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Covariation Principle

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Social Psychology, Cognitive Psychology

Proponents: Harold Kelley

1. Core Principles

The Covariation Principle, a foundational concept within attribution theory, posits that individuals

attribute a person's behavior to either internal, dispositional causes (i.e., factors inherent to the

individual, such as personality traits, abilities, or motivations) or to external, situational causes (i.e.,

environmental factors, circumstances, or pressures). This principle suggests that people

systematically observe and analyze various instances of behavior across different contexts and

over time to determine the likely cause of an action. According to this framework, causal attribution

is made by identifying the factors that covary with the observed behavior. If a particular cause is

present when the behavior occurs and absent when it does not, then that cause is likely to be

attributed to the behavior. This process allows individuals to make sense of the social world by

predicting and controlling future events, thereby establishing a stable understanding of others'

actions and their own.

The principle outlines a quasi-scientific approach that ordinary people employ, akin to how

scientists test hypotheses, to determine causality. It assumes that individuals are rational

processors of social information, seeking consistency and patterns in behavior. When confronted

with an action, an observer implicitly gathers data across three critical dimensions: consensus,

distinctiveness, and consistency. These three types of information are then weighed to make an

informed judgment about whether the behavior stems from the actor's internal disposition or from

the external situation. High levels of information in certain dimensions lead to dispositional

attributions, while high levels in others lead to situational attributions, forming a coherent

framework for understanding human behavior in diverse contexts.

2. Historical Development

The Covariation Principle was developed by social psychologist Harold Kelley in 1967,

significantly expanding upon Fritz Heider's earlier work on attribution theory. Heider's seminal

ideas, articulated in "The Psychology of Interpersonal Relations" (1958), introduced the

fundamental distinction between personal (dispositional) and impersonal (situational) causality,

suggesting that individuals are intuitive psychologists constantly striving to understand why people

act the way they do. Kelley's contribution was to provide a more systematic and detailed model for

how these attributions are actually made. He moved beyond merely identifying the types of

attributions to specifying the cognitive processes and informational cues that lead to them.
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Kelley's model presented a more sophisticated and testable framework, transforming attribution

theory from a largely conceptual discussion into a domain of empirical research. His work allowed

for specific predictions about when people would make dispositional versus situational attributions

based on observable data patterns. This theoretical advancement cemented attribution theory as a

central paradigm in social psychology, influencing subsequent research on social perception,

prejudice, self-perception, and interpersonal relationships. The Covariation Principle remains a

cornerstone for understanding the cognitive mechanisms underlying how individuals interpret and

explain the behavior of others and themselves.

3. Key Concepts and Components

The Covariation Principle relies on three primary types of information that individuals use to arrive

at a causal attribution for behavior:

Consensus Information: This refers to the extent to which other people behave in the same way

as the actor in the same situation. If many other people exhibit the same behavior, consensus is

high. If few or no other people behave this way, consensus is low. For example, if everyone laughs

at a comedian, consensus is high; if only one person laughs, consensus is low. High consensus

often points towards a situational attribution, suggesting that the situation itself is eliciting the

behavior, rather than the individual's unique disposition. Conversely, low consensus tends to

suggest a dispositional attribution, as the actor's behavior is unique relative to others.

Distinctiveness Information: This concerns the extent to which the actor behaves in the same

way in different situations. If the actor's behavior is unique to this specific situation and does not

occur in other situations, distinctiveness is high. If the actor behaves similarly across many

different situations, distinctiveness is low. For instance, if a student only struggles in one particular

class but excels in all others, their behavior in that class is highly distinctive. High distinctiveness

generally leads to a situational attribution, indicating that something about the specific context is

causing the behavior. Low distinctiveness, however, suggests a dispositional attribution, implying

that the behavior is characteristic of the person regardless of the situation.

Consistency Information: This relates to the extent to which the actor behaves in the same way

across different occasions within the same situation. If the actor always behaves this way under

similar circumstances, consistency is high. If the actor's behavior varies greatly over time in that

situation, consistency is low. For example, if a person always laughs at the same comedian,

consistency is high. High consistency is a prerequisite for making either a dispositional or a

situational attribution; without consistent behavior, it is difficult to confidently attribute causality. If

consistency is low, it often leads to an attribution to transient circumstances or chance. When

consistency is high, it, combined with high consensus and high distinctiveness, can lead to a

strong situational attribution, while high consistency with low consensus and low distinctiveness

points strongly to a dispositional attribution.
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4. Applications and Examples

The Covariation Principle is widely applied in understanding everyday social judgments and is

readily observable in how individuals make sense of the world around them. Consider the example

of a friend who is failing a particular class. To understand the cause of this failure, we would

implicitly apply the three informational criteria:

First, we consider consensus: Are other students also failing this class, or is our friend alone in

their struggle? If many others are failing, the consensus is high, pointing towards an external

factor, perhaps a difficult instructor or challenging curriculum. If our friend is the only one failing,

consensus is low, suggesting an internal cause. Second, we examine distinctiveness: Does our

friend struggle in all their classes, or is this particular class an anomaly? If they are excelling in all

their other courses but struggling only in this one, distinctiveness is high. This high distinctiveness

would lead us to consider a situational explanation specific to this class. However, if they struggle

in most subjects, distinctiveness is low, which implies an internal attribution, such as a lack of

academic ability or motivation. Third, we assess consistency: Does our friend consistently

perform poorly in this specific class (e.g., failing all exams, missing assignments), or is their

performance erratic? If they consistently do poorly, consistency is high, strengthening any

attribution we might make. If their performance is inconsistent, perhaps they do well sometimes

and poorly others, it might suggest other transient factors are at play.

Synthesizing this information, if our friend consistently struggles in this class (high consistency),

struggles in other classes too (low distinctiveness), and few other students are failing (low

consensus), we would likely conclude that our friend is a poor student (a dispositional

attribution). Conversely, if our friend consistently struggles in this class (high consistency), but

excels in all other courses (high distinctiveness), and many other students are also failing this

specific class (high consensus), we would more likely attribute the failure to external factors, such

as a demanding instructor or a flawed course design (a situational attribution). This systematic

analysis, though often unconscious, guides our understanding of why people act the way they do.

5. Criticisms and Limitations

Despite its theoretical elegance and explanatory power, the Covariation Principle has faced several

criticisms and limitations. One significant critique is that it assumes individuals have access to and

are capable of systematically processing all three types of information (consensus, distinctiveness,

and consistency) across multiple observations. In reality, people often make attributions with

incomplete information, or they may not have the cognitive resources or motivation to engage in

such a thorough, logical analysis for every observed behavior. Everyday attributions are often

made quickly and automatically, relying on cognitive shortcuts or heuristics rather than an

exhaustive data collection and analysis process (Nisbett & Ross, 1980).
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Furthermore, research has shown that people do not always weigh all three pieces of information

equally. For instance, individuals often underutilize consensus information, tending to focus more

on distinctiveness and consistency when making attributions, a phenomenon sometimes linked to

the Fundamental Attribution Error or correspondence bias (Ross & Nisbett, 1991). This bias

describes the tendency to overemphasize dispositional explanations for others' behavior while

underemphasizing situational explanations. The Covariation Principle also assumes a rational,

objective observer, whereas human attribution is frequently influenced by motivational biases (e.g.,

self-serving bias) and pre-existing beliefs or stereotypes. While it provides an ideal model of how

attributions *should* be made given sufficient information, it may not perfectly reflect the

complexities and biases inherent in actual human social cognition.
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