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Causal attributions and the Likelihood of Future Performance

a4 nﬁ@bar,af investigators (Pancer & Eiser, 1977; Rosenbaum, 1972;
Qeinar; 1974) have suggesated that causal factors éan'be .seen asg iying

alang a dimension of “intentienality" (Rosenbaumn, 197;) or "control=-

v,

f‘labLlit " (Pancer, l???)  Causal elements lyiﬂg at one end of this «

d*mensian are those which 55552; be influanced or modified by the ac-

“ tor; caus&l ‘element’s lyinz at the other end of this dimension are thcse'

which gap be ipfluenced by the actgr. Previaus fasearch (ef. Panter,

1977) suggests tnat among ‘the causal factors to whigh task performance

is ng:mally attribu ed (;e. luek effart tssk difficulty and ahility),

ability ia one of the factors least under the cantral of the indivi-

" dual, while effort is most under the cgntfsl of the indivicual. I® may

be expected that when it is important to the individual to succeed at
" . C :

a task, one will have a greater need for control over one's outconmes,

and uillfgghce be more likely to choose "controllable" causes (and less
likely to choose Muncontrollable" causes) to explain one's performance
on the task, - ° T

One factor which might be éxﬁegteﬁ to influence one's need for

‘acantgél’(gnd hence, one's attributions for ;erfarmance) is the extent

# .
to which one anticipates performing the same or similar tasks in the

future, For example, the student taking-a course in his fr;aj"r wauld
i;: than the

be more cangerﬁed abauukc:ntrgl over his periarﬁance autcam

= .

}udent taking a course in a subject otner than-his ‘Ejar, since his
- ) .
pézférmanee Wwoull have implications for future perférmance in other

courses in his major. It can be expected, then, that anticipating

‘ & ‘
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continued performance at a task (or in & certain discipline) might
increase a persan‘s'need to" perceive control of his outcomes, regq%

ting in greater attributions to effort (a controllable cause) and les-
ser attributions to ability (an :zfantrdllable cause). ' { ‘
This relai%cﬁship (between ticipated future perfcrmnnce and

attributions té effort and ability) would hold especially in those

instances where the individual has done poorly on a task, since, under
failure the individual wouid be most concerned with being able to con-

trol nis outcomes and change his performance to a successful one. The

reiationship qFtueen attributicns and future performanca 1ikelihood

_uauld be much less likely ta hold for subjects who have been succesaful,

-
Successful subjects do not need to control their Qutcamgs to as great an

=extent, since théy do not have to ghange their performanqg in futurei

th ey merely want to maintain their past performance level,

This analjs;s suggests the following hypotheses with régard to at-
tributions fa:sgcadéﬂic'perfarm&nee; 1) the correlation between future
;érfcrﬁancé likélih@od and attributions to effort will be more‘pési§;v§;
for unsuccessful than for succeésful‘sgudénts,'and 2) tke correlaticn |
between future performance Iikelihoéé énﬁjat ributions ta_ability>uill
be mor&,nééétiye for unsuceessful‘than fcg\surcessfui students,

Method

Sybiects. The subjects were students enrolled in several different

sections of an introductory course in ﬂsychclagy at the University of

3

‘dahérlog, Canada, Subja:ts were’ ;nitially ;?ntacted in their class-

‘rooms, and a fallouaup questlannalre uasigsnt to then after they had

] i

‘received their Linal grade for the course. 4 total of 14@ stgéénts

(73 males aﬁd'§7 females) c@a;létéd the in;t%al qgestiaﬂnairei of



'.thase, lED.eampigtadithe follow-up juestionmnaire,
E;gggggxg. 3ubjects were initially contacted in their classrooms .
about three weeks prior to the end of term. a4t this point in the ternm,
no more than Aéi of their final gradé'hﬁd been determined by means of |
. ¢
projects, mid-term tests, papers, etc, all subjeet; reeeiiéd the same
quéstiannéirﬁ, supposedly designed “té look at some additlonal aspects
" of your psychology course wnich will not be included in the regular éaurae
| evaluation"., 3Subjects responded to a nine-item questionnaire, in which
was enbedded the measure of interest, askinz subjects "approximately how
many more courses in psychology do you iptend to take?", Subjaeta re=
spandéd by cireling a nunber from ¢ to 10,
| ubjects were again contacted about eight weeks.later, by mail,
after tﬁey had received their final grades fér tneté§ r5e. all subjects
» vere sent a questionnaire, ﬁhich they i}ré told was "a follow=up" .to the
one which yau campleted in your psy?halagy class at the end of the Hiﬂ—
ter term"; This questlanﬁhire askéd subjeets what grade they had re-

t

ceived, and then_aékéd them how much trhey attributed their performange = «

%;ﬂ&*tﬁéiéoufse to the amount of work or #ffort they put(inta the g@dfse;

- A - . i S - R o El ’ 7 . \ A 7 *j
}:' ard‘ability_ éubjacts résPandea-ta each of these items by placing a f
. ¥ : 15
; _ ¢ checkfmark on an 11 palnt scale anchored b§ "hﬂd very little effect on
L fﬁ R «
o my final gradg“ (l) aﬂa "had a very great efféct on my f;nal grade" (ll)
\ - - » e

" Of the 140 students caaplet;ng the lnit;al qwest%annaire, 120 QET—

; ¥
pleted trhe follow-up quegticnnalré. The data from ten of *the se 5ub;eqts'
were excluded from the final analysis, eiﬁher bgéause,they had not eon~" ?
pleted tne whole juestionnaire, or because they had not r%§oited tﬁgit .
(  final grade for the course, . | ‘Evg ) o _f .. 1“ :
o ‘ A o oL »ﬁ; :
. . L™ = * R : . 3_.;§ a ' * xf : Y .i ’ . :
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‘In gsnefal, studenta' final gradea(an

their ' course were gﬁite’?ﬁ.gh; Of the 110 students {56 males and ‘54‘ fe-
mnles) satisfactaril; campleting both questiannai;eg, 42 received a's,
39 received B's, 20 received C's, 6 received D's and ::‘nly 3 rece;l.ved F's.
Due to the ;m;il.l number &f students receiving either D or F, the data

from these students were combined-with that of the ,studenpa receiving c

i

for.ull subsequent gnalyses.
Students? grespgnses tc:; "the question "How satisfied yere ,ou with

yau;‘- grade on t.bj;_s’ cm;;rse " suggested that gr:ﬁde var;atign"g had pmdueedg

the/ re:{uirea variations in Yatisfaction x(gneﬁwa_y analysis of variance

of this measﬁﬁ, a::rrsiderinn? students receiv'ing a final.grade of 4, B,

p<. C‘Ol) . all graup mea}}f diff;‘éred froa’ one another according to a |
Newman~keuls analysis, individuals receiving a4 being more satisfied than
individuals receiving B, and those receiving B being more sstisfied éa
those éecetviﬁg C or less, The absolute mean values suggest thﬂt v
general,, students receiving either an a or B on the course were rgative-;

S satisfied Hith their pérfDI“nEﬂ‘EE (X = 9. 3, 7.46 f‘c::r B and’E students,

J .

reapectively, on an ,ll—pai’nt scale, ul;;ere ll uas labelled “axtr‘gmely

4
ylsatlsf‘ied" : 5 1 "extrems&e{s_gissatisfié "), Hhil!e Students rece’iving ' ]
c, D or, %‘ were felat}velg dissatisiiaci jitl— tmeif perfarmam:é (! = 5, 10 ,:
2. 33, B.C‘D for stgéents receiving c, D and F, ?gapecéi,vély)
ﬂ.‘iifes‘]éltj éf variances and- dlff‘erenEes m\mesng were examined
acrc Sﬁ gra‘e -levels for each measure to be’ cg rrelated (ie. all attri-
butian mggsures and estlﬁatea nqnber !f,:uture qu;s?s); ‘Means am?

_ 3 {m’riancgg did’'not- differ aecrcs¥ gr\gé& Yevels, '
BN PN \
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Gcrrglatién; be=

_ tween estimated nunber of future caurgaé and each of the attribution

\ meagures are presented in Table 1., 4s eipgatgd, the eafrflation between
estizated number of f‘utux;ﬁ courases and attributiona to effort was more

8) students. The differences among correlations over different grade

levels were not sigﬁificant— however (U 1 2,20, df = 2, p = n.s.).

, Haﬁr, it vas found that the carrelatian betueen atudan.ﬁ)s‘ satimates

vhe amount of work they had daﬁe and estimﬂted number of future ?”
s did differ acrcss \gra‘ﬂe levels, being more negative for un;ug:ess-
€  ful stwdents than fm: ;cgessful students, Unsuccessful students saw
gi %m‘gi-nb done less uark, the more caursesihey anticipated

K

. taking ] tpre. ;uccéssful students, -on tne atfher Mand, perceived
. LA ’ o
y  WPnselves a hav:Lng dene more work, the more coursethey had anticir—
AR pated taki.ng in‘ future’, The differencés among correlatMons over different -

4 grg@g levels uer\ marginally significant averall (U 5;43;df =2, p&

1 ,-lﬁ).g lndividual ‘?ﬁ'ﬂ“grlscns between correlations at different érade

(¢ levels rr:'evealfsd a s\frlficant difference between B and ¢ students (2

:2.‘38, p<€.C5), and a é;gnificant difference between 4 and C students

_3\’ (Z = EiC\SQ Pf-gf))-
2 . .
Table 1
Correlation of Lstimated Number of
Future Courses and )ﬁttributic::i Measures
M Final Grade
s ‘ Measure A ' B C or less
; (N) (4R (39) (29)
. . attribution to Zffort - 2078 -.063% .zvéi
Y - attribution to ability 2998 - L293; =435,
’ Lstinated‘amount of Work 2317 .251° -' -.273
Put into Course
dote. Correlations bearing different superscripts are significantly
, - different froaz one another (p<€.C5). Comparisons were made only
; among cogrelations relating to the sage dependent measures,
&E - B .
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al prcdint;d the aarralatian between eatimated number of future
courses and ability attributions was more negative far unsuccessful -
students than for successful students. The differences among corre-
lations ava:_di%igfent grade levels were significant overall (UQ = 10,09,
df = 2, p‘f.@l); as were the diffbrences between a and C students (Z =
‘,?.,&4, p<€,01) and B and C students (Z = 2.95, p{,@l) Unsuccessful
students were less likely to gttfibuta their failure to lack of ability
the more paycbalohy courses they anticipated taking in future, wh;le

-

successful students were more likely to ‘attribute their performance to 2

ability the more psychology coursea they anticipated taking.
\ »”
Discussion - ‘
The results of this experiment provide evidence that anticipating
continued performunce at a task can enhance ong‘a need far control, and
will thereby influence the kinds of attributions that are nade for one's
performance, Unsuccessful students tended to say that they had worked
less, the more they anticipated future performance at the task; implying
thét they had attributed their failure, at least in part, to a lack of
effort (a controllable cause)., also, as predicted, unsuccessful stu- »
dents tended to attribute their failures less to a lack of ability (an
iuncan£rallable cause), the more ccurses they anticipated taking in
future. Successful students showed the opposite tendency, attributing

their,pérfcrmance less to effert, and more to ability, the more courses

"tney anticipated taking in future,
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Faétnat&

1. The U statistic is reported in Marascuilo (1371), for use in

comparing overall differences in several correlations. It is
distributed approxiuately as a Chi-squure.







