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Aging, Cognitive Complexity, and the
Fundamental Attribution Error

Katherine J. Follett and Thomas M. Hess
Department of Psychology, North Carolina State University, Raleigh.

Age differences in the prevalence and underpinnings of the fundamental attribution error were examined. Young,
middle-aged, and older adults observed an actor providing responses to questions about political issues. In the no-
choice condition, the actor was instructed how to respond, whereas in the choice condition, he was allowed to se-
lect his response. Consistent with previous research, middle-aged adults were less prone to the fundamental attri-
bution error than were young and older adults. This was evidenced by their reduced tendency to make attitude
attributions in the no-choice condition relative to the choice condition. Although high levels of both cognitive and
attributional complexity were associated with reductions in attributional bias, complexity did not systematically
account for the between—age-group differences in performance. It is suggested that the observed pattern of age ef-
fects is related to variations in both cognitive complexity and cognitive resources.

major issue in the study of adult development concerns One type of bias associated with the attributional pro-

the relationship between aging and everyday functioneess—the correspondence bias—derives from Jones and
ing. Substantial evidence exists for aging-related cognitiv®avis’s (1965) correspondent inference theory, which de-
decline, which suggests that functioning should be negascribes the tendency of the social perceiver to infer a corre-
tively affected with increasing age in adulthood. Research ospondence between an observed behavior and stable traits ofo
social-cognitive processes, however, has demonstrated thhae actor. Actors are assumed to make choices that are con-2
the relation between age and the ability to think effectivelysistent with some desired outcome, and the theory assumess
in everyday life is not straightforward. For example, negathat the social perceiver draws dispositional inferences
tive changes in controlled processing mechanisms appearwhen the actor is perceived as having a choice in behavior.
make older adults’ social judgments more susceptible to itf the perceiver overattributes the actor's behavior to stable
relevant information (e.g., Chen & Blanchard-Fields, 2000characteristics while underestimating the contribution of the
Hess, McGee, Woodburn, & Bolstad, 1998), whereas at theontext in which the behavior occurred (i.e., situational
same time age-related increases in knowledge about the sod@ices), then this once perfectly useful ability to draw a cor-
world appear to provide the basis for more adaptive sociakspondent inference becomes problematic (Gilbert & Mal-
inferences (e.g., Blanchard-Fields, 1994; Hess & Aumarpne, 1995). This overreliance on correspondent inferences is
2001). If effective social functioning is predicated on one’ssometimes referred to as thendamental attribution error
ability to make accurate inferences about the behavior qRoss, 1977) when it violates the fundamental rule that ob-
other people, it is imperative that we understand the natuservers should not infer that the actor is predisposed to be-
of and causal mechanisms underlying age-related variatiofigave in a certain manner when sufficiently strong facilitative
in this ability. forces are present in the environment. A classic example of

One aspect of social-cognitive functioning that is receivihis error was observed by Jones and Harris (1967). They S

ing increasing attention in studies of aging concerns biasdsund that young adults made attributions about an actor's ™
that individuals exhibit in making decisions and judgmentsattitude based on the content of a class essay written by the >
Such biases distort the inferential process and negatively aietor even when it was clear that the viewpoint expressed in €
fect the accuracy of social inferences. Thus, the possibilitthe essay was selected by the instructor and not by the actor.; =
of age-related variations in the frequency with which indi-In a subsequent experiment, Jones and Harris found that S S
viduals exhibit such biases has important implications foeven having the experimental participants write an aSS|gned
adaptive functioning in the social world. One type of socialno-choice) essay themselves did not significantly attenuate
inference that has been shown to be susceptible to biasgir trait attributions for others who had performed the
concerns the process by which the social perceiver seeksdame kind of task.
find the causal explanation for events (i.e., attribution; e.g., Whereas the determinants of the correspondence bias are
Gilbert, Pelham, & Krull, 1988; Hansen, 1980; Kulik, 1983; still open to debate (Gilbert & Malone, 1995), several fac-
Shaver, 1983). Awareness of both internal (e.g., personalitprs that influence the strength of this bias and the related
traits, attitudes) and external (e.g., situational constraint§undamental attribution error have been identified. For ex-
factors that govern an individual’s behavior can facilitate in-ample, the degree to which the fundamental attribution error
teractions with that individual by providing insights regard-is evident in young adults is related to the perceiver's goals
ing the person’s behavior as well as the most effectivée.g., Tetlock, 1985) and available cognitive resources (e.g.,
means for interacting with him or her. Gilbert & Krull, 1988).
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ATTRIBUTION AND AGING P313

Although there has been little emphasis on age-related the field, with two primary goals in mind. First, we wanted
variations in attributional processes in mainstream socidb examine the relationship between age and the fundamen-
psychological research (e.g., Gilbert & Malone, 1995; Searsal attribution error in a different context than those used in
1986), recent studies have demonstrated that causal attriqurevious research. Past studies have tended to rely on verbal
tions do not remain stable across adulthood (e.g., Blardescriptions of actors, about whom participants made attri-
chard-Fields, 1994; Blanchard-Fields & Norris, 1994; Cherbutions regarding the role of dispositional versus situational
& Blanchard-Fields, 2000; Graham & Weiner, 1986, 1991 causes in determining their behavior. An important question
Rankin, 2000). For example, Blanchard-Fields and her cokoncerns the extent to which similar age trends are obtained
leagues (Blanchard-Fields, 1994; Blanchard-Fields, Chemyith different types of stimuli (e.qg., real actors) using differ-
Schocke, & Hertzog, 1998; Blanchard-Fields & Norris, 1994)ent types of judgments (e.g., attributions regarding atti-
have found that the correspondence bias increases in old ageles). To address this issue, in the present study we used &2
They have also found, however, a concomitant age-related imodification of a procedure developed by Gilbert and Jones
crease in the use of situational in combination withatisp (1986). Young, middle-aged, and older adults watched vid-
tional information in explaining the causes of behaviors. Coneotapes of dyads in which one person, itiducer asks
sistent with a growing body of research (e.g., Labouvie-Viefquestions regarding political attitudes and another person,
Chiodo, Goguen, Diehl, & Orwoll, 1995; Saztlerg Miller  theresponderanswers these questions using alternative re-
& Lachman, 2000), these studies also identify middle adultsponses provided on cue cards. In the choice condition, par-
hood as a time of peak functioning in terms of the pragmatidscipants were told that the responder would choose which
of everyday life. Specifically, middle-aged adults not only ex-of two alternative answers he would read in response to the
hibit a heightened tendency to make interactive attributiongjuestion, whereas in the no-choice condition, participants
but are also less likely than younger and older adults to exvere informed that the responder would be told which an-
hibit a correspondence bias in their causal attributions. swer to read. After hearing the responder’s answers in each

Studies of aging have also begun to identify factors thatondition, participants rated the degree to which the ex-
may mediate such age effects, thereby providing potentigressed and unexpressed responses were representative
clues as to the mechanisms underlying the correspondentte responder’s true attitudes. In this situation, logic would
bias. One such factor relates to cognitive complexity, whiclsuggest that alternatives chosen and read by the responder i
was identified as a potential mediating factor several dahe choice condition would be more representative than
cades ago (Bieri, 1961; Kelly, 1963). Generally speakingthose selected by the inducer in the no-choice condition. In-
cognitive complexity within an attribution setting refers toterestingly, however, Gilbert and Jones (1986) obtained evi-
the degree to which one considers, for example, multiple delence of the fundamental attribution error in the responses
terminants and causal explanations for behavior (Fletcheof younger adults. Specifically, much like the findings of
Reeder, & Bull, 1990). Importantly, it appears that cognitiveJones and Harris (1967), situational factors surrounding the
complexity varies with age in adulthood (e.g., Blanchardvesponder’'s behavior did not influence attributions, with
Fields, 1994; Kramer & Woodruf, 1986; Labouvie-Vief et participants in the no-choice condition being just as likely
al., 1995), with increasing age being associated with “a bets those in the choice condition to attribute the attitudes im-
ter ability to differentiate an event from one’s interpretationplied by the responses to the responder.
of it” (p. 211, Labouvie-Vief, 1992). Labouvie-Vief and col-  We sought to determine if such a pattern holds for middle-
leagues (1995) examined representations of self in peopémed and older adults, as well. On the basis of the previous
11 to 85 years of age. Higher forms of thinking about theesearch, we expected that it would not hold and that middle-
self were found primarily in participants aged 46 to 59. La-aged adults would be less likely than either young or older
bouvie-Vief and colleagues also found that those aged 6&fdults to exhibit the fundamental attribution error. That is,
and older exhibited responses similar to adolescents, a phea the basis of anticipated variations in cognitive complex-
nomenon also observed by other aging—attributional rety and cognitive resources, we hypothesized that middle-
searchers (i.e., Graham & Weiner, 1991; Blanchard-Fieldaged adults would be more likely than younger and older
& Norris, 1994). Research by Blanchard-Fields (1994adults to consider multiple causative factors surrounding the
Blanchard-Fields & Norris, 1994) has also suggested thatsponder’'s behavior, and thus be more likely to take into
cognitive complexity factors account for some of the ageaccount the context in which his behavior occurred. Thus,
related variance in attribution responses. we predicted that they would be more likely to make atti-

Age-related declines in processing resources in oldeude attributions in the choice than in the no-choice condi-
adults may also constrain the efficiency of complex socialtion and that the difference in attribution strength between
cognitive operations (Hess, 1999). As noted before, theonditions would be greater than that observed for younger
availability of cognitive resources is associated with theor older adults.
strength of the correspondence bias (Gilbert & Krull, 1988), Our second goal was to identify factors related to the de-
and reduced cognitive resources have been implicated in gree to which individuals exhibit a correspondence bias (Hicks,
evated correspondence biases in old age (Chen & Blai985) and to determine the extent to which such factmrkd
chard-Fields, 1997). Reductions in resources in later adulaccount for age differences in performance. On the basis of
hood may limit the extent to which individuals can rely onthe previously cited research, we obtained measures of cog-
complex cognitive structures, perhaps accounting for thesgtive complexity and attributional complexity to examine
individuals’ relatively high levels of attributional biases. such relationships. To assess cognitive complexity, we used

The present study sought to expand on the prior researtie Social Paradigm Belief Inventory (SPBI; Kramer, Kahl-
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P314 FOLLETT AND HESS

baugh, & Goldston, 1992) to identify an individual's prefer-(choice), whereas in the other he was told which response to
ence for three different styles of thought: mechanistic, relaread (no-choice). Following each video, participants made
tivistic, and dialectical. It was anticipated that high levels ofudgments about (a) whether a specific question had been
dialectical thought would be associated with a reduction ofisked of the responder, (b) which response was given by the
the fundamental attribution error because such thought emesponder, (c) the extent to which each of the provided re-
phasizes the integration of and dynamic interactions besponses reflected the responder’s true beliefs, and (d) the
tween the parts within a system. Consistent with the findresponder’s general political beliefs.
ings of Kramer and colleagues, it was also expected that
dialectical thought would peak in middle-age and that thisMaterials
age-related variance in dialectical thinking would, in part,
account for age differences in attributional responses. Video scripts.—Two scripts were constructed, each of
We also assessed cognitive complexity using the Attribuwhich contained 11 questions about political views. Each of
tional Complexity Scale (ACS; Fletcher, Danilovics, Fernanthese questions had two alternatives, one representing a po-
dez, Peterson, & Reeder, 1986). This scale assesses cditieally liberal viewpoint and one representing a politically
plexity factors specific to the attribution process, such as theonservative viewpoint. The question—answer (Q-A) sets
degree to which the individual considers complex ratheused were created in a four-step process. First, 45 questions
than simple explanations for behavior. Given these characelating to contemporary political issues were composed by S
teristics, we predicted that higher levels of attributionalKatherine J. Follett. The two types of responses were gener- 3
complexity would be associated with lower levels of theated for each question by individuals with either liberal or
correspondence bias. Although evidence regarding age difonservative credentials (e.g., a conservative group from
ferences in attributional complexity is lacking, we antici-Washington, DC). Second, these 45 Q-A sets were then
pated that the pattern of performance would be consistervaluated for conservative and liberal content by 31 young
with findings regarding social-cognitive functioning andadults using a 9-point Likert scale & very liberal, 5=
aging. Specifically, it was expected that attributional comean’t tell, 9= very conservative). Using the mean ratings on
plexity would be associated with experience in the sociahe political perspective scale as the criterion, 32 Q-A sets
world, and thus would increase with age. Consistent with rewith clearly liberal and conservative responses were identi-
search regarding cognitive complexity, we also hypothefied on the basis of cut-off points of less than or equal to 3
sized that attributional complexity would peak in middlefor liberal or greater than or equal to 7 for conservative. The
age. Finally, we examined the extent to which variations imesponses for these Q-A sets were shortened to two or three
attributional complexity could account for age differencessentences each.
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in attribution responses. Third, 22 judges representing all three age groups (14
young, 6 middle-age, and 2 older adults) then evaluated =
METHODS these 32 Q-A sets for political content and level of familiar-
ity (measured on a 5-point scale=lvery familiar). Q-A

Participants sets had to have a mean familiarity rating of less than 3 to
Adults in three different age groups were tested. Thensure that the represented political issues were generally
young group consisted of 37 university undergraduates (Ifamiliar to most people. With respect to the political ratings,
women) drawn from the introductory psychology volunteemve decided that the median and mode ratings were most in-
pool. Their mean age was 19.8 years (range8—29). The formative because of a very limited number of outliers that
37 middle-aged (19 women) and 37 older (17 women) paskewed the mean. To ensure that the responses in each Q-Az
ticipants were community volunteers who responded to aset were consistently perceived as either conservative or lib- €
advertisement in a local newspaper. The mean age of tleal, we adopted mode and median cut-off points of less &
middle-aged group was 47.8 years (rarg86-59) and that than or equal to 3 for the liberal response and greater than or g
of the older group was 69.8 years (rargé€1-84). Student equal to 7 for the conservative response. Finally, the 22 best »
participants fulfilled a course option for their participation,Q-A sets that satisfied these criteria were used to make the >
whereas the other volunteers were paid $10 for their particfinal video scripts. Each script contained 11 of these ques-
pation. The three groups did not diffqy € .28) in self-  tions, and questions were assigned so that each script would
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assessed physical health (measured on a 5-point scale, 1be similar in terms of overall content, issue familiarity, and §
excellent), but the two older groups had significantly morextremity of political viewpoint expressed in the responses.
years of formal education than the young group i, (., = A copy of each script was prepared, listing each of the 11
13.38,Mniddie-ages= 16.73,Mgger = 16.06),F(2,108)= 24.26,  questions as well as the two associated responses. Sample
p<.0l. Q-A sets are presented in Table 1.

Design Videos.—\/ideotapes were constructed to present the stim-

The study used a8 2 (Age Groupx Choice Condition) ulus materials. In each videotape, an unseen 40-year-old
design, with choice condition being within-participants.woman played the inducer. This individual gave the re-
Each participant observed two videotape recordings of tweponder instructions and read the questions to him. The
different individuals (i.e., responders) providing answers taesponder was played by two different White men in their
a series of questions. In one condition, the responder was aarly 40s, who were instructed to respond with as much sin-
lowed to choose his response from the provided alternativesrity as possible (see Appendix). The camera was placed to
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Table 1. Sample Question-Answer Sets

1. Should people who have grown children, or who are childless, or who send their children to private schools have totpégxesofsahool taxes)?
A. Yes. American children are the children of all the people, a valuable resource for our country. All people, espeaialiyiioecan afford private schools,
should be glad to help every child have a good educatidreral Response)
B. No. Property taxes are the government’s way of saying that we don’t really own our property and the government doegyNevpesshould have to pay
school taxes unless they are using the schools. People who use the schools should pay Garseetaatie Resporse

2. Should people have the right to burn flags?
A. The American flag symbolizes freedom. We are free to burn the flag as an expression of our freedom taipexta}t. (
B. Many men have died protecting our flag. To destroy it is a repugnant act. There ought to be more respect fo€treséagtive

3. Should affirmative action programs be abolished?
A. Women and other minorities are still being discriminated against. We need to support and expand affirmative action(hibgrains.
B. Women and other minorities have ample opportunity to find jobs, work hard, and prove themselves. Management wantsgbe foeghpgob. There is no
need to interfere in the job markeEdnservative

Note Response category was not seen by participants.

focus on the face and shoulders of the responder during taghoice conditions. Subsequent testing with an independent
ing. Although there were 11 questions in the script, only &roup of undergraduates indicated that the specific script
were used in the video. For six of these questions—regardised had no impact on performance, thereby reinforcing our
less of choice condition—the responder read responses tragcision.

reflected the same political viewpoint (the majority perspec-
tive). These were calledominant itemsFor the other two
questions, termedrossover itemshe responder read the re- o video scripts, each participant's test package also in-
sponse representing the alternative political viewpoint (i.e ’

A . . X \-=cluded a set of test materials associated with each script.
the minority perspective). The unused items in the sCript—hjg set contained a list of the 11 Q-A sets contained in the
henceforth referred to asew items—-were ignored. The

script. For each of these sets, space was provided for the par-

. i ; 'ﬂEipant to indicate (a) whether the question had been asked; &
to which participants’ responses were based on what the rsy'it the question had been asked, which response was read
sponder actually said or on general information relating t y the responder, and if it had not been asked, which re- s

sponse would the responder have chosen if asked; and (c) to

Test materials.—In addition to instructions and copies of
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a list of questions that he is told will be used in the proceq,,qe using a 9-point Likert scale €lvery reflective, 5=
dure. The video is then stopped while the responder presurgz tell, 9= not at all reflective). An item was also in-

ably is given time to read the script. When the video reg) ged at the end of each 11-question set to make a global
sumes, the responder is told that the inducer is going to readsassment of that responder’s political attitude using a 9-

8 of the 11 questions in the list. In response to each quegyint scale (1= liberal, 5= can't tell, 9= conservative).
tion, the responder is instructed to read either the answer

held up for him on a cue card (no-choice condition) or the

better of the two answers displayed on cue cards (choie’é"’cedu_re o _

condition). For both conditions, the crossover items were in- Participants were tested individually or in age-segregated

terspersed among the dominant items, with the sequenci@oups of 2 to 4. On their arrival, they were seated at tables

of these items being identical across conditions. SO that each person had a good view of a television with a
Eight different videotapes were constructed for use in th¢/ CR. The participants were told that they were taking part

study, each of which contained two video segments, one cdf @ study of “memory for attitudes,” and that

responding to the choice condition and the other to the no-

choice condition. To control for effects that were due to pre- Sometimes when we see political speeches on TV,

sentation order, content, and responder, we systematically we are aware that the speaker is reading his or her an-

counterbalanced segments. Thus, half of the participants swer. Nevertheless, we are called upon to decide if

viewed the no-choice condition first, and the other half the the speaker is sincere in what he/she is reading. A

choice condition. In addition, the dominant perspective (lib- part of the decision process is remembering what was

eral vs. conservative) adopted in each condition was system- said and not said as well as being able to decide what

atically varied across participants, as was the identity of the other ideas a speaker might hold.

responder across both conditions and perspectives. In gen-

eral, the two videos seen by each participant varied in terms All participants received thorough instructions and were

of the script used, the identity of the responder, and the mghown a sample answer sheet, which was reviewed with

jority perspective expressed. Given the complexity of thesthem by the examiner. Great care was taken to ensure that

counterbalancing measures and the fact that the two scriptsey understood the directions and that they were prepared

were carefully constructed to be similar in content characfor the first video in much the same way they were going to

teristics, we decided not to systematically vary script acrosse prepared when they would respond in the second video.
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Participants were informed that they would be watching twattributions & = .39), (f) tendency to infer contemporary
video segments and that complex external attributions (= .51), and (g) tendency to
infer external causes from the past= .56). Scores from
In one of the video segments, the responder will be this scale have been shown, for example, to predict the use
told which of the two possible answers to read and in of multiple and complex causes in making causal attribu-
another video segment the volunteer will be allowed tions (Fletcher et al., 1986).
to choosewhich of the two possible answers he feels
is the better answer. RESULTS
For each analysis reported, an alpha level of .05 was
Prior to each segment, instructions were presented to empledopted for individual tests of statistical significance. Initial
size the specific context surrounding the responses read bgalyses were conducted to examine the impact of the order 2
the responder. The content, condition, and responder in eachpresentation of the choice conditions (choice first vs. no-
segment were counterbalanced as previously described.  choice first), the majority political perspective in each con-
Prior to watching the Q-A portion of each video, partici-dition (liberal vs. conservative), and the actor depicting the
pants were given the appropriate script. Participants hadrésponder in the video (Person A vs. B) on each dependent
min while the tape was stopped to read over the script s@riable. In no case did these experimental control factors im-
that they would be familiar with the questions and answerpact the effects of interest. Therefore, all reported analyses
being used in the video. Participants were then asked ®&xcluded these factors to simplify presentation. Responses
watch the video segment and were instructed to “please listéa the item assessing self-reported political beliefs were also
carefully and do not take notes. At the end of each segmemxamined to determine if age differences in liberal versus
the video will be stopped and you will be asked to answetonservative attitudes existed. Fortunately, the three age
questions about that segment.” At the end of each video segroups did not differ significantly on this item, reducing the
ment, participants responded to the memory and attitude gtessibility that age differences in political views would bias
tribution questions associated with that script. Their tespatterns of attribution ratings.
packets had one page for each Q-A set used in the video so
they could see the question and both alternatives. The exaftem-Specific Attribution Responses
iner read each question and the associated responses aloudittributions regarding the responder’s true attitudes were
Participants were then given approximately 20 additionaassessed using participant ratings for each response to eac
seconds to answer each of the four memory and attributiagtem. A 9-point scale was used for this purpose, with 1 indi-
questions that followed. This was typically sufficient for cating that the response was very reflective of the responder’s
most participants. When necessary, additional time was afrue attitude and 9 indicating it was not at all reflective. Gil-
lotted to allow completion of a given item. This pacing pro-bert and Jones (1986) used the raw scores from a similar
cedure ensured that all participants began and finished eastale in their analyses, assuming that ratings toward the “re-
page together so that there was neither pressure to keepfigetive” end of the scale for the response actually given
nor time to reconsider initial responses. Following this, parwould be indicative of attribution. Although reasonable on
ticipants made a global assessment of the responder’s prahe surface, the use of raw ratings may not be the most sen
able political orientation. When participants finished re-sitive measure of attribution. Specifically, although raw rat-
sponding to the questions for the first video, they were giveimgs that are consistent with the view espoused in the re-
Vocabulary Test 2 (parts 1 and 2) from the Kit of Factor Refsponder’s answer would normally be expected, it is possible
erenced Cognitive Tests (Ekstrom, French, Harman, & Dethat individuals may not always behave in such a manner,
man, 1976). Testing was resumed with the second videwith ratings occasionally going in the opposite direction.
segment using the same procedure. Although seemingly illogical, this response pattern does re-
After viewing the two video segments, participants com-lect attribution as does any response that deviates from the
pleted the 42 items on the SPBI (Kramer et al., 1992), whichidpoint (“can’t tell”) of the scale. That is, saying that
comprised the mechanistic, relativistic, and dialecticasomething is not reflective of a person’s true attitude is mak-
thinking subscales. Kramer and colleagues found that SPHig an attribution in the same way that saying something is
scores correlated well with other measures of complexity afeflective; both responses indicate the participant's beliefs
thought and were minimally related to other personalityegarding the responder’s true attitudes.
characteristics or ability. Internal consistencies (i.e., Cron- In consideration of this, we adopted a more sensitive
bach’sa) for the subscales used in this study were found toneasure of attribution by subtracting each rating from the
range from .60 to .84. scale midpoint (i.e., 5) and then obtaining the average of the
The ACS (Fletcher et al., 1986) was given next. This scalabsolute values of these difference scores across all items
consisted of 28 Likert-type items (= .85) divided into  for each participant within each choice condition. The re-
seven 4-item subscales that assessed the following charatiting scores could range from 0 (no attribution) to 4
teristics presumed to characterize the complexity of thoughstrong attribution). These scores were then examined using
underlying an individual’s attributions: (a) level of motiva- a 3X 2 X 3 X 2 (Age Groupx Choice Conditionx Item X
tion (« = .68), (b) preference for complex explanationsResponse Type [majority vs. minority]) analysis of variance
(a = .46), (c) presence of metacognition concerning explatANOVA), with the last three variables within participants.
nations & = .63), (d) awareness of social determinants ofOf primary interest were effects reflecting consideration of
behavior & = .52), (e) tendency to infer complex internal context in making attributions. A reduction in the corre-
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spondence bias associated with such consideration would geoups suggests that the previously described sensitivity to
reflected primarily in greater attribution ratings in the choicecontextual information across conditions was primarily due
than in the no-choice condition. The use of contextual inforto the responses of the middle-aged adults.
mation in making attributions would also be reflected in par- A significant effect of item was also obtain€@2,216)=
ticipants providing greater attribution ratings for items actu27.61,MSe= .53, due to participants being more willing to
ally presented in the video. Specifically, ratings should benake attributions for responses to items actually presented
greater for dominant and crossover items than for neWMgominant = 1.85; Mgrossover = 1.77) than to unpresented
items. In addition, ratings for the former two types of itemstems M,.,, = 1.51). Item also interacted with a§€4,216)=
should be greater for the response actually read by the r8:05,MSe= .53, reflecting a reduction in the consideration
sponder (dominant: majority; crossover: minority) than forof contextual information in formulating responses for older
the unread response (dominant: minority; crossover: majoedults relative to the other two age groups. Specifically, both
ity). If participants make these discriminations while alsoyoung and middle-aged adults had significantly higher rat-
exhibiting a correspondence bias, it would seem reasonahlegs for both types of presented items than for new items,
to rule out poor recall of situational information as a potenwhereas older adults had significantly higher ratings for
tial explanatory factor for such a bias. dominant items than for crossover and new items (see Table

A significant effect due to age was obtaing¢g,108) = 2). This may reflect an age-related problem in memory for
4.64, MSe = 7.51, with older adults having significantly inconsistent information (see below). Finally, item also in-
higher attribution ratingsM = 2.01) than either young teracted with response in determining rating%,216) =
(M = 1.67) or middle-aged = 1.46) adults. A significant 18.26,MSe= .22. This effect reflected participants’ greater
effect was also obtained for conditioR(1,108) = 4.10, willingness to make attribution for the response given than
MSe= 1.33. This effect was due to participants being mordor the one not. Thus, for dominant items, ratings were
willing to make attributions in the choice conditidd & higher for the majority response than for the minority re-
1.78) than in the no-choice conditidd & 1.65). Thus, in- sponse (1.96 vs. 1.76), whereas the direction was reversed
formation regarding the circumstances under which the rder crossover items (1.70 vs. 1.87). Ratings did not vary by
sponder was providing responses appeared to have agsponse for new items (1.52 vs. 1.49). This pattern of rat-
impact on willingness to infer attitudes. In spite of this dif-ings suggests that participants were discriminating between
ference between conditions, the mean attribution rating iresponses that the responder did and did not give. The fact
the no-choice condition was still significantly greater than Othat age did not modify this effect suggests that differential
t(110) = 18.82. In other words, participants were willing to memory for information in the video cannot easily account
make inferences about the responder’s true attitudes evéor the observed age differences in attribution bias.
though there was some recognition of the constraints sur-
rounding his responses. Memory for Questions and Responses

The hypothesized interaction between age and condition Although some of the just-described effects provide indi-
(Table 2) was not reliablé;(2,108)= 1.71,MSe= 1.33, rect evidence that age differences in memory are not associ-
p = .19. Given our interests, however, we performedated with age differences in attribution ratings, we decided
planned contrasts within each age group between condi investigate this relationship more closely. Specifically, we
tions. There was no significant difference between attribudetermined whether the three age groups differed in mem-
tions in the choice and no-choice conditions for either thery for both the questions that were asked by the inducer
young adults (1.69 vs. 1.65) or the older adults (2.03 vsand the responses provided by the responder. If age differ-
1.98),Fs < 1, whereas this contrast just missed significancences do exist, then the extent to which these age-related.s
in the middle-aged group(1,36)= 4.09,p = .051. In this  variations in memory affected between-group variation in <
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group, attribution was greater in the choice than in the naattribution will need to be examined. 2
choice condition (1.61 vs. 1.32). The variation across age ]
Question memory.—The proportion of questions cor- N
rectly remembered as being asked (Table 3, top) was exam- >
Table 2. Mean Uncorrected Attribution Ratings by ined using a X 2 X 3 (Age Groupx Choice Conditionx @
Choice Condition and Age Group Item Type) ANOVA. Younger adults correctly remembered %
Youns MiddloAge on more items (.92) than did either middle-aged (.87) or older §
M (.86) adultsF(2,108)= 3.15,MSe= .07. Memory was also
Item M SD M SD M SD AlAges better for dominant (.90) and new (.92) items than for cross-
Choice Condition over items (.82)F(2,216)= 14.72,MSe= .04. The three-
Dominant 189 056 175 109 225 098 197 Way interaction was also significarf(2,216) = 2.45,
Crossover 185 074 166 1.07 192 094 181 MSe= .03. Further tests revealed that significant between-
New 134 058 142 1.00 192 105 156 group variation was present only for crossover items in the
MAllitems  1.69 161 2.03 no-choice condition, where younger adults (.95) remembered
No-Choice Condition significantly more than both middle-aged (.73) and older
Dominant 170 058 135 110 215 103 173 adults (.84), who did not differ from each othpr= .14).
Crossover 191 069 143 112 195 108 1.76
New = 1.34 070 118 106 18 112 146 Response memory.—\We next examined the proportion
MAllitems  1.65 1.32 1.98

of responses correctly identified as given by the responder
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Table 3. Mean Proportion of Presented Questions and Responses/er responses as being asked and more likely to falsely at-

Correctly Remembered by Condition and Age Group tribute the majority response associated with such items to
Young Middle-Age o the responder: These age-related memory effects are consis-
M tent with previous research demonstrating that aging has a
Condiionandltem M SO M ~ SD M SD AlAges  disproportionate impact on memory for inconsistencies
Questions (Hess, 1990). Given the obtained age effects, we repeated
Choice Condition the analyses examining attribution ratings while controlling
Dominant 94 08 91 12 8 .13 91 for memory for specific content information.
Crossover .84 27 .82 .27 74 33 .80
New 93 22 93 .16 88 A 91 Corrected Item-Specific Attribution Responses o
No-Choice Condition Mean attribution ratings were recalculated using only re- £
Dominant 91 12 88 .14 90 .12 89 sponses to those items for which the participant accurately =
Crossover 9% .16 73 .33 .84 .29 84 remembered both the question and—in the case of dominant &
New 95 A7 95 12 .90 21 98 g crossover items—the response given. (For new items, &
Responsés no response was given by the responder.) This resulted in g
Choice Condition the exclusion of 4 younger adults, 7 middle-aged adults, and =
Dominant 9 .16 .96 .10 .88 .25 93 13 older adults because of missing data in one or more cells. S
Crossover 94 .23 99 08 71 43 88 There were no obvious differences in the characteristics of 3
No-Choice Condition those participants whose data were excluded when com- &é
Dominant 93 15 95 14 8 .25 91 pared with the remaining participants. Thus, this reduced 2
Crossover 96 .14 91 .29 93 .25 93 sample was considered similar in nature to the full sample, &
aYoung:n = 36; Middle-agedn = 33; Old:n = 32. and we proceeded to analyze the corrected scores (Table 4§

in the same way as the uncorrected scores.
The results of this analysis were similar to those obtained
using the uncorrected scores, with two notable exceptions.
First, the Agex Condition interaction was now significant,
for those questions actually asked (i.e., dominant and crosk{2,84) = 3.33,MSe= 1.32. This latter effect reflected the
over items). Because identification of a correct response &rengthening of the trend noted in the previous analysis,
contingent on correct recognition of the question askedyhereby middle-aged adults made significantly higher attri-
memory scores were calculated using only responses hwtion ratings in the choice than in the no-choice condition
those questions that the participant correctly recognized %.53 vs. 1.13), whereas young (1.70 vs. 1.67) and older
being asked. This resulted in the elimination of 1 youngdults (2.02 vs. 2.03) did not distinguish between the two.
adult, 4 middle-aged adults, and 5 older adults from th&his analysis also revealed a significant Conditiotitem
analysis because of missing data in specific cells. interaction,F(2,168) = 6.41,MSe= .45. This was due to
Memory scores for the remaining participants (Table 3ratings being significantly greater in the choice than in the
bottom) were compared using a<32 X 2 (Age GroupXx no-choice condition for dominant items (1.94 vs. 1.64) and
Choice Conditionx Item) ANOVA. Once again, the young new items (1.50 vs. 1.31), but not for crossover items (1.74
(.96) and middle-aged (.96) adults remembered more thars. 1.79).
the older adults did (.84F(2,98) = 6.30,MSe=.10. Sev- In sum, consistent with our expectations, middle-aged
eral significant interactions were also observed: Adéon-  adults were more sensitive to contextual information (e.g., g
dition, F(2,98) = 6.67, MSe = .03, ConditionX Item, the responder’s freedom in choosing responses) than wereg
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F(1,98) = 4.67,MSe= .03, and Agex ConditionX Item, adults in the other two age groups when making attribu- &
F(2,98) = 7.10,MSe= .03. Decomposition of this last in- g
teraction revealed no significant effects for either the young N
or the middle-aged adultpg > .07). In contrast, the main Table 4. Mean Corrected Attribution Ratings by z
effect of condition,F(1,31) = 6.41,MSe = .05, and the Choice Condition and Age Group §
Condition X Item interactionF(1,36) = 15.25MSe= .05, , o
were significant for the older adults. These effects were due voung - Middle-Age  Old S
to memory for crossover responses in the choice condition N=33) (N=30 (N=24 ~
being significantly lower than memory for the other thredtem M sb M SD M SD AlAges
types of items. Choice Condition

In summary, participants had fairly good memory for  pominant 1.92 58 1.66 1.08 2.30 1.01 194
the questions asked by the induckr £ .88) as well as Crossover 190 .82 152 103 1.81 106 174
for the responses provided by the respondiér=( .92). New 125 .75 140 101 195 106 150
Older adults did, however, have poorer memory for both ~ MAllitems  1.70 1.53 2.02
types of information than did both young and middle-ageaho-Choice Condition
adults. In addition, older adults and, to a lesser extent, middle- Dominant 170 59 121 .97 211 103 164
aged adults had particular problems remembering informa- Crossover 204 .70 120 9% 219 82 179
tion about crossover items. That is, they were less likely NeW Lzr.70 97 .95 L7 109 131

M Allitems  1.67 1.13 2.03

than young adults to recall questions associated with cross-
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tions, especially when memory for specific responses made  Table 5. Correlations Between Attribution Ratings and
by the responder was taken into account. Middle-aged SPBI and ACS Subscale Scores

adults were also more likely than older adults to differenti-
ate between attitudes actually expressed by the responder

Item-Specific Ratings Global Ratings

versus unexpressed attitudes, further suggesting somewlfapscale Differencéroportion Difference Proportion
greater contextual sensitivity in midlife. SPBI
Mechanistic —.02 —.03 -.13 —.14
Global Attribution Ratings Relativistic .10 .15 -.01 .05
We next examined participants’ global ratings regarding _Dialectical 260 .30 .10 04
the responder’s political attitudes. Deviation scores in eagﬁcs

diti lcul d bef d th Motivation .09 .16 .18 .20*
condition were calculated as before, and they were exam- Preference for Complex

ined using a 3X 2 (Age GroupXx Choice Condition) Explanation P aEe oan e
ANOVA. The only effect obtained was a significant Age Metacognition .06 A1 -14  —.18
Condition interactionf(2,108) = 3.44,MSe = .89. Con- Social Determinants Behavior 12 A1 -.02 .03
trasts within age groups revealed that middle-aged adults Complex Internal Attributions .03 11 00 -.03

Complex External Attributions .15 .16 .16 12

were once again more sensitive than participants in the other Past External Causes 02 11 03 —.01

age groups to contextual factors in assigning ratings. Specif-
ically, ratings were significantly higher in the choice than in  Notes SPBI = Social Paradigm Belief Inventory; ACS Attributional
the no-choice condition for the middle-aged adults (1.76 vsomplexity Scale.

1.24), but not for the young (1.77 vs. 1.64) or the older (1.60 "P =05 ™p =.01;**"p<.001.

vs. 1.89) adults.

Cognitive Complexity Effects Stepwise regressions using all the SPBI and ACS sub-
Our final set of analyses examined the relationship bescales as predictors revealed significant amounts of variance
tween cognitive complexity and attribution bias. We testediccounted for by each of the four attribution measures. For
the general hypothesis that higher levels of complexity wouldem-specific ratings, SPBI Dialectic and ACS PCE ac-
be associated with increased attention to contextual factoe®unted for 13% of the difference score variaf¢e,108)=
surrounding the responder’s behavior, resulting in lower level8.19,p < .001, and 21% of the proportion score variance,
of bias. As a first step, correlations were obtained betwedr(2,108) = 14.56,p < .001. For global ratings, the ACS
measures of attribution bias and the subscale scores frddCE and Metacognition subscales accounted for 12% of the
both the SPBI and the ACS. In the first case, two differendifference score variancd;(2,108) = 7.58, p = .001,
summary scores were created for both the item-specific re¢hereas these same two subscales plus the ACS Motivation
sponses and the global ratings. The first was a simple diffesubscale accounted for 19% of the proportion score vari-
ence score in which the mean attribution rating in the noance,F(3,107)= 8.14,p < .001.
choice condition was subtracted from that of the choice con- The second set of analyses examined age-related varia-
dition. The second was a proportional score that attemptdns on the SPBI and ACS subscales, and the extent to
to correct for variations in overall attribution ratings. Specif-which such variations could account for the observed age
ically, the mean attribution rating in the choice conditioneffects in attribution. Univariate analyses for each subscale
was divided by the sum of the ratings in both the choice aniddicated that age-group effects were only present for the
no-choice conditions. For both measures, higher scores r&PBI Relativism scoref-(2,108) = 6.37, MSe = 61.05.
flected less attribution bias (i.e., greater willingness to mak&hus, contrary to expectations, cognitive complexity was
attribution in the choice than in the no-choice condition). not clearly associated with age, at least as indexed at the

As can be seen in Table 5, relations between the bias scoggsup level. For each of the four attribution measures, we 3
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and complexity measures were not particularly strong, athen conducted a series of hierarchical regression analyses to™

though a few significant relationships did emerge. Specifiexamine the extent to which the previously described effects
cally, significant positive correlations were observed betweeaf complexity on attribution ratings could account for age-

the various attribution bias indexes and the SPBI Dialecticajroup—related variance in these ratings. For item-specific at-
scale and the Preference for Complex Explanations (PCHjbutions, the SPBI Dialectical and ACS PCE subscales
and Motivation subscale of the ACS. This suggests that thosmly accounted for 3% and 14% of the age-related variance
individuals who exhibit higher levels of dialectical thought,in the difference and proportion scores, respectively. For
apply complex causal schemas (e.g., search for multipiglobal attributions, the ACS PCE and Metacognition sub-

causal mechanisms) to understanding behavior, and posssssales accounted for 35% of the age-related variance for dif-

>
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higher levels of intrinsic motivation to explain the behaviorsference scores, whereas these two subscales plus the Moti-

of other people were less likely to exhibit the fundamental atvation subscale accounted for 32% of the age-related
tribution error than were individuals who did not posseswariance in proportion scores.

these characteristics. Although not statistically reliable, sev- To summarize, a relationship was observed between cog-
eral other correlations were in the expected direction (e.gnjtive complexity and strength of the correspondence bias,
mechanistic thinking was associated with greater correspomvith the nature of the effects being generally consistent with
dence bias, whereas a tendency to infer contemporary comxpectations. Somewhat surprisingly, however, minimal

plex external attributions was associated with less bias).  systematic variation in complexity was observed as a func-
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tion of age, although complexity did account for up to onébehavioral inferences. These results relating to the motiva-

third of the age-related variance in attribution bias. tional component of attributional complexity are consistent
with those obtained in studies using only young participants
DiscussioN (e.g., Webster, 1993). In addition, the relationships between

The present study examined age differences in attriblcomplexity and attribution were generally more consistent
tion, with two primary aims. Specifically, we wanted to bothfor measures obtained from the ACS than for those from the
examine whether age differences existed in the prevalen&PBI. This may reflect the fact that the ACS assesses com-
of the fundamental attribution error and determine the explexity of thought relative to the attribution process, whereas
tent to which such differences could be accounted for bthe SPBI provides a more general assessment.
variations in the complexity of cognitive operations thought Evidence was also obtained that age differences in com-
to support the construction of attribution judgments. The replexity of thought partially mediate the observed age-related
sults are relatively straightforward. variation in the strength of the fundamental attribution error.

First, middle-aged adults were less likely to make therhe degree of mediation, however, was at best moderate,
fundamental attribution error than either young or oldewith measures from both complexity scales accounting for
adults were. Specifically, the middle-aged participants werao more than 35% of the age-related variance on a given
less likely to attribute specific political viewpoints to the re-index of attributional bias. One obvious reason for the lack
sponder when his stated views were determined by anothef strong mediation effects is the failure to observe reliable
than when they were selected by himself. Younger and olddlifferences in complexity across age groups. Inconsistent
adults made higher attribution ratings overall than middlewith expectations, mean levels of cognitive and attributional
aged adults, and they did not discriminate between choiammplexity were relatively stable across groups rather than
conditions. This indicates that situational factors surroundincreasing with age and peaking in midlife. Although mean
ing the responder’s behavior were not considered in makingerformance did not change appreciably, an age-related in-
attributions by participants in either of these groups. Imporerease in variability in performance was evident on each of
tantly, these age differences were evident for both itenthe SPBI subscales and on six of the seven ACS subscales
specific and global attribution ratings. Note that althoughThis variability in turn may have also reduced the power of
the middle-aged group demonstrated a reduced tendency tmir analyses to identify age-related mediation effects. For
ward the fundamental attribution error relative to the otheexample, both the mean and standard deviation as well as
two age groups, their responses were not immune to this ghe high within-group score for the SPBI Dialectical scale
ror. Specifically, their attribution ratings in the no-choicewere greatest in the older adult group (yoig: 56.2,SD=
presentation condition were significantly greater than 04.4; high score= 66; middle-agedvl = 56.1,SD= 6.1, high
Thus, middle-aged adults were still willing to attribute spe-score= 73; older:M = 58.6,SD = 7.3; high score= 74).
cific attitudes to the responder even when he gave no infor- Interestingly, the greater variability in complexity with
mation about his true attitudes. This illustrates the strengtage appeared to increase its predictive power when the pre-
of this attributional bias throughout adulthood. viously described stepwise prediction procedures were per-

The observed age effects in judgments are noteworthy fiormed within age groups. Specifically, none of the com-
that the present study examined attribution using a som@lexity subscale scores were significant predictors of any of
what more ecologically valid testing context than that usethe four measures of attributional bias in the young group.
in previous studies. Specifically, participants viewed videoin the middle-aged group, predictor sets accounted for 13%
tapes of real people rather than reading descriptions, and 36% of the variance across measures, whereas in the
they made inferences regarding attitudes rather than moadder group 16% to 38% of the variance was accounted for.
abstract judgments regarding the causal mechanisms undé&hus, complexity was clearly an important factor in deter-
lying behavior. In spite of these differences in methods, thenining the degree to which individuals exhibited the funda-
observed age effects are consistent with those obtained fnental attribution error. What is unclear is why age differ-
previous research, reinforcing the reliability of this effectences in attributional bias were observed in spite of the
across contexts. absence of significant group-related differences in complex-

Our other major goal in this research was to identify facity of thought.
tors that might explain the observed age effects in attribution It is possible that other cognitively based factors, such as
responses. The primary factor of interest in the preserhe availability of cognitive resources, may have had a role
study concerned age-related variation in the complexity ofh determining the observed age effects. For example, age
thought hypothesized to undergird the attributional processlifferences in attribution judgments might reflect variations
Consistent with expectations, measures from the SPBI arid memory-related factors. Older adults in particular might
ACS were found to be associated with attributional bias. Fdnave problems remembering what was said in the video-
example, higher levels of dialectical thought, preference forapes, potentially complicating inferences about attitudes.
complex rather than simple explanations for attributionsAlthough age was indeed related to memory for both ques-
and higher intrinsic motivation to explain the behaviors oftions asked and responses given, controlling for this varia-
others were all found to be associated with lower levels dion actually strengthened the age effects rather then elimi-
the fundamental attribution error. Thus, individuals whonated them. Note also that memory for what was said is not
look for multiple causes of events are less likely to exhibie good predictor of attribution bias in and of itself given that
attributional biases, presumably because they take into atlie group with the best memory (i.e., young adults) had a
count situational as well as dispositional factors in makingtrong tendency toward the fundamental attribution error. In
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a related vein, it is also possible that the age differences in ate-choice condition. All the information that would be nec-
tribution were related to memory for situational informationessary would be the knowledge that the responder was in-
concerning the circumstances surrounding the respondessructed as to what to say rather than being allowed to
behavior. Unfortunately, we did not explicitly examine mem-choose. Given such information, the most reasonable con-
ory for such information (e.g., whether the responder waslusion is to infer that we can say nothing about his true atti-
choosing or being told what to say), so this possibility cantudes regardless of the content of the responses. Thus, if
not be excluded. Note, however, that the choice versus notask demands do account for the attributional bias observed
choice aspect of the task was repeatedly emphasized durimgthe older adults, it may have to do with the negative im-
the course of the study, and participants appeared to und@act of reduced cognitive resources on the ability to main-
stand the distinction. tain relevant task information in working memory while en-
Cognitive resources may have also influenced perforgaging in another task (i.e., making memory judgments).
mance by interacting with task demands. Participants werglthough the external pacing of the task may exacerbate this
paced through the ratings part of the procedure, with aboeffect, it does not seem sufficient to account for the older
20 s allowed for answering two questions and making twadults’ performance.
ratings for each of 11 items. Although this response rate did Although age-related limitations in cognitive resources
not appear to present any specific difficulties to study partianay help account for the high levels of bias observed in the
ipants, the externally paced nature of the task coupled withider adults’ attribution responses, such factors should be
its complexity may have placed heavy demands on cogniess likely to explain the performance of the younger adults,
tive resources, which in turn may have reduced the tendengyho presumably have ample resources available to deal
of participants to consider situational factors and to makeith the complexity of the task. Given the pervasiveness of
appropriate attributional adjustments (e.g., Gilbert et alattributional bias in younger adults both in aging studies
1988). Such task demands may have a disproportionate ire.g., Blanchard-Fields, 1994) and in mainstream social
pact in later adulthood, when cognitive resource reductiongsychological research (see Gilbert & Malone, 1995), their
might not only limit performance but also affect the motiva-responses may reflect aspects of social information process-
tion to engage resources (Hess, 1999; Hess, Rosenberg,ig that are unrelated to resources. Gilbert and Malone
Waters, 2001). (1995) suggested that young adults may not adjust attribu-
In support of such an assertion, Chen and Blanchardions to take situational information into account because of,
Fields (1997) found that the nature of age differences in diser example, their failure to recognize that correction is
positional judgments was related to the time allocated toeeded or their lack of knowledge regarding the impact of
making a judgment. When given extra time to think abouthe situation on behavior. These factors might be related to
their answers, older participants reduced their dispositionaxperience in the social world, which is obviously related
attributions, suggesting a correction for situational informato age and which may influence attributions independently
tion. Similarly, Rankin (2000) examined attributions using aof cognitive complexity. One may be inclined to consider
mail survey, which allowed participants ample time to ponmultiple factors in making attributions and have the re-
der their attributions. Her results showed that older particisources for doing so, but if one is unaware of what factors to
pants were more situational and less dispositional in thegonsider, biased attribution may still be the result.
assessments than younger participants were. Thus, the dif-On the basis of our findings and those of previous studies,
ferences observed between the middle-aged and older adudtgentative explanation for the observed age effects in our
in the present study may simply reflect the older group’'study can be provided. Specifically, cognitive complexity is
need for more time to adjust initial impressions. In othelikely an important factor accounting for age-related vari-
words, the effort necessary to both remember which alternability in attributional bias. Although systematic age trends
tive answer was used and make judgments about the sincerity complexity were not obtained, there was evidence that
of the responder—in combination with the time constraint@ge was associated with greater variability in the complexity
of the task—may have prevented the older participants frorof thought. In fact, it could be argued that the age-related in-
engaging sufficiently in the correction part of the processcrease in the variability of complexity scores allowed for the
This, in turn, may have reduced the power of our analyses tignificant relationship between complexity and attribution
examine the role of cognitive complexity in determining ageo emerge for the sample as a whole. Whereas this variabil-
differences in performance. For example, Fletcher and coity limited the usefulness of a complexity-based mediational
leagues (1990) found that attributionally complex partici-model of age effects at the individual participant level, the
pants were less apt to make the fundamental attribution ereduction in group-based measures of the fundamental attri-
ror than were attributionally simple participants, but onlybution error from young to middle adulthood may reflect an
when elaborate and in-depth processing of the stimulus macrease in the number of individuals exhibiting high levels
terial was encouraged. of complexity. This observation is consistent with the in-
Note, however, that the pace with which participants proereased variability in attribution responses observed in the
ceeded through the present task—and thus the demanaéddle-aged group relative to that in the young group (see
placed on cognitive resources—should not necessarily ledkhble 2). Although greater variability in complexity was
to an increase in the fundamental attribution error. Specifialso observed in the older group, it may be that age-related
cally, if participants were using situational information inreductions in cognitive resources limited the impact of com-
constructing attributions, they would not need to rememplexity on performance. Performance consistent with ob-
ber—or indeed even read—the response alternatives in tiserved levels of cognitive complexity may be less evident in
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later life when task demands are great (Chen & Blanchardsraham, S., & Weiner, B. (1991). Testing judgments about attribution—
Fields, 1997; Fletcher et al., 1990). Conceivably, if the time ~ Tetion-action linkages: A lfespan approaducial Cognition, &
pressure and task compIeX|ty aSSOCIateq with our testmlgansen, R. D. (1980). Commonsense attributlmurnal of Personality
procedure were reduced, performance in the older adult ang social Psychology, 3996-1009.

group would be similar to that in the middle-aged groupHess, T. M. (1990). Aging and schematic knowledge influences on mem-
Note, however, that although the nature of the present task ory- In T. M. Hess (Ed.)Aging and cognition: Knowledge organiza-

may have limited older adults’ ability to exhibit their com- }\'l%’;th"’fm":tr:'ézaﬂon (pp. 93-160). Amsterdam, The Netherlands:

petence ”_1 maklng attnbunonal IUdgmentS' it may alsQ—less, T. M. (1999). Cognitive and knowledge-based influences on so-
have provided a reasonable picture of what would happen cial representations. In T. M. Hess & F. Blanchard-Fields (ESs-),

in everyday life when such judgments are made in “real- cial cognition and agindpp. 237-264). San Diego, CA: Academic
time” in the context of other ongoing activities. Future sys- Press.

; : ; : ess, T. M., & Auman, C. (2001). Aging and social expertise: The impact
tematic examination of these factors should prowde 5' of trait-diagnostic information on impressions of othd?sychology

more complete understanding of age differences in attribu- ang aging, 16497-510.

tion processes. Hess, T. M., McGee, K. A., Woodburn, S. M., & Bolstad, C. A. (1998).
Age-related priming effects in social judgmersychology and Aging,
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Appendix themselves. At least two arguments can be made against this.

First, the research literature is replete with studies demonstrating
Note that participants exhibit the fundamental attribution error when
1. A concern could be raised that the age of the responder in the making judgments about the behaviors of similarly aged others.
video might interact with the age of the participant in determining  Second, reports of participants in our study indicated little consis-
attribution ratings, with the middle-aged adults in the study being tency in the age attributed to the responder, with judgments rang-
less likely to make dispositional attributions than were young and ing from the middle 20s to middle 40s. This lack of consistency
older adults because of the similarity in age between the target and would preclude systematic effects based on similarity.
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