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Temporal pattern of social information
and self-attribution of ability*

John H. Harvey, Vanderbilt University,
John T. Cacinppo, The Ohio State University, and
Amy Yasuna, Vanderbilt University

Attribution theory (e.g., Kellev, 1967, 1975) provides a
useful heuristic framework for exploring conditions which in-
fluence a person’s sense of ability in a varieiy of different on-
deavors. For instance, it can be assumed that an individual will
gain a feeling of ability on a novel judgment task if he experi-
ences both difficulty and success in dealing with the task. Kelley
(1975) has suggested that individuals make attributions of task
difficulty and success on the basis of two main types of infor-
mation when absolute standards about these experiences are
lacking: (1) social information—where agreement by a majority
of others on a task judgment indicates that cne’s judgiment is cor-
rect, but where disagreement by a majority indicates incorrect-
ness; (2) personal information—where an individual’s perceived
consistency in task judgments over time and through different
modes of interaction indicates that his judgment is correct, but
where inconsistency indicates incorrectness.
) There is a conflict between the data indicative of correctness
and those indicative of difficulty. If the person’s solution to a
problem is the same as that of others, he can infer that the solu-
tion was correct but also that the problem was not that difficult.
Similarly, consistent answers may indicate correctness, but no
feeling of difficulty will be derived. As Kelley (1975) has sug-
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