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ACTOR AN D OBSERVER
ATTRIBUTIONS FOR DIFFERENT
TYPES OF SITUATIONS:
CAUSAL-STRUCTURE EFFECTS,
INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES, AND
THE DIMENSIONALITY OF CAUSES
CRAIG A. ANDERSON
Rice Universi/}'

In a within-,ubjec/s design, the effects of situation type (interpersonal vs. noninterper-
sonal x suness vs. failure) and attribution perspective (actor vs. observer) on open-
ended attributions were examined. The results were compared to findings from
research on the causal structure of situations, actor-observer differences, and success-
aililure attributional a,ymmetries. As expected, observer attributions were virtually
identical to the underlying causal structure of the situations, whereas actor attributions
were also affected by other attribution-processing factors. In addition, actor attribu-
tions were more external and unstable than ob,erver attributions. The motivational-
bias position on success-failure asymmetries received no support, as observers
showed a more "defensive" pattern of attributions than did actors. Finally, supple-
mentary analyses yielded positive correlations between actor and observer attribu-
tional styles, and also revealed that causal dimensions usually treated as orthogonal
are actually highly corrplated. The implications of these results for the construction
and testing of attributional theories are disc-ussed.

The explill1ations people generate for events are crucial determinants
of subsequent behaviors, affects, and judgments. A vast array of litera-
ture demonstrates the importance of understanding such explanations
or attributions for analyzing phenomena as diverse as motivation in
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]. It is also possible for the problem solver to reject all candidates generated in the first
stdge, and then return to problem formulation or give up on the problem.

study's methods and results will facilitate discussion of the present
research.

The first set of subjects in the earlier study (Anderson, 1983b) ex-
amined the 20 hypothetical situations from the Attributional Style
Assessment Test-I (ASAT) (Anderson et al., 1983), and generated
plausible causal candidates for each situation outcome for an unspeci-
fied person "X." The situation items on the ASAT are of four types:
interpersonal failure, interpersonal success, noninterpersonal failure,
and noninterpersonal success. Although subjects were alIowed to list
as many causes per situation as they wished, only the first one listed
for each situation (i.e., the most accessible) was used in the assessment
of the causal structure,

A second group of subjects rated each of the generated causes on
six causal dimensions: changeability, locus, globality, stability, inten-
tionality, and controllability. Each cause generated by the first group
of subjects was then assigned six dimension scores, based on its average
ratings by this second group of subjects. The causes generated by the
first group of subjects were then analyzed to see whether the location
of the causes on the six dimensions varied as a function of situation
type. As expected, there were many significant effects for situation
type. For instance, interpersonal situations stimulated generation of
relatively more internal, less global, and more stable causes than nonin-
terpersonal situations.

The results of the Anderson (1983b) study showed that the per-
ceived causal structure of situations varies across different types of
situations. In addition, the results described the causal-structure dif-
ferences for that particular set of situations, situation types, and subject
population, The causal-structure differences can thus be used to predict
final-stage attributions by new subjects for these same situations. AII
else being equal, we should expect a person's final attributions for a
set of situations to be similar to the differential causal structures of the
situations, We should expect this because we know (1) that more salient
causes tend to be assigned more attributional responsibility (Taylor &
Fiske, 1978); (2) that people tend to engage in (biased) hypothesis-
confirming processes (e.g., Snyder, 1981); and (3) that attributional
searches can be characterized as truncated searches (Shaklee &Fisch-
hoff, 1982), That is, for a given situation, some types of causes will be
salient by virtue of their being part of the causal structure. The salient
causes will be examined; confirming information will be sought. When
sufficiently plausible evidence is found, the hypothesis testing will
cease.

This process, of course, is quite different from that forced on sub-
jects in most attribution studies. In the typical study, the subject ex-

achievement settings (e.g., Weiner, 1979), motivation and performance
quality in interpersonal settings (e.g., Anderson, 1983c), clinical prob-
lems such as depression and loneliness (e.g., Anderson, Horowitz, &
French, 1983; Hastier, 1984; Peplau, Russell, & Heim, 1979; Seligman,
Abramson, Semmel, & von Baeyer, 1979), and judgments about the
likely job performances of job applicants (e.g., Anderson, 1983a).

A large number of determinants of such lay explanations have also
been investigated, with an impressive yield. Researchers have exam-
ined when people are most likely to generate explanations (e.g., Ander-
son, 1983a; Pyszczynski & Greenberg, 1981; Winter & Uleman, 1984;
Wong & Weiner, 1981), as well as factors that influence the content of
the generated explanations (e.g., Jones & Goethals, 1972; Jones &
Nisbett, 1972; KelIey, 1973; Taylor & Fiske, 1978).

However, when one considers alI the determinants of attributional
explanations that have received close scrutiny in the last 15 years, there
appears to be a major omission, Much attention has been directed at
describing attributional influences within a given situation, but the ef-
fects of different situation types have been almost totalIy ignored. That
is, the perceived causal structures of situations, and their influence on
attributions, have received scant attention.

The one exception to this pattern is a recent paper (Anderson,
1983b) in which the idea was explicitly tested that different types of
situations are perceived as having different causal structures. A basic
assumption of this approach is that the attribution process consists of
two stages: problem formulation, in which plausible causal candidates
for an observed event are generated; and problem resolution, in which
the "best" attribution (or combination) is chosen (see also Kruglanski,
1980).1 In other words, people have prior beliefs about what types of
causes are likely to come into play in a given situation. These prior
beliefs influence the final attributions subjects make, serving as tenta-
tive hypotheses that guide the final selection of an attribution. The
causal-structure hypothesis is thus twofold. Different types of causes
will be generated as plausible causal candidates for different types of
situations. These causal-structure effects at the stage of problem formula-
tion will influence the final attributions chosen at the stage of problem
resolution.

In the earlier paper (Anderson, 1983b), the first-stage hypothesis
was tested, and a description was provided of the causal structure of
a set of situation types. The present paper examines the effects of the
causal structure on final attributions. A brief account of the earlier
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amines a list of causes provided by the experimenter. The same list is
used for different situations, and makes salient causes that mayor may
not be part of the causal structure of that situation. Furthermore, causes
not on the list cannot be used by the subject. The artificial nature of
such procedures may produce very artificial results that lead to incorrect
theoretical interpretations (see Anderson, 1983b).

From the causal-structure perspective, the key phrase in the predic-
tion of similarity between causal structure and final attributions is "all
else being equal." When other attributional determinants operate at
the final attribution stage, the causal-structure effects may be overrid-
den, reversed, or exaggerated. When there is little other information
available, the causal structure should be mirrored almost perfectly in
final attributions. This prediction derives from viewing the causal struc-
ture as prior beliefs, as hypotheses, or as situational schemas. In partic-
ular, anonymous observer attributions, made for a hypothetical other
person, should be unaffected by other attributional determinants that
work at the final attribution stage.

Conversely, making self-attributions (actor attributions) brings sev-
eral of these final-stage attributional determinants into play. For exam-
ple, information based on past experiences in the situation, and general
expectancies and beliefs about one's own abilities and intentions, all
playa role in self-attributions, but are less likely to be available for other-
attributions (d. Jones &:Nisbett, 1972; Monson &:Snyder, 1977). Thus,
we should expect actor attributions to deviate more from the causal
structure than observer attributions.

2. A sixth dimension. changt'ability. was also I'l'fXJrtt'd t'arlit'r (Andt'rson. 1983b). Subjet-Is

in that study and in oIht'r unpublisht'd data appart'ntly vit'wt'd
changt'abilily and cunlml-

lability as ant' and Iht' samt'o
"

was Iht'rt'fort' not includt'd as a St'paralt' dimt'nsion in

Iht' prt'senl study.

to the causal-structure results from Anderson (1983b) allowed a test of
the main prediction-that observer attributions would match the causal
structure more closely than would actor allributions.

In addition. the data of the present experiment (actor and observer
allributions for two types of success and failure situations) allowed
replication tests of other research questions- In particular, the actor-
observer literature predicts that actor attributions should be more exter-
nal and unstable than observer attributions because of informational
diHerences between actors and observers (Jones &:Nisbett, 1972; Mon-
son &:Snyder, 1977). The literature on asymmetrical attributions for suc-
cess and failure is a bit more complex. Because the present design
minimized self-presentation concerns (and thus subjects' attempts to
appear modest), the motivational prediction was that actor attributions
would be relatively more internal and stable for success, and relatively
less internal and stable for failure, than observer attributions. No simple
prediction could be made from the cognitive position. Several informa-
tional features generally seen as cognitive contributors to the attribution-
al asymmetry noted above were missing from the present study. For
example, subjects did not actually participate in the situations. Thus,
the influences of usually salient actor efforts and intentions were miss-
ing. In sum, the present experiment allowed an examination of asym-
metrical attributions for success and failure, but did not provide a critical
test of the motivational and cognitive positions (d. Tetlock &: Levi,
1982).

Finally, two other questions of general interest to attribution re-
searchers were addressed by these data. First, do individual differences
in allributional style generalize across the actor-observer perspective?
Recent work suggests that there are individual differences in attribution-
al style for one's own outcomes, and that such individual differences
are related to clinical problems such as depression and loneliness (e.g..
Anderson et al., 1983; Seligman rl al., 1979). But do these actor attribu-
tional styles correlate positively with corresponding obset1Jf'rattribu-
tions? Considering only the causal-structure effects, one would predict
positive correlations, because both actor and observer attributions are
presumably influenced by the same perception of the causal structure.
Such positive correlations would constitute indirect support for the no-
tion that there are individual differences in the perceived causal struc-
ture of situations. However, it may be that people who are most gener-
ous in self-attributions (e.g., nondepressed) may be the harshest judges
of others, while the harshest self-judges (e.g., depressed) may be the
most generow; in other-allributions. This pattern would yield negative
actor-ol:tserver correlations.

The second question com-ems the orthogonality of causal dimen-
sions in the population of subject-generated attributions. Although the

OVERVIEW OF THE DESIGN AND ISSUES

In a totally within-subjects design, subjects in the present study exam-
ined the 20 ASAT situations and gave final-stage attributions for the
outcomes described. Subjects did this for themselves, as if they were
in the situations (actor conditions), and for a hypothetical average col-
lege student (observer conditions). It should be recalled that the ASAT
contains interpersonal and non interpersonal situations with success
and failure outcomes. The design was thus a 2x2x2 factorial (actor-
observer x success-failure x interpersonal-noninterpersonal).

Each of the attributions was then assigned dimension scores, based
on earlier data (Anderson, 1983b), for each of five dimensions: con-
trollability, stability, locus, globality, and intentionality.2 Comparisons
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PROCEDURE

cause that would best explain the outcome. These two versions of the
ASAT were separated in the packet by several personality inventories.
Of the 92 subjects who received packets, 78 subjects correctly completed
both versions.

Two judges independently examined each written cause and classi-
fied it as one of the 63 causes identified for these situations by subjects
in the earlier study (Anderson, 1983b). The causes were classified iden-
tically approximately 62% of the time. Most disagreements fell within
the same type (or cluster) of causes, such as "worked hard" or "tried
hard" (60%).

It should be recalled that on the basis of subjects' judgments in the
prior study, each of the 63 causes had associated with it dimension
scores on the following dimensions: controllability, intentionality, stabil-
ity, globality, and locus. Scores on these dimensions could range from
1 to 9, with larger scores indicating that the cause was more control-
lable, intentional, stable, global, and internal. These dimensions were
chosen because they are the major ones identified by a number of attri-
bution theorists. On the basis of these results, each attribution in the
present study was assigned two dimension scores (one from each
judge's classification) on each of five dimensions. To assess the inter-
judge reliability of this entire procedure, the two dimension scores were
correlated for each dimension for the attributions on each of the 40 items
(20 actor, 20 observer). The average correlation for each dimension was
as follows: controllability, 5;5; intentionality, 6;6; stability, 0;0; globality,
1;1; locus, 3.3. These correlations indicate that the judges were interpret-
ing the written causes quite similarly. Finally, disagreements between
the two judges on final placement of a cause was resolved by a third
judge, and dimension scores were assigned on the basis of this resolu-
tion. All judges were unaware of the purpose and hypotheses of the
study.

major theorists in this area (e.g., Weiner, 1979) acknowledge that the
dimensions in their models are probably correlated, and have taken
steps to avoid this problem in their research, little empirical attention
has been given over to assessing the various intercorrelations. Recently,
however, it has been empirically demonstrated (Anderson, 1983b) that
the causes generated by subjects for the ASAT situations are not dimen-
sionally orthogonal. Indeed, of the four most commonly used dimen-
sions-locus, stability, controllability, and globality-only stability and
globality were not highly correlated. However, in that study the dimen-
sion correlations weighted each of the 63 distinguishable causes equally,
not taking into account the relative frequency of the various causes. In
addition, the generality of these interdimensional correlations across
situation types was not assessed. (See also Anderson & Arnoult, 1985.)

These two questions, concerning the orthogonality of causal dimen-
sions and the actor-observer correlations of attributional style, were also
addressed by the present data.

METHOD

SUBJECTS

Subjects were 34 male and 44 female undergraduates who completed
a questionnaire packet as part of a course requirement. Because there
were no effects of sex in any of the analyses, this factor is not addressed
further here.

At the beginning of an introductory psychology class period, question-
naire packets were distributed to 92 students. Each questionnaire packet
contained a number of personality inventories and the two modified
ASAT questionnaires used in the present study (see Anderson et al.,
1983, Study 1, for a complete description of the ASAT construction).

The ASAT contains 20 situation items equally divided among four
situation types: interpersonal failure, interpersonal success, noninterper-
sonal failure, and noninterpersonal success. For the actor attribution
version (Actor ASAT), subjects were instructed to imagine themselves
in each situation, and to write down the one cause that would best ex-
plain their outcome in that situation. For the observer attribution ver-
sion (Observer ASAT), subjects were instructed to imagine a hypotheti-
cal average college student in each situation, and to write down the

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

CAUSAL-STRUCTURE EFFECTS

These analyses examined the correspondence between the causal struc-
ture of the ASAT situations, as assessed earlier (Anderson, 1983b), and
the final attributions given by the present subjects. The clearest way
to conceive this problem was to view the 20 mean dimension scores
(five causal dimensions for each of four situation types) from the Ander-
son (1983b) study as descriptors of the causal structure. If this causal
structure exerted ,111influence on final attributions, the 20 mean attribu-
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tion scores (for actor and observer attributions separately) should corre-
spond closely to the causal structure.

The results of this comparison revealed a remarkably strong relation-
ship between the means for causal structure and the means for observer
attributions. Indeed, the correlation was almost perfect, r (18) = 7,7,

p<.OO1.~
To test the causal-structure effects further, the causal-structure data

and the observer attributions were entered into a set of mixed-mode
analyses of variance (ANOVAs), with subject's task (causal structure
vs. observer attributions) as a between-subjects factor, and item out-
come (success vs. failure) and item interpersonalness (interpersonal vs.
noninterpersonal) as within-subjects factors. The main point of interest
in these analyses would be any interaction involving the subject's task
factor. Such interactions would mean that the observer attribution pat-
tern differed from the causal structure. Thus, few such interactions
would mean that the observer attributions were heavily influenced by
the causal structure.

The results of these analyses strongly supported the causal-struc-
ture prediction, and provided converging evidence for the results of
the correlation analysis. Of the 15 possible interactions involving the
task factor (task x outcome; task x interpersonalness; task x outcome x
interpersonalness for each of five causal dimensions), only one reached
even a marginal level of significance. The only effect was that the causal-
structure data yielded more global causes for failure than for success,
whereas observer attributions were slightly more global for success than
failure, F (1, 100) = 5.14, P < 5.5. Given the large number of tests, this
one significant effect should be interpreted with caution.

In sum, the correlation analysis and the ANOVA approach yielded
the same conclusion: The causal structure of the ASAT situations was
the major determinant of observer attributions.

It was predicted that the actor attributions would be less heavily
influenced by the causal structure of the situations. The correlation be-
tween actor attributions and causal structure was strong, r (18) = 8,8,

p< 0000, reflecting the influence of causal structure on actor attributions.

But it was also significantly lower than the correlation between observer
attributions and causal structure, t (17)=3.91, 1'<.002.4

As before, the data for actor attributions and for causal structure
were combined into an overall mixed-mode ANOYA. To the extent that
attributional factors other than causal structure were affecting actor at-
tributions, significant interactions involving the task factor (actor at-
tributions \'5. causal structure) should result. As expected, a larger
number of such interactions did result from this analysis than resulted
from the same ANOVA on observer attributions. Indeed, 6 of the 15
possible interactions were significant, F's (1, 100) > 6.35,

I"s < 2.2.In sum, it is clear that the causal structure of the ASAT situations
had a strong influence on subjects' attributions, particularly the ob-
server attributions, thus confirming the primary prediction of the experi-
ment. Let us now turn to the secondary results.

ACTOR-OBSERVER COMPARISONS

3. Because the causal dimensions were not orthogonal. the 20 data points in this correla-
tion were not independent. The correlation and the significance test of it should there-
fe>rebe interpreted cautiously. In addition, this overall correlation may have been influ-
enced by a main effl'ct o( the different dimensions, which was somew'hat less r..levant

to the causal-structure effects under investigation. An alternative approach would be to
calculate this correlatil>n on l'ach dimension separately. The average of these five correia
lions was also impresslve'lv high, r= 3.3.

These analysl's combined the actor and the observer attributions into
a series of overall 2 x 2 x 2 repeated-measures ANOV As, one on each
of the five dimensions. These data allowed an examination of actor-
observer attributions and of asymmetrical attributions for success and
failure hypotheses. The results of these analyses are presented in Tables
I and 2. The main effects of the success-failure and interpersonal-non-
interpersonal factors, and their interactions, are not directly relevant
to actor-observer comparisons, so these factors are not discussed fur-
ther in this section except when interactions with the actor-observer
variable occur. The reader is invited to compare these effects to the
causal-structure data in Anderson (1983b).

The major prediction from the actor-observer literature was that
actor attributions would, on the average, be less internal and less stable
than observer attributions, reflecting the actors' tendencies toward
situational attributions. The main effects of actor-observer attributions
on these two dimensions confirmed this prediction, F's (1, 77)> 14,
I"s < 0]0].

The motivational approach to actor-observer attributional asym-
metries for success and failure predicts an interaction between these
two factors on the locus and stability dimensions. Specifically, actor at-

.1 rill' reslIlts trolll the ,>ltl'm,>tive dnah'Sis (r,'ported in (ootnote 3) for the correlation
bl'tween ador ,)!trlhllti..ns ,md c,Hlsa! strllltllre

\""n' quite similar to those' reported in
the text. rill' ,1\'l'r"ge "'r""1,1110n (,KroSS ,'"ch dll1ll'nsion) w,lSh2



ACTOR OBSERVER

INTERPERSONAL NON INTERPERSONAL INTERPERSONAL NONII\'TERPERSONAL

CAUSAL
DIMENSION 'SUCCESS FAILURE SUCCESS FAILURE SUCCESS FAILURE SUCCESS FAILURE

Locus 6.48 6.20 5.62 5.74 6.76 6.44 6.04 5.66

Stability 5.44 5.48 5.16 5.26 5.68 5.60 5.46 5.18

Controllability 5.66 5.42 5.62 5.68 5.64 5.38 5.70 5.54

Globality 6.02 5.90 6.34 6.18 5.90 5.90 6.26 6.22

Intentionality 5.60 5.24 5.20 514 5.44 5.14 5.22 5.04

MAIN MAIN MAIN
AO IN SF AOxlN AO x SF INxSF AOxl:\'xSF

14.67." 73.79'" 21.25'" 7.02" 729"
25.91'" 56.85'" 702" 26.21'" 9.92"

13.03'" 4.62'
125.89'" 11.76'" 6.35'
12.00'" 3300'" 7.29"

..;

..;

'"

TABLE 1
Mean Attributions of Actors and Observers, by Situation Type, for Each Causal Dimension

TABLE 2
Significant Effects from the Complete Actnr-Observer (AO) x lnterpersonal-:--':oninterpersonal (IN) x Success-
Failure (SF) ANOV As nn Each Causal Dimension

CAUSAL
DIMENSION

Locus

Stability

Controllability

Globality

Intentionality

"1'<05

"1'< 1.1.

"",'<001

...

...

...

, ~
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tributions should be relatively more internal and stable for success (ego-
enhancing) and relatively more external and unstable for failure (ego-
defensive) than observer attributions. The interaction effects were both
significant, F's (1, 77) > 7, p's < 1,1, but were precisely opposite to this
motivational prediction. As shown in Figure 1, observer attributions
were relatively more internal and stable for success than failure, relative
to actor attributions.

Interpretation of these two-way interactions must be further quali-
fied by significant actor-observer x success-failure x interpersonal-non-
interpersonal 3-way interactions for both the locus and stability dimen-
sions, F's (1, 77) > 7, p's < 1.1. The three-way interactions revealed that
the actor-observer x success-failure interactions resulted primarily from
attributions for noninterpersonal situations. For these situations, actor
attributions were more internal and stable for failure than for success,
while observer attributions showed the reverse pattern. Without more
specific data on the relevant subjects' cognitions, it is impossible to fully
understand (or predict) these interactions from the cognitive position.
It should be clear, however, that these data do contradict the motiva-
tional-bias position.

One other interaction involving the actor-observer variable also
reached significance. Success was attributed to more global causes than
was failure primarily in the case of actor attributions, not observer ones,
F(l, 77)=6.35, p<.05.

ATTRIBUTIONAL STYLES FOR ACTOR
AND OBSERVER ATTRIBUTIONS

Civen all the actor-observer effects reported above, one might wonder
to what extent actor and observer attributions were correlated. For in-
stance, did people who made relatively internal attributions for interper-
sonal success as actors do the same as observers? As pointed out earlier,
there are reasons to suspect that actor and observer attributions may
be uncorrelated or negatively correlated on some causal dimensions.
On the other hand, the way a person perceives a situation (or type of
situation), including its causal structure, is likely to be sill/ilar, regardless
of actor-observer perspective.

Thus, to the extent that causal-structure effects on attributions were
not entirely overridden by cognitive, motivational, and personality fac-
tors, actor and observer attributions should correlate positively. These
20 correlations, for each situation type and for each causal dimension,
were all positive and significant, p's < 5;5; they ranged from 222to 1.1.
Thus, individual differences in attributional styles for each of these four
types of situations did seem to generalize across the actor-observer
perspective, and may have reflected individual differences in perceived
causal structure.

ORTHOGONALITY OF CAUSAL DIMENSIONS

\,
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The orthogonality question could be addressed in a number of ways
with these data. The most straightforward would be to calculate each
of the 10 dimensional correlations (e.g., locus with stability, locus with
globality, et(.) for each of the 40 items (20 ASAT items with actor and
observer attributions). One could then average the 40 correlations for
each of the 10 dimension combinations. This procedure yielded average
correlations that were all positive and significantly different from zero,
all p's < 0101.

A more informative approach would be to treat the above-described
40(} correlations as raw data in a repeated-measures ANOVA, with

interpersonalness-noninterpersonalness and success-failure as group-
ing factors, and actor-observer attributions and the 10 dimension com-
binations as repeated-measure factors. This analysis would enable one
to examine the effects of the actor-observer, success-failure, and inter-
personal-noninterpersonal manipulations on the relationships between
the attributional dimensions. Because of the large number of signifi-
calKe tests for which there were no a priori predictions, the Bonferroni

FIGURE 1
Mean I'Kus and stability of actor and observer attributions for success and failure situa.
tions
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solution for guaranteeing the overall expected Type I error to be less
than 505was applied (Dunn, 1961). In addition, because of the inter-
relatedness of the repeated measures, the Greenhouse-Geisser correc-
tion factors were applied where appropriate (Winer, 1971).

The results of this rather conservative analysis showed several in-
teresting effects. As expected from the Anderson (1983b) results, all 10
average dimension correlations were positive. In addition, each was
significantly greater than zero (as in the other average-correlations
analysis presented above), p's < 00001.These averages are presented in
Table 3. Also as expected from the Anderson (1983b) results, there was
a significant main effect of the 10 dimension combinations, F (9, 144) =
18.06, p< 00001.As can be seen in Table 3, controllability and inten-
tionality yielded the highest average correlation (In=3)3). Globality and
stability yielded the lowest average correlation <m=5)5). The pattern
of interdimensional correlations is quite similar to that reported earlier
(Anderson, 1983b).

The main effect of the actor-observer manipulation was also signifi-
cant. On average, the interrelationships of the causal dimensions were
higher for actor attributions than for observer attributions, F (1,16) =
33.05, p< 00001.

Both of these main effects were further qualified by a significant
interaction between them, F (9,144)=4.70, p= 0000(Greenhouse-Geis-
ser). As shown in Table 3, the actor-observer difference was particularly
large for the stability-intentionality and the controllability-stability rela-
tionships; the actor-observer difference was smallest for the locus-
stability and the controllability-intentionality relationships.

These data thus confirm that naturalistically generated attributions
are not orthogonally represented along the standard causal dimensions.
The lack of significant success-failure or interpersonal-noninterper-
sonal effects (main effects or interactions) further demonstrates that the
interrelationships between the causal dimensions of open-ended at-
tributions do not depend upon a particular type of situation.

The theoretical import of these effects should not be overestimated.
As long as researchers and theoreticians in this area clearly distinguish
between the logical orthogonality of the models and empirical orthog-
onality in data, and adopt appropriate methodological techniques when
testing theoretical hypotheses, there seems to be no reason to abandon
the current models.

But the high magnitude of these intercorrelations clearly shows that
manipulations of attributions, experimental or therapeutic, cannot be
thought of as unidimensional. A manipulation designed to change the
locus of someone's attributions for failure, for example, will likely also
change the controllability (average r= 5)5), the stability (average r= 0)0),
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the intentionality (average r= 0)0), and possibly the globality (average
r= 9)9) of that person's attributions, Subsel]uent changes in the per-
son's thoughts, feelings, or behaviors may be due to changes in the
locus of the attributions, but may instead be due to changes in other
attributional dimensions. In short, failure to take into account the in-
terrelatedness of attributional dimensions may lead to serious errors
in interpreting effects of attributional manipulations.

CONCLUSIONS

,1I1dtllL'r,lpies. Because the results conclusively demonstrate that the
cllIsal dimensions of most interest to psychologists are highly inter-
rel,lted, and Ilot orthogonal as usually assumed, great efforts must be
made to simultaneously assess the impact of each attribution dimension
011people's subsequent thoughts, feelings, and actions. For example,
if one wants to assess the impact of stability of attributions for failure
on subsequent motiviltion, one must assess more than the stability of
the attributions being milnipulated. The locus, controllability, intention-
ality, and globality of the manipulated attributions must also be meas-
ured. Through use of regression techniques, one can then assess the
eHects of the stilbility manipuliltion on motivation, with some degree
of control over the other dimensionill effects (e.g., Anderson & Arnoult,
191")).

The present results support several general theoretical and methodolog-
ical conclusions. The effects of the causal structure of situations on final
attributions, as proposed earlier (Anderson, 1983b), were quite strong
ilnd consistent. The pattern of observer attributions for the ASAT situa-
tions was practically identical to the causal structure of those situations.
This is exactly what the causal-structure position predicts, because the
present design permitted few cognitive or motivational factors to oper-
ate on the observer ilttributions. The pattern of actor attributions was
also influenced by the underlying causill structure, but to a significilntly
lesser extent, presumably because of cognitive factors operating on ac-
tors at the final attribution stage.

The consistently positive correlations between actor and observer
ilttributions also lend support to the basic hypothesis that perceived
causal structure influences both actor and observer attributions. These
correlations further suggest that individual differences in attributional
style may resuJt from perceived causal-structure differences, rather than
(or in addition to) final-stage attributional processing. Certainly, attribu-
tion manipulations that consist of merely suggesting plausible causal
candidates to the subject prior to task performance (e.g., Anderson,
1983c; Anderson & Jennings, 1980) appear to be operating at the stage
of problem formulation (i.e., causal structure).

Furthermore, the results lend support to the Jones and Nisbett
(1972) and the Monson and Snyder (1977) prediction that for situations
not of the actor's choosing, there is a general tendency for actor attribu-
tions to be relatively more external and unstable than observer attribu-
tions. This pattern occurred for all situation types except for noninter-
personal failure. In these latter situations, actor attributions were more
internal and stable than observer attributions-a result contradicting
the motivational-bias position that failure attributions generally are ego-
deiensive in nature

Finally, the results from tests of the orthogonality hypothesis have
importilllt implications for the design and testing of attribution theories

I~EFERENCES

And,'r".n. C A. (I'IRI,,). AI"trali and connl'te dat.11I1 thl' pl'r~evl'f.lI1n' of slKial theories:
\\""'n \\"l",k d.H.1I".ld to un~h.lkl'dble be'lids !ol/mill (If EII~'ril/l,"/lill 5,~'illl Psychology,
I", 91-WH.

And('r~on, C. A. (19Hlb). Tlw l-,1lJsal structure of situation~:
Thl' gl'neration of plausible

c,llI~al attribution~ a~ .1 lunction of type of c'vent situation. !ollrlwl of Experiml'lltlll
5(1(11111\IfCholoS'/' 19, IH,>-20J.

Andl'r~on, C. A. (IYHlc) Motivational dmd performance dl'ficits in intl'rpl>rsl>nal settings:

TIll' l'ffects of attributional ~tvll', !ollmal of PnsO/wlily //1/.1 S",-ial- Psl/cl",'ogy, 45,
1110-1147

Andl'rson, CA., & Arnoult, L. II. (198'». Attributiona! style and l'veryday problems
in living: ()l'p"'s~ilHl, 1'1I1l'lilll'ss, and shyness, Social Cogllil,O//, 3, 10-35,

Ander~on, C. A , Horo\\'it/, L. 1'.1., & French, R. (l9HJ), Attributional style of lonely and

dl'pressl'd peopll'. !"lImal of PnsO/wlilli 1111.15ocwl PSI/CJ,O{OSI/,45, 127-136,
Anderson, C. A., & /l'nnings, D. L. (lYHO). When experiences of failure promote

expt'ctd-
tions of ~UCCl'sS: Thl' impact 01 attributing failure to ineffl'ctive strategies. !ollmal

o!l'nsollalill/, 48, 191-407.
IhUlIl, 0 ,. (1% I). Muillpll' comparisons among nH'ans !II/trlwl 01 tht' Alllt'ntllll Statist/cal

11-""i"II(I/'. 0,0, '12-04.
I 1,lstil'r, R. (1984) C.IlI"'S dnd effl'cts of c,1lJs.11attribution. !<I/trllIIl (If l'nsollality ali<I 50nal

l"I/(holos,/, I>I>.44 5h.

lonl's, L. L, & (;ol'!h.lls, C R. (1972). Ordl'r l'ffl'ct~ in imp,,'sslon formation: Attribullon
context dnd thl' n.lturl' 01 thl' l'ntity, In E E jonl's, D. Kanouse, II, II, Kelley, R.
E. Ni~bett, S. Valins, & H. Wl'iner (Eds), AII/lIII/II",/. Pn(t"l'/lIg tI", (II/1St'S

"f /ld1l/1'10r(pp. 27-h4). t\10rrlstlll\'n,
NJ' C"lwral Learning I'rl'~~.

10m's, F F. & Nisbdl. R I (1972) The actor and the
OOSI""l'r: Dil'ergent fwrceptions

of Ihl' C.HIS"S lit bl'h.,,"'" In F I-.. lonl's, D. Kanouse. II I I Kl'lIey, R. E. Nisbdt,
S V.llins, & H. Wl'il1l'r (his), /1l/rll'III;,III. l"""'/i'/IIS till' (1lI/St'S of {It'hm'"" (pp
7'1.<Q) r>.lorrl~lol\n, NI C"llt'r.II !I'.1rnmg [',,'SS

""\In', II II (1971) 111<' pro,,'ss lit ,'.UIS.11ttttributlon :\111,'/1111"/"1/<!/<lhISh!. 28, W7 - 128
Krugl.lI1~"I, A \\. (1'180) I I'I' "plsl,'mo-l()gK--p"K"S~ and Cl)f1lents Another lo()k at

ttttribulll'n 111<'011 1\If<Jl"loSl"tI{~t'I'/"1l'. 87, 7n H7



340 ANDERSON

Monson, T. C, & Snyder, M. (1977) Actors, observers, and tht.>attribution pnKess./t>lInlill

of Experimt'llta/ Social Psyclw/ogy, /3, 89-111.
Peplau, l. A., Russell, D., & Heim, 1\1. (1979). An attributional analysis of loneliness.

In I. Frieze, D. Bar-Tal, & J. S Carroll (Eds.), Nt'lt' al'proacht's to social problems (pr.
53-78). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Pyszczynski, T. A., & Greenberg, J (1981). Role of disconfirmI'd expectancies in Illl' insti-

gation of attributional processing. loumal of PasO/lality alld Social Psychology, 4lJ,

31-38.
Seligman, M. E. P., Abramson, l. Y., Semmel, A., & van Baeyer, C (1979). Depressive

attributional style. 100m!al of A/momlal Psychology, 88, 242-247,

Shaklee, H., & Fischhoff, B, (1982). Strategies of information search in causal analysis.

Memory and Cognition, 10, 520-530,
Snyder, M (1981) Seek, and ye shall find: Testing hypotheses about other people. In

E. T. Higgins, C. P. Herman, & M. p, Zana (Eds,), Sodal cognitiOlJ: Tht' Ontario Sym-
posium (pp. 227-304). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Taylor, S. E., & Fiske, S. T, (1978). Salience, attention, and attribution: Top of the head

phenomena. In L. Berkowitz (Ed.), Adz'tlllces;1I ex!'<'rimelltal soClalpsych%gy (Vol.
11, pro 249-288). New York: Academic Press.

Tetlock, 1'. E, & Levi, A. (1982). Attribution bias: On the inconclusiveness of the cognition

ototivation debate. loumal of Experimelltal Social Psychology, 18, 68-88.

Weiner, B (1979). A theory of motivation for some classroom experiences. lounml of Edl/m-

tiollal Psychology, 7J, 3-25.

\\mer, B. J (1971). Statistlca/prillciples /II t'xpa;mt'lltal desigll. New York: McGraw-llill.

Wintl>r, L., & Uleman, J. S. (1984). When are social judgments made?: Evidence for the

spontaneousness of trait inferences. lol/mal of Persollality ami Social Psychology, 47,

2375252.
Wong, P T. P., & Weiner, B (1981).

heuristics of attributional search,
650-663

When people ask "why" questions, and the
lollma/ of Personality alld Social Psydlology, 4O,


	Overview of the Design and Issues
	Method
	Research and Discussion
	Conclusions
	References

