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ABSTRACT 

Data from eighty male undergraduate volunteers were 

obtained in a study in which pairs of actor subjects 

engaged in a brief, unstructured conversation while two 

observer subjects each observed one of the actors. Sub

jects then filled out a questionnaire in which they rated 

the two actors on four behavioral traits and attributed the 

behavior to external, situational causes or to internal, 

dispositional causes. It was predicted that the attribu

tions of the active observer, one who interacts with another 

and attributes that other's behavior, would be more dis

positional than the attributions of the passive observer, 

one who merely observes the interaction. No systematic 

effects supportive of this hypothesis were obtained, al

though there were indications that the attributions made by 

actors and observers may be, in part, a function of the 

behavioral trait under consideration. Possible reasons for 

the failure to obtain predicted effects were discussed in 

terms of inadequacies in the instructions, carelessness cn 

the part of subjects, the arousal of reactance, and the 

lack of robustness of the phenomenon under investigation. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Interpersonal causal attribution concerns the judg

ments which people make regarding the causes of observed 

behavior. More specifically, it deals with the allocation 

of the determinants of behavior to the person (dispositional 

attributions) and/or to the environment (situational attri

butions) . That the causes of another's behavior are often 

of importance has been noted by Heider (1958): "It is one 

thing if one person helps another because he considers 

helpfulness a good thing, and quite another if he helps 

because of promise of reward or fear of punishment. . . . 

We want to know if a person is really virtuous, or if it is 

merely expedient for him to act virtuously" (p. 232). 

The general experimental paradigm in the attribution 

domain consists of presenting a subject with a sample of an 

actor's behavior and then asking the subject to rate the 

actor on his "real" attitude or opinion, his sincerity, his 

trustworthiness, his candor, his honesty, the causes of his 

behavior, etc. Three categories of independent variables 

have received the bulk of the attention of researchers; 

environmental factors such as the constraints operating on 

the actor and the conditions of reinforcement contingent 

upon the sampled behavior, qualities or characteristics of 

the actor, and qualities or characteristics of the 

1 
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attributor. In the first category, Messick and Reeder 

(1972) and Jones, Davis, and Gergen (1961) have shown that 

interviewees who respond in a manner consistent with the 

requirements of the job for which they are interviewing are 

seen as less candid and less sincere than interviewees who 

do not conform to the job's requirements. Jones, Jones, 

and Gergen (1963); Jones, Stires, Shaver, and Harris 

(1968); and Kleinke, Staneski, and Weaver (1972) have 

demonstrated that when cooperative or friendly behavior has 

the potential for producing tangible benefits for the actor, 

such behavior is seen as less sincere and less dispositional 

than uncooperative behavior. Walster, Aronson, and 

Abrahams (1966) have shown that an individual who argues 

against his own self-interest is more persuasive than one 

who argues in favor of it, and Steiner and Field (1960) 

found group discussion members agreeing more with a segre

gationist who chose his position on his own than with one 

who was assigned to argue the case for segregation. 

Research utilizing variables of the second cate

gory, qualities or characteristics of the actor, includes 

studies by Jones and Aronson (1973) and Shaw (1972) showing 

that attributions of fault and ratings of favorability and 

trust are, in part, a function of the perceived respecta

bility of the victim. Duval and Wicklund (1973) asked 

subjects to imagine they were the actor in a series of 

brief events and to account for the reasons for each event; 
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subjects seated in front of a mirror, whose attention was 

presumably focused on themselves, were more dispositional 

in their attributions of responsibility than subjects who 

were not seated in front of a mirror. Similarly, subjects 

who rotated a turntable were relatively more situational 

than subjects who were not so engaged with the environment. 

Studies involving variables from the third cate

gory, qualities or characteristics of the observer, include 

a study by Chaiken and Darley (1973) , who found that ob

servers who expected to be supervisors of a worker attrib

uted less responsibility to a supervisor who bumped a table 

and damaged a worker's block-pile than observers who 

expected to be workers. Klineberg (1954) cites Zillig's 

1928 study in which a group of disliked children performed 

calisthenics perfectly in front of their classmates while 

a group of liked children performed them with errors; the 

classmates erroneously attributed the errors to the dis

liked children. 

Several studies have indicated that an important 

third-category variable is whether the attributor is an 

actor attributing his own behavior or an observer attrib

uting an actor's behavior. Jones and Harris (1967) and 

Jones, Worchel, Goethals, and Grumet (1971) have found that 

observers tend to make dispositional attributions for an 

actor's behavior even when the actor has no choice; essays 

written in an assigned direction were seen to be indicative 
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of the actor's real feelings despite his lack of freedom in 

choosing the position of the essay. Nisbett, Caputo, 

Legant, and Marecek (1973) have demonstrated that actors 

tend to be relatively situational in attributing their own 

behavior but relatively dispositional in attributing that 

same behavior in others. Jones and Nisbett (1971) have 

suggested that the differences between the attributions 

made by actors and observers in an interactive situation 

are due in part to the fact that actors and observers are 

attentive to different aspects of the interaction. A human 

being's receptors are poorly placed for self-observation; 

they are better suited to observing at a distance. The 

actor is involved in an on-going process in which he must 

process information, make decisions, and formulate appro

priate responses; the observer of an interaction is rela

tively free of such responsibilities. Many behaviors of the 

actor are habitual, "pre-programmed" responses which are 

performed in response to appropriate stimuli with little 

conscious consideration; the observer (who, of course, has 

his own set of pre-programmed responses) does not find the 

actor's behaviors so routine. Bern (1972) has suggested 

that an actor has access to internal stimuli and is, 

furthermore, familiar with his past history, behaviors, 

outcomes, goals, etc.—information which is relatively in

accessible to an observer. The effect of the differing 

information available to actors and observers is to make 
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the observed behavior relatively salient for the observer 

and to make the external environment relatively salient for 

the actor. 

Storms (1973), attempting to test the proposition 

that actors and observers are oriented to different aspects 

of an interaction, required two "actors" to engage in a 

five minute unstructured conversation and then to attribute 

their own behavior. Two "observers," each of whom had 

observed one of the actors, attributed the behavior of the 

actors they had observed. As predicted, actors were rela

tively situational in their attributions of their own be

havior and observers were relatively dispositional in their 

attributions of the behavior they had observed. When sub

jects were shown a videotape of the actor whom they had 

observed (or, in the case of actors, with whom they had 

interacted) prior to making attributions, those attribu

tions were unaffected; actors continued to be relatively 

situational and observers remained relatively dispositional 

in their attributions. However, when subjects were shown 

a videotape of the actor whom they had not initially ob

served (or of themselves in the case of actors), their 

attributions were altered; actors became relatively more 

dispositional and observers became relatively more situa

tional. An interesting finding, not discussed by Storms, 

was that reorientation via videotape produced little change 

in dispositional ratings but relatively large changes in 
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situational ratings of the behavior that was being attrib

uted. 

The present study, utilizing the paradigm developed 

by Storms (1973), attempted to test the proposition that 

the attributions of active observers, those who engage in 

an interaction and attribute the other actor's behavior, 

will differ systematically from the attributions of passive 

observers, those who do not interact but merely observe. 

It was predicted that the attributions of the active ob

server would be relatively more dispositional than those 

of the passive observer; the active observer, like the 

actor who attributes his own behavior, is engaged in an on

going interaction which affords little opportunity for 

close examination of environmental stimuli. Furthermore, 

the active observer is likely to be the most salient en

vironmental stimulus for the actor, a stimulus which is 

difficult for the active observer to perceive but which is 

relatively easy for the passive observer to appreciate. 

There were two secondary concerns in the present 

study. The first was to attempt a replication of the 

Nisbett et al. (1973) and Storms (1973) findings that 

actors are more situational in their attributions of their 

own behavior than are observers of that behavior. The 

second concern was to ascertain if differences in attri

butions would involve differences in situational 



attributions, as Storms (1973) found, or would involve 

differences in both situational and dispositional attr 

butions. 



METHOD 

Subj ects 

Ninety University of Arizona undergraduate male 

volunteers participated in 20 groups of four or five. Sub

jects were largely recruited from introductory psychology, 

sociology, and statistics courses and they signed up for 

the study on sheets which specified that people who 

volunteered for the same session should not be previously 

acquainted. Five subjects were recruited from the male 

dormitories and approximately 15 subjects were recruited 

from the patio in front of the psychology building when one 

of the four subjects who had signed up for an experimental 

session failed to appear; all of these individually-

contacted subjects indicated that they had not studied 

psychology beyond the second introductory course. One 

group of four subjects contained a Pakistani student for 

whom English was obviously a second language; the data for 

all subjects in this group were discarded. 

Procedure 

As each subject arrived for an experimental session 

he was met by the experimenter, asked not to engage in 

conversation with other subjects, given a copy of Time to 

read, and seated apart from other subjects in the 

8 
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experimental room. When four subjects had assembled, they 

were told, 

This is a study in an area of social psychology 
called "interpersonal dynamics." More specifi
cally, I'm interested in the process of "getting 
acquainted," what happens when two strangers 
meet for the first time and initiate their first 
conversation. Two of you will be having a short, 
first conversation with each other and two of 
you will be silent observers of that conversation. 

Subjects were shown four 3x5 inch slips of paper marked 

"ACTOR 1," "ACTOR 2," "OBSERVER 1," and "OBSERVER 2." The 

slips of paper were placed in a can and each subject 

blindly chose a slip of paper which indicated his role in 

the experiment. Actors were seated across from each other 

near one end of a table 48 inches wide by 96 inches long; 

observers were seated across from each other near the other 

end of the table. The experimental arrangement of actors 

and observers is shown in Figure 1. 

Each observer was told that he was to watch the 

actor who sat diagonally opposite him and the actor whom 

he was to watch was pointed out to him. Subjects were 

then told, 

The conversation will last five minutes and I'll 
tell you when to begin. Each observer is to 
silently observe "his" actor only. When I tell 
you to stop, I'd like you not to talk until 
you've filled out a brief questionnaire. This 
questionnaire is confidential--I'11 be the only 
one who sees it and I don't want to know who 
filled it out. Don't put your name on it. Are 
there any questions? 
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ACTOR I 

OBSERVER 2 

o 
TABLE 

ACTOR 2 

OBSERVER I 

Figure 1. Experimental Arrangement of Actors and Observers 



When any procedureal questions had been answered by the 

experimenter, the experimenter suggested to the actors that 

"Perhaps you may want to begin your conversation by ex

changing names and college majors," moved to a table at the 

other end of the room, and indicated that the conversation 

should begin. The experimenter ostensibly busied himself 

with paperwork while timing the conversation. At the end 

of five minutes the experimenter halted the conversation, 

moved the subjects to different parts of the room, and 

gave each subject a questionnaire. Subjects were then told, 

"Each page of the questionnaire deals with a different 

question. Please read each question carefully and finish 

the entire questionnaire." 

An attempt was made to recruit five people for each 

experimental session in order to obtain at least four sub

jects for each session. In the six instances in which 

five subjects actually appeared, a slip of paper marked 

"OBSERVER 3" was placed in the can prior to the drawing and 

it was explained that the third observer would be a time

keeper. He was seated about six feet away from the actors' 

end of the table facing the actors and midway between them, 

and he was given a clipboard with written instructions that 

his task, in addition to timekeeping, was to note the 

number of times each observer looked at someone other than 

his assigned actor. Although the third observers also 

rated the two actors, their data were discarded. 



12 

Experimental Design 

Each observer answered a set of questions con

cerning either the behavior of the actor whom he had ob

served (the Observed Orientation) or the behavior of the 

actor whom he had not observed (the Unobserved Orienta

tion) ; he then answered the same set of questions con

cerning the remaining actor. Each actor answered a set 

of questions concerning either the actor with whom he had 

conversed (the Observed Orientation) or his own behavior 

(the Unobserved Orientation); he then answered the same set 

of questions concerning the remaining actor. The study 

employed a 2 x 2 x 2 design with two Interaction Conditions 

(actor and observer), two levels of Initial Orientation 

(observed and unobserved), and two sets of Measurements 

(first and second). 

Measures 

The first page of the questionnaire was an instruc

tion sheet in which subjects were informed that they would 

be asked to rate the actors on the four behavioral traits 

of friendliness, talkativeness, nervousness, and dominance 

and to decide if the behavior was caused by personal 

characteristics of the actor or by situational factors. 

Subjects were asked to indicate their judgments by circling 

the appropriate number on the rating scales. Each of the 

next four pages contained three questions dealing with one 



of these traits. The first question asked, "To what extent 

did the actor you watched [didn't watch] behave in a 

friendly [talkative, nervous, dominant] manner?" followed 

by a 9-point scale labeled 1 (extremely unfriendly) and 9 

(extremely friendly). The order in which these questions 

were presented was such that each question appeared in the 

first, second, third, and fourth positions an equal number 

of times. The remaining two questions asked, "How impor

tant were personal characteristics about the actor in 

causing him to behave that way?" Each of these attribution 

questions was followed by a 9-point scale labeled 1 

(extremely unimportant) and 9 (extremely important). The 

order of the two attribution questions was the same 

throughout each questionnaire with half of the question

naires having the personal characteristics question before 

the characteristics of the situation question and halt in 

the reverse order. The two attribution ratings for each of 

the four behavioral traits constituted the primary de

pendent measures. 

The next page of the questionnaire contained four 

questions dealing with the rater's perception of the 

similarity between the rater and the actor who had just 

been rated. The first question asked, "How similar do you 

think your behavior would have been to that of the actor 

you just rated if you had been in his place?" The second 

question asked, "How similar do you think the actor you 



just rated is to you in general overall appearance (looks, 

attractiveness, manner of dress)?" The third question 

asked, "How similar do you think your attitudes, values, 

orientations to life, personal style, etc. are to those of 

the actor you just rated?" The fourth question asked, 

"What was your general feeling toward the actor you rated--

did you like him or dislike him?" Each of these questions 

was followed by a 9-point scale; the first three were 

labeled 1 (extremely dissimilar) and 9 (extremely similar) 

and the last was labeled 1 (extremely dislike) and 9 

(extremely like). 

The next four pages of the questionnaire contained 

the same set of trait and attribution questions which had 

previously been answered with regard to the first actor, in 

a different order than the first set. It was followed by a 

page of similarity-questions. The last two pages of the 

questionnaire asked subjects to rate the social desira

bility of 21 behavioral traits on 9-point scales labeled 1 

(extremely undesirable) and 9 (extremely desirable); 

embedded in the list were the four behavioral traits on 

which the actors had been rated. 

Photocopy masters were made for each typed page of 

the questionnaire and the final questionnaires were printed 

from the masters on an offset printing press. A complete 

questionnaire, one for an actor who first attributed the 
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behavior of the actor whom he had observed and second, his 

own behavior, is presented in Appendix A. 



RESULTS 

The means and standard deviations for ratings of 

the four behavioral traits of friendliness, talkativeness, 

nervousness, and dominance are presented in Table 1. There 

was a significant Interaction Condition effect for friend

liness (F = 7.53, df = 1/76, £ < .01), with actors rating 

the actors as more friendly than did the observers. A 

significant Measurements effect was obtained for talkative

ness (F = 8.71, df = 1/76, £ < .01), with higher talkative

ness ratings obtaining for the second measure than for the 

first. There was a significant Orientation effect for 

dominance (F = 6.61, df = 1/76, £ < .05), with subjects 

rating actors whom they had not observed as higher in 

dominance than actors whom they had observed. There was 

also a significant Measurements effect for dominance (F = 

14.87, df = 1/76, £ < .01), with the second dominance 

measure exceeding the first. No other effects for be

havioral ratings approached traditional levels of signifi

cance. 

The means and standard deviations for the situa

tional and dispositional attributions of the four behavioral 

traits are presented in Table 2. A 2 (Interaction Condi

tion) x 2 (Initial Orientation) x 2 (Measurements) analysis 

of variance, treating Measurements as a repeated measures 

16 
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Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations of Behavioral Trait 
Ratings3 

Measurements (C) 

Orientation (B) 
Interaction 
Condition 

(A) Observed 
Un

observed Observed 

Signifi-
Un- cant 

observed Effects 

Actor 

Observer 

Actor 

Observer 

Actor 

Observer 

Actor 

Observer 

7.25 
(1.29) 

6.35 
(1.73) 

6. 05 
(1.82) 

5.40 
(1.82) 

4.40 
(1.79) 

5.35 
(1.79) 

4.70 
(1.38> 

4.60 
(1.39) 

Friendliness 

7.30 
(1.42) 

6.50 
(1.47) 

7.45 
(1.15) 

6.95 
(1.10) 

Talkativeness 

6 .  0 0  
(1.86) 

5.55 
(1.96) 

6 . 6 0  
(1.27) 

5.95 
(1.91) 

Nervousness 

4. 64 
(2.18) 

5.40 
(1.82) 

4.50 
(1.76) 

5.15 
(1.93) 

Dominance 

5.35 
(1.35) 

4.90 
(2.34) 

5.20 
(1 .11)  

5.95 
(1.76) 

7.15 
(1.31) 

6.70 
(1.69) 

6.80 
(1.54) 

7.00 
(1.17) 

5.25 
(2.19) 

4.60 
(2.04) 

6.15 
(1.93) 

6,50 
(1.43) 

A < . 01 

C < .01 

B < .05 

C < .01 

aStandard deviations are in parentheses. N = 20 for 
each cell. 
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Table 2. Means and Standard Deviations of Attribution 
Ratings3 

Measurements (C) 

Orientation (B) 
Interaction Signifi-
Condition Un- Un- cant 

(A) Observed observed Observed observed Effects 

Friendliness; situational attributions 

Actor 

Observer 

Actor 

Observer 

Actor 

Observer 

Actor 

Observer 

Actor 

Observer 

6.65 
(1.94) 

6 . 0 0  
(2.36) 

3.65 
(2.06) 

7.25 
(1.83) 

6.10 
(2.17) 

6.40 
(1.98) 

5. 90 
(2.55) 

6. 55 
(1.73) 

A <.01 
AxB <.01 
AxBxC<.01 

Friendliness; dispositional attributions 

6.65 6.30 6.40 7.05 
(1.72) (2.22) (1.73) (2.01) 

6.05 
(1.85) 

6.25 
(1.52) 

6.85 
(1.46) 

6.95 
(1.61) 

Talkativeness; situational attributions 

6.75 
(1.29) 

6.80 
(1.44) 

6. 00 
(2.27) 

7.25 
(1.55) 

6.00 
(1.78) 

6 . 8 0  
(1.77) 

6.10 
(2.32) 

6.50 
(1.73) 

A < 

Talkativeness; dispositional attributions 

6.00 5.55 6.10 6.95 
(2.13) (1.70) (1.68) (1.40) 

6.15 
(1.35) 

6 . 6 0  
( 1 . 8 8 )  

6.90 
(1.65) 

6.65 
(1.35) 

Nervousness; situational attributions 

6.15 6.30 5.50 6.55 
(1.63) (1.62) (1.79) (2.14) 

6.55 
(1.54) 

6.40 
(1.96) 

5.95 
(2.40) 

5.75 
(2.00) 

05 

C < .05 
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Table 2.—Continued 

Measurements (C) 

Interaction 
Condition 

(A) 

Orientation (B) 
Signifi-

Un- Un- cant 
Observed observed Observed observed Effects 

Actor 

Observer 

Nervousness; dispositional attributions 

6.25 5.30 5.80 6.70 
(1.83) (1.98) (1.74) (1.78) 

6.45 
(1.64) 

6. 50 
(1.79) 

6.25 
(2.05) 

6.75 
(1.12) 

BxC<.05 

Dominance; situational attributions 

Actor 

Observer 

Actor 

Observer 

5.40 4.70 5.70 5. 60 
(2.21) (2.23) (1.63) (2.26) 

5.85 6. 20 6.35 6.30 
(1.84) (1.70) (1.57) (1.66) 

Dominance; dispositional attributions 

6.15 5. 80 5.45 6. 05 
(1.90) (1.77) (1.43) (2.35) 

6.50 6.40 6.50 6.65 
(1.05) (2.16) (1.43) (1.27) 

A < .05 

A < .05 

aStandard deviations are in parentheses. N = 20 
for each cell. 
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factor, was performed on each of the eight attribution 

matrices; significant effects are shown in the right-hand 

column of Table 2. 

For the trait of friendliness, observers were sig

nificantly more situational in their attributions than 

actors (F = 7.94, d_f = 1/76, p < .01), with actors being 

less situational in attributing their own friendliness than 

in attributing the friendliness of the actor with whom they 

interacted. The triple interaction, Orientation x Inter

action Condition x Measurements, was also significant (F = 

9.51, df = 1/76, £ < .01). Comparisons between the actor-

Observed Orientation and the observer-Unobserved Orienta

tion means for each level of Measurements were made using 

the Tukey HSD test (Kirk, 1968); the difference within the 

first measurement was significant at the .05 level while 

the difference within the second measurement was not sig

nificant. There were no significant effects for disposi

tional attributions of friendliness. 

For the trait of talkativeness, observers were sig

nificantly more situational in their attributions than 

actors (F = 5.30, df = 1/76, £ < .05). There was also a 

significant Measurements effect for dispositional attribu

tions of talkativeness (F = 5.27, d£ = 1/76, £ < .05), with 

the second measurement being more dispositional than the 

first. 
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For the trait of nervousness there was a signifi

cant Orientation x Measurements interaction for disposi

tional attributions (F = 5.05, df = 1/76, p < .05), with 

the Observed Orientation more dispositional than the Un

observed Orientation for the first Measurement and less 

dispositional for the second Measurement. 

For the trait of dominance, observers were sig

nificantly more situational than actors (F = 6.37, df = 

1/76, £ < .05) and were also more dispositional than actors 

(F = 5.26, df = 1/76, £ < .05). 

Storms (1973) had treated his data by subtracting 

situational attribution ratings from dispositional ratings 

and analyzing these differences; a similar analysis was 

performed on the data in the present study. The means and 

standard deviations are presented in Table 3. There was a 

significant Interaction Condition effect for friendliness, 

with actors making relatively more dispositional judgments 

than observers (F = 6.23, d_f = 1/156, £ < .05). A sig

nificant interaction between Interaction Condition and 

Initial Orientation also obtained (F = 7.47, df = 1/156, 

£ < .5), with actors providing relatively more disposi

tional judgments—and observers providing relatively more 

situational judgments—in the Observed than in the Un

observed Orientation. No other effects approached tradi

tional levels of significance. 
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Table 3. Means and Standard Deviations of Dispositional-
Minus-Situational Attribution Scores3 

Measurements (C) 

1 2 

Orientation (B) 
Interaction Signifi
Condition Un Un cant 

(A) Observed observed Observed observed Effects 

Friendliness 

Actor 8. 00 10.65 8.30 9.15 Actor 
(2.60) (2.68) (2.45) (3.48) A < . 05 

Observer 
8. 05 
(3.12) 

7. 00 
(2.47) 

8.45 
(1.79) 

8.40 
(2.16) 

AxB<.05 

Talkativeness 

Actor 7.25 
(2.27) 

7.55 
(2.28) 

8. 10 
(2.57) 

8.85 
(2.80) 

C < .05 

Observer 7. 35 
(1.84) 

7.35 
(2.06) 

8.10 
(1.89) 

8.30 
(2.18) 

Nervousness 

Actor 8.10 
(1.83) 

7. 00 
(2.60) 

8.30 
(2.47) 

8.15 
(2.85) 

Observer 
7. 90 

(2.02) 
8.00 
(2.66) 

8.30 
(3.45) 

9. 00 
(2.36) 

Dominance 

Actor 8.75 
(2.97) 

9.10 
(3.19) 

7 . 95 
(1.73) 

8.45 
(2.61) 

Observer 
8. 65 

(2.03) 
8.20 
(2.21) 

8.15 
(2.21) 

8. 35 
(2.48) 

aHigher means indicate relatively more disposi
tional, or relatively less situational, attributions. 
Standard deviations are in parentheses. N = 40 for each 
eel 1. 
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Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients 

were computed between each of the similarity ratings and 

the trait and attributional ratings which were made under 

the Observed Orientation and are presented in Table 4. 

Correlations between behavioral similarity and talkative

ness and dominance and between liking and friendliness and 

talkativeness differed significantly from zero (£ < .01). 

Means and standard deviations for social desira

bility ratings of the four behavioral traits on which 

actors were rated are presented in Table 5. Correlation 

coefficients between social desirability ratings and the 

respective trait and attributional ratings made under the 

Observed Orientation are shown in Table 6. There was a 

significant correlation between the social desirability 

rating of friendliness and the rating of friendliness in 

the actor (t = 2.68, df = 60/ £ < .01) and between the 

social desirability rating of friendliness and the dis

positional attribution of friendliness (t = 2.58, df = 60, 

£ < .05). 

The correlation between situational and disposi

tional attributions for all subjects equaled -.02, not sig

nificantly different from zero. 
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Table 4. Correlations Between Similarity Questions and 
Trait and Attributional Ratings for the Observed 
Orientation3 

Traits and 
Attributions 

Similarity Questions 
Traits and 
Attributions Behavior Appearance Attitudes Liking 

Friendliness . 07 -.03 . 08 .32° 
Situational 
Attributions -.07 .22 . 13 -.03 
Dispositional 
Attributions -.14 -.07 .14 .12 

Talkativeness . 30C .16 . 16 .43° 
Situational 
Attributions -.11 . 04 .24b -.08 
Dispositional 
Attributions -.05 0 . 13 .04 

Nervousness -.11 -.16 .01 -.18 
Situational 
Attributions -.07 . 07 -.04 -.20 
Dispositional 
Attributions -.18 -.26b . 06 -.08 

Dominance .32° .21 . 28b .22 
Situational 
Attributions -.08 -.03 .09 -.16 
Dispositional 
Attributions -.13 -. 27b -.05 -.22 

aN = 80 for each cell. 

b£ < .05. 

C£ < .01. 
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Table 5. Means and Standard Deviations of Social 
Desirability Ratings of Behavioral Traits3 

Friendliness Talkativeness Nervousness Dominance 

8.23 5.78 2.90 5.01 

(1.06) (1.55) (1.72) (1.94) 

aRatings ranged from 1 (extremely undesirable) to 
9 (extremely desirable). Standard deviations are in 
parentheses. N = 80 for each cell. 
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Tible 6. Correlations Between Social Desirability Ratings 
and Trait and Attributional Ratings for the 
Observed Orientation3 

Trait and 
Attributional 

Ratings 

Behavioral Traits 
Trait and 

Attributional 
Ratings 

Friendli- Talkative
ness ness 

Nervous
ness Dominance 

Friendliness . 29° 

Situational 
Attributions .01 
Dispositional 
Attributions to

 
00
 cr
 

Talkativeness .16 
Situational 
Attributions -.04 
Dispositional 
Attributions .11 

Nervousness .04 
Situational 
Attributions .04 

Dispositional 
Attributions -.01 

Dominance ^.07 
Situational 
Attributions .04 

Dispositional 
Attributions .05 

aN = 80 for each cell. 

b£ = .05 . 
C£ = .01 • 



DISCUSSION 

The data for the behavioral trait ratings, shown in 

Table 1, do not show highly consistent patterns of effects; 

the significant Interaction Condition effect for friendli

ness did not approach significance for the remaining be

havioral traits, and the significant Orientation effect for 

dominance did not approach significance for the other three 

traits. The significant Measurements effect for talkative

ness and dominance, with the second measurement higher than 

the first, was not reflected in the ratings of friendliness 

and nervousness (F < 1.0 for both traits). The lack of 

consistency in the results precludes a clear interpretation; 

it might be noted that the Measurements effect obtained for 

the two traits which were rated as moderately socially 

desirable and did not obtain for the traits which were 

rated as very undesirable and very desirable. 

It had been hypothesized that the active observer 

will be more dispositional than the passive observer in 

attributing the behavior of the actor whom he had observed. 

An examination of the attributional ratings of actors and 

observers within the Observed Orientation in Table 2 indi

cates, however, that this hypothesis is not supported in 

the present study. For the traits of talkativeness, 

nervousness, and dominance, actors were less situational in 
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their attributions but were less dispositional as well; 

actors were more situational and more dispositional on the 

first measurement and less situational and less disposi

tional on the second measurement for the trait of friend

liness. The data in Table 3 were derived by subtracting 

each subject's situational attribution rating from his 

dispositional rating (Storms [1973) referred to this as the 

Dispositional-Situational Index); higher numbers indicate 

that attributions were relatively dispositional without 

reference to whether this was caused by high dispositional 

attributions or low situational attributions. The means 

within the Observed Orientation in Table 3 reveal in perhaps 

a clearer fashion the absence of any significant differences 

between active and passive observers. 

The findings of Storms (1973) and of Jones and 

Nisbett (1971) that actors are relatively situational in 

attributing their own behavior while observers are rela

tively dispositional in attributing that same behavior 

were not replicated in the present study. A comparison of 

the means for the actors in the Unobserved Orientation with 

the means for the observers in the Observed Orientation in 

Table 3 indicates that actors attributing their own be

havior were somewhat more dispositional than observers for 

the traits of friendliness, talkativeness, and dominance 

and only slightly less dispositional in the case of ner

vousness. The relatively dispositional attributions of 
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actors were especially pronounced for the trait of friend

liness, where the interaction between Interaction Condi

tion and Orientation was significant at the .01 level. The 

comparison of actors attributing their own behavior (the 

Unobserved Orientation) with actors attributing another's 

behavior (the Observed Orientation) shows the same pattern 

of results; actors were slightly more dispositional in 

accounting for their own behavior than for the behavior of 

their conversation-partner for friendliness, talkativeness, 

and dominance—contrary to predictions--and slightly less 

dispositional for dominance. While actors were signifi

cantly less situational in all of their attributions than 

observers for the traits of friendliness, talkativeness, 

and dominance, only in the case of friendliness was this 

accompanied by an increase in dispositional attributions, 

as reflected in the significant Interaction Condition 

effect for friendliness in Table 3. 

The correlations between the similarity questions 

and trait and attributional ratings, shown in Table 4, are 

interesting though not very consistent. The correlations 

between liking and friendliness and talkativeness are 

positive and highly significant while the correlation with 

dominance approaches significance; that for liking and 

nervousness is negative and, although not significant, 

relatively substantial. It may be that these correlations 

are related to the perceived social desirability of these 
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traits since nervousness was rated as socially undesirable; 

dominance and talkativeness, as moderately desirable; and 

friendliness, as very desirable. The data in Table 6, 

showing the correlations between social desirability 

ratings and trait and attributional ratings, do not afford 

strong support for this notion, however; the correlations 

are significantly different from zero for friendliness, not 

significant but in the appropriate direction for talkative

ness, and inconsequential for nervousness and dominance. 

The question as to why the present study, utilizing 

the procedures and measures used by Storms (1973), failed 

to obtain results consistent with Storms' findings remains 

to be answered. It had been assumed that situational and 

dispositional factors exhausted the possible causes for 

observed behavior. If this were the case, a high attribu

tion to one factor should have been accompanied by a 

correspondingly low attribution to the remaining factor and 

a substantial negative correlation between situational and 

dispositional attributions across subjects should have 

obtained; in fact the correlation was -.02, not signifi

cantly different from zero. Three possible causes for the 

failure of subjects to treat the attribution questions as 

exhaustive of the possible causes for an actor's behavior 

are: (1) subjects failed to understand that the two 

attribution questions were in fact exhaustive, (2) subjects 

were careless in their approach to the experiment, and (3) 

the arousal of reactance. 
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The first possibility suggests that the instruc

tions to the subjects were inadequate. A standard question 

that subjects were asked during de-briefing was whether 

anyone had found the questionnaire or the questionnaire 

items difficult to understand or ambiguous. No subjects 

answered affirmatively although it should be pointed out 

that there may have been reluctance on the part of a sub

ject who had experienced difficulty to admit this publicly. 

Perhaps asking subjects to indicate what per cent of the 

observed behavior was attributable to situational factors 

and what per cent to dispositional factors with the proviso 

that the percentages should add to 100 would highlight the 

fact that the two attribution questions exhaust the 

possible causes of the observed behavior. 

That subjects were careless in their approach to 

the experiment is a second possible explanation for the 

failure to obtain predicted effects. There is evidence 

that this may have been the case in a few instances; one 

subject, who gave ratings of nine on all attribution 

questions, also indicated that nervousness is an extremely 

desirable social trait. Several subjects did not circle 

the appropriate number on the rating scales but placed X's 

on them, and one subject placed his X's between the numbers. 

Three of the six third-observers, moreover, indicated that 

their observers looked a good deal at each other or at the 

actors whom they were not assigned to observe. 
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Approximately one-third of the subject-groups contained a 

subject who, during de-briefing, volunteered his opinion 

that the experimental situation bore little resemblance to 

the typical getting-acquainted situation that is en

countered outside of the laboratory, an opinion that met 

with general agreement from the other subjects. It may be 

that this lack of what Aronson and Carlsmith (1968) have 

called "mundane realism" produced a feeling on the part of 

a substantial number of subjects that "It's only a psy

chology experiment," and a less-than-optimal exertion of 

effort or attention on their part. 

Approximately one fourth of the subjects were re

cruited individually; it is possible that some of these 

subjects may have preferred not to participate in the 

experiment but found it impossible to refuse in such a 

personal, face-to-face situation. Furthermore, the intro

ductory psychology classes from which the majority of sub

jects were obtained had been heavily recruited early in the 

semester by other researchers; some of the teaching assist

ants, realizing that the number of volunteers would be low, 

spoke enthusiastically of the learning experience afforded 

by service as a subject in an experiment and perhaps 

exerted other kinds of pressures on their students to 

volunteer. These recruiting practices may have aroused in 

a substantial number of subjects what Brehm (1966) has 

called "reactance," a feeling that one's freedom of action 
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has been reduced and accompanying feelings of hostility or 

resentment; thus a substantial proportion of subjects may 

have been reluctant participants in the experiment who were 

unwilling to exert more than a minimum of effort. If 

reactance had been aroused, however, it would be expected 

that the social desirability ratings would reflect it as 

well; the standard deviations for the social desirability 

ratings do not indicate that subjects were careless in 

making these ratings. 

It is also possible that the failure to obtain 

predicted results is an indication that the hypothesized 

difference in the attributions of actors and observers is a 

weaker phenomenon than the literature has thus far indi

cated, obtainable only under as-yet-unspecified conditions 

which were not met in the present study. The most con

sistent finding in the present study, the Interaction 

Condition effect, is not consistent enough to permit a 

clear interpretation but it does suggest that actors or 

observers are taking account of something more than the 

actual behavior of the actors. Perhaps actors, like 

Chaiken and Darley's (1973) "future supervisors," see 

themselves as sharing a perspective with all actors, a 

perception which alters their attributions relative to 

those of observers who do not share this perspective. The 

data for the behavioral trait of friendliness, which show 

that actors attributed more friendliness to actors than did 
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observers and were relatively more dispositional in 

accounting for that friendliness than observers, suggest 

that the attributions made by actors and observers may be, 

in part, a function of the behavioral trait under considera

tion and not solely a function of whether the attributor 

is an actor or an observer. 

The question as to why Storms (1973) , who used 

essentially the same procedures and measures that were used 

in the present study, obtained effects which were incon

sistent with those obtained in the present study can not be 

conclusively answered on the basis of the information which 

is now available. A determination of those conditions 

under which the differential attributions of actors and 

observers are and are not obtained would appear to be a 

necessary undertaking for researchers concerned with 

attribution theory. 
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In this questionnaire you trill be asked to doccribe the 
behavior of one ol' the actors alon;: four standard dimensions; 
friendliness, talkativeness, nervousness, and dominance* 

For each of these behaviors you \rill be asked to indicate 
how nuch influer.co tho follo;dn;; tv,-o factors had in causing that 
behaviors 

(A) ?or.';on":l charactori."tjcs about the actor: How 
inportaat very hi:: pernor. "I ity, traits, character, 
personal style, altitudes, nood, ar.d so on in 
causing hin to behave the way ho did? 

(B) Ch.T.-.ct.'-'ri "•*•!fs oT th*-; situation? How important 
were such. lVctors a:; b':Lr.;; in an cxtjerirent, tho 
"nottinf; acquainted" situation, the topic of convor-
sation, the way tho other particjnant behaved, and 
so on in causing hin to behave the way he did? 

Indicate your judrnent by circling the apnropriatc nuuber on 
the rating scale which follcw:: each question. 
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To what extent did the actor you watched behave in a talkative 

mannor? 

1 
h 

extreiely 
untnlkative 

9 
-4 

extrenely 
talkative 

How important were personal characteristics about the actor in 

causing hin to behave that way? 

1 
t-

cxtremely 
unimportant 

6 
-f-

9 

extre'ioly 
important 

How inportant were characteristics of tho situation in causing hin to 

behave that way? 

1 
t 

extrciely 
unimportant 

extrenoly 
irroortint 
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To what extent did the aetor you watched behave in a friendly manner? 

1 2 3 U 5 6 7 0 9  
I 1 1 H 1 1 1 H 1 

extremely extremely 
unfriendly friendly 

How important were personal characteristics about the actor in causing 

him to behave that v;ay? 

1 2 3 U 5 6 7 8 9  
| 1 1 1 H 1 1 H 1 

extremely extrenoly 
unimportant inportant 

How important were characteristics of the nit'jatlon in causing hin to 

behave that tray? 

1 2 3 U 5 6 7 8 9 
I 1 1 1 1 ( 1 1 1 

extrenely extremely 
unimportant important 
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To what extent did the actor you v/atched behave in a dominant 

manner? 

1 2 3 1 5 6 7 8 9  
I 1 1 ( 1 1 1 1 , 

extrenely extremely 
passive dominant 

How important were personal characteristics about the actor in causing 

him to behave that way? 

1 2 3 1 4 5 6 7 8 9  
I 1 1 4 1 1 1 1 1 

extremely extremely 
unimportant important 

Ho"./ important were chanctc-r!st'rs of the slt'j-itlon in causing him to 

behave that way? 

1 2 3 ^ 5 6 7 8 9  
I 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

extrwiely extrenoly 
unirnortant important 
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To what extent did the actor you watched behavo in a norvoua 

manner? 

1 2 3 U 5 6 7 8 9  
) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

extrc'ioly extreinely 
calm nervous 

How important were personal chnraoterir>M-CS about the actor in 

causing him to behave that way? 

1 2 3 1 j 5 6 7 8 9  
I 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

extronely extremely 
unimportant important 

How important were characteristics of tho situation in causing hi.i to 

behavo that way? 

1 2 3 l i 5 6 7 8 9  
t 1 1 » 1 1 1 1 1 

extrenely extrenely 
uninportant important 
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How similar do you think your behavior vrould have been to that of the 
actor you Just rated if you had been in his place? 

1 2 3 U £ 6 7 8 9  
I 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

extremely extremely 
dissimilar similar 

How similar do you think the actor you just rated i3 to you in general 
overall appearance (looks, attractiveness, manner of dress)? 

1 2 3 ^ 5 6 7 8 9  
1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

extrcnely extrenoly 
dissimilar similar 

How similar do you think your attitudes, values, orientations to life, 
personal stylo, etc. aro to thoso of the actor you just rated? 

1 2 3 ^ 5 6 7 8 9  
\ 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

extremely extrenely 
dissimilar similar 

What was your reneral feelir.3 toward the actor you rated- did you like 
him or dislike hies? 

1 2 3 l » 5 6 7 6 9  
, 1 1 i 1 1 1 1 • 

extremely , eaetreaely 
dislike like 
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To vhat extent did you behave in a friendly manner? 

1 

cxtremely 
unfriendly 

u 6 
-+-

extremely 
friendly 

Hov; important were personal chnr.-'.cterir.tics about you in causinn you 

to behave that way? 

extrenely 
unimportant 

U 
-4-

6 
-+-

8 

extrenely 
inportant 

How important ware ch-Tact'.rlsties of tV; • itT'ticn in c::ii';lr.j; you to 

behave that way? 

1 
t 

extrenely 
uninportant 

6 
-t-

9 
( 

extrenely 
inportant 
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To what extent did you behave in a talkative manner? 

1 2 3 1 * 5 6 7 8 9  
I 1 1 , 1 1 1 1 1 

extremely extremely 
untalkativo talkative 

How inportant worts personal characteristic:) about you in causing you 

to bohave that way? 

1 2 3 l i 5 6 7 8 9  
\ i \ 1 1 1 ) 1 1 

extrenely extremely 
unimportant important 

Hou ir;ortant were character!stlcn of the :;ir.u3'.ion in causing you to 

behave that uay? 

1 2 3 U 5 6 7 8 9  
I ——• 1 1 » • 1 1 1 

extrer-.aly extrenely 
uniJiport-v.t important 



To vrtiat cactent did you bchavo in a nervou3 manner? 

1 2 3 U 5 6 7 8 9  
| ( 1 1 1 1 1 1 < 

extremely extrenely 
calm nervous 

How important were personal characteristics about you in causing you 

to behavo that vay? 

1 2 3 U 5 6 7 8 ?  
I ( 1 1 1 1 1 1- 1 

extrer.ely extrenely 
unimportant important 

How irport-nt were charncteri^tica of the situation in causing you to 

behave that way? 

1 2 3 U 5 6 7 8 9  
I 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

extremely extronely 
unieportant inportant 
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To vjhat extent did you behave in a dominant manner? 

I 2 3 h $ 6 7 8 9  
| 1 1 1 ) 1 1 1 1 

extremely extremely 
passive dominant 

How important v/ere personal characteristics about you in causing you 

to behave that way? 

1 2 3 U 5 6 7 8 9  
I 1 | 1 1 1 1 1 1 

oxtrcncly extremely 
unimportant important 

How important voro characteristics of the situation in causing you to 

behave that way? 

1 2 3 U 5 6 7 8 9  
I ( 1 1 1 1 1 1 ( 

extrenaly extrenely 
unimportant important 
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17iis is tho last part; we're almost finished. I'd liko to know 
hov; desirable or undesirable you think cach of tho folio-,rinc behavioral 
traits is. Indicate your opinion by circling the appropriate nunber on 
the ratine scale t.-hich is to the rij;ht of each trait; 1 ncans that the 
trait is, in your opinion, extremely undesirable and 9 means that the 
trait is extremely desirable# 

CASUAL 

IDEALISTIC 

COIISCIEI.'TICUS 

BOID 

SKEPTICAL 

FRIGIDLY 

KiOTICMALLY 
KX HUSSIVE 

DdlBIANT 

N31V0US 

DIGKIFIQ 

extremely extrer.iely 
undesirable desirable 

1 2 3 U 5 6 7 8 9  
I 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

3 U 5 6 
_l 1 1 U 

1 2 3  1 »  5 6 7 8 9  
1 1 1 I 1 1 1 1 1 

1 2 3 h 5 6 7 8 9  
1 1 1 1 1 1— 1 1 1 

extrcely extrenely 
unJocirable desirable 
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extremely 
undeoirablo 

extremely 
desirable 

QUIET 

CAUTIOUS 

TALKATIVE 

ALOOF 

STEADY 

TRUSTING 

REALISTIC 

RF-S.-JtVED 

SUHIISSIVE 

KAPHY-GQ-LUCKY 

CA M 

1 2 
1 1 

3 
| | 

$ 
1 

6 
| 

7 
j 

8 
'I 

9 
f 

1 2 
1 1 

3 
| 

h 
1 

5 
1 

6 
1 

7 
| 

8 
1 

9 
| 

1 2 
| | 

3 
I 

I* 
1 

$ 
| 

6 
1 

7 
| 

8 
1 

9 
J 

1 2 
| 1 

3 
| 

U 
1 

5 
| 

6 
1 

7 
| 

8 
| 

9 
| 

1 2 
| | 

3 
| 

u 
1 

5 
| 

6 
| 

7 
| 

8 
1 

9 
| 

1 2 
I | 

3 
| 

h  
1 

$ 
1 

6 
1 I 

8 
| 

9 
1 

1 2 
| | 

3 
j 

u 
1 

? 
1 

6 
| 

7 
I 

8 
| 

9 
| 

1 2  
| | 

3 
1 

ii 
1 

$ 
1 

6 
| 

7 
| 

8 
| 

9 
| 

1 2 
| | 

3 
1 

u  
1 

5 
I 

6 
1 

7 
| 

8 
| 

9 
I 

1 2 
1 1 

3 t u  
1 

5 
1 

6 
| 

7 
1 

8 
| 

9 
| 

1 2 
1 1 

3 h  
—1— 

5 
I -

6 
1 

7 
...1 

8 
J 

9 
1 

extremely 
undesirable 

fcxtrenely 
desirable 

Please circle your role in '.his experiment. 

ACTOR 1 ACTOR 2 OS~ IiVlIi 1 ODz:?.rjl 2 OaSifl'/Ui 3 
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