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CUBE MODEL

The Attributional Cube Model (Kelley's Covariation Model)

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Social Psychology, Cognitive Psychology, Judgment and Decision
Making
Proponents: Harold Kelley (Conceptual Originator)

1. Core Principles of the Model

The Cube Model, formally recognized within social psychology as the foundation of Harold Kelley's
Covariation Model (1967), represents a sophisticated framework designed to explain how
individuals arrive at causal attributions concerning observed behaviors. It moves beyond simple,
single-factor explanations by positing that people analyze data across three essential dimensions--
forming a conceptual 3-D model--before concluding whether an action results from the actor's
internal disposition (a person attribution), the stimulus or entity in the environment (a stimulus
attribution), or the specific circumstances and context (a circumstance attribution). This model
operates on the logical principle of covariation: an effect is attributed to the cause with which it
systematically varies over time. If a behavior consistently occurs only when a certain factor is
present, that factor is deemed the likely cause.

The importance of the Cube Model lies in its formalization of lay scientific analysis. Kelley
suggested that people are intuitive scientists, gathering and evaluating information across multiple
data points to make logical, albeit sometimes heuristic-driven, causal inferences. The model
specifies the exact types of data cues that are processed, demonstrating that causal judgments are
not random but follow a predictable, three-dimensional structure. To effectively navigate the
complexity of the social world, observers instinctively seek to establish patterns of co-occurrence
or non-co-occurrence between the actor, the specific behavior (or entity), and the time/place of the
event, thereby reducing ambiguity in complex social interactions.

In essence, the model functions as a diagnostic tool for causality. When an individual observes
Actor A performing Behavior X toward Entity E, the observer subconsciously positions this
observation within the three-dimensional space defined by the cues: distinctiveness (uniqueness),
consensus (general opinion/behavior), and consistency (regularity). The resultant location within
this cognitive cube dictates the most probable causal attribution. The theory stipulates that only
when all three data cues are available and systematically processed can an observer make a
confident and unambiguous attribution, typically resulting in either a strong internal or a strong
external conclusion.

2. The Three-Dimensional Causal Structure

The Causal Cube is a theoretical construct providing a visual and analytical representation of the
three data cues that factor into attributional judgments. Each dimension of the cube corresponds to
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one type of covariation information required to isolate the true cause of an observed behavior. The
behavior itself is understood as the effect, and the observer's task is to determine which of the
potential causes--person, stimulus, or circumstance--is responsible for producing that effect. The
cube structure highlights the intersection of these three factors, allowing for the systematic analysis
of high versus low values for each cue.

This structure is critical because human judgment often relies on incomplete or biased information.
By specifying the necessity of considering all three dimensions, the model provides a standard
against which actual attributional processes can be measured. For instance, if an observer only
possesses information about consistency (regularity) but lacks data on distinctiveness
(unigueness) or consensus (general opinion), the model predicts that the resulting attribution will
likely be weaker or more ambiguous, forcing the observer to rely on cognitive shortcuts or
schematic knowledge. The integrity of the cube structure maintains that reliable causal inference
requires a comprehensive look at how the behavior varies across actors, entities, and time.

The three dimensions, though conceptually distinct, interact dynamically. They are not simply
additive; rather, the configuration of the cues dictates the outcome. For example, a high level of all
three cues (High Uniqueness, High Consensus, High Regularity) points toward a specific causal
conclusion (typically a stimulus attribution), whereas a pattern of low-level cues combined with high
regularity points toward a different conclusion (typically a person attribution). This interdependency
reinforces the necessity of the 3-D framework, as examining only one or two cues in isolation often
leads to misattribution or oversimplification of complex behavioral events.

3. Data Cue 1: Uniqueness (Distinctiveness)

The data cue referred to as uniqueness in the source material aligns directly with the concept of
distinctiveness within Kelley's model. Distinctiveness addresses the question of whether the
actor's behavior is specific and unique to the particular entity or stimulus, or if the actor behaves
similarly across a wide range of different entities. In practical terms, this cue helps determine if the
behavior is tied intrinsically to the object of the action. A high level of distinctiveness means the
actor performs the behavior only in response to this specific stimulus and not others.

Consider the example of a person, Alice, criticizing a particular movie (Movie X). If Alice only
criticizes Movie X, but praises all other movies she sees, her behavior is highly distinctive. This
suggests that the movie itself (the external stimulus) is the likely cause of her criticism. Conversely,
if Alice criticizes Movie X, Movie Y, and every movie she encounters, her behavior shows low
distinctiveness. This lack of uniqueness indicates that the behavior is not dependent on the specific
stimulus, but is instead likely caused by something internal to Alice, such as a generally critical
disposition or a high standard for cinema.

Processing the uniqueness cue is fundamental because it provides the initial separation between
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internal (person) and external (stimulus) causes. High distinctiveness generally shifts the causal
locus away from the actor and toward the environment. Low distinctiveness, by demonstrating
consistency across various stimuli, suggests the actor carries the cause within themselves.
Therefore, the degree of uniqueness serves as a primary diagnostic filter for attributional judgment,
anchoring the observer's focus either on the characteristics of the person or the properties of the
object of their action.

4. Data Cue 2: General Opinion and Behavior (Consensus)

The source cue, general opinion and behavior, corresponds to consensus information in the
formal Covariation Model. Consensus addresses the extent to which other people react in the
same way to the same stimulus. This cue is crucial for verifying whether the observed behavior is
idiosyncratic to the actor or is a common, shared response among a wider population. Essentially,
the observer is asking: Do others agree with the actor's behavior?

Using the movie example, if every person who watches Movie X criticizes it alongside Alice, the
consensus is high. High consensus indicates that the behavior is widely shared, suggesting that
the stimulus (Movie X) possesses inherent qualities that provoke this reaction in nearly everyone.
In this scenario, the cause is clearly external--something about the movie itself is objectively bad or
worthy of criticism. The behavior is attributed to the entity.

If, however, Alice is the only person criticizing Movie X, and everyone else loves it, the consensus
is low. Low consensus implies that Alice's reaction is unique to her and is not shared by the
general public. This lack of shared behavior directs the causal judgment back toward the actor. If
the behavior is unique to Alice, then the cause is likely rooted in her internal traits, personality, or
viewing expectations. Consensus information, therefore, serves as a social validation mechanism,
determining the objectivity or subjectivity of the observed action.

5. Data Cue 3: Regularity (Consistency)

The third cue, regularity, is equivalent to consistency in Kelley's model. Consistency refers to the
extent to which the actor performs the same behavior toward the same stimulus across different
times and contexts. This dimension introduces the temporal element into the analysis, asking
whether the behavior is a stable, reliable pattern or a one-off, situational anomaly. Consistency is
vital for distinguishing between momentary circumstances and enduring causal factors.

If Alice criticizes Movie X every single time she sees it--whether she watches it in a theater, at
home, or five years later--her behavior demonstrates high consistency (high regularity). High
consistency implies that the causal relationship between Alice and Movie X is robust and reliable,
meaning the observed effect is stable over time. This high consistency must then be analyzed
alongside the other two cues to pinpoint the exact cause.
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Conversely, if Alice criticized Movie X only once, but every other time she has watched it she has
been silent or positive, her behavior shows low consistency. Low consistency suggests that the
observed behavior was likely caused by transient factors or specific circumstances present during
that single viewing (e.g., she was in a bad mood, had a headache, or the projector broke down).
When consistency is low, the attribution usually defaults to the third category: the circumstances or
immediate context, rather than the stable traits of the person or the enduring qualities of the
stimulus.

6. Attributional Outcomes and Predictive Utility

The combination of high or low values across the three dimensions yields distinct and predictable
attributional outcomes. The most common patterns are:

Stimulus Attribution (External Cause): Typically results from a pattern of High Consensus,
High Distinctiveness, and High Consistency. (Everyone criticizes Movie X, Alice criticizes only
Movie X, and Alice always criticizes Movie X). The cause is attributed to the movie itself.

Person Attribution (Internal Cause): Typically results from a pattern of Low Consensus, Low
Distinctiveness, and High Consistency. (Only Alice criticizes Movie X, Alice criticizes all movies,
and Alice always criticizes Movie X). The cause is attributed to Alice's disposition.
Circumstance/Context Attribution: Typically results from a pattern involving Low Consistency,
regardless of the levels of the other two cues. (Alice criticized Movie X only once). The cause is
attributed to specific, momentary circumstances.

The source material notes that "Cube models seem to correlate well with predicted behaviors and
results more often than they do not." This empirical finding supports the psychological validity of
Kelley's framework. Studies have generally confirmed that when people are given access to clear
information regarding consensus, distinctiveness, and consistency, their causal attributions align
closely with the predictions generated by the Covariation Model. This predictive power makes the
model a cornerstone of social psychological understanding of causal inference, particularly in
experimental settings where information load can be controlled.

However, the predictive accuracy is highest under conditions of optimal information. In real-world,
dynamic social settings, people rarely have the time or cognitive capacity to systematically collect
all three data cues. Nonetheless, even when information is limited, people tend to rely on available
cues (often consistency and distinctiveness more than consensus) or utilize pre-existing causal
schemas that mimic the logic of the cube structure, demonstrating the underlying importance of
these three dimensions in forming causal traits.

7. Criticisms and Cognitive Limitations
While the Attributional Cube Model possesses high internal logic and explanatory power, it faces
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several important criticisms, primarily centered on its idealized view of human cognition. The model
is essentially a normative theory, describing how people should attribute cause if they were
perfectly rational and exhaustive information processors, rather than a purely descriptive theory of
how they actually attribute cause in daily life.

One major criticism is the issue of cognitive load. Collecting information across three dimensions
(requiring multiple observations across multiple actors, entities, and times) demands significant
cognitive resources. In fast-paced social interactions, people rely heavily on cognitive heuristics
and biases, often violating the tenets of the model. For instance, the Fundamental Attribution Error

(FAE) demonstrates a widespread tendency to overestimate internal (person) causes and
underestimate external (stimulus/circumstance) causes, even when high consensus or
distinctiveness information is available, suggesting a systematic failure to fully process the external
dimensions of the cube.

Furthermore, people often lack complete information for all three cues. When consensus
information is missing or ambiguous, observers tend to guess or infer it based on their own
behavior (the false consensus effect). Likewise, people often do not have repeated observations
required for high consistency data. To address these shortcomings, later extensions and
refinements of attribution theory, such as Schema Theory (Kelley, 1972), proposed that people use
pre-formed causal schemas (e.g., "multiple necessary causes" or "multiple sufficient causes")
when information is incomplete, effectively allowing them to fill in the missing cells of the cube
based on past experience, rather than relying solely on current, comprehensive covariation data.

Further Reading

Attribution (psychology)
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Covariation Model

Fundamental Attribution Error
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