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ABSTRACT
The effects of probability of task outcome,
familiarity between subjects, visual perspective of the
observer, and success or failure on a task upon causal
attributions made by 320 college students were investigated.
An actor's success or failure (defined here in terms of
total number of wins) on a task was labeled as common or un
common.

An observer viewed the task performance from a per

spective that allowed him a clear view of the actor or the
situation.

The actor and the observer, who were either

prior acquaintances or strangers, were then given an oppor
tunity to attribute the actor's performance on the task to
characteristics of the actor (ability and effort) and the
situation (task difficulty and luck)

One hundred and sixty

pairs of subjects (80 male and 80 female) were run.
The task consisted of a "bead game" played by the
experimenter and the actor.

The game apparatus consisted of

14 beads strung on a metal rod., Two players made alternate
moves, sliding from one to three beads from one side of the
rod to the other, with the person moving the last bead or
beads winning each game.
Subjects arrived for the experiment in pairs and
were randomly assigned to actor and observer conditions.
Eight games were then played, with the experimenter
vii

Vlll
structuring his moves so that the actor won either two or
six of the eight games.

He also labeled the actor's per

formance as either "about average" or "very good."

Both

subjects then filled out a questionnaire containing ques
tions concerning the importance of each of four causal
factors (ability, effort, task difficulty, and luck) in
determining the actor's performance.
The actor and observer data for each dependent
variable (causal factor) were analyzed using analysis of
variance.

Correlations among the ratings of importance of

each of the four causal factors were also computed.
Probability of task performance significantly
affected ratings of the importance of luck for actor data.
Luck was perceived as more important when performances were
described as "very good" compared with "about average."
Two Probability x Outcome interactions for observers
were obtained.

When the actor experienced success on the

task, task difficulty and effort were rated as more impor
tant if his performance was described as "about average" as
compared with "very good."

When the actor experienced

failure on the task, effort and task difficulty were rated
as more important if his performance was described as "very
good" rather than "about average."
Familiarity did not result in any significant
effects.

A significant three-way interaction was obtained

on ratings of the importance of ability.

Significant

ix

four-way interactions were obtained on ratings of the
importance of ability and luck.
Visual perspective resulted in significant differ
ences in ratings of the importance of ability, with ability
rated as more important when the observer had a viewpoint
that emphasized the actor rather than the situation.
Significant positive correlations were obtained
between ratings of the importance of ability and effort,
ability and task difficulty, and effort and task difficulty
for both actors and observers.
A significant negative correlation was obtained
between ratings of the importance of ability and luck for
actors only.
Investigators have assumed that subjects operate on
the basis of certain types of information and use that in
formation in particular ways when making causal attributions.
It has also been assumed that attributions are made
similarly across a wide variety of situations.

The rela

tionship of the present results to such assumptions is
discussed, and future lines of research are suggested.

INTRODUCTION
A number of studies have recently appeared that
provide support for Jones and Nisbett's (1971) hypothesis
that actors explain their own behavior by referring to the
situation, while observers explain that same behavior by
referring to internal, personal characteristics of the
actor (e.g., Jones, Rock, Shaver, Goethals, and Ward, 1968;
McArthur, 1972; Nisbett, Caputo, Legant, and Maracek, 1973?
Storms, 1973; Wortman, Costanzo, and Witt, 1973).

Though

the hypothesis is a general one and is thus difficult to
disprove (e.g., Weber, 1974), at least several studies pro
vide evidence for a difference in attribution between actors
and observers.
Variables that are relevant to this phenomenon
include the relationship between the actor and the observer,
the visual perspective of the observer, and the actor's
outcome (e.g., success or failure) on the task.

Nisbett et

al. (1973) reported that subjects generally assign more
traits to other people than they do to themselves, but the
longer they had known a friend, the less willing they were to
assign traits to him.

That is, they obtained a significant

negative correlation between length of acquaintance with
best friend and the tendency to ascribe more traits to best
friend than to self.

Storms (1973) manipulated the visual
1

2

perspective of his subjects by playing videotapes that
focused on the actor or the situation and found that visual
perspective was a powerful determinant of causal attribu
tions.

Fitch (1970), Frieze and Weiner (1971), Streufert

and Streufert (1969), and Wortman et al. (1973) found that
subjects tend to ascribe success on a task to internal
(personal) causes and failure to external (environmental)
causes.

These results support Heider's (1958) suggestion

that success or failure at an achievement task can be
attributed to four causal factors:
difficulty, and/or luck.

ability, effort, task

The first two may be said to

identify personal causes, while the last two identify en
vironmental causes.

However, Ross, Bierbrauer, and Polly

(1974) reported that in a teaching situation, instructors
attributed more importance to instructor factors when a
student failed at the instructed task than when he succeeded.
Thus some ambiguity surrounds the relationship among success
and failure and causal attribution.
Other hypotheses about attributions can be derived.
For instance, according to the logic of the analyses of
Kelley (1967) and Jones and Davis (1965), a response that is
common to many persons, relative to a given situation,
should be attributed to the situation, while an uncommon
response should be attributed to the individual.

Frieze and

Weiner (1971) and McArthur (1972) provided support for that
hypothesis.

3

The present study was designed to examine a number of
the factors that affect causal attributions in combination,
in order to examine their interactive effects.

An actor's

success or failure on a task was defined as common (average)
or uncommon (very good).

An observer viewed the task per

formance from a perspective that allowed him a clear view
of the actor or a poor view of the actor.

The actor and the

observer, who were either prior acquaintances or strangers,
were then given an opportunity to attribute the actor's per
formance on the task to characteristics of the actor (ability
and effort) and the situation (task difficulty and luck).
Due to the complex nature of the design, the
multitude of dependent measures, and the imprecise nature of
the hypotheses under investigation, precise predictions con
cerning the results were difficult to make.

However, a

number of potential patterns were expected, based on the
results of previous research.
Overall, actors were expected to emphasize task
difficulty and luck as being the more important deter
minants of their performance, while observers were expected
to emphasize the importance of ability and effort.

However,

actors were expected to emphasize ability and effort when
their performance was described as "very good" as compared
to "about average."

Actors were also expected to emphasize

ability and effort more when they experienced success
(defined in terms of "wins" on a game) at the task rather

4

than failure.

Although observers were expected to stress

the importance of ability and effort, the influence of
friendship with the actor and a visual perspective that
allowed them a better view of the situation than the actor
were expected to result in ratings emphasizing the importance
of task difficulty and luck.

The definition of the actor's

performance as very good was also expected to result in
high observer ratings of the importance of ability and
effort (of the actor).

METHOD
Design
The experiment may be viewed as producing three sets
of overlapping data.

First, the actor data constitute a 2

(Probability) x 2 (Outcome) factorial design on four separate
dependent measures (ratings of importance of ability, effort,
task difficulty, and luck).

Secondly, the observer data

form a 2 (Probability) x 2 (Friendship) x 2 (Visual Per
spective) x 2 (Outcome) factorial design on each of the four
dependent measures.

Finally, the actor and observer data

combine into a single 2 (Probability) x 2 (Outcome) x 2
(Subject Role) factorial design on the four dependent
measures.
Subjects
Volunteers were recruited for a study "involving a
simple game" from introductory psychology courses at The
University of Arizona.

Since two persons were needed at a

time, subjects were either instructed to bring a friend
(defined as "a person with whom you are acquainted") or
recruited for the same times from different discussion
sections.

Method of recruitment resulted in the Familiarity

(acquainted-stranger) independent variable.

One hundred and

sixty pairs of subjects (80 male and 80 female) were run.
5
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Since a few subjects failed to report for the experiment, a
small number of subjects (about 10%) was recruited from the
campus area in front of the psychology building.

These

subjects were involved in the stranger pairs only and were
distributed equally across conditions.
Task
The task consisted of a "bead game" played by the
experimenter and the actor.

The game apparatus consists of

14 beads strung on a metal rod.

Two players made alternate

moves, sliding up to three beads from one side of the rod to
the other, with the person moving the last bead or beads
winning each "game."

This particular task was chosen

because of its simplicity, ease of play, and ambiguity in
terms of the factors affecting each game's outcome.
Room
The group-dynamics laboratory in the psychology
building at The University of Arizona served as the setting
for the experiment.

The room is surrounded by one-way

mirrors, and two of them are used for the Visual Perspective
independent variable.
Procedure

When the subjects arrived at the laboratory, they
were told that one of them would play a simple game with
the experimenter, while the other would watch. Subjects

were then randomly assigned to be the actor and the ob
server.

The observer was seated in one of two rooms, which

differed with respect to whether the actor (actor per
spective) or the experimenter (situation perspective) was
more readily visible through a one-way mirror.
ment is diagrammed in Figure 1.

This arrange

Each of the observer rooms

contained an amplifier which was connected to a microphone
located above the table used for the experiment.

Observers

could thus both see and hear the playing of the bead game.
Observers were instructed to observe and listen to the
activities taking place before them.

The bead game was then

introduced, and the nature of its play described.

Eight

games were played, with the experimenter making the initial
move of each game, so that he could control each game's
outcome.

The subjects were told that all of the experi

menter's moves were determined by a table of random numbers,
which was shown to them.

In fact, the experimenter

structured his own moves so that the actor won either 2
(games 2 and 6) or 6 (losing 2 and 6) of the 8 games.

This

constituted the Outcome (failure-success) independent
variable.

After the 8 games were completed, the experimenter

casually commented that the actor's performance was "about
average" or "very good" and these comments comprised the
Probability (common-uncommon) independent variable.
ditions were run in a random order.

Con
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Figure 1.
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Seating locations of the observer, actor, and
experimenter,
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Both subjects were then asked to fill out a
questionnaire, a copy of which appears in Appendix A.
Included among a number of filler items were questions con
cerning subject A's (the actor) performance (success) on the
task and the importance of each of four causal factors
(ability, effort, task difficulty, and luck) in determining
A's performance.

Each of these factors was followed by a

7-point scale ranging from "extremely unimportant" to
"extremely important "

The order of the four factors was

varied across questionnaires, and the two extreme choices
were alternately designated 1 and 7.
After the subjects had completed their question
naires, the nature of the experimental manipulations and
hypotheses was explained, and subjects were thanked for
their participation.

Subjects were also told that the

results of the study would be made available to them.
Finally, all participants were requested not to divulge any
information about the experiment.

RESULTS
Actor Data

Separate 2 (Probability) x 2 (Outcome) analyses of
variance were run on actor ratings of their own success on
the task and the importance of each of the four causal
factors in determining their performance.
these analyses is presented in Table

A summary of
The significant

effect of outcome indicates that actors rated themselves as
more successful when they won 6 of 8 games (I? = 5.53) than
when they won 2 of 8 games (X = 4.15).

Unexpectedly/ the

probability manipulation failed to result in a significant
effect.
As Table 1 also indicates, only a single significant
effect was obtained in the analyses performed on ratings of
the importance of ability; effort, task difficulty, and luck.
Luck was rated as more important when performances were
described as "very good" (X = 4.79), than when they were
described as "about average" (X = 4.34).
Observer Data

Separate 2 (Probability) x 2 (Familiarity) x 2
(Visual Perspective) x 2 (Outcome) analyses of variance were
1. Due to the large number of F-ratios that were
obtained in the data analyses, those with .05>p>.025 should
be regarded as marginally significant (e.g., Ryan, 1959).
10

Table 1. Summary of Five Analyses of Variance Performed on Actor Data

Source

df

F(Success)

F(Ability)

F(Effort)

F(Task
Difficulty)

F(Luck)

A(Probability

1

NS

NS

NS

NS

4.56*

D(Outcome)

1

68.00**

NS

NS

NS

NS

1

NS

NS

NS

NS

NS

AD
Error

156
*p < .05.
**p < .001.
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performed on the observer ratings of the success of the
actor on the task and the importance of each of the four
causal factors.
Table 2.

A summary of these analyses is presented in

The actor was seen as more successful when he won

6 of 8 games (X = 5.84) than when he won 2 of 8 games (X =
4.56), and when the observer had a good view of the situa
tion (X = 5.42) than when he had a good view of the actor
(X = 4.98).
Ability was rated as more important when the
observer had a viewpoint that emphasized the actor (X = 4.78)
rather than one that emphasized the situation (X = 4.12).
The interaction among all four independent variables
reflects the fact that ability was rated as more important
when the actor's performance was described as "very good" as
compared with "about average" except when the observer was
a stranger, the visual perspective emphasized the situation,
and the actor experienced either success or failure on the
task.
Figure 2 illustrates the Probability x Outcome
interaction that was obtained on the ratings of the
importance of effort.

When the actor experienced success

on the task, effort was rated as more important if his per
formance was described as "about average" (X = 4.98) as
compared with "very good" (X = 4.20).
m

When the actor expe-

™—

rienced failure on the task,

effort was rated as more

Table 2.

Summary of Five Analyses of Variance Performed on Observer Data

Source
A(Probability)
B(Familiarity)
C(Visual
Perspective)
D(Outcome)
AB •
AC
BC
AD
bd

CD
ABC
ABD
ACD
BCD
ABCD
Error

df
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
14

*p < .05.
**p < .025.
***p < ,001t

F(Success)
NS
NS
5.63**
45.19***
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS

F(Ability)

F(Effort)

F(Task
Difficulty)

F(Luck)

NS
NS

NS
NS

NS
NS

NS
NS

7.83**
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
4.09*
3.93*

NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
5.42**
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS

NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
6.08**
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS

NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
NS
4.06*
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Effects of probability and outcome on ratings of
the importance of effort by observers.
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important if his performance was described as "very good"
(X = 4.75) rather than "about average" (X = 4.60).
The only significant effect found in the ratings of
the importance of task difficulty was the Probability x
Outcome interaction# which is illustrated in Figure 3.

When

the actor was told that his performance was "very good,"
observers rated task difficulty as less important if he won
6 of 8 games (X = 3.48) than if he won 2 of 8 games (X =
4.20).

However, when his performance was "about average,"

task difficulty was seen as quite important if he won 6 of 8
games (X = 4.32), and less important if he won 2 of 8 games
(X = 3.95).

It should be noted that this pattern of results

is very similar to that obtained with ratings of the
importance of effort.

Evidently observers assumed that

doing well on the task was due neither to effort nor task
difficulty.
The analysis of variance performed on the ratings of
the importance of luck yielded a significant interaction
involving all four observer variables.

The probability

manipulation did not result in essentially different ratings
of the importance of luck except in four cases.

Luck was

rated as more important when the outcome was defined as
"very good," rather than "about average," by observers who
saw the situation best, irrespective of friendship and task
outcome.

On the other hand, luck was rated as less

important when the actor's performance was described as

16
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"very good" rather than "about average" and observers saw
the actor fail on the task, irrespective of friendship and
visual perspective.
Actor and Observer Data Combined
A summary of the 2 (Probability) x 2 (Outcome) x 2
(Subject Role) analyses of variance may be found in Table 3.
Once again, actors were perceived as being more successful
when they won 6 of 8 games (X = 5.69) as compared with
winning 2 of 8 games (X = 4.36).

In addition, observers

rated the actors as being more successful (X - 5.21) than
did the actors themselves (X = 4.38).
No significant effects were obtained in the analyses
of variance performed on ratings of the importance of either
ability or task difficulty.
The significant Probability x Subject Role inter
action obtained on the ratings of- the importance of effort
is illustrated in Figure 4.

Actors rated effort as more

important when they were told that their performance was
"very good" (X = 4.98), while observers reported that effort
was less important in that condition (X = 4.48).
Luck was rated as more important when the actor1s
performance was described as "very good" (X = 4.86) as
compared with "about average" (X - 4.54). This result
resembles closely the one that was obtained with the actor
data.

Table 3. Summary of Five Analyses of Variance Performed on Actor-Observer Data

df

Source

F(Success)

F(Ability)

F(Effort)

F(Task)
Difficulty)

F(Luck)

A(Probability)

1

NS

NS

NS

NS

4.77*

B(Outcome)

1

109.36***

NS

NS

NS

NS

C(Subject Role)

1

8.39***

NS

NS

NS

NS

A5

1

NS

NS

NS

NS

NS

AC

1

NS

NS

4.68*

NS

NS

BC

1

NS

NS

NS

NS

NS

ABC

1

NS

NS

NS

NS

NS

Error

312

*p < .05.
**p < .005.
***p < .001.
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Correlations Among Dependent Measures
Since the previous analyses indicated that subjects
did not group the causal factors as expected (e.g., abilityeffort, task difficulty-luck), correlations between the
dependent measures were computed.

Table 4 presents the

results separately for actor and observer data.

Ratings of

the importance of task difficulty were significantly and
positively correlated with ratings of the importance of both
ability and effort for actors and observers.

Ratings of

the importance of ability and effort were also significantly
and positively correlated for actors and observers.

Finally,

a significant negative correlation between ratings of the
importance of ability and luck was obtained for actors only.

Table 4.

Correlations Between Ratings of the Importance of the Causal Factors for
Both Actors and Observers

Causal
Factor

Effort
(n=160)

Actors

Observers

Causal Factor

Causal Factor

Task
Difficulty
(n=160)

Luck
(n=160)

Effort
(n=160)

Task
Difficulty
(n=160)

Luck
(n=160)

Ability

,42***

.34***

-.16*

.31***

.22**

-.12

Effort

—

.28***

-.08

«

.38***

.10

Task
Difficulty

—

—

-.06

. —

—

-.03

*p < .025.
**p < ,005.
***p < ,001.

DISCUSSION
The present investigation failed to obtain results
that support in any consistent fashion a number of predic
tions that were derived from the results of previous
research.

For example, McArthur (1972), Nisbett et al.

(1973), and Storms (1973) reported that actors attribute
their own behavior more to situational causes, while ob
servers attribute that same behavior to personal causes.
Actors were thus expected to emphasize task difficulty and
luck, while observers were expected to emphasize ability and
effort.

However, when actor and observer ratings were com

pared on each dependent variable (Table 3), subject role did
not result in significantly different ratings on any factor.
The actor-observer variable did result in differences in
ratings of the success of the actor, with actors describing
themselves as less successful than did observers.

Actors

may have set higher standards for their own success than
observers did, but any explanation for this difference is
merely conjecture at this point.

Furthermore, subjects did

not group the factors in terms of situational and personal
causes.

High positive correlations were expected between

ratings of the importance of ability and effort, and task
difficulty and luck.

High negative correlations were ex

pected among the ratings of the importance of task
22
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difficulty and ability-effort, and luck and ability-effort.
A pattern of six correlations was expected for each set of
data (actor and observer).

Only two were obtained from the

actor data (ability-luck and ability-effort), and one was
obtained from the observer data (ability-effort).
natively

Alter

the suggestion has been made that a division

according to the stability of the factors may be a more
meaningful dichotomy in certain situations (e.g., Frieze and
Weiner, 1971).

In terms of a given task, ability and task

difficulty would represent stable factors, while effort and
luck would represent variable factors.

Neither the

analyses of variance nor the correlations indicate that
factors were grouped along these lines.

For example, for

both actors and observers, ratings of the importance of
ability correlated just as highly with ratings of effort as
they did with ratings of task difficulty.
In prior research, when asked to describe persons in
terms of traits or the situation, subjects were "in
creasingly unwilling to assign traits to their best friend
the longer they had known him" (Nisbett et al., 1973, p.
163).

In the present study, the observer was either

acquainted with the actor or the two were strangers.

It was

predicted that friends would emphasize the importance of
task difficulty and luck more than strangers would.

The

analyses performed on observer data did not reveal any sig
nificant main effects due to the Familiarity variable.
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Perhaps the Nisbett et al. (1973) data would have been
supported if only "best friends" had been used as subjects.
Or their results may have stemmed from their methodology#
since their subjects described persons and did not explain
behavior.
Viewing the experiment from a perspective that
emphasized the situation was expected to result in high
observer ratings of the importance of task difficulty and
luck (situational determinants of behavior), since Storms
(1973) used videotapes and found that a change in visual
perspective did affect causal attributions.

Ability was

rated as less important by subjects who saw the situation
better, but otherwise visual perspective did not result in
significant differences in ratings of the importance of the
dependent variables.

Unexpectedly, viewing location did

result in differences in ratings of success of the actor.
Observers with a good view of the situation rated the actor
as being more successful than did observers with a good view
of the actor.

Observers with a direct view of the actor

may -have picked up visual cues from him (her) indicating
feelings of failure, which could have reduced ratings of
success made from that perspective.

The fact that overall,

actors rated themselves as less successful than did ob
servers (Table 3), provides indirect support for this
hypothesis.
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Since a number of investigators have found that
subjects explain success on a task in terms of personal
causes and failure in terms of external causes (e.g., Fitch,
1970; Frieze and Weiner, 1971; Streufert and Streufert,
1969; Wortman et al., 1973), actors were expected to rate
ability and effort as more important when they won six of
eight games than when they won two of eight games.
effects due to task outcome were obtained, however.

No main
The

Probability x Outcome interactions obtained on ratings of
the importance of effort and task difficulty seem to indicate
that doing well on the task was not perceived as dependent
upon either of those two factors.

The lack of main effects

due to Outcome precludes any simple interpretation of these
results.

Since the actor was rated as more successful when

he won six of eight games than when he won two of eight
games, subjects were, evidently processing this information.
Based upon evidence that responses common to a
situation are attributed to the situation, and responses
uncommon to a situation are attributed to the individual
(e.g., Frieze and Weiner, 1971; McArthur, 1972), a proba
bility of outcome independent variable was included in the
design.

The prediction was that ratings of the importance

of effort and ability would be elevated for both actors and
observers when the actor's performance was described as
"very good" (and thus unusual) by the experimenter.

But the

only significant main effects due to Probability that were

26

obtained were on ratings of the importance of luck.

Sur

prisingly, luck was rated as more important when the actor's
performance was described as "very good" rather than "about
average."

The nature of the task and experimental situation

may have mediated these results.

An effort was made to

structure the situation so that no single factor would be
perceived as having had a disproportionate amount of in
fluence upon the outcome of each game, so that the in
dependent variables would have an opportunity to influence
causal attributions.

Since performance on games of this

type, in which one person competes against another, may
easily be associated with skill, a table of random numbers
was introduced, so that subjects would not interpret winning
{or losing) in terms of the experimenter's skill (or lack of
skill).

The result may have been too successful, since

actors seemed to explain uncommon (low probability) per
formances in terms of luck.

Interpretation of these results

is difficult, especially if viewed in terms of "ego-defense."
Actors might be expected to rate situational factors as more
important when they fail at a task or are told that their
performance was "about average" (e.g., Ross et al., 1974)
than when they succeed.

The only effect that provides

support for this interpretation is the significant Proba
bility x

Subject Role interaction obtained on ratings of

the importance of effort.

When actors were told that their

performance was "very good," they rated effort as being more
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important than did observers.

But no other effects indicate

the presence of ego-defense processes, and the fact that
luck was rated as more important by actors when performances
were described as "very good" as compared with "about
average" suggests that actors were not attempting to use
situational factors to explain poor or average performances.
Taken as a whole, the results of the present in
vestigation do not yield clear-cut patterns that can be
related to either the independent variables or particular
psychological processes.

The uniqueness of these results

may be due in part to the task that was used.

Competitive

situations involving two or more persons have seldom been
used in investigations of causal attributions.

In fact, the

choice of tasks in the attribution literature seems to be
unsystematic and idiosyncratic.

For example, situations

that have been used include a description of task perform
ance (Frieze and Weiner, 1971), a dot-estimation task (Fitch,
1970), analogies and progressions (Jones et al., 1968), and
decision-making (Nisbett et al., 1973).

The present
*

findings suggest that attribution processes may not be
identical across tasks and situations.

Task variables that

influence attributions deserve systematic investigation.
The effects of competitive situations are especially worthy
of future study, given the results reported here.
Suggestive of one possible effect of competitive
situations is the fact that subjects apparently
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differentially attended to particular aspects of the experi
mental situation.

For instance, ratings of the importance

of luck were sensitive to the actor's performance on the
task, as described by the experimenter.

However, outcome,

defined in terms of total wins and losses, did not sig
nificantly affect ratings of the importance of luck.

Such

effects should be investigated in more detail.
Implicit in discussions of causal attribution is the
assumption that attributions are made in a consistent manner
{see Jones, Kanouse, Kelley, Nisbett, Valins, and Weiner,
1971).

The present evidence indicates that responses are

not necessarily consistent, in terms of the importance of
each of the four causal factors.

Ratings of the importance

of three of the factors (ability, effort, and task diffi
culty) were significantly correlated.

It would seem that

all factors would not be considered equally important in
determining task outcome.

But the types of response patterns

that are considered consistent may be related more to statis
tical considerations (i.e., analysis of variance, see
Kelley, 1973) than logical necessity.

Patterns of responses

that are "consistent" are difficult to specify a priori.

A

number of combinations of ratings may be considered con
sistent, depending upon the perspective that one adopts
(e.g., McMahan, 1973). Furthermore, the assumption that
subjects strive for or are aware of any consistency in their
own responses may not be warranted.

Even if the subject can

2 9

be shown to be concerned with consistency, that may be as
much a function of the questionnaire format as it is a
function of day-to-day attempts to be consistent.

More

attention needs to be devoted to definitions of consistency
and the processes involved in subjects' perception of
response consistency.
We have assumed that subjects operate on the basis
of certain types of information and use that information in
particular ways when making causal attributions (e.g., Jones
and Nisbett, 1971; Kelley, 1973).

We have also assumed that

attributions are made across a wide variety of situations.
The questionnaires used here forced subjects to make a
number of judgments about causal factors.

If left to them

selves, they might very well have dismissed the entire
episode after making only a rudimentary attempt to assign
causes to the observed behavior.

But usually such a

possibility is ignored by the researcher.

Future research

and theory might profitably be addressed to a number of
questions that derive from some of the points just raised.
In what sorts of situations are causal attributions
typically made?

Are causal attributions centered around

certain classes of behavior?

What are the relevant dimen

sions of situations, persons, and behaviors that affect such
attributions?

Do individuals strive for consistency when

making causal attributions?

What forms do attributions take

when made independent of questionnaires?

Some of these
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issues have been addressed by others (e.g., Kukla, 1972).
Systematic investigation would enable social scientists to
assess more reliably the applicability of the concept
"causal attribution" to human behavior.

APPENDIX A
SAMPLE QUESTIONNAIRE
Instructions: Please provide the following information to
the best of your ability. Please answer all questions.
Age
Sex
College Major
Circle the appropriate number or answer.
1. How interested are you in psychology?

1

2

extremely
uninterested

uninterested

somewhat
uninterested

neither
inter
ested nor
uninterested

somewhat
interested
*

interested

extremely
inter
ested

2. How interesting was this experiment?
1
extremely
interesting

3.

2
interesting

3
somewhat
interesting

4
neither
interesting
nor uninteresting

5
somewhat
uninter
esting

uninter
esting

extremely
uninter
esting

How enjoyable to you was this experiment?
2

extremely
unenjoyable

unenjoyable

somewhat
unenjoyable

neither
enjoyable
nor unenjoyable
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somewhat
enjoyable

enjoyable

extremely
enjoyable
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4.

How satisfied are you with your part in this experiment?

1
extremely
satisfied

2
satisfied

3
somewhat
satisfied

4
neither
satisfied
nor unsatisfied

5
somewhat
unsatisfied

6
unsatisfied

7
extremely
unsatis
fied

5. How successful was Subject A on the task?
1
extremely
unsuccessful

2
unsuccessful

3
somewhat
unsuccessful

4
neither
successful
nor unsuccessful

5
somewhat
successful

6
successful

7
extremely
successful

6. How important was each of the following factors in determining
Subject A's performance on the task?
Ability

extremely
important

important

somewhat
important

no
effect

5
somewhat
unimportant

6
unimportant

extremely
unimportant

5
somewhat
important

6
important '

7
extremely
important

somewhat
unimportant

unimportant

extremely
unimportant

5
somewhat
important

6
important

7
extremely
important

Task Difficulty

extremely
unimportant

unimportant

3
somewhat
unimportant

4
no
effect

Effort

extremely
important

important

somewhat
important

no
effect

Luck
1
extremely
unimportant

2
unimportant

3
somewhat
unimportant

4
no
effect
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7. How likely are you to participate in other psychology experiments?
1
extremely
likely

2
likely

3
somewhat
likely

4
no idea

5
somewhat
unlikely

6
unlikely

7
extremely
unlikely

8. Have you participated in previous psychology experiments?
No

Yes

9. Did you and the other subject know each other prior to this
experiment?
1
Yes, were
best friends

2
Yes, were
good friends

3
Yes, were
friends

4
Yes, were
acquainted

5
No, not at
all

10. Were you familiar with the bead game prior to this experiment?
1
No, not at
all

2
Yes, vaguely

3
Yes,
somewhat

4
Yes, quite
a bit

5
Yes, very
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