
UC Merced
Proceedings of the Annual Meeting of the Cognitive Science 
Society

Title
Who Killed Princess Diana? A Case Study of Causal Reasoning

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/8ff254qn

Journal
Proceedings of the Annual Meeting of the Cognitive Science Society, 20(0)

Authors
Rapus, Tanja
Blanchette, Isabelle
Baker, Lisa
et al.

Publication Date
1998
 
Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/8ff254qn
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/8ff254qn#author
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


W h o Ki l le d P r i nces s D i a n a ? A  C a s e S t u d y o f  C a u s a l  R e a s o n i n g 

Tanja Rapus, Isabelle Blanchette, Lisa Baker, Mike Dama and Kevin Dunbar 
rapus@ego.psych.mcgiIl.ca ,  dunbar@ego.psych.mcgill.c a 

Departmen t  o f  Psychology ,  McGil l  Universit y 

Abst rac t 

How d o peopl e represen t  caua-iil y  comple x situations ? A 
real-worl d cas e wa s use d t o investigat e whethe r  single -
caus e explanation s ar e preferred ,  an d t o asses s whethe r 
goal s facilitat e causa l  discounting .  Participant s wer e aske d 
t o thin k abou t  th e cause s o f  Princes s Diana' s deat h an d 
wer e assigne d th e goa l  t o sho w tha t  eithe r  th e drive r  o r  th e 
photographer s wer e no t  responsible .  Participant s dre w a 
causa l  diagra m depictin g thei r  theory ,  an d rate d th e impor -
tanc e o f  th e causa l  factor s mentioned .  I n general ,  people 
di d no t  see k a  uniqu e caus e fo r  th e even t  an d generate d mul -
ticausa l  explanation s wit h n o explici t  link s betwee n 
causes .  Thos e give n th e goa l  t o defen d on e part y include d 
fewe r  causa l  factor s relate d t o th e defende d part y an d rate d 
the m a s les s important ,  bu t  di d no t  over-emphasiz e th e im -
portanc e o f  othe r  factors .  Th e result s diffe r  fro m thos e 
foun d i n typica l  attributio n tasks . 

Introduction 

Generatin g explanation s fo r  th e event s tha t  occu r  i n th e 
worl d aroun d u s i s a  comple x exercis e i n causa l  reasoning . 
Real-worl d phenomen a hav e a  wid e arra y o f  anteceden t 
events ,  an d som e subse t  o f  thes e mus t  b e identifie d an d 
evaluate d a s plausibl e causa l  factors .  H o w d o peopl e repre -
sent  comple x causa l  situation s suc h a s thos e encountere d i n 
dail y life ? A  larg e bod y o f  researc h ha s investigate d h o w 
peopl e mak e causa l  inference s base d o n differen t  pattern s o f 
evidenc e concernin g th e empirica l  associatio n o r  covariatio n 
betwee n events .  Peopl e hav e bee n foun d t o displa y a  numbe r 
of  reasonin g biases ,  suc h a s a  stron g tendenc y t o focu s o n 
positiv e information ,  specificall y thos e case s wher e caus e 
and effec t  ar e bot h presen t  rathe r  tha n instance s o f  thei r  join t 
absenc e i n makin g attribution s (Downing ,  Sternber g & 
Ross ,  1985 ;  Schustack ,  1988) .  Further ,  discountin g effect s 
hav e bee n observe d i n multi-causa l  contexts .  Individual s 
typicall y behav e a s thoug h the y ar e searchin g fo r  a  singl e 
caus e o f  a n event ;  littl e causa l  importanc e i s  attribute d t o 
othe r  factor s presen t  i n a  situatio n (Schustack ,  1988 ;  Morri s 
& Larrick ,  1995 )  an d ofte n th e mos t  likel y singl e caus e i s 
focuse d o n (Downin g e t  al. ,  1985) .  Kelle y (1972 )  propose d 
tha t  an y on e causa l  candidat e fo r  a n even t  wil l  ten d t o b e 
discounte d t o th e exten t  tha t  othe r  potentia l  cause s ar e avail -
able .  D o thes e fmding s tel l  u s abou t  wha t  peopl e d o i n real -
worl d contexts ? I s i t  th e cas e tha t  peopl e generall y see k uni -
causa l  explanation s eve n i n ver y comple x causa l  situations ? 

I n causa l  attributio n tasks ,  abstrac t  stimul i  an d simplifie d 
hypothetica l  scenario s hav e typicall y bee n use d t o minimiz e 
th e impac t  o f  backgroun d knowledg e o n studyin g th e proces s 
of  causa l  attribution .  Consequently ,  th e structur e o f  thes e 

task s m a y no t  b e representative  o f  causa l  problem s encoun -
tere d i n everyda y life ,  wher e comple x causa l  relationship s ar e 
ofte n presen t  an d backgroun d knowledg e ca n serv e th e induc -
tio n process .  Recen t  researc h examinin g th e typ e o f  informa -
tio n people  spontaneousl y see k w h e n makin g causa l  attribu -
tion s ha s show n tha t  backgroun d knowledg e concernin g 
causa l  mechanism s figure s prominentl y (Ahn ,  Kalish , 
Medi n &  Gelman ,  1995) .  Knowledg e o f  causa l  mechanism s 
has als o bee n foun d t o moderat e causa l  judgment s o f  covaria -
tio n (Rapu s &  Dunbar ,  1998) .  Further ,  backgroun d assump -
tion s concernin g causa l  relation s themselves ,  suc h a s causa l 
directionalit y hav e bee n show n t o pla y a n importan t  rol e i n 
causa l  inferenc e (Waldmann ,  1996) .  Backgroun d knowledge , 
particularl y tha t  concernin g causa l  mechanisms ,  m a y pla y a 
rol e i n people' s apparen t  tendenc y t o prefe r  single-caus e ex -
planations .  A h n &  Bailenson'(1996 )  hav e foun d tha t  whe n 
causa l  mechanism s caimo t  b e inferre d t o lin k differen t  cause s 
int o a  coheren t  explanation ,  discountin g i s  mor e likel y t o 
occur .  Similarly ,  Thagard' s (1992 )  explanator y cohaenc e 
model  woul d als o impl y discountin g i n suc h cases ;  i t  state s 
tha t  whe n n o explanator y connectio n ca n b e mad e betwee n 
tw o theorie s fo r  a n even t  the y wil l  b e hel d a s competing , 
and on e o r  th e othe r  bu t  no t  bot h ca n b e viewe d a s true . 

Th e tragi c deat h o f  Princes s Dian a i n a  Pari s tunne l  pro -
vide d a  real-worl d contex t  i n whic h t o investigat e h o w peo -
pl e represen t  comple x multi-causa l  situations .  I n thi s case , 
an arra y o f  differen t  possibl e cause s wer e presen t  prio r  t o 
Diana' s fata l  accident .  Give n th e presenc e o f  thes e multipl e 
candidat e causes ,  i s discountin g likel y t o b e observed ? Wil l 
peopl e demonstrat e a  tendenc y t o selec t  jus t  on e caus e o r  on e 
clas s o f  cause s subjectivel y considere d t o hav e maxima l 
causa l  importanc e t o explai n Diana' s deat h (e.g. ,  th e drive r 
or  thos e relate d t o driver) ? I n th e rich  contex t  o f  a  real-worl d 
problem ,  backgroun d knowledg e concernin g causa l  mecha -
nism s i s fre e t o influenc e causa l  attributions .  I n thi s case ,  i f 
plausibl e mechanism s d o exis t  t o integrat e th e variou s pos -
sibl e cause s o f  Diana' s deat h (e.g. ,  drun k drivin g an d hig h 
spee d chases) ,  the n i t  i s  expecte d tha t  peopl e wil l  generall y 
not  exhibi t  a  tendenc y t o discount . 

I n th e presen t  study ,  individual s wer e aske d t o thin k abou t 
th e cause s o f  Diana' s death ,  dra w a  causa l  diagra m depictin g 
thei r  theor y o f  wha t  cause d he r  death ,  an d t o rat e th e causa l 
importanc e o f  th e factor s the y included .  Peopl e wer e als o 
eithe r  give n th e rol e t o defen d on e specifi c  part y involve d i n 
th e acciden t  i n a  hypothetica l  lega l  contex t  (i.e. ,  t o thin k a s 
th e driver' s o r  th e photographers '  lawyer )  o r  give n n o role . 
The goa l  o f  thos e give n th e rol e o f  defens e lawye r  wa s t o 
sho w tha t  eithe r  th e drive r  o r  th e photographer s wer e no t 
responsibl e fo r  Diana' s death .  Manipulatio n o f  goal s ha s 
been show n t o influenc e pattern s o f  scientifi c  reasoning . 
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w h e r e goal s constrai n th e infoniiatio n tha t  i s  attende d t o 
( D u n b a r ,  1 9 9 3 ) .  I t  i s  hypothesize d tha t  i n th e curren t  stud y 
th e man ipu la t i o n o f  role s wil l  facilitat e th e discountin g o f 
causa l  factors .  R e a s o n i n g wit h suc h a  goa l  i s  expecte d t o 
influenc e bo t h th e n u m b e r  o f  cause s ascribe d a s wel l  a s thei r 
perceive d strengt h o r  importanc e i n producin g th e o u t c o m e . 
T h e r e ar e t w o potentia l  w a y s i n w h i c h discountin g m a y b e 
observed .  First ,  th e presenc e o f  a  goa l  coul d serv e t o reduce 
th e n u m b e r  o f  cause s relatin g t o th e defende d part y tha t  ar e 
m e n t i o n e d a n d m i n i m i z e th e causa l  importanc e attribute d t o 
th e defende d party .  S e c o n d ,  reasonin g wit h thi s goa l  coul d 
resul t  i n th e exclusio n o f  causa l  factor s relatin g t o th e de -
fende d part y f r o m people' s explanations .  Alternatively ,  i t  i s 
als o possibl e tha t  th e manipulat io n o f  goal s coul d produc e 
a n increas e i n th e importanc e rating s o f  alternativ e causes , 
c o m p a r e d t o th e contro l  condition . 

T h e product io n o f  causa l  m o d e l s i n thi s stud y provide s th e 
opportuni t y fo r  perceive d interrelationship s b e t w e e n causa l 
factor s t o b e assessed .  Individual s wer e instructe d t o s h o w 
w h a t  link s the y believe d existe d be twee n th e cause s i n thei r 
d i ag rams .  T h e structura l  complexi t y o f  th e m o d e l s wil l  b e 
analyze d t o asses s th e presenc e o f  th e link s depicte d be twee n 
causes .  I t  i s  expecte d tha t  i f  multi-causa l  explanation s ar e 
generated ,  evidenc e o f  connection s be twee n cause s wil l  b e 
obse rve d i n th e causa l  m o d e l s . 

Method 

Participants 

O ne hundre d an d tw o student s enrolle d i n variou s psychol -
og y classe s a t  McGil l  Universit y volunteere d t o participat e 
i n th e experiment .  Th e dat a wa s collecte d i n Decembe r  199 7 
an d Januar y 1998 ;  a t  thi s poin t  ther e wa s littl e n e w informa -
tio n broadcas t  concernin g th e accident . 

Materials and Procedure 

Participant s complete d a  penci l  an d pape r  questionnair e i n 
whic h the y wer e aske d t o thin k abou t  th e cause s o f  th e deat h 
of  Princes s Diana .  Participant s i n tw o experimenta l  condi -
tion s received ,  a t  th e outset ,  th e instructio n t o assum e on e 
of  tw o lawye r  role s i n thei r  completio n o f  th e questionnaire . 
I n th e drive r  lawye r  role ,  participant s wer e aske d t o assum e 
th e rol e o f  th e lawye r  fo r  th e Rit z Hotel ,  an d wer e instructe d 
t o s h o w tha t  th e driver ,  Henr i  Paul ,  wa s no t  responsibl e fo r 
Diana' s death .  I n th e photographers '  lawye r  role ,  participant s 
wer e aske d t o assum e th e rol e o f  th e lawye r  fo r  th e photog -
rapher s an d wer e instructe d t o sho w tha t  th e photographer s 
wer e no t  responsibl e fo r  he r  death . 

Participant s wer e provide d wit h a  brie f  summar y o f  th e 
fact s surroundin g Diana' s deat h obtaine d fro m a n A P Wir e 
bulletin ,  whic h include d informatio n concernin g th e photog -
raphers '  involvement ,  th e driver' s condition ,  a  Britis h plot , 
and Dian a givin g u p persona l  security .  Participant s wer e 
the n aske d t o dra w a  causa l  diagra m depictin g thei r  theor y o f 
what  cause d he r  deat h give n thei r  rol e a s eithe r  th e driver' s 
lawye r  o r  th e photographers '  lawyer ;  thos e i n th e contro l 
conditio n wer e simpl y aske d t o dra w a  diagra m depictin g 
thei r  theory .  Participant s wer e instructe d t o includ e al l  th e 
causa l  factor s the y though t  wer e relevan t  an d wha t  th e link s 

betwee n the m were .  The y wer e the n aske d t o lis t  th e causa l 

factor s include d i n thei r  diagram s an d rat e thei r  causa l  impor -
tanc e i n causin g th e acciden t  o n a  scal e from 1  t o 7  ( 1 indi -

cate d littl e importanc e an d 7  indicate d extremel y important) . 
Subsequently ,  participant s wer e aske d t o answe r  thre e ques -
tion s concernin g h o w likel y th e acciden t  woul d hav e bee n t o 
occu r  give n th e absenc e o f  th e eac h o f  thre e causes :  "Woul d 
th e acciden t  hav e bee n likel y t o occu r  i f  (1 )  th e drive r  ha d 
bee n i n perfec t  conditio n an d no t  speeding ;  (2 )  th e photogra -
pher s ha d no t  bee n chasin g th e ca r  tha t  night ;  (3 )  Dian a ha d 
not  give n u p around-the-cloc k security .  Thes e item s wer e 
rate d o n a  six-poin t  scale ,  wit h 1  indicatin g ver y unlikel y t o 
occu r  an d 6  indicatin g extremel y likel y t o occur .  Last ,  par -
ticipant s wer e give n fou r  question s regardin g thei r  interes t  i n 
Diana' s lif e an d emotiona l  involvement ;  thes e item s wer e 
rate d o n a  7-poin t  scale . 

Results 

Coding 

Th e causa l  factor s include d i n th e diagram s wer e comprise d 
of  fou r  genera l  categorie s o f  causes :  Driver ,  Photographer , 
Diana ,  an d Othe r  causes .  Thes e wer e classifie d i n th e follow -
in g way .  Drive r  cause s wer e causa l  factor s tha t  specifie d th e 
drive r  i n som e wa y an d include d drinking ,  bein g o n medica -
tion ,  a n illega l  license ,  an d speeding .  Photographe r  cause s 
wer e thos e tha t  specifie d th e photographer s i n som e wa y an d 
include d chasin g Diana' s car ,  no t  aidin g a t  th e acciden t  scene , 
and usin g flas h cameras .  Dian a causes  wer e factor s tha t 
specifie d som e aspec t  relate d t o Diana ,  includin g no t  wearin g 
a sea t  belt ,  givin g u p persona l  security ,  an d an y characteris -
ti c  o f  he r  personalit y an d eminence .  Othe r  cause s include d 
thos e factor s no t  classifiabl e a s an y o f  th e above ,  an d in -
clude d a  Britis h conspirac y an d anothe r  ca r  bein g involved . 

Th e complexit y o f  th e causa l  diagram s wa s als o analyzed . 
A causa l  diagra m wa s classifie d a s simpl e i f  i t  depicte d a 
direc t  cause(s )  onl y (i.e. ,  a  caus e tha t  wa s linke d directi y t o 
Diana' s death.) .  Simpl e wa s use d t o describ e th e lac k o f  in -
termediat e factor s an d th e lac k o f  interconnection s presen t 
betwee n causes .  Thus ,  simpl e model s di d no t  necessaril y 
hav e t o b e uni-causal .  A n exampl e o f  a  simpl e mode l  wit h 
multipl e cause s i s presente d i n Figur e 1 . 
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Figur e 1 :  E x a m p l e o f  a  simpl e m o d e l  wi t h multipl e cause s 
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The driver' s drinkin g bein g responsibl e fo r  Diana' s deat h 
woul d b e a n exampl e o f  a  direc t  cause .  A  comple x causa l 
diagra m depicte d a t  leas t  on e indirec t  cause .  Indirec t  cause s 
wer e thos e tha t  wer e linke d t o Diana' s deat h throug h anothe r 
caus e (o r  intermediat e factor) .  A n exampl e o f  a n indirec t 
caus e woul d b e tha t  th e driver' s drinkin g resulte d i n th e 
drive r  speedin g whic h le d t o Diana' s death .  I n thi s case ,  th e 
driver' s drinkin g woul d b e a n indirec t  cause .  Comple x causa l 
diagram s wer e furthe r  code d fo r  thre e type s o f  structure .  A 
linea r  diagra m consiste d o f  on e causa l  chai n o f  events .  Fo r 
example ,  a  diagra m i n whic h facto r  A  cause d B  whic h cause d 
C woul d b e code d a s a  linea r  diagram .  A  multi-linea r  dia -
gra m consiste d o f  tw o o r  mor e causa l  chain s tha t  converge d 
at  th e outcom e o r  a t  a  facto r  prio r  t o th e outcome .  A n inter -
activ e diagra m consiste d o f  factor s A  an d B  causin g eac h 
othe r  an d A  an d B  causin g on e o r  mor e othe r  factors . 

Effect of Role Manipulation 

The numbe r  o f  cause s mentione d i n eac h o f  th e fou r  catego -
ries  a s a  functio n o f  th e rol e assigne d wa s compare d t o as -
sess th e effec t  o f  rol e o n discounting .  A N O V As wer e use d t o 
compar e th e numbe r  o f  factor s mentione d b y participant s i n 
eac h condition .  Significan t  difference s i n th e numbe r  o f  fac -
tor s mentione d i n th e Drive r  category ,  F(2 ,  98)=6.67 , 
p<.01 ,  an d i n th e Photographe r  categor y F(2 ,  98) = 10.09 , 
p<.000 1 wer e foun d a s a  functio n o f  th e rol e assigned .  Spe -
cifically ,  post-ho c comparison s (Sheff e tests )  reveale d tha t 
peopl e assigne d t o defen d th e drive r  mentione d fewe r  factor s 
relate d t o th e drive r  tha n thos e assigne d t o defen d th e photog -
rapher s (p<.01 )  o r  thos e i n th e contro l  conditio n (p<.05) . 
However ,  thes e individual s di d no t  mentio n mor e photogra -
pher  factor s tha n di d participant s i n th e contro l  conditio n 
(p>.05) . 

Defen d Photog -
rapher s 

Defen d Drive r 

Contro l 

Driver-relate d 
cause s 

2.2 8 S D = 1. 6 

1.1 2 S D = 1 . 3 

2.1 1 SD = 1. 3 

Photographer -
relate d cause s 

0.3 4 S D = 0. 5 

1.0 6 S D = 0 . 8 

1.0 3 S D = 0 . 8 

Tabl e 1 :  M e a n numbe r  o f  driver-relate d an d photographer -
relate d cause s mentione d acros s condition s 

Similarly, people assigned to defend the photographers men-
tione d fewe r  factor s related  t o th e photographer s tha n thos e 
i n th e driver' s lawye r  rol e (p<.001 )  an d thos e i n th e contro l 
conditio n (p<.01 )  bu t  di d no t  mentio n an y mor e drive r  fac -
tor s tha n participant s i n th e contro l  conditio n (p>.05) .  Tabl e 
1 depict s th e m e a n numbe r  o f  driver-relate d an d photogra -
pher-relate d cause s mentione d i n eac h condition .  A N O V As 
wer e als o performe d o n th e numbe r  o f  factor s mentione d 
from  th e Dian a categor y an d th e Othe r  category .  N o signifi -
cant  differenc e emerge d betwee n th e rol e condition s 
(F(2.98)=0.46 ,  p>.0 5 an d F(2,98)=2.89 ,  p>.05 ,  respec-
tively) .  Th e rol e manipulatio n di d no t  hav e an y effec t  o n th e 
tota l  numbe r  o f  cause s containe d i n th e models ,  no r  o n th e 
number  o f  differen t  categorie s mentioned .  A N O V As con -

ducte d o n th e tota l  numbe r  o f  factors ,  F(2 ,  98)=0.53 ,  p>.05 , 
and th e numbe r  o f  differen t  categories ,  F(2 ,  98)=2.5 ,  p>.05 , 
revealed  n o significan t  difference s betwee n conditions .  Thi s 
indicate s tha t  an y difference s foun d betwee n condition s i s no t 
due t o a n overal l  differenc e i n th e numbe r  o f  cause s men -
tioned . 

Defen d Photog -
raphers 

Defen d Drive r 

Contro l 

Driver-relate d 
cause s 

6.2 3 S D = 1. 0 

4.9 3 S D = 1. 3 

5.7 9 S D = 1. 3 

Photographer -
related  cause s 

3.1 5 S D = 1. 8 

5.9 0 S D = 1. 3 

5.0 1 S D = 1. 8 

Tabl e 2 :  M e a n causa l  strengt h rating s fo r  eac h typ e o f  caus e 
acros s condition s 

The effect of the role manipulation on the causal strength 
rating s wa s als o measured .  Fo r  eac h categor y o f  causa l  fac -
tors ,  th e averag e causa l  strengt h ratin g wa s calculate d ove r 
th e numbe r  o f  item s tha t  wer e actuall y liste d b y th e partici -
pants .  A N O V As assesse d difference s betwee n condition s i n 
thes e rating s fo r  eac h causa l  category .  Participant s i n th e 
differen t  rol e condition s di d no t  evaluat e cause s firo m th e 
Drive r  category ,  F(2,83)=7.72 ,  p<.0001 ,  o r  th e Photogra -
phe r  categor y i n th e sam e way ,  F(2,74) = 16.44 ,  p<.0001 . 
Sheff e pos t  ho c test s reveale d th e sam e patter n observe d wit h 
th e numbe r  o f  causes .  Participant s assigne d t o defen d th e 
drive r  ascribe d les s importanc e t o driver-relate d causa l  factor s 
tha n participant s i n th e photographers '  lawye r  rol e (p<.001 ) 
an d th e contro l  conditio n (p<.05) ,  bu t  di d no t  rate  photogra -
pher-relate d causa l  factor s a s mor e importan t  tha n th e contro l 
grou p (p>.05) .  Similarly ,  thos e i n th e photographers '  law -
yer  rol e rated  photographer-relate d factor s a s les s importan t 
dia n di d thos e assigne d t o defen d th e drive r  (p<.0001 )  an d th e 
contro l  grou p (p<.001) ,  bu t  di d no t  rat e th e driver-relate d 
factor s a s mor e importan t  tha n th e contro l  grou p (p>.05) . 
Tabl e 2  display s th e mea n causa l  strengt h rating s fo r  driver -
related  an d photographer-relate d cause s acros s conditions . 
Factor s relate d t o th e defende d part y wer e rated  les s importan t 
whil e th e importanc e o f  alternat e cause s w a s no t  amplified . 
Th e causa l  strengt h rating s fo r  Diana-relate d an d Othe r 
cause s wer e no t  significantl y differen t  acros s th e thre e condi -
tions . 

Thi s patter n o f  result s indicate s tha t  individual s assigne d 
th e rol e o f  defendin g on e part y tende d t o decreas e th e numbe r 
and causa l  importanc e o f  th e factor s related  t o th e defende d 
party ,  rathe r  tha n exclud e the m fro m thei r  models .  Further -
more ,  defendin g on e part y di d no t  lea d t o a  significan t  in -
creas e i n th e importanc e rating s o f  othe r  causes .  Interest -
ingly ,  th e rol e di d no t  reduce  th e overal l  numbe r  o f  cause s 
identified ;  thos e assigne d a  rol e di d no t  diffe r  fro m th e con -
tro l  grou p i n th e tota l  numbe r  o f  cause s mentioned .  Thi s 
indicate s tha t  individual s di d no t  discount ,  eve n i n condition s 
wer e the y wer e give n a  constrainin g goal . 
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Analysi s o f  Causa l  M o d e l s 

Causal  model s wer e first  assesse d fo r  th e numbe r  o f  factor s 
incotporated .  Participant s included ,  o n average .  4.0 8 differen t 
causa l  factor s (SE> = 2.49 )  and ,  o n average ,  2.3 4 (SD = 1.31 ) 
of  th e fou r  possibl e causa l  categorie s i n thei r  models .  Thi s 
indicate s tha t  multiple-caus e explanation s wer e preferred . 
Onl y 2  model s include d a  singl e caus e an d onl y 3  model s 
include d jus t  on e categor y o f  causa l  factors .  I n term s o f 
structura l  complexity ,  simpl e models ,  whic h include d onl y 
direc t  cause s o f  Diana' s death ,  wer e foun d t o b e th e mos t 
frequently  produce d (n=65 ,  64.4%) .  N o model s tha t  coul d b e 
code d a s simpl e linea r  chain s wer e observed .  Seventee n o f 

th e model s wer e code d a s multi-linea r  (16.8% )  an d nin e a s 
interactiv e (8.9%) .  Te n model s wer e no t  classifiabl e int o an y 
of  th e codin g categorie s (9.9%) .  Thi s resul t  show s tha t  peo -
pl e generall y produce d simpl e causa l  model s wher e interrela -
tion s wer e no t  depicte d betwee n causes . 

The effec t  o f  th e rol e manipulatio n o n th e structur e o f  th e 
causa l  model s produce d wa s als o assessed .  A  ch i  squar e tes t 
reveale d tha t  th e differen t  type s o f  structure s wer e no t  equall y 
distribute d acros s th e differen t  conditions .  x^(6.N=101) = 
14.35 ,  p<.05 .  Specifically ,  model s wit h interactiv e struc -
ture s wer e mostl y foun d i n th e contro l  conditio n (77.8%) . 
Thi s finding  indicate s tha t  th e rol e manipulatio n ha d a n ef -
fec t  o n th e complexit y o f  th e model s generated ,  reducin g th e 
likelihoo d tha t  interactiv e relation s woul d b e depicte d amon g 
causa l  factors . 

Acros s al l  conditions ,  individual s tende d t o lis t  mor e 
cause s related  t o th e drive r  (M=1.83 )  tha n t o th e photogra -
pher s (M=0.82) ,  t=6.57 ,  p<.0001 .  Ther e wa s als o a  differ -
enc e i n th e averag e rating s o f  causa l  strength .  O n average , 
participant s rate d driver -  related  causa l  factor s t o b e mor e 
strongl y linke d t o th e deat h o f  Princes s Dian a (M=5.72) . 
Thi s reveals  tha t  individuals ,  i n general ,  attribute d greate r 
caus£i l  importanc e t o th e drive r  i n explainin g Diana' s death . 

Discussion 

I n th e contro l  condition ,  peopl e wer e no t  observe d t o dis -
coun t  causes .  Th e majorit y o f  explanation s generate d wer e 
multicausa l  i n nature ,  ye t  the y exhibite d a  simpl e structur e 
wher e n o indirec t  cause s o r  relation s betwee n cause s wer e 
dqjicted .  Relativel y fe w multi-linea r  o r  interactiv e model s 
wer e observed ,  an d th e latte r  wer e mor e likel y t o b e produce d 
by participant s i n th e contro l  condition .  Th e manipulatio n 
of  role s i n thi s stud y resulted  i n th e inclusio n o f  fewe r 
cause s associate d wit h th e defende d party ,  an d thei r  impor -
tanc e wa s downplayed .  However ,  individual s di d no t  sho w a 
tendenc y t o plac e greate r  importanc e o n othe r  causa l  factors . 

The result s o f  th e goa l  manipulatio n sho w tha t  whe n 
peopl e wer e give n th e rol e t o defen d eithe r  th e drive r  o r  th e 
photographers ,  the y decrease d bot h th e numbe r  o f  causa l 
factor s associate d wit h th e defende d part y an d th e strengt h o f 
th e causa l  rol e assigne d t o them .  Specifically ,  whe n in -
structe d t o defen d th e driver ,  individual s specifie d fewe r 
cause s relate d t o th e drive r  i n thei r  model s an d rate d the m a s 
les s importan t  tha n cause s associate d wit h th e photogra -
phers .  Th e sam e patter n o f  minimizatio n hel d whe n people' s 
goal  wa s t o defen d th e photographers .  Interestingly ,  indi -
vidual s defendin g eithe r  th e drive r  o r  th e photographer s di d 

not  ascrib e mor e importanc e t o othe r  causa l  factor s tha n 

thos e i n th e contro l  condition .  Rather ,  peopl e downplaye d 
th e causa l  significanc e o f  th e defende d part y an d di d no t  at -
temp t  t o over-emphasiz e th e importanc e o f  othe r  causes .  Th e 
tota l  numbe r  o f  cause s mentione d a s wel l  a s th e numbe r  o f 
differen t  causa l  categorie s referred  to .  however ,  di d no t  diffe r 
betwee n th e rol e an d contro l  conditions .  Thes e result s indi -
cat e tha t  th e presenc e o f  goal s i n thi s stud y constraine d th e 
informatio n attende d to ,  whic h i s consisten t  wit h previou s 
findings  (e.g. .  Dunbar ,  1993 ;  Spellma n &  Holyoak ,  1996) . 
I t  mus t  b e emphasize d tha t  th e assignmen t  o f  a  particula r 
goal  produce d a  tendenc y t o minimiz e th e importanc e o f  th e 

defende d party ;  cause s related  t o th e defende d part y wer e no t 
simpl y excluded ,  an d single-caus e explanation s fo r  Diana' s 
deat h wer e no t  generall y observed .  Thu s individual s i n th e 
goal  conditio n discounte d t o th e exten t  tha t  the y minimize d 
th e importanc e o f  cause s relate d t o th e defende d party . 

Analysi s o f  th e structura l  complexit y o f  th e causa l  model s 
furthe r  reveale d tha t  althoug h mos t  explanation s fo r  Diana' s 
deat h wer e simpl e i n structur e (i.e. ,  n o indirec t  o r  interrelate d 
cause s wer e depicted) ,  the y include d multipl e causa l  factors . 
Model s wer e no t  foun d t o b e limite d t o th e on e caus e o r  on e 
clas s o f  cause s rate d t o hav e maxima l  causa l  importance ,  a s 
explanation s base d o n a  singl e caus e o r  a  singl e categor y o f 
caus e wer e rare ;  models ,  o n average ,  include d fou r  causes . 
Thi s indicate s a  preferenc e fo r  multi-caus e explanation s fo r 
Diana' s death ,  a s wa s hypothesized . 

The fac t  tha t  single-caus e explanation s wer e no t  observe d 
i n thi s study ,  eve n i n th e goa l  condition s ma y b e du e t o th e 
interrelatednes s o f  th e causa l  factor s operatin g i n th e situa -
tio n an d th e fac t  tha t  thes e cause s ca n b e integrate d vi a 
mechanisms .  Th e differen t  causa l  factor s presen t  ca n b e inte -
grate d t o for m a  singl e coheren t  explanatio n o f  Diana' s 
death .  A h n an d Bailenson' s (1996 )  findings  indicat e tha t 
discountin g i s les s likel y t o occu r  whe n a  mechanis m exist s 
t o coher e tw o causa l  explanation s fo r  a n event .  Fo r  example , 
bot h th e drive r  an d th e photographer s ca n b e assigne d causa l 
status ,  an d viewe d t o contribut e t o th e cras h b y increasin g 
th e spee d o f  Diana' s car .  Similarly ,  Thagard' s (1992 )  ex -
planator y coherenc e mode l  state s tha t  explanation s wil l  b e 
viewe d a s competin g whe n n o explanator y connectio n be -
twee n the m ca n b e made .  Analysi s o f  th e causa l  diagrams , 
however ,  revealed  tha t  peopl e di d no t  generall y provid e 
mechanism s showin g suc h integratio n o f  th e causa l  factor s 
(i.e. ,  th e majorit y o f  peopl e produce d simpl e models ,  rathe r 
tha n multi-linea r  o r  interactiv e ones) .  Thus ,  whil e peopl e (£ d 
not  exclud e causes ,  the y di d no t  explicid y integrat e the m 
either .  A  plausibl e interpretatio n o f  thi s finding  i s tha t  th e 
cause s wer e integrated ,  bu t  tha t  th e proces s i s no t  necessaril y 
an explici t  one .  I t  i s  possibl e tha t  th e majorit y o f  individu -
als ,  fo r  pragmati c reasons ,  di d no t  fee l  i t  necessar y t o specif y 
ho w th e cause s wer e related ,  perhap s assumin g tha t  th e con -
nection s wer e obvious . 

Althoug h fe w interactiv e model s wer e observed ,  the y w o e 
mor e likel y t o b e generate d b y individual s wh o ha d n o rol e 
assigne d t o them .  I t  appear s tha t  havin g th e goa l  t o defen d 
one part y ha d a n impac t  o n th e structur e o f  th e mode l  pro -
duced ,  specificall y lowerin g th e likelihoo d o f  depictin g inter -
actin g causes .  Thi s indicate s tha t  th e manipulatio n o f  goal s 
resulte d i n a  simplificatio n o f  th e explanation s generated . 
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Further ,  linea r  models ,  i n whic h a  singl e causa !  chai n i s 
delineated ,  wer e no t  observed .  Previou s investigatio n o f 
people' s representation s o f  real-worl d causa l  processe s ha s 
foun d causa l  model s t o b e characterize d b y linea r  chain s 
(White ,  1995) .  Thi s divergenc e ma y b e du e t o th e tempora l 
feature s o f  th e causa l  situatio n use d i n thi s study .  I n thi s 

case ,  th e causa l  factor s ca n b e represente d a s operatin g si -
multaneousl y (i.e. ,  th e drive r  wa s drun k a t  th e sam e tim e th e 
photographer s wer e i n pursui t  o f  Diana' s car) .  Th e presenc e 
of  simultaneou s cause s ma y b e les s conduciv e t o linear -
chai n representations .  Consequently ,  tim e factor s ma y b e a n 
importan t  constrain t  o n th e wa y model s ar e constructed . 

Overall ,  thes e result s sugges t  tha t  findings  fro m typica l 
causa l  attributio n task s ma y no t  al l  b e generalize d t o real-
worl d contexts .  Th e goa l  manipulatio n o f  adoptin g a  certai n 
viewpoin t  resulte d i n discounting ,  i n term s o f  individual s 
minimizin g th e rol e o f  th e defende d part y rathe r  tha n exclud -
in g thes e factors .  I n th e absenc e o f  a  goal ,  however ,  th e ap -
paren t  bia s o f  discountin g wa s no t  observed .  I n addition , 
goal s resulte d i n th e simplificatio n o f  causa l  models ,  par -
ticularl y o f  interactiv e causa l  relationships .  I n th e presen t 
real-worl d situatio n wher e multipl e interrelate d cause s ar e 
available ,  focusin g o n a  singl e caus e i s no t  a  reasonabl e 
strateg y t o use .  I n general ,  discountin g shoul d b e les s likel y 
t o occu r  i n real-worl d situation s wher e man y interrelate d 
cause s interact .  Further ,  causa l  mechanism s wil l  pla y a n 
importan t  rol e i n determinin g whic h factor s ar e aocade d 
causa l  statu s an d whic h ca n b e discounted . 

The presen t  result s als o answe r  th e questio n o f  wh o kille d 
Princes s Dian a i n th e mind s o f  people .  I t  appear s tha t  whil e 
no on e part y wa s hel d solel y responsibl e fo r  causin g he r 
death ,  individual s tende d t o nam e mor e cause s associate d 
wit h th e drive r  an d ascribe d greate r  importanc e t o them . 
Thus ,  th e drive r  wa s regarded  a s mor e culpabl e i n th e pub -
lic' s eye . 
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