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ABSTRACT S . ' » '

. " Previous research on the primacy effect in ability.
“attribution has focused - on intellectual ability, using intelligence
test problems as the stimulus material. To examine ability . N
attribution un@er conditions ‘of astending (improving), descending, .
‘and random patterns of ,performance on a typing task, 179 college
students (69 mélgs, &dd-females) evaluated applicants for a typist
_pofition based on typing tests results. Ratings of the typist's,
ability, motivation, and expected future performance were also
measured. An analysis of the results showed'that fewer errors were
associated with ascending as compared to'descending performance,
while' the random performance pattern elicited the highest number of
recalled and predicted errors. The astending performer was rated as a
better typist and was seen as significantly more competent than ;
either the descending or random performers. The ascending performer
also scored significantly higher on the motivational attributions of .
concern about doing well, level of concentration, and motivation.
Fatigue was Perceived as a significant factor affecting the
descending performer,, while practice was perceived as a factor
helping the ‘ascending performer. No sighficanzvmain effects for sex
of typist were found. These findings suggest the need- for caution in
generalizing ahﬁjt the primacy effect in ability attribution. (BL)
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Mbstract L ‘ e
i The qthors contend that the primagy effect in ability attribution.
. . . ) -g Y N .
; has been a-conéistent finding bec#use previous research_has focused

i

afmost exclusively on inteﬂlectual ability, which is not expected

> tp'chqhée while performjngla task. GXQQQ typing as the experiMehtal

task the pre;ent experlment examlned ablllty attrlb’&lon under

<Ny

ﬂ . \4&
)

con itlons of ascendlng, deseendlng, and random patterns Sof "N

S

N P rfE{uance ' Contrary/to prevnous sf/ales showang the superlorlty

i
-

. of t descendmg ferformer,‘ it was predlcted that the percelver

21 g, . Ji Q N

- would place greater welght o the most recent trlals and evaluate
Iy - ’

»the1a=cenqypg (lmprOV|ng) performer as havnng more 9blllty than

elt 9r the Qescendlqp or random performer. Results confirmed the -
¥ .

-hyp&thesns -and; suggest the need for cautlon in generalizung abouj
- \. [ ' ' ) .
‘the pr:macyﬁeffect in/ability attribution.

- L f '
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Hope for Late'Bloomers: Another Look a} the Primacy -

!ffect |n Ab|l|ty Attributﬂon

N -

A prlmacy effect in attribuLing ability to others has been a

00nslstent f|nd|ng in- the social psychological literature. ACcording
Ik ».v i " . ‘ l;
Q« “the primacy effect, the earliest information about performance
& 7 BN . - - i .
. ‘_4»' - - o - 4

will have more impact”
. & 1

\

: R ' RN [
han :later information on judgments of a,

nes, Rock, Shaver, ,Goethalf”, "and Ward (1968)

v H

'person's ability.

Al
H

reported in‘a series of experlments that, contrary to pTedictlon,

4

Athe descending performer--the onejghose performance pattern showed"- &

a systematic downward trend--was conslstently Judged as having more
’ ablllty than a performer who d|d=|ncreasingly\well (ascendlng |
performer) or one whose successes and failures nere randomly
. distributed achSS trials: Subseduent stud|es vary|ng the pattern

t

of performance (e.g. Benassl l982 McAndrew, 1981 Newtspn s Rlndner,

/979 Thompsoh 1973) have repeatedly confirmed the pérceived 2 - ‘
14 ) ‘,
super|or|ty of the descending performer in abiTity and expectedv

future performance.
Despite the consistency of the results, a major concern arises
" about maklng general izations about ablthy attr|but|on from these
studies. Each of the ab%yeastudles focused on.intellectual ability;‘
.using intelligence test problemsvas the stimulus materials. 'Ho;even,
unlike other abiLities, intellectual\ability is not one‘that is
expected to:change in the course/of performing a task. Expecting
. an unya.ying ability leyel the perceiver may pay more attent|on to R
early than later |nformation (Jones et at., ?968) or alternatlvely,

I

as Newtsbn and Ranner (1979) propose, form an early Judgment at
»

Y -
. .
. . . '
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the point of subjectively sufficient information, -and not usf the
. 4 . i \

latg; information. ~ln either case, the re;ulting prjmacy effe;t is.
predicated on the ex%iftation df an unchanging ability Jevel'éven
N in the face of a varyfﬁg performance. For an ability‘that is
expected to remain constant, the primacy effect is an understandable
and predictable outcome of eﬁfncnent information processnng
In everyday ]ife, however, we assume that most abilities gaﬁ
and do change with experlence. Time has blurred the distinction
made years ago (e.g. Deese, 1958) between ablllty as innate capacity

and skill which develops With practice. The assumptlon is commonly

4

. - L 4
made that skills (abilities) develop through training and that
aBility.levqhs can be }aised with practice. In one freéLéntly

overlooked study, Jones and Welch; (1971) used a strategic game
. ’ v . .
situation to investigate ability attribution under conditions where
j .

’

co . : oo .
an individual can learn from experience. In this gaming setting

-

they'f;und evidence :Zfa recency effect wherein the player doing

'better.at'the end of the gaqg was considered more able.

~ The present experiment focusés on typing, a common skill that

i affected by practlce, and examlnes ablllty attribution under

con itions of agcendghng, descendlng and random performance

Yo ] . . :
pattefns. For this kind of task, the:perceiver in observing an

p ascending performance pattern should place greater weight on the
N

most recent trials as reflecting the performer's true ability and .
» Hd .

motivation.y For the destending pattern, information from the more

recent trials contradicts the early positive impression and should
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produce a lower ability evaluation. However, since abilities once

exhibited are taken as indications of what a person can do, the ~

(-

perceiver, Is likely to seek other explanations (e.g. fatigue, luck)

for the deterioration of performance. A’ random performance, which

" shows no early evidence of ability or improvement, may be viewed

even more negatively. /

In summary, the,experiment tests the hypothesis that the

’ «
~ascending performer will be perceived as having more ability than
either the descending or random performer and will be expected -to

\

Procedure

perform better than either on a subsequent task. In othén words,

a recency effect was predicted.’ It was further predicted that

subjécts would make inferences about the performer's motivation
*

v

and other personal traits based on performance pattern. ., Finally,

sex of typist (including a no-sex condition) was varied .in order

to determine whether differential attriBution to luck or skill

(Deaux & Emswnller, 1974) would be pade for male’ and female typlsts. ’

- _Method <
. \L T 3 , ’ . \ fj
Subjects i - R
' Y Ty
Subjfcts were 179 Undergﬂ\fuates (69 males, 110 females) who

i . -
volunteered to participate in their introductory psy;hology’classes.

)

They wer§ randomly assigned to one of nine conditions (3 sex x 3
performénce patte(@;)'which were run- simultaneously in several large

group sessions. - u | _ K . T
/ T Zfit{ » S T a

v

Subjetts were @sked to evaﬁuatéwan applicant for the position
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of typist trainee’'in a downtown company. They were handed a
. - ‘ B t

brochure confaihing a threeep}ge'typing test pdrportedly'taken by .
‘ )A .
the applicant, ane- separately, a, copy of the same test with no

mistakes.  Using the perfect copy'as a model, subjects yere asked

to go through the test)and circle all errors. {In -order to make‘a
fairl; large number of errors believable, subjects were "also told
that the job app?icants were students completihg a first typing

course). The pattern of errors and.the name (or no name) on the

)

test constituted the manlpulatlon of the |ndependent varnables

4

lAscendlng, descendnng and random performance patt’gns were created ..

a2 a

by typlng the same_passages with the following number. of érrors
per page: 15, 3, 2 (asce ding); 2, 3, 15 (descending); 7, 7, 6
(random). The dependent variables, measured‘foilowing the

correction of the‘typing test, inclu¥ed ratings of the typist's

ability, hotivation, and expected future performance as well as .
other inferences—-about the person and the performance. v {}-
v R EORN
Results -

. ‘ - S : ’ ) J ) . i " .
. ° Since no sidhificant main effects\were found for sex of typist,
. = _
data from the male, female, and sex unspecified conditions were

—

combined. Analyses of varlance~‘¥OV|ded strong support for the
/

hypothesnzed recency effect (see Table l) Slgnlflcant maln effects

were found for the number of errors typists were ecalled gp have

made, F(2,, 176) = 15.7'6 (p < .001), and Mlso for the number of

_errors expected on a future perfonmance, F(2 176) 0 32 (p < .001).
: .

. In both cases fewer errors were associated with the ascending as

,t ’ . P

.~ . ~a
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compared to the descefnding performance, while the random performance

~
l

pattern'elicited the highest numbeg of recalled and predicted ., -

"

errors.. Not surprisingly, on ot*er measures correlated with

perceived performance, significant main effects wére also fdund:

eVaIgation of ‘typist, F(2,.176) = 9.73 (p <..OOI); and competence

“p < gOUlk" Analyses of variance revealed no differenceé in .

. . , .
F(2, 176)- =73.22 (p < .05). Planned contrasts showed that the

ascending performer was rated as a better:typist (p < .003) and
* Y

significantly mQEe competent (E < .05) than either the desceﬁdLng
or random performers, who did not differ frzgﬂjﬁih other.

. Motivational attributions were also in kéeping with the

:

hybb&heses; Significant main effects were found for concern about
doing well (p < .001), level of concentration (p < .001), and

motivation (E.< .01), with,subsedbent t-tests showing significantly
highen ratinggnfor the ascending performer. Fatigue was perceived
. / . . )

as a factor significangly affecting, the descendfng more than the

ascending performer, F(2, 176 = 7.34 fE.i .001), while practice - )

gained during the test was perceived as a factor helping the
ascending more than the descending performer, F(2, 176).= 24.04 .

. -

attributions of anxiety, luck, or test difficulty.” Also, no

7 .
[

1significant differences were found for typist's intelligence or

-

'"chances of developing into an éxcellept typist."
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Discussion

in their discussion, Jones et al., (1968, p. 340) state, '""The

.
' N » Y

'"late blooming' worker or student may - never get the Eecognition for

B

h|s ablllty Xhat he deserves.ﬂ. Fn the.present experlment however,

t',,f.' N
‘ak

Iéte bloomlﬁé performers ‘were recognnZed for thelr abnllty, ebertp
and motivation to succeed. Results from this experiment suggest
ihat the primacy effect in ability attribqtion may apply only when
.ability level is a$squd to be constanmt. |

There is evidence that people have assumptions about abilities
and*whether the abilities can change with practice; and they bring
these assumptions to the Berformance task. In.the Jones et afu,

. . [}
. (1968) experiment subjects presumably expected mental ability to be

{ ' -
unchanging and consequently did not attribute differences in
motivation. to the ascending and descending performer. In the

-+ present study where prac%ice is assumed to improve ability level,

subjects inferred increased motivation from the ascending pat;zrn_“'

-
N

and attributed the deterioratind per,formance to fatigue. In all -
conditions th;y assumed that the skill or ability level would be
higher on a subsequent task. While the consistency of the present

[ 4

£indings is impnessive, the explanation would benefit from futLre
rgsearch"direc_tly manipulating perc?ption of the ,'diff‘l‘ﬂ
consequences for ability attribution ofﬁ;:actice on‘the same task.
The present findings suggest the neéd to re-evélu§tq previoﬁs
research énd exercise caution in generalizing about the primacyl
effect ¥n ability attribution. For an ability that is assumed to

develop and improve with practice, the perceiver appears to respond

e ~

v - '9
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__- to the overall pattern of performance and place’ greater weight on

the 'most recent information in making attributions of ability.
>4
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Table | | _ o o ‘
'ﬁeéné for Dependgpt;Variablég in Ascending, Descending and Random Performahce'Paftern Conditions
IR Ascending Descen&i;g o Ranaom - F (2, 176)
% = - . Pattcfrna L Pa;terzﬁ ' Pagtern
Er}org Re;aljed S ' h W7, 17.7b | 2.6 fT15.76**
Predicted Future Errgrs R ,; 99 = 12,7, 18,3 _. 10,3255
Evalﬁation of Typist o

(i'é very poor, 7 = Qery goéd) - b5, 3.9 | 3:6bc “ 9, 73%*
Métivation (1 = unmotivated)i | "h.Za; l‘ by b - | .h;6h*
Inteligence ~(1. =‘ below average) 11*'5;1bc b3y b 1,10
Level of Conéentr:Zion (lf= fow) by | 3}5b | 3.hhc g, 3%
Coﬁcern About Doing Well | o . ' L\ o .

(1 = not conﬁerhed) | b, - 3.9 - L M}Obq B VL
Hiring, (1. = would not hire) 4.6, | dlhfibl ‘. f;  3-8bc‘ . 512k
Likely to Become Excellent \. . | | §¥4 h

Typist (1 = not likely) o Sulgpe S"abgv S.I'OBbc 1 <l

Note: Means with different subscripts differ significantly at p < .05
n = 62. °n =65, ©n =52,

£ p< .01 ** p< .00)
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