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Evidence relevant to the proposition that self-
esteem motivations bias attributions of causality 
was examined, and in contrast to an earlier 
review,' strong support was found for the propo-
sition. Additionally, a broadened self-serving bias 
formulation was presented to account for evi-
dence often cited as inconsistent with the notion 
of motivational distortions in the causal infer-
ence process. [The SSCI® and the SCI® indicate 
that this paper has been cited in more than 425 
publications.] 
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My paper was stimulated by D.T. Miller 
and M. Ross's influential 1975 review of the 
self-serving attributional bias literature.1 In 
their paper, Miller and Ross boldly asserted 
that motivational accounts of the tendency 
for individuals to make self-attributions for 
their good outcomes and external attribu-
tions for their negative outcomes were fic-
tion; they presented three alternative, infor-
mation processing mechanisms to explain 
such causal asymmetries. 

This article piqued my interest for several 
reasons. First, I was, at the time, a third-year 
graduate student immersed in both the clini-
cal and social psychology training programs 
at Vanderbilt University. As such, I had broad 
and recent exposure to the writings of such 
early, influential theorists of motivated cog-
nition as Bartlett, Heider, Festinger, Freud, 
and Adier, and had found these writings 
compelling. Second, the thesis that individu-
als sometimes explain their outcomes in ways 
that protect or enhance their self-esteem was 
so consistent with my own commonsense, 
phenomenological experience of everyday 
life that I had difficulty believing that suffi-
cient and compelling evidence to the con-
trary could be found. Finally, and perhaps 
most importantly, I was intrigued by the fact 

or fiction question embedded in Miller and 
Ross's title; it seemed to me (and still does) 
that there are few questions about human 
behavior that can be answered in so clear, so 
unqualified a manner. 

I asked my mentor, John H. Harvey, if he 
thought another review of the I iterature could 
represent a contribution; it had only been a 
year since the Miller and Ross paper had 
appeared. He replied that perhaps it could, if 
it included at least 10 new studies, and if it 
somehow presented a new perspective on 
the contradictory findings. I have no idea 
how likely he thought it was that I would be 
able to carry out either or both of these 
charges. However, that is precisely what I set 
out to do, and did, with some degree of 
success. 

Several factors should be considered when 
attempting to explain why my paper has been 
as influential as it has been. Undoubtedly a 
big factor was fortuitous timing. I happened 
to write a paper championing the interdepen-
dence of motivation and cognition just at a 
point where the cognitive Zeitgeist that had 
so gripped the discipline for a decade or 
more was beginning to let go...just a little. 
Scientific psychology was beginning to ques-
tion how far a "cold" information processing 
metaphor could take us in understanding 
human social behavior. Second, one of the 
contributions of my article was the argument 
that causal explanations could serve a com-
municative, self-presentational function. 
While novel at the time, this viewpoint is now 
widely accepted.2 Finally, attribution was one 
of the most widely researched topics in so-
cial psychology during the 1970s and 1980s, 
and attributional analyses were applied dur-
ing these decades to many and diverse phe-
nomena. Such research activity helps to en-
sure heavy citation. 

The volume of work on motivated social 
cognition has increased dramatically during 
the 15 years since my review article appeared. 
Fortunately, arguments pitting motivational 
against cognitive influences on human so-
cial judgments are no longer necessary. We 
have moved to a more sophisticated exami-
nation of the manner in which various moti-
vations affect cognitive processes.3 
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