of the structure of power, and an actor's tendency 

to b>ehave in ways to increase outcomes of value, these together would 

influence an actor's use of power. If actor A has a power advantage over B, 

A's power use will increase over time, even if A has no intention to use their 

power. Emerson argued that in negatively connected exchange networics, if A 
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has alternative sources of value, and is less dependent on B than B is on A (A is 

advantaged), the structure encourages A to seek out other more potentially 

valuable alternatives. This result will be A occasionally withholding rewards 

from B, while still being able to maintain B's higher rate of giving. Over time 

an asymmetry of exchange will result and the exchange will increasingly favor 

the more advantaged actor. 

Base of Power 

Emerson, like other exchange theorists (Thibaut and Kelley 1959; 

Homans 1961; Blau 1964) limited exchange to only include control over 

positively valued outcomes. Emerson's restriction of dependence to only 

include control over positively valued outcomes is evident in his discussion of 

how the structure of power leads to power use. Emerson conceived of and 

discussed power use only in the context of reward withholding. Consistent 

with this, Emerson primarily viewed costs as opportunity costs. 

It has been argued that there is no theoretical reason for the restriction of 

power in exchange to be limited to only positively valued outcomes (Heath 

1976). By restricting power-dependence to only reward power, it limits the 



42 

situations that the work can apply and seems to ignore the fact that most social 

relations involve a combination of control over positive and negative outcomes 

(Mohn 1987). 

Molm has argued (1987), and demonstrated (1997) that control over 

negative outcomes can be productively studied within Emerson's dependence 

framework. A's structural power over B (and B's dependence on A) will not 

only vary directly with the positive outcomes that A can produce for B, but also 

with the negative outcomes that A can produce for B. A's power over B will 

vary inversely with the positive outcomes that B can receive from alternative 

relations and from the negative outcomes that B can receive from alternative 

relations (Molm 1987). If A's behavior produces consequences for B that are 

either positive or negative in value, then B is dependent on A for the quality of 

those outcomes controlled by A that B experiences (Molm 1990). 

Control over positively valued outcomes will be referred to as the 

structure of rewards or reward power. The control over negatively valued 

outcomes will be referred to as the structure of punishments or punishment 

p)ower. (The differences between these two different types of power and how 

they are used is discussed in the section under strategic action.) 
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RESEARCH ON POWER AND EXCHANGE 

Research Settings: Negotiated and Reciprocal 

Research on direct social exchange is conducted in one of two general 

forms of exchange, negotiated or reciprocal ̂  Negotiated exchange involves an 

explicit agreement about the terms of the exchange (e.g.. Cook and Emerson 

1978, Cook et al 1983, Markovsky, Wilier, and Patton 1988). This is the case 

when the actors agree to the distribution of the outcomes between two actors 

(i.e., amount of pay for particular duties or hours of work). In a typical 

research design of this type, there is usually a time period for each round of 

negotiating. If no agreement is reached by the end of a given round, there 

would be no exchange in that round. When there is agreement, the agreement 

is carried out. In these settings agreements between actors are binding—actors 

are not allowed to back out of an agreement. For each exchange that is agreed 

upon, an exchange ratio of relative profits can be calculated. 

' The exchange model also includes indirect exchange, also known as generalized 
exchange. Generalized exchange requires three or more actors, who do not give and 
receive within the same relation. An example of this would be if in a three actor networic 
A gave to B, B gave to C, and C gave to A. The exchange may or may not have a 
particular order, but the indirect exchange of benefits is the same. For a few examples of 
research involving generalized exchange see Yamagishi and Cook (1993), Bliege Bird, 
and Bird (1997), and Bearman (1997). 
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Reciprocal exchange involves actors initiating actions, or responding to 

the actions of others, not knowing if, when, or to what degree their actions will 

be reciprocated. Although reciprocal exchange is less frequently researched 

than negotiated exchange, "reciprocal transactions are probably more typical of 

the social exchanges in which people engage during their everyday lives, with 

friends, family, and coworicers" (Molm 1994:77). Reciprocal transactions are 

involved when people initiate an action such as paying a lunch bill, reviewing a 

colleague's paper, etc., not knowing if or when the action will be reciprocated. 

If the other does reciprocate, an exchange relation may evolve as a series of 

sequentially contingent actions between the two parmers. 

Areas of Research Interest 

Researchers working with both negotiated and reciprocal forms of 

exchange have tested a number of Emerson's predictions, raised a number of 

questions, and have extended exchange theory beyond Emerson's original 

statement (see Molm and Cook 1995). The following review emphasizes those 

areas that have generated the most research interest. 
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The Structure of Exchange: From Dyads to Networks 

Dyads. The most simple social exchange relation that can be studied is a 

dyadic relation (see figure 2.1). Researchers have been able to study the 

formation, and development of exchange relations by using non social 

alternatives to the dyadic exchange relation. 

•B 

Figure 2.1 

For example actors might chose between a non-social (i.e., self-rewarding) 

action, or an action toward/with an exchange partner. Examples of these 

situations include situations where actor's have a choice between a self-

controlled, self rewarding behavior (e.g., reading a book, playing solitaire, 

painting a picture, etc.) and an exchange relation, where the actor is 

dependent on another's behavior to receive a positively valued outcome 

(e.g., playing chess, a game of catch, taking turns giving back rubs, etc.). 

The individual's self-controlled action is not considered to be an exchange 

with self, it is not considered an alternate exchange relation, but an alternate 

to the exchange relation. With this technique, researchers have been able to 
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study the conditions required for social exchange to emerge and become stable. 

By using an alternative to the exchange relation, it has allowed researchers to 

learn about the development of the exchange relation itself. Researchers have 

found that a social exchange relation will only form if the average value of the 

actors non-social alternatives is less than the average value of social exchange 

within the relation (Michaels and Wiggins 1976). 

By using these non-social alternatives, researchers have varied the 

dependence of an actor on an exchange partner to investigate how power 

imbalance influences the exchange relation. Researchers have found, 

consistent with Emerson's (1962, 1972b) prediction, power imbalance leads to 

an asymmetry in exchange in favor of the less dependent actor (Cook and 

Emerson 1978; Molm 1981). 

Networks. Moving beyond dyadic exchange relations, researchers have 

identified a number of important factors that influence the distribution of power 

within the network- These important factors include the number of alternatives 

an actor has, and the number of altematives an actor's partner has, how many 

relations the actor mediates, and how these relations are connected to one 
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another. There are a few general network designs that I will use to discuss how 

the shape of a network, the type of connection, and the position of the actor 

within the netv/ork can influence the distribution of power. Figure 2.2(a-d) 

B A ^ B 

(a) 

C 

I 
D 

(c) 

(b) 

A -• B 

D 
(d) 

Figure 2.2: Four Exchange Networks 

shows four different network designs which I will be using to help explain the 

following discussion. For simplicity, I will limit the discussion to networks 

where all the connections are the same, either all positive or all negative. 

^ In natural settings most exchange networks would likely have elements of both 
positively and negatively connected relations. However, such a complication is 
unnecessary for the purposes of this review. 
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In positively connected networks, where exchange in one relation is 

positively related to exchange in another relation, the position of the actor 

within the network will greatly determine the actor's power within the network. 

In positively connected networics an actor's power derives from their access to 

resources that can be exchanged within the networic. The greater the number of 

exchange relations that are exclusively mediated by an actor the greater that 

actor's power is within the network. 

Looking at figures 2.2a and 2.2b, both have only three actors, figure 2.2a 

creates two exchange relations, and figure 2.2b creates three exchange 

relations. In a positively connected network the actor in position C in figure 

2.2a has more structural power than in position C in figure 2.2b. In figure 2.2a, 

C's central location allows her to use her position within the network to benefit 

from any indirect flow of resources between her partners (A and B). The 

power distribution in the network shown in figure 2.2a is imbalanced. In 

figure 2.2b, C is no longer able to control the flow of resources between A and 

B (A and B can exchange directly without going through C), and as a result, the 

power distribution in the network shown in figure 2.2b is balanced. 
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The same dynamic can be found in the slightly more complicated 

networks like in figures 2.2c and 2.2d. In figure 2.2c, the actor in position C is 

advantaged by the position and is able to use the benefits obtained in one 

relation to facilitate exchange in other relations. Actors in positions A, B, and D 

have equal but less power than C, because they are equally limited in their 

access to resources controlled by each other. If we compare figure 2.2c to 

figure 2.2d, we see that the additional relations found in figure 2.2d gives 

access to all of the actors equally, and removes C fi-om being able to 

exclusively mediate the flow of resources between A, B and D. The 

distribution of power in figure 2.2d is equal among all of the positions. 

The fmal network that I will discuss here is shown in figure 2.3. 

Here the most central position Q (i.e., the actor who mediates the greatest 

number of other actors) is thus the most advantaged. It should be noted that 

although Q has the same number of alternatives as D, H, L and P, Q is in a 

position to mediate any resources exchanged between the branches of D, H, L 

and P. 
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Figure 2.3 

In negatively connected networks, where exchange in one relation is 

negatively related to exchange in another relation, power is more determined by 

the number of alternatives an actor has and the dependency of those alternatives 

on the actor for valued outcomes. The actor's position of power increases as 

the number of the number of alternatives increases and with the increased 

dependence of those alternatives. 
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In figure 2.2a, C has two alternatives, A and B, each of whom only have 

one alternative. In this network both A and B are highly dependent on C for 

valued outcomes, as a result C has more power than A or B. Compare that to 

figure 2.2b, where A and B are able to exchange with each other. In figure 

2.2b, C's exchange partners have each other as an alternative (the A-B 

relation), and the advantage that C has in figure 2.2a, is not present. 

In figure 2.2c, A, B and D have only one exchange partner C. In this 

network C is advantaged because C has three alternatives, each of whom are 

completely dependent on C for outcomes of value. Comparing that to figure 

2.2d, we see that the addition of potential exchange relations between A-B, B-

D, and D-A, removes the advantage of C. All actors in figure 2.2d are equal in 

structural power. 

In figure 2.3 there are 3 positions that are structurally different. Twelve 

actors (A, B, C E, F, G, I, J, K, M, N, and O) have one exchange partner, one 

actor (Q) has four exchange partners (D, H, L, and P) each with three 

alternatives. Four actors (D, H, L, and P) each have four exchange partners, 

three of whom have no alternatives. Looking at actors D and Q, they each have 

3 alternatives outside of the D-Q exchange relationship. D's three alternatives 
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(A, B, and C) have no alternatives and are highly dependent on D for outcomes. 

Q's three alternatives, outside the D-Q relation, are H, L, and P, each of these 

alternatives have three other alternatives, and thus are less dependent on Q. 

The network shown in figure 2.3 ofifers an interesting comparison 

between the distribution of power in positively and negatively connected 

networks. In a positively connected netwoiic (as described above) position Q is 

the most advantaged because it allows the actor to mediate the greatest number 

of (potentially) different resources. In a negatively connected network, the 

dependence of one's partner is more important than position within the 

network. In this case the position, represented by actors D, H, L, and P, are 

more advantaged than the position represented by Q. 

Non Structural Processes 

Emerson emphasized the structure of power in understanding the 

outcomes of actors in an exchange relation. Subsequently, theorists have 

argued that the structure of power only places limits on the range of possible 

outcomes, and that the actual outcomes can be influenced by a number of non-
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structural influences (Michaels and Wiggins 1976; Bacharach and Lawler 

1981; Molm 1990). 

The structure of power in the relation determines the upper and lower 

limits of the range of potential outcomes, which Michaels and Wiggins (1976) 

called the profit latitude. The upper limit refers to the greatest degree of 

asymmetry that is predicted to occur. The upper limit is set by the less 

powerfiil actor's alternatives. The average value that B receives from exchange 

with A must be greater than the potential value of B's alternatives to exchange 

with A. The lower limit is set by the more powerful actor's dependence. The 

average value that A receives from exchange with B must be greater than the 

potential value of A's alternatives to exchange with B. 

The process of interaction determines the actual outcomes that actors 

will experience within the range defined above. These non-structural factors 

act to influence an actor's use of power within the limits defined by the 

structure and distribution of power. Now, we will turn to a review of some of 

those non- structural factors that exchange theorists have discussed. 
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Strategic Action. Departing from Emerson's original claims about the 

relationship between structure and behavior, researchers have argued that for 

either form of exchange, negotiated or reciprocal, the structure of power does 

not entirely determine the behavior of actors in exchange. It has been argued 

that the structure of exchange only places limits on the range of potential 

outcomes (Michaels and Wiggins 1976). Within these structural boundaries, 

non structural factors such as the strategic use of power, can shift the 

distribution of exchange so that it is more or less in favor of the advantaged 

actor (Bacharach and Lawler 1981; Molm 1990). 

The strategic use of power, or a power strategy, is used to refer to a 

particular set of actions or behaviors that actors use in an attempt to shift the 

exchange in their favor and increase their potential outcomes. Actors use power 

strategies when they depart from reciprocal (tit-for-tat) exchange. Actors can 

use their control over rewards to try to shift exchange in their favor by 

reciprocating their partner's rewarding behaviors only part of the time. The 

term reward strategy will be used to refer to an actor's use of their control over 

rewards in a contingent and non-reciprocal way to obtain more of what they 

value. Actors could use their control over punishments to try to shift exchange 
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in their favor by responding to their partner's failure to reward with punishment 

The term punishment strategy will be used to refer to an actor's use of their 

control over punishments in a contingent and non-reciprocal way to obtain 

more of what they value. 

Reward and Punishment Strategies. Although the intended 

consequences of power use may be the same for both bases of power— they 

offer the user a way to shift exchange more in their favor—there are a number of 

differences between these two types of power. One major difference occurs in 

how the actor uses the structure of power strategically. Reward power can be 

used strategically by contingently withholding rewards, an act of omission. 

Punishment power can be used strategically by contingently imposing 

punishments, an act of commission. 

Another important difference between a reward and punishment strategy 

is contained in how the structure of power can influence the use of power. 

Assume A and B are in a exchange relation, embedded in a larger exchange 

network. If A is advantaged on reward power, in the A-B relation, then A has 

structural incentives to seek out other sources of value. Because B is more 

dependent on A, B would be willing to maintain the relation even with some 
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reduction in rewards from A. The structure of rewards, create opportunities for 

A to seek out other rewards, even if there is no intention to use a reward power 

strategy with B, the use of reward power can be created simply from structural 

incentives (Emerson 1972b; Molm 1990). The use of a reward strategy may be 

intentional, or it may be unintentional. 

A punishment strategy is much more complex then a reward strategy. 

First, unlike a reward strategy, a punishment strategy because is not induced 

from the structural incentives alone, independent of an actor's desire to use it. 

Because of this a punishment strategy can only be intentional—an actor must 

intentionally use a punishment strategy. We can ask about how the structure of 

power is likely to influence its intentional use. This complex issue is taken up 

later (see Chapter 4), but as for now we will just say that the incentives to use a 

punishment strategy can be created from a combination of both reward power 

and punishment power (Molm 1987,1990). 

Emergent Properties 

Because social exchange concerns itself with relatively enduring 

relations over time any factors which may emerge or evolve as a result of the 
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exchange may be of interest to exchange theorists. Particularly interesting to 

exchange researchers are questions concerning if and how various emergent 

phenomena may influence the relation between structure and behavior. The 

most prominent of these issues include norms of justice, commitment, and 

affect. 

Norms of Justice. The research area involving justice concerns is quite 

extensive^. The early exchange work of both Homans and Blau helped to 

establish justice as a relevant issue within exchange theory. The most general 

issues surround the distribution of outcomes and the perceptions of fairness. 

Although there are many related justice issues that have been addressed by 

researchers, I will limit this discussion to how justice concerns may mediate the 

structure of power and an actor's use of power. 

Some theorists (Homans 1976; Delia Fave 1980) have argued that justice 

norms simply act to support structurally induced inequality. Actors that have 

more power, are able to impose their own standards of justice and those who 

are less advantaged have to accept it. However, research seems to indicate that 

^ For a general overview of this area readers may wish to refer to Hegtvedt and 
Markovsky (1995). 
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power does not act to legitimate inequality (Cook and Hegtvedt 1986; Stolte 

1983). 

Others have argued that the norms of justice can act to constrain the use 

of power (Cook and Emerson 1978), That research seemed to indicate that 

norms of justice can help balance the power differential by constraining the use 

of power by an advantaged actor. 

Commitment. Actors in exchange over time may become committed in 

some way to their parmers. For exchange theorists the most important 

questions concern if and how commitment may influence the exchange 

relation. How might commitment mediate the relation between the structure of 

power and behavior? If an actor becomes committed in an exchange relation 

are they less likely to seek out alternatives, and thus less likely to exchange 

outside of the committed relation(s)? 

Leik and Leik (1977) argued that commitment was something offered by 

a disadvantaged actor, that adds to the value of the resources being offered to 

an advantaged partner. By showing the advantaged actor that the 

disadvantaged actor is committed to the relationship, that commitment is repaid 
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with resources controlled by an advantaged actor. The disadvantaged actor's 

commitment to the advantaged actor in the exchange relationship is added and 

in addition to the disadvantaged actor's other resources. Commitment for the 

disadvantaged actor becomes a way to increase the value of the resource(s) 

being exchanged, and acts to minimize the power asymmetry between the 

structurally disadvantaged and advantaged actor. 

Cook and Emerson (1978) conceived of commitment as something that 

emerges mutually between exchange partners. Both the advantaged and 

disadvantaged actor are committed to the relationship, and both have an 

additional incentive to exchange within the relation. Here both actors are 

committed, but because of the structural differences in power, the commitment 

of the advantaged actor acts to constrain the use of power, and decreases the 

asymmetry in the distribution of rewards (Cook and Emerson 1978). 

Taking a different approach Kollock (1992) argued that under conditions 

of high risk and uncertain outcomes, commitment to a trustworthy partner can 

be mutually beneficial for both (trustworthy) partners in the exchange. When 

the terms of exchange are uncertain and the agreements are not binding, actors 

risk obtaining little benefit. When actors are faced with multiple potential 
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exchange partners, it can be profitable for actors to become committed to 

relations where partners have proven themselves trustworthy, even in light of 

uncertain prospects of greater value. 

Affect. Compared to the early woric of Homans (1950), the role of 

emotions in contemporary exchange theory has been slow to emerge. However 

researchers have begun to look at the various roles that affect may play in social 

exchange. 

Looking at the consequences of exchange on affect Molm (1991) 

investigated the consequences of the structure of power, base of power, and 

power strategies, on an actor's satisfaction. That study found that both the 

outcomes of exchange and the process by wiiich it occurs affect satisfaction. 

Lawler and Yoon (1993) have argued that emotions can change 

exchange relations fi-om being instrumental to expressive. Th^ used affect as 

an intervening variable in the formation of commitment They argued that 

fi^quent exchange generates positive emotions between partners, which in turn 

results in greater stay behavior and gift giving (Lawler and Yoon 1993). 

Komter and Vollegergh (1997) have argued that the social distance 
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between exchange partners influence the emotional significance of exchange.'* 

They found that giving between extended family members includes both 

afTection and feelings of obligation, while giving between fiiends was due to 

affection only, and did not include feelings of obligation. "Ties to friends are 

chosen not bom out of obligation or tradition, but out of mutual affection" 

(Komter and Vollegergh 1997:756). 

CONCLUSIONS 

Contemporary exchange theory has obtained substantial support, with 

research giving particular attention to structural influences on exchange 

relations. The influence of the number of alternatives, the level of value, the 

base of power, the shape of the exchange network, and the type of connection 

have been given attention from researchers working within Emerson's power-

dependence tradition. 

Among non-structural influences, researchers have given considerable 

Komter and Vollebergh (1997) used the term "gift giving" instead of exchange behavior 
to refer to the subjective experience that the giving is without strings attached. They go 
on to say that "...this [subjectivel experience may be an illusion, because in the long run 
most acts of gift exchange do seem to fit within a cycle of reciprocal exchange.." (Komter 
and Vollebergh 1997:750). 
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considerable attention to the strategic use of power, and various justice issues. 

The more individually based cognitive influences (i.e., commitment and affect) 

although mentioned in some early woric, have only recently received attention 

from researchers. The strong emphasis researchers have given to structural 

factors is not surprising given Emerson's focus on the exchange relation, and 

him down playing the role of the individual actor in exchange. 

In their review of exchange theory Molm and Cook (1995) state that 

"...exchange theory may well be developing in ways that are highly useful for 

theorizing about micro-macro linkages in society" (1995:229). They go on to 

agree with Cook (1991), and state that to accomplish this link it must contain "a 

full conception of agency (i.e., actors with motives, needs, and desires) and a 

model of social structure that can move between very simple structures (e.g., 

two-party exchange relations) to complex structures including corporate actors 

and nested groups"(Cook 1991: 229). 

With regard to the conception of the actor, researchers have recently 

begun to include concepts in their models that assume at least some minimal 

forms of cognition (i.e. commitment, affect) for the individuals involved in 

exchange. In contributing to that effort, with this research I will explore the 
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relationship between causal attributions and social exchange. Particularly, how 

certain kinds of explanations may play a role in influencing the exchange 

relation. I agree with Kelley and Thibaut that "[i]nterdependent persons have 

strong interests in explaining one another's behavior. Each wants to know 

what the other person is really like in order to know what can be expected of 

him in the future and under what condition his behavior will change" (Kelley 

and Thibaut 1978:209). To leam more about the potential importance of 

explanations on exchange I will draw upon one of the dominate theories of 

cognition, attribution theory. In the next chapter (chapter 3), I will review 

attribution theory, then test various hypotheses dealing with the formation 

(chapter 4), and consequences (Chapter 5) of causal attributions within social 

exchange. 
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CHAPTERS: 
CAUSAL ATTRIBUTIONS 

Why was Amy smiling? Why didn't Doug answer more of the questions 

on his Chemistry exam? The answers to these questions are explanations given 

about why a person has behaved in a particular way. These explanations, 

called causal attributions, fall within the range of cognitive phenomena studied 

within attribution theory. Causal attributions are the causal explanations that 

are given about the behavior of others, or one's own behavior. Attribution 

theory addresses the formation of causal attributions, as well as the 

consequences that particular attributions may have. 

The work that is typically cited as the first on this subject is Fritz 

Heider's 1944 article on "Social Perception and Phenomenal Causality". That 

article introduced some preliminary attribution concepts, and applied his 

previous research (Heider and Simmel, 1944) to this subject. Heider's research 

(Heider and Simmel, 1944) involved subjects watching a number of geometric 

shapes moving in a random pattern on a board. Attribution theory eventually 

emerged from Heider's discovery that subjects had a general tendency to 

describe the random movement of the shapes in specific causal terms. Heider 

observed that subjects tended to attribute the motion of the shapes to some 
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combination of causes both internal and external to the shape itself. Heider 

referred to the combination of internal and external causes of a particular event 

as a "causal unit" (Heider 1944:362). 

Heider's (1958) book. The Psychology of Interpersonal Relations, was 

his attempt to more completely articulate his theory of interpersonal perception. 

This work more than any other had an overwhelming influence on the 

development, of what has come to be called, attribution theory. Heider's 

analysis was based on the lay person's beliefs, and the scientific insights that 

those beliefs may contain. The contributions of Heider has made him 

"...unquestionably the founding father of contemporary attribution theory..." 

(Hewstone 1983:5). 

In 1965, Jones and Davis addressed the issue of how perceiver's go from 

perceiving a partner's behavior to inferring particular internal characteristics 

about that person.' Although Heider (1958) had discuss such ideas, Jones and 

Davis (1965) offered a more fully developed theoretical explanation of this 

process. Jones and Davis (1965) argue that perceived intentionality links the 

' Instead of looking at both internal and external attributions, some researchers have focused 
on the particular form that internal attributions take, called trait-attributions. Research in this 
area involve understanding how various traits (i.e. internal attributions) are attributed. 



66 

observed behavior with particular underlying dispositions (Jones and Davis 

1965). 

Two years after Jones and Davis' contribution, Kelley (1967) offered yet 

another take on attributions. Where Heider (1958) argued that attributions 

could be studied by using what he called "common-sense" psycholo^, Kelley 

(1967; 1972) argued that people make attributions by using what he called a 

"naive-scientific" investigation. Kelley argued that people make attributions by 

observing the variation and covariation among actors, situations, and entities, in 

a naive-scientific way. 

These early investigators (Heider 1958; Jones and Davis 1965; Kelley 

1967) had a number of similarities that marked an emerging interest in the 

attribution approach. By the 70's, attribution theory had come to dominate the 

cognitive perspective. Attribution researchers directed their attention at trying 

to understand the dynamics that guide how people explain the behavior of 

themselves and others. 

Although not the focus of this paper, readers interested in that approach should refer to 
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GENERAL ASSUMPTIONS AND CLAIMS 

There are a small number of assumptions and claims that are generally 

held by most causal attribution theorists. The following assumptions can be 

found either explicitly or implicitly in almost every major theoretical work 

involving causal attributions. 

These assumptions address the following three questions; 1) Why do 

people make attributions? 2) What form do causal attributions take? And 

finally, 3) do attributions influence the behavior of the attributor? 

1) People try to understand the cause of events that thev observe in an 

effort to gain control over their environment. Attribution theorists argue that 

the motivation for an actor making attributions is that it can potentially suggest 

the way people can influence control over their experience with the physical 

and social world (Heider 1958; Kelley 1967, 1972; Wortman 1976; Lemer and 

Miller 1978; Bains 1983), This assumption is consistent with Berscheid and 

Graziano's (1979) statement that "[p]erceivers are assumed to activate their 

perceptual-cognitive machinery in order to get to know certain objects and 

Hay den and Mischel (1976). 
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persons in order to discover how these persons will act in future encounters" 

(1979:39). Attribution theorists argue that attributions facilitate the person's 

control of their environment. People are motivated to make causal attributions 

in particular because causal explanations can potentially benefit the attributor 

by directing attention, and potentially the behavior of a person in an effort to 

influence the their experiences (see assumption 2). It is interesting to note that 

"Lefcourt's (1973) review reports that even if the perception of control is 

illusory, it can increase hope and enhance one's ability to cope with aversive 

stimuli" (Hewstone 1983:61). 

2) Attributions are explained with proportional influence being given to 

the person or the environment. Heider (1958) referred to this proportional 

influence as the hydraulic assumption. Heider argued that in addition to people 

being inclined to make attributions (assumption 1), they make them in a 

particular form. Heider argued that the explanations that people give for events 

take the form of perceptual influence given in some combination of both 

internal and external causes. The proportional influence of these internal and 

external causes formed what Heider (1958) called a causal unit. It is important 
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to note that the issue here is how people perceive the cause of something, not 

necessarily the actual cause. 

3) Causal beliefs of individuals are an important factor in guiding or 

influencing that person's behavior. This assumption emphasizes the link 

between attributions and the influence that it has on a person's behavior. This 

link between cognitions and behavior is evident in Heider's frequently cited 

line "If a person believes that the lines in his palm foretell his future, this belief 

must be taken into account in explaining certain of his expectations and 

actions"(Heider 1958:5). Attributions that people have are important to most 

attribution theorists because of the influence that it is thought to have on how 

the individual will act. The point that sometimes is missed is this issue 

concerns the relation between attributions and behavior, and the accuracy of the 

causal attributions are not necessarily considered relevant (Heider 1958; 

Lefcourt 1973). 

ATTRIBUTION RESEARCH 

Attribution researchers have addressed a wide range of issues and topics 
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over the past 30 years, including: self-other^ differences (Storms 1973; Watson 

1982; Farr and Anderson 1983; Van Heck and Dijkstra 1985), the fundamental 

attribution error (Jones and Harris 1967; Ross 1977; Gilbert and Jones 1986; 

McHoskey and Miller 1994) the accuracy of attributions (Monson and Snyder 

1977), self presentation (Scott and Lyman 1968; Tedeschi and Riess 1981; 

Baumeister 1982), self-esteem (Zuckerman 1979), and memory efifects (Wells 

1982; Crocker et al 1983; Hastie 1984; Hamilton 1988) to name a few. 

This review will be flamed around the basic questions that serve as a 

guide for most attribution research. The research topics mentioned above, as 

with most attribution research, fall into one (or more) of following three 

categories: 1) factors that influence the formation of attributions, 2) biases that 

occur in the attribution process, and 3) the consequences of attributions. These 

three categories will guide the following review. 

The Formation of Attributions 

Researchers have been particularly interested in researching the various 

factors that influence the type of attribution that a person is likely to give about 

~ This is sometimes also referred to as actor-observer differences. Please refer to Watson 
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another's behavior. This is, by far, the most frequently researched and 

addressed aspect of causal attributions. 

In this section I will discuss factors that influence how people explain the 

behavior of others with whom they are interacting. This discussion will be 

organized around: 1) expectations about the actor, 2) expectations about the 

situation, 3) consistent and inconsistent actor/situation expectations, and 4) 

characteristics of the observed behavior. All of these elements can influence 

how an actor explains another person's behavior. 

Actor Based Expectations 

One major factor that theorists have argued can influence causal 

attributions are expectations. Attribution theorists have argued, and found, that 

expectations play an important role in how people attribute the behavior of 

another person. The locus of the expectation may be perceived either from the 

actor, or from the situation. These two general categories of expectations, actor 

based and situation based expectations, correspond to potential causes that may 

be attributed either internally or externally. 

(1982) for a discussion arguing for a preference for the term self-other. 
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Actor Based Expectations. If we have particular expectations that are 

associated with an actor, behavior consistent with those expectations are more 

likely attributed to the actor (internal factors) than behavior that is inconsistent 

with those expectations (Kelley and Michela 1980). There are two different 

types of actor based expectations that are discussed in the attribution literature. 

The two types of actor based expectations include what theorists have called 

target-based and category-based expectations. 

Target based expectations are expectations created from the prior 

experience or information the attributor has about a specific actor. These 

expectations, associated with a particular actor, can act as a frame of reference 

from which the current behavior/action can be compared. For example, if I 

know that Shawn is almost always friendly, my prior experience with him leads 

me to have expectations about how he is likely to behave during some future 

interaction. 

Categorv Based Expectations are expectations created from the 

perceiver's belief that the actor is a "..member of a particular class, category, or 

reference group" (Jones and McGillis 1976). This includes such things as a 

person's sex, age, race, etc., and refers to the expectations that are associated 

with being a member of particular group or social category. For example, a 
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person may have beliefs or knowledge about how people in the military usually 

act. This category based expectation can create expectations about the behavior 

of a person who is believed to be in the military. 

In target based expectations the expectation is created based on specific 

prior experience with the actor. Category based expectations are expectations 

based on experiences or beliefs about how members of the category are likely 

to behave. The advantage of the category based expectation, is that it allows 

individuals to have some expectations about the behavior of others, from the 

very first time they meet. Leyens (1990) finds that category based 

expectations" serve to smooth interaction by providing expectations with 

relatively little information about the target. 

Situation Based Expectations 

Situations can also create expectations about the behavior of an actor. 

Here situations refer to the settings in which the behavior of an actor occurs. 

Behavior that is consistent with expectations associated with a situation are 

more likely to be attributed to the situation than to the actor (Kelley and 
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Michela 1980). The general logic here is the same as described above, 

however here the foundation of the expectation is created by the situation or 

some other factor external to the individual. 

One may expect that someone in front of 40,000 people may be 

somewhat nervous. The situation itself may lead me to expect that a person 

may act nervous in such a situation. That situation itself may create 

expectations about a person's behavior. This expectation then is used by 

attributers to influence how the behavior of an observed actor is attributed. In 

studies by Ajzen (1971) and Trope (1974) both found that behavior that was in 

line with situation based expectations was less likely to be attributed to the 

actor's disposition then behavior that was not in line with situational based 

expectations. 

Actor and Situation Interaction 

Because we are dealing with attributions about another person's 

behavior, it creates the possibility that there may be expectations about the 

actor as well as expectations about the situation where the actor is located. 

^ Leyens does not explicitly use this term, he instead simply refers to them as stereotypes, but 
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People may have expectations about both situations and actors, and we can 

imagine interactions between the expectations in two obvious ways. There 

may be times when both actor and situational expectations are consistent with 

one another, or there may be times when they are inconsistent. 

Two major concepts in the attribution literature that address the 

interaction of actor and situation expectations, are the discounting principle and 

the augmentation principle. As Kelley notes "..the role of a given cause in 

producing a given effect is discounted if other plausible causes are also present" 

(1971:8). This simply means that if there are expectations associated with both 

intemal and external dimensions of causality, then these multiple causes will 

act to discount the weight of the cause given to any one factor. This has been 

referred to as the discounting principle (Kelley 1971). 

We can easily imagine a situation where we have two different sets of 

expectations, one actor based and other situation based. To demonstrate the 

discounting principle we will need to assume that both expectations are thought 

to have the same influence on the behavior being attributed. Let's say the 

behavior that we are attributing is a child getting an "A" on a test. We may 

discusses them in a way consistent with the term category based expectations. 
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have an expectation about the actor, that the child is very bright. We may also 

have an expectation about the difficulty of a test, most people do very well on 

it. Clearly both could both have a positive influence on the child getting an A 

on the test. In this type of situation where there is more than one plausible 

cause for the observed behavior, each cause is "discounted" in weight, relative 

to the attribution of the same behavior when only one potential cause is present. 

Likewise, there may be times when the actor and situation expectations 

are inconsistent. As Kelley describes it "..if a given effect [has] both a 

plausible inhibitory and a plausible facilitative cause ....the role of the 

facilitative cause will be judged greater than if it alone were presented as a 

plausible cause of the effect" (1971:12). Kelley is arguing that when 

expectations about actors and situations are inconsistent with one another, the 

expectation that is in line, or is consistent with the observed behavior will be 

judged to have greater influence on the behavior, than if the inhibiting cause 

was not present. This has been referred to as the augmentation principle. 

The augmentation principle can be demonstrated using a variant from a 

previous example. We might imagine that our child whom we think is bright 

(an actor based expectation) is going to take a difficult exam (a situation based 

expectation). In this case the expectations created by the actor and the situation 
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have opposite influences on the predicted outcome. The actor-based 

expectation that the child is bright would lead an observer to expect that the 

child would do well on the exam. The structure based expectation that the 

exam is very difficult, would lead an observer to expect that a child taking it 

may not do very well. In this example, whatever expectation is consistent with 

the child's actual performance (doing well / being bright, or doing poorly / 

difficult exam), will be perceived as having a greater influence than if the same 

behavior had been observed without the inhibiting expectation being present. 

Behavior 

Characteristics of the observed behavior also influence how the behavior 

is attributed. The two factors discussed in the literature include the impact of 

the behavior on the observer, called hedonic relevance, and the extent that the 

behavior is directed personally at the observer, called personalism. I will 

address each of these factors in turn. 

Hedonic Relevance. Attributions about an interactant's behavior are 

influenced by the degree to which the behavior of the target benefits or harms 

the observer (Jones and McGillis 1976). Jones and Davis (1965) have argued, 

and it has been found (Berscheid et al 1976) that the greater the impact that a 
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given behavior has on the observer, the greater the likelihood of an internal 

attribution (Kelley and Michela 1980). 

Personalism. Where hedonic relevance is concerned with impact, 

personalism is concerned with how the behavior is directed at the observer. 

Acts directed specifically at the observer, are more likely to result in being seen 

as intentional, and thus result in an internal attribution (Jones and Davis 1965; 

Jones and McGillis 1976). For example, something could be hedonicly 

relevant, yet not be personal..,such as a person in a bar buying a round of 

expensive drinks for everyone, as opposed to just a particular person. 

Tntentionality. Another factor thought to influence causal attributions is 

the perception of intention (Shaver 1985). Heider (1958) discussed it in his 

book, however Jones and Davis (1965) made it the center piece of their theory 

of Corespondent Inferences. The role of intention in the attribution process is 

thought to be fairly straight forward—the inference of intentional 

behavior/action from a particular event/act leads the observer to make 

attributions internally to the individual (Heider 1958; Jones and Davis 1965). 

Maselli and Altrocchi (1969) have specifically argued that both hedonic 

relevance and personalism may influence attributions though their impact on 

perceived intentionality. Although much of the work dealing with the link 



79 

between intentions and causal attributions is quite dated, the potentially very 

relevant to exchange situations. They argue that behavior that is more sever 

(hedonicly relevant), and directed (personalism) influence how the behavior 

will be attributed through its impact on the perception of intent. 

Biases in the Attribution Process 

Researchers have discussed a variety of biases that occur in the 

attribution process. It is important to note that these biases operate independent 

of the influences mentioned above. These findings represent consistent 

tendencies that influence how people explain particular events. 

Perception of Control Bias 

Actors have a tendency to perceptually distort the amount of control they 

have over external events. Research has shown that actors overestimate their 

control, and underestimate the influence of chance or other uncontrollable 

factors (Taylor and Brown 1988). People tend to believe that they have 

control, even when events are determined by factors outside of their control. 

This has been referred to as the illusion of control (Langer 1975). 
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The illusion of control is not limited to the actor themselves. Actors also 

perceive that others are in control of their own outcomes as well. A frequently 

cited work dealing with this is Lemer's (1980) argument about the perception 

of a just world. As a result of the distortion of control, people often blame 

victims as being responsible for their own misfortune. The distortion of 

control, or belief in a just world, leaves others responsible for their own 

outcomes—good or bad. Actors may blame others who experience negative 

outcomes (e.g., rape) to help maintain the illusion of control and the perception 

of a just world. 

We may think that responsibility would be determined by such things as 

intentions, and motives. Although this may in part be true, research has shown 

that information is used in conjunction with perceptions of a just world to 

determine blame (Alicke, Davis and Pezzo 1994; Weiner 1995). For example, 

research has shown that if a homeowner kills an intruder, the homeowner's 

blame can be influenced by factors not associated with the homeowner's 

negligence. If we later find out that the intruder is either a burglar, or an 

innocent person who accidentally went to the wrong home, it influences the 

ascription of blame (Alicke 1992). 
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Internal Attribution Bias 

One frequently discussed bias is the tendency to make internal 

attributions when attributing the behavior of others (Heider 1958; Ross 1977; 

Jones 1979). When attributing the behavior of others, we typically 

underestimate the role of external and situational factors. This is now 

commonly referred to as "the fundamental attribution error'*" a phrase coined 

by Ross (1977). There is a general tendency to ignore partly or completely 

extemal/situational factors when explaining another person's behavior. When 

giving an explanation about the behavior of others, perceivers have a general 

tendency to attribute the cause to intemal forces. People do make attributions 

to external forces, but there is a tendency to for people to attribute causes to 

more intemal factors. 

The research on the bias toward making intemal attributions has 

primarily been conducted by having individuals read opinion based speeches 

and then measure an observer's perceptions about how the opinions expressed 

in the speeches are attributed intemally to opinions of the reader's, or extemally 

Unfortunately this term has come to dominate the literature. The term "error" attached to 
attributions, reasonably suggests that a person's attribution could be incorrect....this risks 
missing the accuracy point related to assumption 2 discussed above. 
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to forces outside of the reader's control (e.g., Jones and Harris 1967; Miller, 

Jones and Hinkle 1981; Gilbert and Jones 1986; Allison, Mackie, Muller, and 

Worth 1993; Trope and Higgins 1993; Hilton, Fein and Miller 1993; 

McHoskey and Miller 1994; Gilbert and Malone 1995). Researchers have 

found, consistent with the fundamental attribution error, that subjects attribute 

the expressed opinions to internal factors. This tendency is so strong, that even 

when subjects are asked to read speeches, observers are more likely to attribute 

the reader with holding views consistent with the speech, than to the external 

situation of being asked to read the speech. These findings hold when subjects 

are forced to read the speech, and even when they read the speech 

unenthusiastically (McHoskey and Miller 1994). Only under particularly 

extreme conditions does the attributor become suspicious of the subject's 

motives and give weight to external influences (Hilton, Fein, and Miller 1993). 

Originally it had been thought that this bias was primarily the result of 

the salience of the person and the behavior in the visual field (Heider 1958). 

Although researchers still agree that this may be a major influence, there also 

seem to be cultural factors that contribute to this "error". Research has shown 

that the extent of the fundamental attribution error does vaiy by culture. People 

from the United States and Western Europe give fewer external explanations 
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than people from Japan (Markus and Kitayama 1991), China (Morris and Peng 

1994), Korea (Cha and Nam 1985), India (Miller 1984), and Saudi Arabia (Al-

Zahrani and Kaplowitz 1993). 

Self V. Other Bias 

The fundamental attribution error occurs when people make attributions 

about others, it does not hold when people make attributions about their own 

behavior. This area of research that has generated quite a bit of interest. Self-

other research concerns itself with differences in how people attribute their own 

behavior, as opposed to the same conduct being attributed by an observer. 

Actors who make attributions about themselves tend to give more 

external attributions, while actors making attributions about others tend to give 

more intemal attributions and discount the role played the external forces—the 

fundamental attribution error. The differences between how actors' attribute 

their own behavior verses the behavior of others is thought to be due to 1) the 

attributer's access to information and 2) differences in perspective (Jones and 

Nisbett 1972; Van Heck and Dijkstra 1985). 

Some research seems to suggest that the differences in access to 

information can influence how attributers arrive at their different conclusions 
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(Eisen 1979; Johnson and Boyd 1995). Actors making attributions about 

themselves have access to a wide range of information about their own conduct 

under different circumstances, and thus are aware of how various situations 

influence their own behavior. 

Some researchers have argued that simply the perspective of the 

attributor could cause the difference in attributions between self and others 

(Storms 1973) , When people are making attributions about their own behavior 

the situation they are in, and the other people around are salient to them. As a 

result these external factors are often perceived by actors to be the cause of 

their own behavior. When attributions are made about others, the other person 

and the behavior are both salient. This perceptual pairing of the other person, 

and the person's behavior, results in the internal attribution about the behavior. 

Self-enhancing Bias^ 

The source of this bias stem from the desire to present oneself in a 

desirable way. Although actors may seek to explain the events they observe, 

they often do so in a way that allows them to see their own behavior in the best 

 ̂These have also been called motivational biases (Feldman 1998). 



light possible (Agostinelli et al. 1992). There are two different types of these 

biases that researchers have looked at, they are the self-serving bias, and the 

self-centered bias. 

The self-serving bias is generally concerned with the difference in the 

attribution of events that are seen as a success or failure. Events that are seen as 

positive events are more likely to be attributed to internal factors such as skill, 

ability and effort, while events that are seen as more negative are more likely to 

be attributed to chance or external forces (Feldman 1998). An example of this 

would be a student who does well on an exam and attributes that to their own 

ability, but when they do poorly have a tendency to explains it in terms of the 

difficulty of the exam. 

The self-centered bias involves the attributor taking more than their 

share of credit for a jointly produced outcome if the outcome is positive, and 

less that their share if the outcome is less favorable. Let's say that a tutor works 

with a student and helps prepare them for an exam. The self-serving bias 

concerns how the tutor is likely to explain the connection between the student 

and themselves to the success or failure of the student. In the event the student 

is successful the tutor is more likely to want to associate themselves with the 



86 

success, and take part of the credit, and if unsuccessful the tutor is more likely 

to distance themselves from the outcome. 

It is this very dynamic of trying to associate oneself with positive 

events/outcomes and trying to distance oneself from negative events/outcomes 

that is characteristic of both self-serving bias and self-centered bias. Another 

variant of this same dynamic was discussed, in part, under the perception of 

control bias. It involves blaming others for the negative outcomes they 

experience. Attributers may blame victims for the misfortunes that they suffer 

to psychologically protect themselves from meeting a similar fate (Thorton 

1992), these are called defensive attributions (Feldman 1998). 

The Consequences of Attributions 

Many theorists have argued that attributions have a variety of 

consequences for actors that make various attributions. The research in this 

area is quite limited, and has not emphasized interactive settings, or interaction 

in on going relationships. Researchers have however made arguments and 

engaged in some research that would seem to be insightful in on going 

relationships. In general, two central ideas serve as a foundation when talking 

about consequences, they are affect and behavior. 
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Affect 

The type of attribution that the actor makes about the target can 

influence the affective reaction of the actor (Feinauer and Stuart 1996). The 

argument is simply that most affective responses are heightened by an internal 

attribution (Weiner, Frieze, Kukla, Reed, Rest, and Rosenbaum 1972). For 

example, we might assume that I am the benefit of something nice someone 

does. Maybe someone writes me a nice note. Attribution theorists have argued 

that if 1 attribute that nice behavior of sending me a note to something internal 

to the individual (e.g., they sent me the nice note because they are a nice 

person) I will have a greater positive affective reaction, than the same behavior 

that I attribute to external factors (e.g., they sent me a note because I sent them 

one) (Heider 1958; Kelley 1967, 1972; Kelley and Michela 1980; Hewstone 

1989). 

Affect that is associated with a target's behavior will be influenced by 

how that behavior is attributed. To the extent that the target is attributed as the 

primary causal influence, and there is an internal attribution about the cause of 

the target's behavior, the affect associated with the target will also be 

influenced. Lets say that someone hits me. Depending on how I attribute that 

behavior it will influence how upset I am with the behavior. If T attribute the 
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person hitting me, to being caused by something internal, maybe they are a 

mean person. A person hitting me would not be very nice, and 1 attribute their 

behavior as being caused by something internal, it would make me very upset. 

On the other hand, if I attribute a person hitting me to something external, 

maybe they did not see me~it was an accident. If the behavior is attributed to 

an external factor it should act to decrease the affective reactions associated 

with the individual. 

Behavior 

One of the most interesting aspects about the consequences of 

attributions is the argument that attributions may influence the behavior of 

individuals toward others (Town and Harvey 1981; Yarkin et al 1981; Yarkin 

and Levin 1983; Belegen and Lawler 1989). Although numerous theorists have 

discussed this potential influence, few empirical studies have been reported. 

One of those rare empirical studies that examined the consequences of 

attributions was done by Snyder and Swann (1978). Snyder and Swann found 

that when subjects were led to label a target as either hostile or non-hostile, the 

subjects' acted on these beliefs and behaved toward the targets in either a 

hostile or non-hostile way. 
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There have been two general theoretical arguments about how 

attributions may influence behavior. The arguments have included 

consequences that stem fi*om both instrumental/goal-oriented motivations, and 

normative motivations. 

Instrumental / Goal Oriented One of the motivations given for social 

cognitions have been that actors use them to further their goals (Fiske and 

Taylor 1991; Fiske and Goodwin 1994). This issue is addressed by attribution 

theorists with "goal-oriented" behavior (Kelley 1972). The argument, which 

stems most directly from the motivation for people to make attributions (see 

Assumption # 1 above). "When the social environment is rendered predictable, 

the perceiver is able to guide his own behaviors in such a way to maximize his 

own chances of obtaining rewards..." (Berscheid and Graziano 1979:39). 

According to instrumental/goal oriented arguments, causal attributions 

are seen to serve as a tool that allows one to guide, modify, or change one's 

own behavior strategically, in an effort to increase positive experiences for 

one's self (Hewstone 1989). The usefulness of causal attributions, in an 

interactive setting is that it will give individuals information about how they 

may direct their efforts in influence the behavior of others. 
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Normative. Attributions would not necessarily have to be limited to 

personally beneficial action. It has also been argued that attributions may also 

mediate the reaction that one has to another's behavior. Kelley (1972) states 

"The tendency to reciprocate another person's behavior—to harm or dislike him 

if he has harmed you, or to help or like him if he has helped you—seems to 

depend strongly upon the attribution of causes for that behavior" (1972:14). 

For exchange theorists, the potential influence on normative behavior 

could be very important in understanding an actor's perception about the 

applicability of the norm of reciprocity. Even if a partner's behavior is 

beneficial to an actor, if the cause of that behavior is attributed to something 

outside the partner, then the norm or reciprocity would not apply. For example, 

maybe the Dean gives all the faculty a coffee cup with the school's old logo on 

it because the school has been unable to sell them, they were going to be 

thrown away. To the extent that the nice behavior of the dean is attributed by 

the faculty members to extemal factors (i.e., the school faced with a large 

number of coffee cups that no one wants), the faculty will not feel obligated to 

reciprocate in kind. Clearly it was a nice thing to do, but most of the faculty 

would not likely feel very obligated to "repay" this kind action. 
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If the faculty attributed the cause to something internal to the Dean, 

maybe she did it because she is a very thoughtful person, then the behavior is 

more likely to result in a reciprocation. Faculty may feel compelled to send a 

thank you note, or even a small gift to reciprocate the kind gesture. Simply put, 

the norm of reciprocity is more applicable to behavior that is attributed to 

internal factors and much less so to behavior that is attributed to external 

factors. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Early research suggested that the relation between attitudes and behavior 

was small (Wicker 1969), acting to discourage other cognitive theorists from 

asking questions about its relation to behavior. As Fiske and Goodwin put it, 

"[wjithin social cognition research, so few studies have measured the 

cognitive-behavior relation that one cannot even argue about its size" 

(1994:152). This issue is taken up in chapter 5. 

Researchers in this area have been criticized for their lack of attention to 

social situations. Much of the research in this area on "interaction" has been 

done on subjects asked to "...explain the behavior of, or merely to describe, 

others who are absent" (Hewstone 1989:54). This deficit in the research is 
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potentially quite problematic. Clearly there is a need for controlling factors that 

are not relevant to a particular investigation, however the lack of research 

addressing actual interaction has become a tremendous void (Ickes and 

Gonzalez 1994). This criticism is taken up in Chapter 4. 

Recently theorists have called for researchers to research social 

cognitions in social settings (Fiske and Taylor 1991; Fiske and Goodwin 1994; 

Ickes and Gonzalez 1994), and to investigate the connection between 

cognitions and behavior (Fiske 1993; Fiske and Goodwin 1994). In the next 

chapter (Chapter 4), I propose to begin to address that concern. In the next 

chapter I will study attributions that result from the interactions of actors 

involved in an exchange relation. In that chapter I will derive various 

predictions from the logic presented in this chapter, and test those predictions in 

settings with actors who are involved in, and describing actual behavior. 
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CHAPTER 4: 
THE INFLUENCE OF EXCHANGE ON ATTRIBUTIONS 

How do actors in exchange relations explain the behavior of their 

partners? How do structural and behavioral factors combine perceptually to 

influence how they are attributed by exchange partners? These questions serve 

to guide the research conducted and reported in this chapter. 

The previous chapter (chapter 3) ended by pointing out the social 

deficits in social cognition research. This general criticism addresses two 

different weaknesses with most of the research in this area. First, most of the 

research settings do not involve subjects observing behavior, but simply 

reading vignettes, written descriptions of behavior. A second criticism, is that 

the attributor is just an observer, and not personally involved in the interaction 

themselves. Both of these concerns can be addressed by investigating 

attributions within an ongoing exchange relation. 

I will begin with a brief review of some key concepts in social exchange 

theory and attribution theory that are particularly relevant to the discussion 

here. The exchange review will give particular attention to the structure of 

power, and the use of power. The attribution review will emphasize the role 

that expectations play in the attribution process. 
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How does the structure of power and the behavior of an exchange 

partner influence how that behavior is attributed? This chapter will answer that 

question by examining relevant exchange and attribution arguments, deriving 

hypotheses, and testing those predictions with the use of experimental data. 

A REVIEW OF A FEW KEY CONCEPTS * 

The Structure of Exchange 

The structure of power in an exchange relation is created by the mutual 

dependencies of actors on one another in that relation. The structure of power 

refers to the. proportion of value an actor can give to or take away from an 

exchange partner (relative to the total value that partner can receive from all 

sources). 

In an exchange relation the structure of power refers to 1) the capacity 

of an actor to give either rewards or punishments to a partner and 2) the 

opportunity for the actor to obtain what they value. There are two different 

dimensions of structural power within the relation. The first dimension 

' This is only intended as brief review of a few key exchange and attribution concepts. It is 
intended to review only a few central points diat are crucial to understand die arguments 
presented in this chapter. Exchange theoiy and Attribution theoiy are discussed in detail in 
chapter 2, and chapter 3, respective .̂ 
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concerns the control over positively valued outcomes, referred to as the 

structure of reward power. The second dimension concerns the control over 

negatively valued outcomes, referred to as the structure of punishment power. 

The Strategic Use of Power 

Power use refers to the behavior of actors that influences the behavior of 

exchange partners. Power use can simply be thought of as what actors actually 

do to influence the behavior of others. The structure of power places limits on 

the use of power. Within this conceptual framework, there comes a particular 

type of behavior that is of particular interest. The strategic use of power, or a 

power strategy, are used to refer to a particular set of actions or behaviors 

which actors engage, in an attempt to shift the exchange in their favor and 

increase their potential outcomes. 

As stated above, the structure of power can vary on two different 

dimensions: rewards and punishments. The structure of power can be used to 

shift exchange on either of these dimensions. In other words, a power strategy 

can be based on either rewards or punishments. 

Actor could use their control over rewards to try to increase their 

outcomes in a relation, I will refer to this as a reward strategy. Using control 
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over rewards, an actor may withhold rewards from an exchange partner, 

contingent on a partner's particular behavior (i.e., greater giving, or a reduction 

in punishment). In other words, an actor may reduce what is given to a partner 

while trying to maintain what that partner gives, or an actor may make a partner 

give more in order to receive the same level of outcomes. 

Actors could use their control over punishments to try to increase their 

outcomes in a relation, I will refer to this as a punishment strateev. An actor 

could do this by making non punishment of a partner contingent on the 

partner's behavior (i.e., greater giving, or a reduction in punishment). In other 

words, an actor could punish their partner unless the partner gave the actor 

more of what the actor wanted. 

Expectations and the Attribution Process 

Kelley and Michela (1980) have discussed two types of expectations that 

have been argued to influence attributions: 1) actor based expectations and 2) 

situation based expectations. An actor based expectation (or expectancy) 

refers to expectations that are created from information (real or imagined) about 

a particular person. This would be the case when we have some knowledge or 
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beliefs about a particular person and how they are likely to behave. For 

example, because of my familiarity with my friend Mary Ann I generally 

expect her to behave in a friendly, nice, and confident way. These expectations 

are generated by, and are associated with this particular person. 

A situation based expectation is used to refer to expectations that are 

created from information (real or imagined) about how external factors are 

likely to influence the behavior of someone. This is the case when we have 

knowledge or beliefs about a particular situation or external factor and how it 

may influence an individual's behavior. For example, we generally expect 

individuals to be a little nervous when speaking in front of large crowds. The 

expectation is generated by the situation, and applies to the behavior of 

individuals that we observe in that situation. 

When dealing with expectations we should ask: What type of 

expectation is being generated? The reason this question is important is that the 

locus of the expectation links the expected behavior to a perceived cause. If the 

observed behavior is consistent with the expectation, the cause of the 

expectation is thought to have greater influence over the person's behavior than 

if the behavior was inconsistent with the expectation (Jones and Davis 1965; 

Kelley 1967). However, whether the observed behavior is consistent or 
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inconsistent with an expectation is only meaningful in predicting how the 

behavior will be attributed if we know the locus of the expectation, either 

person based or situation based (Kelley and Michela 1980). 

Expectations play an important role in affecting how people attribute the 

behavior of someone. Expectations in general serve as a preliminary prediction 

about how a particular known cause is expected to influence a person's 

behavior. Attribution theorists have discussed both person based and situation 

based expectations, although research has primarily focused on person based 

expectancies (e.g.. Bell et al. 1976; Hay den and Mischel 1976; Regan et al. 

1974; Rosenfield and Stephan 1977; Weiner et al 1972). 

To the extent that observed behavior is consistent with structural 

influences, these structural factors are more likely to be seen as the "cause" of 

the behavior. The greater the inconsistency between an expectation and the 

observed behavior, the more likely that the behavior will be attributed to 

internal causes (Ajzen 1971; Trope 1974). For example, if a situational 

expectation is not consistent with the observed behavior, one would have to 

assume that other forces were involved. To overcome a situational influence, 

and behave in a way that is inconsistent with that 'force" it is attributed to a 

more powerful internal force (Heider 1958). Simply put, if situational 
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expectations are not met, people will attribute the difference between expected 

and observed behavior to forces within the individual. 

With that brief review complete, we can now focus the links between 

social exchange and attribution theory. Specifically, 1 will be using the insists 

of attribution theory, and applying those insights to understand how an actor 

within an exchange relation may attribute the behavior of an exchange partner. 

I will argue that within the exchange relation, expectations can be created from 

the structure of power. These expectations serve as a key to understanding how 

actors explain the behavior of their partners. 

THE USE OF POWER: STRUCTURE AND EXPECTATIONS 

The control of rewards and punishments that actors have for one another 

serve to define the structural power in tiie relation (Molm 1987). As discussed 

earlier, the structure of power can vary on two dimensions (reward power and 

punishment power) independently. This allows us to ask the following simple 

question: Does the structure of reward and/or punishment power in a social 

exchange relation create incentives for actors to use either a reward strategy or 

a punishment strategy? To address this question, first I will discuss the 
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conditions that create incentives for actors to withhold rewards from their 

exchange partners. Then I will discuss the conditions that create incentives for 

actors to punish their exchange partners. 

Structural Incentives to Use a Reward Power Strategy 

A reward power strategy is the contingent withholding of rewards, from 

an exchange partner in an effort to increase valued outcomes. This could be 

done to either get a partner to give more rewards, or to get a partner to decrease 

the number of punishments. Molm (1988) points out, "[t]hat withholding of 

rewards is predicted simply from an imbalance in reward power: the more 

powerful actor, who has alternative exchange opportunities that are of equal or 

greater value, will withhold rewards from the less powerful actor whenever he 

or she engages in those alternatives" (Molm 1988:111). This is because actors 

advantaged on reward power have a structural incentive to withhold rewards 

from their disadvantaged partner. An actor disadvantaged on reward power 

have a structural incentive to allow at least some reduction in the rate of 

rewarding by an advantaged partner. 

Here is an example to demonstrate that point. Let's assume two actors, A 

and B, are in an exchange relation that is part of a larger exchange networic. 
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Assume that A has a structural reward advantage in the relation with B. For 

simplicity sake, we might assume that A controls the largest proportion of value 

that B can obtain from all of B's relations, and B controls the smallest 

proportion of value that A can obtain from all of A's relations. In this example 

A has an incentive to withhold rewards from B. The structure of power creates 

an incentive for A to seek out value from sources odier than B, and thus by 

seeking out these other sources of value A will withhold rewards from B. 

Being disadvantaged, B has a structural incentive to get A to exchange more 

frequently, but B lacks the structural power to use reward withholding 

effectively as a way to shift the exchange in their favor. 

An imbalance in reward power is all that is necessary to create a 

structural incentive for the advantaged actor to seek out rewards in other 

relations, and thus withhold some rewards from their disadvantaged partner 

(Emerson 1972b; Cook and Emerson 1978). 

Structural Incentives to Use a Puntshment Power Strategy 

Unlike the reward power strategy, a punishment power strategy is not 

induced by the structure of power independent of an actor's intention to use it 

(Molm 1989). This does not mean that the structure of power does not 
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influence the use of a punishment power strategy, only that a punishment 

strategy does not emerge independent from an actor's intention to use it. 

A punishment power strategy can be used to shift the exchange in favor 

of the user by punishing undesirable behavior. Actors that are structurally 

disadvantaged on reward power have an incentive to get their advantaged 

partners to give more. The problem identified earlier is diat under the 

conditions of being reward disadvantaged, the use of a reward power strategy 

would be of little influence. The point is that disadvantaged actors do not 

control resources valued enough by their advantaged partners to have an 

influence on them. Consequently, the use of a reward withholding strategy by 

a reward disadvantaged actor would not make much sense. Being 

disadvantaged on reward power creates an asymmetry in exchange, and thus an 

incentive for the disadvantaged actor to try to reduce the asymmetry. At the 

same time however being disadvantaged on reward power reduces the 

effectiveness of a reward withholding strategy. 

Under some conditions reward disadvantaged actors may have an 

incentive to use punishment power in an effort to shift exchange in their favor. 

Thus, the structure of punishment power, along with the structure of reward 

power, can potentially facilitate or hinder the incentive for actors to use 



105 

punishment power. Unlike the reward power strategy, the structure of both 

reward power and punishment power must combine to create incentives for an 

actor to use a punishment power strategy (Molm 1989). 

Actors disadvantaged on reward power, and advantaged on punishment 

power would have the most incentive to use punishment power, to shift 

exchange in their favor through the use of a punishment power strategy. Being 

advantaged on punishment power allows an actor to impose greater costs on a 

partner than the partner can impose on the advantaged actor. Actors that are 

advantaged on punishment power, and disadvantaged on reward power have an 

incentive to use a punishment power advantage to shift the reward exchange in 

their favor. 

Structure, Strategies, Expectations and Attributions 

The structure of power creates expectations about the incentives of an 

actor to use either a reward or punishment power strategy- In the previous 

section I argued that if we know the structural incentives, we can predict how 

behavior consistent or inconsistent with that structural expectation would be 

attributed. 
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As discussed above, behavior that is perceived as consistent with 

structurally based expectations are more likely to be attributed to structural 

factors, while behavior that is inconsistent with structurally based expectations 

are less likely to be attributed to structural factors. 

The structural incentives for an actor to use a reward power strategy are 

created from a reward power advantage. Actors that are advantaged on reward 

power are expected to use a reward power strategy. Reward advantaged actors 

using a reward withholding strategy are more likely to have that behavior 

attributed to situational factors, than actors that are disadvantaged on reward 

power. 

HYP 1: The more advantaged that an actor is on reward power, the more 

likely that a reward power strategy will be attributed to structural factors. The 

more structurally disadvantaged an actor is on reward power the more likely 

that a reward power strategy will be attributed to internal factors. 

As discussed above, the conditions necessary to create the incentives for 

the use of a punishment power strategy are a little more complex than those 

necessary to create an incentive to use a reward strategy. The incentives for an 
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actor to use a punishment power strategy are created from a combination of 

both the structure of reward and punishment power. First, we can examine the 

structure of reward power. Actors that have the greatest incentive to shift the 

exchange in their favor are those that have parmers who are withholding 

rewards from them. As discussed above, reward withholding can occur simply 

if the actor is reward disadvantaged. 

The incentive to use a punishment power to shift exchange is also 

influenced by the structure of punishment power within the relation. The 

greatest incentive, and the least risk would be if the actor were advantaged on 

punishment power, and the least incentive and greatest risk would be if the 

actor were disadvantaged on punishment power. By looking at both structures 

of power, an actor disadvantaged on reward power and advantaged on 

punishment power would have the greatest situational incentive to use a 

punishment power strategy, and thus that behavior would be most likely to be 

attributed to situational factors. Thus, we have the next hypothesis. 

HYP 2: The attribution of a punishment power strategy will be 

influenced by both the structure of reward power and the structure of 

punishment power. Actors that are disadvantaged on reward power and 
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advantaged on punishment power will have the greatest incentive to use 

punishment power and thus their behavior would be more likely to be attributed 

to the situation. 

Strategies and Attributions 

Although both reward strategies and punishment strategies are similar in 

that they seek to shift the exchange in favor of the user, they do so in very 

different ways. The difference between the two strategies is most clear when 

we consider how the strategies are experienced by the exchange partner. As I 

have described above, a punishment strategy imposes punishments, while a 

reward strategy withholds rewards. A punishment strategy is an act of 

commission, while a reward strategy is an act of omission. 

When comparing reward and punishment strategies there are perceptual 

differences that can influence how the behavior is attributed. Even when the 

departure from reciprocity are equal for both punishments and rewards, the 

departure of the punishment strategy is perceived as more nonreciprocal 

(Molm, Quist, and Wiseley 1994). The difference between rewards and 

punishments in perception should result in greater hedonic relevance (see 

chapter 3) for a punishment strategy. 
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Which leads us to the third hypothesis: 

HYP 3: The differences between a reward strategy and a punishment 

strategy will result in punishment power strategies being attributed more to 

internal factors than reward power strategies. 

However, the relationship between strategy and attribution may not be 

so straight forward. Some theorists have argued that intentions may play a role 

in the attribution process. Attribution theorists have argued that some 

behaviors that are perceived as more intentional are more likely to be attributed 

to internal factors (Heider 1958; Jones and Davis 1965). Relevant here is the 

specific claim by Maselli and Altrocchi (1969), that hedonic relevance operates 

through intentionality (refer to chapter 3) to influence attributions. In addition, 

previous research has found that punishment strategies are perceived as more 

intentional than reward strategies (Molm, Quist, and Wiseley 1993; 1994). 

Which leads to a fourth hypothesis: 

HYP 4: The relationship defmed in hypothesis 3, is mediated by the 

perception of intention. 
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METHODS 

The hypotheses described above were tested using existing data from a 

laboratory experiment. The experiment consisted of undergraduate students 

engaged in reciprocal exchange over a period of time. Each subject had 2 

alternatives, who unknown to the subject were computer-simulated. Computer-

simulated partoers were used to control the behavior of the exchange partners. 

One hundred eighty subjects were randomly assigned to one of the 18 

conditions that were created from a 3 X 3 X 2 factorial design. The design 

crossed 3 levels of reward power (Advantaged, Balanced, Disadvantaged), by 3 

levels of punishment power (Advantaged, Balanced, Disadvantaged) by 2 types 

of strategies (reward or punishment) used by the simulated partners. Subjects 

could either reward or punish their partners over 100 exchange opportunities. 

At the end of the experiment subjects were asked to make causal attributions 

about their parmers. 

Setting and Procedures 

Subjects in the experiment ostensibly participated in a network with 3 

other participants. The participants interacted with each other via computer 
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terminal. Each subject had two potential partners. Unknown to the subjects, 

both of their partners were computer-simulated. 

Figure 4.1 shows a diagram of the exchange network. Both of the 

S < • POm 
A A 

• • 

POc < • HYP 

S represents the Subject 
POm denotes the Programmed Other that is manipulated 
POc denotes the Programmed Other that is controlled 
HYP refers to a hypothetical actor that supposedly connects the two simulated partners. 

Figure 4.1: Diagram of Exchange Network 

subject's exchange partners POm and POc were computer simulated. HYP 

refers to a hypothetical actor that connected POm and POc, so that each actor 

had two alternative exchange partners. The subjects were informed in the 

instructions that when their partners were not interacting with them the partners 

were interacting with their other alternative (i.e., HYP). 
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The deception of using simulated partners, also called programmed 

others (POs), was easily maintained because the subjects never met each other. 

Each subject was met in a remote location and then placed in one of four 

adjacent rooms. Typically 4 subjects were in fact participating, however their 

partners were not the subjects in the other rooms. The subjects' partners were 

in fact computer simulated from the main control room. Post experimental 

debriefmg revealed no suspicion about the deception. 

Undergraduate subjects were recruited through classes £md dorms to earn 

money by participating in a social interaction experiment. Subjects were 

recruited to participate based on their "desire to earn money", thus meeting one 

of the scope conditions of social exchange theory that subjects' value the 

resource controlled by their partaers. Social exchange theor>' assumes that 

people will behave in ways that will increase outcomes they positively value. 

For the purposes of research, particular qualities of a valued resource 

may create some methodological difficulties. The use of money as the valued 

outcome is beneficial for two specific reasons. First, money is easily 

quantifiable. Methodologically it is easier to quantify money into units than 

some other things that people may value (e.g., loyalty, praise, etc.). Second, 
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money is resistant to satiation effects. Because money has transactional value, 

the rate at which people satiate on money is particularly low. 

The choices that subjects made about how to act directly affected their 

partners' outcomes. In this experiment subjects could add points to or take 

points away from their partners. Adding to a partner's earnings, did not result 

in those points being subtracted from the subject's own earnings. Likewise, 

subtracting from a partner's earnings did not result in those points being added 

to the subject's own earnings. 

The number of points that the actors could add or take away from one 

another varied by condition (see below). The value that subjects could receive 

from and give to each of their partners was displayed on their computer 

screens. In addition, subjects were also shown what their partners could 

receive from their other exchange relation. This display was referred to as the 

Earnings Schedule. Each of the actors in the network were referred to by a 

letter. The subjects were always referred to as "Person X", POn, as "Person Y", 

POc as "Person W", and the HYP as "Person Z". 

On each of the 100 exchange opportunities subjects were given two 

choices that determined their action toward their partners. First subjects would 

choose which of their two partners they wanted to act towards (Person Y or 
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Person W). Then, subjects would choose an action toward that partner (add 

points or subtract points). After making their choices, subjects were given 

information about what they themselves had done (as a reminder), and what 

action their partners had taken. If one of the simulated partners had not chose 

to interact with the subject, the subject was informed that the partner did not act 

toward them. The only "cost" associated with a particular choice was the 

opportunity cost of engaging in a particular action. Subjects used the control 

they had, over the outcomes of their partners, to try to influence the choices that 

their partners made. The choices that the partners made directly influenced the 

eamings of the subjects. 

At the end of the experiment subjects were paid for their participation 

based on the total number of points they had accumulated. Each point was 

worth 3 cents. During the experiment subjects were encouraged to act in a way 

to increase their total points. 

Manipulation of Structure 

Subjects were randomly assigned to one of 9 structures shown in table 

4.1. For control purposes, the structure of power was manipulated only in one 
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Table 4.1: Structure of Power: The subject's power relative to POm. 

Structure of Reward Power 
Structure of 
Punishment 
Power 

Imbalanced in 
Favor ofS Equal 

Imbalanced in 
Favor of POm 

Imbalanced in 
favor of S 

Sadv.RP 
S adv. PP 

Equal RP 
S adv. PP 

S disadv. RP 
S adv. PP 

Equal Sadv.RP 
Equal PP 

Equal S disadv. RP 
Equal PP 

Imbalanced in 
favor of POm 

Sadv.RP 
S disadv. PP 

Equal RP 
S disadv. PP 

S disadv. RP 
S disadv. PP 

relation, the POm relation. On each of the two bases of power, reward and 

punishment, subjects were either advantaged, equal, or disadvantaged relative 

to Pom. 3 levels of power (Advantaged, Equal, Disadvantaged) for each of the 2 

bases of power (Reward and Punishment) created 9 different conditions. By 

holding the number of alternatives constant, and varying the proportion of total 

outcomes that could be received within a relation (and the proportion of 

outcomes controlled within the relation) the relative power could be 

manipulated. Subjects in all conditions could receive a maximum of 10 points 
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Figure 4.2 shows the values associated with each of the 9 conditions. 
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from their partners (if both partners were to choose to reward the subject on the 

same trial), and could lose a maximum of 10 points from their partners (if both 

partners were to choose to punish the subject on the same trial). The proportion 

of points that could be received (and given), or lost (and taken) within a relation 

was manipulated. 

In the POm relation when power is equal between the subject and the PO, 

both actors could give or take 5 points. When power is imbalanced the relation 

there was a difference of 4 points, between the subject and the parmer. When 

the subject is advantaged on reward power, and equal on punishment power, 

the subject can give (reward power) 8 points to POm, and POm can give 4 points 

to the subject, and the subject can take (punishment power) 5 points from POm, 

and POm can take 5 points from the subject. 

The subject's relation with POc was always power balanced, this meant 

that the subject and POc could give and receive the same amount, or could take 

and lose the same amount. The amount of reward value or punishment value 

that the POc relation took was the proportion of 10 points that was not in the 

POm relation. So for the above example, the value of reward would be 2 and 

the value of punishment would be 5 in the POc relation. 
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Manipulation of Strategies 

Each PO was programmed to behave in a specific way. The strategies of 

the POs are response rates based on conditional probabilities of the subjects' 

prior action. Table 4.2 shows the one strategy that used by the POc, and two 

possible strategies used by the POm-

The POc was programmed to use the same strategy, tit-for-tat, in all 

conditions. The tit-for-tat strategy used by POc, responds to the subjects' prior 

action in almost an identical way. If the subject rewarded POc on the previous 

opportunity, the probability that POc would respond with reward was .9, or 

90% of the time, and no action .1, or 10% of the time. 

POm was programmed to use one of two strategies (refer to table 4.2). 

POm either used a reward strategy' or a punishment strategj'. The reward 

strategy consisted of POm responding to the subject's rewarding with a reward 

.4, or 40% of the time, and with non exchange .6 , or 60% of the time. The 

punishment strategy consisted of responding to the subject's non exchange with 

reward .1, or 10% of the time, and with non exchange .4, or 40% of the time, 

and with punishment .5, or 50% of the time. 
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Table 4.2; Power Strategies of POs 

Probability of PO's Behavior Conditional on Subject's 
Prior Behavior* 

Strategy Reward Non exchange Punishment 

POoi (manipulated) 
Reward R1R = .4 RjN = .1 R1P = 0 

N1R = .6 NIN = .9 N1P = .1 
PiR = 0 P|N = 0 PiP = .9 

Punishment RjR = -.9 R1N = .1 R|P = 0 
N|R = = .l N1N = .4 NIP = .1 
P|R = 0 P|N = .5 P|P = .9 

POc (control) 
Reciprocal R|R = -.9 R|N = .1 RjP = 0 

N|R = -.1 N[N = .9 N|P = .1 
P|R = 0 P1N = 0 P1P = .9 

^Probability of PO's behavior given the subject's behavior on the previous exchange 
opportunity. Looking at POm reward strategy, we see that in die first column, second line, 
N|R =.6. This is read, the probability of non exchange (N) given reward (R). POm is 
programmed to respond with non exchange (N) .6 (or 60%) of the time, given that on die 
previous round the subject rewarded POm-

Measurements 

Causal Attributions. At the end of the 100 exchange opportunities 

subjects responded to a number of questions displayed on their computer 

screens. One of the questions asked subjects to evaluate the cause of their 

partners behavior. Subjects evaluated the perceived cause of their partners 

behavior on a 7 point Likert scale. That question appeared as follows: "Now, 
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think for a moment about Person X's [letter corresponding to a particular 

partner] behavior toward you. Do you think that it was mostly due to the 

Earnings Schedule, or to the type of person X is?" Below the question 

appeared a 7 point scale with '^Earnings Schedule" on one end and "Type of 

Person" on the other. The item was coded 1 (Earnings schedule) to 7 (Type of 

person). 

Intentionalitv. Another question asked subjects to evaluate how 

intentional their partner's behavior appeared to be. This was also measured on 

a 7 point Likert scale. That question appeared as follows: *Tlease evaluate 

Person X's [Letter corresponding to a particular partner] behavior toward you." 

Below the question was a Likert scale, labeled "Intentional" on one end and 

"Unintentional" on the other. This item was coded from I (Intentional) to 7 

(Unintentional). 

RESULTS 

Hypothesis 1 predicts that the structure of reward power will directly 

effect on how a reward strategy will be attributed. The hypothesis predicts that 

the more advantaged an actor is on the structure of reward power the more 

likely that actor's reward strategy will be attributed to situational factors. 
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The hypothesis predicts that the mean attribution for the reward strategy 

would be attributed more to the earnings schedule for an advantaged partner, 

and attributed more to the type of person for a disadvantaged partner. Table 4.3 

shows the mean of the attributions for actors using the reward power strategy, 

by the structure of reward power. As predicted the mean values of the 

attribution are lowest on the left and highest on the right. 

To test for the significance of these differences I ran an ANOVA on the 

reward strategy conditions testing for a main effect for the structure of rewards. 

Table 4.3: Subject's Attribution of POm's reward strategy by POm's Structure of Power 

Reward Strategy 

Reward Power 
Punishment 
Power Advantaged Equal Disadvantaged Total 

Advantaged 

Equal 

3.2 
(1.135) 
3.1 

3.3 
(2.311) 

4.5 
(2.321) 

4.2 
(1.873) 

4.0 
(2.165) 

4.1 
(2.331) 

4.8 
(1.988) 

5.2 
(2.299) 

4.7 
(2.183) 

3.53 
(1.978) 
4.13 

(2.046) 
4.10 

(2.171) 
Total 

Disadvantaged 
(1.523) 

2.9 
(1.852) 
3.06 

(1.484) 
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Table 4.4. Anova: Structure of Power by Attributions: Reward Strategy 

Sum of Sig. 
Source Squares df F ofF 

Reward Power 40.289 2 5.041 .009 
Punishment Power 6.822 2 .854 .430 
Reward X Punishment 7.644 4 .478 .752 

Explained 54.756 8 1.713 .108 
Residual 323.700 81 

Table 4.4 show the results of that analysis. That analysis shows that the 

structure of reward power has a significant effect (F= 5.041, df=2, p.= .009) on 

the attribution of a reward power strategy. The structure of punishment power 

had no independent or interactive efifects on the attribution of a reward power 

strategy. 

Hypothesis 2 predicts that both the structure of reward power and the 

structure of punishment power are necessary to influence the attribution of a 

punishment power strategy. The hypothesis predicts that actors who use a 

punishment ix>wer strategy, that are disadvantaged on reward power and 

advantaged on punishment power are more likely to have their behavior 

attributed to situational factors. 



123 

Hypothesis 2 predicts that the mean attribution for the punishment power 

strategy would be lower (attributed more to the earnings schedule) for the 

reward disadvantaged / punishment advantaged actor, and higher (attributed 

more to the type of person) for actors that are either reward advantaged or 

punishment disadvantaged. Table 4.5 shows the mean of the attributions, for 

actors using the punishment power strategy, by the structure of reward and 

punishment power. As predicted the mean values of the attribution are lower 

on the top right and higher on the bottom right 

Table 4.5: Attribution of POm's punishment strategy by POm's Stnicture of Power 

Punishment Strategy 

Reward Power 
Punishment 
Power Advantaged Equal Disadvantaged Total 

Advantaged 4.7 4.9 3.3 
(1.888) (1.197) (2.002) 

Equal 5.0 5.4 4.6 
(1.763) (1.505) (2.276) 

Disadvantaged 2.9 4.9 5.3 
(1.969) (2.079) (1.828) 

Total 4.20 5.06 4.40 
(2.041) (1.596) (2.143) 

4.3 
(1.822) 

5.0 
(1.838) 
4.4 

(2.173) 
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To test for the significance of these differences I ran an ANOVA on the 

punishment strategy conditions testing for an interaction between reward power 

and punishment power. Table 4.6 show the results of that analysis. That 

Table 4.6. Anova: Structure of Power by Attributions: Punishment Strategy 

Source 
Sum of 
Squares df F 

Sig. 
ofF 

Reward power 8.956 2 1.296 .279 
Punishment power 12.356 2 1.788 .174 
Reward X Punishment 39.111 4 2.831 .030 

Explained 60.422 8 2.186 .037 
Residual 279.800 81 

analysis shows that there are no main effects for either reward power or 

punishment power, but does show the predicted interaction between the two. 

The interaction between the structure of reward and punishment power has a 

significant effect (F= 2.831, df=4, p.= .030) on the attribution of the 

punishment power strategy. 

Hypothesis 3 predicts a difference between the attribution of reward 

power strategy and a punishment power strategy. This hypothesis predicts that 

the mean attribution for the reward power strategy would be lower (attributed 

more to the earnings schedule) than for the punishment power strategy. 
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Looking at Table 4.7 we can see the mean of the attributions for each of 

Table 4.7. Subjects' Attributions of POm's behavior by Strategy. 

Strategy Mean Sd N 

Reward 3.922 2.062 90 
Punishment 4.555 1.955 90 

(t: 2.11;dfl78, p.< .018) 

the strategies. As predicted the mean values of the attribution are lower for the 

reward power strategy and higher for the punishment power strategy. A one-

tailed t-test of the means reveals that the difference is significant (t=2.11, 

df=178, p<.05). These results support the predicted relationship between 

strategies and attributions. 

Hypothesis 4, which is conditional on the success of hypothesis 3, 

predicts that the relationship is mediated through perceived intentionality. The 

hypothesis predicts that the use of a reward power strategy will be perceived as 

less intentional and is more likely to have their behavior attributed to situational 

factors than actors who use a punishment power strategy which would be more 

likely to be perceived as intentional and thus more likely to have their behavior 

attributed to internal or personal factors. This hypothesis not only argues that 
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these strategies should be attributed differently (supported by hypothesis 3), but 

that the differences should be produced by differences in perceived 

intentionality (hypothesis 4). 

To test this hypothesis I ran regressions of attributions on strategy 

controlling for the perception of intention. The results of that analysis is 

reported in table 4.8, and is reported in figure 4.3. The results of the regression 

show that the type of strategy used is associated with causal attributions. 

Table 4.8: Multiple regression 

Source B SEB Beta T Sie.T 

Stratecv on Intent 
Strategy 1.444 .213 .453 6.785 .000 

Intent on Attribution 
Intent .023 .095 .018 .243 .807 

Strategy and Intent 
on Attribution 
Intent 
Strategy 

-.084 
.755 

.106 

.336 
-.067 
.187 

-.799 
2.245 

.425 

.026 
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.75» 
Strategy ^ Attribution 

Perceived 
Intention 

*p<.05 ••»p<.001 

Figure 4.3: Path model for Strategy, Intention and Attribution. 

and that the type of strategy used is also strongly associated with the perceived 

intention. However, the relationship between the power strategies and causal 

attributions were not mediated by the perception of intention. Because the 

relation between strategy and attribution is not mediated by the perception of 

intention its does not support hypothesis 4. 

CONCLUSIONS 

First this research demonstrates that causal attributions can be 

productively studied within exchange framework. Where most attribution 

research has relegated attributers to the status of passive observation, this 

research has placed the subjects within the interaction. The attributor is 
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actively involved with the exchange partner, not simply an observer, but a 

participant in the exchange relation. 

The results of hypothesis I demonstrates that reward power is useful 

when trying to predict how a reward strategy will be attributed. In this case, by 

looking at the structure of reward power, this creates expectations about the 

subject's behavior. What we know now, is that this worics not only for passive 

observation, but also for behavior that involves the attributor. 

One strange finding was observed in the data that supported hypothesis 

2. The hypothesis predicted that one particular condition, the reward 

disadvantaged / punishment advantaged actor, would be most expected to use a 

punishment strategy, and thus more likely to have that behavior attributed to 

external factors. Although this was true, surprisingly another condition was 

also attributed to extemal factors, the reward advantaged/ punishment 

disadvantaged actor. 

Looking at table 4.5 we see that the reward advantaged punishment 

disadvantaged actors had their punishment strategy attributed to extemal 

factors. What makes this so surprising is that it would seem that actors in that 

structural position would have the least incentive to use a punishment strategy. 

Why would observers attribute the punishment strategy to the situation in that 
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condition? Using attribution logic, it appears that observers seem to see 

congruity between the reward advantaged/punishment disadvantaged position 

and the use of a punishment strategy. 

The logic that was used to arrive at hypotheses 1 and 2 were derived 

from the actors incentive, not directly from the observers' expectations. 

Observer beliefs about the use of punishments, and who is more or less 

expected to use a punishment strategy may be influencing the finding noted 

above. As Molm reports "..coercion is the tool of actors who are disadvantaged 

on reward power." And comments that "[i]t contradicts the traditional belief 

that it is the strong who coerce the weak. (1997:270)". Investigation into the 

beliefs that people have about who they think are likely to use coercion may 

help to explain this fmding. 

Another interesting fmding concerns hypotheses 3 and 4. The results of 

the supported the argument in hypothesis 3 that attributions would vary by the 

type of strategy being used. The findings show that actors who used a 

punishment based strategy had their behavior attributed more to internal factors 

than actors using a reward based strategy. Interestingly, that relationship was 

not mediated by the perception of intention. Figure 4.3 shows that the 

strategies of an actor do influence the perception of intention, but the 
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relationship between strategies and attributions is not explained by way of the 

perception of intention. 

The personal and longitudinal nature of actual interaction may reveal 

that some previous research, supported under non-interactive settings, may not 

apply to interactive settings. Although this chapter took one step in addressing 

attributions within an interactive setting, this is an admittedly modest start. 

More research needs to be done that places the subject within the interaction 

and shifts the focus from the subject simply being an observer, to one where the 

subject is directly involved. 
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CHAPTER 5; 
THE CONSEQUENCES OF ATTRIBUTIONS 

Susan Fiske (1993) opened her review of the literature on cognitions 

with the following quote: "My thinking is first and last and always for the sake 

of my doing... (James 1890/1983:960)" (Fiske 1993:155). This chapter will 

address that issue by investigating the relation between causal attributions and 

subsequent behavior within the context of social exchange. 

The potential influence of attributions on exchange behavior is contrary 

to what was initially argued by exchange theorists (see Chapter 2). According 

to Emerson's (1972b) argument, as long as people behave rationally, the 

structure of power within an exchange relation would determine how actors 

would generally behave. Emerson (1972b) argued that the structure of power 

would determine the "use" of power by the actors in an exchange, and that non

structural factors (e.g., strategy, affect, cognitions, etc.) would have no 

influence. 

Since that time researchers have argued that the structure of power 

simply places limits on the range of behaviors that are mutually beneficial to 

the actors. For example researchers woridng with both negotiated exchange 

(Bacharach and Lawler 1981) and reciprocal exchange (Molm 1990) have 



132 

argued that the use of power can shift the distribution of rewards within the 

range of mutually beneficial outcomes. 

It is within this range of mutually beneficial outcomes where I argue that 

causal attributions may influence the distribution of those outcomes. 

Attribution theorists have made two types of arguments regarding the 

behavioral consequences of attributions. I will refer to those arguments as 

control and normative' (Patterson 1994). The differences between these two 

approaches were summed up by Harvey and Weary when they explained 

"..the attributor either is influenced to take action via the attribution process or 

acquires the potential to act because of this process" (1984:445). These 

potential influences may act in concert with one another, or as I will show, in 

the case of reciprocal exchange they will oppose one another. 

First, 1 will briefly review the logic of how asymmetry of power within 

an exchange relation can lead to asymmetry in exchange. The argument will 

serve as a reference point for the remainder of the paper. The arguments that I 

will be presenting and testing in this chapter concern the potential influence of 

causal attributions. The attribution arguments suggest that causal attributions 

can act to mitigate or exacerbate the influence of structure on behavior. 
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I will then discuss how causal attributions may mediate the role of 

structure on behavior, 1 will begin by discussing the control argument. This 

argument is characteristic of what Harvey and Weary were referring to when 

they talked about "...acquir[ing] the potential to act" (1984:445). The control 

argument assumes that the motivation behind making attributions is to facilitate 

control over the actor's experiences. Causal attributions allow actors to assess 

how they may direct their efforts to control their experiences. 

Third, I will discuss another way that causal attributions may influence 

the exchange behavior, through its influence on norms. The normative 

argument specifically concems the applicability of the norm of reciprocity. 

According to this argument casual attributions are used by actors to determine 

the obligation or indebtedness an actor may have to others. The normative 

argument suggest that actors use causal attributions to influence how they react 

to the actions of others. 

Fourth, I will discuss the changing nature of attributions over time. The 

influence of causal attributions for both the control and normative arguments 

are a result of the attribution process. To the extent that additional information 

' Patterson used the temi affective instead of normative. 
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is made available to the attributor, attributions are predicted to change over 

time. 

Finally, after the various theoretical arguments, I will discuss the design 

of the experiment that I used to test these various arguments, and report the 

results of that experiment. 

THE STRUCTURE OF POWER AND BEHAVIOR 

The relation between the structure of power and behavior is the most 

basic of all exchange predictions. In imbalanced exchange relations, imbedded 

within a larger exchange network, the structure of power creates different 

incentives for advantaged and disadvantaged actors (refer to Chapter 2). 

Because disadvantaged actors are more dependent on their advantaged partners 

than they are on other actors with whom they can exchange, disadvantaged 

actors have an incentive to try to get their advantaged partners to reciprocate at 

the highest rate possible. Unfortunately disadvantaged actors in general have a 

reduced ability to influence their advantaged partners simply because the 

disadvantaged actors are structurally weak. Despite being structurally weak, 

disadvantaged actors do have some influence on the behavior of their 

advantaged partners. The disadvantaged actor can reciprocate the advantaged 
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actor at a higher rate in an effort to maintain some minimal level of 

reciprocation from the advantaged actor. 

Because of the reduced dependence of advantaged actors on their 

disadvantaged partners, advantaged actors are able to maintain their 

disadvantaged partners greater giving, without always reciprocating. 

Advantaged actors have an incentive to maintain their disadvantaged partners 

with only minimal reciprocation, so that they may benefit from other more 

valuable alternatives. 

This leads to the first hypothesis 

Hyp 1: Advantaged actors will reciprocate disadvantaged partners at a lower 

rate, and disadvantaged actors will reciprocate advantaged partners at a higher 

rate. 

Both control and normative arguments suggest that causal attributions 

act to mediate or exacerbate the influence of structure on behavior. According 

to attribution theory, the relation between structure and behavior argued in 

hypothesis 1, is mediated by causal attributions. Although both control and 

normative arguments make predictions about the influence of attributions on 
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the relation between structure and behavior, and interestingly enough, they 

make opposite predictions. Let us look at both the control and normative 

arguments, and how they are thought to influence the relation between structure 

and behavior. 

THE CONTROL ARGUMENT 

One of the most frequently cited motivation for making causal 

attributions is for control. It has been argued that causal attributions facilitate 

the strategic use of behavior in the achievement of particular goals (Heider 

1958; Kelley 1972; Hewstone 1983,1989; Berscheid and Graziano 1979; 

Blegen and Lawler 1989). Hewstone (1989) has argued that the motivation for 

making causal attributions is "..to achieve a degree of control over the physical 

and social world" ( 1989:61). The "control" that causal attributions offer the 

individual is through implicating either an internal or external factor, as being 

the cause of some observed event or action. Causal attributions offer the 

attributor information about how one may direct efforts to influence a future 

outcome. Kelley (1972 ) stated that "..attribution processes are to be 

understood, not only as a means of providing the individual with a veridical 

view of his world, but as a means of encouraging and maintaining his effective 
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exercise of control in that world. The purpose of causal analysis - the function 

it serves for the species and the individual - is effective control" (1972:22). 

The control argument, within the context of social exchange relations, 

suggests that causal attributions offer the attributor information which may be 

used strategically to increase valued outcomes. Berscheid and Graziano argued 

that "[w]hen the social environment is rendered predictable, the perceiver is 

able to guide his own behavior in such a way as to maximize his chances of 

obtaining rewards and avoiding punishments" (1979:39). 

The control argument, in its most basic form, suggests that the relation 

between attributions and behavior is actually quite simple. For example, let us 

assume that we want to help improve a child's performance in school. The 

causal attribution that we give for the child's poor performance is of crucial 

importance. According to the control argument, how we attribute the cause of 

the child's poor performance will influence how we direct our assistance. 

If we attribute the poor performance to something internal to the child, 

like the child's level of effort, or the child's level of understanding, this will 

result in an increase in our efforts directed toward the child to solve the 

problem. In this case we may try to increase the child's study time, or we may 
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try to offer more assistance to the child in doing homework. Both of these are 

solutions are directed at the child in an effort to improve the poor performance. 

If we attribute the poor performance to something external, such as 

disruptive children in the classroom, or to a particularly harsh teacher, this will 

result in reduced efforts directed at the child, and greater efforts being directed 

toward the external factor(s) to help address the child's performance problem. 

In these situations where we have made external attributions we may likely try 

to encourage the teacher to keep the classroom quiet, or we may try to change 

teachers. These solutions are not directed toward the child, but at the external 

factors thought to be the cause of the child's poor performance. 

The control argument predicts that internal attributions will result in 

greater influence attempts directed at the individual (and reduced attempts 

directed at external factors), while external attributions result in reduced 

influence attempts directed at the individual (and greater attempts directed at 

external factors). 

Control Predictions About The Use of Power 

Although the control argument suggests that attributions are used to 

direct influence attempts, what that actually means depends upon the position 
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of power of the attributor. Because of the differences in power within an 

asymmetrical relation, the behavior that actors use to influence their partners 

vary according to these differences in power. In other words, advantaged 

actors and disadvantaged actors use different strategies to influence the 

behavior of their partners. Advantaged actors reciprocate less (withhold more 

rewards), and disadvantaged actors reciprocate more (give more rewards), as a 

way of influencing their partners behavior. 

As mentioned earlier the advantaged actor in an exchange relation can 

influence their disadvantaged partner by engaging in reward withholding (see 

Chapter 2). The advantaged actor may seek out alternative sources of value, 

while still trying to maintain a less advantaged partner's greater giving. In 

addition to the influence of structure on behavior, the control argument would 

suggest that attributions would either exacerbate or minimize the use of this 

power. 

An advantaged actor that makes an internal attribution about a 

disadvantaged partner's behavior means that the advantaged actor has 

attributed the cause of the disadvantaged actor's behavior to something internal 

to the disadvantaged actor. Internal attributions indicate that influence attempts 

should be directed toward the actor. If instead the advantaged actor makes an 
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external attribution about a disadvantaged partner's behavior, it means that the 

advantaged actor has attributed the cause of the disadvantaged actor's behavior 

to something external (i.e., outside) the parmer. External attributions should 

thus result in reduced influence attempts directed toward the parmer (and 

greater influence attempts directed at these external factors). For an advantaged 

actor, intemal attributions would result in greater influence attempts directed 

toward the partner and thus reduced rate of reciprocation, and external 

attributions would result in a reduction in the influence attempts directed 

toward the partner and thus a higher rate of reciprocation. 

Disadvantaged actors in general have a reduced ability to influence their 

advantaged partners simply because they are structurally weak. However, 

disadvantaged actors have some influence on the behavior of their advantaged 

partners. The disadvantaged actor can reciprocate the advantaged actor at a 

higher or lower rate in an effort to influence the behavior of their partner. 

According to the control argument attributions about the behavior of an 

advantaged actor will either exacerbate or minimize the efforts of the 

disadvantaged actor that are directed at the advantaged actor. 

A disadvantaged actor that makes an intemal attribution about an 

advantaged partner's behavior means that the disadvantaged actor has 
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attributed the cause of the advantaged actor's behavior to something internal to 

the advantaged actor. Thus, again the influence attempts would be directed 

toward that actor. If the disadvantaged actor makes an external attribution 

about an advantaged partner's behavior that means that the disadvantaged actor 

has attributed the cause of the advantaged actor's behavior to something 

external to the partner, and thus we would expect to find reduced influence 

attempts directed toward that partner. For the disadvantaged actor, internal 

attributions will result in greater influence attempts directed toward the 

advantaged partner and thus greater reciprocation (i.e., greater giving). An 

external attribution would be expected to result in reduced influence attempts 

directed toward the partner and thus a reduced rate of reciprocation (i.e., less 

giving) on the part of the disadvantaged actor. 

Thus we have the control hypothesis: 

HYP2: Internal attributions about the cause of a partner's behavior will 

result in greater influence attempts directed at the exchange partner, while an 

external attribution will result in a reduction of influence attempts directed at 

the exchange partner. 
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Hyp 2a: Advantaged actors who make internal attributions will 

reciprocate their disadvantaged partners less than if they made external 

attributions. 

Hyp 2b: Disadvantaged actors who make internal attributions will 

reciprocate their advantaged partners more than if they made external 

attributions. 

THE NORMATIVE ARGUMENT 

Some attribution theorists have argued that causal attributions may 

influence the applicability of the norm of reciprocity (Heider 1958; Kelley 

1972; Kelley and Michela 1980; Harvey and Weary 1983) . Heider (1958) 

extensively discussed how the interpretations of behavior, that either benefits or 

harms the perceiver, may influence the perceiver's reaction." Within the 

context of reciprocal exchange, my interest is centered around predictions that 

influence reciprocity in the exchange relation. Kelley (1972) stated that "[t]he 

tendency to reciprocate another person's behavior—to harm or dislike him if he 

has harmed you, or to help or like him if he has helped you—seems to depend 

~ Although Heider discusses this at veirious points throughout the entire text, he dedicated an entire chapter 
of his book to these issues (chapter 10). 
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strongly upon the attribution of causes for that behavior"(1972:14). In 

summarizing the literature in this area Kelley and Michela (1980) state that "..a 

person's helpful act that can be ascribed to him is responded to more warmly 

than the similar act that is attributed to external pressure. On the other hand, 

the externally justified action that harms or frustrates a person is better tolerated 

and less reciprocated that a similar action attributed to the actor" (Kelley and 

Michela 1980:480). 

Causal attributions influence the attributor by giving meaning to the 

behavior of others. For example we might imagine an exchange relation 

between Sally and Becky. We might pretend that on a particular occasion Sally 

gave Becky a puppy. (We will assume for arguments sake that having the 

puppy is positively valued by Becky). According to the normative argument, 

the causal attribution that Becky has for Sally's behavior is a crucial link in 

understanding Becky's reaction. The normative argument suggests that if 

Becky attributes Sally's behavior to something internal to Sally (e.g., she is 

friendly and kind) then Becky will likely reciprocate in kind. If the behavior by 

Sally is attributed to something intemal to Sally, the positive consequences are 

seen as coming from her, and she is seen as being deserving of reciprocation. 

This argument regarding reciprocity sounds very similar to what Gouldner 
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(I960) referred to as the norm of reciprocity. Gouldner (1960) argued that the 

actions of an interactant may make one feel that the behavior should be 

reciprocated in kind. For attribution theorists the norm of reciprocity would 

only apply if the partner's behavior is attributed to an internal cause. 

It could be that Becky will attribute Sally's behavior as being the result 

of some external pressure (e.g., Sally can not afford the puppy, or her landlord 

will not allow her to keep it). If Sally's behavior is attributed to some external 

factor, then Sally is not seen as deserving of reciprocation. In fact, Becky may 

even consider that she is doing Sally a favor by taking the puppy and likely 

may expect a favor from Sally in return. 

The normative argument suggests that internal attributions will result in 

greater reciprocation, while external attributions will result in reduced 

reciprocation. As with the control hypothesis, this fairly simple argument is 

made more complicated when we include the concept of power. 

Normative Predictions About The Use of Power 

Again the prediction seems fairly straight forward: the normative 

argument suggests that attributions influence the likelihood that an actor will 
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feel obligated to reciprocate a partner's behavior. However, in the context of 

exchange relations the structure of power influences what this actually means. 

Although the normative argument makes a prediction about the 

likelihood that a partner's behavior will be reciprocated, we must also 

remember that an imbalance in power on it's own will influence the rate at 

which actors' reciprocate one another. Advantaged actors reciprocate their 

disadvantaged partners at a lower rate, and disadvantaged actors reciprocate 

their advantaged partners at a higher rate. It is this exchange asymmetry that is 

either exacerbated or minimized by the influence of causal attributions on the 

norm of reciprocity. 

For example, we can assume there is an ongoing exchange relation and 

that the distribution of power within that relation is asymmetrical. From the 

perspective of the advantaged actor, the disadvantaged partner reciprocates all 

behavior with rewards relatively more often than the advantaged partner does. 

The disadvantaged actor reciprocates the rewards of the advantaged actor's 

giving at a very high rate, and even will reciprocate the advantaged actor's non 

exchange with rewards. 

If an advantaged actor makes an internal attribution about a 

disadvantaged partner's behavior, then the advantaged actor is more likely to 
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feel an obligation to reciprocate the disadvantaged actor's greater giving. If the 

advantaged actor makes an external attribution about the disadvantaged 

partner's behavior, then the advantaged actor is less likely to feel an obligation 

to reciprocate the disadvantaged actor's greater giving. 

The opposite is true for the disadvantaged actor. From the perspective of 

the disadvantaged actor, the advantaged parmer gives relatively infrequendy. 

The advantaged partner infrequently rewards the disadvantaged actor's giving, 

and even less often rewards the disadvantaged actor's non exchange. Although 

the behavior of the advantaged actor is the result of differences in 

dependencies, it is the reaction of the disadvantaged actor that is of importance. 

If the disadvantaged actor attributes the asymmetrical exchange to something 

internal to the advantaged actor, then the disadvantaged actor will feel more 

compelled to reciprocate non-exchange with non-exchange (i.e., will 

reciprocate with rewards less often). If the disadvantaged actor attributes the 

asymmetrical exchange to something external to the advantaged actor, then the 

disadvantaged actor will feel less compelled to reciprocate non-exchange with 

non-exchange (i.e. will reciprocate with rewards more often). 
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Thus we have a normative hypothesis: 

Hyp 3: Internal attributions increase the normative obligation to more 

closely reciprocate the behavior of an exchange partner, and external 

attributions decrease the normative obligation to reciprocate the behavior/ 

Hyp 3a: Advantaged actors who make internal attributions will 

reciprocate their disadvantaged partners more than if they made external 

attributions. 

Hyp 3b: Disadvantaged actors who mzike internal attributions will 

reciprocate their advantaged partners less than if they made extemal 

attributions. 

The control and normative arguments, about the consequences of causal 

attributions, are both affected by the position of power within the exchange 

relation. The control argument, by emphasizing influence attempts, directs 

attention to how the attributor may be able to influence the behavior of an 

exchange partner. Advantaged actors are able to influence the behavior of 

^ Although the term reciprocation is used, it operationally translates into rate of rewarding. That is because 
in the experiment the behavior of the partners are simulated, and only vary by structural position. Because 
all comparisons will be made within the same structural position, the frequency of overall giving is 
appropriate, and will simplify comparisons to h>pothesis 2. 
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disadvantaged partners by reward withholding. Disadvantaged actors may try 

to influence the behavior of advantaged partners by greater giving. 

The normative argument emphasizes the responsibility that a partner 

may have for an outcome experienced by the attributor. Advantaged actors are 

attributing the observed behavior of relatively more frequent giving by a 

disadvantaged parmer. Disadvantaged actors are attributing the observed 

behavior of relatively infrequent giving (or frequent non-exchange), by an 

advantaged partner. 

According to these two arguments, causal attributions act to either 

inform the attributor about the utility/direction of influence attempts, or to help 

interpret the behavior of the other and thus an appropriate response. In social 

exchange, the control and normative predictions are opposite. For example, let 

us take an advantaged actor who makes an internal attribution about their 

disadvantaged partner. According to the control argument we would expect 

that advantaged actors believe that they can influence the behavior of their 

disadvantaged partners because of the internal attribution, and thus are more 

likely to withhold rewards from their disadvantaged partners than if they had 

made an external attribution. However according to a normative argument we 

would expect that the advantaged actor, by making an internal attribution about 
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the behavior of a disadvantaged partner (who is giving at a high rate) would be 

more likely to give than if the behavior were attributed to something external. 

ATTRIBUTIONS OVER TIME 

Attributions are not static and they change with experience as attributers 

obtain information about the people with whom they are interacting. 

Interaction experience with an exchange partner provides information to the 

attributor which influences how the behavior of the partner is perceived (see 

chapters 3 and 4). In other words, attributions are not constant, but are fluid 

and changing when new information is made available to the attributor. When 

attributions are made at one point in time, the attribution process is not over, 

but rather the attributor will act on those attributions until more information is 

obtained and a different attribution may be made. 

Because attributions change over time, we must be careful when trying 

to test for a relationship between attributions and behaviors. Attributions 

known at a fixed time should be most highly associated with the behavior that 

occurs near that time, and should be less associated with behavior at a later 

time. The attribution could have changed, and the behavior observed at some 

later time would be associated with attributions from that later time |3eriod. 
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This logic implies the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 4: Attributions known at a fixed time, should be more highly 

associated with behaviors close to that time, and less associated as the 

interactions continue. 

Hypothesis 4 has direct implications for the testing of hypotheses 2 and 

3. If hypothesis 4 is correct, then that would imply that from a fixed known 

attribution, the associations predicted in 2 or 3 would decrease with the increase 

in exchange opportunities. With the passage of time and increased interactions, 

and thus possibly new information, actors may change how they attribute the 

behavior of their partners. 

METHODS 

Hypotheses 1-4 were tested using an experiment. There are some 

similarities between this experiment and the one discussed in Chapter 4. 

Similar to that experiment, undergraduate students engaged in reciprocal 

exchange for 100 exchange opportunities. The 120 subjects were randomly 

assigned to 6 experimental conditions created by a 2 X 3 factorial design. The 

design crossed 2 levels of subject's reward power position (Reward 
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Advantaged, Reward Disadvantaged), by 3 levels of attribution (Internal, 

External, and Control), 

Hypotheses 1-3 make predictions based on the actors position of power. 

For this reason it was necessary to assign actors to one of two positions within a 

network (2 levels of power). Hypotheses 2-4 make predictions about the 

influence of attributions, for this reason it was necessary to manipulate how the 

actor attributed the behavior of their partner (3 levels: internal, external, and 

control). Hypothesis 4 predicts that hypotheses 2 and 3 will be influenced by 

the passage of time. This can be investigated by looking to see if there are 

changes in the influence of attributions over the 100 exchange opportunities. 

Setting and Procedures 

Subjects in the experiment participated in an exchange network with 3 

other participants. Each subject had 2 alternatives, who unknown to the subject 

were computer-simulated. Subjects interacted with their partners via computer 

temiinals. Similar to the experiment described in chapter 4, each subject had 

two potential interaction partners. Figure 5.1 is a diagram of the exchange 
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POe denotes the Programmed Other that is controlled 
HYP refers to a hypothetical actor that supposedly connects the two simulated partners. 

Figure 5.1: Diagram ofExchange Network 
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network. POrn and PO c refer to the simulated partners, and Hyp refers to a 

hypothetical actor, the exchange partner of both simulated actors. POrn refers 

to the Programmed Other whose behavior is manipulated, and PO c to the 

Programmed Other whose behavior is controlled. 

The deception of using simulated partners was maintained by a number 

of precautions: 1) subjects never met one another, 2) subjects were placed in 

one of 4 adjacent rooms, and 3) typically 4 subjects were scheduled and 

participated at the same time. Post experimental debriefing revealed no 

suspicion about the deception. 
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Although there are a number of similarities between this experiment and 

the one discussed in chapter 4, in this experiment different variables were 

manipulated. In this experiment the structure of power (including the behavior 

of the POm ), and causal attributions were manipulated. The following 

describes each of those manipulations. 

Manipulation of Network Position 

Each of the two positions in the network has one relation where power is 

balanced, and one relation where power is imbalanced. The structure of power 

in the POc relation was balanced in all conditions. In the POm relation the 

structure of power was imbalanced in all conditions. Subjects were randomly 

assigned to one of two positions in the imbalanced reward power relation 

(Advantaged, or Disadvantaged). In each position, subjects had two exchange 

partners POc and POm • In the POc relation the distribution of power was 

balanced, and in the POm relation the distribution of power was imbalanced. 

The two power positions within the network structure used in the 

experiment are shown in figure 5.2a-b. The subject (regardless of position) 
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could receive a maximum of 1 0 points on any one exchange from both POe 

and POrn . The difference in how those points were distributed between the 

POe and POm is shown in figure 5.2a-b. Figure 5.2a shows the reward 

structure for the advantaged subject, and figure 5.2b the reward structure for the 

disadvantaged sul?.j ect. 
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Simulated Actors 

The partners of the subject, POm and POc, are both simulated. The 

simulated actors were programmed to behave in a way consistent with their 

structural positions. In the imbalanced relation, the disadvantaged, and 

advantaged simulated partners were programmed to act and respond to the 

subject in a way consistent with their structural position. Table 5.1 presents the 

Table 5.1 Conditional Probabilities of PO's Behavior on Subject's Prior Behavior 

Position Reward Non-exchange 
PO„, 
Advantaged R/R=.4 R/N=I 

N/R=.6 N/N=.9 
Disadvantaged R/R=9 R/N=.6 

N/R= 1 N/N=.4 
POc 
Balanced RyR=9 R/N=l 

N/R= 1 N/N=.9 

one strategy used by POc and the two different strategies used by POn,. 

The strategies of both POc and POm were based on the subject's prior 

behavior. The behavior of either PO on any given exchange opportunity, 

except the first opportunity, was determined by the behavior of the subject 
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toward the POs on the previous exchange opportunity. On the first exchange 

opportunity, both POs rewarded the subject. 

First let us look at the conditional probabilities of POc 's behaviors. The 

behavior of POc on any given transaction was based on the behavior of the 

subject toward the POc on the previous exchange opportunity. The PO c used 

the same strategy in all conditions, which could be described as a slightly 

modified tit-for-tat. The PO c would reward the subject 90% of the time (or a 

probability of .9) when rewarded on the previous opportunity. The other 10% 

of the time, even when rewarded, the POc did not reciprocate and responded 

with non exchange. If the subject did not reward the PO c on a particular 

opportunity then on the following opportunity the POc responded with non-

exchange 90% of the time. The other 10% of the time the non-exchange of the 

subject was responded to by the POc with a reward. 

The behavior of POm on any given exchange opportunity was 

determined by the behavior of the subject on the previous opportunity. In each 

condition the behavior of POm corresponded to the structural position that PO^ 

occupied. In conditions where POm was structurally advantaged, the simulated 

actor responded to a reward from the subject on a previous opportunity with a 

reward 40% of the time, and with non-exchange 60% of the time. The 
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advantaged POm would respond to the subject's prior non-exchange with a 

reward 10% of the time, and with non-exchange 90% of the time. 

When structurally disadvantaged the simulated actor POn, responded to 

the subjects' behavior on the prior opportunity. A reward by the subject to the 

POm on a given opportunity was rewarded on the following opportunity 90% of 

the time. The POm responded to the subjects prior reward with non-exchange 

10% of the time. The disadvantaged POm responded to non-exchange by the 

subject 60% of the time with reward and 40% of the time with non-exchange. 

Manipulation of Causal Attributions 

To manipulate how subjects attribute the cause of their partner's 

behavior, subjects were assigned to one of three different information 

conditions (Internal, External, and Control). In the instructions, in the internal 

and external conditions, subjects were given information that emphasized either 

internal or external factors, which were thought to influence how subjects 

would attribute their partners' behavior. 

For example at the beginning of the instructions in the internal 

attribution condition subjects were told that "Our earlier research has suggested 

that your partners' actions are primarily caused by the type of person that they 
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are. In other words, their behavior in the experiment is mostly determined by 

personal qualities such as personality, disposition, and so forth, that they bring 

with them to the experiment." 

In the external attribution condition subjects were told that "Our earlier 

research has suggested that your partners' actions are primarily caused by the 

situation that they are in. In other words, their behavior in the experiment is 

mostly determined by the conditions of the experiment itself, which we will be 

explaining to you." 

By the use of this and other information I tried to emphasize either 

intemal or external factors, and thus influence how the subject attributed the 

behavior of their exchange partners. All three conditions (Intemal, External 

and Control) had detailed instructions, and the instructions in all conditions 

were identical, with the exception of the manipulations in the intemal and 

external conditions. Those conditions contained additional information making 

specific reference to either intemal or extemal factors. The information 

contained in the instmctions is presented in Appendix A. 
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Manipulation Check 

The successful manipulation of causal attributions is a key element of 

this experiment. To determine whether the manipulation of information in the 

text of the instructions actually influenced how subjects attributed the cause of 

their partners' behavior, two special manipulation check conditions were run. 

Disadvantaged subjects were randomly assigned to either the internal or 

external attribution conditions. 

The full experiment had 100 exchange opportunities, the special 

manipulation check condition did not, it only had 20. Given hypothesis 4, it is 

possible that after 100 exchange opportunities that the manipulation would 

have no influence. Thus it may not be possible to simply test at the end of the 

full experiment to see if the intended manipulation worked as anticipated. To 

see if the manipulation worked, two special manipulation check conditions 

were run. The manipulation check conditions lasted for only 20 interaction 

opportunities. At the end of the short experiment subjects were asked, on the 

computer screen, how they attributed the behavior of their partners. This 

question was in the form of a 7 point Likert scale (1 internal; 7 extemal). 

Table 5.2 presents the results of the manipulation check. The table 
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Table 5.2 Manipulation Check 

Condition Mean S.d. 

Internal 2.8 1.3 
External 4.0 1.6 

t score — 2.72 
1-tailed testpK.Ol 

Note: Attributions are coded l=intemal, 7=extemal. 

compares the mean attribution for the internal and external attribution 

conditions. The means of the measured causal attributions for the two 

conditions are in the predicted directions, and are significantly different (t 

score=2.72, 1-tailed test p<.01). We can conclude from this that the intended 

manipulation of causal attributions was successful. 

Measurements 

Proportion of Rewards 

Although each subject has 2 exchange partners which they may behave 

towards, the attribution predictions only apply to the imbalanced relations 

between the subject and POm . During the experiment every choice made by the 

subject, either to reward the POm or to reward the POc, was recorded. From 
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these raw data, I created a proportional measure of the subject's rew£irding 

behavior toward their partner in the POm relation. The higher the proportion of 

rewarding, the higher the rate of giving by the subject to the partner in the POm 

relation. 

Trial Block 

During the experiment subjects were given 100 exchange opportunities 

to interact with either of their partners. These 100 opportunities were divided 

into 5 trial blocks, of 20 exchange opportunities each. Because of the concern 

about the diminishing influence of attributions over time, only the behaviors 

from the first trial block was used in testing hypotheses 2 and 3. To test for 

changes over time, as predicted in hypothesis 5, all 5 trial blocks were used. 

RESULTS 

Hypothesis 1 simply predicts that the structure of power will have an 

influence on the behavior of the actor. This prediction is a basic exchange 

prediction about that relationship. Table 5.3 shows the behavior of the subject 
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Table 5.3 Subjects proportion of rewards to partner 
by Attribution Condition 

Attribution Condition Mean Std Dev 

Advantaged subjects .37 .12 
Internal Attribution .34 .14 
External Attribution .40 .10 

Disadvantaged subjects .53 .13 
Internal Attribution .52 .14 
External Attribution .54 .11 

(proportion of rewards), by the position of the subject. Table 5.4, reports the 

results of an ANOVA. Looking at that table we see a main effect of power on 

the behavior of the subject (p <.01). As predicted in the first hypothesis 

subjects that are advantaged give less fi-equently to their partners than subjects 

that are disadvantaged. 

Hypotheses 2 and 3 both predict that actors' causal attributions will 

interact with the structure of power to influence how the actors will behave 

toward their exchange partners. For each set of hypotheses the predicted 

behavior of the subjects are different. 
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Table 5.4 ANOVA 

Sum of Mean Sig. 
Source of Variation Squares DF Square F of F 

Attribution .014 1 .014 .886 .351 
Power .380 1 .380 24.441 .000 
Sex .043 1 .043 2.777 .102 

Att X Power .003 1 .003 .198 .658 
Att X Sex .053 I .053 3.382 .072 

Power X Sex .015 1 .015 .960 .332 
Att X Power X Sex .003 1 .003 .205 .652 
Explained .553 7 .079 5.075»»* .000 
Residual .809 52 .016 

*p<.05 •p<.01 ••»p<.001 

The first set of hypotheses, 2a and 2b, were derived from the control 

argument. These hypotheses make opposite predictions for advantaged 

(hypothesis 2a) and disadvantaged (hypothesis 2b) subjects. Hypothesis 2a 

predicts that advantaged actors that make internal attributions about a 

disadvantaged partner's behavior will result in fewer rewards from the 

advantaged actor, while hypothesis 2b predicts that disadvantaged actors that 

make internal attributions about an advantaged partner's behavior will result in 

fewer rewards from the disadvantaged actor. 

The second set of hypotheses 3a and 3b were derived from the normative 

argument. These hypotheses also make opposite predictions for advantaged 
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(hypothesis 3a) and disadvantaged (hypothesis 3b) subjects. Hypothesis 3a 

predicts that advantaged actors that make internal attributions about a 

disadvantaged partner's behavior will result in more rewards from the 

advantaged actor, while hypothesis 3b predicts that disadvantaged actors that 

make internal attributions about an advantaged partner's behavior will result in 

more rewards from the disadvantaged actor. 

Hypotheses 2a-b and 3a-b each make predictions about interactions 

between the position of power and attribution (although they are in opposite 

directions). Because both sets of hypotheses (2 and 3) predict an interaction 

between position of power and attribution they can be tested at the using an 

ANOVA. The difference between these predictions is that they predict that the 

means will be in the opposite directions. 

Hypotheses 2 and 3 predict an interaction between attribution and power. 

Table 5.3 (shown above) presents the means of for each of those conditions. 

The results of the ANOVA are reported in table 5.4 (shown above). The 

results show no interaction between attribution and power on behavior. These 

results do not support hypotheses 3(a-b) or 4 (a-b). 

Hypothesis 4 predicts that the influence of attributions will change over 

time. The hypothesis predicts that the affects of the manipulated attribution on 
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behavior would decrease over the course of the experiment, divided into 5 trial 

blocks. To test this prediction a manova was performed to check for a trial 

block by attribution interaction. For this analysis the trial blocks were treated 

as a within subject variable. 

If the hypothesis were correct we would expect to see an interaction 

between trial block and attributions. The results of the manova are reported in 

Table 5.5. The table does show a significant effect of behavior by trial block 

(p < .001). However, there is not a significant interaction between trial block 

and attributions and thus fail to support hypothesis 4. 

Table 5.5 Manova 

Source of Variation SS DF MS F SigofF 

WITHIN CELLS 823 456 .02 
TRIAL 1.39 4 .35 19.24*** .000 
ATT BY TRIAL .06 8 .01 .39 .924 
POWER BY TRIAL .05 4 .01 .67 .614 
ATT BY POWER BY TRIAL .03 8 .00 .23 .985 

*p<.05 •*p<.01 •»»p<.001 

CONCLUSIONS 

This study was unable to find support for either the normative or control 

hypotheses, or to fmd differences between attributions over time. These results. 



166 

or lack of results, suggest that attributions do not influence the behavior of 

actors in reciprocal exchange relations. However, a lack of findings lays 

nothing to rest and is always open for future investigation. Even in this study 

there are a few explanations which could account for these lack of findings, and 

suggest that either some or all of the hypotheses may be correct. I will address 

some of these alternative explanations, and respond to each in turn. 

Argument I. One potential argument about why the experiment did not 

result in finding behavioral consequences could be that the manipulation was 

not strong enough. Although the manipulation check did result in a significant 

difference, the range was internally skewed (refer to Table 5.2). With a 

potential range from 1 (internal) to 7 (external), the internal attribution 

condition mean was 2.8 and the external attribution condition 4.0, As those 

results show, the external attribution condition only resulted in "neutral" 

attributions, they were not very "external". It could be argued that if the 

manipulation were stronger in creating more external attributions, than the 

behavioral influence of causal attributions may have been detectable. 

Although a potentially valid point, the problem with this explanation is 

that in the face of negative results one could always claim that the manipulation 

was insufficient. The difficulty found in this experiment with the external 
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component of the causal attributions is consistent with what researchers have 

previously claimed. Previous researchers have claimed that subjects have a 

tendency to make internal attributions referred to as the fundamental attribution 

error (Ross and Fletcher 1985). The internally skewed attributions found in the 

manipulation check, is consistent with what has been argued elsewhere (Heider 

1958; Ross and Fletcher 1985; Hewstone 1989). 

The attribution manipulation did result in attributions that were 

significantly different from one another, and in the predicted direction. If there 

were no manipulation check, or if the manipulation check failed to find a 

significant difference the explanation of a potentially weak manipulation would 

be much more plausible. 

Argument 2. Another potential explanation is that control and normative 

hypotheses are both correct. Because the hypotheses are parallel and opposite, 

if both control and normative arguments were correct they could have the result 

of canceling each other out, which explains the negative results for Hypothesis 

5. This explanation could account for the successful manipulation of causal 

attributions, as indicated by the manipulation check, and the negative results for 

all of the hypotheses. 
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The first problem with this explanation is that one would need to assume 

that the normative and control influences on behavior are completely opposite 

and parallel in strength and duration. One would also have to argue that the 

setting used in this particular experiment, and the manipulations, were able to 

elicit these opposite effects perfectly. That explanation attempts to explain the 

lack of evidence, by suggesting that both the normative and control effects are 

operating. If that were correct, then the conclusion that attributions have no 

influence on behavior would still be correct. 

The other problem with this type of explanation, arguing that both are 

correct and cancel each other out, is that there is no evidence to suggest such a 

conclusion. Negative evidence does not support a scientific argument. If 

negative evidence were allowed there would be no way to disprove the 

argument if it were untrue. Thus, the argument that both control and normative 

arguments are influencing behavior, is without evidence. 

This experiment was unable to find support for either the normative or 

control hypotheses. With regard to causal attributions, attributions do not 

appear to influence the distribution of rewards. Causal attributions did not 

influence exchange behavior in any detectable way in this experiment. It is 

interesting to note that the evidence fi-om chapter 4 suggests that attributions are 
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greatly influenced by the structure of power and the behavior of an exchange 

partner. Causal attributions are influenced by exchange (as discussed in 

chapter 4), but exchange behavior does not appear to be influenced by causal 

attributions. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSIONS 

This research project has been an admittedly modest effort in 

investigating social exchange and causal attributions, however it has yielded a 

number of important findings. Naturally, more research will need to be done to 

confirm the fmdings reported in the previous chapters and to address additional 

issues that this research has identified. This work has directly addressed a 

number of questions and concerns raised by others, as well as raised additional 

questions for future investigations. 

The following discussion is intended to help organize those 

contributions. For the purposes of organizing this discussion I will divide this 

chapter into three categories: 1) Summary of the research findings, 2) 

contributions to the existing literature, and 3) insights/suggestions for future 

research. 

SUMMARY OF RESEARCH FINDINGS 

The first two hypotheses discussed in Chapter 4 were predictions about 

the relation between the structure of power, the use of power, and the type of 
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causal attribution made. The findings from the first experiment (see Chapter 4) 

found that attributions about the use of reward power were influenced by the 

structure of reward power as argued in hypothesis 1. The fmdings also 

supported the second hypothesis, which predicted that attributions about the use 

of punishment power were influenced by both the structure of reward power as 

well as the structure of punishment power. 

The results from the first experiment also supported the third hypothesis 

that predicted a relation between the type of power strategy and the type of 

attribution. As predicted, the use of a punishment power strategy was 

attributed more internally than the use of a reward power strate^. 

The fourth hypothesis argued that the relationship predicted in 

hypothesis 3 was mediated by the perception of intention. The results of the 

experiment, however, did not support that argument. The experiment did find 

that the different power strategies did have an influence on the perception of 

intention, however the relationship argued in hypothesis 3 was not mediated by 

intent as argued in the fourth hypothesis. 

The findings from the second experiment (see Chapter 5) failed to 

support the arguments that attributions influence behavior. Hypotheses 2a-b 
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and 3 a-b predicted an interaction between the position of power and the type of 

attribution on the behavior of the subject. Hypothesis 2a-b predicted that 

attributions would influence the efforts to control the behavior of the partner, 

while hypothesis 3a-b predicted that attributions would influence the 

applicability of the norm of reciprocity. Neither behavioral argument (control 

or normative) was supported by the results of the experiment. 

CONTRIBUTIONS TO EXISTING RESEARCH 

The first type of contribution that I will discuss involves the specific 

knowledge gained fi*om this research which contributes to existing research. 

Researchers working with attribution theory and social exchange theory have 

called upon investigators to address a number of deficits. The research 

presented in the previous chapters has been one step in an effort at addressing 

some of those concerns. The most important contributions of this work 

include; studying attributions within the context of an interactive setting, an 

examination of structural expectations, the influence of exchange on causal 

attributions, and the fmdings about the influence of attributions on exchange 

behavior. 



173 

Interactive Setting 

Theorists interested in social cognition have argued that researchers have 

too often ignored the social aspect in social cognition (Tckes and Gonzalez 

1994). With the discussion of the role of causal attributions in interaction going 

back to Heider (1958), it is unlikely that researchers have simply lacked 

interest, or have been unaware of this shortcoming. Researchers are aware of 

the need. Why does this deficit persist? Why would researchers avoid 

questions that seem to be of such an interest? Although these questions have 

not been asked nearly enough, there have been a few researchers who have 

commented on this problem. 

Swann states that many researchers in the area of social cognition seem 

to have a "preoccupation with social information processing" (1984:458). 

Researchers seem to have a preference for research that simply exposes the 

subject to "social" information. Some theorists even seem to suggest that this 

may be intentional. For example, Ickes and Gonzalez (1994) state that 

researchers interested in social cognition seem all too often to conclude that 

"the best way to study social cognition is to first remove it from the social 

interaction context in which it naturally occurs" (Ickes and Gonzalez 
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1994:298). Whether researchers actually think it is the "best way" or not may 

be questioned, but it is clear that most of the research in this area lack the 

interplay between an actor and others in a social situation, a necessary element 

of social interaction. 

I think that there is another explanation for the lack of "interactive" 

attribution research. I think that it likely has something to do with the 

methodological complexities involved in such an analysis. The lack of control 

and the unique nature of interaction can make testing a causal relationship 

under such circumstances particularly difficult. For the overwhelming majority 

of attribution research, investigators have been able to avoid these 

methodological problems by simply avoiding research that involves interaction. 

To satisfy the need for a social emphasis, researchers have fr-equently 

used a method of having subjects read vignettes about the behavior and/or 

actions of others and then the subjects are simply asked to make attributions 

about the behavior described in the vignettes. By having a vignette describe the 

"observed behavior" to the subject, the researcher is able to control the action 

of the parmer and manipulate information that is of interest. The use of the 

vignette does offer the necessary control to allow researchers to investigate 
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attributions, but it lacks the social dimension that many theorists have been 

requesting.' 

Social exchange theorists faced a similar methodological problem trying 

to research interaction within an exchange setting. While exchange researchers 

have used vignettes to address some questions, other questions have required 

subjects to be involved in ongoing interaction. Exchange researchers have 

created interactive settings to study both negotiated (e.g., Stolte and Emerson 

1977; Bacharach and Lawler 1981) and reciprocal exchange (e.g.. Burgess and 

Nielsen 1974; Michaels and Wiggins 1976; Molm 1988). 

One interactive method used by exchange theorists involves the use of 

simulated actors (see Molm 1997) By using simulated actors, this has 

allowed exchange researchers to examine the behavior of subjects within the 

context of ongoing interaction, yet it has allowed researchers to avoid some of 

the methodological problems involved when trying to study "uncontrolled" 

interaction. Some of the research has involved a combination of both real and 

' This is not to discount the importance of vignettes. It is a great tool for investigators. 
However, as with any research tool, the questions that can be addressed using this method are 
limited. This point is most clearly demonstrated by the fact that the use of vignettes has not 
quieted the calls for research that places the subject directly within the interaction. 
^ This strategy allows for analysis at the individual level, which is required when trying to 
investigate the type of questions addressed in this project. 
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simulated partners (Molm 1988; 1989; 1990) while other research has used all 

simulated partners (Molm, Quist, and Wiseley 1993; 1994). In either case, by 

using simulating actors in exchange, researchers have gained control over the 

behavior of the subjects' partners and are able to eliminate unwanted variation 

in the partners' actions and reactions. The use of simulated actors has allowed 

researchers to examine the behavior of subjects involved in interaction while 

maintaining the control necessary for causal analysis. 

The contribution of this methodological approach to this research 

is contained in two separate, yet related aspects of interaction. First, the 

exchange setting used in this research creates a situation where the subject is 

actively engaged by the target of the attribution. A consistent problem with 

most attribution research is that the subject is "..viewed as somewhat of a 

hermit, isolated from the social environment. Missing from much research on 

social cognition have been other people in a status other than that of stimulus" 

(Fiske and Taylor 1991:556). 

Unlike most attribution research, where subjects are usually only 

"observers", the methods used in the experiments described in the previous 

chapters allowed for the subjects to be engaged with the behavior they were 
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attributing. 

The second aspect of this interactive setting that deserves mention is the 

unique nature of a relatively enduring interaction. The longitudinal nature of 

reciprocal exchange research adds to the depth of the questions conceming the 

interplay between attributions and behavior. In other words, the longitudinal 

nature of reciprocal exchange allows for attributions to be examined so that the 

enduring consequences of attributions can be more clearly understood. 

Both of the interactive aspects describe above, active engagement and 

the longitudinal nature, has allowed this research to investigate theoretical 

claims and address deficits left previously unanswered. It is this aspect of the 

research where attributions are addressed in an interactive setting that make this 

study of causal attributions particularly unique. 

Instead of the subject only being an observer, the experiment described 

in chapter 4 measured attributions following a series of interactions involving 

the subjects. In that particular experiment subjects made attributions about the 

behavior of their interaction partners. In chapter 5, the potential consequences 

of attributions on exchange behavior were analyzed. With attributions 

manipulated in the second experiment the influence of attributions on the 
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exchange relation could be determined. In both of these studies, it is the 

interactive nature of this research that makes it so unique in comparison to all 

other attribution research. 

Structural Expectations and Attributions 

According to attribution theorists, expectations play a central role in the 

formation of causal attributions (Hamilton 1998; also see Thagard and Kunda 

1998). Expectations associated with internal or external forces can influence 

how a subject will subsequently attribute the observed behavior of an actor. 

Expectations operate by creating a frame of reference from which the observed 

behavior of an actor is compared and then attributed (Hamilton 1998; 

Hewstone 1989; Jones and McGillis 1976; Weisz and Jones 1993). Theorists 

have argued that expectations can be formed from actor-based (Trope 1998) or 

situation-based (Kelley and Michela 1980) expectations. The source of the 

expectation (internal or external) is of crucial importance in predicting how the 

observed behavior will be attributed. When the observed behavior is consistent 

with the expected behavior, the source of the expectation is attributed as the 

cause of the consistency. If the observed behavior is inconsistent with the 
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expectation, then factors associated with an opposing force is attributed as the 

cause of the observed "unexpected" outcome. 

An actor-based expectation creates expectations about what the observed 

behavior is expected to be. Expected behavior that is consistent with an actor's 

observed behavior is then attributed as being the cause of that consistency. In 

this case, an actor-based/intemal force becomes attributed as being the cause of 

the observed consistency. If the observed behavior is seen as being inconsistent 

with the expectation, then something else must have caused this inconsistency. 

Any inconsistency between what is expected and what is observed is attributed 

to external forces. These external forces are attributed as being the cause of the 

observed inconsistency^. 

Most attribution researchers typically investigate expectations that are 

associated with the actor (Crocker, Hannah, and Weber 1983; Schoeneman, 

van Uchelen, Stonebrink and Check 1986; Vonk 1994; Hamilton 1998), and 

very little has been done investigating external expectations."* Because both of 

^ Refer to chapter 3 and chapter 4 for a more detailed explanation. 
I am aware of only two studies that dealt with situational expectations (see Ajzen 1971 and 

Trope 1974). 
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these expectations are fundamentally different, it is important that they not be 

confused. 

The lack of emphasis on situation based expectations is unmistakable. 

The emphasis is so one sided that when expectations are addressed in reviews 

some reviewers fail to even mention structurally based expectations (e.g., 

Hewstone 1989; Fiske and Goodwin 1994).^ While no single review would be 

expected to cover all of the potentially relevant information, deficits in reviews 

that contribute to errors in logic should raise some concern. Theorists talk about 

and researchers use actor-based expectations so often, that it is not difficult to 

understand why some theorists have accidentally confused actor-based 

expectations—a particular type of expectation, with expectations in general^. 

In the research discussed in chapter 4, the structure of power was varied 

on two different dimensions—reward power and punishment power. Simulated 

partners used either a reward strategy, or a punishment strategy (see the 

methods section of chapter 4). The attribution of the partner's behavior was a 

* It is ironic that attribution researchers have been biased toward "internal" expectations, and 
have not properly addressed the role of "external" expectations. One could refer to this as 
the "fundamental research error". 
^ The relation between expectations and attributions is dependent on the particular type of 
expectation that is operating (Kelley and Michela 1980). Hewstone (1989) accidentally 
discusses expectations as if all expectations are actor-based. 



181 

function of the structural incentives. When the structure of power is thought to 

"explain" the observed behavior of a partner, the behavior of the partner is 

attributed externally to the structure. When the observed behavior cannot be 

understood from the known structural incentives, the behavior is attributed 

internally. These findings support the theoretical arguments about the utility of 

structural expectations in predicting how actors will attribute observed 

behavior. 

As reported in chapter 4, the attribution of a partner's behavior is 

influenced by a number of structural factors. The causal explanations that 

subjects give about their partoer's behavior can be predicted from the structure 

of power, and the type of power strategy used by the partner. The research 

reported in chapter 4, support the conclusion that actors make causal 

attributions based on structural expectations created from the situation. Within 

exchange relationships, actors use structural cues in determining how to 

attribute the behavior of their partners. 

Where most predictions involving expectations use actor-based 

expectations, the research reported in chapter 4 uses situation-based 

expectations. Typically actor-based expectations are manipulated by varying 
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information associated with the actor. The research reported in chapter 4 

derived predictions from the expectations created by the situation. These 

situation-based expectations were manipulated by varying the structure of 

power in the exchange relation. The network position of the actor, and the 

position of the partner, created a situationally-based expectation about how that 

partner would be expected to behave. The situation-based expectation was 

used as a referent from which the behavior of the partner was compared and 

then subsequently attributed. In this research behavior consistent with the 

structural expectation was attributed to the structure, while inconsistent 

behavior was attributed to something internal to an actor (see chapter 4). 

The research reported in chapter 4 supports the general theoretical 

argument about the relationship between expectations and causal attributions 

first identified by Heider (1958). The results reported in chapter 4 supported 

the predicted relationship between situationally-based expectations and causal 

attributions. The structure of power between the subject and an exchange 

partner create structural expectations about the partner's behavior. 

Researchers have previously shown how knowledge about actor-based 

expectations can influence the formation of particular attributions. This 
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research has shown how structurally based expectations can play a role in the 

formation of causal attributions. Knowledge of the structure of power gives 

people information that is then used to help explain the behavior of those that 

they are interacting with. 

Structural expectations can influence how actors attribute the behavior of 

their partners, whether the exchange relationship is between friends, labor and 

management, committed life partners, or any exchange partners. Causal 

attributions are influenced by the incentives and constraints that operate within 

an exchange relation. 

In a relationship where an actor is aware of particular constraints that 

hinder/inhibit the desired behavior of a partner, it increases the likelihood that 

the observed behavior will be attributed to the constraints. A person trying to 

explain a reduction in a partner's gift giving will be influenced by the 

knowledge of external constraints on the partner's behavior. The observed 

behavior (reduced gift giving) is more likely to be attributed to extemal factors 

when extemal constraints (e.g., unexpected house/auto repairs, medical care, 

etc.) are known. 

In another situation, an actor may tiy to understand why a partner has not 
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been doing the expected chores around the house. If the actor is aware that a 

partner has increased demands at work, the behavior is more likely to be 

attributed to external factors. If these structural constraints are unknown, then 

the behavior is more likely to be attributed to internal factors. 

This research has shown that actors in exchange relations use structural 

information to shape the interpretation of observed behavior. The known 

structure of power creates expectations about a partner's behavior, and that 

behavior is then interpreted within that context. 

Attributions and Exchange Behavior 

Some exchange theorists have argued that in addition to the powerful 

influences of structure on exchange behavior, non-structurail factors may 

influence how actors use power. The research, reported in chapter 5, addressed 

how causal attributions may influence the behavior of an actor within an 

exchange relation. 

With the interest of exchange theorists with non-structural factors on one 

hand, and attribution theorists claims about the possible influence of causal 

attributions on the attributor, these two fields come together. Attribution 
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theorists have discussed the potential behavioral consequences coming from 

various attribution arguments. Chapter 5 tested the two arguments made by 

attribution theorists that apply to actors involved in exchange. That study 

reported in chapter 5, failed to support the conclusion that causal attributions 

influence the behavior of actors within an exchange relation. Neither the 

control argument, nor the normative argument made by attribution theorists is 

supported by the data. 

This research does show that the structure of power and the use of power 

have an influence on the explanations people give about the cause of another's 

behavior. Although attributions do not seem to have any lasting direct effect on 

exchange behavior, attributions may influence exchange in other ways. 

Exchange theorists interested in various justice concerns may find some 

intervening effects of attributions (Hegtvedt, Thomson and Cook 1993). It may 

be that perceptions of fairness may be influenced by how the behaviors of 

actors are attributed. For example the findings that self-interest influences the 

perception of fairness of diflferent distribution rules (equity vs. equality) may in 

part be due to the perceptions about the cause of behavior (for the actor as well 

as exchange partners). 
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Exchange theorists that are interested in commitment and the influence 

of commitment on exchange behavior (e.g. Lawler and Yoon 1993) may 

benefit from considering the role of causal attributions in the formation of 

commitment. A greater understanding of the formation of commitment within 

some relations over others may be influenced by how actors attribute the 

behavior of others. 

How people explain the behavior of others and thus what actors think 

about the cause of the behavior of another is a worthy line of inquiry in itself, 

Explanations that may derive from exchange dynamics may be used in other 

settings. Attributions that a parent makes about a child's behavior may not 

influence the parent's treatment of the child within that setting, but it may 

influence how others treat the child. For example, a parent that attributes the 

bad conduct of a child to something internal to the child may seek to have the 

child put on medication or get some kind of individualized therapy. The 

explanation of a parent about the cause of the child's inappropriate behavior 

may draw attention away from the family dynamics and the social environment. 

Although the research reported here was not able to support the conclusion that 

attributions influence the behavior within the exchange relation, it does not 
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mean that the explanation may not have an influence outside of the exchange 

relation. 

FUTURE RESEARCH 

In addition to building upon these findings, information obtained as part 

of this investigation might be of assistance in addressing future research 

problems. As with most investigations, research may answer some questions, 

but it also tends to generate additional questions. Whether they are called 

puzzles, or theoretical questions, often the process of research seem to facilitate 

the formation of new questions, and sometimes insight into new ways of 

addressing them. The following issues address some of the insights from this 

research that may be useful in addressing ftiture questions. 

The Manipulation of Attributions 

Causal attributions were successfiilly manipulated in the experiment 

described and reported in chapter 5. Although the information used in the 

attribution conditions were symmetrical (i.e., the same amount of information 

in both internal and external conditions), the effect of the manipulation, on the 
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formation of attributions, was not symmetrical. The lack of symmetry in the 

subjects' causal attributions was not unexpected. In fact, that observation is 

consistent with the fundamental attribution error (Jones 1990; Nisbett and Ross 

1980; Ross 1977). With knowledge of the fundamental attribution error, one 

would predicts that attributions would be skewed internally, which is exactly 

what was found and reported (see chapter 5). 

Not withstanding the consistency of the manipulation with the 

fundamental attribution error, the lack of range externally was disappointing. 

As reported in chapter 5, the experiment found no influence of causal 

attributions on exchange behavior. It should be noted that although there is no 

evidence to suggest that a greater external range would have made any 

difference, it is an interesting possibility. 

Given the consistent findings and the arguments regarding the 

fundamental attribution error (Gilbert and Malone 1995; Jones 1990; Miller 

and Rorer 1982; Pettigrew 1979), the settings where external attributions can be 

maintained are likely limited. The evidence is quite strong in showing that 

people are unlikely to give external attributions about the behavior of another. 

It may be that external attributions would affect behavior if they could be 
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realized. It seems that under most conditions attributions are biased internally, 

and the consequence of external attributions may be difficult to observe. 

However, it would still be interesting to know if attributions were sufficiently 

external, if that would have made a difference. That theoretical issue might be 

able to be addressed under the right conditions. 

Future research may be able to address this issue about external 

attributions and behavior. First one would need to figure out why the 

manipulation failed to create much of an external dimension. If the problem 

can be more clearly identified, then possibly a solution can be created. 

External Attribution Failure 

To address the external attribution problem additional research will need 

to be done to see if there is any way of increasing the external dimension of the 

attributions. The solution of course depends on where the problem was located. 

It seems reasonable to consider two general possibilities for the internal 

attribution bias, 1) a lack of strength on the external dimension, or 2) the 

manipulation worked, but that the external attributions could not be maintained. 

A fairly simple experiment could potentially arbitrate between these two 
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different possibilities. 

An experiment could be done that varies the number of exchange 

opportunities before causal attributions are measured. This should help 

arbitrate between the two possible reasons for the difficulty with the external 

dimension. For example an experiment could be designed that varied the 

number of exchange opportunities (i.e., 1, 5, 10, and 20) prior to attributions 

being measured. The results of such an experiment could help determine how 

to best address the difficulty with the external attributions. 

Strength. If the results of the experiment were to indicate that the 

manipulation was unsuccessful in creating an external attribution from the very 

beginning of the experiment, then an alternate manipulation should be 

considered. For example, instead of using a text manipulation, causal 

attributions might be manipulated in some other way. 

Using the information from chapter 4, we already know that it would be 

easy to create a condition where actors would make external attributions about 

their partners. It would be fairly easy to have subjects interact under a 

particular structure where they are likely to make external attributions about the 

behavior of their partners. Such a setting might be able to be then followed 
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strengthening the manipulation and directing efforts at minimizing the attrition 

of the external dimension of the attribution manipulation. 

Attributions are formed and changed by information. As predicted in 

chapter 4, the structure of power and the strategies of the exchange partners, 

both influence the formation of causal attributions. It is possible that these 

structural and behavioral factors have played a role in the attrition of the 

external manipulation in chapter 5. Future efforts to extend the duration of 

external attributions should looking at how both the structure of power and the 

behavioral strategies of the partners influence the duration of the external 

attribution. 

With respect to the influence of the partners' strategies on reducing the 

duration of the manipulation, it may be possible to reduce how quickly 

information is given to the subject about the behavior of a partner. In both 

studies reported in this work, subjects were informed about the behavior of 

their partners immediately after each exchange opportunity. Subjects could be 

informed about their partners' behavior after a number of opportunities, or 

some other way of delaying or restricting the feedback to the subject would 

likely have the desired effect-
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Another potential problem may come from the structure of power. The 

very thing that worked to produce the results reported in chapter 4, may be 

influencing the formation of attributions as reported in chapter 5. Using this 

knowledge, researchers may be able to minimize the influence of structure of 

power on the formation or modification of causal attributions. This could 

potentially extend the duration of the effects of the manipulation. 

The result of the experiment reported in chapter 4 demonstrates that the 

structure of power can influence the formation of attributions. It seems 

reasonable to conclude that the structure of power may also influence the 

modification of attributions following an attribution manipulation. 

Future researchers might try to extend the duration of an external 

attribution by varying the amount of structural information available to the 

subject. By either giving more information, or withholding information about 

the structure of power, should influence how quickly these attributions are 

formed. This could be done by withholding information from subjects about 

the structural incentives their partners. By withholding that information, this 

would reduce the influence of expectations about the structure of power on the 

formation of attributions. By withholding information about the structure of 
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power, this might delay how quickly actors modify attributions of observed 

behavior. This may reduce how quickly the external attributions are 

discounted, and thus lengthen the effect of the manipulation. 

In chapter 5, after the attribution manipulation and as soon as the 

interaction began, the information available to the subject began to 

reduce/change/modify the manipulation. Subjects had access to, or otherwise 

obtained additional information that influenced or modified the attribution of 

observed behavior. 

Future research may benefit by trying to slow down the modification 

process. Information from this research may be useful in that pursuit. 

Specifically, the amount and timing of information given to subjects may help 

to delay the attrition of the manipulated attributions. If that could be delayed, it 

would give the manipulation a greater opportunity to influence the behavior of 

the subject. 

Strategies and Attributions 

One unexpected result, which deserves future attention, concerns the 

relationship between strategies and attributions. From very early on, theorists 
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have discussed the role of intent in the formation of attributions (Heider 1958), 

and some theorists have even made intent a necessary prerequisite for internal 

attributions (Jones and Davis 1965; Jones and McGillis, 1976). 

The experiment, reported in chapter 4, did not find support for the role of 

intentions influencing attributions- The research did find that a relationship 

between strategies and attributions but it was not mediated by the perception of 

intention. The results did show that the strategies that actors' use influenced 

the perception of intention, and that the strategies used influenced how subjects 

attributed the behavior of their partners. However, the relationship between 

strategies and attributions was not mediated by attributions. 

One factor that may be useftil in explaining the relationship between 

strategies and attributions is the perception of power. Although the research on 

power and attributions is quite limited (Thibaut and Riecken 1955; Hegtvedt, 

Thompson, and Cook 1993), the prima facie evidence seems promising. For 

example, previous exchange research has shown that strategies influence the 

perception of power (Molm 1985), and there is some evidence that support a 

link between the perception of power and attributions (Thibaut and Riecken 

1955). Strategies may influence attributions, at least in part, by the influence 
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strategies have on the perception of power. 

Behavioral Consequences 

The normative and the control arguments, reported in chapter 5, were not 

supported by the results. Although there is no evidence to suggest another 

conclusion, it is possible that if both influences were operating they would have 

been obscured. The two arguments made opposite predictions, and both could 

have been operating equally. The lack of results could have been due to the 

• 8 fact that both influences were operating and canceling each other out. 

Although there is no evidence that this happened, it may be useful if such 

possible explanations could be ruled out in the future investigations. 

If these arguments could be tested independently that would help 

arbitrate between whether both control and normative forces were operating 

and canceling each other out or not. Although these concepts would not likely 

be separated in a non-artificial exchange setting, for theoretical purposes it 

would be useful to try to separate these concepts for testing. 

 ̂This issue is addressed in the discussion section of chapter 5. 
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Ideally each argument would be tested independently. If in isolation it 

could be demonstrated that either factor had an influence, then this would point 

to the conclusion that both factors are operating.^ Because of the similarities of 

both arguments, separating them and testing them within an exchange setting 

will likely be a difficult task, A less desirable, yet still reasonable approach 

would be testing only one of the arguments. 

Future research may be able to address this problem with a slight change 

in the experimental methods. The research reported in both chapters 4 and 5 

describe the use of simulated actors, and in both of those studies the subjects 

believed they interacting with real people. Because subject's believed that they 

were interacting with real actors the normative argument was applicable. 

Theoretically, if subjects were told that their partners were simulated actors-

actors programmed to behavior exactly how real people would behave, this 

should eliminate any normative influence. 

As long as the subjects believed that the simulated actors were behaving 

in a realistic way, the control argument should still apply. By telling subjects 

that in some conditions actors are simulated it should eliminate the potential 

^ Unless there is another explanation that could account for the lack of findings. 
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normative influences. The disclosure could still preserve the predicted 

influence of the control argument, as long as the subjects believed that the 

simulated actors were programmed to behave exactly like real subjects. 

If researchers could isolate and test the control argument independently, 

we may be able to determine or rule out the possible influence of attributions on 

exchange behavior. The separation of these attribution arguments, regardless 

of how this would be done, would be very helpful in resolving the question 

concerning the influence or lack of influence of both control and normative 

arguments. 

Attribution Influence on Behavior 

For many attribution theorists it is the potential behavioral consequences 

of attributions that is often cited as one of the most important possibilities. This 

interest has even led to a number of clinical efforts. Those efforts have 

included speech anxiety (Slivken and Buss 1984; Olson and Ross 1988), 

persistence and effort (Andrews and Debus 1978; Dweck 1975), student 

success (Weiner, Nierenberg, and Goldstein 1976; Lepper and Dafoe 1979). 

These have also been applied to a number of social problems (Frieze, Bar-Tal, 
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and Carroll 1979); including loneliness (Peplau, Russell, and Heim 1979) and 

the achievement of mentally retarded individuals (Gold and Ryan 1979). 

In general however, the clinical applications have led to weak or 

inconsistent findings (Slivken and Buss 1984; Olson and Ross 1988; Parkinson 

1985). These mixed fmdings have lead some to conclude that "..the technique 

is proving itself to be inadequate for therapeutic purposes" (Taylor, Peplau, and 

Sears 1997:66). 

It may be that attributions failed to produce results for clinical 

applications, as well as the exchange setting described in chapter 5 because the 

influence of attributions only lasts for a short duration. It is possible that the 

"mixed" findings can be accounted for when one takes the settings and length 

of influence into account. 

In the study by Snyder and Swann (1978) they created a setting where an 

initial action had a great influence on subsequent interaction. That study gave 

subjects alternating opportunities to use a noisemaker to distract and hinder the 

performance of an opponent in a game. They reported that subjects who were 

informed that their partner were likely to be "aggressive" were more likely to 

initiate the use of the noise-maker against an opponent than other subjects. The 
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partners then had a chance to reciprocate the action. As the authors state "[a]s a 

consequence of the labeling perceivers' treatment of them, the target soon 

began to behave in a hostile or non-hostile fashion. For when the labeling 

perceivers initiated hostility, the targets reciprocated these hostile overtures" 

(Snyder and Swann 1978:155). 

The initial hostile action can be understood as being caused by the 

attribution. The subject makes a preemptive strike based on the belief that the 

subject is "aggressive". The partner's hostile "re-action" is completely due to 

the initial behavior of the subject. The subject's subsequent and "continued" 

hostile action could reasonably be understood as being caused by the partner's 

hostility and not the original attribution. 

It is possible that attributions do have an influence on behavior, it may 

just be that the influence only serves to guide an initial behavior or action. And 

researchers are well aware that situations can be created where once hostility 

has been initiated, conflict can escalate (e.g., Bacharach and Lawler 1981; 

Deutsch and Krauss 1962; Michener and Cohen 1973). 

The experiment discussed in chapter 5 measured the behavior of subjects 

in 5 trial blocks of 20 interactions each. Although there was no evidence that 
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attributions had any influence on behavior, it may be that the attributions may 

influence behavior for only the initial action. If that is the case, it would be of 

limited use to most exchange theorists. However, for attribution theorists 

limiting behavior to an initial action would cause no theoretical problems. 

Could it be that in an exchange setting that attributions only influence 

one or two choices? Then, after an initial action other factors like expectations 

(derived from structural information), and reinforcement drive the behavior. 

The question that was asked in this research involved the influence of 

attributions over a range of time (20 trial blocks). Because of the lack of 

research involving actual interaction for a majority of causal attribution 

research, it is quite possible that the behavioral consequence of attributions may 

be nothing more than an initial effort. 

In conclusion, the research conducted in this investigation serves to 

begin to address the role of attributions within social exchange. This research 

has demonstrated that within the interactive setting of social exchange, 

attributions can be productively studied. This work demonstrated how the 

structure of power and the behavior of an exchange partner both influence how 
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subjects attribute the observed behavior. The structure of power created 

expectations about the behavior of the subject. The formation of attributions 

could be predicted from the congruence of the expected behavior with the 

observed behavior. The manipulation of causal attributions had no influence on 

exchange behavior. This investigation will hopefully serve as the impetus to 

continued research, building upon these findings and the insights they have 

generated. 
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APPENDIX A: TEXT MANIPULATION 

External Attribution Text 

[At tlie beginning of the instructions] 

Our earlier research has suggested that 
your partners' actions are primarily caused 
by the situation they are in. In other 
words, their behavior in the experiment is 
mostly determined by the conditions of the 
experiment itself, which we will be 
explaining to you. 

[On the next page] 

Our prior research has suggested that the 
choices that your partners make are 
primarily determined by the situation they 
are in; in this case by features of the 
experiment: how many points your partner 
can give to and receive from you, how 
many points your partner can give to and 
receive from their other partner, and who 
they can interact with. 

[Near the end of the instructions] 

Because your partners' behavior is for the 
most part due to features of the earnings 
schedule, we are not able to tell you before 
the experiment how much money you will 
make. We don't know how the earnings 
schedule in this experiment will influence 
your partners' behavior until after the 
experiment. Nevertheless, we want you to 
try your best to make as much money as 
you can. 

Internal Attribution Text 

Our earlier research has suggested that 
your partners' actions are primarily caused 
by the type of person that they are. In 
other words, their behavior in the 
experiment is mostly determined by 
personal qualities such as personality, 
disposition, and so forth, that they bring 
wiA them into the experiment. 

Our prior research has suggested that the 
choices that your partners make are 
primarily determined by their personal 
characteristics: how they feel, their 
personality, their mood, their disposition, 
and the amount of effort they put forth. 

Because your parmers' behavior is for the 
most part due to their own individual 
characteristics, we are not able to tell you 
before the experiment how much money 
you will make. We don't know how 
characteristics such as how hard your 
partners try, or what kind of mood they are 
in, will influence their behavior until after 
the experiment. Nevertheless, we want 
you to tiy your best to make as much 
money as you can. 
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APPENDIX A (Continued) 

External Attribution Text 

[On the following page] 

This exf>eriment will help us learn more 
about how the earnings schedule (the 
number of points your partners can give to 
and receive from you, how many points 
they can give to and receive from their 
partner) influence the choices that your 
partners make toward you. 

[On the last page ] 

We are now ready to begin the experiment. 
At its conclusion, you will be asked a 
number of questions about the earnings 
schedule, and then, we will pay you what 
you have made during the experiment 

Internal Attribution Text 

This experiment will help us learn more 
about how your partners' qualities (their 
attitude, mood, disposition, effort, etc.) 
influence the choices that your partners 
make toward you. 

We are now ready to begin the experiment. 
At its conclusion, you will be asked a 
number of questions about your partners' 
behavior, and then we will pay you what 
you have made during the experiment. 
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