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attribution theory ap psychology definition is a fundamental concept in social psychology that
explains how individuals interpret and assign causes to behaviors and events. This theory is central to
understanding human cognition, motivation, and social interaction. Attribution theory explores
whether people attribute actions to internal dispositions, such as personality traits, or to external
situations and environmental factors. In the context of AP Psychology, mastering this definition and its
related concepts is essential for students aiming to grasp the complexities of human behavior and
social cognition. This article delves into the detailed definition of attribution theory, its historical
background, key types of attribution, major psychological models, and its practical applications in
everyday life and psychological research. By the end, readers will have a comprehensive
understanding of attribution theory as taught in AP Psychology and its significance in the broader field
of psychology.
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Definition and Overview of Attribution Theory
Attribution theory in AP Psychology refers to the process by which individuals explain the causes of
behavior and events. It addresses the cognitive mechanisms people use to interpret their own actions
and those of others. The core idea is that people seek to understand why things happen, which
influences their attitudes, emotions, and future behavior. Attributions can be broadly categorized into
internal (dispositional) and external (situational) causes. Internal attributions assign behavior to
personal traits, abilities, or feelings, while external attributions attribute behavior to environmental or
situational factors beyond a person’s control.

The theory emphasizes that how people attribute causes affects social perception and interpersonal
relationships, making it a critical topic in AP Psychology. Understanding attribution theory helps
explain phenomena such as blame, praise, prejudice, and conflict resolution.

Historical Development and Key Contributors
The origins of attribution theory trace back to the mid-20th century when psychologists sought to
understand social cognition more deeply. The theory was first systematically developed by Fritz
Heider, who is often called the "father of attribution theory."



Fritz Heider’s Contributions
Heider introduced the concept that people are “naïve psychologists” who try to make sense of the
world by attributing causes to events and behaviors. He distinguished between internal and external
attributions and emphasized the importance of perceived causality in social interactions.

Harold Kelley and the Covariation Model
Building on Heider’s work, Harold Kelley proposed the covariation model, which posits that people
attribute behavior based on three types of information: consensus, consistency, and distinctiveness.
This model explains how individuals determine whether behavior is caused by the person, the
stimulus, or the situation.

Bernard Weiner’s Attribution Theory in Achievement Contexts
Bernard Weiner expanded attribution theory by focusing on achievement-related behaviors. He
identified dimensions such as locus of control, stability, and controllability, which influence motivation
and emotions like pride or shame.

Types of Attributions in Psychology
Attribution theory categorizes explanations for behavior into distinct types that help clarify how
people perceive causes.

Internal (Dispositional) Attribution
Internal attribution occurs when behavior is explained by personal traits, abilities, or feelings. For
example, if someone succeeds on a test, an internal attribution would be that they are intelligent or
worked hard.

External (Situational) Attribution
External attribution assigns the cause of behavior to situational factors outside the individual’s
control, such as luck, task difficulty, or social pressure.

Stable vs. Unstable Attributions
Attributions can also be stable or unstable. Stable attributions imply causes that are consistent over
time, such as innate ability, while unstable attributions are temporary and fluctuate, like mood or
effort on a particular day.



Controllable vs. Uncontrollable Attributions
This distinction refers to whether the individual can influence the cause. Controllable attributions
suggest the person has power over the outcome, whereas uncontrollable attributions imply no such
influence.

Major Attribution Models and Theories
Several models have been developed to explain how attributions are made, each with unique
perspectives and emphases.

Heider’s Naïve Psychology Model
Heider’s original model posits that people naturally seek causal explanations for behavior and events,
focusing on the dichotomy of internal versus external causes.

Kelley’s Covariation Model
Kelley's model emphasizes that people use multiple sources of information to make attributions:

Consensus: How others behave in the same situation.

Consistency: Whether the person behaves similarly across time in the same situation.

Distinctiveness: Whether the person behaves differently in different situations.

By analyzing these factors, individuals decide if behavior is due to the person or the environment.

Weiner’s Attribution Theory of Motivation
Weiner’s theory applies attribution to achievement and motivation, focusing on how attributions
affect emotions and future behavior. His three dimensions include:

Locus of control: Internal vs. external causes.

Stability: Stable vs. unstable causes.

Controllability: Whether the cause is controllable or not.



Fundamental Attribution Error
This concept highlights a common bias in attribution where people tend to overemphasize internal
causes for others’ behavior while underestimating situational influences. Understanding this error is
crucial in AP Psychology for recognizing biases in social perception.

Applications of Attribution Theory in Psychology
Attribution theory has broad implications across various areas of psychology and everyday life.

Social Perception and Interpersonal Relationships
Attributions influence how individuals interpret others’ behavior, impacting trust, empathy, and
conflict. Misattributions may lead to misunderstandings or stereotyping.

Mental Health and Therapy
Therapists use attribution theory to help patients reframe negative thought patterns by shifting
attributions from stable, internal causes to more flexible and external explanations, which can
improve mental health outcomes.

Educational Settings
Teachers’ attributions about student performance affect their expectations and interactions.
Encouraging students to make controllable and unstable attributions, such as effort, can enhance
motivation and learning.

Workplace and Organizational Behavior
Managers use attribution theory to evaluate employee performance and motivation. Understanding
attribution biases can improve leadership effectiveness and conflict resolution.

Everyday Decision Making
Attributions shape judgments about fairness, responsibility, and blame in social situations, influencing
decisions in legal, social, and personal contexts.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the definition of attribution theory in AP Psychology?
Attribution theory in AP Psychology is the study of how individuals explain the causes of behavior and
events, often attributing them to either internal dispositions or external situations.

Who developed the attribution theory commonly studied in AP
Psychology?
Attribution theory was primarily developed by psychologist Fritz Heider in the 1950s, and later
expanded by Harold Kelley and Bernard Weiner.

What are the two main types of attributions in attribution
theory?
The two main types of attributions are internal (dispositional) attributions, which assign cause to
personal traits or abilities, and external (situational) attributions, which assign cause to environmental
factors or circumstances.

How does attribution theory explain people's reactions to
others' behavior?
Attribution theory explains that people try to understand others' behavior by attributing it to either
internal factors, like personality, or external factors, like the situation, which influences how they
judge and respond to that behavior.

Why is attribution theory important in understanding social
psychology concepts in AP Psychology?
Attribution theory is important because it helps explain how people interpret and respond to social
interactions, influencing attitudes, biases, and how we perceive responsibility and blame.

What is the fundamental attribution error in the context of
attribution theory?
The fundamental attribution error is the tendency to overemphasize internal traits and underestimate
situational factors when explaining others' behaviors, a key concept studied within attribution theory
in AP Psychology.

Additional Resources
1. Attribution Theory in Social Psychology: Understanding Human Behavior
This book provides a comprehensive overview of attribution theory within the context of social
psychology. It explores how individuals interpret and assign causes to behaviors and events,
influencing their perceptions and interactions. The text includes key experiments, theoretical
developments, and practical applications relevant to psychology students and professionals.



2. Exploring Attribution Theory: Concepts and Applications in Psychology
Focused on the core principles of attribution theory, this book delves into how people explain their
own and others' actions. It covers internal versus external attributions and the impact of these
explanations on motivation, emotion, and social judgment. The book also discusses attribution biases
and their implications in everyday life and clinical settings.

3. Attribution Theory and Social Cognition: A Psychological Approach
This volume examines the intersection of attribution theory and social cognition, emphasizing how
individuals process social information. It highlights the cognitive mechanisms behind causal
inferences and the role of attributions in shaping attitudes and behaviors. The book is ideal for
readers interested in the psychological underpinnings of social perception.

4. Psychological Perspectives on Attribution: Theory and Research
This text offers an in-depth analysis of attribution theory from multiple psychological perspectives,
including cognitive, developmental, and clinical views. It reviews seminal research studies and
discusses how attribution processes influence mental health, interpersonal relationships, and
decision-making. Practical examples help illustrate complex concepts.

5. Attribution Processes in Psychology: Foundations and Future Directions
Providing a historical and contemporary overview, this book traces the evolution of attribution theory
and its current trends. It discusses foundational models such as Heider’s and Weiner’s theories, and
explores new research on cultural and situational factors affecting attributions. The book encourages
critical thinking about the theory’s applications and limitations.

6. Understanding Human Behavior through Attribution Theory
This accessible book explains how attribution theory helps decode human behavior by revealing the
reasons people assign to actions and outcomes. It includes case studies and real-world examples to
illustrate how attributions affect motivation and interpersonal dynamics. The writing is tailored for
students in AP Psychology courses and general readers alike.

7. Attribution Theory: Applications in Educational and Clinical Psychology
This book highlights the practical uses of attribution theory in educational and clinical settings,
showing how attributions influence learning, self-esteem, and therapy outcomes. It presents
strategies for educators and clinicians to foster adaptive attributional styles in students and clients.
The text integrates theory with hands-on approaches for professionals.

8. Social Attribution and the Psychology of Perception
Focusing on social perception, this book explores how individuals attribute intentions, traits, and
emotions to others based on observable behavior. It discusses attribution errors and biases that affect
social interactions and judgments. The book is valuable for understanding the psychological processes
behind everyday social cognition.

9. The Role of Attribution Theory in Psychological Research and Practice
This comprehensive guide reviews how attribution theory has been utilized across various domains of
psychological research and practice. It covers experimental methods, clinical case studies, and
intervention programs that rely on attributional analysis. The book serves as a resource for
researchers, practitioners, and students seeking to apply attribution theory effectively.
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