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TARGET ARTICLE

Mindreading: Judgments About Intentionality and Motives
in Dispositional Inference

Glenn D. Reeder
Illinois State University, Normal, Illinois

Judgments about the intentionality of other people’s behavior are central to social
perception. Perceivers typically explain a target person’s intentional behavior in
terms of the target’s motives. In turn, inferences about motive often inform trait
inferences about the target. In comparison to past theories, this multiple inference
model portrays perceivers as interested in the specific beliefs and motives of others,
rather than viewing perceivers as focusing on abstract causal reasoning. The model
is applied to the literatures on attitude, morality, and ability attribution. In contrast to
intentional behavior, perceivers explain a target person’s involuntary, unintentional
behavior by using a simpler process of global causal attribution.

“You are reading my mind, aren’t you?” It’s a ques-
tion psychologists occasionally hear at social gather-
ings with nonpsychologists. If psychologists do read
people’s minds, they are not alone in doing do. As so-
cial perceivers, all of us attempt to infer the beliefs and
motives of people we encounter in order to better un-
derstand them. This article examines mindreading as it
operates in the process of forming an impression of an-
other person’s traits and attitudes. The guiding idea is
that perceivers draw a sharp distinction between inten-
tional and unintentional behavior. Intentional behavior
is explained primarily in terms of the actor’s aims and
motives. In turn, perceivers use their inferences about
motive to fashion trait judgments about the actor. Un-
intentional behavior, in contrast, is explained by a sim-
pler process—well described by traditional attribution
theory—that relies on causal attributions about internal
and external causes (Gilbert, 1998; Kelley, 1973).

Issues surrounding mindreading, or theory of
mind, crop up in a variety of disciplines, includ-
ing the philosophy of action (Goldman, 2001; Kant,
1785/1959; Searle, 1983), anthropology (D’Andrade,
1987), language comprehension (Bloom, 1997; Schank
& Abelson, 1977; Zwaan & Radvansky, 1998), and
communication (Keysar, Barr, & Horton, 1998; Wyer
& Gruenfeld, 1995), as well as comparative psychol-
ogy (Povinelli, 2001; Premack & Woodruff, 1979)
and cross-cultural psychology (Lillard, 1998; Morris,
Menon, & Ames, 2001). Developmental psychologists

were among the first to delve deeply into the area
(Kalish, 1998; Lillard, 1998; Piaget, 1932). They found
that children begin to understand the beliefs, goals,
and intentions of others at about 2 years of age (Mele,
2001; Meltzoff & Brooks, 2001). A more sophisticated
understanding emerges by the 4th or 5th year, when
children recognize that others may have false beliefs
(Wellman, Cross, & Watson, 2001). In adulthood, peo-
ple reason about mental states in a variety of important
life domains including the legal system (Hart, 1968),
close relationships (Fincham, Beach, & Nelson, 1987;
Fletcher, Simpson, Thomas, & Giles, 1999; Haselton
& Buss, 2000; Ickes, Simpson, & Oriña, 2005; Reeder,
2008), impression management (Jones, 1964), persua-
sion (Sagarin, Cialdini, Rice, & Serna 2002), stereo-
type formation (Mendoza-Denton, Park, & O’Connor,
2008), business negotiation (Kim, Dirks, Cooper, &
Ferrin, 2006; Thomas & Pondy, 1977; Tyler, 2003), and
conflict resolution (Kennedy & Pronin, 2008; Pronin,
2007). Often, behavior is ambiguous such that under-
standing a target person’s intentions is central to inter-
preting the meaning of helping behavior (Ames, Flynn,
& Weber, 2004; Krull, Seger, & Silvera, 2008; Pruit,
1968), and aggression (Dodge & Coie, 1987). Such
judgments then figure prominently in decisions about
responsibility and morality (Alicke, 2000; Pizarro,
Uhlmann, & Salovey, 2003). While filling out surveys,
respondents may even question the intentions of the
researcher (Schwarz & Oyserman, 2001).
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REEDER

Why Was Mindreading Neglected in the Social
Perception Literature?

Given such widespread acknowledgment of min-
dreading, it is curious that research on impres-
sion formation and trait attribution (Fiske & Taylor,
2008; Gawronski, 2004; Gilbert, 1998; Krull, 1993;
McClure, 1998; Morris & Larrick, 1995; Trope, 1986)
has neglected the topic. This neglect is even more
puzzling given that the pioneers in the field recog-
nized the importance of intentionality (Heider, 1958;
Ichheiser, 1970; Jones & Davis, 1965; Maselli &
Altrocchi, 1969). Heider (1958), for example, noted
that perceivers sharply distinguish between intentional
behavior (such as when a worker deliberately sabotages
company machinery) and unintentional behavior (such
as when a worker accidentally drops a wrench that jams
a machine). Intentional behavior reflects the thoughts,
desires, and motives of an actor, whereas unintentional
behavior does not. In short, intentional behavior invites
the perceiver to engage in mindreading. The greater in-
formativeness of intentional behavior was also not lost
on Jones and Davis (1965), who emphasized it as a
precondition for dispositional inference. As described
next, however, as models of trait inference evolved they
tended to gloss over the distinction between intentional
and unintentional behavior.

Assumptions About the Primacy of Trait
Inference and Causal Attribution

Since Heider (1958) and Jones and Davis (1965),
the role of intentionality in social perception has been
overshadowed by two additional aspects of Heider’s
writing. These aspects involve Heider’s assumptions
about the primacy of (a) trait inference and (b) global
causal attribution to person versus situational factors.
First, Heider assumed that the perceiver is primar-
ily interested in the relatively invariant characteris-
tics of others—their traits and dispositions. Although
others may indeed have fleeting thoughts and inten-
tions, Heider implied that the perceiver cares more
about their “underlying conditions, the so-called dispo-
sitional properties” (p. 79). Thus, rather than emphasiz-
ing what others are thinking or planning in the moment,
Heider’s social perceiver wants to know what people
do in general, averaging over a variety of situations.
Heider’s road map led researchers to jump pell-mell
into ambitious programs of research on dispositional
inference (Gawronski, 2004; Gilbert, 1998; Jones,
1979). Few stopped to ask if trait inference was the pri-
mary concern of the perceiver and few considered how
mindreading might inform trait inference (for excep-
tions, see Fein, 1996; Kammrath, Mendoza-Denton, &
Mischel, 2005; Read & Miller, 1993, 2005).

Heider’s (1958) second assumption also deflected
the field’s interest away from mindreading. He

assumed that perceivers are primarily interested in sep-
arating internal causality from external causality: “In
common-sense psychology (as in scientific psychol-
ogy) the result of an action is felt to depend on two sets
of conditions, namely factors within the person and
factors within the environment.” (p. 82). Subsequent
analyses tended to echo the emphasis on perceived
causality (Kelley, 1973; Shaver, 1975). As a corollary
to this assumption, Heider put these two forces in op-
position such that as the role of external (situational)
causation increases, the role of internal (dispositional)
causation decreases. For example, if a person showed
temporary signs of dejection after experiencing the
loss of a loved one, we would not conclude that the
person has a gloomy disposition. This trade-off in per-
ceived causality serves as the bedrock of most mod-
els of dispositional inference (Gilbert, 1998; Kelley,
1973; McClure, 1998). The point to notice, then, is that
Heider’s theoretical preoccupation with invariant traits
and the process of causal attribution did not shed much
light on mindreading per se.

The Single Inference Assumption

There is still a third assumption in the social per-
ception literature that helps to account for the neglect
of mindreading. Without explicitly acknowledging it,
most theories of dispositional inference make the sim-
plifying assumption that perceivers infer a single trait
within a target person. For instance, Gilbert, Pelham,
and Krull (1988) studied people’s judgments about a
person who became anxious when asked a series of
embarrassing questions. According to this influential
theoretical account, the process of trait attribution fol-
lows three stages. In the first stage, the perceiver iden-
tifies the person’s behavior in terms of a focal trait
dimension (She looks anxious). In the second stage,
the perceiver makes a behavior-correspondent trait in-
ference (She really is an anxious person). At the third
stage, if cognitive resources allow, the perceiver may
correct the trait inference to reflect the influence of sit-
uational causes (Given those embarrassing questions,
I don’t think she is such an anxious person after all).
Notice that the output is an inference along a single
trait dimension related to anxiety. For this reason, we
can refer to models of this kind as single inference the-
ories of dispositional inference.1 The simplicity of the
single inference approach gives it great elegance. As
described next, however, such simplicity carries a cost
as well.

The single inference assumption works well as an
explanation of how perceivers process unintentional
behavior. In the previous example, the target person’s

1Of course, it might be possible to extend single inference theo-
ries to address multiple inferences about a target person. At present,
however, it remains unclear what form such extensions would take.
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DISPOSITIONAL INFERENCE

anxious behavior appears unintentional (e.g., it is un-
likely that she made a conscious decision to be anx-
ious). The perceiver can assume that no elaborate belief
system, set of desires, or planning went into her behav-
ior. Under these circumstances, the perceiver can sim-
ply “subtract” the influence of the anxiety-provoking
situation from the observed anxious behavior to obtain
a trait attribution about the target person’s level of anx-
iety. The single inference assumption, therefore, pro-
vides an entirely adequate account of how perceivers
process unintentional behavior.

But the impression process is more complicated in
the case of intentional behavior. Perceivers typically
search for the motives that underlie intentional behav-
ior and then combine those inferences with judgments
about traits. The result is a multiple inference process
(Reeder, Kumar, Hesson-McInnis, & Trafimow, 2002;
Reeder, Vonk, Ronk, Ham, & Lawrence, 2004). For
example, a target person’s helpful behavior can lead to
very different inferences about the target’s trait level
of helpfulness, depending on the motive that instigated
the helping (Krull et al., 2008). Upon learning about
a student who helped a professor arrange a stack of
books, perceivers may wonder if the “helpful” behav-
ior reflects an ulterior motive to impress the professor
(Fein, 1996; Reeder et al., 2004; Vonk, 1998). An ulte-
rior motive would suggest selfishness on the student’s
part and, therefore, would tend to lower trait judgments
about the student’s helpfulness. Notice that to fully un-
derstand the student’s interaction with the professor,
the perceiver relies on inferences about both the mo-
tive (selfishness) and the trait (helpfulness). In sum,
perceivers tend to make multiple inferences about in-
tentional behavior.

The three assumptions just outlined—concerning
the primacy of trait attribution, global causal attri-
bution, and single inferences—were highly influen-
tial and spawned a rich set of empirical findings (for
reviews, see Fiske & Taylor, 2008, and Gawronski,
2004). But these assumptions appear to have distracted
researchers from the study of mindreading. In real life,
rather than simply deciding whether a person’s behav-
ior reflects personal versus situational causes or siz-
ing up the person’s traits, we often wonder what the
person was thinking at a particular moment (Malle,
2004, 2008). To address this challenge, models with
greater specificity and complexity are required. In fact,
the chronological progression of research reflects this
trend. Since Jones and Davis (1965), the research has
moved through three phases. The first phase focused on
highly abstract content, such as Kelley’s (1973) causal
schemata, which distinguished between internal and
external causes. The second phase viewed trait attribu-
tion as a single inference process (Gilbert et al., 1988;
Krull, 1993; Reeder & Brewer, 1979; Trope, 1986).
Finally, the third phase addresses the perceiver’s spe-
cific thoughts about the beliefs and intentions of others

(Malle, 2004), with an emphasis on how such min-
dreading is related to trait inference (Kammrath et al.,
2005; Read & Miller, 1993, 2005; Reeder et al., 2002).
This recent view of social perception as a multiple in-
ference process is a major theme of this article. To
appreciate the need for such complexity in theorizing,
however, we need to better understand the concept of
intentionality and the different ways in which inten-
tional and unintentional acts are processed.

How Are Intentional and Unintentional Acts
Explained?

The preceding discussion suggests that intentional
and unintentional actions are explained in qualitatively
different ways (Buss, 1978; Fincham & Jaspers, 1980;
Kruglanski, 1975; Malle, 2004; White, 1991). The fol-
lowing sections examine these two different avenues
of explanation in detail.

Unintentional Acts and Global Causal
Attribution

When perceivers explain unintentional behavior,
they rely on global causal reasoning based on the in-
terplay of internal versus external forces. Building on
Heider’s (1958) insights, Kelley (1973) proposed the
discounting principle: To the extent that external forces
are strong, perceivers will assume internal forces are
weaker. The principle readily applies to perceptions of
events in the physical world. For instance, suppose a
levee broke during a Category 5 hurricane. Was the
damage due to (internal) structural weaknesses in the
levee or to powerful (external) crashing waves? If the
external force is believed sufficient to produce the ef-
fect, the internal force can be downplayed as less im-
portant. Perceivers use the same logic to explain hu-
man behavior that is involuntary or unintentional. On
a winter night, suppose we see a man slip on the ice.
Is the fall due to clumsiness or to slippery terrain? We
would be less likely to label the man a “klutz” if he
was coping with glare ice as far as the eye can see.
In addition, because the fall was unanticipated, it tells
us little about the man’s beliefs or motives. The main
point, then, is that when acts are judged to be uninten-
tional, the process of dispositional inference is reduced
to a mechanistic tug-of-war between dispositional and
situational causes.

Intentional Acts and Multiple Inferences
About Motives and Traits

Intentional acts open a window to theory of mind
(Kozak, Marsh, & Wegner, 2006; Malle & Hodges,
2005) and require a different sort of explanation. In-
tentional acts tend to be explained in terms of the target
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REEDER

Figure 1. Graphical representation of a multiple infer-
ence model of dispositional inference. Intentional behav-
ior in its situational context gives rise to inferences about
motives and traits.

person’s mental states, reasons, goals, or motives for
behaving a particular way (Dennett, 1996; Malle, 1999,
2004; McClure, 2002; Reeder & Trafimow, 2005). For
example, suppose Harry announces, “I’m getting a di-
vorce!” Perceivers would want to know what he is
thinking, including how he perceives relevant situa-
tional factors and what he hopes to accomplish. To
capture the rich complexity of these interacting forces,
both within and outside the person, a multiple inference
approach is required. In this view, information about
the precipitating situation (such as a financial crisis or
cheating spouse) is of great interest to the perceiver be-
cause it helps to clarify the motive for the divorce. In
turn, the target person’s motives give meaning to the di-
vorce decision and shape further trait inferences about
the target. Figure 1 provides a graphical representation
of these ideas.

Like an intuitive detective, the perceiver pieces to-
gether evidence, guided by the assumption that inten-
tional acts are rational and goal directed. What was the
target person trying to do by acting this way under these
circumstances? Essentially, the perceiver is looking for
a coherent narrative that explains the known facts (Pen-
nington & Hastie, 1992). A good story, of course, im-
plies a goal or motive behind the events. As shown in
Figure 1, aspects of both the behavior and the situa-
tion contribute to motive identification. Perceivers may
employ a variety of related psychological processes
as they integrate information about motives (Reeder
& Trafimow, 2005), including engaging in simulation
or projecting their own motives onto the actor (What
would my goals be if I ever filed for divorce?; Ames,
2004; Epley, Morewedge, & Keysar, 2004; Goldman,
2001; Nickerson, 1999), using the logic of covariation
(Harry must want to be rich because he never con-
sidered divorce until the Duchess fell for him; Kelley,
1973), and employing a process of constraint satisfac-
tion (Given that Harry has never held a job, depends on
his wife for money, and she just got fired, I’m guess-
ing he needs another meal ticket; Read & Miller, 1993;
Thagard, 1996). Although these examples imply delib-
erate thinking on the part of the perceiver, the process is
not fixed (Kruglanski & Orehek, 2007) and inferences
about goals and motives may sometimes occur spon-
taneously (Fiedler & Schenck, 2001; Hassin, Aarts &
Ferguson, 2005; Reeder et al., 2004; Vonk, 1998). It is

also likely that some of these processes are recruited in
sequence such that the early ones are relatively more
automatic than the later ones.

Inferences about motive are also influenced by fac-
tors within the perceiver such as attributional style
(Dodge & Coie, 1987), the accessibility of stereotypes
about groups or expectations about a particular person
(Higgins, 1996; Reeder, 2008), and the assumptions
one makes because of cultural background (Burke,
1935/1954; Lillard, 1998; Mills, 1940). Even one’s
political persuasion can play a role in motive selection
(Reeder, Pryor, Wohl, & Griswell, 2005).

Figure 1 implies that inferences about motives con-
tribute to judgments about more enduring character-
istics such as traits. Like a detective with a suspect
in mind, the perceiver matches motives and traits in
an effort to form a consistent “profile” of the person
(Anybody who would cheat on his wife for a chance
to marry a duchess is a dishonest scumbag!). The pro-
cess at this point is likely to resemble constraint sat-
isfaction as the perceiver strives for a consistent im-
pression (Asch, 1946; Read & Miller, 1993, 2005).
Once again, depending on factors such as the diffi-
culty of the inference, the judgment may be either rel-
atively automatic or deliberate (Kruglanski & Orehek,
2007).

As an example, consider how trait attributions of
morality are made for intentional acts of aggression.
Reeder et al. (2002) provided their research partici-
pants with a description of a soccer player who de-
liberately “spiked” an opposing player (by driving his
cleats into the other’s leg). In the conditions of inter-
est, the aggression occurred in response to one of two
types of situational encouragement. In one case, the
aggression was in response to provocation from an op-
posing player, who insulted him. In a second case, the
aggression was in response to the exceptionally skillful
play of an opposing player (i.e., it was clear that the
target person’s team could not win with the opposing
player in the game). In both cases, then, the situation
encouraged the expression of aggression. Participants
were asked to rate the morality of the aggressor and the
question of interest is how the two different situational
pressures affected those ratings.

According to a multiple inference model (MIM),
perceivers are interested in situational forces surround-
ing behavior because they help to clarify a target per-
son’s motives (Reeder et al., 2002). Indeed, when par-
ticipants were asked to explain the soccer player’s ag-
gression in their own words, they consistently men-
tioned motives, and the motives differed across the two
situational demands for aggression. When the oppos-
ing player had been insulting, the explanations centered
on a motive for revenge. In contrast, when the oppos-
ing player had been playing exceptionally well, the
explanations centered on the motive of personal gain
(i.e., wanting to win the game). Although revenge is
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DISPOSITIONAL INFERENCE

hardly an admirable motive for aggression, it is more
socially appropriate than is the desire for personal gain.
MIM suggests that inferences about motive (revenge
vs. personal gain) are integrated with trait judgments.
Indeed, different inferences about the aggressor’s mo-
tive prompted different views of his level of moral-
ity. Perceivers who viewed the aggressor as motivated
by revenge, rather than personal gain, gave him much
higher ratings of morality. The overall pattern supports
the view that (a) perceivers made multiple inferences
about motives and traits and (b) perceivers sought unity
or coherence among these various inferences (Asch,
1946; Roese & Morris, 1999).

These findings regarding the soccer player’s ag-
gression are difficult to reconcile with a single infer-
ence model. According to single inference theories,
the presence of strong situational encouragement for
aggression—either provocation or the potential for per-
sonal gain—should lead perceivers to make discounted
trait inferences about the target. That is, perceivers
should hesitate to attribute low morality to the target
in both situations. The results, of course, failed to sup-
port this prediction: Perceivers attributed much higher
morality to the target in the provocation situation, com-
pared to the personal reward situation. By taking ac-
count of the different motives that were implied by
the two situations (revenge vs. personal gain), MIM
was able to predict the overall pattern of results. In
contrast, single inference theories were not designed
to address inferences about motive or the manner in
which perceivers combine motive and trait inferences.
These two limitations prevent single inference theories
from offering a complete account of inferences based
on intentional behavior.

Intentionality, Situational Constraint, and
Inferences About Motive

If perceivers explain intentional and unintentional
acts in different ways, it is important to define inten-
tionality more precisely. First, what criteria do per-
ceivers use to decide if an act was intentional? Second,
how is the decision about intentionality influenced by
situational constraints surrounding the behavior? For
example, suppose an airline passenger was held at gun-
point by terrorists and commanded to hurt an innocent
person. If the threatened passenger obeyed the com-
mand, is the hurtful act intentional (Woolfolk, Doris,
& Darley, 2006)? The answer to the last question is
important because only intentional action is explained
in terms of the actor’s motivational states. In addi-
tion to defining intentionality, therefore, this section
introduces a distinction between hard and soft situa-
tional constraints (Sabini, Siepmann, & Stein, 2001)
and indicates its relevance for inferring motives and
traits.

Intentionality Defined

In “Nicomachean Ethics,” Aristotle (1941) provided
an early discussion of intentionality. He proposed that
intentional behavior has its origin within the actor or
agent, whereas unintentional behavior has its origin
outside the person, as when someone falls after being
pushed from behind. Yet perceivers may distinguish
subtle gradations of “origin” between these two ex-
tremes. For instance, Aristotle described a ship’s cap-
tain who, when faced with an oncoming storm, threw
cargo overboard to prevent the ship from capsizing.
Was the captain’s behavior intentional? The answer is
yes, for the purpose of this article. As described in
greater detail next, the captain could have responded
differently. There was a choice involved, even if the al-
ternative to the captain’s action was most ill-advised.2

Perceivers may consider a variety of factors when
making a judgment of intentionality (Anscombe, 1957;
Searle, 1983). In many cases it will suffice to assume
that an action is intentional if the actor—by force of
will—could have done otherwise (e.g., Aristotle’s cap-
tain could have kept the ship’s cargo onboard). On the
other hand, unintentional behavior is “forced,” such
that the actor could not have done otherwise. For in-
stance, suppose a large wave pushed the captain into
a box, causing it to fall overboard. Pushing the box
overboard qualifies as an unintentional outcome. By
this definition, bodily reactions such as sweating, faint-
ing, and feeling anxious also qualify as unintentional.
Likewise, an action that fails to accomplish a desired
outcome (e.g., failing an exam) would count as un-
intentional. According to Malle’s (1999, 2004) more
detailed analysis, perceivers may consider any or all of
five criteria when judging intentionality. Specifically,
the sea captain’s action of throwing cargo overboard
will be judged intentional if the captain desired an out-
come (saving the ship), believed the action would bring
about that outcome, planned the action, had the skill to
accomplish the action, and was aware of accomplish-
ing the outcome.

It is important to note that intentional and uninten-
tional acts seldom exist in a vacuum. There is a context
for every action. People tap their feet when listening
to a catchy tune and giggle when they are tickled. The
next section examines the interrelationships between
situational constraints, intentionality, and inferences
about motives.

2Social perception researchers have devoted considerable atten-
tion to the variable of “choice” (Jones & Harris, 1967). For example,
perceivers in the “no-choice” conditions of many attribution stud-
ies were asked to form an impression of a person who composed
an essay under conditions in which the direction of the essay was
assigned by an authority figure (Jones, 1979; Jones & Harris, 1967).
Perceivers may, indeed, see this situation as placing constraints on
the target. As described in forthcoming sections, however, the tar-
get’s behavior is nevertheless viewed as an intentional response to
these constraints.
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REEDER

Hard Constraints Versus Soft Constraints
and Motive-Relevance

Even when a behavior fits the aforementioned def-
inition of being intentional, perceivers may still view
situational constraints as having somehow restricted
the actor’s freedom. For example, the sea captain may
be said to have had “little choice” but to throw cargo
overboard. Such shades of gray in the definition of in-
tentionality arise when action occurs in the presence of
soft, rather than hard, constraints. Like Aristotle, mod-
ern perceivers views oft constraints as allowing at least
some degree of volition on the actor’s part (Woolfolk
et al., 2006). Soft constraints, nevertheless, exert an
indirect influence on a person’s actions by inspiring
goal states or motives. Often, the motive appears to
involve either reward (You can have my pension if you
save the ship!) or the avoidance of punishment (We
all die if the ship goes down!). In either case, the ac-
tor ultimately retains freedom of action: Regardless,
of the consequences, the captain could decide not to
throw any cargo overboard. In sum, behavior in the
presence of soft constraints is judged to be intentional
and, therefore, is typically explained in terms of the
actor’s motives.

Unlike soft constraints, perceivers view hard con-
straints as compelling circumstances that exert a di-
rect, causal effect on behavior. Recall the example of a
powerful wave that knocked the sea captain into a box,
sending it overboard. The outcome may be perceived
as inevitable, given the force of the wave. The actor’s
motives become irrelevant because the behavior is an
unintentional reaction to the situation.

Comparing the Effects of Hard Versus Soft
Constraints

From MIM’s perspective, the defining characteristic
of soft situational constraints is that they elicit motive-
relevant behavior. Perceivers view the situation (e.g., a
monetary bribe) as having an indirect effect on a target
person’s behavior via its impact on the target’s moti-
vation (Harry will do anything for money!). Hard con-
straints, on the other hand are viewed as having a direct
effect on behavior—one that does not involve motives.
In the only empirical article to directly compare hard
and soft constraints, very different patterns of attribu-
tion emerged for the two types of constraint (Reeder,
Hesson-McInnis, Krohse, & Scialabba, 2001). Because
of its unique status, this article is discussed in detail
next.

In one part of the Reeder et al. (2001) studies, par-
ticipants witnessed a soccer player who, while appar-
ently trying to kick for distance, managed only a 10-
to 15-yard kick. The poor performance occurred in the
presence of different situational constraints, and par-
ticipants were asked to judge the motivation and ability

of the target person. One set of experimental variations
involved soft constraints: The soccer player had ear-
lier been offered either a $200 incentive (or bribe) to
perform at a low level or a $200 incentive to perform
at a high level. The reward represents a soft constraint
because the player was free to ignore its influence. In
addition, to the extent the reward did have an influence,
it would occur via changes in the player’s performance
motivation. A second set of experimental variations
involved hard constraints: While the player kicked the
ball, a steady wind of 30 miles per hour either blew
directly in his face (which should inhibit kicking per-
formance) or blew directly at his back (which should
facilitate kicking performance). The force of the wind
represents a hard constraint because it could not be ig-
nored and its impact can be viewed as involuntary or
unintentional.

How did these different types of constraint affect
inferences about the soccer player? In the soft con-
straint case, MIM suggests that perceivers should view
the $200 incentive as influencing the player’s level of
motivation. Indeed, when perceivers were asked to ex-
plain in their own words why the player performed
as he did, many of them mentioned his motivation or
effort. In addition, inferences about motivation medi-
ated the effect of the soft constraint as it influenced
judgments of the player’s level of ability. For example,
when the target had been offered a bribe for low per-
formance, inferences of motivation were relatively low
and inferences of ability tended to be high (He didn’t
try, so maybe he actually has high ability). When the
target had been offered a reward for high performance,
however, inferences of motivation were high and infer-
ences of ability were low (He tried his best, so I guess
he can’t kick very far). Notice that perceivers saw the
situational demand as having opposite effects on moti-
vation and ability. Across the soft constraint conditions,
the correlation between inferred motivation and ability
was quite negative (r = –.52). In the presence of soft
constraints, then, perceivers sought unity in the impres-
sion by reconciling their inferences of motivation and
ability in an inverse fashion. Heider (1958) noted that
ability and effort are typically negatively related such
that a person who can accomplish a difficult task with
minimal effort is assumed to have higher ability than
someone who puts forth greater effort.

A very different pattern of findings emerged in the
hard constraint conditions, which involved the pres-
ence of a strong wind. Perceivers appeared to engage
in simple causal reasoning with the wind as an exter-
nal causal force and the player’s motivation and ability
as internal causal forces (Kelley, 1973). For example,
when the wind blew directly in the target’s face (as an
inhibitory causal force), perceivers attributed relatively
high effort and high ability. In other words, because the
external force detracted from performance, both inter-
nal forces were judged to be stronger. On the other
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DISPOSITIONAL INFERENCE

hand, when the wind blew at the target’s back (facili-
tating performance), inferences about both motivation
and ability were lower. Regardless of the direction of
the wind, perceivers treated external and internal causal
forces as if they were in opposition. It is also worth
noting that perceivers did not attempt to reconcile the
two internal factors (of motivation and ability) in the
expected way. Unlike the soft constraints, perceivers
saw the direction of the wind as having similar effects
on motivation and ability. Across conditions, a strong
positive correlation emerged between motivation and
ability (r = .60). The direction of this correlation is, of
course, exactly opposite of that in the soft constraint
conditions.

Thus, a hard constraint led perceivers to employ
simple causal reasoning, rather than MIM’s motive-
relevant integration process. Notice that, although the
impact of the wind as a hard constraint had some effect
on judgments about the player’s motivation, this effect
seems quite different than that of the soft constraint
produced by a financial incentive. The wind did not
seem to inspire or persuade the player to try harder (or
refrain from effort) in the way that the incentive did. In
addition, in the hard constraint conditions, perceivers
apparently did not attempt to integrate inferences about
motivation and ability in the usual fashion described
by Heider (1958).

The findings reviewed thus far provide encouraging
evidence for both MIM’s analysis and the distinction
between hard and soft situational constraints. But how
relevant is this theoretical perspective for the vast ma-
jority of studies on dispositional inference? The next
two sections apply this perspective to a broader swath
of literature. The literature review aims to answer sev-
eral interrelated questions. Does the distinction be-
tween intentional behavior (in response to soft con-
straints) versus unintentional behavior (in response to
hard constraints) work well as an organizing frame-
work? Does the distinction account for existing find-
ings and generate new insights? The answers to these
questions should better delineate the boundary condi-
tions of MIM’s analysis.

Although the literature on dispositional inference is
vast (Fiske & Taylor, 2008; Gawronski, 2004; Gilbert,
1998; McClure, 1998; Uleman, Saribay, & Gonzales,
2008), the majority of studies can be grouped into one
of five categories: attitude attribution (Jones & Harris,
1967), moral attribution (Bierbrauer, 1979; Reeder
& Spores, 1983), ability attribution (Reeder et al.,
2001), and studies utilizing either the silent interview
paradigm (Snyder & Frankel, 1976) or the quiz-role
paradigm (Ross, Amabile, & Steinmetz, 1977). Co-
incidentally, perhaps, most research falling within the
first three of these categories pertains to intentional
behavior in response to soft situational constraints. In
contrast, most research falling within the latter two cat-
egories pertains to unintentional behavior in response

to hard constraints. These five lines of research are
reviewed next.

Intentional Behavior in Response to Soft
Constraints

MIM suggests that perceivers view soft constraints
as allowing some degree of freedom on the part of a
target person exposed to them. Moreover, to the extent
that the perceiver views the situation as having impact,
that impact is thought to occur via changes in the target
person’s motivations. In turn, perceivers integrate in-
ferences about motivation and traits. There are at least
two important implications of this analysis for our re-
view. First, if perceivers fail to notice soft constraints
or fail to infer a motive in response to them, perceivers
are unlikely to adjust their trait judgments. In such
cases, perceivers should make behavior-correspondent
trait judgments that appear to be little influenced by
the situation.

Second, and of greater importance, depending on
the motive that is inferred, perceivers should alter their
trait judgments in different ways. In general, perceivers
will seek unity or consistency between motives and
traits (Asch, 1946; Asch & Zukier, 1984; Heider, 1958;
Roese & Morris, 1999). But the basis of that consis-
tency can take a variety of forms (Roese & Morris,
1999). Perhaps the most obvious basis would involve
evaluative consistency (Reeder et al., 2004). For exam-
ple, suppose Daphne made a large donation to a char-
itable foundation. The act itself implies positive traits
such as generosity and helpfulness. But if Daphne is
thought to have made the donation solely for selfish
reasons (e.g., to seize control of the foundation’s board
of directors), that motive appears inconsistent with the
traits of generosity and helpfulness. When perceivers
resolve this inconsistency, they are unlikely to attribute
a high degree of trait-level helpfulness to Daphne. Of
course, if Daphne is thought to have made the dona-
tion from a positive motive (e. g., to honor her parents),
that motive might actually enhance trait attributions of
helpfulness.

In addition to evaluative consistency, there are other
bases of consistency resolution. For instance, we have
already seen that perceivers reconcile inferences about
motivation (to perform well) with inferences about
ability, such that the two are inversely related (Heider,
1958; Reeder et al., 2001). In other cases, the nature of
the consistency resolution is less obvious. For exam-
ple, some studies have described a target person who
received instructions (Jones & Harris, 1967) or orders
(Bierbrauer, 1979) from an authority figure. Perceivers
then learn that the target complied with the authority.
What motives (if any) do perceivers infer in this sit-
uation? How are these motives reconciled with trait
attributions? We address these issues next.
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REEDER

Attitude Attributions

In pioneering research by Jones and Harris (1967),
perceivers were instructed to infer the “true” attitude
of a target person who wrote an essay on a controver-
sial topic (i.e., either defending Fidel Castro’s record
in Cuba or criticizing that record). The situational con-
straints surrounding the target’s behavior were manip-
ulated such that in the “free choice” condition, the
target had been allowed to write on either side of the
issue. In the assigned condition, however, the target
had been told to support a particular side of the issue
and the resulting essay complied with the assignment.
Two important results emerged, one expected, the other
unexpected. The expected finding was that perceivers
inferred more extreme, essay-correspondent attitudes
in the free choice than in the assignment condition.
In other words, participants showed some evidence of
discounting the target’s attitude in the assignment con-
dition. The unexpected finding was that the extent of
discounting in the assignment condition was “incom-
plete.” That is, perceivers still tended to infer attitudes
in line with the direction of the essay—demonstrating
the so-called correspondence bias (Jones, 1979).

From the standpoint of MIM, both the free choice
and assignment conditions above represent soft con-
straints. By definition, the target in the free choice
condition had total freedom to write in favor of Castro
or against Castro. Presumably, the target’s choice of
essay was motivated by a desire to express his or her
personal attitude toward Castro. But what about the
target in the assigned condition? According to the prin-
ciple of could have done otherwise, the target in the
assigned condition also had a choice. The target was
not physically compelled to write a particular type of
essay. Indeed, the pressures applied to the writer in
the Jones and Harris (1967) situation are not nearly
as strong as those applied to participants in the Mil-
gram (1974) obedience experiments. Yet people are
surprised that Milgram’s participants obeyed the ex-
perimenter (Bierbrauer, 1979), implying that even Mil-
gram’s participants had a choice. In addition, within the
attitude attribution paradigm, perceivers expect that
people with strong attitudes on one side of the issue
are somewhat unwilling to write an essay opposed to
their preferred position (Gawronski, 2003a; Reeder,
Fletcher & Furman, 1989). Such unwillingness, of
course, implies that there is a choice to be made. For
these reasons, then, the situational pressures applied in
the attitude attribution paradigm can be described as
soft constraints. The question of interest, then, is what
motives are thought to underlie behavior in the assigned
condition? The next section examines this question.

Assigned vs. an ulterior motive. The finding of
correspondence bias proved to be remarkably robust
(Gawronski, 2004; Gilbert & Malone, 1995; Jones,

1979). Nevertheless, a slight change in the attitude at-
tribution paradigm can provide a potent antidote for the
bias. Fein and his colleagues demonstrated that when
perceivers suspect an ulterior motive as the reason for
why the target wrote as he or she did, perceivers no
longer make attitude-corresponding attributions (Fein,
1996; Fein, Hilton, & Miller, 1990). According to Fein
(1996), an ulterior motive leads to a state of suspi-
cion, which is accompanied by more sophisticated at-
tributional processing whereby perceivers essentially
suspend judgment about the target person’s attitudes
and traits. Participants in one of these studies read a
speech on a controversial topic written by a student
who conducted a summer internship under a professor
(Fein et al., 1990). In the assigned essay condition, the
direction of the speech was said to have been selected
by the internship program, rather than the student. In
the ulterior motive condition, however, the student was
allowed to choose which side of the issue to support.
But the “choice” came with a twist: The professor told
the student the particular side of the issue that he per-
sonally endorsed. Because the student’s speech was
always consistent with the assignment or the profes-
sor’s preferred position, participants in ulterior mo-
tive condition might suspect that the student aimed
to ingratiate himself with the professor. The dramatic
finding was that participants in the ulterior motive con-
dition attributed a rather neutral, middling attitude to
the student, whereas those in the assignment condi-
tion demonstrated the usual correspondence bias by
attributing extreme attitudes in line with the student’s
speech.

Notice that Fein’s (1996) suspicion model relies on
greater attributional processing to account for why the
ulterior motive had its effect. In contrast, MIM draws
attention to the type of motive that was inferred (if
any). In addition, MIM suggests that perceivers inte-
grate inferences of motive with attitude attributions.
The motive for the student’s behavior seems particu-
larly clear in the ulterior motive condition: The student
wanted to impress the professor. In fact, perceivers
may be predisposed to notice any motive that suggests
self-interest on the part of others (D. T. Miller, 1999;
Vonk, 1998). Given that perceivers inferred the mo-
tive of self-interest, that motive would likely be seen
as inconsistent with the notion that the student was
expressing his true, personal attitude in his speech.

But what motive might be inferred in the assigned
speech condition? Perceivers who heard that the speech
direction had been assigned by a nebulous entity such
as the internship board might have difficulty identi-
fying a motive for the student’s compliance. Even if
perceivers did identify a motive, such as a need to con-
form or obey authority, it is unclear if these motives
were seen as inconsistent with the student’s having
expressed his true attitude in the speech. For exam-
ple, Western perceivers who adopt an individualist
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DISPOSITIONAL INFERENCE

perspective, may not see a motive to “fit-in” (or
to avoid embarrassment) as particularly compelling
(Sabini et al., 2001). MIM raises the possibility, then,
that perceivers in the assigned speech condition either
failed to infer a motive or failed to see that motive as
inconsistent with an extreme attitude attribution.

Testing MIM in the attitude attribution
paradigm. A study by Reeder and Ronk (2008) pro-
vided a preliminary test of MIM’s account of atti-
tude attribution. Perceivers learned about a student
named Kimberly who wrote an essay that opposed
increased government spending for the U.S. space pro-
gram, NASA. The essay was written under one of three
levels of situational constraint: free choice, assigned es-
say, or an ulterior motive. In the free-choice condition,
a professor told Kimberly to make her own decision
about the issue. In the assignment condition, the pro-
fessor told Kimberly to take an essay position opposed
to increased funding for NASA. Finally, in the ulterior
motive condition, perceivers learned that Kimberly was
eavesdropping on her professor over lunch when she
heard him declare that “NASA was a disgrace . . . and
a waste of the taxpayer’s money.” Later that week, the
professor asked Kimberly to write the essay under con-
ditions similar to the free choice condition. Thus, it was
clear that Kimberly might have an ulterior motive for
choosing to oppose funding for NASA.

Perceivers were invited to explain Kimberly’s be-
havior in their own words: “Why do you believe Kim-
berly wrote the type of essay that she did?” These
open-ended accounts provided clear evidence that per-
ceivers concentrated on different motives in the three
constraint conditions. Those in the free choice condi-
tion focused on “personal expression” (Kim wanted to
express her personal opinion), those in the assigned
essay condition focused on obedience (Kim wanted
to obey the professor), and those in the ulterior mo-
tive condition focused on self-interest (Kim wanted to
get a good grade). As predicted by MIM, these three
motives resulted in different patterns of attitude attribu-
tion. Attitude attributions in the free-choice condition
were the most extreme (in the direction of the essay).
Attitude attributions were significantly less extreme in
the assigned essay condition and significantly lower
still in the ulterior motive condition. Mediation analy-
sis (Kenny, Kashy, & Bolger, 1998) indicated that the
decrease in attitude attribution in the assigned essay
condition (relative to the free-choice condition) was
mediated by inferences of an obedience motive. Like-
wise, the large decrease in attitude attribution in the
ulterior motive condition was partially mediated by
inferences of self-interest.

The alert reader may have noticed that Fein and
his colleagues (Fein, 1996; Fein et al., 1990) typically
found little attitudinal discounting in their assigned es-
say condition, whereas in the Reeder and Ronk (2008)

research, the discounting tendency was reliable in the
assignment condition. This difference may be due to
the manner in which the assignment condition was op-
erationalized. Fein et al. (1990) implied that the essay
assignment came from a vague entity called the “sum-
mer internship program,” whereas Reeder and Ronk
identified a professor as the source of the essay as-
signment. With the professor as a clear authority fig-
ure, perceivers might have been more likely to infer
an obedience motive and, consequently, discount their
attitude attributions. In much of the correspondence
bias literature, however, the assigned essay constraints
may more closely resemble the vague constraints em-
ployed by Fein and his colleagues (Fein, 1996; Fein
et al., 1990). Perceivers may notice such constraints
but fail to “translate” them into an inference about mo-
tive. In part, the tendency to overlook a motive to “fit
in” or obey may relate to cultural assumptions of West-
ern individualism that downplay such motives (Nisbett,
Peng, Choi, & Norenzayan, 2001; Sabini et al., 2001).
In the absence of an imposing authority figure, Western
perceivers may not see others as particularly motivated
to follow assignments or directions.

Things are quite different in the case of an ulterior
motive. The motive brings to mind untrustworthiness
or even treachery. Perceivers seem particularly attuned
to detecting cheating behavior (Cosmides, 1989) and
the selfish motivation that appears to underlie it (D. T.
Miller, 1999; Vonk, 1998). Consequently, perceivers
in the ulterior motive condition are especially likely to
infer a self-interest motive. The self-interest motive ap-
pears inconsistent with the notion that the essay writer
was expressing his or her true personal attitude, result-
ing in the strong discounting tendency observed in this
condition.

Distancing cues. A variety of factors affect the
magnitude of the correspondence bias, including the
salience of situational constraints (Trope & Gaunt,
2000), the cognitive demands placed upon the per-
ceiver (Gilbert et al., 1988), perceiver’s expectations
about what people are willing and able to do when as-
signed to write a particular essay (Gawronski, 2003a;
Reeder et al., 1989), and perceptual factors that gov-
ern the identification of ambiguous behavior (Trope,
1986, 1998). Given so many determinants of the bias
(Gilbert & Malone, 1995), space does not permit a full
review. But MIM’s analysis is particularly congenial
to studies that show perceivers will refrain from mak-
ing correspondent inferences in the presence of “dis-
tancing cues,” which signal a person’s motives (Flem-
ing, 1994; Fleming & Darley, 1989; J. D. Johnson,
Simmons, Trawalter, Ferguson, & Reed, 2003; Krull
et al., 2008).

For example, Fleming and Darley (1989) proposed
that when perceivers are confronted with an exam-
ple of situationally constrained behavior, they look for
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REEDER

cues that communicate the intentions (or motives) of
the target person. Embracing cues—such as when a
person expresses delight when assigned to read aloud
a particular essay—suggest that the person intends to
convey his or her personal attitude while reading the
essay. In contrast, distancing cues—such as a frown
or grimace—would suggest that the person has other
motives for reading the essay. For instance, perceivers
might infer that the person will read the essay because
of feelings of obligation to the experimenter. Indeed,
Fleming and Darley found that when the target ap-
peared delighted by the essay assignment, perceivers
attributed an essay-correspondent attitude that did not
differ from attitudes attributed in a free-choice condi-
tion. But when the target appeared disappointed by the
assignment, perceivers were less likely to see the essay
as reflecting the target’s personal attitude.

In general, perceivers rely on behavioral style and
nonverbal cues as important sources of information
about a person’s motives. Krull and his colleagues
(2008) presented information about a teenager whose
mother asked her to help an elderly neighbor whose
lawn needed mowing. In reaction to her mother’ re-
quest, the teenager agreed either in a cheery manner or
with grumbling acquiescence. The teenager’s “willing-
ness,” in this instance, can be viewed as reflecting a mo-
tive to either help the neighbor or (reluctantly) obey her
mother’s request. Not surprisingly, perceivers formed
a more positive impression of the teenager when she
helped willingly. Two additional findings testify to the
power of willingness information. First, cues about
willingness had a stronger impact on impressions of the
teenager than the actual amount of help she offered to
the neighbor (e.g., whether she mowed both the neigh-
bor’s front and back lawn vs. just the back lawn). Sec-
ond, when perceivers were placed under cognitive load
(by being asked to memorize a nine-digit number), the
effect of willingness information was enhanced. Ap-
parently, cues about willingness are both powerful and
processed even when cognitive resources are limited.

Moral Attributions

Moral judgments about transgressions. A per-
son’s bad acts carry a great deal of weight in im-
pression formation (Jones & Davis, 1965; Peeters &
Czapinski, 1990; Reeder & Brewer, 1979; Skowronski
& Carlston, 1989; Wojciszke, Brycz, & Borkenau,
1993). For instance, Reeder and Spores (1983) pro-
vided participants with a description of a target per-
son who visited a pizza parlor with his date. When
an employee took their order and disappeared into a
back room, the couple noticed a jar designed to solicit
money for a charity. The situational demands surround-
ing the target’s behavior were manipulated by having
the target’s date suggest that he either make a dona-
tion to the charity or steal the money already there.

In response to the situational demand, the target then
either made a donation or stole the money. Perceivers
who learned that the target made a donation judged
him differently, depending on the situation: When his
date had requested the donation, perceivers judged him
to be relatively less moral. This finding is in line with
the classic discounting tendency (Kelley, 1973). On
the other hand, when the target stole from the charity
jar, he was judged to be immoral, regardless of the
situational demands. The basic finding whereby bad
acts lead to correspondent attributions of low moral-
ity is quite robust (McGraw, 1985, 1987; Trafimow &
Trafimow, 1999; Vonk & van Knippenberg, 1994).

Reeder and Spores (1983) originally accounted for
their results by referring to trait-behavior expectations
(Reeder, 1993; Reeder & Brewer, 1979). Accordingly,
perceivers rely on abstract expectations about the kind
of behaviors persons with different traits perform. For
instance, persons with a moral trait are expected to act
moral at all times, whereas persons with an immoral
trait are expected to act in either immoral or moral
ways, depending on the situation. The asymmetry in
these trait behavior expectations nicely accounts for the
Reeder and Spores (1983) data: Because only immoral
persons are thought to ever engage in immoral acts,
immoral behavior leads perceivers to attribute strong
behavior-correspondent inferences of low morality.

MIM offers an alternative account of Reeder and
Spores (1983) data in terms of inferred motives. Con-
sider the two crucial conditions in which the target
went along with his date’s request. In the first, the date
requested a donation and the target complied. In the
second, the date suggested stealing and the target com-
plied. In both instances the target might be perceived
as motivated by ingratiation or conformity (wanting to
please his date). From MIM’s perspective, the issue
then becomes how an ingratiation motive meshes with
inferences of about moral and immoral traits. In the
case of the target’s donation behavior, the ingratiation
motive could appear inconsistent with the correspon-
dent trait of high morality (he cares more about pleas-
ing his date than helping the charity). This inconsis-
tency was apparently resolved by discounting the idea
that the target had high morality. In the case where
the target stole the money, however, the ingratiation
motive seems entirely consistent with a correspond-
ing immoral trait. Consequently, the target would be
seen as immoral, despite the fact that his bad behavior
appears to have been encouraged by his date. These
patterns fit with the notion that perceivers reconcile
inferences of motives and traits in the final impression.

Up until now, it may appear that both trait-behavior
expectations (Reeder, 1993) and an inferred motive ac-
count (Reeder et al., 2004) can explain attributions of
morality. But MIM’s approach is more flexible. The
trait-behavior analysis dictates that an immoral act
will lead to a (correspondent) immoral trait inference,
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DISPOSITIONAL INFERENCE

regardless of situational demands surrounding that act.
In sharp contrast, MIM suggests that perceivers will
take into account the motive behind the immoral be-
havior. If the motive is viewed as justified or positive
in nature, perceivers are less likely to infer an immoral
trait. For example, a woman who steals to feed her
starving children might not be judged as immoral.

MIM’s superiority over the trait-behavior analysis is
evident in attributions about aggression (Reeder et al.,
2002). As mentioned earlier, perceivers learned about
a soccer player who aggressed against an opposing
player in different situations. In one scenario, the ag-
gression occurred in response to provocation (i.e., an
earlier insult). Perceivers inferred a relatively positive
motive (i.e., revenge) and the aggressor was not viewed
as particularly immoral. In other words, attributions of
immorality were discounted because of the somewhat
justifiable motive. But when the scenario implied the
aggressor had a selfish motive (i.e., wanting to win the
game), the aggressor was perceived as quite immoral.
In this latter situation, no trait discounting occurred.
MIM’s account in terms of inferred motives, there-
fore, allows precise predictions about when situational
demands will lead to discounted trait attributions. In
comparison, alternative models of dispositional infer-
ence that ignore the target person’s motives cannot
account for why situations that encourage aggression
sometimes lead to discounting an immoral trait and
other times do not.

Moral judgments about Milgram’s obedient
teachers. Milgram’s (1963, 1974) studies of obedi-
ence are among the most famous in social psychol-
ogy (Kassin, Fein, & Markus, 2008). In Milgram’s
basic procedure, an experimenter instructed research
participants to play the role of a teacher who de-
livered painful electric shocks to an innocent person
(the learner). When the teachers hesitated to obey, the
experimenter issued a series of prompts to goad the
teachers into compliance (e.g., You must go on!). The
surprising result was that approximately 65% of the
teachers obeyed the experimenter until the end of the
procedure, delivering a 450-volt shock. How do naive
perceivers interpret the behavior of Milgram’s teach-
ers? As described next, an analysis in terms of MIM
challenges long-held views on this question (Reeder,
Monroe, & Pryor, 2008).

Two unwarranted assumptions appear to have
guided the early research on impressions of Milgram’s
teachers (Bierbrauer, 1979; Safer, 1980). The first was
that naive perceivers fail to recognize or appreciate sit-
uational demands (i.e., the experimenter’s commands).
The second was that perceivers make harsh judgments
about the obedient teachers, seeing them as especially
aggressive and, perhaps, even sadistic. The genesis
of these assumptions can be traced to the feeling of
surprise most people experience when first hearing

about the Milgram results (How could the teachers
keep shocking an innocent person?). Social psycholo-
gists reasoned that such feelings of surprise could arise
only if perceivers were ignoring the social pressures
applied by Milgram’s experimenter (Ross & Nisbett,
1991). Moreover, given that perceivers fail to appre-
ciate the situational reasons for the teacher’s deliv-
ery of the shocks, the conventional wisdom was that
perceivers should also view the teachers as especially
immoral (i.e., aggressive). As described next, each of
these assumptions proved lacking when it was sub-
jected to direct examination.

MIM begins with the assumption that perceivers
view Milgram’s teachers as having made a voluntary
choice about whether they would obey the experi-
menter (Reeder et al., 2008). As such, MIM implies
that perceivers will search for situational cues that
explain the teacher’s motives. What situational cues
might perceivers notice (A. G. Miller, 1984; Ross,
1988)? Milgram’s teachers coped with two conflict-
ing situational forces emanating first from the exper-
imenter (e.g., You must go on!) and second from the
learner who protested the shock escalation (e.g., Ex-
perimenter, get me out of here . . . !). If perceivers look
to these situational forces for clues about the teacher’s
motivation, they are likely to see the teacher as mo-
tivated to either please the experimenter (e.g., obey)
or help the learner. The point to notice is that these
motives are more positive than those implied by early
research on this topic (Safer, 1980). Thus, MIM leads
to the expectation that (a) perceivers will process situ-
ational forces in an effort to infer the teachers’ motives
and (b) inferences about motive will focus on obedi-
ence and helpfulness (rather than on a motive to hurt
the learner).

Several recent studies put these expectations to the
test (Reeder et al., 2008). In one study, perceivers
watched segments of Milgram’s classic film, titled
Obedience, in which a teacher is shown proceeding
though the full experimental protocol, administering
a 450-volt shock to the learner. Accompanying that
segment were the various verbal prompts the experi-
menter used to goad the teacher into compliance. After
watching the film, perceivers were asked to explain
in their own words why they believed the obedient
teacher behaved as he did. Supporting MIM, these
open-ended explanations focused primarily on situa-
tional beliefs (e.g., that the teacher was merely fol-
lowing the experimenter’s orders) and on the teacher’s
motives (e.g., wanting to obey the experimenter). In
contrast, few perceivers mentioned the traits or dis-
positional characteristics of the teacher. The low fre-
quency of traitlike explanations has also been observed
when people explain real-life events (Malle, Knobe, &
Nelson, 2007). These findings question the prevalence
of lay dispositionism, which maintains that Western
perceivers rely on dispositional explanations and tend
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REEDER

to neglect situational factors (Ross & Nisbett, 1991).
After watching the film, perceivers also rated the spe-
cific motives of Milgram’s obedient teachers. Over-
whelmingly, perceivers saw the teacher as motivated
to obey the experimenter and help the learner, rather
than to hurt the learner.

An additional study in the same sequence found
that perceptions of motives tended to mediate infer-
ences of morality (Reeder et al., 2008). Perceivers read
about an obedient teacher in the Milgram paradigm
who had been exposed to one of three levels of situ-
ational constraint. In the low-coercion condition, the
experimenter was not present to monitor the teacher’s
compliance. A moderate-coercion condition was sim-
ilar to the basic procedure discussed earlier in which
the experimenter employed verbal prompts to secure
the teacher’s compliance. Finally, the high-coercion
condition described an experimenter who threatened
to shock the teacher if he did not comply. Not surpris-
ingly, perceivers attributed rather negative motives to
the obedient teacher in the low-coercion condition. In
fact, only in this low-coercion condition did perceivers
see the teacher as more motivated to hurt the learner
than to help the learner. Thus, in the relative absence of
situational pressure from the experimenter, perceivers
will make harsh motive attributions about the teachers.
These inferences of motive also mediated the effect of
the situational constraint manipulation as it impacted
trait judgments of morality. For instance, perceivers
who saw the teacher as motivated to hurt the learner
also tended to attribute low morality to the teacher.

MIM suggests a unique role for situational factors
in the process of dispositional inference. Situational
cues inform dispositional inference by helping to iden-
tify a target person’s motives. Thus, perceivers who
notice specific situational factors are likely to attribute
to specific, corresponding motives. The study just de-
scribed allowed for a test of this assumption. Perceivers
were asked to rate the importance of various situational
factors, in addition to attributing motives. Those who
stressed the importance of the experimenter taking re-
sponsibility or the experimenter’s domineering behav-
ior tended to see the teacher as motivated to obey the
experimenter. In contrast, those who stressed the im-
portance of the learner’s pleas for help tended to see
the teacher as motivated to help the learner. Perceivers
apparently paid close attention to situational factors
because they pointed the way toward the teacher’s
motives. More generally, these findings highlight the
important role played by situational cues in person
perception (Kammrath et al., 2005; Trafimow, 1998;
Wright & Mischel, 1988).

Ability Attributions

An earlier section of this article discussed re-
search on ability attributions for a target person’s low

performance (Reeder et al., 2001). When the low per-
formance occurred in the presence of soft situational
constraints, perceivers viewed the situation as exert-
ing its impact via the target’s level of motivation. For
instance, when the target had been offered a bribe to
perform poorly, the target was seen as having low mo-
tivation. In turn, perceivers who inferred low motiva-
tion tended to infer relatively higher ability. Perceivers
seemed to be saying, “If the guy didn’t try, I can’t rule
out the possibility that he has high ability.” Thus, when
integrating information about the target, perceivers fol-
lowed the Heiderian (1958) notion that effort and abil-
ity tend to be inversely related.

But how do perceivers process high performance
that occurs in the presence of soft constraints? Heider
(1958) noted that perceivers tend to see high perfor-
mance as requiring both high effort and high ability
(Reeder & Brewer, 1979). In other words, the expecta-
tion of a negative correlation between effort and ability
is less likely at higher levels of performance. Reeder
et al. (2001) provided evidence on this point. Some
perceivers were informed that the target person per-
formed at a high level (i.e., the target kicked a soc-
cer ball 45–50 yards). Once again, the performance
took place in the presence of a financial incentive for
either low performance or high performance, respec-
tively. In line with Heider’s expectations about high
performance, perceivers attributed both high motiva-
tion and high ability to the target. Also, the (negative)
correlation between attributed motivation and ability
was reduced to nonsignificance (r = –.09). Of greater
interest, the tendency to attribute relatively high mo-
tivation and high ability remained relatively constant
across the two situational demands. Perceivers in the
high-performance conditions seemed to be saying that
the soft constraints surrounding the performance were
more or less irrelevant (i.e., regardless of the money, it
takes both motivation and ability to perform well).

Overall, then, attributions of ability demonstrated a
familiar pattern (Reeder & Brewer, 1979): Attributions
of ability based on low performance were significantly
affected by situational forces (the financial incentive),
whereas attributions of ability based on high perfor-
mance were relatively unaffected by those same situa-
tional forces. The present analysis expands that work
by incorporating inferences about motivation into the
analysis.

Review

In summary, people explain intentional behavior in
terms of an actor’s motives. Perceivers seem more in-
terested in the specific beliefs and motives of others
than in their abstract traits. By drawing attention to
perceived motives, MIM broadens our understanding
of the literatures on attitude, morality, and ability at-
tribution. In each of these domains, MIM challenges
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existing theories and generates new empirical findings.
Moreover, if MIM is correct, the attribution process
should be much simpler in the case of unintentional
behavior. The next section examines this possibility.

Unintentional Behavior in Response to Hard
Constraints

People sometimes cope with situations over which
they have no control. At business meetings, subordi-
nates respond to the boss’s choice of agenda items, and
on the sporting field, soccer players sometimes have to
kick the ball in the face of a stiff wind. Actors in the
presence of these hard constraints cannot ignore the
situation, which tends to have an inescapable—motive-
irrelevant—influence on their performance. Conse-
quently, judgments about the actor should reflect
simple causal reasoning, guided by the discounting
principle that underlies traditional theories of dispo-
sitional inference (Gilbert, 1998; Kelley, 1973). Re-
search conducted within the silent interview paradigm
(Snyder & Frankel, 1976) and the quiz-role paradigm
(Ross et al., 1977) falls within this category.

The Silent Interview Paradigm

In the silent interview paradigm (Gilbert et al., 1988;
Snyder & Frankel, 1976), perceivers are shown a video-
tape of a target person who behaved in anxious manner
in the course of an interview. Although the sound is
turned down, perceivers are told that the target was
asked about either anxiety-provoking topics (embar-
rassing incidents) or less stressful topics (such as world
travel). When perceivers learn about the interview topic
after watching the interview, they show the standard
discounting tendency: The target is seen as less dispo-
sitionally anxious when the interview topic was anxi-
ety provoking as opposed to less stressful. Notice that
the manipulation of discussion topic represents a hard
constraint because the target person’s reaction to the
topic (e.g., showing anxiety) is presumably uninten-
tional. As such, inferences about the target’s motives
are probably irrelevant to the judgment process.

Given the relative simplicity of this paradigm, it is
not surprising that researchers have relied on it as a
foundation for demonstrating more sophisticated as-
pects of the attribution process. For instance, Trope
(1986) used the paradigm to demonstrate the role of
perceptual factors on the identification of ambiguous
behavior. His research indicates that when perceivers
know the interview topic prior to watching the inter-
view, their expectations can affect the attribution pro-
cess both at a relatively automatic behavior identifi-
cation stage (e.g., perceivers who expect anxious be-
havior tend to “see” anxious behavior) and at a more
deliberate attribution stage (e.g., perceivers attribute

a less anxious trait to the interviewee because of the
embarrassing topic). In addition, Gilbert and his col-
leagues (1988) used the paradigm to demonstrate the
importance of cognitive resources. They found that
perceivers who were cognitively busy (memorizing an
eight-digit number) did not employ the discounting
principle. Instead, busy perceivers attributed relatively
high levels of anxiety to the target person regardless of
the nature of the interview topic.

The Quiz-Role Paradigm

In many social encounters, one party is allowed to
dictate the nature of the interaction. For instance, at
thesis meetings professors typically choose the ques-
tions that students must answer. This power asymmetry
allows the person in charge to shape the interaction to
his or her own benefit. A professor may ask the student
to expound upon obscure issues related to the pro-
fessor’s area of expertise. (Please compare Immanuel
Kant’s deontological view of ethics with utilitarian-
ism.) A common result is that the person in charge
“looks good,” whereas other participants suffer from
their disadvantaged position.

The quiz-role paradigm, developed by Lee Ross and
his colleagues, examined the kinds of attributions par-
ticipants make in such a situation (Ross et al., 1977). In
the major variation of this paradigm, participants play
the role of observers who are led to believe that they
are witnessing a quiz game in which one person was
assigned by chance to be a “contestant” and another
person was assigned to be the “questioner.” The ques-
tioners are encouraged to generate 10 difficult ques-
tions in order to “stump” the contestant (What was the
last name of the artist Michelangelo?). The observers
then watch a simulated question-and-answer session in
which the contestant performs poorly, answering only
three or four questions correctly (Gawronski, 2003b;
J. T. Johnson, Jemmott, & Pettigrew, 1984). Observers
are then asked to rate the general knowledge possessed
by the questioner and the contestant. Do observers’
ratings take into account the role-conferred advantage
enjoyed by the questioner? The results clearly suggest
that they do not: Questioners are typically rated much
higher in general knowledge than are contestants.

Like the silent interview paradigm, the situational
factors in the quiz game paradigm represent hard con-
straints that have an unavoidable or unintentional im-
pact on the quiz participants. The contestants, at least,
cannot willfully avoid the disadvantages that accom-
pany their role. In fact, the role assignment may be
viewed as a manipulation of task difficulty because the
questioner enjoyed the advantage of being able to draw
from whatever unique experiences or esoteric knowl-
edge he or she possessed. In contrast, the contestant
was forced to cope with the disadvantage of not shar-
ing some of those same experiences.
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Researchers have identified a number of factors that
underlie the robust attributional bias in the quiz-role
paradigm (Gawronski, 2004). The most important con-
cerns the salience of the role assignment. Observers ei-
ther do not notice the “invisible jail” in which the con-
testant is imprisoned or, if they do notice it, observers
underestimate its importance. Indeed, when observers
are directly asked to consider the effect of the role as-
signment (How well would the contestant perform if
he/she had been selected as the questioner?), the bias is
reduced (J. T. Johnson et al., 1984). Nevertheless, even
among observers who indicate high situational aware-
ness (acknowledging that the contestant might perform
better if the roles were reversed), the bias is still evident.
In other words, observers rate the questioner as having
superior general knowledge even when they explicitly
recognize the causal power of the role assignment.

The seeming disjunction between causal reason-
ing about the situation and dispositional judgments
has been noted previously (Hamilton, 1998; McClure,
1998; Reeder et al., 2004; Smith & Miller, 1983).
Rather than causal attributions setting the stage for dis-
positional attribution, perceivers may spontaneously
infer a trait and only later make an adjustment
or “correction” for the causal impact of situational
forces (Gilbert & Malone, 1995; Uleman, Newman, &
Moskowitz, 1996). The subsequent correction for sit-
uational factors often turns out to be insufficient, per-
haps reflecting an anchoring-adjustment bias (Jones,
1979) or a lack of motivation and cognitive resources
to engage in that adjustment (Gilbert & Malone, 1995).
The disjunction between causal attribution and general
knowledge attributions (J. T. Johnson et al., 1984) may
also be due to implicit trait-behavior expectations about
ability, which imply that persons with limited gen-
eral knowledge could not generate difficult questions
(Gawronski, 2003b, 2004). In the quiz-role simulations
described previously (J. T. Johnson et al., 1984; Ross
et al., 1977), it appears that the questioner generated 10
very difficult questions—a feat that implies high gen-
eral knowledge. Observers may indeed recognize the
situational advantages enjoyed by the questioner yet
still see the difficult questions as diagnostic evidence
of the questioner’s high level of general knowledge
(Gawronski, 2004).

The most striking aspect of correspondence bias
in the quiz-role paradigm is just how robust it is.
When judging the quiz game participants, observers
fail to account for the role constraints. This pattern
of insufficient discounting for the situation contrasts
markedly with the strong discounting tendencies ob-
served when perceivers infer the motives underlying
many intentional behaviors (Fein, 1996; Reeder et al.,
2008; Reeder et al., 2004). One explanation for this
difference is that hard constraints (such as role assign-
ments) are often abstract and difficult for perceivers
to conceptualize in the process of trait inference. In

contrast, perceivers may be highly alert to some types
of motives (particularly those related to self-interest)
and find it easy to engage in trait discounting based on
such motives.

Conclusions

A number of insights emerge from the preceding
discussion. Of greatest importance, the distinction be-
tween intentional and unintentional behavior is funda-
mental to understanding dispositional inference. When
explaining intentional action, perceivers focus on the
motives that underlie the behavior. In turn, MIM sug-
gests that inferences about motive lay the foundation
for judgments about a target person’s traits. The tradi-
tional focus on situational versus dispositional causal-
ity in the attribution literature has serious limitations as
a description of the way that naive perceivers describe
intentional acts (Malle, 2004; Sabini et al., 2001). The
problem is immediately apparent when one tries to
classify a motive in terms of the situational versus
disposition dichotomy. For example, if we say that
one of Milgram’s (1963) participants delivered painful
shocks to an innocent person because he wanted to
placate the experimenter, how are we to classify this
obedience motive? Clearly the motive resides within
the obedient participant. But the motive also directly
implies situational influence coming from the exper-
imenter. A motive, therefore, can simultaneously im-
ply both dispositional and situational causality (Burke,
1935/1954). Indeed, when people are asked directly
to allocate causality for behavior, they do not view
situational and dispositional causes as mutually ex-
clusive and often endorse an interactionist perspective
(Uleman et al., 2008).

MIM offers a new perspective on a broad swath of
the literature concerning attributions of attitude, moral-
ity, and ability. For example, numerous studies in the
attitude attribution paradigm show that perceivers typi-
cally infer attitudes in line with essays or speeches that
were produced under conditions of constraint (Gilbert
& Malone, 1995; Jones, 1979). This failure to employ
the discounting principle is particularly apparent when
the target person’s behavior is constrained by the in-
structions of an authority (Fein, 1996; Jones & Harris,
1967). Yet the bias disappears when there appears to
be an ulterior motive for the target’s behavior (Fein,
1996). MIM’s analysis begins with the realization that
behavior in this paradigm is intentional and, thus, mo-
tive driven. Accordingly, differences in attitudinal dis-
counting can be traced to the different motives that are
inferred in each case (Reeder & Ronk, 2008). When
the direction of the essay was assigned by an authority,
perceivers tend to infer that the target was motivated
by an obedience motive (e.g., to “fit in” or avoid em-
barrassment). In contrast, when the situation created
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DISPOSITIONAL INFERENCE

the impression that the target had an ulterior motive,
perceivers tended to infer a selfish motive. Western
perceivers may typically underestimate the power of
an obedience motive (Sabini et al., 2001) but place
strong emphasis on selfish motives (D. T. Miller, 1999;
Vonk, 1998). The differential importance placed on
these two motives apparently results in different levels
of attitudinal discounting. Traditional models of dispo-
sitional inference that overlook motive attribution are
ill-equipped to account for such findings.

Emerging evidence indicates that perceivers think
in concrete terms as they strive to make sense of peo-
ple’s behavior. When perceivers use their own words
to explain a target person’s actions, these explanations
focus on specific mental states such as the beliefs
and motives of the target (Malle, 2004; Malle et al.,
2007). In contrast, spontaneous references to a target
person’s abstract traits or dispositions are compara-
tively rare. Perceivers are, therefore, less naive dis-
positionists than naive mentalists (Malle, 2008). Also
in opposition to the view of the perceiver as a lay
dispositionist (Ross & Nisbett, 1991), spontaneous ex-
planations commonly refer to situational factors that
shaped the target’s behavior. For example, after watch-
ing a videotape of an obedient participant in the Mil-
gram (1963) shock experiment, perceivers often men-
tioned the experimenter’s domineering orders when ex-
plaining the participant’s actions (Reeder et al., 2008).
Rather than thinking in terms of abstract categories
involving dispositional versus situational causes, per-
ceivers are more concerned with the specifics of others’
mental lives and the situations they face.

Finally, MIM implies a new role for situational fac-
tors in social perception. In most theories of disposi-
tional inference, perceivers are thought to merely “sub-
tract” the impact of situational forces from a trait in-
ference. For example, when watching a person squirm
anxiously while being interviewed about embarrass-
ing topics, perceivers are thought to adjust their infer-
ence of trait anxiety downward to reflect the impact
of the embarrassing questions (Gilbert et al., 1988).
In essence, the perceiver attempts to control for the
effect of the situation, as if it were a nuisance fac-
tor. In the past, this single inference model has been
used to explain perceptions formed of both intentional
and unintentional action. MIM offers a different model
when the target person’s behavior is intentional. Ac-
cordingly, situations can inform trait inference by help-
ing to identify a target person’s motives (Reeder et al.,
2008). For example, when judging one of Milgram’s
(1963) obedient teachers, perceivers who stressed the
situational importance of the experimenter taking re-
sponsibility for the shocks tended to attribute to an obe-
dience motive. In contrast, perceivers who stressed the
importance of the learner’s pleas for help tended to see
the teacher as motivated to help the learner. Inferences
about the motives of obedience and helpfulness then

laid the groundwork for inferences about the teacher’s
trait-level morality. Thus, rather than overlooking situ-
ational cues or attempting to control for their influence,
perceivers are alert to such cues to better understand a
target person’s mental state.

Note

Address correspondence to Glenn D. Reeder, Illi-
nois State University, Department of Psychology,
Campus Box 4620, Normal, IL 61790–4620. E-mail:
gdreeder@ilstu.edu
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