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Female students predicted the outcome of a tossed coin (heads or tails) for each trial. After they 

had tossed a coin and observed the outcome for 10 trials, they made an attribution of 

responsibility for the number of successful predictions which they had made. The attribution of 

responsibility was made on a continuum varying from complete personal attribution to complete 

situational attribution. Contrary to the self-enhancement hypothesis, the number of successful 

predictions did not affect their attribution of responsibility. Both participants and observers made 

similar attributions which were mainly situational. 
 
 

Researchers and theoreticians working in the area of attribution of responsibility have 

mainly used two different types of explanations for the results obtained in this field; one is 

based on informational models and the other on motivational models. Different types of 

motivational theories have been suggested, such as Walster’s (1966) theory of defensive 

attribution and Heider’s (1958) discussion of egocentric attribution. The most notable 

informational models that have been suggested are Kelley’s (1967) analysis of variance model, 

Jones and Davis’ (1965) correspondence inference model, and various models based on 

Bayesian statistical theory (Trope, 1974). 

The aim of this study was to contrast one motivational model against two informational 

models within the context of a coin-flipping task. The motivational model in this context was 

self-enhancement or the tendency of the subject to praise himself for successful performance, 

and to attribute failure to the situation. The two informational models used were the rational 

analysis model and Jones and Davis’ correspondence inference model. 

What do the three models predict in a case when the subject is making a responsibility 

attribution after tossing a coin 10 times and predicting the outcome of the toss (heads or tails) 

each time? 

The prediction of the self-enhancement model is straightforward: there will be positive 

linear relationship between the number of successful predictions and the amount of 

responsibility attributed to the self. Such self-enhancement tendencies have been found in 

earlier research (e.g., Wolosin et al., 1973; Johnson et al., 1967; and Streufert and Streufert, 

1969). 

The rational analysis model claims that in a coin-flipping task there is no personal causation 

involved. The task is totally dependent on luck, and the number of successful predictions is 

completely independent of the person who makes the prediction. Therefore, one expects that if 

the subject adopts this model he will attribute 100% situational attribution regardless of the 

number of successful predictions. 
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Jones and Davis’ (1965) correspondence inference model claims that we learn about a 

person’s specific characteristics by the extent to which he exhibits a non-common behavior in a 

specific type of situation. In a situation where a subject has to predict the outcome of a non-

biased coin tossed 10 times, the most common outcome (or the expected value) is five 

successful predictions. If a person successfully predicts five predictions, little personal causality 

can be inferred. But the more a person deviates from five successful predictions, the more one 

can infer personal causation. So this model predicts 100% situational responsibility at five 

successful predictions, and the more personal responsibility attributed to the subject, the more 

he deviates from five successful predictions, in a symmetrical way (6 = 7, 3 = 7, 2 = 9, 1 = 10). 

The predictions made by the three models are illustrated in Fig. 1, 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

FIG. 1: Theoretical relationships between number of successful predictions and 
situational attribution. 

 

Would a subject and an observer make different or similar attributions in a case of coin 

flipping? From the point of view of self-enhancement theory it can be predicted that the subject 

may overestimate her success and underestimate her failure in comparison to her observer’s 

attribution. However, the rational analysis model predicts that both the subject and the observer 

will make similar attributions, namely 100% situational attributions. 
 

METHOD 
SUBJECTS 

One hundred and ninety-eight female college students enrolled in introductory psychology 

at Indiana University served as subjects. Participation partially fulfilled the course 

requirements. Two subjects were omitted from the design since they were the only pair who had 

one success. None of the participants was familiar with the task of coin flipping before the 

experiment took place. 

0 

2 

4 

6 

8 

10 

2 4 6 8 10 

THEORY CODE: 

RATIONAL ANALYSIS 

SELF ENHANCEMENT 

CORRESPONDENCE INFERENCE 

Number of Successful Predictions 

S
it
u
a
ti
o

n
a
l 
A

tt
ri
b

u
ti
o

n
 



 

 

      TILL                        313

  

 

 
PROCEDURE 

Five coins were brought by each of the subjects to the experiment. This was done in order to 

exclude the possibility that the coin was biased. Subjects were run two at a time. When the two 

female subjects entered the room, they were assigned to the role of a participant or an observer 

by flipping a coin. The subjects were supplied with coding sheets on which they could record 

the participant’s predictions, outcomes, and number of successes. The experimenter used the 

same coding sheets. 

On each trial the participant announced her prediction for the next coin flipping (heads or 

tails), and she, the observer and the experimenter recorded the outcome and whether the 

prediction was successful or not. After 10 trials the experimenter gave the participant and the 

observer the following instructions: 
 

During the experiment you (Member A) had…successes and…failures in the prediction 

of flipping coins. 

 We would like to know what you think is responsible for your (Member A) outcome; 

that means the number of successes and failures in the experiment in predicting the coin. 

 You have 10 washers in the box and an instrument with two sticks If you think that 

you (Member A) are completely responsible for the results (your (her) ability in 

predicting the coin, your (her) past experience in gambling situations, the number of 

hours you (she) spend playing cards, using slot machine, etc.), put all the 10 washers on 

the stick labelled “I”, (“She”). 

 If you think the experimental conditions (luck, the task difficulty, lights and noises in 

the room, etc.) are completely responsible, place the 10 washers on the stick labeled 

“situation”. If you think that more than one of these are responsible for the results, 

distribute the washers on the sticks according to the degree of responsibility. 

The participant and the observer went to separate booths in which they assigned 

responsibility to the participant and the situation. The experimental design was a 7 x 2 factorial 

design with seven levels of number of successful predictions (from 2 to 8) and two levels of 

role (participant and observer). 
 

RESULTS 
MANIPULATION CHECK 

One would expect that, if the coins were not biased, the pattern of success in predicting the 

coin’s outcome (heads or tails) would follow a normal distribution pattern with a peak at five 

predictions and a symmetrical structure of successful prediction. The data reveal such a 

structure. 

One would also expect, both from the rational analysis model and from Jones and Davis’ 

point of view, that the subjects would expect to successfully predict five out of 10 predictions. 

After the experimental manipulation took place, subjects were asked how many successful 

predictions they expected to make. The mean answer was 4.97. No significant main effect or 

interaction effect was found for that item. 
 
ATTRIBUTION OF RESPONSIBILITY 

Table 1 presents the relevant data dealing with attribution of responsibility. 

The mean attribution for successful prediction to the situation, on a scale varying from 0 to 

10, is 7.73. This indicates a very high attribution to external, non-personal causation which is 

expected at such a luck task, on the basis of the rational analysis model. 

A 2 x 7 analysis of variance, varying role (participant vs. observer) and number of 

successful predictions as independent variable and attribution of responsibility as dependent 

variable, reveals no significant main effect or interaction effect. 
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TABLE 1: MEANS OF ATTRIBUTION OF RESPONSIBILITY FOR SUC- 
CESSFUL PREDICTIONS TO THE SITUATION 

 

Role 
 Number of Successful Predictions  

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Member A (participant) 8.6 7.8 6.0 7.0 8.5 7.3 8.3 
Member B (observer) 6.8 8.0 7.4 8.4 7.6 6.8 8.8 

 
DISCUSSION 

The present experiment was designed to test and contrast different models dealing with 

attribution of responsibility. The main concern of this work was to compare one motivational 

model (which predicts an increasing attribution to the self with increasing success) with two 

types of informational models (predicting either 100% situational attribution or a symmetric 

distribution with the peak at five successes). 

The results of the study clearly negate both the motivational (self-enhancement) model and 

the informational model based on expected value. The present results are in terms of the 

informational model based on a rational analysis which states that the number of successes in a 

luck task provides no additional information about the actor, since it is not due to any skill 

involved. 

But the rational model also predicts a 100% situational responsibility. The subjects, on 

average, attributed 77.3% responsibility for the situation. That means that they considered 

22.7% of the responsibility to be controlled by a personal causality. This is not so logical or 

rational. 

It may be that the meaning of luck has different connotative meaning for the scientist and 

the everyday person. For people, luck can be interpreted as a personal trait, but for the scientist 

it is a situational disposition. It may be that people do not like to think about themselves as 

being engaged in a task over which they have totally no control. 

Another interesting phenomenon is the similarity in the attributions of the participant and 

the observer. One may expect the participant to have more stakes in the task and therefore 

attribute the results differently than the observer. But, on the other hand, the rational model 

predicts no difference in the attributions of responsibility of the participant and the observer 

faced with an outcome of a luck task. Again, the subjects of this experiment seemed to behave 

according to the rational analysis model. 

It is interesting to ask why some experiments in the literature of responsibility attributions 

(e.g., Wolosin et al., 1973; Johnson et al., 1967; Streufert and Streufert, 1969) have 

demonstrated self-enhancement tendencies, while other studies (e.g., Feather, 1969; Feather and 

Simon, 1971) have not. An inspection of that literature reveals that the former studies which 

have demonstrated the self-enhancement tendencies have employed interpersonal situations and 

more complex cognitive tasks, while the latter studies have used individual situations task 

which was a more simple cognitive task. 

It may be that when the situation is more cognitively complex and the situational cues are 

ambiguous, the self-enhancement bias occurs more easily. However, even in this simple task a 

new bias occurs which can be termed the “fraction of personal causality”. The subjects in the 

present experiment attributed 22.7% of the total causality to themselves, even though the 

outcome of the task was completely situationally and not personally determined. This tendency 

of people to attribute personal causality to themselves, even though they personally have 

nothing to do with the outcome, should be further investigated in future research. 

The general picture one draws out of this study is that the typical female  

student who participates in a coin-flipping task exhibits a mixture of  

rational and irrational tendencies. On the one hand she admits that the task is  

mainly situational, but on the other hand she still holds a fraction of the total causality 
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for herself.  However he does not manifest self-enhancement tendencies with increasing 

success, a she certainly does not behave as Joni and Davis’ correspondence inference model 

would predict. Both participant and observer share the same attributional responses: to the 

extent that the participant is biased, so is the observer. 
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