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Abstract 

The current study examined the relationship between self-determination theory 

and the use of defensive attributions in the face of an accidental situation with 

negative consequences.  Self-determination was assessed using the General 

Causality Orientations Scale.  Responsibility vignettes containing the accidental 

situation varied by role of participant as well as severity of outcome.  Participants 

rated the level of responsibility for the actor, the victim, and chance.  Overall 

there was no evidence of defensive attributions, and self-determination was not 

related to responsibility assignment.  In contrast to the expected results, a more 

severe outcome did not result in more responsibility assignment.  Additionally, in 

opposition to the hypothesis, participants assigned more responsibility to 

themselves than another person.  Although there was no evidence of defensive 

attributions, the results aligned with attribution theory; participants made 

definitive attributions.   

 

________________________ 

Dr. Michelle Barton 

Division of Social Sciences



Who is Responsible?      1  

Who is Responsible for an Accident?  Defensive Attributions and the Self-

Determination Theory 

People feel the need to make sense of the world around them; the 

situations they are involved in, the other people involved, and their motives.  

Countless examples of this can easily be found in daily life.  For example, one 

might wonder why a friend chose to buy a certain type of car, or why a co-worker 

did not pull his weight on a joint project.  Examples of this phenomenon can be 

found in the media.  Newspapers, talk shows, tabloids, and news teams often 

report the reasons behind the decisions famous people make; their thoughts, 

influences, and motives are points of discussion and debate.  This process of 

making sense of the world goes beyond the information people receive.  In fact, 

in order to organize it in a sensible fashion, people tend to infer causal 

relationships.  The conclusions people draw and the way in which they are drawn 

can vary greatly between people.   

Because of this drive, it is unsurprising that there has been a myriad of 

research on the ways in which people seek to understand their world.  Heider 

(1958) classified this phenomenon as naïve psychology: the cause and effect 

assumptions made by everyday people.  However, the research conducted on 

this effect, has been classified as attribution theory.   

While the layperson may assume that a particular action was entirely self-

selected, researchers continue to conduct empirical behavioral studies in order to 

examine other contributing factors.  A particularly important component of 

attribution theory lies in the attribution of responsibility, especially when a 
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situation culminates in a negative result.  Researchers believe that in order for 

people to keep a strong grasp on the world around them, they need to assign 

responsibility in order to place blame, or appropriate punishment where it is 

deserved.  Further, research has shown that people have a tendency to perceive 

such situations in different ways.   

Attribution theory encompasses a broad range of theories that include the 

ways people perceive the world around them and in turn make decisions based 

upon these ideas.  Although everyone attempts to make sense of the world 

around them, they do not always come to the same conclusions; even when two 

people are witnessing the same situation.  There are a plethora of reasons for 

these differing perceptions, including the motivations that drive them.  One theory 

of motivation that will be further discussed in this paper is the Self-Determination 

Theory, which examines the factors affecting action motivation.  

Situations that incorporate others are especially important to people 

because we are social beings.  Of great significance to most people, however, is 

the way that others perceive them.  As a result, many people will go to great 

lengths in order to protect themselves, especially within social settings.  This is 

colloquially referred to as saving face.  Within the current study, this concept of 

the motivations behind self-protection, especially within social situations, will be 

further examined.   

Attribution Theory 

Attribution theory encompasses multiple concepts and constructs 

concerned with the ways in which people try to understand the causes of others’ 
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behavior.  Shaver (1985) has defined the attribution process as a set of 

“cognitive processes directed towards identification of the invariant properties of 

people and features of the social environment” (p. 6).  Attribution theory is most 

often applied to social interactions.  It examines the ways in which people make 

decisions about others’ behavior.  A practical application of this theory lies in the 

ways in which people define and perceive responsibility, causality, and liability.  

People utilize these concepts in order to make decisions and/or judgments about 

social situations.   

In general, attribution theory deals with the various factors people use to 

make attributions, such as elements of the situation in question, characteristics of 

the people involved, and perceived consequences of these attributions (Jones & 

Nisbett, 1972).  One important constituent within this theory is the assignment of 

responsibility.  Attribution theory suggests that there are three general qualities of 

a situation that can influence responsibility attribution.  The first is whether the 

behavior in question can be attributed to either internal causes, such as 

personality and disposition, or to external causes, such as environmental factors.  

The second is whether the cause is stable or unstable.  If the cause is stable, 

then it can be assumed that a usual response will cause predictable results.  

However, if it was perceived as unstable, there is generally less surety about the 

outcome.  The third factor is whether the situation was seen as controllable or 

uncontrollable.  If the situation is perceived as controllable, one would believe 

that their actions would have a direct effect on it, while an uncontrollable situation 

is much more ambiguous (De Charms, 1968).   
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Defensive Attribution Theory 

In addition to the need to understand the world, is the need to protect 

oneself from that world.  When making attributions this protection of the self 

usually takes either one or both of two forms: the need for the actor’s outcomes 

to be deserved, and/or the need for the self to avoid blame (Shaver, 1985).  The 

second of these forms of self-protection reflects a sub-theory of attribution theory, 

the defensive attribution theory.  The defensive attribution theory asserts that in 

order to protect the self, people are motivated to distort the facts when faced with 

a threatening situation, even when they are not directly involved in it.  This can 

take the form of placing more blame on the actor in order to distance oneself 

from him/her, or by placing more blame on the victim by exaggerating his/her 

causal role in the situation (Thornton, 1984).  By placing more blame on a 

person, whether it is the actor or the victim, one is able to perceive the situation 

as predictable, controllable, and thus easier to understand (Chaikin & Darley, 

1973).  These distortions act as a defense against either sharing the blame (even 

by proxy) or against the threat of something similar befalling the self.  By 

increasing blame for the actor or the victim, one is able to assert that they would 

have done things differently, which would have then prevented, or at the very 

least reduced, the negative consequences (Thornton, 1984).  The increased 

blame also helps to quell one’s uncertainty, which in turn benefits the self by 

restoring one’s sense of control (Chaikin & Darley, 1973).   

The defensive attribution theory began with the work of Walster (1966), 

who first proposed the self-defensive attribution theory, which suggested that 
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when a negative situation or accident occurs, people need to blame someone for 

the outcome.  This is especially salient for accidents with more severe outcomes.  

The reasoning behind this theory is that if another person, rather than chance, is 

responsible for the accident, the person making the attribution could have 

conceivably done something different in order to prevent the accident from 

happening to them.   

 In order to test the self-defensive attribution hypothesis, Walster (1966) 

conducted a study in which the consequences of the accident were manipulated.  

Participants were asked to listen to a tape of interviews describing a boy and his 

car accident and subsequently rate the level of responsibility for the outcome.  

Participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions.  In half the 

conditions, the consequences were inconsequential, and in the other half they 

were more severe.  In half of each of these conditions, the consequences 

affected the boy’s car, and in the other half a person was affected.  After listening 

to the tapes, the participants were asked to answer questions in order to assess 

assignment of responsibility for the accident.  The researcher’s hypothesis was 

confirmed; participants assigned more responsibility to the boy when the 

consequences were more severe, regardless of the victim.   

 Many researchers have tried to replicate and expand upon the results of 

Walster’s (1966) study.  While some attempts have been successful, there were 

researchers who failed to replicate Walster’s (1996) findings.  One such example 

was Shaver (1970), who suggested that the reason others were having difficulty 

finding evidence for the self-defensive attribution theory was because the 
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situations posed to the participants lacked relevance to them.  Shaver conducted 

a series of three experiments in order to test this hypothesis.  In all three 

experiments, the procedure was drawn from Walster’s original study where 

participants were instructed to assign responsibility for a car accident.   

Experiment one was designed to address the problem of personal 

relevance.  To accomplish this, the age of the character in the story was varied to 

be younger, of a similar age, or older than the participants.  The results of this 

manipulation, however did not support the hypothesis that a more age relevant 

character would produce lower attribution of responsibility.  Instead, the 

researcher found a trend of increased responsibility with increased age.  

Experiment two was designed to further examine personal relevance, in which 

participants were told prior to reading the vignettes to either assume the 

defendant’s characteristics were very similar to their own, or that they were not at 

all similar.  In this case, Shaver’s hypothesis was supported.  Characters 

perceived as more similar to the participant were assigned less responsibility 

than those who were perceived as less similar.  Study three was designed to 

manipulate severity of outcome while personal relevance was held constant by 

removing the personal relevance manipulation.  The results of this manipulation 

did not support Walster’s original self-defensive attribution theory; increased 

severity did not increase responsibility. 

 Shaver’s (1970) three studies, which examined the self-defensive 

attribution theory resulted in varying and seemingly inconsistent results.  

However, given these results, Shaver expanded the self-defensive attribution 
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theory by suggesting that rather than people defending themselves in every 

negative situation, specific stipulations were needed in order to elicit such 

defensive reactions.  Shaver suggested that in order to see these reactions, a 

severe outcome (as Walster suggested) was needed, but that personal relevance 

to the participant was also necessary.  Without personal relevance, there would 

be no need for participants to try to protect the self from blame by proxy.  With 

these new guidelines, Shaver modified the self-defensive attribution theory, and 

created the defensive attribution theory. 

While Shaver (1970) expanded upon the defensive attribution theory and 

refined it significantly, disagreement still surrounded the theory (Fishbein & 

Ajzen, 1973).  Some researchers managed to replicate the results (e.g., Harvey, 

Harris & Barnes, 1975; Gebotys & Dasgupta, 1987; Shroeder & Linder, 1976), 

while others found evidence that seemed to refute the defensive attribution 

theory (e.g., Tyler & Devinitz, 1981; McKillip & Povasac, 1975).  In Fishbein and 

Ajezen’s (1973) review of the defensive attribution theory, the authors asserted 

that an examination of this theory led to “contradictory and inconclusive results” 

(pp. 148).  Fishbein and Ajzen (1973) suggested that the reason for this 

incongruence lay in the multitude of variables that might affect attribution of 

responsibility.  Because of these disagreements, the research diverged into two 

directions.   

One faction of researchers manipulated the severity of outcome in order to 

elicit defensive attributions.  These researchers attempted to directly test 

Walster’s original theory by manipulating outcome severity (Harvey, Harris, & 
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Barnes, 1975; Gebotys & Dasgupta, 1987; Shroeder & Linder, 1976; Kanekar & 

Pinto, 1990).  Many of these researchers found evidence in support of Walster’s 

(1966) original theory of self-defensive attributions.  They found that when the 

outcome was more severe, participants assigned more responsibility to the 

perpetrators in each of the studies.   

Walster (1966) posited that the increase in responsibility attribution 

allowed the participants to distance themselves from the perpetrator by assuming 

that if they were placed in the same situation, they could have done something 

differently in order to either prevent or reduce such severe outcomes.  For 

example, in Walster’s original study, participants using defensive attributions 

might have been able to attribute more responsibility to the boy who caused the 

accident because they would have assumed that they would have taken more 

safety precautions.   

As a result of the plethora of studies that had been conducted on 

defensive attributions, researchers were able to conduct meta-analyses in order 

to better understand the theory.  Burger (1981) conducted a meta-analysis of 

these studies which manipulated outcome severity.  He concluded that this 

manipulation was statistically significant in that there were too many instances in 

which it provoked defensive attributions to be attributed to chance alone.  In a 

similar meta-analysis conducted by Robbennolt (2000), severity of outcome was 

also found to be a significant predictor of defensive attributions. 

The other faction of researchers created new manipulations other than 

outcome severity in order to further test the theory.  In one such example, 
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researchers Tyler and Devinitz (1981) manipulated the likeliness of the negative 

situation as well as the outcome severity.  Participants were given vignettes of 

crimes that were either very likely or very rare, and had either mild or severe 

outcomes.  Interestingly, participants assigned more responsibility to the victim of 

the crime when the crime was more rare.  The researchers posited that the 

results were due to the participants’ need to distance themselves from the 

outcome of the crime.  If the crime was rare, it was more uncomfortable to think 

that it could have happened to them, and thus they assigned more responsibility 

to the victim.  Again, this allowed the participant to assume that they would have 

done something different in that situation which would have prevented the crime 

in some way.  Thus, the researchers found support for the defensive attribution 

theory in that participants were using self-protecting measures by assigning 

blame to the victim.   

McKillip and Posavac (1975) conducted two experiments in order to 

further examine the defensive attribution theory as it applied to both a negative 

and a positive accident.  Further, they looked at similarity to the actor as a 

mitigating factor.  In experiment one, participants were given one of three 

vignettes, which described a boy who got into a automobile accident.  The first 

condition simply described the accident, the second added that the boy had 

taken his parents’ car without permission, and the third described the boy as 

having smoked marijuana prior to getting into the accident.  Participants were 

then given an anonymous questionnaire to assess their level of marijuana use.  

They were placed into categories depending on how frequently they partook.  
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Self-reported regular marijuana users assigned less responsibility to the actor in 

the marijuana condition than did those who self-reported abstaining from 

marijuana use.  Self-reported regular marijuana users also assigned less overall 

responsibility in the marijuana condition than in the other conditions.  The results 

of this first study suggested that participants who perceived themselves to be 

more similar to actors, tended to assign less responsibility for accidents in which 

they were involved.  The results were consistent with the defensive attribution 

theory, which states that perceived personal similarity will prompt the use of 

defensive attributions to lessen the responsibility that might be assigned by the 

perceiver in a similar situation.   

In experiment two, the defensive attribution theory was examined with a 

happy accident.  The example in this study was an unemployed college graduate 

who was unsuccessfully searching for a job and ran into an old friend of the 

family who happened to need an employee.  The participants were given one of 

five accidental situations; a mild or severe positive situation, a mild or severe 

negative situation, and a mild but not lucky negative situation.  The defensive 

attribution theory suggests that for a happy accident, the participant should 

assign less responsibility for the severe rather than the mild outcomes.  The 

researchers, however, did not find any significant results for the second 

experiment.  This lack of significant evidence suggested that the defensive 

attribution theory does not apply to happy accidents, most likely because there is 

no need to defend the self in such a situation.  
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 In a study conducted by Kanekar and Pinto (1990), the researchers 

manipulated outcome severity as well as controllability of cause.  Participants 

attributed more responsibility to the victim for more severe outcomes and more 

controllable causes.  These results also supported the defensive attribution 

theory in that participants evidenced a need to protect the self by assigning more 

responsibility when they perceived the cause to be more controllable by the 

victim.  Again, this suggests that participants assumed that in the same situation, 

they would have made different choices, and thus they were able to assign more 

responsibility to the victim without implicating the self.   

 In another study examining different manipulations of the defensive 

attribution theory, Kouabenan, Gilbert, Medina, and Bouzon (2001), conducted 

two experiments that manipulated hierarchical position, gender of subject, and 

accident severity.  In both experiments, participants were given a report of an 

accident at their place of work, and then asked a series of Likert style questions 

designed to assess whether participants assigned responsibility to internal or 

external factors.  The results of the two studies showed an overall tendency to 

attribute blame to the victim in the situation.  However, this tendency was 

mediated by hierarchical position of employment status.  Participants in high 

hierarchical positions tended to blame the victim more.  Additionally, participants 

used different factors to blame members of either their in-group or out-group.  

Specifically they used internal factors, such as personality traits to blame out-

group members, and external factors, such as situational aspects to blame in-

group members.  When severity was manipulated, these above tendencies were 
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more pronounced.  The results of this study echo the specifications suggested by 

Shaver (1970), who stated that in order to elicit defensive attributions, personal 

relevance to the participant needed to be evoked, such as in-group versus out-

group status.  

 Similarly, Chaikin and Darley (1973) conducted a study in which personal 

similarity as well as consequences were manipulated.  In this study the 

participants watched a video of two people engaged in a task.  They then 

witnessed an accident occur with the task, which had negative results for the 

victim.  The participants were told that they would be participating in the same 

task later, either in the victim or the perpetrator’s role.  The consequences were 

also varied to be either mild or severe.  In the severe outcome condition, 

participants were less likely to attribute responsibility to chance; rather they 

would attribute responsibility to another person.  This is consistent with the 

defensive attribution theory, which states that people feel the need to attribute 

responsibility to something other than chance, for fear that if chance were the 

cause, then they could end up in the same situation.   

 Though the methods of examining the defensive attribution theory have 

been diverse and the results seemingly contradictory at times, there is a common 

thread.  All of the researchers found some method of self-protection used by 

participants.  This self-protection has taken the form of distancing the self by 

increasing blame for the actor or placing blame on the victim.  Therefore, for the 

purposes of the current study, the definition of defensive attributions has been 

expanded to include any method of placing blame away from the self, whether it 
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be towards the actor or the victim.  Additionally, in order to protect the self from 

the possibility of the negative situation, placing blame away from chance was 

also included in the definition of defensive attributions (Tyler & Devinitz, 1981; 

Chaikin & Darley, 1973).   

The Actor-Observer Bias 

 A sub-theory of attribution theory that highlights people’s self-protection 

needs is the actor-observer bias suggested by Jones and Nisbett (1971).  They 

proposed that actors and observers differ in the ways they perceive situations.  

Specifically, actors tend to attribute their actions to situational aspects, while 

observers tend to attribute behaviors to dispositional aspects of the actor, 

especially in the face of negative outcomes or consequences (Jones & Nisbett, 

1971).  The main reason for this difference has been cited as the actor’s focus on 

the situational cues from which he is supposed to act, while for the observer, the 

actor’s behavior and assumed intentions are most salient.   

 Evidence of the actor-observer bias in combination with attribution was 

found by Wilson, Levine, Cruz, and Rao (1997).  Participants were placed in one 

of two conditions and asked to recall a time in which there was an unfulfilled 

obligation.  In one condition they were to think of a situation in which they had not 

fulfilled the obligation, and in the other condition they were asked to think of a 

time when someone else had not fulfilled an obligation.  Participants were then 

given either Likert style or open-ended questions to assess attribution.  This was 

followed by an attribution complexity questionnaire, which assessed the level of 

complexity of people’s explanations for situations.  The researchers found 
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evidence for the actor-observer bias.  Participants who thought of times in which 

they were the actor attributed fault to external sources, while those who thought 

of times in which someone else had not fulfilled an obligation made attributions to 

more internal sources.  This trend was found both for the Likert style and the 

open-ended questions. 

 Researchers Jones and Harris (1976) also examined the actor-observer 

bias.  Participants were asked to listen to speeches either for or against Castro’s 

Cuba that were supposedly written by their peers.  There were two conditions of 

speeches; the speaker either chose the side he/she was supporting, or had no 

choice in the matter.  Participants then rated the speakers on their true beliefs 

about the subject.  Despite the fact that participants were aware that there were 

external constraints on some of the speakers, they consistently rated the 

speakers as truly believing in the side that they spoke for.  These results 

provided strong evidence for the actor-observer bias in that the observers were 

willing to accept the speeches at face value as a reflection of the speaker’s true 

beliefs, regardless of previous information to the contrary.   

Summary. People are motivated to understand the world around them, 

both because it allows them to know how to interact within it, and because it 

gives them a sense of control over events, which in turn provides them with a 

sense of security and justice.  Threatening situations, especially those that have 

some sort of relevance to the self, are a constant cause of unease for people.  In 

order to reduce this threat, people have a general tendency to distance 

themselves from it in some way.  Methods of accomplishing this goal through 
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attributions have been evidenced by both the actor-observer bias as well as the 

defensive attribution theory.   

One method by which people separate themselves from blame has been 

explained by both of these theories; people assume that they would have acted 

differently in some way, thus preventing or at the very least reducing the severity 

of the outcome.  More specifically, the actor-observer bias manifests a difference 

in the perceptions of actors and observers.  This difference is made clear by the 

defensive attribution theory, where people assume that others should have been 

able to prevent the negative outcome, because placed in the same situation, they 

believe they would have been able to do so.  Thus, a combination of the actor-

observer bias and the defensive attribution theory help to explain the ways in 

which people distance themselves from blame of negative consequences by way 

of attribution, and relieves the sense of unease that they cause.   

Self-Determination Theory 

While self-protecting theories, such as the defensive attribution theory can 

be applied to the general public, there are some people who tend not to utilize 

such strategies.  The self-determination theory describes these differences in 

people by examining both the motivators that lead to behavior, as well as the 

motivational perceptions of situational circumstances.  

 Self-determination theory was proposed by researchers Deci and Ryan, 

and is generally concerned with motivation and the choices that people make of 

their own volition (Deci, 1980).  More specifically, self-determination theory 

examines environmental factors that promote or hinder motivation, well-being, 
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and one’s ability to function in a social situation (Ryan & Deci, 2000b).  Behaviors 

are considered to be self-determined if the actor possesses, and acts upon, the 

capacity to make a choice between all of the possible behavioral options (Deci, 

1980).  Conversely, an act exhibits a lack of self-determination if the actor acts 

automatically without consideration for his possible choices (Deci, 1980).  The 

self-determination theory asserts that there are three needs that are essential for 

self-determination to flourish: autonomy, competence, and relatedness.  

Self-determination theory distinguishes between the two primary types of 

motivation; intrinsic and extrinsic.  Intrinsic motivation is defined as performing an 

action for its inherent satisfaction, while extrinsic motivation is defined as 

performing an action due to an external source (Ryan & Deci, 2000a).  Intrinsic 

motivation can be measured by free-will, interest, or level of enjoyment of an 

activity.  It is an inherent part of the self-determination theory since the theory is 

framed by factors which promote or undermine intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 

2000a).  The foundation of self-determination lies in the will to choose one’s own 

behaviors.  However, because people have different levels of self-determination, 

the level of the three needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness vary 

across people and situations.  This results in people’s differing viewpoints of the 

world around them.  

Self-determination theory is not only concerned with one’s level of 

motivation (intrinsic or extrinsic), but also the orientation of that motivation, which 

was classified by Ryan and Deci (2000a) as the underlying attitudes and goals 

that promote action.  The examination of these motivational orientations fall 
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under a sub-theory of the self-determination theory: the causality orientations 

theory.  Causality orientations theory examines the ways in which people orient 

themselves toward different situations.  People not only tend to place themselves 

in situations that support their particular motivational orientation, but they also 

have a tendency to perceive other situations in the same way; they attribute 

causality based upon that orientation (Deci & Ryan, 1985).  

Causality Orientations Theory 

The causality orientations sub-theory of the self-determination theory 

offers further explanation of those people who are highly self-determined (Deci, 

1980).  This theory delineates the ways in which people orient themselves toward 

different situations (Deci & Ryan, 1985).  All people possess some level of 

inclination towards the three orientations: autonomy, control, and impersonal.   

Autonomy orientation refers to a high level of choice and regulation of 

one’s behavior, as well as greater intrinsic motivation.  Control orientation 

involves the organization of one’s behavior as determined by external forces 

rather than one’s own will (an external locus of control).  The third orientation, 

impersonal, refers to the experience of one’s behavior as not being connected to 

its outcomes.  People who are high in impersonal orientation often tend to view 

outcomes as beyond their control (Deci & Ryan, 1985).  Depending on which of 

the three is the strongest for a particular person, they will tend to orient 

themselves toward situations that support that orientation.  Additionally, they tend 

to perceive situations in light of whichever orientation they have a tendency 

towards.   
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In order to examine these orientation constructs, Deci and Ryan (1985) 

constructed a scale to measure one’s causality orientations, the general causality 

orientations scale (GCOS).  The scale consists of 12 vignettes, each followed by 

three statements.  Each statement is indicative of one of the orientations, and 

participants are asked to rate how similarly they feel to each statement on a 

seven point Likert scale.  A higher score indicates more of that particular 

orientation.   

The GCOS has been utilized in past research to identify individuals’ 

tendencies toward the three orientations.  Subsequently, particular combinations 

of these tendencies have been identified as either high or low self-determination.  

Some studies have identified the combination of high autonomy and low control 

as high self-determination, while others have defined high self-determination 

simply by a high level of autonomy (regardless of the other two orientations) 

(Knee & Zuckerman, 1996, 1998; Hodgins & Liebeskind, 2003; Lewis & 

Neighbors, 2005).  For the purposes of the current study, high self-determination 

is defined similarly to the aforementioned studies as a high level of autonomy.   

Along with having higher levels of intrinsic motivation, those people 

identified as high in self-determination also exhibit another unique quality; they 

have a tendency not to utilize some of the self-protecting strategies employed by 

most other people (Deci & Ryan, 1987).  Such strategies are often evident in 

social situations.  One example of this can be seen in a study conducted by 

Hodgins, Liebeskind, and Schwartz (1996).  The researchers sought to examine 

people’s propensities toward either taking responsibility or acting defensively in 
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the face of a threatening social situation.  These propensities were also 

correlated with the participants’ levels of self-determination.  Utilizing vignettes, 

participants were asked to imagine themselves as the transgressor in the 

situation. The vignettes differed according to severity of the situation and the 

victim’s response.  Each participant was asked to read through the situation and 

then to write down their responses as if they were responding verbally.  The 

GCOS was also administered to participants.  The researchers found that, as the 

self-determination theory would predict, those participants who were more self-

determined (high in autonomy and low in control), demonstrated the least amount 

of defensive responses to the situations.  This effect, however, was mediated by 

the severity of response by the victim.  Even highly self-determined participants 

acted defensively when the response was labeled as severe.   

 Another aspect of self-protection within the social realm is the way one 

presents oneself.  Lewis and Neighbors (2005) examined the self-determination 

theory as it applied to the need for self-presentation strategies. Participants 

completed measures of self-determination, self-presentation strategies, 

impression management, and social desirability.  Participants who had greater 

levels of autonomy reported fewer uses of self-presentation strategies, 

impression management strategies, and scored lower on the social desirability 

scale.  Opposite these results, participants who were lower in self-determination 

reported the use of more self-presentation strategies, impression management 

strategies, and scored higher on the social desirability scale.  From these data, 

researchers concluded that higher levels of self-determination (autonomy) were 
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related to more authenticity, whereas lower levels of self-determination (control) 

were related to more deceptive behaviors with regards to self-presentation.  

Deception in self-presentation is another form of protecting the self from what 

others might think.  If one is presenting a slightly skewed self, there is no real 

damage to the self in the face of criticism.   

 Research has not only demonstrated that people who exhibit high self-

determination use self-protecting strategies less often within social situations, but 

that they also tend not to use more cognitive versions of these strategies.  One 

example of this was found in a study conducted by Knee and Zuckerman (1996). 

The researchers hypothesized that high autonomy and low control would result in 

the elimination of the self-serving bias.  They also predicted that chance based 

task results would also result in a lack of the self-serving bias (the tendency to 

take credit for success and not for failure).  In order to test these hypotheses, the 

researchers used the GCOS and manipulated task results and feedback.  

Participants were asked to solve three mazes.  In the success group participants 

received mazes that were impossible to fail, and those in the failure group 

received mazes that had no solution.  There was a time limit imposed on the 

tasks, which ensured that the participants in the success condition could 

complete the maze, while the those in the failure condition would not have time to 

realize that there was no solution to the maze.  In both conditions, the 

participants received false feedback that compared them to others, either 

positively or negatively.  Participants were also randomly assigned to either the 

skill or chance group.  The skill group was told that maze solving was a result of 
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skill, while the chance group was told that maze solving was a result of chance.  

The participants were then given a packet of questionnaires that assessed how 

responsible and successful they felt about the maze task and their affect level 

after the task.  The results supported the hypothesis, which stated that 

participants with low control and high autonomy were significantly less likely to 

use the self-serving bias.  All of the other participants displayed the self-serving 

bias; they were self-enhancing in the success condition and defensive in the 

failure condition.  They also found that the self-serving bias was more prevalent 

for the skill group than the chance group.   

Knee and Zuckerman (1998) conducted a study designed to examine self-

determination theory and defensive coping mechanisms.  More specifically, they 

looked at avoidance coping, which refers to the tendency to avoid, deny, or 

ignore problems.  The researchers hypothesized that individuals who exhibited 

higher levels of self-determination would be less likely to turn towards avoidant 

coping strategies.  In order to test this hypothesis, the participants (college 

students) completed the GCOS.  In addition they also received a coping scale 

which determined their coping strategies, and a self-handicapping scale which 

determined the likelihood of participating in self-handicapping behaviors.  Self-

handicapping behaviors are those that impede one’s own success (either 

intentionally or unintentionally), thereby allowing one to internalize success and 

externalize failure (Rhodewalt & Fairfield, 1991).  Researchers have theorized 

that people engage in such behaviors as a means of self-protection (e.g., Knee & 

Zuckerman, 1998; Tice, 1991; Deppe & Harackiewicz, 1996; Rhodewalt & 
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Fairfield, 1991).  Self-handicapping behaviors give one an excuse as to why they 

might have been unsuccessful.  Knee and Zuckerman (1998) found that when 

faced with problems, more self-determined participants were less likely to use 

avoidance responses and engage in self-handicapping behaviors than their low 

self-determination counterparts.   

 Taken together, the results of the above studies provide evidence that 

people who are highly self-determined tend not to use as many self-protecting 

strategies, even when most others use them.  These include defensive coping 

mechanisms in social situations as well as more cognitive strategies, such as the 

self-serving bias.  The self-determination theory posits that those who have high 

self-determination tend to view the world as more autonomy supportive rather 

than controlled by external forces.  This often creates a level of security for these 

individuals, which culminates in fewer uses of such self-preserving approaches.  

It appears that only when severity is very high do people high in self-

determination use self-protection strategies like their low self-determination 

counterparts.   

The Current Study 

Because research has demonstrated that people who have high self-

determination have a tendency not to exhibit certain self-preservation techniques 

while most others do, the current study hypothesized that this trend would 

include the use of defensive attributions.  Defensive attribution theory has been 

shown to be a method of protecting the self from direct blame, or the indirect 

threat of possible blame for negative outcomes.  Because people who have high 
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self-determination tend to view their surroundings as autonomy-supportive, they 

would theoretically have no need to protect themselves from indirect blame that 

could have possibly been prevented in some other circumstances.  They view 

their own actions and the results of these actions as a direct result of themselves, 

so there should be no need to protect the self from tangential connections.  

Theoretically, those who have high self-determination should also lack the fear of 

some similar fate simply befalling them, because they perceive their world as 

supporting their autonomy.  Since this gives them a sense of control over 

outcomes, they should have less of a need for defensive attributions.  

 The purpose of the current study was to examine the effect of one’s level 

of self-determination on the use of defensive attributions when faced with a 

situation with negative consequences.  In order to accomplish this goal, 

participants were asked to complete the GCOS in order to determine their level 

of self-determination (Deci & Ryan, 1985).  For the purposes of this study, only 

the autonomy subscale was utilized to determine self-determination.  

Additionally, participants were asked to respond to one of four responsibility 

vignettes and subsequently asked to answer three questions to assess where 

they placed responsibility.  The vignettes asked the participant to envision either 

themselves or another in the situation, and the outcome was either mild or 

severe.  The outcome of the situation was varied in order to elicit the use of self-

protective defensive strategies, even for those with high self-determination.  As 

mentioned above, previous research has suggested that high outcome severity 

elicits the use of defensive attributions.  With respect to Shaver (1970), who 
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suggested that personal similarity was necessary for people to feel the need to 

use defensive attributions, each situation was designed to be personally relevant 

to participants.   

 Past research in the self-determination theory/ causality orientations 

theory has examined these self-protecting strategies by having participants 

answer questions about themselves or to answer questions in which they have 

imagined they are in a situation (e.g., Hodgins et al., 1996).  Prior examination of 

defensive attribution theory has assessed participants based upon a hypothetical 

situation involving someone else (e.g., Walster, 1966; Shaver, 1970; Tyler & 

Devinitz, 1981; McKillip & Posavac, 1975; Kanekar & Pinto, 1990; Kouabenan, et 

al., 2001; Chaikin & Darley, 1973).  Therefore, in order to combine these two 

methods, the current study manipulated the role of the participant in the 

responsibility vignettes; either as the actor or the observer (self or other).  This 

manipulation acted as a means to assess the actor-observer bias, by allowing for 

a direct comparison of participants’ responses to imagining themselves in a 

situation versus imagining someone else.  Similar to defensive attribution theory, 

the actor-observer bias allows participants to place blame away from the self.   

 Similar to previous research regarding people who are highly self-

determined (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 1985; Hodgins et al., 1996; Lewis & Neighbors, 

2005; Knee & Zuckerman, 1998, 1996), it was hypothesized that participants with 

high autonomy would be significantly less likely to use defensive attributions 

when assigning responsibility for the events in the responsibility vignette.  More 

specifically, this would be seen as assigning relatively the same amount of 
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responsibility in the self or the other condition.  It was also postulated that there 

would be a slight increase in responsibility assignment for the severe outcome 

condition.  This was based upon research that supports the tendency of highly 

self-determined people to utilize defensive behaviors less so than others.  

However, this effect can diminish in the face of highly severe consequences 

(e.g., Hodgins et al., 1996).  Additionally, based on the actor-observer bias (e.g., 

Jones & Nisbett, 1971; Wilson et al., 1997; Jones & Harris, 1976) it was 

predicted that those with low self-determination would assign a higher level of 

responsibility to another than to the self.  It was further hypothesized that when 

the outcome was more severe, all participants would assign more responsibility 

than for a mild outcome (Burger, 1981).  Additionally it was hypothesized that 

participants would assign less responsibility overall for chance than for the actor 

or the victim based upon the results of Tyler and Devinitz’s (1981) study which 

found that participants needed to place blame somewhere in order to avoid 

thoughts of such consequences befalling them.   

Method 

Participants 

 Participants were 76 undergraduate students, recruited in the college 

student center as well as at the conclusion of classes, and asked to voluntarily 

participate in the study.  Participants were randomly assigned to one of four 

groups based upon the responsibility vignette: self/mild, self/severe, other/mild, 

other/severe.    
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Materials 

 Causality Orientations.  Participants completed the General Causality 

Orientations Scale (Deci & Ryan, 1985).  The scale consists of 12 vignettes, 

each followed by three statements.  Participants were asked to rate on a 7-point 

Likert style scale how much they agreed with each statement.  Each statement 

represented one of the orientations: control, autonomy, and impersonal.  A score 

was computed by summing the participant’s rating for each orientation.  A higher 

sum indicated a greater tendency toward that particular orientation.  The 

minimum score for each orientation was 12 while the maximum score was 84.  A 

copy of the Causality Orientations Scale (Deci & Ryan, 1985) can be found in 

Appendix A.   

 Responsibility Vignette.  Participants read one of the four possible 

responsibility vignettes.  The situation involved an accident in the kitchen of a 

café.  Participants were asked to imagine themselves in the situation as a café 

employee (self-condition) or to imagine witnessing the situation take place at the 

café (other-condition).  Additionally, the vignette described either severe or mild 

consequences.  The severe consequence condition involved the victim being 

physically injured, while the mild consequence condition involved the victim being 

greatly surprised.  Three Likert style questions with a response scale ranging 

from 1 to 7 followed the vignette.  Each participant was asked to assess 

responsibility attributed to the actor, the victim, and chance.  A higher score 

indicated a higher assignment of responsibility.  Each question was scored 
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separately.  Copies of each of the responsibility vignettes can be found in 

Appendix B. 

Procedure 

 Participants were told that they would be participating in a study 

concerning the ways people make responsibility judgments for different 

situations.  Participants were then randomly assigned to one of four responsibility 

vignette conditions (self/severe, self/mild, other/severe, other/mild).  Participants 

were tested individually in a quiet environment.  Each participant received a 

questionnaire packet that contained the General Causality Orientations Scale as 

well as a responsibility vignette.  The order of the two measures was 

counterbalanced.  After completing the questionnaire packet participants were 

given the option of putting their mailbox number on a list to receive the results of 

the study after its completion.  Participants were then thanked for their 

participation in the study.   

Results 

Autonomy Levels 

 For the Causality Orientations Scale, a univariate procedure was 

conducted to generate descriptive statistics in order to determine the 

generalizability of the current study’s results.  The descriptive statistics were 

compared to those reported by Deci and Ryan (1985) in their study designed to 

develop and validate the causality orientations scale.  The mean and standard 

deviation of the autonomy orientation in the current study (M = 67.13, SD = 6.71) 
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was similar to that reported by Deci and Ryan (1985) study (M = 70.54, SD = 

6.62).   

Analysis of Variance (Autonomy x Role x Severity) 

It was hypothesized that participants with higher autonomy scores would 

use fewer defensive attributions than their low autonomy counterparts.  An 

analysis of variance (ANOVA) through a general linear model (GLM) was 

calculated (autonomy x role x severity).  For all three responsibility questions 

(actor, victim, and chance), there was no significant main effect of autonomy (all 

p-values greater than .092).  There was also no interaction of autonomy with role 

or outcome severity.  Responsibility attribution could not be explained sufficiently 

by one’s autonomy score.  Given that participants’ autonomy scores varied, but 

were not predictive of responsibility scores, autonomy was removed from further 

analysis.   

In order to determine whether the role of the participant (self or other) and 

the outcome of the accidental situation (severe or mild) conditions differed from 

each other in terms of responsibility assignment, an ANOVA through GLM was 

computed.  All means and standard deviations can be found in Table 1.  It was 

predicted that more responsibility would be assigned for the severe than the mild 

outcome condition.  For all three responsibility questions (actor, victim, and 

chance), the responsibility assignment was not significantly different between the 

mild and the severe outcome (all p-values greater than .207).  Participants in the 

self condition assigned significantly more responsibility to the actor (M = 4.263, 

SD = 1.408) than in the other condition (M = 3.342, SD = 1.457), F(1, 72) = 7.34, 
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p = .008. However, when they were asked to rate the responsibility level of the 

victim and chance, there was no significant main effect of role (all p-values 

greater than .856).  There was also no significant interaction between role and 

outcome for any of the three responsibility questions (all p-values greater than 

.216). 

Correlations 

  In order to determine where participants were placing responsibility, 

Pearson Correlation Coefficients were calculated to determine the relationship 

between the pairs of responsibility questions.  As shown in Table 2, there was a 

moderate negative correlation between the actor and chance questions in both 

the severe and the mild condition.   In the mild condition the actor and victim 

question were moderately negatively correlated.  In the self condition the actor 

and victim questions were moderately negatively correlated (see Table 3).  In the 

other condition the actor and chance questions were moderately negatively 

correlated, while in the self condition the actor and chance questions approached 

a significant negative correlation (see Table 3).   

Discussion 

 Previous research has shown that people tend to use defensive 

attributions when faced with negative situations.  It arises from the need to avoid 

blame and for the outcome to make sense (Shaver, 1985).  This in turn leads 

people to make attributions about situations that have a clear cause and effect, 

and shift blame away from themselves either directly or indirectly.  Past research 

has also shown that people who are highly self-determined have a tendency not 
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to utilize self-protecting strategies such as defensive reactions to social situations 

(Hodgins et al., 1996), self-presentation and impression management strategies 

(Lewis & Neighbors, 2005), and self-handicapping behaviors (Knee & 

Zuckerman, 1998).  The purpose of this study was to combine these two theories 

and to expand upon the past literature by examining the relationship between 

self-determination and defensive attributions.   

 It was hypothesized that participants with a higher level of autonomy 

would use defensive attributions less than their low autonomy counterparts.  The 

use of defensive attributions would be evidenced by assigning blame away from 

the self, but to a person rather than chance.   This hypothesis was not supported.  

Data analysis found no main effect for autonomy; participants’ autonomy scores 

could not explain their responsibility scores over and above the role or outcome 

manipulation.  Moreover, the analysis of autonomy indicated it did not interact 

with role or severity.  Rather, when assigning responsibility to the actor, the 

highest responsibility was assigned when in the self/severe condition followed by 

the self/mild condition, regardless of autonomy score.  Thus, autonomy levels did 

not affect responsibility assignment in any way within this sample.   

It was also hypothesized that overall responsibility assignment would be 

higher for participants in the severe outcome condition as opposed to the mild 

outcome condition.  This hypothesis was not supported.  Data analysis showed 

that there was no main effect of outcome; severity of outcome was not sufficient 

in explaining responsibility attribution.  These results not only opposed the 

hypothesis for the present study, but also opposed the defensive attribution 
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theory itself.  Previous researchers have found that defensive attributions can be 

evidenced through the use of manipulating outcome severity (Robbennolt, 2000; 

Burger, 1981).  The manipulation of outcome severity in the present study was 

based upon successful past research that utilized an inconvenience as the mild 

outcome and a severe injury as the severe outcome (Kanekar & Pinto, 1990; 

Gebotys & Dasgupta, 1987; Schroeder & Linder, 1976). Although the current 

study attempted to manipulate severity of outcome, it is unclear whether the non-

significant results are due to the fact that participants were not using defensive 

attributions, or due to the fact that the levels of severity were not sufficiently 

different from each other in order to elicit accurate results.  Although it cannot be 

known for sure whether this manipulation was successful because it was 

between groups, it is unlikely that participants were not differentiating between 

the two because of the vast difference between the mild (inconvenience) and 

severe (serious injury) outcome condition. 

The results showed that the manipulation of outcome severity was not 

sufficient to explain responsibility attribution.  However analysis showed that 

when attributing responsibility to the actor, there was a main effect of role; 

participants in the self as actor condition attributed significantly more 

responsibility than participants in the other as actor.  This difference was similar 

to the actor-observer bias, which states that there is a difference in attribution 

between actors and observers (Jones & Nisbett, 1971).  However, the direction 

of this difference was opposite what was expected.  It was thought that in order 

to protect the self, participants would attribute more responsibility to the actor as 
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another versus the self.  Contrary to this expectation, participants assigned more 

responsibility to themselves as the actor, regardless of the outcome.   

Statistical analysis also evidenced correlations between the three 

responsibility questions.  In both the mild and severe outcome conditions there 

was a negative correlation between the actor and chance questions.  This 

suggests that regardless of outcome condition, participants were assigning high 

responsibility to either the actor or to chance.  This might indicate that 

participants were differentiating between attributing responsibility to a person 

versus chance.  Additionally in the other condition there was a negative 

correlation between actor and chance.  In the self condition this correlation 

approached significance.  These results may be indicative of the way participants 

were perceiving the three questions.  It showed that participants viewed either 

the actor or chance as worthy of blame.  Though the results were opposite the 

predicted direction, they showed that participants were attempting to make sense 

of the situation.  If they didn’t need to make sense and assign blame somewhere, 

the responsibility scores would have looked the same across all three questions.  

However, the present study indicated that participants assessed the situation and 

chose someone (or chance) to blame for the outcome.   

The results of the current study indicated that self-determination, as 

measured by the autonomy sub-scale of the causality-orientations scale, played 

no significant role in responsibility attributions.  Autonomy scores were not 

predictive of participants’ scores on any of the three responsibility questions with 

one exception.  There are several possible reasons for these findings.  One 
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common critique of a study of this size is a small sample size.  However, since 

the majority of the p-values did not approach significance, it is unlikely that a 

larger sample size would have yielded significantly different results.  Another 

possibility is the location of the data collection.  Participants were all currently 

attending an honors college at the time of the study.  Because the school not 

only emphasizes, but requires students to take responsibility for their educational 

experience, this high level of responsibility-taking might have biased the results.  

Additionally the trend of taking more responsibility in the self condition could be 

because of a demand characteristic.  Participants could have been responding in 

a socially desirable way, taking more responsibility for one’s actions.  This could 

possibly explain participants assigning a significantly higher amount of 

responsibility to the actor in the self as actor condition.   

The results of the present study suggested that participants were not 

using defensive attributions as previously defined.  Because of the incongruity of 

the past research on defensive attributions, the present study combined and 

expanded upon its operational definition.  In the present study defensive 

attributions were operationalized as placing blame away from the self, but in the 

direction of a person rather than chance.  Because of the expanded definition of 

defensive attributions, it is surprising that they were not utilized by participants in 

the current study.  The results from this sample indicated that defensive 

attributions, even under a broader definition, were not as prevalent as previously 

thought.   
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One possible reason for the lack of evidence of defensive attributions in 

the current study might lie in the way the responsibility questions were asked.  In 

the current study participants were asked how responsible they thought the actor, 

the victim, and chance were for the outcome of the situation.  However, it is 

possible that participants had different operational definitions of the word 

responsibility.  For example, some people may think of responsibility in terms of 

basic causality, blame, intentionality, the level of punishment deserved, guilt, or 

liability.  One of the major critiques of defensive attribution theory is the problem 

of semantics when assessing responsibility (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1973).  The word 

responsibility was chosen for the purpose of the current study based upon a 

meta-analytic review of responsibility judgments conducted by Robbennolt 

(2000).  The results of the meta-analysis showed that out of 65 articles with 75 

studies, 45 of those studies utilized the word responsibility.   

Another possible reason for the lack of significant results could be 

attributed to the fact that the responsibility vignettes were created by the 

researcher for the purpose of the current study and thus were not validated. 

Additionally, it is conceivable that the responsibility vignettes had low ecological 

validity.  Although they were constructed to maintain both personal and 

situational relevance for the participants in the present study, it was still a 

contrived situation on paper.  However, the results of a meta-analysis conducted 

by Burger (1981) showed that most of the studies examining defensive attribution 

theory utilized a simple written description of the accidental situation similar to 

the present study.  The scenarios in the responsibility vignettes involved a 
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college student working at a café, which is a very common job for college 

students.  Additionally, the situation with the oven described in the vignettes is 

very plausible, and could have even happened to participants in the past.   

Another possible reason for the lack of defensive attributions in the current 

study as suggested by Fishbein and Ajzen (1973) is causal ambiguity within the 

responsibility vignette.  Fishbein and Ajzen (1973) argued that when there is 

causal ambiguity, it causes participants to be unsure at what level to answer a 

question inquiring about responsibility attribution.  The researchers expressed 

that following Heider’s (1958) five levels of responsibility (association, 

commission, foreseeability, intentionality, and justification) would solve this 

problem.  For the purposes of the current study however this would have been 

problematic.  As Heider’s (1958) levels of responsibility increase, so does the 

implication that there is more responsibility attributed to the environment rather 

than a person.  The addition of these levels to the responsibility vignettes and 

following questions would have eliminated any options participants had to make 

judgments about where responsibility lies.  Thus, there would likely be no 

differences between participants and subsequently no evidence of true 

responsibility attribution.  Additionally, Shaver (1970) suggested the need for 

situational ambiguity in order to ascertain results that evidence participants’ 

motivations for their assignment of responsibility.   

Though participants in the present study did not seem to use defensive 

attributions when making judgments about a negative accidental situation, they 

were making definite attributions.  Though they did not use defensive attributions 
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to quell their fears, it seems that they were curing their unease of the unknown by 

assigning blame somewhere.  The results of the current study align with 

attribution theory; people need to make sense of the world around them (Shaver, 

1985).  This was evidenced by the fact that in general, participants placed higher 

blame on either the actor, or chance, and occasionally the victim or chance.   

Future research might also benefit from addressing the semantics of 

defensive attributions.  When assessing responsibility attributions, it would be 

interesting to run multiple groups that have differently worded questions.  Thus, 

the different terms, such as liability, blame, or punishment, could be directly 

compared.  In addition to using different words to assess responsibility, a 

research design in which the participants in each condition were only asked 

about one aspect of responsibility (i.e. the actor or the victim, not both) might 

evidence clearer results.  It is possible that in the current study, because 

participants were asked about all three responsibility possibilities at once, that 

responsibility was distributed among the three.  It would be interesting to utilize 

open-ended questions as well to assess responsibility.  The use of open-ended 

questions might actually produce the most realistic results because it would allow 

participants to use their own words for responsibility.   

Although the present study found no significant results with respect to 

autonomy, future research might still consider self-determination as a 

contributing factor to the study of defensive attributions. Because it was not clear 

in the present study whether the manipulation of outcome was actually non-

significant, or if the study method did not work as intended, it is unclear whether 
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autonomy played a role in the use of defensive attributions.  Therefore, future 

research may consider using alternate methods to assess self-determination. 

Past research has found that people use defensive attributions in order to protect 

the self (e.g., Walster, 1966; Shaver, 1970, Harvey et al., 1975; Gebotys & 

Dasgupta, 1987; Shroeder & Linder, 1976; Tyler & Devinitz, 1981; McKillip & 

Posavac, 1975; Kanekar & Pinto, 1990; Kouabenan et al., 2001; Chaikin & 

Darley, 1973).  Additionally, past research has found that people who are highly 

self-determined tend to use self-protecting strategies less often (e.g., Knee & 

Zuckerman, 1996, 1998; Hodgins & Liebeskind, 2003; Lewis & Neighbors, 2005).  

An especially important aspect of this is the tendency for those with high self-

determination to utilize the self-serving bias less often.  Because the self-serving 

bias is an attribution error, it is plausible that those high in self-determination 

would also utilize other attribution errors less often, such as defensive 

attributions.  Therefore, a continued examination of the possible relationship 

between self-determination and defensive attributions is warranted.  
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Table 1 

Mean Responsibility (and Standard Deviations )by Question and Condition 

Actor Responsibility 

  
Role  

 
Severity 

 
Self 

 
Other 

 
Total 

 
Mild 

 
4.059 (1.298) 

 
3.368 (1.535) 

 
3.695 (1.451) 

 
Severe 

 
4.429 (1.416) 

 
3.316 (1.416) 

 
3.900 (1.549) 

 
Total 

 
4.263 (1.408) 

 
3.342 (1.408)  

 
 
Victim Responsibility 

  
Role  

 
Severity 

 
Self 

 
Other 

 
Total 

 
Mild 

 
3.529 (1.328) 

 
3.474 (1.541) 

 
3.500 (1.424) 

 
Severe 

 
3.333 (1.354) 

 
2.789 (1.751) 

 
3.075 (1.559) 

 
Total 

 
3.421 (1.328) 

 
3.132 (1.663)  

 
 
Chance Responsibility 

  
Role  

 
Severity 

 
Self 

 
Other 

 
Total 

 
Mild 

 
5.177 (1.074) 

 
4.842 (1.573) 

 
5.000 (1.352) 

 
Severe 

 
4.762 (1.446) 

 
5.211 (1.273) 

 
4.976 (1.368) 

 
Total 

 
4.947 (1.293) 

 
5.026 (1.423)  
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Table 2 

 Correlations Between Autonomy and Responsibility Scores for Outcome 

Outcome = Mild 
 
    Actor            Victim            Chance 
 
Actor   __               -.408*              -.466** 
 
Victim   __      __         .282† 
 

Outcome = Severe 
 
    Actor            Victim            Chance 
 
Actor   __               -.103         -.304† 
 
Victim   __      __  -.071 
  
** p < .01 
 * p < .05 
† p < .10 
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Table 3 

Correlations Between Autonomy and Responsibility Scores for Role 

Role = Self 
 
    Actor             Victim            Chance 
 
Actor   __                -.509**            -.304† 
 
Victim   __      __    .123 
 

Role = Other 
 
    Actor            Victim            Chance 
 
Actor   __                -.119             -.461** 
 
Victim   __      __          .067 
  
 ** p < .01 
  * p < .05 
 † p < .10 
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Appendix A 

 
The Causality Orientation Scale 
 
     These items pertain to a series of hypothetical sketches.  Each sketch describes an incident 
and lists three ways of responding to it.  Please read each sketch, imagine yourself in that 
situation, and then consider each of the possible responses.  Think of each response option in 
terms of how likely it is that you would respond that way.  (We all respond in a variety of ways to 
situations, and probably most or all responses are at least slightly likely for you.)  If it is very 
unlikely that you would respond the way described in a given response, you should circle answer 
1 or 2.  If it is moderately likely, you would select a number in the mid range, and if it is very likely 
that you would respond as described, you would circle answer 6 or 7.   
 
 
1.  You have been offered a new position in a company where you have worked for some 
time.  The first question that is likely to come to mind is: 
 
a) What if I can't live up to the new responsibility? 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                      moderately likely                             very likely 
   
b) Will I make more at this position? 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                      moderately likely                             very likely 
   
c) I wonder if the new work will be interesting. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                       moderately likely                             very likely 
   
 
2. You have a school-age daughter.  On parents' night the teacher tells you that your 

daughter is doing poorly and doesn't seem involved in the work.  You are likely to: 
 
a) Talk it over with your daughter to understand further what the problem is. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                      moderately likely                             very likely 
   
b) Scold her and hope she does better. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                      moderately likely                             very likely 
   
c) Make sure she does the assignments, because she should be working harder. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                       moderately likely                             very likely 
   
 
3. You had a job interview several weeks ago.  In the mail you received a form letter 

which states that the position has been filled.  It is likely that you might think: 
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a) It’s not what you know, but who you know. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                      moderately likely                             very likely 
   
b) I’m probably not good enough for the job. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                      moderately likely                             very likely 
   
c) Somehow they didn’t see my qualifications as matching their needs.  
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                       moderately likely                             very likely 
 
 
4. You are a plant supervisor and have been charged with the task of allotting coffee 

breaks to three workers who cannot all break at once.  You would likely handle this 
by: 

 
a) Telling the three workers the situation and having them work with you on the schedule. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                      moderately likely                             very likely 
   
b) Simply assigning times that each can break to avoid any problems. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                      moderately likely                             very likely 
   
c) Find out from someone in authority what to do or do what was done in the past. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                       moderately likely                             very likely 
 
 
5. A close (same-sex) friend of yours has been moody lately, and a couple of times has 

become very angry with you over "nothing."  You might: 
 
a) Share your observations with him/her and try to find out what is going on for him/her. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                      moderately likely                             very likely 
   
b) Ignore it because there’s not much you can do about it anyway. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                      moderately likely                             very likely 
   
 
 
 
c) Tell him/her that you’re willing to spend time together if and only if he/she makes more 

effort to control him/herself.  
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 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                       moderately likely                             very likely 
 
 
6. You have just received the results of a test you took, and you discovered that you 

did very poorly.  Your initial reaction is likely to be: 
 
a) “I can’t do anything right,” and feel sad. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                      moderately likely                             very likely 
   
b) “I wonder how it is I did so poorly,” and feel disappointed. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                      moderately likely                             very likely 
   
c) “That stupid test doesn’t show anything,” and feel angry. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                       moderately likely                             very likely 
    
 
7. You have been invited to a large party where you know very few people.  As you look 

forward to the evening, you would likely expect that: 
 
a) You’ll try to fit in with whatever is happening in order to have a good time and not look bad. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                      moderately likely                             very likely 
   
b) You’ll find some people with whom you can relate. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                      moderately likely                             very likely 
   
c) You’ll probably feel somewhat isolated and unnoticed. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                       moderately likely                             very likely 
    
 
8. You are asked to plan a picnic for yourself and your fellow employees.  Your style for 

approaching this project could most likely be characterized as: 
 
a) Take charge: that is, you would make most of the major decisions yourself. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                      moderately likely                             very likely 
   
 
 
 
b) Follow precedent: you’re not really up to the task so you’d do it the way it’s been done 

before. 
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 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                      moderately likely                             very likely 
   
c) Seek participation: get inputs from others who want to make them before you make the 

final plans.  
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                       moderately likely                             very likely 
 
 
9. Recently a position opened up at your place of work that could have meant a 

promotion for you.  However, a person you work with was offered the job rather than 
you.  In evaluating the situation, you’re likely to think: 

 
a) You didn’t really expect the job; you frequently get passed over. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                      moderately likely                             very likely 
   
b) The other person probably “did the right things” politically to get the job. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                      moderately likely                             very likely 
   
c) You would probably take a look at factors in your own performance that led you to be 

passed over. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                       moderately likely                             very likely 
 
 
10. You are embarking on a new career.  The most important consideration is likely to 

be: 
 
a) Whether you can do the work without getting in over your head. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                      moderately likely                             very likely 
   
b) How interested you are in that kind of work. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                      moderately likely                             very likely 
   
c) Whether there are good possibilities for advancement. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                       moderately likely                             very likely 

 
 
 
 
 
 

11. A woman who works for you has generally done an adequate job.  However, for the 
past two weeks, her work has not been up to par and she appears to be less actively 
interested in her work.  Your reaction is likely to be: 
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a) Tell her that her work is below what is expected and that she should start working harder. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                      moderately likely                             very likely 
   
b) Ask her about the problem and let her know that you are available to help work it out. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                      moderately likely                             very likely 
   
c) It is hard to know what to do to get her straightened out. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                       moderately likely                             very likely 

 
 

12. Your company has promoted you to a position in a city far from your present 
location.  As you think about the move you would probably: 

 
a) Feel interested in the new challenge and a little nervous at the same time. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                      moderately likely                             very likely 
   
b) Feel excited about the higher status and salary that is involved. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                      moderately likely                             very likely 
   
c) Feel stressed and anxious about the upcoming changes. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   very unlikely                       moderately likely                             very likely 
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Appendix B 

Responsibility Vignettes 
 

 
Other Orientation/ Severe Outcome 
 
Imagine that you are witnessing the following situation take place.  Think about what has just 
happened and then answer the questions following the situation.  Please only circle one number per 
question.  
 
 Alex is a student employee in his college campus café.  Last week, while closing up the café 
with a fellow worker, Alex turned on the oven in order to clean it, and then the phone rang.  Alex left 
the room to answer the phone.  In the meantime, Alex’s co-worker, not realizing that Alex had already 
started the self-cleaner, went to open the oven in order to start the cleaning process.  Opening the 
oven door however while it was in the middle of the cleaning cycle let out a huge burst of hot air, 
which burned the other student’s face severely.   
 
1.  How responsible is Alex for the outcome of this situation? 
 
Not at all responsible         Completely responsible 
1  2  3  4  5  6  7  
 
 
2.  How responsible is Alex’s co-worker for the outcome of this situation? 
 
Not at all responsible         Completely responsible 
1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
 
 
3.  How likely is it that the outcome of this situation was due to chance? 
 
Not at all likely                 Completely due to chance 
1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
 
 
 
Other Orientation / Mild Outcome 
 
Imagine that you are witnessing the following situation take place.  Think about what has just 
happened and then answer the questions following the situation.  Please only circle on number per 
question. 
 
 Alex is a student employee in his college campus café.  Last week, while closing up the café 
with a fellow worker, Alex turned on the oven in order to clean it, and then the phone rang.  Alex left 
the room to answer the phone.  In the meantime, Alex’s co-worker, not realizing that Alex had already 
started the self-cleaner, went to open the oven in order to start the cleaning process.  Opening the 
oven door however while it was in the middle of the cleaning cycle let out a huge burst of hot air, 
which startled Alex’s co-worker and set off the fire alarm.  
 
1.  How responsible is Alex for the outcome of this situation? 
 
Not at all responsible         Completely responsible 
1  2  3  4  5  6  7  
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2.  How responsible is Alex’s co-worker for the outcome of this situation? 
 
Not at all responsible         Completely responsible 
1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
 
 
3.  How likely is it that the outcome of this situation was due to chance? 
 
Not at all likely                 Completely due to chance 
1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
 
 
Self Orientation / Severe Outcome 
 
Imagine yourself in the following situation.  After you read the situation, answer the following 
questions.  Please only circle one number per question. 
 
 You are a student employee in your college campus café.  Last week, while closing up the café 
with a fellow worker, you turned on the oven in order to clean it, and then the phone rang.  You left the 
room to answer the phone.  In the meantime, your co-worker, not realizing that you had already 
started the self-cleaner, went to open the oven in order to start the cleaning process. Opening the 
oven door however while it was in the middle of the cleaning cycle let out a huge burst of hot air, 
which burned your co-worker’s face severely.  
 
 
 
1.  How responsible are you for the outcome of this situation? 
 
Not at all responsible         Completely responsible 
1  2  3  4  5  6  7  
 
 
2.  How responsible is your co-worker for the outcome of this situation? 
 
Not at all responsible         Completely responsible 
1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
 
 
3.  How likely is it that the outcome of this situation was due to chance? 
 
Not at all likely                 Completely due to chance 
1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
 
 
 
Self Orientation / Mild Outcome 
 
Imagine yourself in the following situation.  After you read the situation, answer the following 
questions.  Please only circle one number per question. 
 
 You are a student employee in your college campus café.  Last week, while closing up the café 
with a fellow worker, you turned on the oven in order to clean it, and then the phone rang.  You left the 
room to answer the phone.  In the meantime, your co-worker, not realizing that you had already 
started the self-cleaner, went to open the oven in order to start the cleaning process. Opening the 
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oven door however while it was in the middle of the cleaning cycle let out a huge burst of hot air, 
which startled your co-worker and set off the fire alarm. 
 
1.  How responsible are you for the outcome of this situation? 
 
Not at all responsible         Completely responsible 
1  2  3  4  5  6  7  
 
 
2.  How responsible is your co-worker for the outcome of this situation? 
 
Not at all responsible         Completely responsible 
1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
 
 
3.  How likely is it that the outcome of this situation was due to chance? 
 
Not at all likely                 Completely due to chance 
1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
 

 

 


