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ABSTRACT

ATTRIBUTIONAL INFLUENCES IN THE SOCIAL WORKER’S
ASSESSMENT OF THE CLIENT’S PROBLEM

JAMES ROLAND MCDONELL

Social work practice theory has long been concerned with the issues of cause and
responsibility inherent in efforts to define the unit of attention. This concern has focused, in
part, on the potential for bias in the determination of causality, generally expressed in terms
of a person-environment dichotomy. The present emphasis on an eco-systems framework
for assessment in practice is viewed as an effort to respond to the debate which has
resulted. These concems of social work have been paralleled in attribution theory and it is
suggested that this body of work provides an appropriate framework for an examination of
the potential for causal and responsibility bias in the process of social work assessment.

The present study employed a single factor complétely randomized design to
investigate the influence which information: presented by the client with respect to the cause
of and responsibility for the problem of marital separation would have on the social
worker’s a) attributions of cause and responsibility forthe cliént’s problem, b) evaluation
of the potential efficacy of social work intervention c) attraction to the client, and d) belief
in the veridicality of the client’s statements. 77 experimental subjects were randomly
assigned to one of four treatment conditions, with each condition representing one of four
levels of a model of attributed responsibility. These are: a) causal responsibility, b)
knowledge responsibility, c) intention responsibility, and d) coercive responsibility. The
independent variable was manipulated through client statements in audiotaped interview
analogues, and subjects were misled into believing that they were listening to an actual
interview. Data analysis provided support for the hypothesis that the four treatment groups
would significantly differ on the level of responsibility which subjects attributed to the
client for the problem presented, indicating that worker’s are differentially influenced by
client information regarding the responsibility inherent in the problem which leads the client



to seck help. It was also found that the treatment groups were differentiated on the basis of
evaluations of the potential efficacy of social work intervention, indicating that the influence
of attributional information presented by the client led subject’s to differential conclusions
about the potential for a successful treatment outcome.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

Social work practice theory has, in recent years, moved increasingly in the direction
of an ecological or eco-systems perspective. The basic tenet of such a perspective holds
that an individual and his or her environment are engaged in a continuous and reciprocal
interaction in which each influences and shapes the other toward a progressively adaptive
balance. Achieving a balanced relationship, often termed a “goodness of fit”, serves to
minimize the incidence of social and personal stress, thereby releasing otherwise
constricted energy for more constructive, creative and satisfying pursuits. Maladaption, in
this sense, is seen as a reaction to the stress engendered by the demands of life or
unfavorable environmental circumstances, or as a breakdown in the coping capacities of the
personality. More often, it is the interaction of these factors which is implicated in the
development of personal and social problems. At any rate, the behavior which is attendant
on the perceived stress, however defined, is viewed as an effort to restore balance in the
person and environment system.

Assessment in the eco-systems perspective, then, is primarily concerned with the
relationship between the individual and his or her social and physical world. Particular
emphasis is given to locating points of conflict which result in an imbalance in the
inter-relationships of the person-environment system, and on identifying the relative
contributions of potential conflict sources determining a given problem or event. In
essence, assessment is a search for those elements in a stated problem which cause the
problem, and the location of causal elements at some point in a dynamic field consisting of
person and environment. Assessment further implies a determination of directionality for
causal elements with a subsequent assignment of responsibility for the problem or event.
The eco-systems perspective holds that causal elements may be multi-directional in a
reciprocal influence process.

Professional social work has long been concemed with the issue of causality in
human problems, a concem which is evident in the practice arena in efforts to define the
unit of attention. In essence, the unit of attention has been conceived of as an interactional



field composed of all elements which are felt to influence the genesis and maintenance of a
given state of affairs. The nature of this interactional field and the location of contributory
elements in that field has been a matter of some debate in the evolution of practice theory.
At any rate, these elements have been fairly consistently dichotomized into person on the
one hand and environment on the other hand, with the environment consisting of both
people and objects, the social and physical world. The application of interventions, then, is
dependent on the location of causal elements at some point in the field, generally '
predominating in either the person or the environment, or at some point in the interaction.
This defines the unit of attention and provides the focus for ameliorative efforts.

One concern of the profession in this regard has been a recognized tendency in
practice to focus on the individual to the exclusion of environmental attention. This
concern is evident in the recent literature. Germain (1970) notes, for example, that the
medical model, disease model influence on casework has led to a consistent bias against
environmental attention despite efforts to define the unit of attention as the
person-in-environment configuration. Germain and Gitterman (1980) note that:

For social work, ecology appears to be a more useful metaphor
than the older medical-disease metaphor that arose out of the
linear world view...the medical-disease metaphor tends to locate
people’s problems and needs within the person, obscuring
social processes in which the person is embedded (p. 5).

Meyer (1983) has also noted a tendency for caseworkers to become preoccupied with
the person rather than the environment. She feels that the legacy of the medical model and
its essentially linear construction of human problems is, in part, responsible. She adds,
however, that a person focus is also influenced by the fact that skill in working for change
in people is much easier to acquire since the theory from which it is derived is fairly
specific. Environmental change, on the other hand, requires knowledge of diverse theories
which are, perhaps, less familiar to casework practitioners and more difficult to distill into
an assessment and intervention approach. Meyer proposes the eco-systems perspective as
a means of addressing this bias, providing a more holistic framework for practice.

Concermn with regard to issues of causality in human events, and the potential for
causal bias, has been paralleled in social psychology, particularly in the field of attribution



theory. Jones and Nisbett (1971), for example, cite evidence which demonstrates that an
actor and an observer in a situation will m\aintain much different perspectives on those
elements which contribute to, or cause, the actor’s behavior. It has been found that the
actor will attribute his or her actions to the perceived requirements of the situation whereas
the observer will attribute the same actions to stable characteristics, or dispositions, of the
actor’s personality. Jones and Nisbett see this phenomenon as resulting from forces which
impel the salience of situational or personality information under certain circumstances.
The actor will focus on environmental cues because he or she is not in a position to
effectively note subtle variations in his or her own behavior. The actor can, however, cast
the environment in a more objective light, thereby inferring the environment as the causal
agent. The observer, on the other hand, attends closely to the actor’s behavior because it is
the action itself which provides the most apparent information to explain any behavioral
outcome. Thus, situational cues are largely ignored and the actor is left as the most likely
causal candidate for any observed behavior.

Arkin and Duval (1975) have cast the Jones and Nisbett (1971) dlvergent perceptions
hypothesis in terms of a focus of attention-causal attribution formulation. That is, for any
event with two or more plausible causal objects, the more a person attends to any one
object over others, the greater the attribution of cause to that object. Focus of attention is
determined by the differential analysis of event cues in an effort to arrive at a reasonable
causal explanation for an event. Duval and Duval (1980) have suggested that the force
impelling this process may be a quest for simplicity in cognitive organization, for stability
and predictability in one’s view of the world.

More recently, Shaver (1985) has examined the issue of causal and responsibility
attributions in the formulation of an atributional theory of blame. Shaver notes that
attributional processes are engaged in response to negatively valued events, events that call
for explanation and accountability. Here, observers to an event make social judgments
about the extent to which culpability for the event may be assigned to properties of the
individual in question or to aspects of the relevant environment. The necessary preliminary
step in such a process is a determination of causality. That potential bias is present in the
attribution of causality is evident through a recognition that it is rare in social events for any
outcome to be engendered by a single, unambiguous antecedent event. It is more typically
the case that multiple antecedents are both sufficient and necessary for the occurrence.
Such multiple antecedents may include both human actions and the circumstances in which
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such actions occur, and the cause for the event may rest in either the person or some aspect
of the circumstance. In short, the wide range of attributional options available to an
observer renders the process of causal determination complex at best. It is this complexity
in the causal field which serves to increase the likelihood of misattribution for both the
cause of the event and the resulting responsibility assigned.

The attribution literature has also directly examined the issue of ascribed
responsibility and has rioted attributions of responsibility to be an extension of causal
determination. Responsibility, in this sense, implies behavioral autonomy, the freedom to
act in a manner other than that observed for the event in question. Kruglanski and Cohen
(1975), for example, note that when the cause for a behavior may be assigned to the actor’s
person, a considerable attributional stability with regard to his or her freedom prevails.
Since the actor is seen as responsible for his or her behavior there is no need to consider
alternative sources of causation. By contrast, when personal causation may be ruled out,
possible situational causes become more important in the determination of causality. That
is, behavior may be constrained by the demands of the situation, effectively absolving the
individual of any responsibility.

Ickes and Kidd (1976) cite several studies as offering support for the notion that
attributed responsibility for an outcome varies as a function of causal locus, with internal
causes leading to a greater attribution of responsibility than external causes. The authors
point out, however, that in some circumstances responsibility denotes intentionality, the
presence or absence of behavioral choice regarding a particular event or problem. This is
an important distinction, holding, as it does, the implication that an observer may attribute
cause for an event to an actor but not attribute responsibility for the event to the actor if it is
believed that there were constraints on the actor’s behavior. '

Shaver (1985) has drawn a distinction between cause and responsibility in noting that
while causes can exist independently of human action, such as in an earthquake causing
damage to buildings, it is not possible to consider responsibility without human agency,
either as cause or as observer or both. Shaver notes that the assignment of responsibility is

~a purely social judgment while the attribution of cause is a physical judgment. To assign
responsibility one must first determine that human agency was, at least in part, causally
implicated in the event to be attributed. Then, to the extent that some human action is
determined to have caused the event, an observer is free to enquire as to the extent to which
the person who caused the event may be held accountable for the observed outcome. Thus,



an attribution of causality is a necessary precondition for any consideration of an attribution
of fesponsibility.

Clinical applications for attribution theory have been noted. Batson (1975), for
example, follows Jones and Nisbett (197_1) in citing a number of studies which indicate that
professional helpers are more likely to see a person in need as the source of the problem.
Batson cites several reasons for this. First, a professional may be aware that it is often far
easier to bring about change in the individual than it is to bring about change in the
individual’s social circumstances. Second, professional helpers may have learned that
failing to spot a troubled individual is a more serious error to make than suggesting that
someone is troubled when, in fact, they are not. Finally, the professional helper’s
exposure to troubled individuals may be greater than his exposure to the social
environment, making individuals more salient as the loci of causation.

Batson (1975) has also noted that casting background information into a medical
model may have two unintended effects. First, a medical model necessarily focuses
attention on the person as the source of the problem. Second, information cast in a medical
model may result in a reduction of information processed by the helper by casting doubt on
the reporting person as a reliable source of information. That is, once the person is seen as
having caused the problem, this is taken as presumptive evidence that any information
given is subject to distortion or fabrication. Batson conducted a study using taped client
interviews which were constructed for the purposes of the research. The "client” in the
study attributed a problem to social circumstances, such as school, friends or parents, with
which he needed help to change. The results revealed that only 31% of 228 observer
attributions were to social circumstances as the locus of the problem.

Rowland (1980) combined the results of three studies to show that trained counselors
exhibit the attributional bias common to all observers. In these experiments, all counselor
groups demonstrated relatively more person-based attributions of causality than situational
attributions of causality. -Furthermore, it appears that counselor dispositional attributional
bias increases with training and experience. Student counselors demonstrated more
dispositional bias than did naive subjects and advanced counselors indicated significantly
more dispositional bias than did either naive subjects or student counselors.

Issues of cause and responsibility bear importance for professional social work in
several respects. First, it is apparent that causal considerations form part of the
determination of the unit of attention in social work practice. That is, assessment may be



said to essentially constitute a process of causal determination, a process which serves to
define the unit of attention. Specification of the unit of attention, in turn, serves to identify
the potential foci for intervention. Thus, an understanding of attributional processes as
they serve to influence an understanding of the unit of attention would serve the profession
in more clearly delineating the arena for assessment and intervention.

Second, it is clear that attributional processes are a pervasive phenomenon,
permeating virtually every aspect of human life. The desire to understand the world and to
engender stability in such an understanding, thereby rendering the world a predictable place
in which to live, appears to be a most compelling feature of human affairs. The
attributional literature suggests that all people make attributional judgments as a normal part
of everyday life. As such, it is essential that social work practice account for such
processes in any attempt to understand human problems.

Third, it may be assumed that any client requesting services with regard to a particular
set of problem events will make attributions of cause and responsibility for the problem
events reported. Thus, as the client’s story unfolds in the process of assessment, the
worker hears the client’s attributional understanding of the people and events which are
perceived to have created the problem situation which the client brings to the social work
encounter. Again, creating an awareness of these processes would serve the profession by
providing an additional framework for assessment.

Finally, it is reasonable to assert that the worker also makes attributions of cause and
responsibility for the problem events reported by the client. As noted earlier, assessment is
essentially a process of causal determination and, as such, it falls to the worker to arrive at
a causal understanding of the problems which the client brings to the worker for
assessment. The client’s situation, with rare exceptions, involves behavior on the part of
the client and involves, in addition, the behavior of an array of other people with whom the
client is in intimate interaction. Thus, the worker not only determines causality for the
client’s problem events but assesses the relative level of responsibility of the client and
others in the development and maintenance of the problems as causally defined. '

A recognition of the importance of attributional processes for problem assessment in
social work suggests the questions with which the present study is concemed. Essentially,
it is of interest to determine the extent to which attributional processes do, in fact, serve to
influence the worker's understanding of the client’s problem, particularly in view of the
potential for bias in the process of attribution. It is also of interest to determine the extent to



which worker attributions of cause and responsibility serve to influence the evaluations
which the worker makes regarding the potential efficacy of social work intervention.
Finally, it is of interest to determine the extent to which worker attributions of cause and
responsibility serve to influence the worker's attraction to the client and belief in the client’s
truthfulness in reporting information for the assessment.

Thus, the following questions are posed:

1. What is the relationship between the client’s attributions of cause and
responsibility for an event and the worker’s attributions of cause and
responsibility for the same event.

2. What is the relationship between the worker’s attributions of cause and
responsibility for an event and the worker’s judgment with regard to the
potential efficacy of social work intervention.

3. What is the relationship between the worker’s attributions of cause and
responsibility for an event and the worker's attraction to the client.

4. What is the relationship between the worker’s attributions of cause and
responsibility for an event and the worker’s belief in the veridicality of the
client’s presentation.

The présent study, then, has been undertaken in an examination of the role which a
client’s attributional statements play in the worker’s understanding of the client’s problem
and in the worker’s evaluations with regard to the potential for successful social work
intervention, attraction to the client as a person and a belief in the client’s truthfulness in
presenting information relevant to the assessment. An experimental methodology was
employed which utilized four assessment analogues, each presenting differential
information with respect to the relevant dimensions of a model of attributed responsibility
(Shaver, 1985). This resulted in four stimulus conditions expressing the stimulus variables
of 1) causal level responsibility, 2) knowledge level responsibility, 3) intention level
responsibility, and 4) coercive level responsibility. In the first stimulus condition subjects
heard the client assert that she was the cause of the marital problems but did not know that
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her husband might leave her and did not intend that the separation take place. In the second
stimulus condition, subjects heard the client assert that she was the cause of the problems
which led to the marital separation and knew that a separation might occur but did not
intend that the separation take place. In the third stimulus condition, subjects heard the
client assert that she caused the marital problems, knew that her husband might leave her
and intended to bring the couples’ difficulties to the fore. In the fourth stimulus condition
subjects heard the client assert that she caused the problems which led to the separation,
knew that her husband might leave her and intended to bring attention to the couples’
difficulties. Additionally, subjects in the fourth stimulus condition heard the client present
several environmental stressors which may have coerced the client into acting in the manner
described.

Subjects then completed a set of scaled item responses which measured the extent to
which responsibility was assigned to the client at each of the four levels of cause,
knowledge, intention and coercion. In addition, subjects completed a set of scaled item
responses which measured subjects’ evaluations with regard to the potential efficacy of
social work intervention, attraction to the client and a belief in the client’s veridicality.
Thus, the four stimulus variables were examined against a set of dependent attributional
variables of 1) causal level responsibility (cause), 2) knowledge level responsibility
(knowledge), 3) intention level responsibility (intention), and 4) coercive level
responsibility (coercion), and a set of dependent evaluation variables of 1) potential efficacy
of social work intervention (efficacy), 2) attraction to the client (attraction), and 3) belief in
the veridicality of the client’s informational presentation (veridicality). The methodology
employed in the study will be more fully examined in chapter three.

A consideration of the questions posed above suggests the following hypotheses.
First, it was hypothesized that, taken as a whole, a significant difference in the mean
responses to the scaled dependent attributional variables of cause, knowledge, intention,
and coercion would be found between the four stimulus condition groups. Consistent with
Shaver’s (1985) attributional theory of blame it was proposed that subjects would attribute
increasing levels of responsibility to the client for each of the scaled dependent attributional
variables from stimulus condition one to stimulus condition two to stimulus condition
three. At stimulus condition four responsibility would still be attributed to the client but at a
level which would fall somewhere between those of stimulus condition two and three. The
individual hypotheses expressed therein may be stated as follows: a) the absolute lowest



level of attributed r@sponsibility for each scaled dependent attributional variable will occur
at stimulus condition one; b) the next highest level of attributed responsibility for each
scaled dependent attributional variable would occur at stimulus condition two; c) the third
-highest level of attributed responsibility for each scaled dependent attributional variable
would occur at stimulus condition four; d) Finally, the absolute highest level of attributed
responsibility for each scaled dependent attributional variable would occur at stimulus
condition three. As noted, it was further proposed that these levels of attributed
responsibility would be significantly different across stimulus conditions.

Second, it was hypothesized that a significant difference in the mean responses to
the scaled dependent evaluation variables of efficacy, attraction and veridicality would be
found across stimulus conditions. These hypotheses may be stated as follows: a) the
most favorable evaluation with regard to the potential efficacy of social work intervention,
attraction to the client and belief in the veridicality of the client’s statements would occur at
stimulus condition four; b) the second most favorable evaluation with regard to the potential
efficacy of social work intervention, attraction to the client and belief in the veridicality of
the client’s statements would occur at stimulus condition one; c) the third most favorable
evaluation with regard to the potential efficacy of social work intervention, attraction to the
client and belief in the veridicality of the client’s statements would occur at stimulus
condition two; d) finally, the least favorable evaluation with regard to the potential efficacy
of social work intervention, attraction to the client and belief in the veridicality of the
client’s statements would occur at stimulus condition three. This is consistent with Batson
(1975), Ickes and Kidd (1976), Wills (1978) and others, in that differential attributional
assessments with respect to the determination of cause and responsibility for an event will
result in differential evaluations of the person who is potentially responsible for the event.
That is, to the extent that a person may be held responsible for the outcomes of their own
behavior there will be a corresponding tendency to negatively evaluate the person and to
view any potentxal helping response as not being contextually appropriate.

Third, it was hypothesized that as subject’s attributions of responsibility to the cllent
increased, evaluations of the client with regard to the potential efficacy of social work
intervention would decrease. This is consistent with Berkowitz and Daniels (1965),
Schopler and Mathews (1965), Schopler and Batson (1965), and Ickes and Kidd (1976) in
that responsibility is a function of the perceived dependence of another person’s outcomes.
In a helping situation, the perception that one is dependent on a potential helper through no



10

fault of one’s own increases the likelihood that help giving behavior will ensue.
Conversely, the extent to which another person’s needs in a potential helping situation are
determined to be a function of their own behavior, that is, that they are responsible for
their own outcomes, tends to diminish a belief that an offer of help will produce any
meaningful change. Thus, offers of help are not likely to be forthcoming.

' Fourth, it was hypothesized that as attributions of responsibility to the client
increased, attraction to the client would decrease. This is suggested by Benlifer and
Kiesler (1972) who note that the professional helper’s tendency to locate problems within
the client may result in a perception of the client as less well-adjusted and as less likable.
This is supported by Wills (1978) who notes that likability is one of several dimensions
along which clients will be rated by professional helpers in the process of determining the
client’s potential for the helping endeavor. The author notes that likability is, in part, a
function of perceived attractiveness. Wills cites a number of studies in support of the
contention that persons who are determined to bear causal responsibility for their problems
will be seen as less concerned about their problems, as having less potential for change and
as less likable.

Fifth, it was hypothesized that as attributions of responsibility to the client increased,
evaluations with regard to the veridicality of the client’s informational statements would
decrease. This is suggested by Batson (1975) who notes that the information which a
client presents to a worker may be discounted to the extent that the client is seen as bearing
causal responsibility for the problem for which information is to be gathered. That is, it is
inferred that the information which the client presents is subject to greater distortion by
virtue of the client being the major source of his or her own troubles.

In sum, the hypotheses are as follows:

1. A significant difference between the four stimulus groups will be found with
respect to the dependent attributional variables of cause, knowledge, intention

and coercion.

a. For each of the dependent attributional measures of cause,
knowledge, intention and coercion, the lowest level of attributed
responsibility will be found in the responses to stimulus condition

one.



b. For each of the dependent attributional measures of cause,
knowledge, intention and coercion, the next lowest level of attributed

responsibility will be found in the responses to stimulus condition
two.

c. For each of the dependent attributional measures of cause, -
knowledge, intention and coercion, the next lowest level of attributed
responsibility will be found in the responses to stimulus condition
four.

d. For each of the dependent attributional measures of cause,
knowledge, intention and coercion, the highest level of attributed
responsibility will be found in the responses to stimulus condition
three.

2. A significant difference between the four stimulus groups will be found with
respect to the dependent evaluation variables of efficacy, attraction and
veridicality.

a. For each of the dependent evaluation variables of efficacy, attraction
and veridicality, the most favorable evaluation of the client will be
found in the responses to stimulus condition four.

b. For each of the dependent evaluation variables of efficacy, attraction
and veridicality, the second most favorable evaluation of the client
will be found in the responses to stimulus condition one.

c. For each of the dependent evaluation variables of efficacy, attraction
and veridicality, the third most favorable evaluation of the client will
be found in the responses to stimulus condition two.
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d. For each of the dependent evaluation variables of efficacy, attraction
and veridicality, the least favorable evaluation of the client will be
found in the responses to stimulus condition three.

3. As responses to the dependent attributional variables of cause, knowledge,
intention and coercion increase, a significant decrease will be found with
respect to the dependent evaluation variable of efficacy.

4. As responses to the dependent attributional variables of cause, knowledge,
intention and coercion increase, a significant decrease will be found with
respect to the dependent evaluation variable of attraction.

5. As responses to the dependent attributional variables of cause, knowledge,
intention and coercion increase, a significant decrease will be found with
respect to the dependent evaluation variable of veridicality.

It is proposed that attribution theory provides a useful framework for an examination
of these issues in social work assessment. It is further proposed that a study designed to
examine these issues will provide valuable information with regard to assessment processes.
If, as has been suggested, there is a bias in the direction of intemal, person-based
ascriptions of cause and responsibility, and if these are reflected in clinical judgment, it
would say much about the need to develop educational and training strategies to increase the
sensitivity of social workers to the biasing effect of attributional processes, and to the need
to consider environmental factors in the assessment of human problems. An understanding
of the role of cause and responsibility attributions in assessment may also .
provide a useful stimulus and framework for further research efforts into issues germane to
the professional practice of social work. .

Chapter two, which follows, will present the literature relevant to the treatment of
cause and responsibility in social work practice theory and the literature relevant to the
treatment of cause and responsibility within the field of attribution theory. In addition,
literature relevant to the clinical implications of attributions of cause and responsibility will
also be reported.
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CHAPTER I

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Cause and Responsibility in Social Work Theory

Social work practice theory has long granted the notion that human problems are
determined through a process of individual and environment interaction, although there has
been historical and continuing debate as to the extent to which attention is given to the
environmental side of the equation. The profession’s concem for the individual in
environment is historically evident, however, and reflects an effort to introduce new
elements into the process of understanding personal functioning. An expanded awareness
of the range of potential causes of individual distress, through attention to both person and
environment, serves to increase the number of options available to the worker for effective
intervention. The worker, then, gains more freedom to act in the client’s interest as the
domain of the case broadens to include elements which lie outside of the client’s person.
The inner forces of the client’s self and the outer forces of the client’s social and physical
environment are seen as converging over time in the creation of personality.
Maladjustments in living, then, are also the product of the interaction of these forces.

Thus, in social work’s early development, the interaction between the individual and
his or her social world was clearly recognized. This interaction was, however, cast in
essentially linear terms. Mary Richmond (1922), for example, notes that casework
consists “...of those processes which develop personality through adjustments consciously
effected, individual by individual, between men and their social environment (pp. 98-99).”
The essential thrust of any effort at change, then, is directed toward the personality and the
mechanism of change is to be found in the client’s social relationships. Again, Richmond
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notes that casework’s special domain is “...the development of personality through the
conscious and comprehensive adjustment of social relationships (p. 98).” Here it is
suggested that there is a cause and effect relationship between social context and individual
development which is essentially linear in nature. Recognition is given to the fact that
mutuality of influence is extant in the relationship but the elements of that relationship are
cast on a continuum, with personality and social environment marking the endpoints.
Thus, the preponderance of case data would suggest both the direction of influence and the
location of the difficulty as lying toward either endpoint. That is, the difficulty would be
located either in the personality or in the social environment and the direction of such
influence would be either inner to outer or vice versa.

It has been suggested (Germain, 1970) that this linear conceptualization was derived
from the approach to scientific inquiry extant at the turn of the 20th century. This scientism
was concerned with issues of ultimate causation and casework practitioners of the time
believed that there was also an ultimate or root cause in human problems. Uncovering the
core causal elements in any problem situation would suggest the steps to be taken toward
remediation. Richmond notes,

But if social workers are justified in their belief that by its
very nature personality depends in considerable part upon
healthy action and reaction between the total social environment
and the individual, then many of life’s tragedies can be traced to
the attempt to make some one social relationship serve for all the
others (p. 111).

This suggests that the client’s perceptions of his or her world and the client’s reaction to
those perceptions has been rather narrowly constructed, with wants and needs limited in
their range of social expression. Patterns of social responsiveness will be found to be
consistent over time and the astute worker can trace these patterns to their core development
in significant and influential social relationships. The potential causes of current distress,
then, are to be found in the evolution of social relatedness, with contemporary expression
in the client’s personality in interaction with the social environment. As noted, however,
these potential causes are felt to be located in a single sphere of the client’s life. That is,
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causal elements are either located within the structure of the persohality or within the social
environment and not in both simultaneously. This belief leads the worker to act
predominately in one domain of the client’s life in efforts to effect change.

Richmond (1917) cautions caseworkers through an explicit recognition of the dangers
of single cause constructions. She says, “The common inclination is to seek for one cause.
Social workers, however, need to bear in mind that where cause must be sought in human
motives, as is apt to be the case in their work, they must not expect to find that it is a single
simple cause but that it is complex and multiple (p. 92).” Here, too, is a recognition of the
potential for causal bias. That is, to the extent that a single cause is sought, and found, the
probability that such a cause might be located in a unitary sphere of the client’s life is
increased. Here is also found a recognition that an understanding of human problems
involves not just a causal determination but also contains an implicit determination of the
responsibility inherent in the problem. That is, Richmond notes the profession’s
concern with examining individual motivation as a potential causal force. This essentially
denotes that people may act on their own behalf and in a manner which may serve to
engender the problems brought to the caseworker. In short, individuals may be held
responsible for the problem circumstances which their voluntary and intentional behavior
was instrumental in producing. '

Support for the linear problem construction in casework came from the influence of
Freudian thought in the 1920’s and 1930’s. Essentially, psychoanalytic theory held that
the causes of behavior were to be found in the conflicts of early childhood development and
were manifest in the psyche, the tripartite seat of the personality. Uncovering these early
developmental conflicts would serve to free the psychic energy which bound the conflict,
resulting, in turn, in change in the derivative neurotic behavior. The focus of attention was
toward the individual as the target of change and the client was portrayed as the repository
of all information concerning the genesis of neurotic conflicts. The environment was given
recognition but only as a peripheral object in which the personality was formed incident to
innate forces or drives within the individual. Neurotic behavior, then, is the effect of a
linear causal process originating within the personality, which is formed over time with
influence from environmental forces (cf. Hamilton, 1958, Goldstein, 1984).

Some divergence between Richmond’s (1917, 1922) conception of casework and
psychoanalytic thbught are noted. Psychoanalysis, for example, devoted almost exclusive
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attention to the individual’s intrapsychic make-up, an attention which effectively obscured
the social processes which were stressed by Richmond and her followers. Additionally,
Richmond’s casework looked toward creating environmental change opportunities, as
deemed appropriate to the client and the client’s situation. These opportunities, in turn,
would allow for change to take place in the structure of the personality. Hers was a dual
focused approach which stressed environmental study as well as personality study as the
key to unlocking the core causes of the client’s trouble. Freudian psychology, on the other
hand, stressed a unitary approach in which any environmental change occurred as
peripheral to intrapsychic change. .

Social work was much influenced by psychoanalytic thought, however, and many
caseworkers came to rely on Freud’s work, as well as other advances in the field of
psychiatry, as the guiding theory of practice. Robinson (1930), for example, notes that “It
is important...to disfinguish between family work with an environmental approach and
psychiatric work with personality factors. That the problem in either case is fundamentally
a personality problem...is pointed out...(p. 78).” Here is an explicit negation of the utility
of environmerital work without recognition that human problems are fundamentally
personality based. Caseworkers who do not attend primarily to personality issues are
essentially missing the major arena for intervention and, according to Robinson, the only
legitimate opportunity to define social work practice.

Concem for this development, with its individual, client based focus, prompted
Hamilton (1951) and others to reassert the importance of the individual in interaction with
the social environment as the appropriate framework for assessing human behavior.
Noting the dimensions of a social case, Hamilton says:

A social case is composed of internal and external or
environmental factors. One does not deal with people in a
physical sense or with environments in a phyéical sense but
treats individuals in relation not only to their social’experien'ca
but also to their feelings about these experiences. So when one
thinks of a social case one must always consider it in terms of
both inner and outer interacting factors (p. 4).
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Thus, human problems are asserted to be multi-determined and emphasis is given to the
interactional nature of elements in both the personality and the social environment which
influence causation. This marks an extension of the earlier ideas of Richmond (1922) with
respect to causation and reestablishes the profession’s fundamental assumption that “...the
human event consists of person and situation...(Hamilton, 1951, p. 3).”

Again, the domain of the case is expanded to include those events which are part and
parcel of the client’s social context. Problems in living are not formed in isolation. The
study process, therefore, is seen as consisting of

...interviews with the client and those significantly involved in
his situation, contact with selected aspects of the client’s
economic, cultural and social milieu, such as his home, his
occupational, educational, religious and recreational associations
and with medical or social agencies and institutions...(Hamilton,
1951, p. 182).

To understand the client and his or her needs requires a distillation and synthesis of
information from disparate sources, a recognition of the “client-in-situation”.

Reynolds (1951), echoes Hamilton (1951) as she also stresses the role of the
environment in shaping what she terms “problems in social living.” She notes that
assessing the environment, as through home visits, for example, is an essential element in a
comprehensive understanding of the case. Reynolds says, “The fallacy...lies in the
assumption that emotions are separate from what happens to a person in daily living...(p.
129).” For Reynolds, however, the context of services is also an important aspect of
problem remediation. Foreshadowing contemporary notions of service delivery in the
workplace, Reynolds was instrumental in developing a union based social service program.

Despite this emergent organismic view of the person-in-situation configuration,
however, the approach to help giving is essentially linear. Hamilton (1951), for example,
stressed the role of perception in the casework process and noted, “The client’s reality and
his feeling about his reality become the constellations of casework effort wherein familial
and other interpersonal factors constantly impinge upon and modify diagnosis and the goals
of treatment (p. 25).” Thus, it is the client’s inner construction of the self and the social



milieu which becomes the focus of casework practice. Any changes necessary in the
structure of the social environment, then, are left in the hands of the client. In this sense,
cause emanates from within the client’s social context and is manifested within the client’s
personality. Reynolds (1975) offers support for this view by defining social casework as
that which “...helps people to test and understand their reality, physical, social and
emotional, and to mobilize resources within themselves and in their physical and social
environment to meet their reality or change it (p. 131).” Again, it is the client who is the
agent of change, a change necessitated by a faulty interpretation of social and physical
reality.

This notion does not belie the importance of objective reality since the worker must
necessarily be aware of any perceptual distortions which may influence the client’s
problems. It does, however, stress the client’s interpretation of reality, the perceptual
construction of life events and the client’s awareness of how these events influence an
ability to effectively function in an objective social context. In this sense, the caseworker’s
prirﬁary effort is directed toward the client as the agent of change, toward helping the client
understand that he or she is shaped by, and in turn can help to shape, the social events
which characterize the problem situation. Helping the client to broaden a perceptual
understanding of the problem-in-situation serves to increase the client’s freedom to respond
to environmental demands and individual needs. Thus, the client becomes aware that the
social and physical environment are not necessarily static entities comprised of unyielding
forces which dictate problem behavior. Freedom of choice exists and, through the
casework prdcess, the client develops the skills necessary to a recognition of choice points
and potential change strategies.

It is clear, however, that this view tends to locate problems primarily in the client at
the same time that environment vicissitudes are recognized as impinging on the client’s
perceptual understanding of his or her place in the world. Here falls the potential for a
recognition of the client’s motivational role in determining the problem situation. Hamilton
(1951) recognizes that the client may bear some responsibility in problem development and
feels that this becomes an explicit part of the assessment. She says, “Diagnostic thinking
strives to arrive at causes because this means a more precise definition of the problem. The
fact that the client himself may be a contributor to his own social problems complicates the
formulation, but does not change the aim of diagnosis (p. 218).” Hamilton further
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recognizes that assessment is essentially a social judgment process in which the worker
seeks to understand the client’s ability and willingness to take part in the casework process
and to contribute in a meaningful way to problem resolution. Again, the worker seeks to
determine the extent of the client’s motivation to assume responsibility for both process and
outcome. .

Contemporaneously with the contributions of Hamilton (1951) and Reynolds (1951),
there emerged an essential debate within the profession which was centered on issues of
causation and the focus of casework efforts. The adherents of Freudian psychology and its
derivatives continued to take issue with the person-situation notions of Richmond (1917,
1922), Hamilton (1951) and others, asserting that such a focus tended to emphasize
environmental concems at the expense of a more client focused, dynamic casework.
Robinson (1930) said, for example,

If the history of social casework teaches anything it
‘teaches this one thing outstandingly, that only in this field
of the individual’s reaction patterns and in the possibilities of
therapeutic change in these patterns through responsible self
conscious relationships can there be any possibility of a
legitimate professional case work field (p. 185).

Taft (1942), Robinson (1949) and others who developed and adhered to the
Functional school of social casework looked to the use of the casework relationship as the
focus of change effort. Functional theorists believed that human distress could best be
understood as a relationship problem which would be expressed in the context of the
worker-client relationship and in the client’s relationship with the casework agency.
Change took place through the structured use of these relationships in an effort to help the
client better understand the use of self in a relationship context. Achieving such an
understanding would help the client maximize use of self-in-relationship toward the end of
an appropriate satisfaction of needs. Thus, the client is the focus of attention in the
casework effort. The cause of the client’s problem is found in the perception of social
relationships and in the application of self in the context of those relationships. The social
environment is clearly recognized and assumes importance in the conceptual understanding
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of the client’s problem. An over-focus on environmental issues, however, would serve to
obscure the client-worker relationship focus in casework.

Taft (1942) noted the tendency for social casework to shift back and forth between a
focus on external causal factors and a focus on internal causal factors and said,

It is necessary to know and appreciate the economic, the
cultural, the immediate social setting of those who constitute our
clientele, it is essential to understand and accept tolerantly, but
without evasion, the human psychology that is common to
worker and client in our culture, but this is only the beginning.
There is one area and only one, in which outer and inner,
worker and client, agency and social need can come together
effectively, only one area that offers to social workers the
possibility of development into a profession, and that is the area
of the helping process itself (pp. 101-102).

Taft further notes that the causal implications of the client’s problems can only be
understood as the client struggles with the limits imposed by the agency setting and the
casework relationship on the satisfaction of need. The client, then, assumes primary
responsibility for defining that need and the worker assumes responsibility for providing
clarity with regard to the limiting factors of relationship.

Thus, for Taft (1942), Robinson (1949) and other proponents of Functional
casework, the client bears responsibility for the problem to which the client has causally
contributed. For example, Robinson (1949) cites Taft (1946) as saying “When a man is
brought to the necessity of asking assistance from an outside source because of his own
inadequacy or failure to manage his own affairs, whatever has been faulty in his way of
relating to the other will be brought into focus as he tries to find his role as client of a social
agency (p. 21).” There is a presumption, then, that the client has experienced difficulty due
to a breakdown in the ability to gain instrumental satisfaction in the context of personal
relationships. Within the determined limits of a relationship with the worker and the
agency, then, the client comes to understand how self has been applied in the context of
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relationships and how such relationships can be more effectively managed toward the end
of need satisfaction and problem resolution. -

While there are clear divergences in the concepts of Hamilton (1951) and Robinson
(1930, 1949), as representative of the two main streams extant in social work theory at the
time, there are also a number of similarities which warrant mention. First, in the
approaches of both theorists it is the client’s perceptual interpretation of social reality which
bears importance in defining the client’s problem. Objective data serves to identify
distortions in perception, thereby providing clues for the development of change strategies.
Second, both theorists are concerned with issues of causation and problem locus, .
conceived of dichotomously along an inner-outer dimension. Third, each theorist is
relationship focused with a clear recognition of the interaction of various elements of the
relationship. Relationships are portrayed as multi-determined and varying in structure and
importance in relation to the problem and to the casework. Fourth, the problem process is
defined in essentially linear terms, as a cause and effect sequence consisting of discrete but
interacting relationship elements. Finally, for each there is an implicit assumption that the
extent of the client’s responsibility for the development and maintenance of the problem
presented to the worker provides data for an understanding of the problem itself. The
importance of these similarities rests in their application to efforts to grapple with
fundamental issues of concern to the profession. They point to a common foundation in
professional social work and to common concerns underlying debate on the relevant issues.

The changing professional climate of the 1950’s and 1960’s saw a reemergence in
emphasis on the social and environmental context of human pfoblems and a focus on the
unifying principles of practice, the commonalities in approaches to helping people. There
occurred, moreover, a fundamental shift in practice theory toward a recognition of the
int_etactidnal nature of person and environment. Influenced by social psychology and the
biological sciences, the interaction of person and environment is conceived of as a
continually evolving reciprocal influence process. Perlman (1957), for example, notes that
the client’s problem both affects and is affected by the person’s social functioning.
Additionally, she stresses the client’s social circumstances as impinging on the problem and
as being affected by the client’s psychological state. There is, then, a dynamic interaction
between the personality and the social environment. Perlman notes that there is a “...shift
and reorganization of new and old elements in the personality that take place continuously
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just because the person is alive in a live environment and is in interaction with it (p. 6).”
She goes on to say of the client, “It is this physical-psychological-social-past-present-future
configuration that he brings to every life situation he encounters (p. 7).”

For Perlman (1957), however, human problems are seen as a breakdown in the
problem solving capacities of the individual. Problem solving is viewed as a natural
process which evolves over time as a personality construct. Perlman says, “Our perception
of a problem situation, our turning-over in our minds its causes and effects, our
consideration and choice of some mode of dealing with it--all- this may go on without our
fully being aware that we are...problem solving (p. 54).” Problem solving, then, is a
cause and effect sequence predicated on an ability to analyze those factors which contribute
to the distress. Assessment in social work, in turn, is a process of problem solving the
client’s problem in an effort to arrive at a dynamic diagnosis, the location of forces
interacting “...within the client himself, within his social situation and between him and his
situation (p. 171).” Perlman continues, “The dynamic diagnosis seeks to establish what
the trouble is, what psychological, physical or social factors contribute to (or cause) it,
what effect it has on the individual’s well being and what means exist within the client, his
situation and organized services and resources by which the problem may be affected (p.
171).” Identifying the causal elements in the client’s problem is the first step toward
developing potential change strategies. Perlman says,

The purposes of establishing recent or precipitating causation
have...been discussed...as these: to clarify whether the problem lies
chiefly in the client himself or in his life situation, to deal directly
with the causal factors so as to nullify them or modify their impact,
or, conversely, to take into account such causal factors as are
immutable (pp. 175-176).

Again, causation is seen as existing on a continuum of inner, psychological forces and
outer, social-environmental forces. Locating causal elements at some point along this
continuum is also seen as the key to the casework effort.

Perlman (1957) distinguishes between the dynamic diagnosis which seeks to
understand the individual in the present context and the etiological diagnosis which seeks to
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understand the problem through historical time. Perlman says, “The term ’etiological
diagnosis,’ as commonly used, relates less often to immediate causation and more often to
the beginnings and life-history of a problem, usually to the problem that lies in the client’s
personality makeup or functioning (p. 176, emphasis added).” Here Perlman appears to
suggest that the ultimate cause of the client’s difficulty generally is to be found in the client
rather than in the environment through historical time. While there is a recognition of the
fact that the environment tends to shape and influence the client’s development, it is

the client’s personality that is causally implicated in the problem and, thus, the client is the
focus of the casework effort. Given such a formulation, it is not unreasonable to assume
that the thrust of casework is toward change in the client and not change in the
environment.

“Perlman (1957) also presents a discussion of the motivational aspects of the client’s
“workability” and says, “The client should see himself as an active agent in relation to his
problem, either as contributing to it in the past or as working on it in the present. The
caseworker needs to both test and promote the person’s readiness to recognize that his
behavior is an actual or potential dynamic in his problem situation (p. 188).” Here again, is
recognition of the client’s causal role in determining the development of the problem for
work and an emphasis on the client as the target of the change effort. Moreover, implicit in
the determination of motivation for casework is an assessment of the extent to which the
client assumes responsibility for the development of the problem and for the effort to effect
change. That is, motivation is enhanced to the extent that the client has an understanding of
the fact that it is the client’s behavior which works to maintain the problem as it is currently
expressed. The client, then, not only has a causal role in shaping the problem but should
be held responsible for the problem to the extent that the problem has been shaped by the
client’s actions. Implicitly, the client’s actions are always implicated and, thus, the client is
always responsible for the problem.

Other casework theory erherged during the 1960’s and 1970’s, each with some
conceptual variation centered on perceptions of causation and casework focus. Hollis
(1964, 1970), for example, stresses causal agents as facts to be elicited in the psycho-social
study and notes that causation is “...the convergence of a multiplicity of factors in the
peréon-situation configuration (Hollis, 1970, p. 52).” The focus of casework, however, is
predominately toward the personality with environmental concems receding into the
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periphery of the casework process. The social environment is essentially a diagnostic
construct subject to change in the context of personality development. For Hollis, then,
casework is primarily a psycho-dynamic approach to human problems.

Smalley (1967) follows Taft (1942) and Robinson (1949) in stressing the function of
the agency and the worker-client relationship as central to the casework effort. She notes
that in determining a diagnosis “...no attempt is made to know and set down on paper a
*total individual in a total situation,’ nor is there a like attempt for a group or a community.
Rather the focus from the beginning of the relationship is on an understanding of the
phenomena as related to the service being offered (p. 136, emphasis in original).” For
Smalley, the only relevant context for a determination of causality is the client’s relationship
with the worker and the service agency. An understanding of the client’s problem will
emerge as the worker defines the parameters of the casework relationship and interprets the
agency’s function, and the client works to understand need satisfaction in that context.
Thus, the client assumes causal responsibility for the problem for work, which is, by
definition, a relationship problem.

Additional responsibility for the problem accrues to the client by virtue of the role he
or she plays in the course of personal development. Smalley emphasizes “the individual as
central in his own development, as capable of changing from within through the use of
inner and outer resources, but as not susceptible to change through coercion (p. 101,
emphasis in original).” Thus, it is the client who determines developmental purpose,
through the exercise of will, and it is the quest for fulfillment of that purpose which serves
to guide the individual’s developmental course. Smalley stresses that the individual acts
consciously and with motivation to achieve developmental purpose. The environment
forms a context against which the individual tests purpose and, to the extent that the
environment is not conducive to the achievement of purpose, the environment is subject to
change. The individual, then, is not changed by environmental circumstances but, rather,
alters the environment to achieve purpose. Ultimate responsibility for the direction of a life
course rests with the individual and any problems which emerge are wholly the individual’s
responsibility.

Bartlett (1970) suggests that a focus on social functioning could be at the core of
professional social work. Her use of the common base of social work practice is
predicated on an assessment of social situations which induce the problem of concern, the
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behavioral responses of the persons involved and the demands and supports of the
environment. The assessment process draws from relevant theory to identify those factors
most critical to the problem and to define their inter-relationships. This implies the location
of causal factors which determine the client’s problem in an effort to develop remediating
strategies. Bartlett notes, however, that the assessment analysis “...might, for instance,
point most strongly to deficiency in coping capacity or deficiency in environmental -
supports or some combination of the two (p. 145).” Again, cause is dichotomized into
person and environment but with a suggestion that the person-environment continuum
existsas a dynaniic field.

This latter point reflects the influence of systems theory concepts which, in tandem
with the biological and social sciences and the profession’s body of knowledge, led to the
development of an ecologically based practice perspective. Meyer (1976) notes, for
example, that an eco-systems perspective allows a social work case to be viewed in terms
of the interdependence of all relationships, including the relationship between the person
and the social environment. Meyer says, “In a systemic view there is no inner or outer, but
rather an operational field in which all elements intersect and affect each other (p. 133).”
Thus, the client’s problem is viewed transactionally against the backdrop of the social and
physical environment. Cause, then, is also presumed to be transactional. Again, Meyer
states, “Whatever the assessment of the case, the parameters for intervention are
broader...and causation may be any or all points of the field of the case (p. 139)”. The
complexity of causal determination within such a notion is readily apparent. It represents,
however, a move away from a dichotomous conceptualization of person and environment
and a recognition of the dynamic nature of the person existing in an ecological field. It
further represents a move from linear to reciprocal cauéality.

Gemain and Gitterman (1980) note that problem definition will bear directly on the
development of strategies for change. A perception of the problem as located internally will
. lead to the use of a psychodynamically based practice approach. The perception of an
external cause, on the other hand, will call for social action directed toward organizational
and environmental change. If, however, the problems are

...located in the interface between person and environment, and
defined as maladaptive transactions within the life space, then
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the professional intervention is likely to be formulated in terms
of reciprocal adaptive processes....Goals will refer to a
strengthened adaptive capacity and increased environmental
responsiveness (p. 12).

Germain and Gitterman propose that casework is dual focused with simultaneous attention
directed toward the personality, including the constructs of perception, cognition, feeling
and action, and on supports in the social field and physical setting. .

. More recently, Meyer (1983) cites the O'Hare conference definition of social work
purpose as: “To promote or restore a mutually beneficial interaction between individuals
and society in order to improve the quality of life for everyone (p. 7).” She suggests that
the continued utility of the psychosocial paradigm for social work practice is dependent on
the willingness of social workers to develop the necessary skills for environmental
intervention. This calls for a concerted effort on the part of social workers in the field to
look at human distress as occurring in a dynamic field in which all the elements of the field
are reciprocally influential. Linear, cause and effect thinking tends to limit an
understanding of the whole of problem development and, in turn, to limit the range of
available intervention strategies.

While an ecologically based perspective has gained considerable purchase in the
- practice arena, there remains much debate with respect to the nature of assessment in social
work practice. The literature continues to address relevant issues with regard to causal
locus in understanding human problems and, by extension, the determination of problem
responsibility. Latting and Zundel (1986), for example, cite Sue (1981) as positing that the
counselor’s world view influences the assessment process. To the extent that the counselor
holds a view of the world which presumes that people can overcome hardship through hard
work and perseverance, the counselor is likely to infer that clients who experience
difficulties are themselves the source of the problem. Then, to the extent that the client is
determined to have caused the problem, responsibility for the problem will also be assigned
to the client.

Similarly, H. Specht and R. Specht (1986) discuss a range of factors which must be
taken into account in determining eligibility for service. Among these are what the authors
have called “personal-resource requirements.” The authors state, “In instances that involve
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assessment of resources other than financial resources, agency personnel usually assume
the obligation of selecting those applicants who are likely to make 'best use’ of the
service....Best use suggests that professionals can predict which applicants will be most
successful in using the service (p. 530).” Thus, it is the client’s motivation which is
subjected to assessment scrutiny. It is suggested that motivation may be seen as a function
of the extent to which the client is willing to assume at least partial responsibility for the
problem. Should a client indicate that the cause of any distress lies outside of the client and
that responsibility for the problem is to be assigned to other than the client, the worker may
infer that the client is not motivated on the basis of a lack of insight into the nature of the
problem presented. This is supported by Witkin (1982) who has examined sources of
potential bias in the assessment of the client’s problem. He notes that assessment involves
the assignment of causes and reasons for the problem, implying a motivational dimension
in an understanding of the problem.

Thus, it is clear that social work’s concern for causation, and for the role of person
and environment as potential causal elements, has evolved from a linear, cause and effect
construction to a more dynamic mutual influence process. The role of the environment in
this process has moved from one of peripheral importance to a more substantive and central
role, providing a new perspective on the person-environment interaction. It is equally
clear, however, that the profession remains concerned with issues of cause and
responsibility, whether cause is defined as occurring at an “interface” or confluence of
interactional elements, or at some point on an essentially dichotomous continuum of inner,
psychological forces and outer, environmental forces. The relevant issues in this
regard have yet to be effectively resolved either through professional debate or empirical
investigation.

Given these concermns, it is interesting to note the literature on attribution theory which
suggests that causal attributions reflect a cognitive schema developed as a personality
construct. This is viewed as a natural process constituting, essentially, a hierarchical cause
and effect paradigm which is linear in nature. This notion, at face, stands somewhat at
odds with contemporary social work thought. It seems, however, to offer an opportunity
for gaining some insight into the natural human process of understanding cause in everyday
life, a process which bears importance in the causal processes of social work assessment.
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If the profession is to truly understand cause as a function of assessing human problems, it
behooves practitioners to avail themselves of existing work in the area.

It is suggested, therefore, that attribution theory provides a useful framework for
investigating causal issues in social work practice. The relevant issues in this regard will
be subsequently discussed in a review of the literature in the field. First, a caveat is noted
in the argument that the reciprocal interaction model of the eco-systems perspective belies
the utility of such a linear construct. It is posited, however, that a linear, attiibutional
approach is not incompatible when one considers that one is examining a static component
of a dynamic process. The utility lies in the provision of base information from which an
interactional model may be developed.

The Attribution of Cause and Responsibility

Attribution theory evolved primarily in the 1950’s and was essentially formalized in
the work of Heider (1958a, 1958b, 1958c). Heider was concerned with the impact of
perception on the determination of causality and subsequent behavior. He identified a
tendency for individuals to see persons as causes, as opposed to object causes, and he felt
that this reflected a broadened opportunity to balance a range of perceptual phenomena.
That is, if a change or action is seen as originating with a person, there is an opportunity to
offset the change through the person. Attributing cause to another person reduces the
likelihood of self as the causal agent. The other person is, in this sense, a part of the
observer’s environment. Heider further suggested that there is a tendency to order
incoming perceptual stimuli against a stable environment, thus providing a framework for
causal analysis, an economic description of a range of complex perceptual data. He felt
that, in interpersonal situations, the characteristics of the other person formed the stable
anchor against which perceptions could be ordered.

With the environment perceived as a stable backdrop in ambiguous situations, there is
a suggestion that in social relations it is the individual rather than the physical environment
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which draws perceptual attention. Heider (1958c) notes, “...behavior in particular has
such salient properties it tends to engulf the total field rather than be confined to its proper
position as a local stimulus whose interpretation requires the additional data of a
surrounding field--the situation in social perception (Heider, 1958c, p. 54).” The search
for the dispositional qualities underlying a given event is seen as an effort to control the
environment, both person and object, in support of a consistent and predictable world
view. Heider says, “...man is usually not content simply to register the observables that
surround him; he needs to refer them as far as possible to the invariances of his
environment...the underlying causes of events, especially the motives of other
persons....(Heider, 1958c, p. 81).” Thus, the motives underlying another’s behavior
become a paramount consideration in the determination of cause for the behavior.

Heider (1958c) distinguishes between personal and impersonal causality, viewing the
former as denoting intentionality and ability, and the latter the effect of the environment.
Intentional action, in turn, is characterized by both equifinality and local causality but
“...only within certain limits, and these limits define what the person ’can’ do if he tries (p.
102).” Thus, personal causality, the power of another to produce change in oneself;, is
dependent on the motivation and ability of the other, notions that for Heider define a
concept of “can”. Environmental forces also play a part in this process, forming a set of
forces which must be overcome by “can” in an effort to achieve the desired end state.
Attributions of personal causality, then, essentially serve to reduce the number of
conditions necessary for change to just one, “...the person with intention, who, within a
wide range of environmental vicissitudes, has control over the multitude of forces required
to create the specific effect (p. 102)”

Heider (1958c¢) notes the relationship between causality and responsibility, with
responsibility essentially being a function of the actor’s intention to produce the outcome
observed given the constraints of the relevant environment. To the extent that
environmental forces are felt to contribute to the actor’s action outcome, attributions of
personal responsibility are diminished. Heider notes five forms of the concept of
responsibility, which he somewhat ambiguously refers to as both phases and levels. First,
an individual may be held responsible for any event outcome which has been connected to
the individual in any manner. That is, the person is essentially held responsible by
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association rather than by direct action. Second, an individual is held responsible for any
outcome which has been produced by the individual’s actions. Here the actor is a
necessary condition for the outcome even though the outcome could not have been foreseen
and the actor may not have acted with the intention of producing the outcome

Third, an actor is held to be responsible for any outcome which the actor might have
foreseen but which the actor did not intend to produce. That is, the potential result of the
action could reasonably have been known to the actor in advance but the outcome was not
part of the actor’s goal structure. Fourth, an actor is responsible for any outcome which
was intended by the actor’s behavior and where the intention to act is seen as deriving
wholly from within the actor. That is, the actor was internally motivated to act in the
manner observed to produce the outcome observed. ‘Finally, an actor’s intentions may not
be entirely attributed to the actor but may be seen as a function of environmental forces.
That is, there are forces in the environment which are arrayed against the actor such that
any person would have acted in the manner observed given the circumstances under which
the action was performed (Heider, 1958c, p. 112-114).

In sum, Heider (1958a, 1958b, 1958c) notes that perceptual stimuli originate in an
environment which includes other persons with whom one either interacts or who one
observes engaging in some behavior. There is, in addition, an awareness of self as a
stimulus for interaction within the observational field. There are, then, three essential
sources of causality for any event, sources which may be dichotomized into personal and
impersonal spheres. These are the self, the object environment and the person
environment. In interpersonal situations, another person is more likely to be seen as the
cause of an event since there is a need for ambiguous perceptual stimuli to be anchored
against a stable environment. This anchoring, or ordering, of perceptual data, in turn,
permits predictability for life events in support of one’s view of the world. Attributions of
personal causality are a function of the perceived intentions of the actor in light of an
assessment of the environmental forces arrayed against the actor for any given situation.
Finally, should personal causality be determined, the actor is likely to be held responsible
for the outcome observed to the extent that the environment is determined to have a low
level of implication in the determination of the behavior which led to the outcome.

Other attributional notions emerged from Heider's (1958) work. Jones and Davis
(1965), for example, asserted the attribution process to consist of the identification of the
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intentions of an actor in an event, insofar as they deviate from the typical actor in the same
situation. The observer infers correspondence between the effects of an action and the
intention behind the action to the extent that there are unique effects of the action when
compared to alternative actions available to the actor, and to the extent that the actor’s
behavior is low in social desirability. Desirability, in this sense, involves the determination
of the probability that the actor would behave in the manner observed given an
understanding of the actor’s experience and social role, and an understanding of the context
in which the action is performed. In short, the behavior of the actor is salient against the
field of observation in that it is experientially unique and not generally desirable in context.
Otherwise, by implication, the behavior recedes into a normal observational pattern and
attributional processes are not engaged. Shaver (1975) has noted an implication by Jones
and Davis that an actor’s behavior is perceived as reflecting one among many alternative
actions such that an actor has made a choice in how to behave in a given situation. The
attribution of causality, then, is based on the number of non-common effects of each
possible action and the perceived social desirability of each possible action. Again, this
holds true whether the attribution is to self or to the environment and the attribution process
is an effort to stabilize one’s view of the world.

It has been noted (Shaver, 1985) that the Jones and Davis (1965) formulation
implicitly addresses the issues relevant to an attribution of responsibility. The attributional
process with regard to causality is one of inferring the correspondence between the actor’s
underlying dispositions and the outcome of the action itself. The outcome data alone,
however, may be insufficient to allow for the certainty necessary for an attribution to the
actor’s dispositions. Thus, additional information is required. This information consists
of the actor’s ability to produce the outcome observed, the foreknowledge which the actor
had with regard to the potential outcome of the action, and the degree of intention with
which the action was performed. Such factors may be reasonably inferred by an observer
on the basis of normative experience and an assessment of the circumstances under which
the action was performed. It is presumed that a disposition to act precedes both the
knowledge of the potential effect of the action and the formation of the intention to act.
Thus, an assessment of the actor as having possessed knowledge and intention will
strengthen the correspondence between the outcome of the action and the diéposition of the

actor.
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Kelley (1967, 1973) notes that attribution theory “...describes processes that operate
as if the individual were motivated to attain a cognitive mastery over the causal structure of
his environment (Kelley, 1967, p. 193).” He further notes that attributions, whether to
self-environment or to other-environment, occur in the context of four assessment criteria.
First, distinctiveness is the extent to which an attribution for an event is unique to the entity
or person under consideration. Second is the extent to.which the attribution for similar
events is consistent over time. Third is consistency over modality, the attributional
perception of an event as being stable over modes of interaction with the event. Finally,
there is consensus, the extent to which all observers to an event will attribute the -
event in the same manner. Kelley notes that attributions cast in light of these criteria will
instill confidence that one’s view of the world is essentially correct. When attributions do
not fulfill these criteria, one is uncertain and hesitant in dealings with the world. This
implies an attributional schema as an effort to restore cognitive balance in view of
ambiguous and potentially overwhelming perceptual stimuli.

Two additional points in Kelley’s (1967, 1973) formulation need to be noted as they
bear on a consideration of attributed cause and, by extrapolation, attributed responsibility,
particularly in cases where there is only a single occurrence of the event. First, any
potential cause for an event is discounted to the extent that other potential causes are
present. That is, potential causes are weighted differentially against the total causal field.
Second, potential causes are augmentedto the extent that forces in the environment are
determined to mitigate against that causal factor. That is, the strength of the potential cause
must necessarily be enhanced to overcome the array of environmental forces which inhibit
that potential cause from producing the outcome observed. These notions bear importance
for a consideration of attributed responsibility as follows: If a person who is the potential
cause for an outcome has been observed behaving in a manner deemed sufficient to
produce the outcome, the salience of the person’s behavior will increase to the extent that
other potential causal factors may be discounted in the presence of the actor’s behavior and
the actor’s behavior may be augmented on the basis of a strong motivational intention to
produce the outcome observed. G'i.ven an action which is determined to be intentional with
regard to the outcome and held to be sufficient to overcome any inhibitory factors in the
environment, the actor who engaged in the action will be held responsible for the outcome.
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Attribution theory, then, views the individual as perceiving and ordering events in the
observational field in an effort to maintain a stable and predictable view of the world, to
create an adaptive balance in one’s relations with the social and physical environment. The
dimensions along which causal attributions are made are essentially dichotomous,
expressing the combination of relationships between self, other and object. Differential
causal assessment is dependent on one’s role in relation to an event, whether one is an
active participant or a passive observer. The anchoring of potential causal data along a
dimension of person (self or other) and environment suggests the possibility of some bias
in attribution along the expr&séed dimension. That is, the location of causation at some
point along a continuum suggests the probability that the location will lie off the midpoint in
either direction depending on the perceived directionality of the stimulus for the event
precipitating the attributional effort. The forces which impel perceived directionality
involves a determination of the actor’s motivations with regard to the outcome observed.
To the extent that the actor may be said to have behaved with foreknowledge of the
poténtial consequences and with an intention to produce the outcome, and to the extent that
the actor’s behavior is found sufficient to have produced the effect, the actor will be held
responsible for the outcome.

Jones and Nisbett (1971) first brought attention to the issue of potential causal bias by
arguing that there exists a tendency on the part of actors to attribute their actions to the
demands of the situation while observers attribute the same actions to stable characteristics
of the actor’s personality. The authors cite a study in which college student subjects
listened to speeches or read essays and were subsequently asked to infer the
communicator’s actual opinion. The expressed opinions were the result of either choice or
no choice with regard to the stand taken. The results showed that subjects were able to
clearly discern between choice and no choice conditions but despite the constraints on
choice behavior, they felt that the position espoused was the actual opinion of the presumed
communicator. This suggests that observers attach little significance to thc‘: situational
determinants of behavior and attribute behavior instead to a disposition of the actor. This,
despite slim evidence in regard to the actor, suggesting, in addition, a pervasive
attributional process at work. This “divergent perceptions” notion has been examined and
validated in a number of studies and has been consistently supported in the theoretical
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literature (see, for example, McArthur, 1972, Nisbett, Caputo, Legant and Maracek, 1973,
Gurwitz and Panciera, 1975, Bell, 1979, and Rowland, 1980).

Jones and Nisbett (1971) distinguish between situations in which there is a passive
observer and those in which the observer is an active participant. Under the latter
circumstances, the authors feel that there is a tendency toward heightened salience of action
for several reasons: First, that the observer is caught up in the action suggests that he will
not be able to make leisurely appraisals of the setting in which the action takes place.
Rather than being oriented toward understanding the relative contributions of person and
situation, the actor-observer will be more closely attuned to the cues necessary to
formulating his own next responses. Second, the presence and behavior of the observer
may influence the behavior of the actor in ways not discerned by the observer. Finally, the
surrounding environment is roughly the same for each participant in the situation. That is,
as an actor-observer is aware of the environmental constraints of the situation and sees
himself as behaving in accordance with his perceptions of those constraints, then any
variation in an actor’s behavior from that predicted by the actor-observer for the situation
will be attributed to the actor’s idiosyncratic interpretation of the situation. Thus, in a stable
field, attributions will be toward the actor over the environment. The perception of one’s
role, however, will influence the process.

This notion of perceptual status or role in a situation suggests that modifications in
perspective will alter an attributional focus. Storms (1973) demonstrated that visual
orientation has a powerful effect on the inferences made by actors and observers about the
causes of the actor’s behavior. When a videotape replay of an event was not presented and
subjects were left to assume their own orientation, actors attributed their behavior relatively
more to situational causes than did the observers. Under conditions of reorientation,
however, as when subjects saw a new point of view on tape, the attributional differences
between actors and observers were exactly reversed. Following this, Taylor and Fiske
(197%) reported two studies which tested and confirmed the hypothesis that attending toa
particular individual in a social situation leads to regarding that individual as the cause of
the situation. Thus, point of view, or focus of attention, determines information salience;
perceptually salient information is, in turn, over-represented in subsequent causal
attributions. The results of these studies show that perceptions of causality in social
situations are markedly shaped by literal point of view.
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Several studies have examined the role of empathy in causal attributions. Stephan
(1975), for example, predicted that for defensive reasons actors would make personal
dispositional attributions to a positive outcome and external situational attributions to a
negative outcome. The opposite was predicted for observers. The findings of the study
undertaken suggest that both actors and observers have a fairly accurate grasp of the
evaluative aspects of the other’s causal attributions. In the reported experiment, it was
found that actors made more positive attributions to their own behavior than they thought
the observers would make, and the observers made fewer positive attributions to the actor’s
behavior than they thought the actors would make. Regan and Totten (1975) confirmed the
hypothesis that an empathic orientation would make observers relatively more likely to
provide situational attributions and relatively less likely to make dispositional attributions
for the actor’s behavior. Gould and Sigall (1977) assumed that empathic observers are the
functional equivalent of actors with regard to attributional perspective and found that
empathic observers, who were given equal expectancy for success and failure, made
outcome attributions typically found for actors. That is, observers attributed success to
dispositional causes and failure to situational causes.

The notions presented above suggest that attributional processes are engaged in an
effort to order the perceptual stimuli engendered by an event which is causally ambiguous.
There is a bias-in the attribution of cause to self, other and environment on the basis of the
differential assessment of the importance and relevance of the stimuli for the observed
event. Duval and Wicklund (1973) have suggested that the differential salience of
perceptual information may depend on the focus of one’s attention in relation to an
observed event. The authors cite the Jones and Nisbett (1971) divergent perceptions
hypothesis in noting that neither party to an event has access to the same information. The
actor is more likely to know the extenuating circumstances surrounding the behavior and,
therefore, is more likely to attribute causality to those circumstances. The differential
salience of person-environment information is felt to stem from several sources. First,
both the actor’s and the observer's sensory receptors are directed outwardly. For the actor
this means the environment rather than self while for the observer it includes the actor’s
behavior. Second, many of the actor’s responses are habitual in nature and do not require
self examination. The observer, on the other hand, is confronted with the actor’s changing
behavior against a stable background. Finally, the actor is grappling with the changing
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environment which requires his or her attention in order to achieve situational success. The
role of the observer, on the other hand, dictates that attention should be focused on the
actor. . _

Duval and Wicklund (1973) conducted two experiments to test the notion that focus
of attention determines causal attribution. In the first experiment, subjects responded to ten
items, each presenting potential situations caused by the subject or by another person.
Subjects then estimated the percentage of their causal role. To. manipulate focus of
attention, half of the subjects were asked to engage in a meaningless motor task while
responding. In the second experiment, both positive and negative outcomes were used and
a mirror was employed to focus attention on self rather than on the environment. The
results of both experiments indicate that attribution to self was greater when attention was
focused on self. The second experiment demonstrated, in addition, that this held true
independent of whether the consequences were positive or negative.

Extending this notion, Arkin and Duval (1975) conducted an experiment in which
actors made a choice among several works of art in the presence of observers. The factors
of interest were (1) the source of the attribution, defined as actor or observer, (2) a camera
condition in which the actor was videotaped or not videotaped, and (3) situational stability,
noted to consist of a stable or dynamic environment. The authors found that actors
attributed more causality to the situation than observers under normal circumstances, as
when the camera was off, but that videotaping the actor reversed the usual actor-observer
patterns. They further found that when the environment was stable, actors attributed more
causality to the situation in the no camera than in the camera condition, while observers
attributed less causality to the situation in the no camera than in the camera condition.
Finally, both actors and observers attributed more causality to the situation when the
environment was dynamic than when it was stable.

In a similar vein, Pryor and Kriss (1977) tested the notion that the salience of an
element affects its availability to memory and that this, in turn, mediates the causal
attributions made to that element. Salience was manipulated by altering sentence structure
following McArthur (1972): For example, “John likes the movie” versus “The movie is
liked by John”. As a result, an agent was found to be perceived as more causal and more
available to recall when it was made salient than when it was not. There was also found to
be a tendency for persons to receive more causal ascriptions and to be more available for
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recall than objects. This implies that in normal circumstances, an individual is more salient
and more easily brought to memory than is an object. By extension, it is. reasonable to
conclude that it is the behavior of the individual which becomes the focus of attention.

More recently, Duval and Duval (1983) have drawn on the above work to propose
that causal attributions are an effort to maximize simplicity within consciousness.
Information about an event which cannot be readily assimilated into a preexisting causal
structure is considered to be cognitively complex; that is, unconnected or unanchored in
consciousness. Cognitive simplicity, then, may be maximized by connecting new and
complex information to event data previously anchored in consciousness. These, in turn,
form higher order causal structures, termed unit formations by Heider (1958¢c). The
authors note, “If one element of a unit formation is defined as an ’effect’ event and is
connected with another event such that they become temporally ordered aspects of a single
extended cause-effect sequence, then the unit formation is a process of causal attribution (p.
1-2).”

There is, however, an asymmetry in the cause and effect relationships which
determine the potential causes for a given event. The temporal relationship between an
effect and its potential causes and the magnitude of the properties of potential causes are the
elements which influence this asymmetry. Additionally, there is a question of consistency
between an effect and its potential causes such that causality will be attributed to the
possible cause with properties which are more similar to the effect than any other possible
causes. Duval and Duval (1983) propose a model, therefore, in which external stimuli are
translated into cognitions in a consciousness which is divided into focal and non-focal
systems. The authors propose that to the extent that an effect is more similar toa
cognized possible cause than to other possible causes in terms of the degree of focalization,
defined as duration times intensity, the consistency principle predicts that causality for the
event will be attributed to that possible cause, all else being equal.

In sum, the attribution of cause is a natural process which occurs in the context of |
personality. Its purpose is to explain one’s perception of events such that the integrity of
one’s world view is supported. Perceptual stimuli are ordered along specific dimensions,
generally consisting of person and environment characteristics, and are differentially
“anchored” toward one end of any given dimension. This anchoring is influenced by one’s
perception of one’s status, or role, in relation to an ambiguous event, and the focus of
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one’s attention, specifically the amount of attention one directs to objects in the perceptual
field. The perceptual field consists, essentially, of one’s inner experience of an event and
the range of objects in the environment, with other persons serving as environmental
objects. There is a relationship among the various dimensions of the field such that the
field or any combination of elements in the field may be seen as either dynamic or stable,
with a tendency toward the stabilization of the perceptual field through a process of causal
attribution. Then, to the extent that causality is attributed toward the person end of any
attributional dimension, there is a tendency to determine that the person producing an event
outcome is responsible for that outcome. Responsibility, in turn, is a function of the
perception of the knowledge and intentions of the actor and an assessment of the
sufficiency of the observed behavior to overcome any inhibitory factors in the environment.
The literature cited indicates that attributional phenomena occur rather pervasively across a
variety of settings and conditions. The process is well enough defined to lend itself readily
to empirical examination. '

The attribution literature has also focused specific aftention on the issue of attributed
responsibility. It has been noted (Berkowitz and Daniels, 1965, Schopler and Mathews,
1965, Schopler and Batson, 1965, and Ickes and Kidd, 1976) that responsibility is a
function of the perceived dependence of another person’s outcomes. In a helping situation,
the perception that one is dependent on a potential helper through no fault of one’s own
increases the likelihood that help giving behavior will ensue. This iniplies that dependency
is a function of behavioral freedom under certain circumstances. That is, a potential helper
is more likely to engage in help giving behavior if the dependent other’s behavior is viewed
as being constrained by the contextual environment.

Conversely, an attribution of choice behavior in the other’s dependency status is more
likely to inhibit a helping response and to engender negative impressions regarding the
dependent other. This is particularly true when dependency is viewed as a negatively
valued trait or condition. At any rate, it is the intention of dependency which is at issue in
assessing responsibility for an event.

Shaver (1970) conducted three experiments to examine the proposition that for
defensive reasons an observer to an accident, to preclude the same accident befalling the
observer, will attribute responsibility to another person who is potentially responsible. It
was also proposed that the observer would attempt to differentiate from the potentially
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responsible person. Further, it was felt that this tendency would increase with the
probability of the occurrence and the severity of the outcomes. Across experimental
conditions, it was found that heightened probability of occurrence, particularly in the form
of personal similarity to the person involved, lessened the observer’s attributions of
responsibility and increased a sense that the person behaved in a careful fashion. Shaw and
Skolnick (1971) provide support for this defensive attribution notion regarding a happy
accident.

Lemer (1971), on the other hand, cites earlier work which began with the assumption
that people have a need to believe in a world in which the deserving are rewarded and the
undeserving are appropriately punished. Given this need, the awareness of a person who
is suffering under conditions of constraint will create a conflict for an observer. The
observer can either conclude that the world is not so just after all or persuade him or herself
that the victim merited the suffering. The author suggests that one way an observer can
resolve this conflict is to decide that the victim, although innocent by deed, deserves the
fate by virtue of undesirable personal characteristics. This suggests a relationship between
causal and responsibility dimensions.

Chaiken and Darley (1973) examined both the defensive attribution notion and the
just world hypothesis, both cited above, in conducting an experiment in which subjects
watched a videotape of a supervisor-worker pair completing a routine coding task. During
the coding, the supervisor caused an accident which had consequences for the worker
which were either mild or severe in nature. The supervisor or the worker was made
situationally relevant to subjects by telling them that they would fill one or the other role in
_ a subsequent experiment at some future date. The results supported the just world
hypothesis in that when the consequences of the accident were severe they were less likely
to be attributed to chance causes. Future supervisors blamed the accident on the
experimenter rather than the perpetrator or victim (due to faulty equipment). Future
workers tended to blame the perpetrator, in this case the supervisor. This latter finding
provides evidence for the defensive attribution notion which was found to hold sway when
in conflict with the just world hypothesis.

Other research has moved toward an examination of perceived freedom and its
relationship to causal issues. Kruglanski and Cohen (1973), for example, tested the thesis
that an actor’s freedom, as inferred from his actions by an observer, is dependent on the
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degree to which the actions are attributed to the actor’s person. In the experiment, subjects
received information about a target person’s predispositions and about his or her behavior
in specific situations. Subjects then answered questions as to the perception of this
person’s freedom and attributed responsibility for the behavior depicted. Consistent with
the hypothesis, it was found that greater freedom and responsibility were attributed to the
target when the act was consistent with the target’s presumed dispositions. It was also
found that when the act was inconsistent with the target person’s- dispositions, greater
freedom was assumed when the act was also incongruent with situational demands. The
authors conclude that when the cause of an act may be assigned to the actor’s person,
considerable stability with regard to freedom prevails. Thus, there is little need to consider
other possible causes. By contrast, when personal causation may be ruled out, potential
situational causes become more important in determining freedom.

Worchell and Andreoli (1974) examined perceived threats to behavioral freedom and
hypothesized that behaviors on the part of others which evoke the norm of reciprocity
threaten behavioral freedom by dictating what behaviors one is expected to carry out in
return. The strength of the resulting reactance should be a direct function of the importance -
of the threatened behavioral freedom. The hypotheses were supported. Harvey, Harris
and Bames (1975) noted that when an observer sees an actor engage in a behavior with a
moderately negative effect, the observer might feel some sympathy and let the actor off the
hook, that is, make external attributions. When the consequences are severe, however, an
observer may not feel much sympathy since to do so would imply sanction for the actor’s
behavior. As a consequence, the actor becomes a target of attributional analysis. This
notion was experimentally supported. '

The recent literature has made a considerable theoretical contribution to an
understanding of the relationship between cause and responsibility. Fincham and Jaspars
(1980), for example, have examined the literature with regard to the philosophy of law and
note that “Holding someone responsible does not explain anything directly but may be
related to the explanation one gives (p. 83).” The authors note that a determination of
causality is a necessary precondition for any determination of responsibility and conclude
that, from a common sense perspective, the central notion with regard to the attribution of
responsibility is the idea that a person can be held accountable for actions performed by the
actor and for the outcomes of those actions, and may be held accountable for actions not
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performed but expected by virtue of the actor’s role or status. Finally, a person may be
held not accountable for some action performed because the actor lacks the ability to form
the intention to act in a manner consistent with the outcome.

Fincham and Jaspars (1980) cite Hart and Honore” (1959) to conclude that the
general structure of laws necessary to demonstrate causality do not indicate which of all
possible conditions necessary for the occurrence of an event may be at issue in a particular
instance. Essentially, one may view the process of causal attribution as one of focusing on
the one essential condition among many that may be present. It is noted that in common
sense a cause is perceived as an abnormal condition, a condition which may be said to be
implicated causally because it is not present in the usual state of affairs. The authors state,

A voluntary human action appears to be the prototype of such an
abnormal condition. It occupies a special place in causal
inquiries because it is seen as a primary or ultimate cause
through which we do not trace the cause of a later event and to
which we do trace the cause through intermediate causes of other
kinds (p. 100).

Thus, in common sense, causality is likely to be attributed to any intentional human action
which is implicated in an abnormal situation which has produced an outcome which
requires explanation. Such causal determination, then, serves as a prelude to the attribution
of responsibility for the event. Finally, Fincham and Jaspars (1980) note that conceptual
confusion has arisen in the psychological literature because causality constitutes one
meaning of the word responsibility. The authors conclude that the central meaning of
responsibility is closely related to the question of causality because the determination of
causality appears to be critical to the determination of responsibility both in law and in
common sense.

Shultz and Schleifer (1983) draw on the major attributional theorists and the
philosophy of law to conclude that conditional analyses have generally attempted to account
for causal connections in terms of the occurrence of one event being either a necessary or
sufficient condition, or both, of the occurrence of another event. As a conditional
statement, a necessary condition would be expressed as “q only if p” while a sufficient
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condition would be expressed as “if p then q.” The authors report research which appears
to indicate that subjects use the necessity rule in determining causality but that information
on sufficient conditions is not readily used to make judgments about causality. Essentially,
the authors found that subjects do accurately identify whether or not a protagonist’s
behavior is a differentiating factor between the current situation and a standard situation,
but subjects do not use that conclusion to determine whether the behavior constitutes either
a sufficient condition or a cause of the-harm. Thus, a determination of the responsibility '
attributable to a person rests on a determination that the actor’s behavior was necessary to
produce the outcome observed, rather than just sufficient to account for the outcome. The
authors conclude that among legal and moral theorists, judgments of responsibility are
largely a matter of discounting various mitigating factors. Among the most common
mitigating factors are voluntariness, foresight and intervening causality.

Finally, Shaver (1985) has engaged in a substantial review of the attributional
literature and the literatures from both the philosophy of law and the philosophy of mind in
the development of an attributional theory of blame. As have others, Shaver notes that a
determination of causality is a necessary precondition to any assessment of responsibility
and blame for an event outcome. The author presents a preliminary model of attributed
causality which takes into account the variety of factors which influence such a
determination. Essentially, Shaver holds that the first step in the process is the selection of
the event to be attributed from among the range of events available and the selection of a
specific action from within the range of actions available for the event chosen. In the event
of a single and obvious cause, the base situation in causal determination, causality is
attributed to the single minimally sufficient causal subset which may contain single or
multiple elements.

In the event of possible multiple causes, on the other hand, the attributional process is
differentiated on the basis of single case and repeated observation occurrences. In
instances in which there is only a single experience of the event action to be attributed, the
process moves to an examination of potential causal elements with regard to their necessity,
sufficiency and compensatory qualities. In the event of multiple necessary conditions,
cause is again attributed to the single minimally sufficient causal subset with single or
multiple elements. In the event of multiple sufficient conditions, one will engage in a
process of discounting to arrive at the minimally sufficient causal subset with or without an
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INUS condition. An INUS condition is an insufficient but necessary element in an
unnecessary but sufficient causal subset; essentially, that one element among all elements
which is critical for the effect to be produced. In the event of compensatory conditions,
which imply the presence of environmental factors mitigating against the outcome for any
particular causal element, one will engage in a process of augmentation to arrive at the
minimally sufficient causal subset with or without an INUS condition.

Finally, in the event of repeated observation, Shaver (1985) holds that the observer
will engage in a process akin to Kelley'’s (1967, 1973) formulations and will examine the
effect across the dimension of entities, time/modalities and persons. Furthermore, the
observer will employ the assessment criteria of distinctiveness, consistency and consensus
applied to each of the assessed dimensions respectively. To the extent that covariation
exists, the effect will be attributed to a minimally sufficient causal subset with or without an
INUS condition. |

~ Shaver (1985) notes that attributions of responsibility will be engaged for an event
with negatively valued consequencés which involves human action in the production of the
event. The author presents a model of attributed responsibility which may be expressed as
a multi-step attributional process as follows: First, an observer to an event will determine
whether a person whose behavior is the potential cause of an event outcome is actually the
cause of the outcome. Should it be determined that the actor is not the cause, the
attributional process with regard to attributed responsibility is aborted as cause is attributed
to some aspect of the actor’s environment. To the extent that the actor is determined to
have been the cause of the outcome, however, the observer will next make a determination
as to whether the actor had, or should have had, knowledge of the potential consequences
of the action. Ifit is determined that the actor did not have such knowledge and did not
have reasonable access to such knowledge, responsibility will be attributed to the actor at
the causal level. To the extent that it is determined that the actor did have reason to know
the potential consequences of the action undertaken, the observer will next endeavor to
determine whether the actor intended to produce the outcome observed. Ifit is determined
that the actor caused the outcome and had knowledge of the potential consequences but did
not intend to produce the outcome observed, responsibility will be attributed to the actor at
the knowledge level. Should it be determined, however, that the actor did in fact intend to
produce the outcome observed, the observer will next scan the relevant environment in
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search of factors which might have coerced the actor into behaving in the manner observed.
Should the observer determine that the actor did cause the outcome in the presence of
knowledge of the potential consequences and with an intention to produce the outcome
observed, and determine that environmental factors which might reasonably account for the
actor’s behavior are not present, the observer will attribute responsibility to the actor at the
intention level. Should it be determined, however, that environmental factors did influence
the actor’s behavior in the presence of knowledge and intention, responsibility will still be
attributed to the actor but at the coercion level, a level which theoretically lies between that
of knowledge and intention. Finally, Shaver (1985) holds that blame will be assigned to
the actor to the extent that environmental factors influencing the actor’s behavior are present
but are judged by the observer to be insufficient to account for the actor’s behavior and that
the actor caused the outcome observed, acting intentionally and with knowledge of the
potential consequences.

In sum, it is apparent that attributions of responsibility are attendant on a causal
process which implies ascriptions of freedom for the behaviors exhibited with regard to a
given event. Harvey (1976) states that in real life situations people are held responsible for
their acts if they are considered free in their actions. That is, as Shaver (1985) notes, the
actor could have done otherwise with respect to his or her behavior, given an appreciation
of the circumstances under which the behavior was performed. It is noted that attributions
of responsibility are predicated on a determination of causality for negatively valued events
involving human agency. It is possible, however, that persons may be held responsible for
events in which they have not been directly causally implicated. That is, persons may be
held responsible by association. It is more typical, however, that responsibility accrues to
persons whose behavior is more directly causally implicated in an event outcome. The
theory suggests that attributions of responsibility, then, will vary with a determination of
the extent to which a person causally responsible also had knowledge of the potential
consequences of their actions and acted in a manner intended to produce the outcome
observed. Given the presence of causal responsibility, knowledge of the potential
consequehces and the intention to produce the outcome, environmental factors which may
have coerced the actor’s behavior will serve to mitigate attributions of responsibility but
will not result in the actor being held free of responsibility for the outcome.
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Given that attributions of cause and responsibility constitute a normal human process,
it is reasonable to conclude that it is a process extant in a counseling situation. Counseling
may be defined as an event in the perceptual field of both the counselor and the client.
There are, however, differences in the experience of the event for both counselor and
client, particularly in early assessment interviews, as well as differences in the intent, or
focus, of the event for each party. The agency or office based counselor will experience
the immediate physical environment as stable and under mediational control. Thus, the
client represents a new element in the field and becomes the focus of attention. For the
client, however, the task is to describe events in the client’s life and to provide the
counselor with information to help each better understand the events described. Thus, the
client’s focus of attention is to the experience of an environment which is external to the
counseling situation. This environmental focus of attention is, in turn, reinforced by the
client’s need to assimilate a new environment, consisting, in this case, of both the
immediate physical setting and the counselor as an environmental element.

That the counselor also experiences the client’s environment is true. It is also true,
however, that in most counseling situations, this environment is experienced through the
eyes of the client. Itis the client’s experience of the events described which provides
information concerning the potential causes of the client’s problem. The objective
experience by the counselor of the client’s environment is predicated on the counselor’s
assessment of perceptual objectivity on the part of the client. Distortions in perception by
the client serve as causal cues. It is acknowledged that there are objective aspects to the
counseling situation, such as home visits and collateral interviews. The author is here
concerned primarily with the counselor’s assessment of the client’s problem and problem
events as described by the client. '

It is proposed that assessment is essentially a process of causal determination and
that, to the extent that such cause is determined to involve human action, attributions of
responsibility result. It is further proposed that the client enters the assessment phase of a
counseling relationship having engaged in an attributional process with respect to the
problem events which have brought the client to seek counseling. That is, the client has
attributed both cause and responsibility for various events in the client’s life. These
attributions, then, form the partial basis for the information conveyed to the counselor in
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the assessment interview. The counselor, in turn, then, engages in a process of attributing
cause and responsibility for the events presented by the client.

There is an underlying implication that there exists a professional attributional schema
which is, in part, evolved from the counselor’s experience and training. Certainly,
theoretical orientation will influence an assessment outlook, as will the nature of the
problem and the counselor’s familiarity with the problem and its implications for the
client’s experience. This professional attributional schema is differentiated from other
attributional experiences by the professional’s role in relation to a given event, in this case
the assessment of the client’s problem. Other influences on the development of a
professional attributional schema are derived from professional and personal history and
the nature of the task for which attributional processes are invoked. Given these and other
considerations, an examination of the attribution and related literatures for the clinical
implications of the relevant issues appears warranted.

The Clinical Implications of Attributions of Cause and Responsibility

Attribution theory and its related concepts have been applied to clinical efforts across
a variety of dimensions. Hill and Bale (1978), for example, developed a mental health
locus of control and mental health locus of origin scale and found that the more an
individual believes that psychological problems are endogenously based, the more that
person will tend to expect that the appropriate client is a passive one involving minimal
acceptahce of responsibility. Similarly, a more active role is attributed to clients by
individuals who understand the origins of psychological problems in terms of interactions
between the person and the social environment. Thus, a view of the client’s problem
field as a dynamic entity influences a perception of the extent to which the client participates
in that field.

Snyder (1976), on the other hand, notes Jones and Nisbett’s (1971) divergent
perceptions hypothesis in proposing that clinicians will view their client’s behavior
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(symptoms) as expressions of inherent defects, a belief that may hamper the progress of
intervention and treatment. Clients, on the other hand, will tend to attribute any change
which may occur to the efforts of the clinician rather than to their own efforts, thus
effectively undermining any chances for long term maintenance of behavioral change. This
implies that the client’s perceptions are directed outwardly, thereby precluding selfasa
reinforcing agent in the change effort, while the clinician’s perceptions are directed toward
the client as the source of any difficulty expressed.

" In an examination of helping behavior, Ickes and Kidd (1976) note that the dimension
of success and failure must be considered. The authors note that if the counselor’s
perception of the client in relation to a specific event is one of failure, there may be a
generalized expectancy for failure unless other factors mediate. This could appear as an
expectancy for failure in counseling (i.e., not amenable to treatment, poor treatment
prognosis, and so on). Another element of the helper’s attributions for another’s behavior
is the perceived intentionality of the other’s actions. Expressed as a dependency for
perceived outcomes, the authors cite a study by Schopler and Mathews (1965) in noting
that intentionality implies responsibility for an event and that attributions of responsibility
may interact with the dimension of causality. The authors cite an additional experiment
which indicates that the greatest responsiveness to a request for help may occur when a
person ascribes his or her own favorable outcomes to ability but views the dependent
other’s outcome as unintentional and beyond that person’s immediate control.

Thus, ifa counselor infers failure on the part of the client for any event, there may be
a tendency on the part of the counselor to believe that the client will continue to fail in future
like events and to believe that the present counseling endeavor will not likely have a
favorable outcome. This is, in turn, mediated by the perceived intentionality of the client’s
behavior in relation to the event in question. If the client is felt to be constrained
behaviorally due to circumstances beyond the client’s immediate control, the counselor is
more likely to engage in helping behavior than if the counselor perceives the client as the
causal agent and as intentionally responsible. As noted elsewhere, the dimensions of cause
and responsibility each form unique elements of a problem analytic framework but with
causal determination serving as a necessary precondition for the determination of
responsibility.
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Snyder, Shenkel and Schmidt (1976) conducted a study in which role perspective
was manipulated for either the counselor or client role. It was found that counselor role
subjects rated the client’s problems as significantly more personality based than did control
or client role subjects. The investigators also manipulated chronic versus first visit clients.
Here it was found that chronic client problems were viewed as significantly more
personality based than were first visit client problems. The interaction revealed that the
control subjects, like the counselor perspective subjects, saw the problems as more
personality located for chronic clients than did client role subjects. Control subjects, like
client subjects saw the problem as more situationally located than counselor subjects
when the client was first time. A caveat is noted in that experimental subjects were
undergraduate students taking part in an introductory psychology course.

The issue noted above was also addressed by Wills (1978) who cites a study in
which 25 professional therapists and 25 matched lay adults were shown two films
depicting, in one, a normal child and, in the other, a deviant child. The results of a
questionnaire revealed that both groups discriminated between normal and deviant children,
attributing greater maladjustment to the deviant child. Therapists, however, consistently
attributed greater maladjustment to both children. The author also cites evidence which
indicates that experienced counselors rate clients with personal problems as less concerned
about their problems, as having less potential for change and as being less likable.
Additional evidence suggests that therapist’s attitudes and behavior are substantially more
favorable toward dependent or submissive clients than toward clients who are assertive or
uncooperative. This implies that normal resistances to the counseling process are likely to
engender unfavorable perceptions of the client on the part of the counselor.

It seems evident, therefore, that attributional processes influence the counselor’s
perceptions of the counseling situation and of the client. Dependent clients, for example,
engender more favorable attitudes on the part of the counselor than do more assertive
clients, clients who are likely to take a more active role in the course and development of
their treatment. Dependency is, in part, a function of the perception of the client’s problem
situation as being dictated by environmental elements which are beyond the client’s
immediate control. There is a choice/no-choice dimension along which dependence is
located such that dependency may be described according to the vicissitudes of the
environment or to the client’s own and voluntary actions as intending to produce the
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dependent condition. This implies an attribution of responsibility for the problem
circumstances. This is, by necessity, preconditioned by an attribution of causality to the
client for the problem presented, and both attributions of cause and attributions of
responsibility are part and parcel of the assessment process in counseling (See, also,
Jones, et al., 1971, Ickes and Kidd, 1976, Douds, Fontana, Russakoff and Harris, 1977,
Frieze, Bar-Tal and Carroll, 1979, and Forsyth and Forsyth, 1982).

The related literatures have provided additional evidence for attributional processes in
counseling and for the presence of attributional bias. Segal (1970), for example, conducted
a survey in a metropolitan welfare department to compare social workers’ and clients’
reports of the clients’ activities. It was found that workers had no knowledge of the
activities of several clients even though they had had one or more interviews with the client.
Additionally, it was found that workers had incomplete information regarding their client’s
solitary recreational activities and that they lacked awareness of the client’s performance of
household chores. Discrepancies were also found in the perceptions of goals, particularly
in regard to educational needs. These findings suggest a potential bias against relevant
environmental information in arriving at an understanding of the client’s manifest
difficulties and present life circumstances.

Benlifer and Keisler (1972) suggest that it is often a helper’s job to look for
weaknesses so as to be able to offer help. If this is the case, and if counselors are trained
to look for such weaknesses, then these same weaknesses will become salient in the
counseling relationship and the client will be perceived as less well adjusted. The client is
also likely to be seen as less likable than if problems and weaknesses were less salient.
The authors report a study in which experienced therapists and laypersons viewed
videotapés of a disturbed child who was actually in treatment and a normal child who was
described as being in treatment. The results revealed that the therapist subjects attributed
greater maladjustment to the normal child than did laypersons. Further, therapists liked the
disturbed child less than did laypersons.

Support for these findings are found in a survey by Chalfant and Kurtz (1972) of
social worker’s judgments of alcoholics.” The results show that an alcoholic who possesses
socially desirable characteristics, such as a high socioeconomic status, high motivation,
self-referral and conforming behavior, is judged more positively and is more accepted than
is an alcoholic who does not possess these characteristics. Again, this implies that selected

~
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information concerning the client’s interaction with the social environment is differentially
assessed, influencing the worker’s subsequent judgments. It further implies that the
worker’s judgments are derived from an assessment which essentially entails a causal
process, since alcoholism is perceived along an implicit causal dimension.

Attributional phenomena have also been cast in terms of a labeling process. Case and
Lingerfelt (1974), for example, used open ended questions to elicit social worker's
responses to videotaped case vignettes and found that negative labels predominated.
Further, it was found that professional workers responded with a higher degree of negative
labeling than did both graduate and undergraduate social work students. Graduate social
work students, in tum, were higher in negative labeling than were undergraduates. Mental
problems were more negatively labeled than were other problems. Gingerich, Feldman and
Wodarski (1976) cite this and other studies to propose that professional training
emphasizes pathology or deviance and results in a tendency to see deviance rather than
normalcy when cues are ambiguous. Gingerich (1978) holds the view that labeling is a
perceptual event and implies that clinical judgment results from attributional processes.

Gingerich, Kleczewski and Kirk (1982) note possible consequences of a labeling
process to arise in that once the client is labeled, the worker is induced to attend selectively
to client behaviors, ignoring behaviors indicating strength and competency which would
serve to disconfirm the negative label. The authors replicated and extended Case and
Lingerfelt (1974) and, again, found that negative labeling predominated. The authors also
found, however, that the worker’s practice orientation made a difference with persons
ascribing to a behaviorist orientation exhibiting the lowest incidence of negative labels,
followed by worker’s espousing a humanist orientation and, finally, psychoanalytically
oriented workers. These findings have considerable implication for attributional
processes in the assessment of client problems and in the formation of subsequent clinical
judgments in that the worker is, in part, concerned with supporting initial psychosocial and
diagnostic impressions, selecting out information which supports such a view to the
exclusion of other relevant and potentially disconfirmatory data.

In a related vein, Rubenstein and Bloch (1978) conducted a survey of workers and
clients in a family service agency and found that workers identified intrapersonal problems
as areas of difficulty to a greater extent than did clients. Clients, on the other hand, felt that
homemaking and parenting were paramount concerns. Additionally, in discussing factors
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they believed to be contributing most to client problems, workers gave relatively more
emphasis to intrapersonal and interpersonal factors than to a lack of resources and tangible
goods and services. Clients, on the othe_r hand, tended to emphasize lack of resources and
interpersonal rather than intrapersonal problems. The authors report that clients rarely
spoke of their own behavior as contributing to their problems.

Maluccio (1979) examined worker’s and client’s perspectives on treatment outcome
and, using only 25 cases, found disagreement on the ratings of outcome. Most clients
rated their experience as satisfactory while most workers were either dissatisfied or
ambivalent. Clients tended to see themselves as proactive and competent while workers
tended to see clients as reactive, having continuing problems and underlying weaknesses,
and as having limited potential for change. Maluccio stresses the need for workers to
attend more closely to environmental issues. Finally, Settin and Bramel (1981) cite
evidence which demonstrates that clinical judgments, including diagnoses and other
attributional judgments of mental illness, are based on the context of the judgment process
and on the therapist’s expectations for the client’s behavior (see also, Rees, 1976,
Abramowitz and Dokecki, 1977, Kerson 1977, Witkin, 1982, Latting and Zundel, 1986
and Specht and Specht, 1986).

Essentially, then, professional training and experience, as well as the professional’s
theoretical orientation toward human problems, serves to focus the worker’s attention
toward the client’s behavior and personality, thereby engendering selective attention to
potential mediating factors in the social environment. In this sense, following Heider
(1958¢), client behaviors engulf the professional field. Cause, then, is presumed to rest
within the client at the expense of environmental considerations. The divergent perceptions
notion, in turn, would add that the client’s perception of the cause of any problem behavior
will tend to lie at some point in the social and physical environment. Thus, the client
provides verbal information concerning suéh environmental perceptions and their role in
problem development and maintenance. These cues are differentially assessed by the
worker and serve to either confirm or disconfirm the worker’s initial causal hypothesis.
The predominance of negativé perceptions, however, pulls the worker toward an
other-internal causal attribution for the problem event. That is, the client’s report of
environmental factors influencing the problem are discounted by the worker in the interest
of an assessment of the client’s personality as the causal agent. Then, to the extent that the
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client is determined to be the cause of the problem presented to the worker, the worker will
attribute responsibility to the client. As earlier noted, such attributions of responsibility will
vary as a function of the perception of the client’s knowledge of the consequences of any
action and the intention of the client to produce the defined problem. As potential
environmental factors are discounted in the assessment process, there is an implicit
disavowal of the potential of coercive elements in the determination of both cause and
responsibility. Finally, to the extent that the client is held to be responsible for the problem
presented, the worker’s judgments of, among other things, the client’s motivation, interest,
treatability and likability will be negatively influenced.

In conclusion, it seems apparent that attributional processes are at work in the process
of assessment and that substalitial attributional bias may exist, particularly along a
person-environment attributional dimension. It seems equally apparent that these
attributional processes and biases influence the counselor’s clinical judgment and, by
extrapolation, the counselor’s interactions and interventions with the client. That this
implies a causal process and a determination of responsibility for the client’s problem has
been previously noted. It has also been noted (Ickes and Kidd, 1976) that cause and
responsibility may be distinct but related aspects of the same process, namely, the process
of determining help giving behavior. The relevant issues will now be summed and
concluded.

.Summagg and Conclusions

It is proposed that attributions of causality and responsibility are each elements of a
process in which human events are judged. This proposal is relevant to assessment in
social work practice in that the problems and circumstances which the client brings to the
social worker for help in resolving represent discrete events in the lives of the client for
which attributional processes are engaged. This, in turn, serves to define the assessment as
a discrete event for the worker for which professional attributional processes are also
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engaged. The worker perceives the client’s experiences through the counseling
communication in such a way that the worker arrives at an understanding of the client’s
problems, wants and needs in the context of the client’s social milieu. The worker’s
perceptions are, therefore, influenced by the client’s perceptual experience and,
consequently, by the client’s attributional analysis of self and of the social and physical
world.

Assessment, then, is a professional judgment process in which the worker locates
potential causes of the client’s problem either in the client or in elements of the client’s
social and physical environment. Identifying and locating potential causal sources allows
the worker to define appropriate strategies for intervention. To the extent that sorne human
action is causally implicated in the development of the client’s problem, the worker will
assign responsibility to the person engaging in that action at any of the various levels of
responsibility of cause, knowledge, intention or coercion. This assignment of
responsibility may be either to the client or to other persons who constitute the client’s
" social network. These attributional processes are significantly influenced by factors
generally extant in the field of professional social work. For example, professional training
in theory and practice, as well as professional and personal experience, help to determine
the focus of the worker's attention in the assessment and treatment phases of helping. The
focus of the worker’s attention, in turn, engenders perceptual biases which resultin a
differential assessment of potential causal sources and in a differential attribution of
responsibility for the outcomes which constitute the client’s problem for work. The nature
of the task as a more or less explicit labeling process serves to mitigate against the
processing of the range of information which would support or refute the causal label. Any
bias which has then developed with regard to causal locus and the assignment of
responsibility for the client’s problem events would tend to be maintained by the selective
use of information. _

It is further proposed that the social work profession’s historical debate with regard to
the role of the person and environment in defining the unit of attention represents an effort
to address the salient issues found in the aftribution literature with regard to causal and
responsibility ascriptions. Social work has, in turn, contributed a consistent emphasis on
the interactional nature of the problem field. Disaffection with linear cause and effect
constructions of human problems has, however, obscured what may be an innate human
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tendency to perceive events in essentially linear, cause and effect terms. The result has
been an effort to develop an assessment model without adequate attention to the basic
processes which influence a definition of human events.

The various dimensions on which attributional judgments of cause and responsibility
rest are felt to be reciprocally interactive in a mutual influence process generally consistent
with social work’s eco-systems perspective. Thus, attributions form in a dynamic field and
are understood as discrete elements of cause and effect data which, in differential analysis,
suggest a predominant causal locus and, by extrapolation, a locus of responsibility.
Attributions of causality, then, allow for an ordering of cognitions with regard to a defined
event, while attributions of responsibility allow for an anchoring of emotions with regard to
the same event. _ '

It is additionally proposed that attributions of cause and responsibility essentially
constitute elements of a professional attributional schema, a schema which is a dynamic
part of the assessment process in social work practice. The interaction of schematic
elements with various elements of the professional practice of social work, as well as
worker and client characteristics, serve to define the worker’s judgments with regard to the
client’s problem and its amenability to social work intervention. Thus, the bias of the
worker’s attributional analysis of the client’s problem engenders bias in the worker’s
assessment of the client’s person and influences the worker’s judgments with regard to the
potential efficacy of help giving.

The questions which are raised by these proposals and the supportive literature are
germane to an understanding of social work processes and to the professional education of
practitioners in the field in several respects. For example, attention to attributional
phenomena will serve to add to the knowledge base of professional practice through an
understanding of the influence of such phenomena in the worker’s assessment of the client
and the client’s problem. Such attention will also add to an understanding of the worker’s
subsequent judgments with regard to intervention and its potential for success. It is felt that
attribution theory offers a unique opportunity to develop additional tools for social work
assessment and an opportunity to more clearly define a model for assessment which
incorporates a dynamic, interactional problem perspective based on attributional processes
and social work practice theory. '
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In conclusion, then, a research effort is proposed which will examine attributional
processes in the social worker's assessment of the client’s problem and which will be
addressed to questions conceming the relationship between the client’s attributions of cause
and responsibility for the problem event, the worker’s attributions of cause and
responsibility for the same event, and the worker's subsequent clinical judgment, attraction
to the client and belief in the veridicality of the client’s presentation. The methodology for
the proposed study will be presented in chapter three to follow.
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CHAPTER HI

METHODOLOGY

Prefatory Comment

It is important to initially note the potential for confusion which may arise from the
fact that the four levels of the independent variable and four of the dependent variabies
employed in the study bear the same names, those of cause, knowledge, intention and
coercion. Efforts have been undertaken to reduce such potential confusion by employing
the terms “stimulus attributional variables” and “dependent attributional variables” to note
the distinction between the levels of the independent variable and the dependent measures in
question. It is hoped that such efforts will serve to aid the careful reader.

Design

The study employed a one factor completely randomized design with attributed
responsibility constituting the factor under consideration. The rationale for t