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PERCEIVING THE CAUSE OF ONE’S OWN BEHAVIOR: AN
UNEXPECTED REVERSAL OF KELLEY'S ATTRIBUTION THEORY'

LESLIE ANN MC ARTHUR
Brandeis University
ability of Kelley's (1967) attri-

heir own behavior (self-attribu-
dictions was obtained; a response

Summary—An investigation of the applic
bution theory to individuals’ explanations for t
vons) was conducted. A reversal of Kelley's pre
characterized by high distinctiveness and high consensus tended to be attributed
al agent, while a response characterized by low distinc-
ded to be attributed to an environmental stimulus.

discussed.

w0 the person as a caus
dveness and low consensus ten
e theoretical implications of this reversal are

Kelley's (1967) aturibution theory holds that individuals interpret their own

ior in the context of three kinds of information: (1)
her people produce the same response
eness information—whether or not
ace of other stimuli,; and (3) con-

B other people’s behav
Qs ensus information—whether or not o7
i the presence of that stimulus; (2) distinctiv
B it makes the same response in the prese
Bency information—whether or not the actor makes the same response in the
Beence of that stimulus on other occasions. According to Kelley, individuals
ponse to be caused by some entity in the environment (stimu-
len it is characterized by high consensus, high distinctiveness,

On the other hand, a response characterized by low con-
11 be perceived as being caused

Will pesceive a res
us ateribution) wi
ihd high consistency.
Snsus, low distinctiveness, and high consistency wi
B the person who made it (person attribution).
Kelley's predictions were confirmed by McArthur (1972) in an investiga-
B of causal actributions made by observers of another person’s response (ob-

However, the fact that Kelley's theory specifically is con-

Rerver-artribution ) .
n response (self-attribu-

terned with individuals’ causal attributions for their ow
Hons ), together with the substantial body of literature concerning possible differ-
bnces berween “self-perception” and “other-perception” (Bem, 1967, 1968; Bem
& McConnell, 1970; Jones, Rock, Shaver, Goethals, & Ward, 1968; Jones, Linder,
Kiesler, Zanna, & Brehm, 1968; Jones & Nisbett, 1971; Kiesler, Nisbett, & Zanna,
“auley, & Hammond, 1969) indicated
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the importance of separately investigating the effects of consensus and distinctive-

Sess information on self-attributions. This was the purpose of the present study.
O the basis of Kelley's (1967) theory and McArthur's (1972) findings, it was
predicred that a person would be more likely to perceive the cause of his own
hehaviot as resting within himself (petrson attribution) if he were prcw-ided with
low consensus and low distinctiveness information regarding that response than
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eh they would be asked to give their' .Oplﬂlorf:‘
They were then asked, in view of this necessi ;
Bbe willing to help ou either one of. these cause:
buld be willing to discuss either topic (.':Onstltute;
iveness information inasmuch as t’hlS. ‘lack o
hat non-distinctive: Ss have the iogmnon tha
jpate in either one of two surveys.” :
I After S5 had agreed to answer questions & ?:u e‘
posedly just for the record—which topic they

if he were provided with either no information or with high consensus a
distinctiveness information 2

METHOD
Subjects

§s were 116 middle and upper-middle class housewives whose namess
randomly selected from a New Haven, Connecticut telephone directory. OFt
women, 56 refused to participate, and the remaining 60 were randomly 8
to one of the three experimental conditions.?

— They were then told that it jugt sO h—;ﬁf;e
A female E contacted Ss by telephone between 10 a.m. and 4 pm. Shed b had been randomly assigne A e ts ale::mbuﬁof
duced herself as a representative of the New Haven Public Opinion B e that all Ss would be making a cau

platable to them. i
Following assignment of a topic, the i
B ehat she had contacted 10 women SO far an th
B9 had agreed to express her views on t.hat t;)p;lc-
B8 Widn't care to participate. This constitutec the
us i ion. i

m}i‘:rﬁ:‘; ormation.—After Ss in thi.s condition 1
lewer simply began asking questions about sa
asked whether S felt that auto-safety or home
The next five questions conceme(% whichever
S more important. Hence these S‘s,’ like t}msc it
| participated in the survey of th'elr cho;ce: ‘
Following the above manipulations, all §s ans
E then told them that she was pers¢
ree to take part in surveys like
o participate,

Corporation (a fictional organization) who was conducting a survey of B
wives' opinions on accident prevention. She told Ss that the informatio
tained in the survey would be used in a campaign against safety hazards, a8
asked if they could spare a few minutes to help further this cause by a#
five short questions.

§s who agreed to patticipate were randomly assigned to one of three e
ditions of information: high consensus-high distinctiveness, low consensusi
distinctiveness, or no information.

High Consensus—High Distincriveness—After agreeing to participaten
in this condition were told that survey participants were being asked t0
questions about home-safety or auto-safety, and they were asked which of
causes they would prefer to help out. Their choice of one topic over the o8
constituted the manipulation of “high” distinctiveness information, inasm
this choice makes the act somewhat distinctive: Ss have the cognition that they
would rather participate in one survey than another.

After Ss chose a topic, the interviewer informed them that she had cont
10 women so far and that every one of them had agreed to express her Views
the same topic § had chosen. This constituted the manipulation of high
sensus information.

Low Consensus—Low Distinctiveness—After agreeing to participate, 55 i
this condition were told that survey participants were being asked to answer g
tions about home-safety or auto-safety, and they were further told that the )

interviewt

hazards.
jised people to ag =r
hat they thought prompted them €
ﬁeir ideas in an open-ended fashion, she asked the

Bon: 1f you had to give just one reason, wo;.}:ﬁ ¥
Because you're the kind of person who is willing
Eommunity problems or would you say you partic
was auto, /home-safety? SS response to this quest
= endorsing the first reason COnSt‘ltut(‘:d a person 2
feason constituted a stimulus ateribution.

*Because it is very difficult to manipulate Ss’ information about their own responses
same stimulus on other occasions, consistency information was unmanipulated in the pres
investigation. This procedure is empirically justified by McArchur's (1972) finding tha
consensus and distinctiveness information each had significant effects on person attriby

which were independent of consistency information. In addition, it should be notwed &
McArthur (1972) found that consistency information had the same effect on person s
bution as on stimulus attribution: high as compared with low consistency information
creased the likelihood of both. This general finding held true for the particular combing
tions of consensus and distinctiveness information urilized in the present investigation.
“It should be noted that, although the high refusal rate may limit the generalizability of the
experimental results, it does not impair their internal validity. i

e distnctivencss information given t0 55 !
BAlthough the distinctiveness information give p o

Bitien study could noc be sa 20t T e s

Srsers of a response, the Prese es §t
:;;‘;e:‘)s[ a ptrfeclz?y distinctive response as O(nlge?{:;fhlg
Present and does not occur i its absf;ﬁ_ce i
Hnctiveness information, indicating willingn o
Occur when the thing (e.g, a}lto-sa_fcty) 3561;055 ir;forf;
other hand, for Ss given high distinctiv

somewhat stimulus specific.
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Bih they would be asked to give their opinions would be randomly deter-
B They were then asked, in view of this necessity for randomization, if they
Jibe willing to help out cither one of these causes. §s’ verbal statement that
Bould be willing to discuss either topic constituted the manipulation of “low”
Btiveness information inasmuch as this lack of preference makes the act
Bt non-distinctive: Ss have the cognition that they would be willing to
fipate in either one of two surveys.*
Witer S5 had agreed to answer questions about either topic, E asked them—
gosedly just for the record—which topic they would prefer if they could
B¢ They were then told that it just sO happened that this was the topic
8 had been randomly assigned to them. The purpose of this ploy was to
B that all §5 would be making a causal attribution for an act which was equal-
Mlitable to them.

Bollowing assignment of a topic, the interviewer informed Ss in this condi-

Wit she had contacted 10 women sO far and that she (§) was the first one

pliad agreed to express her views on that topic
fdidn’t care to participate. This constituted the manipu

__that the rest of the women
lation of low consen-

information.
No information—After Ss in this condition had agreed to participate, the

Bhiewer simply began asking questions about safety hazards. The first ques-

B asked whether S felt that auto-safety or home-safety was a more important
ever topic § indicated she thought

B The next five questions concerned which
he two experimental condi-

fmore important. Hence these Ss, like those in t
B8 participated in the survey of their choice.
Following the above manipulations, all Ss answered five short questions on
Chazards, E then told them that she was personally rather interested in what
people to agree to take part in surveys like the present one. She asked Ss
Bt they thought prompted them to participate, and, after they had expressed
i ideas in an open-ended fashion, she asked the following, more pointed ques-
B If you had to give just one reason, would you say you participated mainly
ecause you're the kind of person who is willing to rake patt in surveys about
pmmunity problems ot would you say you participated mainly because the AN
B dito/home-safety? Ss’ response O this question was the dependent measure
dorsing the first reason constituted a persofl attribution; endorsing the second

B ion constituted a stimulus attribution.

!  E—— ‘
Blthough the distinctiveness information given to §s regarding their otn response in the
; McArthur (1972) to ob_-

st study could not be an exact cranslation of that given by

Boeers of a response, the present manipu istent with Kelley's defini-

Son of & perfectly distinctive response as one which “uniquely occufs when the thing is
bsent and does not occur in its absence” (Kelley, 1967, p. 197).- For Ss given low dis-

B tiveness information, indicating willingness to participate in a survey does not “uniquely

Betur when the thing (e.g., auto-safety) is present, i.e., it is not stimulus specific.” On the

Bher hand, for Ss given high distinctiveness information, willingness to participate is

Sinewhat stimulus specific.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

A chi-square analysis performed on the frequency of person and
attribution in the three information

Sabsence of consistency information leads one |
B o self-atcributions than had been obtained ;
cannot explain the obtained reversal. McA
fless of distinctiveness information, low consef
i ateribution on the part of obser\.fers than di
gegardless of consistency information, %Ew cot
mation each yielded more person attribution
distinctiveness information, respf:ctwely. h.
ature of distinctiveness inforrpatlc.)n or consel
g different effects on s‘elf—attrlbutm‘ns than Z
much as the distinctiveness information provi

conditions proved significant | X' =
af = 2, p < .05; see Table 1). Comparisons among the individual proport
indicated a reversal of the predicted effect: Low consensus-low distinctiveness
formation produced significantly less person attribution than did high cons
high distinctiveness information (z=222,p = 026, two-tailed ) 5

TABLE 1

FREQUENCY OF PERsON ATTRIBUTION AND STIMULUS ATTRIBUTION
IN THREE CONDITIONS OF INFORMATION

=0 B : likely tt
e : olati eak, it seems most
Attribution Information n was rela.tl'fel}’ o s
Causal High Consensus— No Low_Consensus 8 the consensus 1nfo:mano‘n. N |
High Distinctiveness Information Low Distinctivens 1 One possibility worth investigating co .
T i . * H Arison
Person 14 11 6 s information. Festinger's socxal. comp :
Stimulus 6 9 14 for the importance of information relevan

: ¢ information, to individuals who are atten(l{p
B e absence of an internal or well-defined stan 13
information is germane not only to t‘he causa1
also to the evaluation of that bfehamor._ To k
idid does not merely serve an f?zform;stw:'j chllI
8 of your behavior rests withm you.rsellf. ,n |
a normative function, viz, mdiclatmg. ym;
implication could produce defensive :-;tum}
the behavior. (The stimulus evokes; m_em.
¥, to learn that everyone else d‘icl what you did ¢
Sse of your behavior rests within ‘the em'l;cmﬂ;f_
-iuny also indicate that your l?eha‘vmr was ls; eep e;
Woduce defensive person attribution which serve:
havior. (I initiated/chose to make the respons
asensus information would obviously not yield ¢
WF observers of a response, who shoulcc;l ha"?'iht(:pcll
aj jate” = to the petson or a s
Appropriate” response to P
mullrll all fairness to Kelley, it should be n{)tej.t
SBution process is subject to error. Inclc;.ed, l;:;e n;sl
of possible sources of error W:hlch had ;rst i
1) the relevant situation is ignored; ( ) eg i n
bthe effects (of the respons.e) ?ave. affec.uve S’fgh(
{4) the surrounding situation is m1sleac}mg, i
Honal source of error: (5) the causal inform
the individual.

It had been anticipated that the effects of consensus
formation on self-attributions would be somewhat w
McArthur's (1972) investigation of observer-attributions, In the first plage
is virtually impossible to make distinctiveness information concerning a pe
own behavior as strong as distinctiveness information concerning another pe
behavior; an individual knows very well those “stimuli” to which he has mg e
given response and those to which he has not. E can modify this information
Creating new inputs, but there are limitations imposed by the individual's
mate knowledge of his own behavior. § in the present study who has p4
pated in various other surveys is unlikely to think her present behavior is ps
larly distinctive even if B gets her to choose one survey over another. Simi
the person who has not participated in any other surveys—and indeed, who
refused to participate in some—is unlikely to think her present behavior is &
ticularly non-distinctive even if E does get her to sa
of two surveys. i

A second reason to expect the effects of information to be weaker in thi

study is that consistency information was not provided. McArthur (1972) found
that the tendency for low consensus a

and distinctiveness
eaker than they had beetl

y she will take part in eighe

nd low distinctiveness information to yield
more person attribution than high consensus and hj gh distinctiveness information
was much stronger given bigh consistency information than given low consiste

information; one would expect this tendency to be of intermediate strength givens
70 consistency information,

Although the relative weakness of distinctiveness information together with

5OF the 60 §s, 29 preferred the issue oThome-safery,

, and 31 preferred auto-safety. Causal
attributions did not vary as a function of survey topic




PERCEIVING CAUSES OF OWN BEHAVIOR 087

e absence of consistency information leads one to expect weaker information
WSS 00 self-attributions than had been obtained for observer-attributions, these
WEIOrS cannot explain the obtained reversal. McArchur (1972) found that, re-
JRISSS of distinctiveness information, low consensus information yielded more
BB0N attriburion on the part of observers than did high consensus information,
B repardless of consistency information, low consensus and low distinctiveness
@lormation each yielded more person attribution than did high consensus and
Wh distinctiveness information, respectively. It seems then that something in
Be nature of distinctiveness information Or consensus information or both pro-
B different effects on self-attributions than on observer-ateributions, And,
WEh s the distinctiveness information provided to §s in the present investi-
Bation was relatively weak, it seems most likely that the clue to the reversal lies
B Consensus information.
Ohe possibility worth investi gating concerns the two- pronged nature of con-
BSUs information, Festinger’s social comparison theory (1954) argues convinc-
ingly for the importance of information relevant to social comparison, i.e., con-
REinformation, to individuals who are attempting to evaluate their behavior
fthe absence of an internal or well-defined stand ard. Hence we see that consen-
@Rlormation is germane not only to the causal attribution of a given behavior
BRSO 10 the evaluation of that behavior. To learn that 1o one else did what
B did does not merely serve an informative function, viz,, indicating that the
80F your behavior rests within yourself. Under certain circumstances, it may
Ve & 10rmative function, viz, indicating your behavior was inappropriate,
MU implication could produce defensive stimulus attribution which serves to
Jistily the behavior. (The stimulus evokes/merits the response I made,) Simi.-
BRI 0 learn that everyone else did what you did does not merely indicate that the
BSEOf your behavior rests within the environment; under certain circumstances
gy also indicate that your behavior was sheeplike. This implication could well
IOCE defensive person attribution which serves to claim responsibility for the
iehayior. (] initiated /chose to make the response I made.) The dual nature of
SRESERsUS information would obviously not yield defensive attribution on the part
BObservers of a fesponse, who should have no qualms about attributing an “in-
BPIOpriate” response to the person or a “sheeplike” response to environmental
iStimul;,

In all fairness to Kelley, it should be noted that he recognized that the attrj.
Bution process s subject to error. Indeed, he discusses at some length a number
BEpossible sources of error which had first been enumerated by Heider (1958):
#0) the relevant situation js ignored; (2) egocentric assumptions are made; (3)
the effects (of the fesponse) have affective significance for the individual; and
'(4) the surrounding situation is misleading. The present results suggest an addi-
ional source of error- (5) the causal information has affective significance for
the individual.
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Although attribution of the obtained r TRUST SCALE AND SO(C

of consensus i nformation seems
that distinctiveness informatio
Research currently under w

eversal to the affective signifieh
quite plausible, the possibility of course ema
N was at least partially responsible for this
ay is seeking to demonstrate that consensus in
tion by itself is sufficient to produce the reversal as well as att i
mine some conditions under which consensus i
fect. In the meantime, the present results cle
Kelley’s attribution theory do not always hold
their own behavior,
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