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Abstract .

.Two types of self-serving bias (unrealistic optimism and responsibility)

L~

were .examined in their relationship to conflict among marr1ed and

divorced individuals. As predicted, individuals perceived themselves _

< .-

- both as better thanQaverage and as more responsible,than their -
partners for.marital problems. Results indicated the two forms

. of bias operatedtindependently; .The optimism bias was lower among
'#“1: , divorced individuals and among those with a higher level of conflict. 5%’
4}. -The - responsibility bias was unrelated to the. respondents marital
ﬂ .‘status or marital conflict. These findings have important

implications for both the study of self-serving biases in the

-
7

v'attribution'process;‘and the understanding'of marital conflict. -

. '
- . . A
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uSelf-Serving)Bias and the Attribution of Marital Conflict

Although the rate of marital dissolution in the United States

b

.;is now higher than Lt any time in’the past, the factors contributing

~

. : |
.to this phenomenon rave not been fully determined (Bersheid & Campbell

1981) LA potentially fruitful line of inquiry has been pursued by

-

. ;T\ attribution researchers (HarVey, Wells, & Alvarez, 1978 Hill,.
| Rubin, & Peplau, 1976 Orvis, Kelley, & Butler, 1976) These
investigators have examined the attribution of conflict within
éﬁgac§ntext of close relationships. Similarly, others (Ross &
Sicoly, 1979; Thompson & Kelley, 1981) have examined the extent - ~

of and explanation for egocentric or self serving biages in close

relationships. Th purposes of the present'study vere to

i

1) investigate self serving biases among both married and divorced

couples, and 2) show the association of these biases with the

-attribution of conflict in close relationships.

Two,types of bias™yn the attribution process are the responsibility'
bias and the unrealistic optimism bias. Responsibility‘bias may |
be defined'as an individual's tendency to assume more than his
or her share of the'objective responsibility for an outcome regardless-
of the outcome's positivenor negative v;lue (Ross & Sicoly, 1979;
Thompson & Kelley, 1981). The unrealistic optimism bias refers

_ to an individual 8 tendency to expect the maJority of future outcomes
to be positive, irrespective of objective data or statistical
improbabilities (Blascovich Ginsburg, & Howe, 1975- Harris "& -
Guten, 1979 Larwood 1978 Larwood & Whittaker, 1977 Miller &

. ‘

Ross, 1975 Weinstein, 1980).
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ifttribute";ougheirurartners (Hl) - Furgher, we
d

2
ey

disp;,y optimism bias W1thin the
)

. ' 1
boundarles o the marltal relaggonsﬂ ‘see1ng themselves as better
’ - N B - " & " ' . "

»

haV1ng a better.than average chance of success. HoWever, the experience

2 °

of personal failure appears to moderate bptimlsm bias (Larwood xj

1978 Larwood & Whlttaker, 1977 Regan, Gosse11nk Hubsch & Ulsch o <;
1 . v .

1975) Therefore, if divorce is considered a personal fallure, Lo

©

both married and divorced 1nd1vidua1s should exh1b1t unrballstic

-
a- ®

'

'opt1m1sm bias toward their marrlages (H2) but the level of bias

[} - . 0 L
for divorced or separated persons.shourd be &ower';kan that of married]
. : | S L _ .
- persons (H3). o . . .

In a-similar-vein, it seehed_plausible that the extent of conflict

»
S 3 )

-~ experienced within a relationship is linked to.fhe individual's . L
bias. ;Specifically, those persons who perceived |

"

level of optimisi

. more difficulty ith their re1ationships.might be,expected to report'

-
- R e .

less optimism con ing the success: of those relationShips and: .

see themselves as less desirable marriage partners (H4)..

) ) N Y - Lo~
e -

A R Finally, we anticipated that if individuals;considered»themselvés

I . . ) . .
more likely than average to succeed in marriage, then they would

N

7

.

-~ . also perceive themselves as expending more effort to ensure the

KA

‘success of the1r relatlonshlps (H5) (cf. M111er & Ross, 1975;

e - ) v

~

Staw, 1980) J | - .
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. J\Ty . N et 1’Method.. .l s N g

Part1c1pants ‘ R ‘ . T

. T ‘e . ’:
“ o ;' Survey part1c1pants were 1dent1f1ed through loca1 1ega1 not1ces

v ! =] , -

N that ‘had- recently been pub11shed in ‘Los Angeles County. A tota1‘ ey

-, ¥ -
N of 159 respondents returned useable questlonnalres (73 men and 86

[ ’ ol

\‘wpmen). The typ1ca1 respondent was age 36 and had a fam11y income
o ‘ s N oo PR
‘ R over $22 000. Ninegy—seven‘individuals were married (average'time !

.
. - . ~ .o

. o£ 10.8 years) 4 were separated and 58 were d1vor6ed (average t1me
. : s
. &f 3.1‘years)h
). Procedure™® . _
. \ : ' o i ' B ' / - .
- Participantslwere asked to complete a "Marital‘Attitudes

- P '_s‘\ »

v '2qestionnaire' assess1ng att1tudes toward marr1age, d1vorce, and
o @ . . v . . .y -
3

close personal re1ationships.' They were promlsed anonym1ty and -

°

’

.

were asked not to d1scuss the1r responses with the1r present or

ouse unt11 each had ma11ed Back the survey.. Couples 11v1ng

together

ere ma11ed separate questionnalres addressew to each individual.
Questionnaire

-~
.
! §
!
:

e surveyfconsisted of three sections. The.firs assessed

.

B N . ' . i . . . ) .
_sbackgro d.informatlonvsuch as: age ‘and income. The’ seCond section, -,
N

- . l1
A

contain ' four measures of self- serving b1as potentlalLy 1mportant

y, 1
o i .

'to-the marxtal re1atlonship. The f1na1 sectlon assessed the extent

v

to wh1ch ‘each o} f1fteen potential problem areas éas perce1ved by

o . i

j the respondent as’ 1mportant to self, and separately to the present

'og;most recenthspouse; Both the second and the.th1rd‘sections used

- f - . ‘ .f . ’ . . : ' ) )
7-point bipolar scales.

‘
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“Results’
; B _-Responsibdlity Bias T e fg

-

-

The first hypothesis predicted that respondents wouldttake
more responsibility for difficulties in their relationships than

‘ they would attribute to their partners. In a t-test of the mean o
. i N ! PR ’ ]

against the expected value of "Qﬁ (indicating no bias)-

¢ respondents
genera11y a;tributedimore blame to themseives than to- their partners
'(M 4 265 (154) = 3 18; 2 <. 001) Thus hypothesis one was’’ :
\ s;pported--the ind1v1dua1s surveyed showed a respons1b111ty b1as

~or

_ -v1n their willingness to assume b1ame for maritaI difficulties
3 : .

L

As expected, no significantvdiff;?ences were found between married -
M = 4. 32) and -divorced M = 4.17)'respondents”in the amount of

responsibility bias reported. . - ‘ L

oY

Optimism Bias - . :

Y

_ Hypotheses 2 and 3 pred1cted that optimism ‘bias wou1d be shown

_ by respondents, and thdt the 1eve1 of this bias wou1d be signifieanto

.“lower among those who were currently divorced or separated Again,ai
t-tésts of the means against the expected value of "4" (which

.u
indicated no bias in either direction)'were caijgﬂated - '

. Respondents generally answered that their present or future

marriage was nore likely to succeed (M ='5.58; t(153) =.12Q37;
p < .001).

{

" Also as expected, the mean for the

married.respondent
group was significantly higher than for the divorced and separated
group (M = 6.16 and 4.67 respectively; t(89) = 6.41; p < .001).

. _1nterestfng1y, each group was, itself
¢

2

significantly biased above
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u‘wh11e d1vorced and separated part1c1pants d1d not CM 4 15 i}

. A .
among the married respondents. D1vorced and separate

' and onlyiaverage'desirab111ty as:marriage partners.

Self-Serv;ng Biasesdinh%anital Conflict

.

2.22; p < .Qvay a one*tailed test).- The cu rent1y marr1ed part1c1pants

_responded above the expected value (M =.4.38; (95) = 2.A4 p < 05)

- 1]

5(58).= 64, n.s. )k These results strongly support ‘both the second

.:Vand the th1rd hypotheses. As a‘group, the respondents dﬁsplayed

S
i . -
Lo : N ’ .

L e

_optimism bias both with'regard to their future likelihood of ‘success

@

in marr%age and to their own perceptions of themselves as desirable

o

marriage partners. -Also, as predicted ,optlmlsm b1as was higher *

“

respondents, s
/ o

)0‘.

'.Additionally; it is important_to fecogniae that'the~res onsihility

]
3

P

’

~ v.-\.

" and optimism questions apparently;measure different effects.” The . *

) ) : ¥ . . . . ’ - ’ vo . ro °
corre1ations'between.the‘respon51b111ty item and the optlmlsm items -,
¥ L) .

(mar1ta1 success and d1ff1cu1ty to 11ve with) Were not s1gn1f1cant

(r(151) = - 083: and - 070 respect1ve1y, n.s. )

’

Se1f-Serv1ng Bias and Perceived Conf11ctv

i . ) : 1y _ ) . "-“\:'
Respondents examined fifteen potential marital problem areas

0 S : ‘ L

from two points of view: the extent to which thé area was a problem

~ L R

‘for them, and the extent to which they believed the area was a problem

for their.current or most recent marital partner. Correlations .
A e : o f
> L

Ca e = R T = \‘
(x’.;- . A o E ‘ '° . “'l .
‘the efpected value of "4 (marriéd: t(89) = 17 15; p < 001 ‘y;f'>'7r, ‘
diVorcéd'and3separated: t(59) = 3. 10 p < 01) '. . -
On.a second measure of.optlmlsm bias, respondents perceived/‘ ’.J
that they Were easier than average to 11ve Wlth (M= 4 295 t(154) -
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(RN

,.areLlisged i Table 1.

) -+ L o + . -
~partners. ' Fifty-eight of the sixty tests,wgiegin the predicted

' dir.écti’on'(R < .001 by,

‘ prédictedL - .

B Sélf-Serving Biases in Marital Conflict

AN

S R T

S

S

- N \
. .

betyeen .the Hroblem areas and the 'two measures of optimism' bias
4 & P
L - P P 4

. - .
- ¢ , . ) .« .

S

' Insert Table 1 abbu%égere

_____ = - ———————-—e - . ’

§Upporting'our fourth preditction, individdals who shoyed lower

7 . ‘ -
degrees of bias were in fact\more likely to see the potential problem

ngread as difficult to managf,\bpth for themselves and foM their

v < &% Ly ‘\ . ) . K . .
a onestailed binomial* test); thirty-two of
. o ~ » i

[y
k)

“the: indiVidhgl'testsufeached,significancq. o : .

« -

T B o0 .

Two other consefvative tests .of this h&pothesis were also
~ . . . . - o .

caicdlatedl An axea of conflict, might be, defined as a disagr_'ment

n

for self an fqr arfner was used as fhe measure of this‘lype of

conflicf.' Tabl 1'aiso shows the Péarson éorrelation coefficienté
) . ’ v } .

'bé;wéén thé‘two,opti?ism.bias questions and the calculaged conflict

ggores.",Twenty-niqe of the thirty giés By conﬁlic:'coefficienfg,

ﬁere in.tﬁe predicted direction (p < -.001 by ; onq:tailed.binomial

» -~ '

test). Of the 30‘coefficients, 15 were significant in the direccion

- .

: o f ) . . ! ‘ . \‘i . N V.
. . . Lo
It might alsofbe argued that the problem areas listed in Table 1

°

require the partic fants to evaluate many areas iﬁ_which’theygaccually
RN 2 ’
feel‘no.coﬂflicib{ thereby artificially enhancing the effect of
' * ')I N . . ’ _ .  A ' ‘
any underlying biases they may have experienced. As a consequence,’

a

. .
. . .
L4 ’ - S .
. : S
. ) .
.
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L '.' : v. 9/9'

o

the second conservative test re-examined the data to assess the -

rclatioﬂship:betweén'the-number'ofptoblem aréas perceived and self-

serving bias. A problem area was coded as showing cﬂnflict if it
FE]

was rated toward the "very much of a proBlem end of the seven-point °
[\

~sca1e (i.e., coded alif the respondent had circled a, 1, 2, or K

A

3, or a0 if not). Scores for each indiviqﬂal fangéd'from 0to ' -~

15, wigh means of 3.17' (self) and.3.10, (Partner)

o~

. These results were consistent with the ant1c1pated negative

‘.'gelationship between self-serving bias and marital prqblems in each

'.indicate that biased individuals are more likely than others to

L.

'—qf four tests. The attribution of fewer problem areas both to the

self and to the current or former spouse wa%;gssociated with higher s

]

-optimism bias toward marriage- (r(139,136)= -.425, -.331 spectively, -

'p < .01 by a one-tailed test) and yitﬁ the individual's belief that

¢ ’

‘he or she was easier to live with (r(139,136) = -.139; -.179 .

[ . : !

- respectively, p < .05). An examination;of the relationships

]

bet&éen‘responsibilityfbias and the extent éﬁé number of marital

conflicts yielded no significant correlatioms. -Ovefall, these results
| . R B

turn a deaf ear to potential marital difficulties; and that
. s .

perceptions of conflict are associated; with a decrease in bias.

Self-Serving Bias, Level of Effort, and Ccnflict

The fifth hypothesis predicted that people who saw their'marriages

. ) ' Do ' : ) A
-.as more successful would view themselves as making a greater effort

to ensure .its success. As expected, effort\in maintaining the

Y

. 2 | ‘ | A
relationship was positively related to the projected likelihood of
. A . - . :
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‘

'.I-dl

the<re1ationship being successful (r(149)¢= 224 p < .01). Similarly,

"level of effort was Significantly correlated with a view of se1f
as-easy to live with (r(150) .246, p < 01), suggesting that those
who expended less effort were particularly pessimistic not only
regarding their future success in marriage but also the ease with
which they can live in a close relationship ;

4

1

, “' F1na11y, two other results are worth noting. First, onr
respondents reported that they felt they tried harder than'the
‘average perso: to maintain theqr relationships (M = 2.70; 't(154) =
9.30; E < 001 for a one- tailed test of the difference between the

mean and the expected value of 4). Second, the correlation between
level of effort:expended and responsibility bias was not significant

S . L
(£(152) = -.004).

v ‘ '
DlSCuSSlon -

- While some”recent research (Ross & Sicoly, 1979 Thompson &
. .“_0~

Ke11ey, 1981) has examined se1f serv1ng bias of responSibility in

A Y

close re1ationships,-no prior data has described the unrealistic

optimism and the'responsibiiity biases together,_or compared bias

. levels between married and divorced individuals. The results of
’ ’ ’

. . @ C .
the present study.revealed strong biases of both types, with some

differences by marital status, and led to several conclusions.
. - ' -~
" Both Ross and Sicoly (1979) and Thompson and Kelley (1981)

t
’ ’/
» found that .partners’ in coup1e re1ationships displayed egocentric
responSibility biases However, the focus of their research was X
-7 on the amount of responSibility each partner took for various

‘11
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“activities_in the relationship. Our research.extends that work

by'rewealing that individuals‘&n couples' relationships also display

7/

self-serving biases: with regard to respons1b111ty for dyad1c conflrct

’

) . and marital d1ffrcult1es. Further, Thompson and Kelley note&\hat < -

?
.

' responsibility bias is evident in relatlonshlps that are\percélved

.

as sat1sfactory * The results of the present study 1nd1cate that
1 . . . 1} -
respons1b111ty b1as is also present when relatlonshlps are
I‘ . - . i IR
exper1enced as unsatlsfactoryJ There was no s1gn1f1cant d;ﬁference

.t
- *

between marr1ed and d1vorced respnndents in the amount\og

N - 'v"— ) \,/ ~ o o B

-

nespons1b111ty bias reported and 1nd1v1dual§ in both mar1tal

status groups todk greater than average respons1b111ty for the S
mar1tal problems that occurred o ] o ?%ﬂ e

. -
-

. SN VR
Optimism bias has*not been previously. investigated within the
context of_close_yersonallrelationships.f‘The data?from'our research-
. 1‘ . - A . . . . .
showeﬂ that both marr1ed and d1vorced 1nd1v1dua1s hold such a b1as,

C.
.

“but that the exper1ence of mar1tal dlSSOlUthn severelyireduoes

. -y
\a . : ' \ "\"- i

the level of such bias;< Spec1f1cally, d1vorced persons lowered

' the1r estimation of. future success in marr1age (though maintainlng

it at an above average level) and perceived themselves as‘no‘easier,
. : - ',u

%

than average to.live with.. These results are more conven1ently

1nterpretedrfrom an 1nformatlon proqesslng perspective of self serv ng

b1as (Larwood & Wh1ttaker, 1977-‘M111er & Ross, 1975 Rega ,ZGOsselink,

Hubsch,t& Ulsch 1975) than from'a motivational perspectiv (Bradley,_

' 1978; Weary,'l979). Mar1tal conf11ct and fa11ure may have served

T o

té’prov1de 1nd1v1duals w1th rnformatlon concern1ng themselves and

.-
e

(4] : o ' o o

ERIC . -~
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their true likelihood of marital success.
Q

¥

Another Qmportant finding is that the responsigility bias and

the optimism bias were unrelated Responsibility bias was also

a

&ﬁfelated to levels of conf11ct within relationships, to previous'-~

mérltal dissolution, and to the 1eve1 of effort expended in
;o . | _ ' .
maintaining close personals relationships. Optimism bias, however,

N

appeared to be associatedtwith perceptiong of eonfi&ct and the

experience of divorce, and*waSudireetlyjand positivei§ﬁ§§ﬂated to .

the level of effort said to be expended in maintaining'elose

.

relationships. Thus, we can conclude that an individual can see

-his- or herself‘as.obtimistically more likely to-succeed; while

_simdltaneously,more likely to feel responsible for the possibility"

" of failure. However, should such failure appear evident through

: heighténed.leveie of conflict; a pefSon may most likely reduce the

"level 6f effort expended in maintaining that relationship--perhaps

L

’indiyiduéLs and‘may'therefore look forward to being married in

. the future. This would not be surprising considering the myths

with the thought of moving on;to‘another relafionship with an only

‘elightly diminished optimism bias of success.

Taken together, these results may help explain why marfiage

‘is-stili‘eo popular in the face of a high divorce rate, and why

. N . £ ‘
remarriage afiong the divorced is common. Persons who have never

married may have an even hiéher optimism bias than married

- that pervade American culture about being married '"happily ever

“after."i Our data showed that the divorced believed they had a
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greater than average likelihood of marital success, even though

their optimism was not as high as that of the married respondents.
. " 4
o 4

Furthpr, like their married counterparts, the divorced reported a

-

“”Eéndéncy t6 take féébonéibility for previoﬁ; aiffic;ifiéégn ig a
- similar vein, a study by Newman and Laﬁge; (1961)‘of post-divorce
adaptation revealed a positive correlation between blaming the partne;y
and lowered positive feélings abqgt future relationships. Thus, the
high remarriage rate amoné the divorced may be thé result of high
levels of thimism and responsibility biases complemented by
determination not to make the same mistakes again. |

In conqlusion, it appears that there are at .least two diffprent.
types éf self-serving bias in the attribution process of close
relationships. Any ﬁéeful model of self-serving attributional

biés in couples' relationships should address the association betwdén'

the two, and demonstrate the conditions under which each rates,

and the underlying mechanisms for them.

14
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Table 1 y
Correlation of Betferrthén-Ave;gge Self-Serving Bias with
. ' “ | - y i : BERSREE
Problem and Conflict Areas B
', ' | | Bias Items,. *
| B Likelihood'of ' View of Self as
~ Problen/Conflict: Area . SR I | o
‘ PR Marital Success - Difficult to Live With =
’ | ' .‘ . . . . t" |
. - . Se}f‘  Spouse §§§nflict  Self  Spouse Conflict

 Boredon vith the marriage L3Pt L33TRE -23W 00074 0gF 104k

| Differences in interest .- J60M 3¢ -2lge 124 6B -.160¢

Differences in intelligence  .266% 213 - 166t 100 2% -.050

/ Conflicting semal attitdes 284 .L08F .00 L27¢ 100 L6l

’

Conflicting marriage ideas AL 266 -27B W L1 - m

On desire for independence 376 4890 L0e g Lk -193

{

Partner's desire. for | | / o @f}‘ :
independence L La7eee osgke 44k L0500 .02 -.089
On interest in someone else = .222¢  210% L1090 -.022 068 - -.029
L ~
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© Table 1 (Eantinued) .

K "; | B | ‘ - | | /

! Bias Items
| B | Likelihood of S View of Self és
. Problem/Conflict Area’ o S ' e
| ' Marital Success . Difficult to Live With s
. k%M Spouse %Muﬁ ;léﬂff‘gw& :%ﬁﬁu
P;rtnérfs interest in L | | | o o |
omeone else AT -0l o 0%
) Influepee of‘own parents ' | .135‘. 183 | - 119 - - ..172* ' .156*(' -.073
mm@&mﬁwm@m'&w Lo -2 L0l Vm@-wm
Fioacial problens - LI87¢ B eug A58 0
: WhmﬁaMWQMS" BN fJﬁHfAJNH e o ’=ﬁm¢fu
'Pmm%mummm §ﬁwjm Tmﬂ,vgm .m'jmi
Conflicting religious beliefs 055 004 -.032 M 0 -0
T o | | | .

EQEE‘} N ranges from 145 to 131. Scaling on problem areas ranges from'véry much a problem (1)

“to not at all a problem (7). Conflict -ig the absolute value of the différeppétbetyeen self

and spouse scales. -

' *p C.05.by a 1-tail test of';he_corfelation coefficient. **p < .01,

i S ' '. S
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