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. revious$ research has=suggested the existence of a
primacy effect{n the attribution of -ability. To test if the primacy
effect occurs in situations where specific cues about the person and
nature of .the test materials are lacking or greatly reduced, qQllege
stilents corrected a spultiple-choice test in which a phantor stimulus
person correctly ansvered 15 of 30 guestions in a descending cr
ascending pattern of success. Supjetts were then asked to make
judgments concerning the person's terforaance, intelligerce and ’
gender. Contrary to expectaticns, the lack of cues enhanced, rather
than diminished, the primacy effect for ability attritutica found by

- earlignginvestigators. The performer with descending success was
perceived as having sclved more protlems and being mcre intelligent,
and vas expected Yo perform better in the future. Ag'overall tias °’
tovard pemceiving the stimulues perscn as a aale also cccurred. The
findings reflect the importance of rerson cues for confidence in
making ability attributioné. (Author/JicC)
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In 3 series .of experimentsg Jones, Rock, shaverf'Goethals, and Ward
(1968) and Newtson and Rindner(1979) haver demonstrated a p%imacyeeffecs
in the attribuéion of ab%lity.*’ln these ;tudiégi subjects who obgerved
a stimulus person's(SP) pefformancg‘on a s;ries of-30 ptoblé&s rated
that person-vas having more ability and iﬁtelligenée whep tge SP “ex-
) N .

hibited a "descending? pattqfn Bf s?écess as opposed to 4 random or
"agcending" pattern of success, even when the‘Schérrectly solved tne
same total nuéber of problems in each case.g 4 descending pattern con-

\\ .

sisted of many correct answers early in the trial followed by a‘dééerioratlon

in performance, while the ascending pattern was marked by a poor inttial~

performance followed by steady im;rovement.‘ The perforiner with the de-

"scending success rate was consistently perceived as having correctly

- ) - LI
solved more of the problems, as having greater,ability, and subjects

predicted that the descending perforger was more likely to solve other

similar problemg. The resulfs of Newtson and Rindnér(1979); based 6n the

subjects’' analysis of thé stimulus person's bshavibr sequence in relatively

»

fine or large units, led them to conclude thdt this primacy effect resulted

from the subjects ceasing to process information when they reached a point

-
’

of subjectively sufficient information for making attribution§ aboué abilicy.

In all of the above experiments, subjects were either in the presence

-
L

of the SP »r viewing him/her on videotape, ;Eg-in some zases were even

attempting to solve the proﬁlems along with the SP(Joneg, et.al,, 1968) .

4 ~

2’

These procedures provided the-subjects with r wealttyfof information, other

»
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than the pattern of performance, and may well have allowed the individuals

to more Juickl reach 4 point of "subjectivelj-sufficient information! .
y P y

;rmafing them more confident in their att®ibutions of 'ability and predictionms
. > . - -,

of future performance than might have been the case if they had only 2’
h s L

. ‘ P ‘ )
'"}ifféess" pattern bf results to base their judgments on. ¥ It seems
é%easonable to believ; that knowledge of a person‘% sex, age, physical

. g g

attractiveness, manner of dress, etc as well as familtanity with the w

-4

specific problems. being attempted might lead a person to féel that there

is enough information present to allow a reasonably accurate attribution.
' v o’ .
This is not to say that the primacy effect is not real, but only that

Q
it may be

has égough inf\mlation. to make a judgment. The primary puépose of the
‘. ) , . i ) .
present experiment was to test the robustness of the primacy effect, that .

.
"is, to find out if it occurs even inm those situations where specific

) ..
cue$ about the person and nature of the test materials are ladking or

greatly reduced. ‘ . N
‘ - . ¢

- A 'secondary aim of this study was to-see if the pattern of success

-

" in a problem solving qituétion mighi‘be used to infer characteristics of

the SP other than Qbiiéty..'Specificalay; would.subjeégs be willing/abl®

$

. .

to attribute a specific gender to an individual, based.on nothing bdt
. . " . "~ . .

- —
*.

the pattern ofhsuccecs on ‘a test? Based on seveéral studies-demonstsating

&

- ’ _J. ! N -
that the success of competent women jis generally attributed to luck

.
»
»

or ‘temporary effor; whilé male success is more often-attributed tb abilgty

1

or skill(néaux and Emswiller, 1974; Feldﬁan-Summers and Kiesler, 1974)-
N . . L. ? A ) . ¢ ~ ’

it was thought that the descending success pattern usually associated \/

P

» - * N ’, ) '
with high ability wight also be associated wigh the perception of\the SP as

a'male,-wﬁile the aéqending»success pattern would be éssdcia;ed with

. ” . .~ N . -
perceptions of the $P as a female. ' T

» .

- - S .

~ B : \

limited to those situations in which the subject feels that he/she

.
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: . Method . '

) , . i . * cr - w\
Subjects C . N

. Subjects were 92 undergraduates(Aﬁ dalee, %6 females) enrolled

[
L]

in '‘psychology and. freshman preceptorial courses at Knox College. All

-
-

dubjects were Volunteers receiving neither money nor credit for participation:

0

Materials

¢ Each subject received a two page questionnaire. The first page of
the questionnairg aﬁpeared to be,é completed thirty;itém hultipie choice

'

answer sheet identified only by a number. Each item consisted of five
’ altetnatives(lettered a through e), one of which was circled. ' The second '
1 ‘

page éonsisted of 3 brief written introd%cﬁion followed by four questions:

It re;d as follows:

| Liséed below you will find four queétéggs about the student whose
test you have just corrected. Dgspite the fact fhat yoﬁ have very
- i }ittleﬁ¥%forﬁation abbu; this person, please try to answer each of
thé questions. It C;; been found that peppie can .often make very
accurate impressioms from even aysmall bit‘og-%nformation pgch as

performance on a test, so.just follow your ‘intuition and answer

- v

even if you don't feel vef& ‘sure of yourself.
, 1. Out of the 30 problems, how man}‘would on estimate tha:othié
- student ansﬁered’cdrrectly? .
2. On the next set of(30 probléis, how éany do yoﬁ predict that the

student will answer correctly? ’ : .

N\
. 3. On the scakbelow, circle the "X'" thtat best reflects your K
/——’- »
. "estimate of this student™s general intelligence. .
o X X X X X X X X X )
- unintelligent . very intelligent

.
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4. Do you think that this student is ﬁbre‘likely to be male or fgmaLe?

Experimental Design . ‘ v

LY 5 - 4 —~—

’ The experimental design was ‘a '2X2_factorial with “sex of subject .

* k4

- vt - “ ! ’
and pattern of performance(ascending—success vs. descending success)
1 .

as the independent variables.' The ascénding and descending pé%terns

gf'sucqess were identical to those used by Jones and his colleagues(1968).

1 - . . .
7 All subjects were exposed to a phantop-SP who correctly answered 15 out

~ of 30,questions. The dependent variables were the subjects' estimates

"

of how many problems the phantom student correctly solved, the subjec;s' \
b predi&}ions of how many would be correctlzﬂso ed out of the next 30 items,

an estimate on a nine point gcale of the phantOm student’s intelligence,

-
* ’ . -

. - 2 .
and the, subjects' impressions as to whether the student.was male or female.

LY

All of these attributions were based on nothing.more than 30 circled
‘ t “~

- N -

alternatives on a piece of paper. . -
L S N L <
, The experiment was run in a larée classgoom in six different gfoups
N ' ' 1 ‘
of varying size, with the two different patterns distributed randomly

Procedure -

. . . .
to the subject?'in each group. A male experimenter gave each subject a

‘ ¢
J g questlonnaire, emphasizing to the 3ubjects that they should not turn to

N

page two until instructed to do so. © Jhen orally introduced the ex-

periment as followse . N ‘
: . . ~ 4
The multiple choice answer sheet you have in fromt of you. is tHe

- first half of a 60 item test taken.at some time in the past few

. years by a Xnox pollegé ;tudent. In interest of privacy, the

4 -

student is identified only by a number This test is a very difficule
‘test used by many graduate schools for admissions, and it consists - |
e . » . . , b

- ”,
- N ' -
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of vocabulary and<§nalogy‘type questions., The average“score on ®his

e N\ -~ - .
test_nationally is approximately 12 correct outrof the first 30, W

4

Each year, this test is taken'ty a random sample of Knox College

students to see how students here compare' to other gtudents across

4 -

the country. \We will be using the answers from these té%ts in this "

. * ~/
experiment. Basically, we are interested in determinjng how well '

people can;form'impressionS‘abgﬁt others based on nothing put a test
. . ’

1

performance, and their ability to ‘correctly predict future performance

on this basiss \ - ,

Subjects were then told that after grading the first 30 responses they
would be asked a few que%tions about what the student was like, and that

they would be asked to predict how well the student would do on the
N ' ’ ' . “\
next thirty items of the test which Ggre of equal difficulty- The Ex-

%
pe?xmenter then asked the subjects t9 correct the first 30 items by- puttlng

»

_a check.mark near-tbe wrong answers as he read through the list of "?Drrect"

4
&

" responses, (These answers'were read relatively rapidly so as to prevent the -

-
] -

-~

. SUbjeiii frag trying-to :;pnt the correct answers. ) i g

Immedlately after the Tast answer was corrected, subjects were orderped to
\\r .
turn the nuestionnaire over, They ‘were then instructed to:answer‘the questions

o 5 »

’ .
}

At no pqint during the experiment were subiects asked to ldentify their

- . - ]
on pa?L two without referring back to page .ome- ’ — ‘

answers with their names;this in3u§ed that all responses would be private.

. . i - [\

At the.conclusion of the experiment; all.subjects were tagple;ely debriefed."

’ ° ¢

a

.

s\

Anaiyses of variahce iﬁdicated that the subJectg>in tqe descending

@

pattern condition pegfeived that the SP had. solved mora problems correctly

than those if the aScending pattern conditlon (mEans: 16.9 vjE 12.5), .

.
. v N v




]
a f1nding that was highly significant, E(1,88) =°37.48, 2l<.0001.
Slmllarly sub1ects in the descendmg pattern condition, predlcted that the
» « © -

SP would correctly solve slgnlflcantly more problems on the secgad part of

sthe test than'sub1ects in the ascendmg condition did (means: 17.5 vs. 13. 9),

F(1,88) "z 17.38 2.40961; There was also.a %igﬂificaﬁt sex difference.

in this’/pr'(edictign with females predictipg a greater number of correct responses

(16,99 vs, 15.03) on the seéon‘d part of.the test than male, F(1,88) =
&.93} 2.4077; This was the only sex differe‘ﬁce to appear in any of the
- a - K
data . | . : .
- ) ’ R §
The descending performer was also judged to be significantly more

intelligent than the ascending performer, with F(1,88) = 22.28 Dp. £ 000

The hypothesis that the descending .SP would be more tikgly to be per- !
e .

.

ceived as a male than would the ascending SPB was not supported. X2(3) = 1.68,

. i ,
n.s.., for either ﬁé:les or females. However, asking subjects t? attribute a

. - 1 .
gedder to the SP did reveal a couple of interestin§ findings. First of all,
. . -
there was a definite bias toward percéiving the SP as a wale, regardless of

[y

the subject's sex or the pattern of performance (The male’female tatio at Knox
one ’ . _ ‘

College is roughly wegei, YOf the subjects who answered the question, 53

thought that the student was a male while only 30 thought the SP was a fe-

male, a difference whith was signlflcant x (1) = 6,37, 2,{.02_. Also, of the

——

92 subiects in the‘experiment nine refused to answer the question concerning
§

gendei-, ‘saying they did not have enough information, to answer the- questiop.-

;'All nine were subjects in the.ascendin‘g success pattem'condition(conEtituting
a . -
about 207 of subjects in this condition), while none of the subjects im the
’ - ‘ <l
de‘%ending condition refused to znswer the guestion. This difference proved to
hieKly sin N2 ' :
be highly significant %X°(1) = 9.98, p.2OL.

’




. . . - Discussion ' x\ﬁ g . -
N ° Discussin. = @ '
Y These data support the.findings of Jones, et.al.(1968) and Newtson.
3 < . N
and Rindner(1979) of -the existemce of.a pgimacy effect in the attribution

.-

. ' » .
of ability. 1In fact, the results of this ®xperiment indicated an .

. . / . . -
even stronger 'primacy effect’than evidenced by earlier studies. While

-~ , N .
it was origirally thought that familiarity ﬁiFh several characteristics

° . . . - .
of the SP and test problems would cause subjects to feel more confident 1
. - ; X y

about theisx attributions and for that reason fall prey to the primacy

effect, this has been shown ngt to be the case. On the contrary,

having no knowledge about the SP other than pattern of performance
seems to enhance the primacy effect;jlli may very well be that thlis

. ocrurs because the subject can focus complete attention on the per-

.

formance of thé SP and not be distracted by the nature of the test problems

~

ot/;ther charagteristics ¢f- the person that might serve to temper the
subject's reaction to the pattern of rorrect answers. : | 3

. Although the predicted relatioﬁship between the pattern of per- .

formance and the gender attributed to the SP failed to materialize, -

o

there did seem to be a relatgonship,between'the pattern of performance
and the subject's willingness to make such an attribution. Since all ' ‘k T

of the subjects in the descending condition were willing to make a
: ' ~ T J
- gender attribution, and a significant number of subjects in the ascending

- N -

condition were not, it Jduld seem as though something about the déscending
pattern &ade subjects more'comfortable abbut waking 5uch'an aitribution:
Perhaps the diféerencg results from the descending pattern,subpliing ’ .
the subject with more relevan} subjective idform;tion than the aséendi%g

pattern. Another finding was that .of a male bias in attributing a

: ‘ - ‘
gender to the SP. There is not enough information in this experiment

.

v . e e
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3descending-gg£tern-of success.

to proviée a compelling interprééation'of thi€. 1t may be that

) .
. ) . : '
subjects construed a graduate school test as something a male would

be more &akely to take, even though they were told that it was a

1 - ~a .

"random sample" of Knox College students taking the test. Admittedly,
. , £

this is just speculation. . ‘
N\ - Vo
summaty: presenting subjects with the performance of an SP

- In

in the absence of any other personal cues did not in any way diminish

the subjects'’

- -

infelligence, and better future pegformance to the SP exhibit;né'the )

Subjects were also more'willing to

.
'

attribute gender to the descending 4P than to the ascending SP.

Future research should pursue possible differences in the subjective

‘ o .

-

*

value of the information providéd to éubjects.by the' two patterns; as

vell as checking the éeneralizability of this psimacy effect to other
=

.

klnds of tasks. It would also be of inferest to uncowfr how other

informatlon about a stynulus person might interact with the information

AY N '
- \

tendencies to attrxbu&e‘more correct answers, hlgher' 1J

provided by patterns of performance. 8
§ . . )
, 14
.
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