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O Attributions of Responsibility £eor the Outcome of ' N

Colpetitive<Ezenté

&

*Alec Lumsden, Michael ﬁos%. Michael Conway

.

University of #aterloo

.
I3

Prez}oqs'laboratpry'rgsearch has found that beople take more.
pg;sonal-responéibilityifor their‘perfoimance following suéqess £han

failure (see Zzuckerman, 1979, for a review). One purpose of the ﬁres—
4 L . : ‘e i, 1 ‘ X "V". \
ent research was to:extend these findings of a seif-serving bias to

real-world competitive settings. In tvo field sthdies; one,ﬁith 27

: intgalﬁral basketbal teams and one with 20 pairs of squash players,:
“players attributed more responsibility tdvthe,vinners than .to the ';
y - losers for the game outcome.. Subseguent laboratory research using

LY ‘ A " -~

observer Subjects demonstrated that false information about the

outcome of a sporting'event was sufficient to préduce biasea responsi-
o . ?

v for the outcome df'snch real world events as vars and economic COompe~-

. . . »
B factors fbr part1C1pants. the observer data sugge;t that,

of responsxblllty to ulnners and. losers. It lay be that observers

- » .

teSpODSIbilltY is gzxen td,the xndlvxdua} or ;eal 'hose outvomes and .

1ntentions correspond., A laboratory sindy ip vhich both thé oufébne

and the perforlers' intentions uere nanlpnlated supported this hypoth-

' . . , . .
.

o ‘ eS ls . )

/biliti'judqnents. ‘similarly, opserveré attribuied more respomsibility.
titions to vinners than to lasers, Hhile’ﬁot &iscounting‘lotiyational_.
‘non—not1vat1ona1 factors are 1nvolve& in ‘the differentxal attrzbution .

! .
- presune that both parties in a competition intend to win and that nore

R}
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I-am going to talk about research that Mike Ross, Mike

A Y

Coixwayp and I have conducted in the past year 'on attri-.

“

butions of responsibility follovwing winning and losing in

O

spofts settings. I will be “focussing on 2 experiients thét
—

attempt to uncover medlatlnq processes for these attri-
butlons. uost preV1Qus researchers have exallned the. *
effects of perforlance level on attrlbutlons of resgons1bil*
ity in laboratory settlngs with iud1v1dual performers: .-

égb1ects'are 3nduced to succeed‘Ot‘fail at a task and then
\ / -
asked to indicate their -degree of responsibility for the

outtoue. One flndlng has, been obtained quite consistently

- -

in this context~ people accept more personal responsibility -

for their successes than for thelr failures (see Zuciernan,

1979, Bradley. 1978 and Niller and Ross, 1975 for rev1ews of

this topic). Past work that we have done shous thac a simi-

lar asynnetry in responslbzl;ty attributions is ev1denced by

partlclpants in compet1t1ve field sett1qgs following Hlnnlnq

\ 3

;and 1051nq; “In-one ‘study we 1nterv1eved 20 pairs of squash

players the eveniné after a match and asked then to,attrif

a

bute responS1b111ty for the natch outcoue. In a sepdrate

'study players on 27 basketball teals were 1nterv1eved 3 to S

days followlnq a qame and asked to attrlbute respon51b111ty

for the game ontcome. In both cases w1nners thought they

themselves were more nesponsible for the qane‘outcole than )

their opponents, whereas losers tended to divide the respon-

P

sibility equally. .
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Most .of the laborator} research on perforsance level and

F) N . .
judgments of responsibility attempts to explain the asymme-

try iﬁ subjects! attributions from a uoé}vatioual viewpoint.

It is argued that pecp}é take more resyonsibility fbr?j : .

sugcesées than for failures because they are potivated to

]

. maintain their perceived sense of control over their eavi-
$ ¢ . R A ¢ .

ronment.” Or because tpey are sotivated to presént a ﬁavour-
able ioneséion to others. ' Or because they wish to
Jassociate themsel ves with positive §athheslana dissodiaie
theaselves from neﬁative'outcﬁneé. On the other'hand,,their‘
havevbeen arquients that a’Jrea; deal of the laboratory
s * generated dhtﬁ ugedf;§.eviaeﬂc§;of motivational factors
‘ coulé be éxplqined on an‘;pforlatiqg processing basis. Of
' course we cannot be\Certain that ;ny of thegzgexﬁlanations
‘vill;applv té our basketbé%l and squash players. There are
a number of differenc;s between khe past laboratory résearch

’ s . 3 p . - - .\
and these 2 field studies. 'First, success and failure and .

vinning and losing are not coapletely analogous concepts. ..
‘Second} most laboratory tasks are not zero sum gaies the way
\ that sports are. And third, subjects in laboratory studies - -

are\usually randomly assiqgned to conditions, whereas the -

A}

snb1ects in our 2 studies were self-selecteq. Nonetheless,

_thb‘resqits_in;these,sporté sth@igsPéhOQ_é strong barallel’ ‘ ) {
’ uith those obtained in laboratory Sﬁudieé: ,ninning‘players T ' ~w
take more personal feéponsibility than lbsing players do. -
" just as 1nGLV1duals uho are successful &ﬁr&\laboratorv task"
l
|
1
|
\

take more reSponSLbllity for the outcome - ghan those nho
c .

<«
. .
- s . e 4
*
* T3,
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Why are vinmers more- likely than losers to take responsi-
Ty &

bglitv for the outcome of ﬁﬁfﬁziyg? One poSsibilittmis'that
reQ / abd S5

this reflects reality. Perhapspeople win because they -
seize the lnitlatlve and force the -outcome of the ganme.
Alternat1ve1y. perhaps respdns1b111ty should be &;vided more
‘equally but wlnners take’ nore respon51bllity to enhance -
their self-esteem. feelings of control, or to creatg a
favourable impression on othe£§. or the;e lay“be.personalb
ity‘diféerenceé‘bétueen.Hinninq and los;nq players that can
account)for tié'différinq téndéndy to accept personal . -
resppnsibility.

En the first experiment I am about éo report wve exa&ingd

a quite different interpretation from the abOVe' perhaps .

péople qenerally tend. to v1ew winners as more respons1h1e
(.

'for outcomes than losers. In short, perhaps the relatxon

.

betvween winning apd ldsinq-and attributlons of responsxb}l-

ity reflects, in part, a videly shared belief that winners

bring about ‘their own fate. S . )

r

He tested thls collectlve v1sdoa hvpothesls by baV1nq

subiects observe part ofVa sbortlnq eveut on v;deotape'and ot

. /.
then givinq ;he- false feedback about the outcone, 35 lale

and female subjects wvatched a 10?;iaute'vidéotape segment of~

a volleyball‘qaue,playéd.ﬂetueén Poland and the Soviet Uniom

[ . P N a

.-
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“in the 1976'Olynpic Games. At the end of the segment the
.- game was tied 5 - 5. After viewing the tape, half the

subjeéts were-told that the Poles went on to win the ganme.-

(

- The remalnlnq subjects were told that the 5071et Union von
the qane. The sibjects were then asked to 1n61cate, oh the )

basis' of thke portion of the dale thej had seen, which team

¥as more respons¢ble.for(§he game outcome. Note that all

Al .

‘subijects saw‘thelséne videotape; that the qale'euthne was ' ¢

. provided after the tape had been viewed; and that some .
subjeets wvere told the(Poles had won the gaae and others
that ;he Soviet Unlon_had won. The results vere

unambiquous: 74% of the subijects reported that the tean .
~ : .

)

- : uhich'they thou&ﬁt had won the game was more responsible for

the game outconme.
T4

<
r

I suqqested that the relation betveen attrlbutlons’of
- reSpODSlbllltY and pergermance level obtalned froa the
. squash players and‘basketball teams could be explained in a
number of waysg” Only ‘one of these explanatlons can also o
‘account for the results of thls‘experlment, however. These‘
' artributions eanhot reflect differential,perfornance by.
.wipners and losers‘because.hqlf the'spbjects &hougrt one .
‘teem had won, and half thought the ether team had won. It
is also unlikely that the attribntiers directly:reflecb {
; v concerns for self-esteen nalntenance or personal control

because the subjects Here passive observers rather éhan

vinners or losers thelselyes. Nor can personalxty dlffer- — -
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"ences yvield the'teported results hééanse~subjects were

‘randomly assigned to conditions ratﬁér than self-selected.

®

' Instead the data show that H1nne;s are pencelved to be more

A

respon51ble for outcomes than losers 1ndependent of their
actual performance. ) ’ “

:g . » .
These data suggest that there is a widely shafed belief
. . . 'z

or causal schema in our culture that winners are‘'more

responsible for outcomes than losers. Yet, in a 'sense we

8

have just pushed the éxplénation for the causal asymnmetry

lbaék one step. What is the. origin of the causal schené?‘
. . ' -~

There are a number of possibiMities that could be cqnsid-

v

h ered. Birst, the agymmetry may reflect a basic.truth,

Perhaps causality doés and should rgside uitﬂdthe\;ién rs

Oonce the rule is learned, however, it may béigbplied too

’ qenerallf, as in the experiment just reported?in vhich the -
ev1dence s;bjects were asked to consider in fornulatznq *
their attributlons could not support thelt conclus;ons that

the ;Lnners vere more nespon51hlg foF the outconme. SR

& . . [ Y

-
A

v .

Althowgh this {rqumedtfnay seem plausible, we believe o 3

that it is not valid. In any {ﬁteraétivé~settiqg. yhht' ; R N

people do affects what othen’people do. Thus éuccess and L e

-

N \ PREY
failure will usually depend on the actions of both sides in

. ihg fray:.unéangling,causqlity is pot a simple matter at

all. It.seeamas unlikely, therefore, that the asysmetry in

. . . -
’ . . B .ty . : '
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. causal attributions reflects an unambiguous reality.

) ' : Another poss1b1e sOurce of the causal schema that we . °

N,

consldered vas that observers lay tend to focus their atten-

- " tion on vinners rather than Qn'losers. This strategy uonld

‘. enable observers to experience the joys of success empathi-

cally, and may also perait then‘ to learn ﬁron and emulate

. success. This differential attention to winners is-

reflected on the sports bages of mewspapers in which the
exploits of winners are depicted graphically, vhereas the
foibles of losers receive relarkaply little attention unless

the newspaper is reporting on the - loss suffered by a hone
> Qﬂ‘ . -

4]
3

team or’ favprite,son.

3 A

3 s
a . Iy

' Would a differentia;‘focus on.winnets ;eéd obse;;:ﬁé to.

-

view winners ‘as primarily responsible for an outcome? The ’

. ansver, ﬁrol-previous research, appears to be ves.
. attention an observer pays to a person in,an interaction,
the.more causally dominant that person is seen as being
v ' , A

(Tayior and Fiske.j5978).

O‘ !

1

But dlfferentlal focus of attention ‘on 31nne:s and losers

. seems 11ke a- weak explanation because although it -ight

explain the or1gin of a causal schena. it gannot expla;n the '

v ( » 4 K
results of the experllent just reported nlthout recourse to

\ this .causal schena uechanisn¢ Subjects in our‘pxperiient‘

‘//)‘ all saw the sané taped performance. and vere told who the
! .

The more »




- idea was at least capable of belnq elp1r1ca117 tested and,

1 «” \

‘cohfounQed.in our past research both for participants and

of the responsgbllxty for- the outcone. ﬂhen a perforner . ‘

-.1f it was supported,“ﬁrov1ded more direct inforlat;on on

PAGE 7

vinners and losers were aj v1euinq the tape.. Clearly,

difﬁerent1a1 focus of atktention by itself could not ha{e

produced our results. * ) ' i \
\¢ N ..! " . . o > . {

.- , . .
. . R

We looked for a more imnediate and olansible explanation

' [

for our finéinqs. It vas then that ve-coosidered the role .

of the jperformers’ intentions. If all performers intended

to win, and'if all observers_presuled that all perforuers

intended to win, then the win/loss factor may have been

observers. When a performer won an event then his or her
o

ontcone and intention corresponded and they wvere glven nost

~

lost an event, then his or her outcome and intention did not

correspond and he or she was given less responsibility for

A . . : ' . .
the.outcomz. Compared with the reality explanation, this

subjects' causal attributions for competitive events than

the dlfferentzal focus of attention explanation. go,fin the

secoad experllent I will be reporting, gfzzypotheszzed tr;t- R
observers will typlcally assume that both uinners and losers

1ntend~to win and that qreater respon51h111ty.is given to , l" .

perforlers uhose outcomes and intentions correspond than to ‘ ==$r*7{::j

those whose outcones and 1ntentlons do not correspond.

- ~
b}

~ o
Py

We tested this hypothesis by havin§-88 male and female. " aﬁa" |
I
|

.
» -]
. ‘ . .
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subjects watch a 3~minute videotape sequent of a college

‘

.then watch a, 10-minute tape of Hti—snﬂ—his—opponent—compete————f——~

at veightlifting. During the ‘taped interview ‘the perforner‘ "

ueiqhtlifter being iptervieved prior to a competition, and

let it be known either that he intended to win, that Te

‘

intended to lose.'or said nothinq'apout'his intentions for-
the competition. Afterfwdtching the-sane videotape ef the 2
! performers weightlifting, -half the subjects weré told that >
the person lnterV1eued had von and half were told that the
person rnterviewed had lost the competition. The design,
then, vas a 2 (outcome: wom/lost) X 3 $inteht; win/lose/not‘,
';stated)fbetveeqIsobiécts factoriai. '

«

A plau51b1e ‘cover story vas developed so that the .

-

perforler's explanation for 1ntend1nq to lose made Sense.

- And the study was counter‘balanced;to neutralize effects ‘due

a

"t6- di fferences between the 2 ﬁerfor?ers. Half the snbjects

saw one stimulus performer interviewed and half saw the

other performer interviewed. . ° .. s

The results.subported'our hypothesisliwbbservers ettri-
butions of responsibility to tre'perforier‘uére(qreatest o
vhen outcome and intent oorrespoghed'end least vhen they did
not correspond. That is, the performer uas'giren"nost } T
respons1bility Hhen he said he intended to uzn and uoﬁ and

vhen he said’ he intended to lose and ldst. The control

conditions in which no intent was stated were in-the
*® N S e * ‘
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- i ' . ' ’
predicted direction 'with the vinner being given more respon-

-7 sibility than the loser. _stating that he intended to win’ -

exaqerated the responsibility the perforner Was gLVen rela-"
o " tive to the control cond1tlon. Bnt ‘Stating that he ‘Intended
- to lose reversed the attrlbutlons of respons1b111ty S that

" the performer ¥as now qLVen lore responsibility when he lost

]

" than vhen he Won,
X .

These results suggest that people presune that partic- \
ipants in conpetitive‘events intend to vim and that it is '

\]

the correspondence‘betueen ‘the presumed intent of the

. -~

. part1c1pants' and the outcone that effects attrlbutlons of

reSponsibility rather ‘than the informational value of a ' i

»
*

perﬁornance level by itself.

&

To summarize our fihdinqs:* FPirst, the lab research which
e |
shows- that people attribute mgre reSponsibility to them-~

.selves follov1ng success than fallure may qenerallze to
“*

conpetltlve real worlad settings and winnlng and losing.,

Second. the differences in respons1b111ty judqnents to

.

wlnners and losers is shared by both partlcipants and unbl— -
ilxty for

ased observers. Wlnners -are given ‘more respon51b
the outcome than losers. Thlrd, for observers at least,'

infornatxon proceSS1nq can_account f;r a slgnificant amount
of the_var1ance in tnis causal asynnetry. Pinally, it wvould

appear that observers.typioal;y‘assule that all participants

A

are intending to vin. ( xnd that more responsibility is qiven
Y f . .
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to the performer vhen outcome and intention correspond than
¢ ” . ) . . ! /:. . ) 3 3
. whep ‘they do. not. . S0, 7&» .
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