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Obéervers' Reactions to Atfributors' Ascriptions of
Causal Respénsibiiity

Attribution theorists and researchers recently havé begun to focus on
the communicative role attributions may serve in interpersonal interactions.
For example, Orvis, Kelley and Butler (1976) investigated attributional
conflict in young couples and ‘¢oncluded that communication about divergent
causal explanations is a common and important part of couples' 1nte1act10ns
Specifically, in fhe éontext of couples interaction, communicated attribu-
tions may be u%Fd'to defend or justify one's béh%viof or té call into
question the béhavior of one's parther. In a similar vein, Weary (1979)
has contended that individuals may ascribe causality for positive and
negative outcomes associatga_with their behaviors in such.a way that would
avoid embarrassment and/or gain public approval.

Despite this recent emphasis on the cowmunlcatlve function attrlbutlons
may serve, 1itt1e actually is known about the reactions of observers to-
indiv.duals’ causal statements regardlng their own or-others' behavioral
. outcomes. This gap in the literature is partlcularly surpr1s1ng since the
topic of actor-observer differences in attributions has stimulated consider-
able interest among theorists and ;esearchers (see Jones & Nisbett, .1972;
Mon son 8 Snyder, 1977).

Although it is not directly éoncerned with how observers respond to
another's causal Judgments a substantial body of literature focuses on
A1nd1v1duals' reactlons to attitudes and beliefs of another. In general;
investigators have found a strong p051t1ve relat10nsh1p between perceived
and Teal attitude similarity and»interpersonal attragtion. That is, we
tend to evaluate others more positively to fhe degree that théy express

~N
~attitudes, opinions;.or‘beliefs similar to our own. A need to be logical,
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consistent and accurate in interpreting one's enVironmeﬁt has been suggested
as the mot ive underlying the similarity-gttTaction Té]afionship,

It is interesting to note that satigfacfioﬁ Of an analogous motive has
‘been conéidered to.be a major goal of ar¢ributional processes (Harvey &
Weary, 1981). Attributional theorists oft®l assume that in order for
people to enhance their feelings of contz01 over their social worlés, they
attempt to understand, organiie, and make Meaningful behavioral and environ-
mental events. Based upon this reasoning, then, the expression by another
of similar causal explanations for a given event, would provide an indi-,
vidual with consensual VélidatiOn for his O her understanding of the
event and might be expected to lead fo the feeling of positive sentimenE‘
toward the other; The expression of digsimilar causal explanations foT
thé event, howéver, would provide C.‘7’“5131'15"131 in"?lidation and 1ead to the
feeling of negative sentiment towaré the other_

Two recent Studies (Weary, Jordan, & Hill, 1982) tested this hypothe-
sis regarding similarity of causal'judgménts. Specifically, these studies
examined pbservers' reactions to others: Caﬁsal attributioné:in situations
~where selﬁ-presentational concerns weTe minimai; the_résults of that researcl
generally supported the hypothesis. HoweVeT, it 1s POSSiﬁle‘that perceived
accuracy of caUSai judgments rather than Similarif§ determined the subjects’
evaluations of £he other particibants in the ctudies. For example, if
participants in the Study‘generally agreed upon the causes of ; particular
event, an_individual's diSSiﬁilar causgj Judgment might have been seen as
particularly inaccurate and deviant, and for thiS reason might have evoked
negative evaluations.

The purpose of this study was to.rulve out pe€rceived accuracy as an

alternative interpretation for the effects of CO“Qordance of causal under-
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standing on‘interperscnal evaluations. We used an observer-observer paradigm
in which observers made 1udgments regardiné the causes of an ambiguous event.
In cfder to manipulate directly the similarity cf causal attr1bution we
used a confederate for the second observer. More specifically, in a study
presumably concerned with jury decision making, subjects read from the
perspective of jurors a description of an accident for which pretesting
indicated that there was no general consensus regarding cause, and, there-
fore, no ﬁcorrect" judgment. Subjects made causal judgments and subse -
quently learned that.the‘attributions made by the secend-ebserver, our con-
federate, were either similar oT dissimilaf to their cwn. Subjects also.
learned that their causal judgments were consistent OT inconsistent with
the causal Judgments of. previous partic1pants “That is, they were‘"correct"
or "incorrect'' as determined by social consensus information

Although social correctness OT agreement/ditn/an abstract group of
others, may prOVide some consensual Valldatlon one would expect that
influence to be re1ative1y modest_comparedltc the consensual validation’
provided by the expression ef a similar causal judgment by a specific and
" salient other. Consequent ly, the principal prediction was a main effect
of similarity such that observer-subjects in the similar judgment condition
would evaluate the second observer more positively than observer-subjects'
in'the dissimiiar-jﬁdgment condition. In'addition,.the effects of a third

independent variable, perceived .importance, of causal understanding weTe

. investigated. It was assumed that by increasing the importance of the
experimental task, it would be p0551b1e to increase subjects' involvement
and the importance~of their causal judgments. Subjects were led to
believe that the case summary they read described a real case that had
jnvolved litigation (high importance condition) or a hypothetical case

\
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that had been oeveloped for use in the experiment (low importance condition).
In summary, the study employed a‘between'subjecfs design with three
independent variables; we manipulated the similarity, correctness, and’
rmportance of subJects' causal understandlngs.' The principal prediction
was that there would be. a main effect of similarity of causal judgment on
snbjects evaluations of a seoond ob;erver—part1c1pant It was also‘pre—
dicted that the effects of similarity would be more pronounced in the high
importance condition;
Procedure
Eighty students (52 males, 28 females) participated in a study pre-
sumably concerned with jury decision making.' The monipulation of importance
‘ conslstea of telling subjects that they would evaluate a real court.case
-that had 1nvolved litigation (High Importance) or a hypothetical case that
had been developed for use in the experiment (Low Importance). Each sub-
;/iggt and confederate pair were toid they wou}d participate in separate but
adjacent rTooms '‘because the presence of others could subtly influence
decisions or judgments.' Subjects were given a booklet including a Case
Summary and two questionnairos. . The Case Summary described a sitnation in
which several factors contributeé to.an accident. The case involved an
indiyidnal who was.making.nome improvements and whose borrowed truck rolled
down a hi]l, causing some property.damage and injuring a neighbor. Pre-
testing indicated that the causeo of the described accident were ambiguous.
) Observer-subjects indicated on 15-point scales the extent to which the
individual described was personally.responsible and the extent to which the
accident was due to faotors boyondihis control. A second questionnaire was

included to measure perceived importance of causal understanding. Observer-

subjects learned that the attributions made by the second observer were
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either similar or dissimilar to their own. .The-degree of‘similarity was
actually manipulated by the cxperimenter. Subjects also learned that
their.judgmeﬁts were either consistent (socially correct) or inconsistent
(socially incorrect) with the causal Judgments made by the majority of
previoﬁs participants in the study.. In the final phase of the study, all
subjects completed a questionnaire which included manipulation check
measures for similarity and correctness of causal judgments. The subject
also rated the observer-confederate on four trait words chcsen from Ander-
son's (1968) list on the basis of their positivity ratings.

Results:

SUbJeCtS' ratings on each of the manipulatich checks were analyicd using
ANOVAs (Similarity x SOCial Correctness x Importance). Results suggested>
that Similarity of causal Judgments (Fl 79 = 559.31, p < .0001) and Social
CorreCtncss-(El;72 = 617.51, p < .0001) were successfully manipulated.

No significant resuIts were focﬁd for the check on the Importance variable.
Subjects’' ratings of the confederate on the trait words (likeable, clcasant,
,reasonable,.friendly),were highly intercorrelated and consequently were
summed and divided by four to yield a single evaluation index. A 2
(Similarity) x 2 (Social Correctness) x 2 (Importance) ANOVA of the evalua-
tion index yielded a significant main effect for Similarity, 54’72-= 106.76,
p < .0001. The analysis also yielded a significant Similarity X Social
Correctness x Importance interaction, 54’72 = 6.27, p < .02. However, the
resultslof pairwise ccmparisoﬁs indicated that similarity resulted in more
positive evaluations of the other participant than did dissimilarity, regard-
less of the perceived social_correctness or importance of causai-judgments.
Discussion:

The findings were consistent with the notion that the expression of

7
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similar causal eXplanatipné for an event profides judividuals with consen-’
sual validation for their understanding of thé event and leads to feelings
of posifive sentiment tbward phe othef.' The resu1t5~also suggest that,
in the present study, peréeived.social desirability or correcfness of the
judgments cannot aécount.for the effects of concordance of causal under;
standing, since "correctﬁéss”_was maﬁipulated but did not influence subjects’
evaluations of the second obsérver (confederate). It abpears.that undér
some cond%tions individuals like to find support for their causal view of
an event, even when that view may be incorrect . |

.‘ Accéptiﬁg null effgcts as suppoft fér the prediction that social
correctness would exert a relatively smallleffect oﬁ observer-subjects'
evaluations may be questionable under some conditions; howéVer, for two
maJor reasons it seems defensible in the present study. First, thére was
independent evidence that the ”correctness" var1ab1e was successfully mani-
pulated. Second, the effects of similarity of causal judgment in this
study were consistent W1th the results of previous studies. This conver-
gence of resul-ts indicates that the dependent measures used in the present
study were sensitive enough to detect effects.of similarity of causal
judgment at least with a ébecific other and attests to the relative impoT-
tance of this &ariable.

In addition to the main effect of similarity, a twd-way interaction
between Importanée'and Similafity‘Was bredicted. Specifically, we antici-
_pated that positive and negative evaluations of_anothér wouId be more pro-
nounced in the High Importance c&ndition. Analy;ﬁs of squects' evalﬁations
revealed no support for this predicted interaction. Examination of the
Importance manipulation checks suggest that the manlpulatlon of ”1mportance

may have been unsuccessful. That is, subjects in both cond1t1ons indicated

8




7

that it was very 1mportant to them to- understand the facts of the case.
Two factors may have contributed to this lack of success. When 1ntroduc1ng
the experimental task, the experimenter pointed‘Oﬁt that the rocus of the
study was individual decision making. in such a setting subjects may have
been motivated te evaluate carefully the.case presented before making judg;
ments. It is also possible that in the ‘context of a psychological experi-
ment, it was 1mportant for subjects to understand all the facts presented
and to evaluate them in a serious manner, whether the acc1dent described
was presented as a reai situation or as a hypothetical event.

Might experimental demand account for the results obtained- in this
study? .This study and the two preceding it involved different cover

stories as Justifications for the studies. Despite.this difference, the

pattern of results for a11 three studies were consistent with onc another
: .

Moreover, during debriefing.interviews, subjects in the present study were
unable to guess the experimental hypothesis and evidenced 1itt1e suspicion.
Experimental demand, then, seems an unlikely explanation for the results
Might self—presentation concerns have influenced the Tesults of this
study? The literature suggests that under certain conditions, self—presen-—
tation considerations may influence what attributions are made by indivi-‘
duals (Orvis,'Keliey,'& ﬁutler, 1976; Weary, 1979) and how observers
react to such attributions. ‘It appears nnlikely that the experinental
situation aroused self-presentation concerns.i-Subjects evaluated the
accident and made their attributions for its causes privately; neither the
experimenter nor the second observer were in tne room. In addition,
subjects were not anticipating communication or discussion of their.causal
judgments; communication of the attributions was designed to be incidental.

Moreover, if self-presentation concerns had been aroused, one would have



expected tﬁe social correctness varrable to have affected the results.
The. present research extends work on the 1nterpersona1 1mp11cat10ns
of communicated causal attributions.. Several authors have speculated that
causal attributiehs play an important role in interpersonal evaluative
activities (Orvis, Kelley, & Butler, 1976). The results of this study
and tﬁe prEVious two studies (Weary,'Jordan; § Hill, 1982)‘euggest thet

communicated attributions may provide consensual validation for individuals'

causal understanding of an event, and may_influence their interpersonal
. A .

evaluative aetivities. It is important to note, however, that there was no
attempt made in the present research to examine observers! reactiens to
another's purposefully communicated, self-presentational attributions (e.g.,
the type of attribution reported by Orris, Kelley, & Butler,.1976). The'
extent to which concordance of .ca sal understandlng is important when

'1nd1v1dua15 direct the communication of the1r causal judgments towards

others is a question that require further inquiry.
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Table 1

Means for the Measure of Positivity of -

Second Observer

Ve

s

| Similar Judgment  Dissimilar Judgment
Importance of . Socially  Socially Socially Socially
Causal Unde%standihg Correct . Incorrect Correct Incorrect’
— . = :
High 8.05 7.0 5,05 5,43
T N ¢ () b aob .- (10)P
Low . 6.98 "7.08 - 5.43 4.95
’ . hao)? S oao@ - (10)b (109P

Note: The higher the mean, the more,positive,fhe evaluation. - The
numbers in parentheses indicate the numbers of subjects in each
experimental condition. Means with common subscripts are. not
significantly different. : .
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