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What is Attribution Theory by Heider
Attribution theory, developed by psychologist Fritz Heider, attempts to explain how 
people attribute or explain the causes of behavior. According to Heider, individuals are 
motivated to understand the causes of behavior because it helps them to predict and 
control the behavior of others and themselves.

Heider proposed that there are two types of attributions that people make: internal and 
external. Internal attributions are explanations that refer to an individual's traits, abilities, 
or personality. External attributions, on the other hand, are explanations that refer to 
factors outside of an individual's control, such as the situation or other people's actions.

Heider also proposed that individuals use a variety of information to make attributions, 
including the behavior itself, the person's intentions, and the context in which the 
behavior occurred. He suggested that people tend to make attributions based on three 
factors: consistency, distinctiveness, and consensus.

Consistency refers to how frequently a behavior occurs. If a behavior consistently 
occurs across time and situations, an individual may attribute it to an internal cause. 
Distinctiveness refers to how unique a behavior is to a specific situation. If a behavior is 
unique to a particular situation, an individual may attribute it to an external cause. 
Consensus refers to how many people engage in a particular behavior. If many people 
engage in a behavior, an individual may attribute it to an external cause.

Overall, attribution theory helps to explain how individuals understand and interpret the 
behavior of others and themselves.
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Attribution theory is widely used in social psychology and has implications for a variety 
of fields, including organizational behavior, education, and clinical psychology.

One important application of attribution theory is in understanding how people react to 
success and failure. When people succeed, they tend to attribute their success to 
internal factors such as their own abilities or effort. Conversely, when people fail, they 
often attribute their failure to external factors such as bad luck or difficult circumstances. 
This can have significant implications for motivation, as people who attribute their 
success to internal factors are more likely to be motivated to continue pursuing the 
activity or task in question.

Attribution theory can also be used to understand how people make judgments about 
others based on their behavior. For example, if someone is consistently rude to others, 
an observer may make an internal attribution and assume that the person is just a rude 
person. However, if the same person is only rude in certain situations (e.g., when they 
are under stress), an observer may make an external attribution and assume that the 
person is just reacting to the situation.

Finally, attribution theory can help us to understand the dynamics of social interactions. 
For example, if two people have a disagreement, they may attribute the cause of the 
disagreement differently. If one person believes that the other is simply being difficult, 
they may make an internal attribution. However, if they believe that the other person is 
reacting to a stressful situation, they may make an external attribution. Understanding 
these different attributions can help to resolve conflicts and improve communication 
between individuals.

Attribution theory has also been applied to the study of prejudice and discrimination. 
When people observe behavior that is consistent across multiple situations, they may 
make an internal attribution that the behavior is caused by the person's race, ethnicity, 
or other demographic characteristic. This can lead to stereotypes and discrimination 
against individuals based on their group membership. However, when people observe 
behavior that is unique to a particular situation, they may make an external attribution 
that the behavior is caused by the situation, rather than the individual's group 
membership.

Attribution theory has also been used to understand the process of self-attribution, or 
how individuals explain their own behavior. When people succeed, they tend to make 
internal attributions and attribute their success to their own abilities or effort. However, 
when they fail, they may make external attributions and attribute their failure to 
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situational factors beyond their control. This can have important implications for self-
esteem and motivation, as people who make internal attributions for their successes are 
more likely to have higher self-esteem and be more motivated to continue pursuing the 
activity or task.

Overall, attribution theory provides a useful framework for understanding how people 
explain and interpret behavior, and has important implications for a wide range of fields, 
including social psychology, organizational behavior, and clinical psychology. By 
understanding the different factors that influence attributions, we can better understand 
how people interact with each other, make judgments about others, and interpret their 
own behavior.

Attribution theory has also been used to study the concept of learned helplessness, 
which is a state of feeling helpless and unable to control one's environment that can 
result from experiencing repeated failures or uncontrollable events. According to 
attribution theory, people who experience learned helplessness tend to make internal, 
stable, and global attributions for their failures. They may attribute their failures to their 
own abilities or personality traits, assume that the failures will continue to happen in the 
future, and believe that the failures are indicative of their overall competence in a wide 
range of areas.

Attribution theory has also been used to study the concept of self-serving bias, which is 
a tendency for individuals to make attributions that are self-enhancing. For example, 
when individuals succeed, they tend to make internal attributions and attribute their 
success to their own abilities or effort. However, when they fail, they may make external 
attributions and attribute their failure to situational factors beyond their control. This bias 
can have important implications for how people perceive themselves and others, as well 
as for interpersonal relationships.

Finally, attribution theory has been used to study the impact of culture on attributional 
processes. Different cultures may have different norms and values that influence how 
individuals make attributions. For example, collectivistic cultures may place more 
emphasis on external attributions and situational factors, while individualistic cultures 
may place more emphasis on internal attributions and personal traits. Understanding the 
impact of culture on attributional processes can help us to better understand how people 
from different cultural backgrounds interact and communicate with each other.

List 10 examples of attribution theory

Here are 10 examples of attribution theory in action:
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1. After receiving a high grade on an exam, a student attributes their success to their 
own hard work and intelligence, making an internal attribution.

2. A basketball player misses a critical shot at the end of a game and attributes their 
failure to the referee's bad call, making an external attribution.

3. An employer attributes an employee's poor performance to their lack of motivation, 
making an internal attribution.

4. A manager attributes a team's success to their excellent leadership, making an 
internal attribution.

5. A person attributes a friend's positive behavior to their personality traits, making an 
internal attribution.

6. A driver attributes an accident to the poor weather conditions, making an external 
attribution.

7. A teacher attributes a student's poor performance to the student's lack of effort, 
making an internal attribution.

8. A person attributes their own success to good luck, making an external attribution.

9. A parent attributes their child's bad behavior to their tiredness, making an external 
attribution.

10. A coach attributes a team's loss to the other team's superior skill, making an 
external attribution.

11. A person attributes their own mistakes to the difficulty of the task, making an 
external attribution.

12. An individual attributes their success in a team project to the contribution of other 
team members, making an external attribution.

13. A manager attributes an employee's good performance to the employee's strong 
work ethic, making an internal attribution.

14. A person attributes their friend's failure to attend a social event to their busy 
schedule, making an external attribution.

15. A student attributes their poor grade on an assignment to the confusing instructions, 
making an external attribution.
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16. An athlete attributes their win to the support of their coach and team, making an 
external attribution.

17. A parent attributes their child's good grades to their intelligence and hard work, 
making an internal attribution.

18. A person attributes their poor mood to the rainy weather, making an external 
attribution.

19. A team member attributes the team's success to their effective communication and 
collaboration, making an internal attribution.

20. An employee attributes their lack of productivity to the insufficient resources 
provided by the company, making an external attribution.

21. A person attributes their friend's breakup to the other person's behavior, making an 
external attribution.

22. A customer attributes their dissatisfaction with a product to the poor quality of the 
product, making an external attribution.

23. A person attributes their success in a presentation to their preparation and practice, 
making an internal attribution.

24. A teacher attributes a student's success in class to their natural talent, making an 
internal attribution.

25. A politician attributes their opponent's negative campaign tactics to their lack of 
ethics, making an external attribution.

26. An athlete attributes their injury to bad luck, making an external attribution.

27. A person attributes their inability to complete a task to distractions in their 
environment, making an external attribution.

28. A supervisor attributes their team's low morale to the company's recent layoffs, 
making an external attribution.

29. A person attributes their success in a job interview to their strong communication 
skills, making an internal attribution.

30. A parent attributes their child's bad behavior to their friends' influence, making an 
external attribution.
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31. An individual attributes their own procrastination to their lack of self-discipline, 
making an internal attribution.

32. A student attributes their poor performance in a class to the teacher's unclear 
explanations, making an external attribution.

33. A person attributes their success in a business venture to their ability to network and 
make connections, making an internal attribution.

34. A coach attributes a team's loss to their players' lack of focus and effort, making an 
internal attribution.

35. A person attributes their friend's success in a job interview to their impressive 
qualifications and experience, making an internal attribution.

36. An employee attributes their promotion to their exceptional performance and 
dedication, making an internal attribution.

37. A person attributes their partner's anger to stress from work, making an external 
attribution.

38. A manager attributes a department's poor sales to the current economic conditions, 
making an external attribution.

39. A person attributes their own poor health to their genetic predisposition, making an 
external attribution.

40. A teacher attributes a student's poor performance on a test to their lack of 
preparation, making an internal attribution.

41. A person attributes their friend's happiness to their positive outlook and personality, 
making an internal attribution.

42. A business owner attributes their company's success to their innovative ideas and 
strategies, making an internal attribution.

43. An employee attributes their colleague's promotion to their connections with higher-
ups, making an external attribution.

44. A person attributes their weight gain to their sedentary lifestyle, making an internal 
attribution.

45. A coach attributes a team's success to their hard work and dedication, making an 
internal attribution.
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46. A person attributes their own bad luck to external factors such as fate or 
circumstances, making an external attribution.

47. A teacher attributes a student's disruptive behavior in class to their lack of discipline, 
making an internal attribution.

48. A person attributes their own success in a creative endeavor to their innate talent, 
making an internal attribution.

49. A parent attributes their child's failure to complete a project to their lack of 
motivation, making an internal attribution.

50. A person attributes their own negative feelings to external factors such as stress at 
work or personal problems, making an external attribution.


