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Based on Jones and Nisbett's (1972) proposition that actor—observer o
ferences in causal attributions derive from differences in attentional
it was hypothesized that observers’ focus of attention would influence
causal attributions for an actor’s behavior. More specifically, it was predicted
the behavior of an actor who was the focus of attention by virtue of some
physical attribute would be attributed by observers more to dispositional
and less to situational causes than would the behavior of a less physically s
actor. The manipulations of physical salience were based upon Gestalt laws
figural emphasis in object perception. They included brightness (Study I), mol
(Study II), pattern complexity (Study III), and contextual novelty (Studies IV
V). The results revealed that the salinece of the actors’ environments (i.e., the
people present) rather than the salience of the actor him/herself had the
consistent influence on causal attributions. When environmental salience was b
behavior was attributed relatively more situationally than when it was low.
research findings are considered in light of the proposition that causal attribu
for an actor’s behavior vary only with the salience of his/her enviromment
additional implications of this phenomenon are suggested. Some ambiguities
application of Gestalt principles to the perception of people are discussed,
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Shehavior in order to infer the more stable factors that caused the behavior.

A more recent application of object perception principles to the realm of
person perception has been provided by Jones and Nisbett (1972) in
sxplaining an attributi onal divergence of actors and observers: Actors tend
1o attribute their behavior to situational requirements, whereas observers
siribute the same behavior to the personal disposition of the actor (e.g.,
Nisbett, Caputo, Legant, & Marecek, 1973). Jones and Nisbett argue that
the behavior itself is more salient to the observer than to the actor, largely
because the observer is in a better position to see it. The actor, on the other
hand, is more likely than the observer to focus attention on the
snvironmental stimuli surrounding the behavior. According to Jones and
Nisbett. these attentional differences result in corresponding attributional
differences. Observers make dispositional attributions for the actor’s
behavior because, for them, the actor is salient or ‘‘figural’ against the
ground of the situation. Actors, on the other hand, attribute their own
hehavior to situational causes because, for them, it is the environmental
stimuli which are salient or ‘‘figural.”

Evidence in support of Jones and Nisbett's proposition has been
reported by Storms (1973) who found that when actors’ and observers’
perspectives were reversed by having each watcha videotape of the actor’s
hehavior from the other’s point of view, the actor—observer difference in
causal attributions was also reversed. Actors who saw their own
interaction with another person from an observer’s vantage point
manifested more dispositional and less situational attribution than
observers who saw the interaction from the actor's vantage point. Arkin
and Duval (1975) and Taylor and Fiske (1975) have also reported data
consistent with the reputed connection between perceptual salience and
attribution, although the latter investigators did not obtain an effect for
salience on dispositional or situational attributions. Rather, they found
more attributions of leadership to a salient actor.

Given Jones and Nisbett's original proposition that actor—observer
differences derive from differences in figural emphasis, McArthur (1973)
generalized beyond the variable of vantage point and hypothesized that any
factors which increase the figural properties or salience of an actor should
increase observers’ attributions of his behavior to dispositional causes and
decrease their attributions to situational causes. Further pursuit of the
analogy with object perception provides a number of rules regarding
factors which might influence an : salience. For example, Gestalt
psychologists have argued that bright stimuli, moving stimuli, highly
articulated stimuli, and isolated stimuli all tend to be seen as figural
(Kahneman, 1973). The purpose of the present series of five experiments
was to apply these principles of figural emphasis in object perception to the
realm of person perception. More specifically, it was assumed that
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METHOD
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and V (Novel Sex). The videotapes made for Studies 1, I1, and
while those for Studies IV and V were in color.
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Dependent Variables

Following the procedure which had been employed by St
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ud V (Novel Sex). The videotapes made for Studies I, I1, and I1I were in black and white,
Mile those for Studies IV and V were in color.

In Study I, the salient actor was seated in a bright light, while the nonsalient actor was
wiledinadim light. Both were males. The same two males served as actors in Study II, where
lie salient actor was seated in a rocking chair and rocked throughout the conversation, while
lienonsalient actor was seated in a regular chair. This particular manipulation of motion was
tnployed because it is relatively devoid of implications about the attributes ot the person who
% manifesting it. Other forms of movement, such as gesturing a lot, may produce causal
uiributions which reflect the meaning of the movement rather than its tendency to draw
dlention to the actor. In Study III (Pattern Complexity) the salient actor wore a shirt
niterned with a bold black and white horizontal stripe, while the nonsalient actor wore a solid
urey shirt. Because it was anticipated that brightness would influence salience, the shirts were
il equal reflectance. Both actors in this study were females.

InStudies I'V and V four persons were depicted in the videotape vignette, although only two
Vere engaged in the getting acquainted conversation, while the others simply sat and listened.
Ihe salient actor in Study IV (a male) wore a different color shirt than the three other males
iid. As in Study 11, all shirts were of equal reflectance. This particular manipulation was
thosen in order to determine whether contextual novelty per se could influence person
perception. While other forms of novelty, such as racial minority status or physical stigma, may
flave more social relevance, these may produce causal attributions which reflect the
sonnotations of the novel attribute rather than its tendency to draw attention to the actor. A
tovel color shirt, on the other hand. is relatively devoid of implications about the person who
§wearing it. Contextual novelty was manipulated in a more socially relevant way in Study V
where the salient actor was a different sex than the three other people were,

Twoforms of each of the five videotapes were prepared in order to counterbalance the actor
Who was salient. In Studies I, II. and I1I the actor who was brightly illuminated, moving, or
dressed in a striped shirt in one form of the videotape was dimly illuminated. stationary, or
dressed in the solid shirt in the second form. Counterbalancing was achieved in Studies [V and
Vby varying the composition of the persons whodid not participate in the conversation. Thus,
nStudy IV, a red-shirted actor was salient in one form because all others depicted wore blue
shirts, while a blue-shirted actor was salient in the second form because all others depicted
Wore red-shirts. Similarly, in Study V, a female actor was salient in one form because all
others depicted were male, while a male was salient in the second form because all others
depicted were female, While the physical salience of each actor was varied across the two
tideotape forms, their actual behavior was held constant—i.e., they followed the same script
in both forms.

Dependent Variables

Following the procedure which had been employed by Storms ( 1973) and Taylor and Fiske
1975), subjects rated how friendly, talkative, easygoing, and sincere each actor was on
J-point scales and for each of these behaviors, subjects rated the extent to which the behavior
Was caused by dispositional qualities of the actor versus situational factors. In Studies I11, v,
and V, the causal influence of dispositional factors was rated on one 9-point scale and the
causal influence of situational factors was rated on a second 9-point scale. These are the same
scales which were employed by Storms (1973) and Taylor and Fiske (1975). Since Taylor and
Fiske had obtained no significant effects for these measures in their study, a slightly different
Measure was constructed in Studies I and II in the hopes that it would be more sensitive. A
single 9-point scale was employed with dispositional factors as one endpoint and situational
factors as the other. In all five studies, “*dispositional’’ causes were defined for subjects as
personal factors such as personality, traits, character, personal style, attitudes, and mood.
‘Situational™ factors were defined as factors such as being in an experiment, the getting
dcquainted situation, the topics of conversation, and the way the other participant behaved.
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In addition to attributing each actor’s behavior to dispositional vs. situational causes;
attributions of leadership behavior were assessed by having subjects rate on 9-point scalés
how much each actor set the tone of the conversation, determined the kind of information
exchanged, and caused the other person to behave as s/he did. These measures replicate those
employed by Taylor and Fiske (1975). Recall of each of the stimulus person’s contributions {0
the conversation was assessed by having subjects fill in blanks on a standard information form
asking for name, school attended, career plans, places visited, names of friends and relatives,
etc.!

Procedure

Upon arriving at the experimental room all subjects were greeted by the experimenter (4
male in Studies I and II and a female in Studies III, IV, and V), seated in front of a videotape
meonitor, and given the following instructions:

This is a study in an area of social psychology called interpersonal dynamics. More
specifically, what we’re interested in is something called the getting acquainted
process, and what happens when two people meet for the first time. I'm going to
show you a videotape so that you can observe two people who are getting
acquainted. The people you will see actually were getting acquainted for the first
time, although they were asked in advance to think about what they were going to
say and, of course, they knew that they were being taped.

Subjects who participated in Studies III, IV, and V were also told the following:

As a matter of fact, since we just got all this new equipment, some people from the
BU Communications department came over to check out the camera and the TV
reception and they brought over wardrobes and make-up and lighting—so don’t be
surprised if the situation looks a little staged.

These additional instructions were designed to allay suspicions which might have arisen when
subjects in Study IV saw a videotape depicting four people, three of whom were wearing the
same color shirt. The instructions were intended to provide a plausible explanation for the
shirts without mentioning them explicitly, and they seem to have been successful. When
subjects were asked for their reactions to the videotapes after the data had been collected,
only one person commented on the shirts and before the experimenter could respond, another
subject retorted that ‘*they wore those shirts to test out the equipment.™

Subjects in Studies III, IV, and V also participated in an additional study, and they,
therefore, saw two different videotapes. The additional videotape seen by subjects in Study
ITI was one from Study IVa—a **novel color’ tape shown in black and white. The additional
videotape seen by subjects in Studies IV and V were from investigations which are not
reported here because they are irrelevant to present purposes.

After subjects viewed a videotape, they were asked to record their impressions of each

! In Studies I and 1, subjects also rated how nervous, energetic, dull, and competent each
actor was, and made causal attributions for each of these behaviors. In Study III, there were
also two open ended questions designed to tap subjects’ perceptions of each actor’s leadership
qualities as well as their perceptions regarding the extent to which the actor’s behavior had
reflected her basic disposition. The first question asked subjects how they would describe
each actor to a friend. The second said, **You have seen her interacting with someone she's
just met. How do you think she ‘typically’ interacts with her friends?'* Although the measures
extracted from these questions showed some trends parallel to the effects obtained for the
structured questions, they did not approach statistical significance and will not be discussed
further.
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Dependent Measures were analyzed through analysis of variance l
procedures utilizing sex of subject (2), form of videotape (2), order of rating
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Fic. 1. Observers® attributions of an actor’s behavior to dispositional minus situational
causes as a function of the actor’s salience. Note. The midpoint of the D—S§ Attribution Index
is 5 in Studies I and II and 0 in Studies III, IV, and V.

than that of the solid shirted person, t(30) = 2.92, p < .01, whereas when
actor A wore the striped shirt, the salience effect was not significant, < L.

A reversal of predictions was obtained in Studies IV and V. The behavior
of the actor in the novel color shirt tended to be seen as less
dispositionally/more situationally caused than that of the actor in the
common color shirt, F(1,32) = 3.41, p < .08, and the behavior of the
novel-sexed actor was seen as less dispositionally/more situationally
caused than that of the person whose sex was in the majority,
F(1,32) = 3.91, p < .06. The former effect was clearly due to shirt-color
rather than to some unintentional change in the actor’s behavior when he
was dressed in an odd color shirt, since it did not approach significance in
Study IVa, when the videotapes were shown in black and white, F' < 1(see
Fig. 1). The latter effect (Study V) was somewhat qualified by a marginally
significant videotape form X salience interaction, F(1,32) = 3.05,
p < .10; only in the novel-female form was the behavior of the minority
actor perceived as less dispositional/more situational than that of the
majority actor, 1(46) = 2.63,p < .02. Inthe novel-male form, there was no
significant difference in the causal attributions for the behavior of the
minority and majority persons, ¢t < 1.

Dispositional and situational attributions . Separate analyses performed
on the sum of the dispositional attributions and on the sum of the situational
attributions in Studies I1I, IV, and V revealed that the effects reported for
the overall Dispositional-Situational Index derived primarily from
variations in situational attributions. There was a tendency for the behavior
of the stripe-shirted actor to be attributed less to the situation than the
behavior of the solid-shirted actor, F(1,16) = 2.55, p = .13, while
shirt-pattern had no effect on dispositional attributions, although the means
were in the expected direction, F(1,16) = 1.12, p > .25. Similarly, the
behavior of the actor in a novel color shirt was attributed more to
situational causes than that of the actor in the common color shirt,
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F(1,32) =39%,p < .06, while shirt color had 1
dispositional attributions, although the means sh
from predictions as the situational attribution

p > .15.Finally, the behavior of the minority sex a
to the situation than the behavior of the majorit’
p < .05, while minority status had no significani

attributions, although again the means tended -
predictions, F(1,32) = 226, p < .15.

Videotape form X salience interactions comps
for the analyses of the Dispositional - Situational
the separate analyses of the Situational attributic
noted that these interactions do not reflect an
general tendency for the behavior of the two a
different causes. Rather, they reveal that envin
more significant effect on situational attribution
than in the other. Thus, the tendency to attribute
behavior less to the situation was significant
p < .01, but not in form 1, t < 1. Similarly, the
odd sex actor's behavior more to the situation
female was in the minority, 1(46) = 2.75,p < .01
in the minority, t < 1. In addition, the tendency t«
a novel-shirted actor more to the situation W
red-shirted actor was novel, #(46) = 292, p <
blue-shirted actor was novel, 1 < [

Causal Attributions: Discussion

As predicted, Studies I, II, and [II revea
dispositional/less situational attribution was n
actors who were salient or ‘‘figural” by virft
continuous motion, or a complexly patterned shi
their less salient counterparts. In contrastto thes
revealed that the behavior of actors who w

2 Significant third- and fourth-order interactions involving
actors or order of viewing the videotape have not been repo
interpretable. Out of a possible 24 third-order and 14 fourth-
of the DS attribution measures in the five studies, only 3 we
or better. One significant salience X rating order interaction
in Study I11 was highly significant when the salient actor wa
was rated first, F(1,16) = 6.76, p < .05. Marginally signifi
were obtained on the dispositional —situational index and the
in Studies ITT and V. In Study III the salience effects for the
only for males, and in Study V, they were significant
unanticipated sex differences were neither ubiquitous nor r
be discussed further.




FIGURAL EMPHASIS AND PERSON PERCEPTION 527

f(1,32) = 3.94, p < .06, while shirt color had no significant effect on
dispositional attributions, although the means showed the same reversal
fom predictions as the situational attribution means, F(1,32) = 1.82,
p > .15. Finally, the behavior of the minority sex actor was attributed more
0 the situation than the behavior of the majority actor, F(1,32) = 4.26,
»<.05, while minority status had no significant effect on dispositional
dtributions, although again the means tended toward a reversal from
predictions, F(1,32) = 2.26,p < .15.

Videotape form X salience interactions comparable to those reported
lor the analyses of the Dispositional- Situational Index were obtained for
lhe separate analyses of the Situational attribution measure. It should be
noted that these interactions do not reflect an ‘‘actor” effect—i.e., a
weneral tendency for the behavior of the two actors to be attributed to
lifferent causes. Rather, they reveal that environmental salience had a
more significant effect on situational attributions in one videotape form
than in the other. Thus, the tendency to attribute the stripe shirted actor’s
behavior less to the situation was significant in form 2. t(30) = 2.78,
p < .01, but not in form 1, 7 < 1. Similarly, the tendency to attribute the
odd sex actor’s behavior more to the situation was significant when a
lemale was in the minority, £(46) = 2.75,p < .01, but not when a male was
inthe minority, s < 1. In addition, the tendency to attribute the behavior of
4 novel-shirted actor more to the situation was significant when the
red-shirted actor was novel, 7(46) = 2.92, p < .01, but not when the

blue-shirted actor was novel, r < 1.2

Causal Attributions: Discussion

As predicted, Studies I, II, and III revealed that relatively more
dispositional/less situational attribution was made for the behavior of
actors who were salient or ‘‘figural”® by virtue of bright illumination,
tontinuous motion, or a complexly patterned shirt than for the behavior of
their less salient counterparts. In contrast to these results, Studies IV and V
ievealed that the behavior of actors who were salient by virtue of

* Significant third- and fourth-order interactions involving salience and order of rating the
sctors or order of viewing the videotape have not been reported because they are not readily
iterpretable. Out of a possible 24 third-order and 14 fourth-order interactions in the analyses
uthe D-S attribution measures in the five studies, only 3 were significant at thep < .05 level
orbetter. One significant salience x rating order interaction was obtained. The salience effect
n Study I1T was highly significant when the salient actor was rated second, but not when she
was rated first, F(1,16) = 6.76, p < .05. Marginally significant sex x salience interactions
sere obtained on the dispositional - situational index and the dispositional attribution measure
i Studies [Tl and V. In Study I1I the salience effects for these two measures were significant
uly for males, and in Study V, they were significant only for females. Since these
inanticipated sex differences were neither ubiquitous nor readily interpretable, they will not
be discussed further.
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Fic. 2. Observers’ attributions of an actor's behavior to dispositional minus situational
causes as a function of the salience of the actor’s environment. Note . The midpoint of the D-§
Attribution Index is 5 in Studies I and II and 0 in Studies III, IV, and V.

contextual novelty was attributed relatively less dispositionally/more
situationally than was the behavior of their less salient counterparts. These
apparently contradictory findings can be reconciled if one considers the
salience of environmental stimuli in each of the five experiments. While the
degree of dispositional over situational attribution did not consistently bear
a direct relation to the salience of the actor, it always bore an inverse
relationship to the salience of the actor’s environment. The dispositional=
situational attribution index was lower when the actor’s environment (..,
the other actor) was brightly lit than when it was dim, lower when it
contained continuous motion than when it was relatively stationary, lower
when it contained a complexly patterned element than when it was
relatively undifferentiated, and lower when the elements formed a unit or
“figure’* by virtue of their similarity to one another than when they could
not be grouped (see Fig. 2). These effects of environmental salience are all
consistent with Arkin and Duval's (1975) recent finding that observers
made more situational attributions for an actor’s behavior when the actor’s
environment was dynamic (a slideshow) than when it was stable (a display
of photographs).

It is rather ironic that research based upon a theory which holds that
observers tend to ignore an actor’s environment fell prey to this very
‘‘observer bias’’ and predicted that causal attributions would vary with the
salience of the actor rather than with the salience of the actor’s
environment. Another irony is that research which drew upon Gestalt
principles of figural emphasis failed to anticipate the *‘reversible figure”
phenomenon manifested in Studies IV and V where increasing the figural
emphasis of an actor also increased the figural properties of his
environment. Because the salience of each actor and his environment were
directly correlated in these studies, they have provided a very stringent test
of the effects of environmental salience on causal attributions. Any
tendencey for an actor’s salience to increase the degree of dispositional
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In each of the present studies as well as in prior research (Arkin & Duvaly
1975: Nisbett et al., 1973, Storms, 1973; Taylor et al., Note 1) the major
locus of the experimental effects has been on situational attributions rather
than on dispositional attributions. This is consistent with the proposition
that attributions vary with the salience of the actor’s environment, since it
does seem logical that the presence of salient environmental stimuli would
be sufficient to increase situational attributions for the actor’s behavior,
while the absence of salient stimuli would not be sufficient to increase
dispositional attributions. The question remains, however, why disposi-
tional attribution is not increased when the actor’s salience is augmented,
Perhaps the observer’s attention is so focused on the actor to begin with
that salience manipulations cannot further increase the actor’s figural
emphasis. Increasing environmental salience, on the other hand, may
decrease the observer's attention to the actor and thereby increase
situational attribution. Whatever the explanation for the weak effects on
dispositional attribution, it is apparent that situational and dispositional
attributions are not psychological reciprocals of one another. Indeed, their
average intercorrelation in Studies III, IV, and V was only r = —.19.1n
view of this, future researchers would be well advised to employ separate
measures for the two attributions rather than a unidimensional scale such
as that employed in Studies I and II.

Leadership Ratings: Results and Discussion

Since the three questions measuring the extent to which the stimulus
person was seen as exercising a leadership role in the getting acquainted
conversation were highly correlated (the average intercorrelation for the
five studies was +.69), they were summed and analyses of variance were
performed on the totals, as had been done by Taylor and Fiske (1975). The
predicition that the salient actor would be perceived as more of a leader
than the nonsalient actor was confirmed only in Study I, where the brightly
lit person was rated significantly higher than the dimly lit one,
F(1,32) = 4.86, p < .05. This effect was qualified by a videotape
form X salience interaction, F(1,32) = 15.19, p < .001, which revealed
that the predicted effect was obtained only in form 1: When actor C was
seated in a bright light, he was perceived as exercising more leadership than
actor D, 1(38) = 4.32,p < .001, whereas when actor D was in a bright light,
there was a nonsignificant reversal of the predicted salience effect,
1(38) = 1.19, p > .20.

While the main effects for salience did not approach significance in
Studies II, III, IV, and V, all ps < 25, an unpredicted sex of
subject x salience interaction in Study 1V, F(1,32) = 6.03, p < .03,
revealed that females tended to attribute more leadership to the actor in the
novel color shirt, #(46) = 2.31, p < .05, whereas males did not,
t(46) = 1.17, p > .20. Videotape form X salience cross-over interaction

effects obtained for the attributions of leadership in Studies IV and V

T
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kaders even in g leaderless group discussion (e.g., Bass & Klubeck, 1952).
Recall: Results and Discussion

The prediction that more would pe recalled ab
lonsalient actor wag confirmed only in Study
ignificantly more about the brightly illuminated
ictor, F(1,32) = 7.49,p < .01. This effect was qualified by a marginally
Significant videotape form x salience

interaclion, F(1,32) = 3.40,
P < .08, which revealed that the predicted effect was significant only in
lorm 2: When actor D was seated in 3 bright light, more was recalled about

iim than about dimly lit actor C,1(38) = 324, p < .01, but w
Was brightly lit the salience effect was not significant, t < 1. Videotape
lrm X salience Cross-over interaction effects obtained in Studies II and
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Not only was confirmation of the predicted recy

Il effect limited to Study
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ditentional focus on recall of each actor’s behavior.

CONCLUSIONS

Application of laws of figural emphasis in object perception to the realm
of person perception has revealed that observers’ causal attributions for an
ictor’s behavior varied consistently with the salience of the actor’s
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lemales than males (p < .08, < 001, and < 01, respectively),
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environment, which consisted of other actors. The more figural or salient
the environmental stimuli, the more situational attribution there was for the
actor’s behavior. This finding is consistent with Jones and Nisbett’s (1971)
proposition that greater salience of an actor’s environment to the actor than
to an observer contributes to the tendency for actors to make more
situational attributions for their behavior than observers do.

While the present research has shown that one can apply Gestalt
principles to the perception of people, it has also revealed that it may often
be difficult to specify in advance which of several alternative principles of
figural emphasis will determine a perceiver’s attentional focus. For
example, in Studies IV and V, the Gestalt law of articulation would predict
that the heterogenous environments (mixed sex or mixed shirt-colors)
would be more figural than the homogeneous environments.

When we compare the figure and the ground parts with each other, we always find
the latter ones to be simpler, in the sense of greater uniformity, less articulation,
than the former. (Koffka, 1935, p. 186.)

On the other hand, the law of similarity, derived from research
investigating which stimuli most readily group themselves into figures,
would predict that the homogeneous environments would be more figural.

Other things being equal, if several stimuli are presented together, there is a
tendency to see the form in such a way that the similar items are grouped together.
(Wertheimer, 1923/1958, p. 119.)

One clue as to why the law of similarity held sway in Studies IV and V is
provided in Koffka's discussion of the range of application of the law of
articulation.

Articulated sectors preponderate as figure . . . However not any kind of
articulation will produce this effect . . . One has, therefore, not only to consider
what articulation will do to the figure, but also its effects upon the ground. (Koffka,
1935, p. 194.)

In Studies IV and V the homogeneous group of people may have been more
readily perceived as figural than the heterogeneous group because the
homogeneous group was readily differentiated from the ground (i.e., the
actor), whereas the more articulated, heterogeneous group was not.

As Koffka’s discussion of the law of articulation indicates, ambiguities
occur in the application of Gestalt principles to object perception as well as
to person perception. However, the greater complexity of situations
involving people may increase the likelihood that more than one principle
will apply. Not only is the stimulus situation likely to be more complex in
the case of person perception, but it is also more likely to be dynamic. This
may increase the ambiguity in predicting figural emphasis which derives
from reversable figure—ground relationships such as occurred in Studies IV
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ind V, where a strict application of Gestalt principles would not have
predicted reversibility:

Ifthe conditions are such to produce segregation of larger and a smaller unit, the
smaller unit will, ceteris paribus, become the figure; the larger the ground, (Koffka,
1935, p. 191.)

ferhaps when the “‘larger unit’’ is people rather than objects it has
sronger potential for becoming figural, simply because the people are
animate,

Although the salience manipulations employed in the present research
@ liere generated from Gestalt principles of figural emphasis, it should be
loted that one may question whether these principles provide the most
parsimonious explanation for the experimental effects. For one thing,
liere are many concomitants of figural emphasis in object perception which
1ay or may not characterize the ‘‘figures”’ created in the present research.
(See Rubin, 1915/1958, for a discussion of these.) What’s more, there is an
dllernative conceptualization for several of the experimental findings: The
ligher situational attribution given a brightly lit, moving, or complexly
pitterned element in the actor’s environment could be explained using
principles of selective attention which hold that intense stimuli, moving
simuli, and complex stimuli draw the attention (Titchener, 1908/1966;
Berlyne, 1970). On the other hand, it does seem necessary to invoke a
bestalt principle—the law of similarity—to explain the higher situational
dlinbutions when the actor's environment contained an homogeneous
touping of people. Thus, although the explanatory principles of figural
fmphasis may have excess meaning as compared with principles of
elective attention, they do have the advantage of allowing all of the data to
% explained within the same framework.

Whether the experimental effects are viewed as reflecting figural
tmphasis or selective attention, they must be viewed as quite remarkable
gven the relatively meaningless manipulations of environmental salience
which were employed. The presence of brightly lit, steadil y rocking, boldly
iressed, or similarly dressed persons do not in and of themselves provide
any logical basis for increasing situational attributions for the actor's
behavior. Thus, the effects of these salient environmental stimuli must be
giimply to draw the observers’ attention to the actor’s environment, With
lheir attention so focused, observers may then discover some logical basis
lor situational attribution which would otherwise go unnoticed. Alterna-
lvely, focusing attention on the actor’s environment may in and of itself
loster situational attribution in the manner of a visual illusion which has
%een observed in research on object perception: ‘‘fixation of one of the two
fuivalent objects tended to make it the carrier of motion, whether it
noved objectively or not.” (Koffka, 1935, p. 283,

Although the behavior manifested by actors in the present series of
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studies was relatively trivial, the results have some interesting implications filthener. E. B. [Attention as sensory clfazgnzfsvw:);vrfnzké‘;%
for social perception in more significant situations. One thing which theg problem in Rs}jﬁ'hﬂ!‘f)’g?‘.;;:;::::r\; p_;-\-(j:ih’)g‘;" o} feeling a
suggest is that people who want their bad deeds to be attributediis t\r;’mhﬁlﬁ”i;g Tases _
situational factors would do well to commit them in the context of salieai 'wcnhéir:;r. M. [[:’rinci;;les of perceptual organization.] I D.C.B
environmental stimuli. For example, it may be that aggression WhiChliS (Eds. and trans.), Readings in perception. Princeton: D. Vai
directed toward a physically salient person will be attributed Mo Pp. 115—135. (Abridged translation of UntecuntSRECHES
situationally than will aggression toward a less salient person. Morcoves Psychol. Forsch., 1923, 4, 301-350.)

this may hold true for physically salient attributes intrinsic to the targetof

aggression, such as obesity or beauty or nervous tics, for example, as well
as for salient attributes extrinsic to the target, like those manipulated inthe
present research. Unfortunately, the present findings can provide no words
of wisdom for people who want their good deeds to be attributed to theis
benevolent disposition. Being physically conspicuous or responding {0
relatively inconspicuous environmental cues does not seem sufficient to
have a significant influence on attributions of behavior to dispositional
causes.
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of perceptual distinctiveness.
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