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THE OBSERVING ACTOR: DIVERGENT PERCEPTIONS OF THE
CAUSE OF ONE’S OWN BEHAVIOR
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Jones and Nisbett (1971) have found that participants performing an act (actors) believe their act to have
been caused by factors other than the factors believed to be causal by subjects observing the performance
of the act (observers). These findings indicate that Bern’s (1967) proposal that observers and actors
share the same causal attributions is false. A cognitive structure mediating the actor’s causal attributions is
proposed and successfully applied to current problems in intrinsic motivation, persuasion, and
desensitization. Implications of this structure for social control and for freedom are suggested.
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Much attention has been given to Bem’s explanation of the findings of experiments in
cognitive dissonance. In his 1967 paper he wrote: “the alternative formulation to be presented here
eschews any reference to hypothetical internal processes and seeks, rather, to account for
observed functional relations between current stimuli and responses in terms of an
individual’s past training history. Such an approach has been called ‘radical behaviorism’.”

Since the publication of his radical behaviorist theory, experimental findings in a variety of
fields have compelled Bem to amend his theory in essentially two ways — first, to allow for the
individual’s private access to covert cues (“Thus to the extent that internal cues are weak,
ambiguous, or uninterpretable, the individual is functionally in the same position as an outside
observer, an observer who must necessarily rely upon those same external cues to infer the
individual’s inner states”, Bem, 1972), and second, to allow for “the difference in perspective
between actor vs. observer, in which different features of the situation are differentially salient
to them”.

The effect of these emendations has been to render unworkable Bem’s optimistic 1967
program of demonstrating that “self-descriptive attitude statements can be based on the
individual’s observation of his own overt behavior and the external stimulus conditions
under which it occurs”. It is my contention that Bem’s 1967 formulation has proved inade-
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178 THE OBSERVING ACTOR

quate because it does not permit consideration of a crucial variable, the individual’s past training
history. | further contend that a number of studies, both “behavioristic” and “phenomenological”
reveal the residue of this history to be a series of covert attribution responses which mediate both
the formation of causal attributions and the emission of relevant behaviors. This paper will be
devoted first to exposition of this response sequence; second to application of this mediating
structure to findings in the fields of intrinsic motivation, persuasion, and desensitization; and third
to implications of this mediating structure for the prediction of behavior and for the interaction of
knowledge and freedom.

THE MEDIATING STRUCTURE

The suggestion that Bem’s program be modified by broadening the range of stimuli accessible
during formation of an attribution to include some private cues has already been well developed
by Nisbett and Valins (1971). They demonstrate that Bem’s claims may be easily merged with the
findings of Schachter and Singer (1962) on emotion, by broadening the range of the
observations used in the formation of “self-descriptive attitude statements” to include observations
of behavior which are not accessible to the naive outside observer.

Jones and Nisbett (1971) on the other hand, directly tested Bem’s (1967) “radical behaviorist”
claim that “an individual’s belief and attitude statements and the beliefs and attitudes that an
outside observer would attribute to him are often functionally similar”. They discovered that
participants emitting a particular behavior (“actors™) held different attributions as to the cause of
the behavior than did participants watching the actors behave (“observers”). They conclude that
“actors tend to attribute the causes of their behavior to stimuli inherent in the situation, while
observers tend to attribute behavior to stable dispositions of the actor”.

The mediating structure derived from these observations consists of a specific sequence of
steps, starting with the actor’s emission of a response and his observation of this behavior. Initially
the actor attributes the cause of his behavior to stimulus and situational factors; repeated
observation of similar behavior or the application of social pressure will lead the actor to
attribute the cause of his behavior to a long-standing personality trait (“stable disposition”) only if
the actor recognizes no immediate controlling reinforcement for his behavior. Subsequently
the actor will attempt to behave in a manner consistent with his expectations of the behavior of
individuals holding this trait.

To consider an example, suppose a participant responds to the presentation of a rat by leaving
the room. Observing his own behavior, the participant concludes that he left the room
because a rat was presented — this is a stimulus attribution. Repetition of this behavior,
particularly if accompanied by the promptings of a stooge who suggests that the participant is
afraid of rats, will result in the participant’s believing that he is in fact afraid of rats, only
if he can find no preferable motivation (e.g., “I heard my mother calling and wanted to answer
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her”) for his actions. This is a trait attribution." Diagrammatically:

response ___ self observation trait trait-consistent
stimulus attribution attribution response

INTRINSIC MOTIVATION

“One is said to be intrinsically motivated to perform an activity when he received no apparent
rewards except the activity itself. This intrinsic motivation may be either innate or learned” (While,
1959). In a recent study by Deci (1971), introductory psychology students were given a challenging
game to manipulate, maneuvering several cube clusters to form one large cube. Deci found that
participants paid to play with this cube, unlike unpaid participants, did not voluntarily play with
the cube when it was later offered to them without the money reinforcement. A second, similar
experiment conducted by Deci (1972), and similar unpublished findings in experiments with
children cited by Bem (1972, pp. 39-40) all confirm these observations. Deci (1971) concludes:

When money is used as an external reward for some activity, the participants lose intrinsic motivation for
the activity. On the other hand when verbal reinforcement and positive feedback are used as the
external rewards, the participant’s intrinsic motivation seems to increase relative to the non-rewarded
participants. It appears that money — perhaps because of its connotation and use in our culture — may
act as a stimulus which leads the participant to a cognitive reevaluation of the activity from one
which is motivated primarily by the expectation of financial rewards. On the other hand, rewards such as
social approval do not seem to affect a person’s phenomenology in the same way. He will continue to be
intrinsically motivated, since he is less likely to think of affection or verbal approval as a control
mechanism.

PERSUASION

Freedman and Fraser (1966) report an experiment in which suburban housewives were
persuaded either to place a small sign in their window, or to sign a petition advocating either safe
driving or the keeping of California beautiful. Two weeks later a different experimenter returned
with a large and singularly unattractive billboard promoting safe driving, which he asked the
housewife to display on her lawn for a few weeks. Participants who complied with the earlier
trivial request were more likely to comply two weeks later to this more outrageous request than were
subjects who had not been contacted.

Apparently, these participants formed a trait-attribution following their observation of their
behavior when first contacted by the experimenter. When contacted for the second attempt, they
generalized their “consenting” response to include the placing of a big ugly sign on their
lawn. Astonishingly, it made no difference if the innocuous message stated on the sign was or

Stimulus attributions are of the form: “I (action) when (stimulus)”; trait attributions are of the form “I am the sort
of person who (action) when (stimulus).
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was not the same as the statement to which they had lent their support when confronted by the first
experimenter. Participants who signed the safe-driving petition were as likely to place on their
lawn a “Keep California Beautiful” sign as they were a sign promoting auto safety.

In attempting to delineate the range encompassed by such generalization, we find that
unmediated stimulus generalization does not provide any set of limiting criteria which is both
decently parsimonious and irreducible to what we have called trait attribution. The attribution
formed in this case is “I am the kind of person who signs a petition offered at my door”. Thus
observing herself, the participant later behaves in a manner consistent with this attribution,
which is essentially the participant’s generalization of the initial stimulus attribution, limited
by her beliefs of just what persons of this kind will do.

DESENSITIZATION

The current interest in desensitization derives from the work of Wolpe, who defined his
systematic desensitization as “...the piecemeal breakdown of neurotic anxiety-response habits,
employing a physiological state incompatible with anxiety to inhibit the anxiety response to a
stimulus that evokes it weakly, repeating the exposure until the stimulus loses completely its
anxiety-evoking ability” (Wolpe & Lazarus, 1967).

Wolpe’s learning explanation, cited above, proves inadequate to explain the results of
observations of drug-aided desensitization and of generalization from therapy to the actual
aversive stimulus. Wolpe expected to find complete generalization from the participant’s
experience during desensitization to the subject’s experience when confronted with the object of his
phobia, the anxiety-evoking stimulus. He claimed, “A stimulus that evokes no anxiety
when imagined in a state of relaxation evokes no anxiety when encountered in reality” (Wolpe,
1961). Other workers have reported observations which are not so straightforward, noting that
participants who had undergone the full desensitization program were not completely fearless in
their approach to the real phobic object, though they did perform the final phobic task (Davison,
1968; Lang & Lazovick, 1963; Lang et al., 1965).

The participant’s fear report is thus a statement of his trait-derived expectation, contrary to
the visceral cue evidence. Consistent with this formulation are the findings of Weick (1967)
and the many summarized in Bem (1972, pp. 51-54) in which increased effort on a task
occurred in the absence of the attitude change toward the task which was expected to precede the
emission of increased effort.

Further evidence contrary to Wolpe’s claim is provided by the studies on drug-aided
desensitization, in which the deep relaxation procedure is supplanted by the administration of
a curare-like muscle relaxant (Brevital, methohexitone). The results of these experiments have been
quite equivocal. For one thing it appears possible to acquire and emit fear in the absence of
most muscle-tension cues (Davison, 1966; Smith et al., 1967).
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More relevant for our model, it appears that “maximum fear-reduction is observed in subjects
whose relaxation is self-induced” (Davison & Valins, 1968), and that, “Behavior changes which
are believed to be brought about by oneself will be maintained to a greater degree than
behavior changes which are believed to be due to external forces or agents” (Davison &
Valins, 1969).

In terms of our model, the actor observes his behavior and if curarized attributes his lack of
visceral fear responses (lack of muscle tension) to the effects of the drug; if, on the other hand, he
is deeply relaxed, he attributes the lack of visceral fear responses to a genuine personality trait. This
is made clear in the explanation offered by Davison and Valins (1968) for the anomalous
success of Brady’s (1966, 1967) drug-facilitated therapy. “Brady makes it clear to the patient that
methohexital will be used to facilitate letting go by the patient himself; the patient must work along
with the relaxing and calming effects of Brevital”.

Deci’s suggestion that strong reinforcement contingencies are seen as controlling is quite
relevant to our model. These contingencies lead the actor to attribute the cause of his behavior to
them, rather than to himself; if he sees himself as controlled to emit the observed behavior, then he
does not take emission of this behavior as evidence of a personality trait. Only if the actor
believes himself to be free to act will he infer the existence of a personality trait, and only if he
believes himself to be in possession of such a personality trait will repetition of this behavior survive
his scrutiny.

FAILURE OF THE RADICAL BEHAVIORIST PREDICTIONS

The emission of behavior appears to follow the classical learning paradigm up to that time
that the actor seeks reasons (attributions) for his behavior; at this point the actor decides if he is to
go on behaving as he has, or if his prior behavior was due to the offer of reinforcement no
longer available.

There are then two elements of the mediating structure which are critical for the emission of
these responses contrary to the predictions of radical behaviorism. The first is the molar view
taken by the observer in forming his stimulus attribution. The laboratory-conditioned observer, for
example, may thus observe himself to emit a response within the context of the laboratory,
and may resist the emission of this response in other (generalized) contexts as being contrary to the
trait-attribution which he derives. The generalization of the evoking stimulus beyond the period of
experimental manipulation (when the participant is learning the relevant contingencies) may thus
be inhibited by the participant’s recognition of the contingencies as specific to the learning
environment. The second critical point occurs in the participant’s examination of his trait
attribution. If the evidence or social pressure is so strong as to prevent his denial of a trait
attribution based on his response history, he still may judge whether or not he wishes this
trait to be an element of his personality, and may act consistently with or contrary to the
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expectations derived from this trait. If, observing our behavior, we realize that we are behaving
like male chauvinists, we may repress responses predicted from this trait, if we wish to change this
personality assessment.

It is of course possible to deceive the actor/observer, to implant within him, through classical
learning procedures, a sequence of responses to stimuli so subtle as to escape his attention, so
insignificant as to avoid his concern, or so learned as to escape his memory of the conditioning once
received. For the clinician, this last formulation is of greatest interest. Valins and Nisbett
(1971) cite a number of interesting clinical cases in which repression of the memory of the
original contingencies which led to the learning of the undesired behavior resulted in the
formation of incorrect and pathological trait attributions.

The expectations of other people place considerable pressure on the individual to assume
this mediating structure, as apparently all observers have this trait motivated picture of the actor
(Jones & Nisbett, 1971). The individual is expected to behave in conformity to socially
supported personality traits, not in response to situational contingencies, and the social
reinforcement which he receives for his responses often will be contingent on trait attributions of the
causes of his behavior. The situational justifications sometimes provided for actions thus have a
somewhat bizarre tone — the plea of “temporary insanity” is an excellent example. Observers will
often go to great lengths to assert the presence of a character trait, even in the face of
overwhelming evidence of the strength of the expected reinforcement. For example, masses of
people whose position in the social structure militates strongly against their acquisition of a job are
called constitutionally lazy.

Society in the past has found it convenient to support the trait-attribution of behavior because it
has always in the past been easier to alter behavior by expanding the learned contingencies to
include aversive conditioning consequent to the emission of certain responses, than to properly
alter the stimulus environment to eliminate stimuli evoking the undesirable behavior.
This may change as our control over the environment and knowledge of its behavioral effects
increases and as our willingness to administer aversive conditioning decreases (see B. F. Skinner,
Beyond Freedom and Dignity.)

In order to recognize that his behavior is under the control of certain stimuli, the actor must
be aware of the reinforcement contingencies, or, if they are no longer present, of those which
originally shaped this behavior. Prior to the discovery of reinforcement theory, individuals could not
perceive their behavior as shaped through associations quite distant from the currently evoking
stimuli. Prior to the discovery of the malleability of visceral cues, the individual was forced to
conclude that his cues were veridical trait manifestations. With each advance in the discovery
of the influences on behavior, we become more aware of just which of our behaviors are
conditional responses to immediate external stimuli. Control of the emission of these responses may
then pass to the complex and covert contingencies of thought, freeing our behavior from what is
plainly reflex control.
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