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                                                       Abstract

In this response to the manuscript by Pilati, attribution theory as applied to motivation is 

first reviewed. Then shortcomings of Pilati’s method and analysis are pointed out.  In 

addition, issues concerning the significance of lack of cross-cultural replication are 

discussed.
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Psychological theorists typically assume, or pretend, or hope that their theories will 

exhibit universalism – that is, be independent of the historical period, geographical 

location (cultural context), and environmental situation in which their theories were 

tested and proven useful.  Of course, blind beliefs are not good for scientists to hold; 

better to pursue empirical data to substantiate or refute any generality presumption. The 

manuscript by Pilati in the prior pages does just that, describing an ambitious and bold 

research study that required countless hours of labor.  I admire his creativity and efforts, 

as well as his goals. 

In this response to Pilati’s article, I discuss the adequacy of his research attempt as

well as the validity of his conclusions. When doing this, I make use of the metaphor of a 

mountain climber, for metaphors enable one to transfer what is known to what is 

unknown. 

 Attribution Theory

The trail head.

The first part of this mountain trail is not very steep – exploring (revisiting) an 

attribution-based theory of motivation and emotion. The guiding principle of this theory 

is quite simple: identification of the causes of events or outcomes influences the selected 

behavioral response.  For example, imagine that your car does not start.  Unexpected 

events, particularly when negative, arouse “why” questions – one pauses and asks: “Why 

did the car fail to start?”  Information is then sought to help determine the answer.  The 

gas gauge provides some important evidence, as might inspection of the car battery, the 

functioning of the car lights, and so on.  Let’s imagine the gas gauge indeed reads 
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“empty.”  The apparent cause of the car not starting thus is inferred to be lack of gas, and 

the behavioral response will be to put gas in the tank. This motivational sequence may be 

portrayed as:

                             Event (car not starting) – Causal search (gas gauge) – Cause (no

                          gas) – Action (put gas in tank)

Of course, for many human events and outcomes the possible cause(s) are more 

numerous and arduous to ascertain, the sources of evidence are complex and sometimes 

contradictory, and the course of subsequent action is uncertain.   It is often difficult to 

determine, for example, why I (or another) lost a job, failed an exam, got divorced, or 

descended into depression, and equally difficult to decide what next to do.  Nonetheless, 

in all these instances the theory of motivation is assumed to have the same structure.  

The trail begins to wind: Causal properties. 

  Causes obviously vary qualitatively: lack of gas is not the same as a 

nonfunctioning battery, just as low aptitude differs from insufficient effort as a cause of 

achievement failure.  However, attribution theorists have pointed out that causes share 

some common properties so they also differ quantitatively, and at times these shared 

characteristics (genotypic similarities) give rise to the same response to an event in spite 

of dissimilar perceived causes (phenotypic disparities).  For example, causes of failure 

such as lack of study effort or not attending lectures share a property in that in both these 

instances the cause is under volitional control of the student.  That is, “it could have been 

otherwise” and the student is held responsible by others for the negative outcome.  In 

these instances, the father of the school-going son or daughter might react with some 

form of punishment, depicted in this (incomplete) motivational sequence:
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      1. Event (exam failure) – Causal search - Cause (lack of study effort or not attending 

  lectures) – Causal property (controllable) – Student is responsible – 

Action  (reprimand the student)

Conversely, if the cause of the failure was illness or an unfair exam, different causes  

perceived similarly as uncontrollable by that student, then student responsibility is not 

inferred and the proposed motivational sequence can be represented as:

2. Event (exam failure) – Causal search - Cause (illness or an unfair exam) – Causal

 property (uncontrollable by the student) – Student is not responsible 

-Action (no  student reprimand, some positive response)

The trail continues to twist and turn: Emotions. 

 Attribution theorists, consistent with emotion appraisal theory, have also 

documented that causal beliefs and their embedded properties give rise to emotions, 

which have been hypothesized to provide a link between thinking (causal understanding) 

and acting.  For example, if a child fails an exam because of failure to study or if an 

athlete on a team causes a loss by not practicing, then the cause of the negative outcome 

is perceived as controllable, responsibility is inferred, anger is postulated to be 

experienced by an involved observer, and an anti-social response is presumed to follow 

such as some type of punishment:

    1. Event (e.g., exam failure) – Causal search – Cause (did not study or did not attend

 lectures) – Causal property (controllable) – Student is responsible – 

Emotion  (anger) – Action (punish)

On the other hand, if a child fails an exam because of low aptitude or if a team loses 

because of a player injury, then responsibility of the actor is not inferred, sympathy 
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(rather than anger) is hypothesized to be aroused in others, and a pro-social response is  

anticipated such as aid:

    2. Event (e.g., Exam failure) – Causal search – Cause (low aptitude or illness) -

Causal property (uncontrollable) – Student is not responsible - Emotion 

(sympathy) - Action (help)

Testing the cross-cultural validity of these thinking-feeling-acting sequences is the goal 

set forth by Pilati (for more detailed theoretical reviews, see Weiner, 1995, 2006).             

Have others already walked the trail?

Prior to the research reported by Pilati, many investigators examined these 

sequences in a variety of motivational domains, including achievement strivings, 

aggression, and help giving.  Previously, as Pilati noted, a meta-analysis of helping 

studies was conducted by Rudolph, Roesch, Greitemeyer & Weiner (2004).  The studies 

were conducted in a variety of countries (Canada, Germany, Japan, Netherlands, Nigeria 

and the United States), and the analyses compared individualistic versus collectivist 

cultures (e.g., the United States versus Japan).  Numerous motivational paths were 

examined; for the best-fitting model, there were significant paths between perceptions of 

control and the emotions of sympathy (r = -.45) and anger (r = .52), and between these 

emotions and help giving (with sympathy, r = .37; with anger, r = -.07).  That is, if the 

cause of a need is uncontrollable and thus the individual is not responsible, then there is 

sympathy from others followed by help; on the other hand, if the cause is controllable and

the person is regarded as responsible for the need, then anger follows and there is a 

smaller tendency not to help (i.e., to neglect).  Hence, the “deep structure” of motivation 

is suggested to be: thinking – feeling – acting; that is, thoughts determine what we feel 
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and feelings guide what is done.  In the Rudolph et al. (2004) analyses there were no 

differences between cultures and specifically between individualistic versus collectivist 

cultures -- the data from Japanese and American participants were similar (subsequent 

research, cited by Pilati, found the same pattern of data for Chinese participants).  

                                            A Unique Cross-Cultural Path

 In the research by Pilati, sub-cultures within the larger collectivist culture of 

Brazil are compared, which is a unique path to follow.   The argument offered is that 

some of the subcultures in Brazil (in the North) are especially concerned with “seeking to

act in a friendly way, avoiding conflictive behavior, and trying to be viewed as a nice 

person.” It was then posited that individuals in these sub-cultures, which share what is 

labeled simpatia, “will be more prone to feel sympathetic emotions for a classmate 

independent of attribution manipulation, [and] the meditational role of compassion 

emotions will be less important.”  In other words, in the North there will be feelings of 

sympathy for everyone (independent of attributions) and a high likelihood of helping 

everyone (although it seems that this was not regarded as due to sympathy).   I gather, 

then, that Pilati is endorsing the following motivational model for the North (although it 

is unclear if there also should be a path from sympathy to help or if both are elicited by 

need):

                               Controllable cause -- Responsible

Need for help                                                                                    Sympathy and Help      

                                  Uncontrollable cause – Not responsible

Let’s stop here for a moment to consider this characterization and the implications

for psychological theory.  First, if there is no range within the emotions or helping 
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behavior, that is, if everyone feels sympathy and/or helps all others, then certainly this 

attribution theory of helping will not be substantiated.  In a similar manner, assume the 

theory is tested among a group of saints who help everyone, regardless of attributions.   

In this situation, attribution theory will not be validated.  Similarly, consider testing 

among Zen masters who do not experience any emotions, or among hardened Brazilian 

drug dealers who will not help anyone.  Once again, the attribution approach to helping 

will not prove useful.  But are these really theoretical tests?  Should the absence of 

corroborative findings be considered non-replications and evidence against the theory 

given that the theory would not be predicted to hold under those conditions?   Is 

attribution theory limited, or alternatively is testing invalid (useless) since there is 

insufficient range (i.e., limited variance) within the emotions or behaviors?   

But even if all are helped, attribution theory still may prove valid.  At times, a 

tendency may be masked because of a competing set of forces, i.e., the absence of 

evidence is not evidence of absence.  But how might this be uncovered?   One strategy 

would be to forego ratings of “would you help,” which is typical of attribution research 

and was followed by Pilati.  Rather, it could be asked “Given limited resources, which of 

these two [one responsible, the other not responsible] would you help (you can only help 

one) or toward which one would you feel more sympathy.  After all, life often is a within-

subjects design where comparisons are made and choices follow.

                                               An Observation Point

The trail then comes to an observation point: time for some data! To validly test 

the cross-cultural generality of this theory, the following are among the topics that need 

consideration:
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1. Cultures.  Five sub-cultures within Brazil were selected that have been distinguished 

according to their sympatia.  For any cross-cultural research, the more cultures in an 

investigation, the greater the loss of experimental control.  Were the five administrations 

identical, with the same conditions?  Were the participants equally comfortable answering

a questionnaire and equally likely to tell the truth?  This difficulty holds for virtually all 

cross-cultural investigations but nonetheless is worth noting and is troubling, as Pilati 

recognized.  

2. Participants.  They were young adults, but in one sub-culture the average age was near 

19 whereas in another it was 25.  Pilati states that the participants were students, although

it appears to me (not knowing these sub-cultures) that only some were undergraduate 

students, perhaps a problem since the experimental investigation involved a student 

needing class notes.  

3. Event (vignette).  The class-notes experimental vignette has been extensively used by 

attribution theorists.  However, one wonders if this is an appropriate scenario in these 

sub-cultures.  At the extreme, it certainly would be culturally insensitive to use this in an 

investigation involving those living in the Brazilian jungle.   Further, perhaps in some 

sub-cultures lending notes is regarded as an obligation whereas in other sub-cultures this 

is considered akin to “cheating.” The conflict between using objectively identical versus 

psychologically identical stimulus material certainly poses problems for all cross-cultural 

research.   The helping scenario selected was not inappropriate but the study would have 

been improved if a second event also was used, perhaps portraying someone in need of 

medical aid or resources. 
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4.  Attributions.  It was acceptable to measure only responsibility beliefs, as this captures 

the central issue being examined, although perhaps additional measures should have 

assessed personal control.  

5.  Emotions.  The theory specifies that sympathy and anger mediate between 

responsibility beliefs and behavior.  Usually the effects of these two emotions are 

examined separately, particularly since sympathy is a much stronger predictor of helping 

than is anger and in this instance Pilati was only concerned with sympathy.    

For assessment of sympathy, ratings of the emotions of pity and compassion were 

used.  These were poor choices.  Pity often is reserved for those with permanent or at 

least long-lasting plights, such as blindness rather than a temporary eye problem.  And 

compassion often is regarding as a cognitive rather than (in addition to) an affective 

reaction.  For anger, the affects selected for ratings were anger and irritated, which are  

appropriate.  The alpha level for the four emotions was about a = .65, often regarded as 

unacceptably low, suggesting that there may have been shortcomings in the operational 

selections and/or the sympathy and anger indices should be separated.

Help giving.  Only one question regarding this key variable was included, as compared 

with two for attributions and four for emotions.  The research would have benefited from 

additional items to assess help giving. Also, the one item used for helping is strangely 

worded: “What are the chances you will…

Helping was the first variable assessed following the reading of the experimental 

vignette.  Pilati states “this procedure was used to ensure that the answer for the 

dependent variable was not affected by other measures.”  Yet it is the position of 

attribution theory that helping is affected by these other variables.  In actual situations of 
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lending class notes, one is not asked: “Make your decision immediately, before you have 

time to think about it or have any clear feelings.”  At the least there should have been 

counterbalancing of the order of the dependent variables, and/or this could have been a 

manipulation that was analyzed for any effects.

Summary.  I do not regard the method as “fatally flawed,” but certainly the study could 

have benefited from a variety of modifications.  These changes would result in equating 

the participants on age across cultures, an equal number of items (say, three) measuring 

each construct, equal scales (say, 7-point) for each construct, altering the operational 

definitions of the constructs (sympathy and sorry for rather than pity and compassion 

given the measurement of sympathy), separating the ratings of sympathy from anger, 

counterbalancing the dependent measures (so helping is not always first), and using more 

than one vignette (perhaps the second involving resource or medical aid).    

                                                        Fog Rolls In.  

Although vision at the observation point was obstructed, there were still some 

views that I anticipated.  First, based on the notion of sympatia, I expected main effects of

sympathy and helping, with respondents in the Northern sub-cultures scoring highest on 

these variables.  In addition, because of the high response level and decreased range 

(lessened variance) of these variables, I anticipated lower correlations between 

attributions and sympathy, attributions and help giving, and sympathy and help-giving in 

these sub-cultures.  Finally, inasmuch as sympathy was not expected to correlate with 

attributions because of the decreased response variance, it should not mediate the 

anticipated attribution-help giving relations, as Pilati hypothesized.
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But I could not find the means for sympathy or help, nor analyses of variance that 

might establish if the sub-cultures differed on these variables.  From the tables I was able 

to reconstruct some findings that aided in reaching tentative conclusions.

1.  Do the cultures differ in simpatia?  Apparently, but the South scored highest in social 

values (the index of simpatia), contrary to expectation. 

2.  Do the cultures differ in help giving?  Extrapolating from the median data presented, it

appears there may be differences, with least helping in the two Northern regions (med = 

5.0) and most in the South (med = 6.5) and Midwest (med = 6.0).  Again this is opposite 

to predictions and, although those living in the Midwest scored in the mid-range in help-

giving, they are lowest in social values

3.  Do the cultures differ in sympathy?  The median differences between cultures are 

small, ranging from the South (med = 6.0) to the North (med = 5.3).  I again could not 

determine the significance of these differences nor the variance in the responses.

4.  Are the correlations between the thinking-feeling-action relations predicated by 

attribution theory absent, at least in some cultures?  Inspection of the standardized 

coefficients between attributions and emotions, emotions and help, and attributions and 

help reveals that over all five designated sub-cultures, fifteen associations (5 cultures X 3 

correlations) are in the direction predicted by attribution theory, albeit of differing 

magnitudes.  

Pilati states: “where individuals broadly share the script of simpatia, the 

attribution of responsibility will not influence the intention to help through compassion 

emotions.”   To the contrary, I suspect, for example, that in all Brazil the World Cup 

soccer team would have elicited more sympathy and, in turn, pro-social responses if they 
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lost due to injury as opposed to lack of game effort, or lost because of an umpire error 

rather than the failure to practice. And given the controllable causes, anger would have 

been aroused, followed by anti-social reactions.  

                                                  Some Final Thoughts

Assume that this was the perfect experiment, the analysis and interpretation were 

accurate, and attribution theory was not supported in a sub-culture (that is, it was upheld 

in the majority of the sub-cultures).  What would have been my emotional experience?  

At this time period, when replication of simple studies within the same culture is being 

questioned, to find that most of Brazil is adequately represented by a theory developed in 

America would be (is) a source of pride.  To ask if the theory is stable across cultures, as 

Pilati did, is not the same as asking if there is a unique culture in which it does not hold!  

If this theory does not apply in just one (or even merely a few) cultures, I must admit the 

absence of negative affect.  

For me to fully acknowledge the significance of a lack of replication, it would be 

imperative to identify the underlying mechanism at work; specify a number of other 

cultures where the same non-replication is documented; provide an alternative theory of 

helping behavior in which the thinking-feeling-acting relations (or lack of associations) 

are specified; and testing the theory with improved methods and better data analysis.  Of 

course, I expect Pilati to walk the trail again, particularly in other cultures to which the 

predictions are applied, because it is not only (attribution) theorists who should be 

required to replicate their findings when limited cross-cultural generality is reported.
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