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People are constantly generating
explanations. “Perhaps that 17-car
accident on Interstate 35 occurred
because people in Austin aren’t
used to driving on icy roads.” “I
think Jim was promoted to execu-
tive vice president because he’s
such a good conversationalist.” I
can’t believe that a good kid like
Michelle would have broken that
vase on purpose; it must have been
an accident.” People generate ex-
planations to help them under-
stand their social worlds, as when
they explain the apparently altruis-
tic actions of someone they dislike
by invoking ulterior motives.
People also generate explanations
to increase feelings of prediction
and control, as when they explain
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that an assault victim should have
known better than to walk through
the park alone at night. What cog-
nitive operations are involved
when people generate explanations
such as these? A variety of differ-
ent mechanisms have been sug-
gested from substantially auto-
matic® perceptual processes (e. g
McArthur & Baron, 1983) to sub-
stantially deliberate and effortful
processes (e.g., Pennington &
Hastie, 1991). Instead of attempting
to show which of these views is
correct, our model integrates sev-
eral different theoretical perspec-
tives.

Two definitions will clarify the
discussion. First, the term event re-
fers to the incident or condition
that is to be explained. For ex-
ample, people may seek to explain
why the moon appears smaller
overhead than it does near the ho-
rizon. Second, the term explanation
refers to a judgment about causal-
ity, a chaining backward from an
event to its cause. This term is simi-
lar to but broader than the term at-
tribution, in that attribution theory
focuses primarily on a subtype of
explanation, the causes of events
involving people. In contrast, our
model is designed to apply to ex-
planations about the actions and
characteristics of galaxies, pendu-
lums, zebras, and so on, as well as
peoples’ behaviors.?

mLAN‘ TION mocs-;ss

As depicted in Figure 1, the ex-
planation process is initiated when
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an event occurs. The event may be
an unexpected personal failure or
success. It may be the headline of a
newspaper, the peculiar behavior
of a pet, or a piece of significant
evidence in a trial. Before an event
can be explained, however, it must
first be noticed.

Noticing the Event

Many factors influence whether
a person will notice an event. Event
features such as loudness and
brightness are important. A silent,
unmarked police car is much less
likely to attract attention than a
marked police car with screeching
sirens and flashing lights. Charac-
teristics of the person also play a
role. Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sher-
lock Holmes trained himself to no-
tice details (or their absence) that

other perceivers would overlook.

In addition, the importance or self-
relevance of the event to the per-
ceiver will influence its noticeabil-
ity. For instance, one’s name may
capture one's attention when
equally loud but less self-relevant
stimuli do not. Finally, activation
of particular cognitive categories
or affective states may influence
the noticeability of an event (e.g.,
Higgins, 1989). For example, per-
ceivers more easily recognize
success- or failure-related words,
respectively, after learning that
they have succeeded or failed
(Postman & Brown, 1952).
Similarly, the noticeability of po-
tential causes influences the likeli-
hood that they will be adopted as
explanations of events. Stimuli that
are particularly novel, visually
dominant, unusual, or relevant to
one’s goals are more likely to be
assigned a causal role than less at-
tention-grabbing stimuli. For in-
stance, perceivers are more likely
to attribute causality to actors who
are salient than to those who are
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Fig. 1. A general model of the explanation process. Adapted from Anderson, Krull,

and Weiner (1996).

not (e.g., Taylor & Fiske, 1978; Ze-
browitz, 1990).

Interpreting the Event

After perceivers notice an event,
they must decide what it is that
they have noticed. This interpreta-
tion is influenced by the perceivers’
expectations. However, this influ-
ence of expectations is difficult to
recognize. People may often think
that they do not “call ‘em as they
see ‘em,”’ but “call ‘em as they are”

(Ross & Nisbett, 1991, p. 82).
Events tend to be interpreted in the
direction of perceivers’ expecta-
tions, although contrast effects (in
which events are interpreted as be-
ing less like perceivers’ expecta-
tions than is actually the case) may
also occur under certain condi-
tions. Thus, perceivers may be
more likely to interpret a shove as
hostile if the actor is black rather
than white, a facial expression as
fear if it occurs in the presence of a
charging rhinoceros, and a blind
date as “warm” if he or she had
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previously been described that
way (e.g., Manis, Nelson, & Shed-
ler, 1988; Martin, Seta, & Crelia,
1990; Sagar & Schofield, 1980).

Initial Explanation

After interpreting an event, the
person generates an initial explana-
tion. When you see a rapidly trav-
eling baseball strike a window and
break it, how is it that you imme-
diately recognize the baseball as
the cause of the broken window?
Your prior experience tells you that
windows are comparatively frag-
ile, and that baseballs are not. In
addition, you know that the arrival
of the baseball was spatially and
temporally contiguous with the
breaking of the window. Thus, the
combination of prior knowledge
about windows and baseballs with
the application of the perceptual
causal principles of spatial and
temporal contiguity produces the
initial explanation immediately.
The use of such perceptual causal
principles may be the most auto-
matic mechanism by which expla-
nations are generated, and may
well be the first type of explanation
process to emerge developmentally
(e.g., White, 1988).

Explanations may also be gener-
ated in a very automatic manner
when an event activates a knowl-
edge structure (e.g., explanation
prototype, schema, script, intuitive
causal theory) that contains an ex-
planation about why the event oc-
curs. Thus, when people learn that
an outspoken ambassador was
found dead shortly before an im-
portant and controversial meeting
with a foreign diplomat, the possi-
bility of foul play might immedi-
ately pop into their heads. In this
example, the event simply activates
a stored explanation. In other in-
stances, a more general rule or
theory may be used to generate an
explanation. For example, people
who learn that an individual de-
fected from a war-torn and pov-
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erty-stricken country to a prosper-
ous one might well select the
difference between the countries as
the explanation for the individual’s
defection. In contrast, if another in-
dividual emigrates in the opposite
direction, aspects of that individu-
al’s personality might be invoked
in explaining the event. In both
cases, people use their intuitive
theory that most people desire to
move from unfavorable situations
to favorable ones, and that only
atypical people move from favor-
able situations to unfavorable ones.

Of course, in many cases, a pre-
packaged knowledge structure,
complete with a single explanation,
is not available. Many events re-
quire the effortful gathering of in-
formation to test alternative expla-
nations. For example, when
explaining a plane crash, one needs
to know about weather conditions,
aircraft maintenance records, and
the pilot’s actions. In explaining a
death by gunshot wounds, a jury
needs to know about motives, ali-
bis, and means. In many such
cases, a variety of constraints be-
come important,

Constraints

After an initial explanation is
generated (or if an explanation can-
not be reached quickly and easily),
constraints play a significant role.
If insufficient cognitive or informa-
tional resources are available, or if
the explainer is unmotivated to
continue either because the event is
unimportant or because the initial
explanation is satisfactory, the pro-
cess stops (e.g., Kruglanski, 1989).
In this case, the initial explanation
is adopted. Of course, in many in-
stances people desire to continue,
either because they do not like the
initial explanation or because the
event is important and accuracy is
crucial. If sufficient time and cog-
nitive resources are available, a
more effortful problem-based pro-
cess begins.

Problem-Based Explanation

Problem-based explanation is
what people typically think of
when they think about the explana-
tion process. Problem-based expla-
nation may make use of processes
based on perceptions and knowl-
edge structures, but it is more ef-
fortful and deliberate. This type of
explanation is more likely to occur
to the extent that the event is unex-
pected or puzzling, the event is
very important, or the data to be
considered are too difficult or too
substantial for the explainer to gen-
erate a “top of the head” explana-
tion. The juror’s task is a prototypi-
cal example of problem-based
explanation. Sitting on a jury is a
novel task for most people, the
amount of information may be sub-
stantial and challenging, legal jar-
gon or aspects of the case may be
perplexing, and yet accuracy is at a
premium. When people are faced
with such a challenging task, their
first step is to formulate the prob-
lem.

Problem Formulation

Problem formulation is con-
trolled by a guiding knowledge
structure that contains information
about the event, possible explana-
tions for the event, types of infor-
mation needed to evaluate the ex-
planations, and the probable
implications of these explanations
for oneself and for other people
who may eventually be told of the
final explanation. This knowledge
structure may recruit relevant in-
formation from memory, may di-
rect a search for information in the
immediate environment, and may
suggest more effortful search pro-
cedures for relevant information,
such as consulting other people or
going to the library (e.g., Anderson
& Slusher, 1986).

Several guiding knowledge
structures may be relevant to a
given event. The similarity of a
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knowledge structure to the event
strongly influences whether it is se-
lected, but characteristics of the ex-
plainer and situation also play a
role. Chronically or temporarily ac-
cessible knowledge structures are
more likely to be selected than less
accessible ones (e.g., Higgins,
1989). Similarly, the goals of the ex-
plainer influence which guiding
knowledge structure is used. One
type of knowledge structure may
be selected when the goal is accu-
racy; another may be selected
when the explainer desires to reach
an explanation quickly. Political
candidates who expect their expla-
nations to be made public may re-
cruit knowledge structures that
contain information about how to
create a favorable impression.
Frequently, people desire to be-
lieve a particular explanation. This
desire can itself influence which
guiding knowledge structure is se-
lected. For instance, students who
desire to believe that their poor
grades in a psychology course are
due to the instructor’s incompe-
tence might selectively search for
information that supports this ex-
planation. Upon finding such in-
formation, they might readily
adopt the “incompetent instruc-
tor” explanation despite the fact
that information that supports the
“unmotivated student” explana-
tion might also be available.
Although some aspects of prob-
lem formulation may be very com-
plex and resource intensive, other
aspects may take place more auto-
matically. Indeed, such automatic
effects make it especially valuable
to have people with different per-
spectives working together to gen-
erate explanations. One cannot eas-
ily correct for biases that one’s own
cognitive system unconsciously in-
troduces, but different individuals
have different biases, and so the bi-
ases of one individual may be com-
pensated for by those of another.
Of course, biases can also be in-
troduced by effortful processes.
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For instance, research demon-
strates that people often seek infor-
mation that is consistent with their
hypotheses, rather than seeking
disconfirming information (e.g.,
Klayman & Ha, 1987; Snyder &
Swann, 1978). Consequently, even
the information available for their
consideration may be biased.

Problem Resolution

In the problem resolution stage,
the information collected during
problem formulation is integrated
into a “best” explanation. The po-
tential explanations of the event
identified in the problem formula-
tion stage are evaluated using the
available evidence. The most well
supported explanation is adopted
as a tentative explanation of the
event.

Read and Miller’s model of so-
cial perception (e.g., Read & Miller,
1993) provides an excellent mecha-
nism by which the best explanation
might be selected. They propose
that after concepts related to an
event are activated, the activated
information and possible explana-
tions are evaluated repeatedly us-
ing principles of explanatory co-
herence (e.g., breadth, parsimony).
For example, suppose Robert is
hired as an executive vice presi-
dent of Smith-Lincoln Investments,
Inc., immediately after finishing his
M.B.A. Several explanations are
possible. Perhaps Robert was hired
because he is an extremely talented
business professional, or perhaps
Robert was hired because he is well
liked by a powerful partner in the
company. As the explainer consid-
ers these and other possible expla-
nations, some pieces of information
might support one explanation
(e.g., Robert graduated at the top of
his class), some might support an-
other (e.g., Robert is the favorite
nephew of Smith-Lincoln’s most
important client), and some might
support both or neither. As this in-
formation is evaluated and new
concepts are activated, some pos-

.

sible explanations will be dis-
carded (e.g., because they conflict
with the available information, be-
cause they are unparsimonious)
until a coherent explanation is
reached. Note, however, that the
quality of an explanation is rela-
tive; people may be willing to ac-
cept a poor explanation if no better
explanation is available.

Satisfaction

At least one additional judg-
ment is then made: The explainer
must decide whether the best ex-
planation produced in the problem
resolution stage is satisfactory.
(This judgment could be construed
as a part of problem resolution, but
for the purpose of clarity, we dis-
cuss it separately.) If this explana-
tion is unsatisfactory, either be-
cause none of the explanatory
possibilities sufficiently fits the in-
formation or because other goals of
the explainer are not met, then the
explainer cycles back to the con-
straint step. If time, resources, and
the motivation to achieve a better
explanation are sufficient, then the
problem may be reformulated. Ad-
ditional explanatory possibilities
may be generated and additional
information may be gathered, or
the explainer may simply reexecute
the process with relaxed standards.
Problem resolution is engaged in
once again, and a new “best” ex-
planation is produced. This expla-
nation must also undergo the satis-
faction test. As in the Rolling
Stones song, if “...1 can't get no
satisfaction,” then “I try, and I try,
and I try, and I try....” Eventu-
ally, either the explainer arrives at
a satisfactory explanation or the
cognitive or motivational con-
straints cause the cycling to stop.

CONCLUSION

The generation of explanations
is an important and ubiquitous
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process. It is of interest to research-
ers, practitioners, and laypeople
alike. How do people explain their
successes and failures, or the suc-
cesses and failures of others? How
do people make sense of the behav-
ior of others and of major positive
or negative events with which they
come into contact either directly or
indirectly on a daily basis? What
influences people toward particu-
lar conclusions about the actions of
politicians, defendants, groups, or
nations? The vast array of domains
in which explanation processes
have been investigated attests to
their importance in everyday life.
There can be no doubt that there
is considerable room for advance-
ment in the study of explanation
processes. Numerous questions
about, for example, automaticity,
the interplay of motivation and
cognition, and the stages at which a
variety of personal and situational
influences exert the greatest impact
await additional investigation and
theory development. We hope that
our attempts at integration will
serve as useful starting points for
additional research, and will serve
to increase collaboration and lead
to important advances across the
various areas that can all be shel-
tered under the “explanation” um-

brella.
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Notes

1. Address correspondence to ei-
ther Douglas 5. Krull, Department of
Psychology, BEP 353, Northern Ken-
tucky University, Highland Heights,
KY 41099, or Craig A. Anderson, De-
partment of Psychology, University of
Missouri, Columbia, MO 65211; e-mail:
krull@nku.edu or psycaa@showme.
missouri.edu.

2. We view automatic and con-
trolled processes as endpoints of a con-



tinuum, rather than dichotomous cat-
egories. For discussions of automa ticity
and its characteristics, see Bargh (1989,
1996).

3. It should be noted that there may
be important differences in how people
explain social and nonsocial events.
For example, the actions of people may
be produced and guided by internal
motivations, but such internal explana-
tions are typically not invoked for the
actions of baseballs, electrons, or hur-
ricanes. For a relevant discussion, see
Ostrom (1984).
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When we look at the world
around us, we do not experience
the surroundings as an unorga-
nized patchwork of colors and
shapes, but rather as occupied by
segregated objects, each character-
ized by individual boundaries and
surfaces. The fact that objects often
occlude one another and com-
monly go in and out of sight seems
to pose us little difficulty. We as-
sume that most objects are continu-
ous over space and time, that they
do not generally disappear and re-
appear, and that one object does
not necessarily end at another’s
boundary. This subjective experi-
ence is due to our facility at using

the wide variety of visual cues
available to us, as well as common-
sense notions of object perma-
nence.

How is it that even though in-
fants are born with no visual expe-
rience, they are, after some span of
time, able to visually parse the op-
tic array into segregated objects?
Some theories addressing this
question have stressed innate core
principles that specify the funda-
mental object properties such as
object identity and spatiotemporal
continuity (Spelke, 1990). Others
have proposed that a protracted
period of experience in observing
and manipulating objects is neces-
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sary for development of these skills
(Piaget, 1936/1952, 1937/1954).
The studies reported here suggest
that both of these views are incor-
rect. There is little evidence that in-
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