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Abstract

People often explain behaviors performed by groups (i.e. "Why did the psychology department 

hire the new professor?").  Two social psychological frameworks have advanced the study of 

group behavior explanations.  One sees groups as entities and the other sees them as agents.  The 

latter, based on the folk framework, holds more predictive power in that it acknowledges the 

importance of intentionality.  The present study examined explanations of group behaviors using 

the predictions of both frameworks but while emphasizing the folk framework in analysis.  It 

investigated the characteristics of jointly-acting groups, or groups that deliberate, decide and act 

together, to understand why people view them as more rational and deliberate than individuals. 

In the study, 52 participants filled out surveys containing six behaviors followed by "Why?" 

questions and open-ended prompts.  Results of statistical tests suggested, albeit rather weakly, 

that joint deliberation may lend jointly-acting groups their sense of deliberateness.  However, 

results did point to several important conclusions about the predictive strength of the folk 

framework and directions for future research.  Finally, the study generated theoretical and 

practical implications in the fields of media analysis and the law.

Keywords: behavior explanations, groups, folk theory of intentionality
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Explanations of Group Behaviors

In day-to-day life, people depend on the information they glean from social interactions 

to predict behavior, guide actions, and shape relationships.  They have numerous tools at their 

disposal to aid in this difficult and often confusing task.  One of import is the ability to explain 

behaviors (Frith & Frith, 2007).  Without explanations, people would be unable to infer goals, 

emotions, and intentions from behaviors, and important constructs of our social world would be 

impossible to maintain (Malle & Nelson, 2003).  Consider an example from the workplace: Jill 

shows up late on Tuesday.  Without behavior explanations, Jill's colleagues cannot know 

whether she was late because she was sick, lazy, irresponsible, etc.  

Scholars within attribution research, a subdivision of social psychology, have analyzed 

how people explain behaviors performed by themselves and others.  They have uncovered 

important regularities.  People explain behaviors by looking to either personal or impersonal 

causes and cite intentions when examining the former (Heider, 1958).  They can infer personality 

traits from individual behaviors (Jones & Davis, 1965) and sometimes explain behaviors through 

a pseudo-experimental process of varying conditions (e.g. "Person X did Behavior Y in Situation 

Z.  Would most people do Behavior Y in Situation Z?  What about in Situation W?") (Kelley, 

1967).  Yet, despite these advances, attribution researchers have largely focused on behaviors 

performed by individuals at the expense of those performed by groups (O'Laughlin & Malle, 

2002).

Explanations of group behaviors can be readily found in media representations (i.e. "The 

Senators passed the health care bill because they wanted public support.") and everyday 

conversation ("I think they went shopping because they needed new clothes.").  However, only 

recently has the work of attribution theory been applied to groups (Hamilton & Sherman, 1996). 
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So, this research seeks to remedy the dearth of scholarship by investigating explanations of 

group behaviors.

Past research suggests two theoretical perspectives for such an examination.  The first, 

commonly known as entitivity theory, emphasizes certain traits that group members share in 

order to predict whether people perceive a given group as more or less entity-like.  Work within 

this framework kick-started the in-depth psychological examination of group perception.  It 

allowed psychologists to understand groups by connecting their traits with human perception. 

However, as recent work has demonstrated, it lacked a grounding in the conceptual framework 

that people use to understand behaviors.  It over-emphasized stable traits of groups and failed to 

explicitly analyze the formation of group intentions (O'Laughlin & Malle, 2002).  A second 

perspective, known as the folk theory, included these components and has proved highly 

predictive (Malle, 2004).  

Fortunately, as this review will demonstrate, these two perspectives are not 

irreconcilable.  Though the folk theory has the most to offer psychologists who study the 

perception of group behaviors, the entitivity theory largely complements rather than competes 

with the folk theory's predictions.  Both can and should be used to further the investigation of 

group behaviors.

Can Psychologists Study Behaviors Performed by Groups?

Psychologists have typically discussed groups and individuals in different contexts 

(Hamilton & Sherman, 1996).  They have examined groups by studying stereotypes and the 

differences between in-groups and out-groups (Yzerbyt, Rocher, & Schadron, 1997; Welbourne, 

1999) while analyzing individuals in terms of behavior explanations (O'Laughlin & Malle, 

2002).  This separation makes little sense.  The tools of attribution theory can and should be 
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applied to group behaviors.

Consider work on group behaviors by philosophers.  Granted, some have argued that 

unified group minds and intentions are impossible in that they cannot literally exist (Searle, 

1983).  Yet, what about perceptions of groups?  Do people view groups as potential agents? 

From an observer's perspective, groups often function as adaptive decision-making units 

(Wilson, 2001) and when they do they can perform behaviors (Velleman, 1997).  Even if group 

minds do not actually exist, they may very well exist in the minds of perceivers.

Evidence from social psychology also suggests that perceivers explain the behaviors of 

groups.  Some scholars have suggested that perceivers treat groups and individuals differently 

(O'Laughlin & Malle, 2002).  However, this fact does not preclude the possibility that people 

often explain group behaviors.   The differences between groups and individuals may actually 

make research more productive.  Comparisons between the two have succeeded in the past 

(Hamilton & Sherman, 1996).  Specifically, two frameworks have brought research on groups 

and individuals together successfully: one views groups as unified entities, the other views them 

as agents. 

Groups as Entities

Campbell (1958) introduced the idea of entitivity so that researchers could apply theories 

about individuals to social groups.  He reasoned that if people see groups as unified entities, they 

might explain group behaviors by, for instance, assigning traits to the groups.  Campbell (1958) 

defined entitivity as the degree to which people see a group as a single unit or entity and posited 

that perceivers use several concepts to determine this unity: proximity (if elements of a group are 

closer together, then they have higher entitivity), similarity (if elements have more features in 

common...), common fate (if elements move together more...), and good continuation (if 
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elements fit better into a larger pattern...).  In addition, Campbell (1958) argued that people make 

judgments of entitivity along a continuum.  That is, they form conclusions as to 'how much' 

entitivity rests in a group.

Researchers have recently expanded Campbell's (1958) theory.  Hamilton, Sherman and 

Lickel (1998) confirmed that people see some groups as containing higher entitivity than others. 

Lickel and colleagues (2000) demonstrated that perceivers use several specific variables to 

determine entitivity: interaction between group members, common goals, common outcomes, 

similarity of group members, and group importance.  Separate researchers corroborated the 

importance of these variables (Hamilton, Sherman, & Rodgers, 2004) while others found that 

people give the most weight to similarity of group members and behavioral consistency 

(McConnell, Sherman, & Hamilton, 1997).

Importantly, researchers have also demonstrated that the entitivity theory predicts how 

people compare groups and individuals (Susskind, et al., 1999).  When people see groups as 

higher in entitivity, they treat them more like individuals (Lickel et al., 2000).  Even more, 

people use different types of mental processing for groups of differing entitivity.  Perceivers tend 

to process information about individuals 'online,' or as they see behaviors unfolding.  They 

process information about groups using 'memory-based' thinking, after actions have been 

completed.  However, high entitivity in groups breaks the pattern: when people see groups as 

high in entitivity, they use primarily 'online' processing (McConnell, Sherman, & Hamilton, 

1997).  Their ways of thinking reveal that they consider some groups pseudo-individuals.

A Critique of Entitivity

Despite entitivity theory's success in examining the perception of groups, some have 

criticized its predictive potential.  Entitivity theorists inherited a basic assumption from past 
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scholars of attribution theory and viewed group behaviors as either caused by aspects of the 

situation or of the person.  They used a person/situation dichotomy.  As such, they formed 

conclusions about when and how people make trait judgments about groups (i.e. Susskind et al., 

1999; Hamilton & Sherman, 1996).  

The person/situation assumption has led researchers to largely ignore the importance of 

agency in explanations (Malle, 2004; Morris, Menon & Ames, 2001).  As Malle (2004) has 

argued, examining behavior explanations with situation and person categories analyzes only the 

linguistic surface of explanations.  Consider two explanations with similar content: (1) "I did my 

senior research paper in high school on homophobia because it was just interesting" and (2) "I 

did my senior research paper in high school on homophobia because I was just interested in it." 

(Malle, 2004, p. 25).  If the investigator uses person and situation categories, explanation (1) 

seems situational (the paper 'causes' the interest) and (2) seems located in the person.  However, 

both explanations convey the same basic message.  Both describe an agent acting intentionally 

because of his or her interest in a project.

Recent evidence has suggested that the use of the person/situation dichotomy has created 

additional difficulties.  For instance, past person/situation researchers advanced the 

actor/observer hypothesis.  They argued that perceivers tend to explain the behaviors of other 

people by citing aspects of their personalities while explaining the behaviors of themselves by 

citing elements of the situation.  Malle (2006) used the tools of meta-analysis to demonstrate that 

past empirical results failed to support a powerful actor/observer hypothesis.  He examined 

multiple studies that purportedly found actor/observer effects.  His results suggested that past 

studies provided little support for a robust hypothesis, with average effect sizes (d) of -0.015 to 

0.095, depending on differences in statistical models (Malle, 2006).  



EXPLANATIONS OF GROUP BEHAVIORS 8

Still, despite successful challenges to attribution theory, the person/situation dichotomy 

may hold some promise.  Though Malle (2004) may be correct to argue that traditional 

attribution work tends to analyze the linguistic surface rather than the deeper conceptual roots of 

explanations, linguistic surface may still be important.  Consider the aforementioned examples. 

When a perceiver explains a behavior with "It was just interesting" or "I was just interested in it," 

they mean to convey that the behavior was intentional and caused by a belief of the actor related 

to his or her interests.  At the same time, they may choose one option over the other because it 

highlights, linguistically, certain elements of the intention-forming process.  "I was just 

interested" locates the interest squarely in the mind of the agent, while "it was just interesting," 

though also pointing to the agent's interest, frames the interest as a broader, more objective 

phenomenon.  

In addition, linguistic surface may suggest something about the comparison groups used 

in explanations.  For example, the explanations "Everyone just finds this interesting" and "Some 

people just find this interesting" both point to a belief held by the agent.  They seem to be, 

conceptually speaking, very similar.  However, their linguistic surfaces make very different 

statements.  The first explains a behavior by comparing the agent to everyone, while the second 

only compares the agent to a small group.

So, according to past research, entitivity theory has both advantages and disadvantages. 

It succeeds in capturing the linguistic surface of explanations but tends to ignore important 

concepts like intentionality.  It also over-emphasizes a rigid dichotomy between explanations of 

the person and of the situation.  Both its strengths and weaknesses help frame the examination of 

an alternative framework for studying behavior explanations.
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The Folk Framework

Malle (2004) developed the folk framework to examine behavior explanations in terms of 

intentions (Malle & Knobe, 1997; Malle, 1999).  The framework operates under two 

assumptions: "people view each other as having representational mental states" like desires, 

beliefs, and intentions, and "people view each other as agents capable of intentional action" 

(O'Laughlin & Malle, 2002, p. 34).  Further, people primarily explain intentional actions by 

citing the beliefs and desires that created the intentions to act (Malle, 2004).

Importantly, the folk framework does not simply exclude past attribution research.  After 

all, even while utilizing the person/situation dichotomy, researchers have uncovered important 

regularities in person perception.  Malle (1999) has divided explanations into two types: reasons 

and causes.  People use reasons to explain intentional actions and causes to explain unintentional 

behaviors.  They explain intentional actions more frequently than unintentional behaviors, but 

when they do explain unintentional behaviors they advance person or situation causes.  In this 

way, the person/situation dichotomy holds for unintentional behaviors.  Consider the behavior, 

"Michael is sweating."  One could explain it by citing some aspect of the situation (i.e. "It's 

really hot outside") or something about Michael, the person ("He overheats easily").

In contrast with the person/situation distinction used to explain unintentional behaviors, 

perceivers explain intentional actions by citing an agent's reasons or the beliefs and desires that 

created the intention to act (Searle, 1983; Malle, 1999; Mele, 2008).  Perceivers believe that 

reasons contribute to the formation of intentions, which contribute to the successful completion 

of actions.  For instance, confronted with the intentional action, "George Michael mowed the 

lawn," perceivers would likely respond by citing reasons, like "He wanted to keep the grass 

under control" (a desire) or "He thought the grass was getting too long" (a belief).  Importantly, 
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people provide reasons in explanations when two assumptions are met: subjectivity (the actor 

must be aware of its decision to act) and rationality (to the actor, the reasons must provide 

rational support for the decision) (O'Laughlin & Malle, 2002).

The reason is the most commonly used of three explanatory modes for intentional 

actions.  The second most common is the causal history of reason or CHR.  Perceivers cite causal 

histories of reasons (CHRs) to describe the factors that lead to the formation of reasons.  They 

use CHRs when they want to convey "the causal history, origin, or background of reasons" 

(O'Laughlin & Malle, 2002, p. 34).  Perceivers cite CHRs without having to consider the 

subjectivity and rationality assumptions reasons require (Malle, 2004).  Actors do not need to be 

aware of CHRs or consider them particularly rational.  For example, to explain the behavior, 

"Walter hung up on the saleswoman," a perceiver might cite CHRs like "He was in a bad mood" 

or "He never lets salespeople finish their sales-pitches on the phone."  Both contribute to an 

explanation of Walter's intentional behavior, but Walter may not have been aware of either when 

he formed the intention to hang up.

Two factors predict when people prefer CHRs over reasons.  According to the parsimony 

principle, people use CHRs when they want an explanation to account for multiple reasons. 

According to the information principle, people provide CHRs when they lack specific 

information about an agent's reasons for action (O'Laughlin & Malle, 2002; Malle, 2004). 

Reasons are beliefs and desires.  They can be difficult to infer.  CHRs, in contrast, are relatively 

easy to examine.

The third, least frequently used explanation is the enabling factor.  This includes 

whatever enabled the actor to transform the intention into a successful action.  Enabling factors 

remove barriers to action completion.  When people cite enabling factors, they do so for actions 
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that are particularly difficult but nonetheless successful or when a conversation partner asks for 

the elements that led to action completion (Malle, 2004).  For instance, a perceiver might explain 

the intentional action, "Tobias finished his homework from acting class" with an enabling factor 

like, "He had time because he's unemployed" or "He had good notes from Carl's lecture."

Several researchers have supported the predictive power of the folk framework. 

Philosophers have suggested that intentionality and reasons, critical elements of the folk 

framework, are important to explanations of behavior (Searle, 1983; Mele 2009).  Psychologists 

have successfully applied the theory to problems that researchers operating within the 

person/situation framework have failed to resolve.  For instance, Malle, Knobe and Nelson 

(2007) demonstrated that there exists an actor/observer hypothesis with significant power.  They 

found that people tend to explain their own behaviors using more reasons and fewer CHRs than 

when they explain the behaviors of others.

Groups as Agents

The groups as agents theory builds on Malle's (2004) folk framework.  O'Laughlin and 

Malle (2002) argued that perceivers see group actors as agents.  They proposed that people view 

group actors as either aggregates or jointly-acting groups.  Aggregates are made up of 

individuals who deliberate and act independently of one another.  They happen to do the same 

thing at the same time.  Often, people describe the actions of aggregates for the sake of 

descriptive convenience.  For instance, instead of saying "George and Michael drove to the mall 

on Tuesday" a person might say "two people drove to the mall."  The two decided to drive for 

their own reasons and just happened to do the same thing.  They formed an aggregate group in 

the mind of the perceiver.  In contrast, jointly-acting groups deliberate, decide on an action, and 

carry out that action together.  Consider the action, "the board hired Michael as the new CEO." 
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Here, the group ("the board") deliberates and acts together.  The group members share the 

intention to act ("to hire Michael").

The groups as agents framework utilizes a taxonomy of groups in contrast to Campbell's 

(1958) continuum of entitivity.  Still, the two frameworks share commonalities.  The groups as 

agents theory includes insights from entitivity research just as the folk framework incorporates 

the person/situation distinction (Malle, 2004).  Lickel and colleagues (2000) had participants sort 

groups of differing entitivity into categories.  Four consistent categories emerged: intimacy  

groups (i.e. families, small friend groups; they are small, highly interactive, and long-lasting), 

task groups (i.e. juries, committees; they are small and interactive but less important to members 

and are easier to join or leave), social categories (i.e. women, blacks; they are very large, 

moderately important, and barely interactive), and loose associations (i.e. people who like rock 

music; they are moderate in size, low in interaction, low in importance, and very easy to join or 

leave).  

Malle (2004) has argued that two of the four group types share characteristics with 

jointly-acting groups.  Both intimacy groups and task groups involve significant interaction 

between group members.  Similarly, jointly-acting groups must interact to coordinate their 

behaviors.  The two types are also small in size like jointly-acting groups.

Further, the factors that researchers have identified as crucial to entitivity are 

requirements for jointly-acting groups.  Members of jointly-acting groups must be in proximity 

to allow for communication and interaction.  They must share common goals.  Their 

deliberations must lead to a common outcome.  These factors are all required for judgments of 

high entitivity (Lickel et al., 2000; McConnell, Sherman, & Hamilton, 1997).

Despite these similarities, researchers within the groups as agents theory have primarily 
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used Malle's (1999) folk framework to test predictions.  The folk framework was first designed 

to explain the behaviors of individuals.  However, researchers have successfully applied the 

framework to group actions.  They reasoned that if people perceive groups as containing a sense 

of unified agency, they will see the group as coherent and treat it as similar to an individual actor 

(Abelson, et al., 1998; Malle, 2004). 

 Specifically, O'Laughlin and Malle (2002) found that people explain the behaviors of 

aggregates and jointly-acting groups differently.  They performed three studies that presented 

participants with fictional conversations between two people.  The conversations elicited 

behavior explanations by ending in "Why?" questions.  The experimenters randomly assigned 

participants to explain behaviors of individuals, aggregates or jointly-acting groups.  For 

instance, they presented participants with "Juveen Harding added new requirements to the 

curriculum" (individual actor), "The department faculty added new requirements to the 

curriculum" (jointly-acting group), or "Department chairpersons in the United States added new 

requirements to the curriculum" (aggregate) (O'Laughlin & Malle, 2002, p. 39).  The researchers 

found that people use fewer reasons and more CHRs to explain the behaviors of aggregate 

groups and more reasons and fewer CHRs to explain the behaviors of individuals.  Their study 

also revealed a surprising result: People use more reasons and fewer CHRs to explain the actions 

of jointly-acting groups in comparison to explaining those of individuals.  They seemingly view 

jointly-acting groups as more rational and deliberative than individuals.  This result persisted 

across different knowledge levels (it made no difference if the participant knew or did not know 

about the groups) and methodologies.  Both prompts created by the experimenters and by 

participants generated the same results (Malle, 2004).
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Jointly Acting Groups

Why does this occur?  Why do people view jointly-acting groups as more rational than 

individuals?  Past work suggests two hypotheses.

Joint deliberation.

Jointly-acting groups come together to deliberate and decide to act while aggregates do 

not.  Further, perceivers ascribe reasons to aggregates far less frequently than they do to jointly-

acting groups (O'Laughlin & Malle, 2002).  They also assign aggregates more CHRs.  Perhaps 

the fact that the members of jointly-acting groups deliberate causes the explanatory differences. 

But what about the difference between jointly-acting groups and individuals?  According to the 

rationality principle, perceivers tend to provide reasons when they want to highlight an actor's 

rational justification for action (Malle, 1999).  When jointly-acting groups deliberate, they 

highlight the fact that they have rationally arrived at an action.  In contrast, people cannot easily 

see the deliberation process in individuals.  It takes place mentally.  If perceivers find the 

rationality of individuals harder to conceptualize, perhaps the outward deliberation of jointly-

acting groups leads them to ascribe more reasons to the groups.  

Work within the entitivity paradigm corroborates this idea.  Researchers have suggested 

that interaction between group members leads to judgments of high entitivity (Lickel et al., 

2000).  Joint deliberation makes the group seem like a unified, rational agent.  Finally, 

philosophers have highlighted the importance of coordinating actions and planning when sharing 

intentions (Bratman, 1993).  These intentions are a necessary condition for intentional actions. 

Joint deliberation appears to be a powerful feature of jointly-acting groups which suggests:

Hypothesis I: Explainers will ascribe more reasons and fewer CHRs to jointly-acting groups 

when the deliberation and decision-making process is emphasized.
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Resolution of various interests.

Unlike individuals, jointly-acting groups must overcome diverging interests before 

forming an intention to act.  Every member of the group may bring different perspectives to the 

decision-making process.  According to the rationality principle, reasons highlight the actor's 

rational grounds for action.  Perhaps when jointly-acting groups resolve the differences among 

their members, perceivers see them as more deliberate (Malle, 2004).  Their unified rationality 

seems stronger because it came about through a difficult process.  Philosophers have argued that 

groups must mesh "sub-plans" (different ways of achieving the same goal) before arriving at a 

group intention (Bratman, 1993).  Jointly-acting groups resolve the sub-plans.  So, jointly-acting 

groups must resolve the various interests of their members to act intentionally, which suggests:

Hypothesis II: Explainers will ascribe more reasons and fewer CHRs to jointly-acting groups 

when the diverging interests of group members is emphasized.

Methods

Materials

This research tested its hypotheses using six sets of behaviors performed by jointly-acting 

groups (e.g. "The juniors at Collegiate HS vandalized the high school gym" or "The psychology 

department at Kansas University hired a new professor").  Each set included three variations on 

the basic descriptions.  Three of the six (behaviors 1, 3, and 5) tested Hypothesis I with one 

standard variation (e.g. "The juniors at Collegiate HS vandalized the high school gym."), one 

variation with high joint deliberation ("After deliberating for several hours, the juniors..."), and 

one with low joint deliberation ("Without much deliberation beforehand, the juniors..."). 

Similarly, the other three sets (behaviors 2, 4, and 6) examined Hypothesis II using one standard 

variation ("The psychology department at Kansas University hired a new professor."), one with 



EXPLANATIONS OF GROUP BEHAVIORS 16

high resolution of interests ("After resolving some significant disagreements, the psychology 

department..."), and one with low resolution of interests ("In agreement from the start, the 

psychology department...").  Refer to Appendix A for a complete list of behavioral prompts.

Each participant responded to all six behaviors via a short survey.  The experimenter 

randomly assigned the variations and the order of behaviors for each survey.  So, one participant 

might have received the following in a random order: behavior 1 with low joint deliberation, 

behavior 2 with high resolution of interests, behavior 3 with high joint deliberation, behavior 4 

with the standard description, behavior 5 with low joint deliberation, and behavior 6 with high 

resolution of interests.

The surveys utilized the basic format found in O'Laughlin and Malle's (2002) work.  On 

the surveys, one question ("Why?") followed each description to prompt the participant's 

response.  The surveys instructed participants to answer the question as fully and completely as 

possible in as much time as they needed.  Participants did so via open-ended prompts similar to 

those successfully used by past researchers (i.e. Malle, 2004; Lewis, 1995).

 Participants also completed a short socio-demographic form.  The forms asked them to 

provide their ages, genders, racial identifications, education levels, relationship statuses, income 

levels, backgrounds in social psychology, and religious affiliations.  They also asked for 

hypothesis guesses.

Participants

A pool of 53 participants, recruited from students and staff at Bethel College, North 

Newton, KS, completed the surveys and socio-demographic forms.  The experimenter excluded 

one participant from analysis for failing to answer the survey’s questions seriously (the 

participant responded to the “Why?” prompts with Haiku poems).  No participants successfully 
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identified the experimental hypotheses.  So, analysis included 52 participants.  Of the 52, 36 

were female and 16 were male.  Ages ranged from 18 to 58 with a median age of 20 and a mean 

age of 21.  48 participants identified themselves as white, 1 identified as black, 2 identified as 

Hispanic, and 1 claimed a unique racial status.  24 described their religious affiliation as 

Mennonite, 21 as Christian but non-Mennonite, 2 as non-Christian but religious, and 4 as 

agnostic or atheist.  3 participants claimed no religious affiliation.

Procedure

Participants signed up for testing sessions after reading an informed consent form and 

agreeing to participate.  The survey format allowed the experimenter to test multiple participants 

simultaneously.  Participants were to remain quiet during testing so as to avoid disturbing others. 

Further, prior to their participation, the experimenter told participants that they could quit the 

study at any time or withdraw their results from the study without consequences.  The 

experimenter also informed participants that he would try to answer any questions about 

confusing prompts on the surveys and socio-demographic forms.  Participants filled out the 

surveys at separate tables in a social psychology lab, turned in the surveys, received the socio-

demographic forms, turned in the forms, and were thanked and dismissed.  The experimenter 

released a post-experiment debriefing via email several weeks after data analysis was complete.

Data Preparation

First, the experimenter typed up the survey responses on documents that did not reveal 

the manipulated levels.  Only after coding was complete could the experimenter connect the 

responses with the three experimental conditions.  So, during coding the experimenter was blind 

to the experimental hypotheses.  The experimenter and another independent coder blind to the 

hypotheses coded the responses using the F.Ex scheme for behavior explanations (Malle, 1998). 
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The experimenter coded all items while the other individual completed 49 randomly selected 

items to establish inter-rater reliability.  

Each coder assigned cause, reason, causal history of reason, or enabling factor codings to 

responses.  They could assign multiple codings to a single response if that response, in their 

judgment, contained multiple, distinct explanations.  Then, the experimenter converted the 

codings into numbers based on the number of codings assigned to responses (i.e. one response 

might contain two reasons and one CHR; its numerical assignments would be: reasons, n = 2, 

CHRs, n = 1).  The resulting numbers were inputted into a spreadsheet as the units of analysis. 

Notably, the experimenter excluded several responses from analysis where participants clearly 

misinterpreted the behavioral prompts.  Several individuals believed that the disagreements 

described in question 6 were not between group members (as the experimenter intended) but 

between the group and other actors.  For instance, one participant responded to question 6, 

"Depending on the severity of the arguments the seniors may have felt that they were ultimately 

in the wrong and felt a way to make it right would be to give a gift."

In the spreadsheet, various columns demarcated the variations with behavior sets.  The 

first column contained participant identification numbers.  In the following columns, the 

experimenter recorded the information for the behavior sets, starting with behavior one.  Each 

behavior set was assigned one column for identifying variation-type for individual participants (3 

= high, 2 = standard description, and 1 = low), a column for number of reasons, one for the 

number of CHRs, one for the number of causes, and one for the number of enabling factors. 

This setup allowed the experimenter to select groups using the variation-type column.  For 

example, to compare the responses between participants on behavior 1, the experimenter could 

analyze the behavior 1 columns for reasons, CHRs, etc.  One group would be identified with a 
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"1" in the variation-type column, another with a "2," and another with a "3."

Several statistical tests were used to test the hypotheses.  First, the experimenter 

concluded that the given distributions were sufficiently normal to proceed with analysis, but 

checked the results with non-parametric tests regardless.  Then the experimenter used between-

groups Analyses of Variance (ANOVAs) to compare the means of the three levels of each 

behavior set (that is, compare the means of variations low, standard and high for a given 

question).  In addition, the experimenter utilized between-groups t-tests to analyze the 

differences between levels for specific behavior sets.  For example, t-tests revealed the statistical 

differences between the high and low conditions for question 1.  The experimenter used the R 

statistical computing package and Rcmdr to analyze all results (except for one MANOVA run in 

Systat 12) and consistently checked for Type-I and Type-II errors during analysis.

Results

In terms of inter-rater 

reliability, the two coders agreed 85% 

of the time while applying the F.Ex 

scheme.  This level of agreement 

amounted to a Cohen's kappa value of 

0.21.

Tables 1 and 2 display the 

results from several one-way, 

between groups Analyses of Variance 

(ANOVAs).  These ANOVAs 

checked for statistical significance in the differences in means across the low, standard, and high 

Table 1

response to six behavioral prompts

Low Standard High
Q1 Reasons 0.889 (0.832) 1.176 (0.728) 1.688 (1.195)

0.778 (0.732) 0.647 (0.862) 0.313 (0.479)
Q3 Reasons 1.12 (0.70) 1.50 (0.92) 1.29 (0.77)

0.35 (0.70) 0.11 (0.32) 0.18 (0.39)
Q5 Reasons 1.94 (0.83) 2.06 (0.77) 1.82 (0.73)

0.06 (0.24) 0.00 (0.00) 0.00 (0.00)
Q2 Reasons 1.82 (1.33) 1.50 (0.71) 1.29 (0.69)

0.18 (0.39) 0.17 (0.38) 0.24 (0.44)
Q4 Reasons 1.41 (0.62) 1.71 (0.77) 1.56 (0.71)

0.00 (0.00) 0.06 (0.24) 0.06 (0.24)
Q6 Reasons 1.39 (0.61) 1.65 (0.702) 1.23 (0.60)

0.22 (0.43) 0.12 (0.33) 0.15 (0.38)

tested II.  Format is: average (standard deviation).

Average numbers of reasons and CHRs provided in

CHRs

CHRs

CHRs

CHRs

CHRs

CHRs

Note. Q1, Q3, and Q5 tested hypothesis I; Q2, Q4, and Q6 
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conditions for each individual question.  They analyzed the 

mean responses for both average number of reasons and average number of CHRs.  Most notable 

are the results for question 1, as 

depicted in Figure 1 (“The juniors at 

Collegiate High School vandalized 

the high school gym”).  Analysis 

revealed near statistical significance 

in the differences between groups 

(low deliberation, standard prompt, 

and high deliberation) in terms of 

number of reasons used in response to 

question 1, with F (2, 48) = 3.161, p = 

0.051.  Participants used an average 

Table 2

ANOVA results from the 
investigation of average numbers 

F-value P-value
Q1 Reasons 3.161 0.051

1.888 0.162
Q3 Reasons 0.99 0.38

1.095 0.343
Q5 Reasons 0.390 0.679

0.969 0.387
Q2 Reasons 1.334 0.273

0.145 0.865
Q4 Reasons 0.748 0.479

0.487 0.618
Q6 Reasons 1.638 0.206

0.338 0.715

hypothesis I; Q2, Q4, and Q6
tested II.

of reasons and CHRs

CHRs

CHRs

CHRs

CHRs

CHRs

CHRs

Note. Q1, Q3, and Q5 tested 
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of 0.89 reasons when responding to the low deliberation condition (“Without much 

deliberation..."), 1.18 in response to the standard prompt, and 1.69 in response to the high 

deliberation condition (“After deliberating for several hours...").

Analysis also showed a near-trend in the use of causal histories of reasons between 

conditions for question 1, with F (2, 48) = 1.89, p = 0.162.  As Figure 2 shows, participants used 

an average of 0.78 CHRs when responding to the low deliberation condition, 0.65 in response to 

the standard prompt, and 0.31 in response to the high deliberation condition.  ANOVA work 

failed to reveal any other significant or near-significant results in terms of reasons and CHRs.

Further, t-tests investigated 

the number of reason responses to 

question 1, as seen in Table 3.  The 

difference between the low 

deliberation and high deliberation 

conditions was statistically significant 

(t (26.39) = 2.23, p = 0.03), while the 

difference between the standard 

prompt and the high condition 

approached a trend (t (24.49) = 1.47, p 

= 0.15) and the difference between the 

low condition and standard prompt 

showed no significance (t (32.81) = 

1.09, p = 0.28).

Several interesting patterns 

Table 3

Results of a t-test investigation of the number of reasons 
cross conditions for question 1

t-value p-value
Low v. Standard -1.09 0.28 32.81
Standard v. High -1.47 0.15 24.49
Low v. High -2.23 0.03 26.39

df
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emerged in the reason responses to 

questions 2 through 6.  Figure 3 

depicts results for question 2.  It 

shows an apparently negative 

relationship between condition and 

mean response.  Participants used 

1.82 reasons in response to the low 

resolution of interests condition, 1.50 

in response to the standard condition, 

and 1.29 in response to the low 

condition.  However, these 

differences were not statistically significant (F (2, 49) = 1.33, p = 0.27).

In reason responses to question 3, a kind of curvilinear relationship emerged, as Figure 4 

shows.  Participants gave 1.12 reasons 

in response to the low deliberation 

condition, 1.50 in response to the 

standard condition, and 1.29 in 

response to the high condition. 

Further analysis revealed that these 

differences were not statistically 

significant (F (2, 49) = 0.99, p = 0.38).

Figure 5 demonstrates that 

participants responded similarly to 
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question 4.  They used 1.41 reasons in 

response to the high resolution of 

interests condition, 1.71 in response 

to the standard condition, and 1.56 in 

response to the low condition.  These 

differences were not statistically 

significant, with F(2, 49) = 0.75, p = 

0.48.

Participants also responded in 

a curvilinear pattern to question 5, as 

Figure 6 shows.  They used an 

average of 1.94 reasons when responding to the high deliberation condition, 2.06 in response to 

the standard condition, and 1.82 in response to the low condition.  Further analysis demonstrated 

that these differences were not 

statistically significant (F (2, 47) = 

0.39, p = 0.68.

Finally, as seen in Figure 7, 

participants responded to question 6 

in a similar pattern.  They gave 1.39 

reasons in response to the low 

resolution of interests condition, 

1.65 in response to the standard 

condition, and 1.23 in response to 
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the high condition.  The differences were not statistically significant (F (2, 45) = 1.64, p = 0.21).

Given the relative non-normality of several of the samples, non-parametric Kruskal-

Wallis rank sum tests helped to confirm the ANOVA results.  For instance, an analysis of reason 

responses for question 1 across the three levels yielded a chi-square value of 5.22 with 2 degrees 

of freedom and a p-value of 0.07, a value approaching statistical significance (like the ANOVA 

p-value).  An analysis of CHR responses for the same question revealed a near-trend (again, like 

the ANOVA results) with a chi-square value of 4.15 with 2 degrees of freedom and p = 0.13. 

Kruskal-Wallis tests confirmed the non-significant results for questions 2 through 6.

Participants provided significantly more reasons than CHRs in response to the behavioral 

prompts.  Across conditions, they used an average of 1.24 reasons and 0.59 CHRs to answer 

question 1 (t (92.6) = -3.81, p = 0.000), 1.31 reasons and 0.21 CHRs for question 3 (t (85.1) = 

-8.3, p = 0.000), 1.94 reasons and 0.02 CHRs for question 5 (t (52.3) = -17.4, p = 0.000), 1.54 

reasons and 0.19 CHRs for question 2 (t (68.1) = -9.3, p = 0.000), 1.56 reasons and 0.04 CHRs 

for question 4 (t (58.9) = -15.1, p = 0.000), and 1.44 reasons and 0.17 CHRs for question 6 (t 

(75.4) = -11.7, p = 0.000).  Overall, participants provided 1.5 reasons and 0.2 CHRs in response 

to all behaviors, a difference which was highly statistically significant (t (394) = -20.5, p = 

0.000).  Participants only cited enabling factor explanations once, in response to Question 6.  As 

expected, they never provided cause explanations in response to the intentional actions described 

in the prompts.

ANOVAs and t-tests also investigated sociodemographic variables like age, religion, etc. 

but uncovered no significant effects that undermined the conclusions of the one-way ANOVAs 

on the experimental manipulations.
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Exploratory Analysis

An interesting pattern emerged in mean reason responses for questions 3 through 6, as 

depicted in Figures 4 through 7.  Participants appeared to consistently provide a greater number 

of reason responses to the standard condition compared to the low and high conditions.  So, the 

experimenter grouped data for the four questions together and ran an ANOVA to check the 

differences between the three experimental conditions.  The results were non-conclusive despite 

a high number of responses (F (2, 153) = 1.20, p = 0.30).

In addition, analysis of socio-demographic variables revealed two noteworthy effects. 

First, ANOVA analysis of education and reason responses to question 1 showed a significance 

value that approached a trend (F (2, 48) = 1.73, p = 0.19).  Individuals with only a high-school 

degree used an average of 0.0 reasons (n = 1), those with some college used 1.29 (with a 

standard deviation of 0.96, n = 49), and those with a graduate degree used an average of 0.0 

reasons (n = 1).

Second, the experimenter used two-way ANOVAs to separate the effects of the 

experimental manipulation and gender.  Table 4 contains the relevant means across conditions. 

Results for question 1 

revealed no significant 

main effect of gender (F (1, 

45) = 0.01, p = 0.92)) or 

interaction effects (F(2, 45) 

= 0.38, p = 0.69) but 

replicated the nearly 

significant effect of 

Table 4

Means and standard deviations of the number of reasons used in
response to questions 1, 2, and 3 across gender and condition

Q1 Low Standard High Total
Female 0.91 (0.94) 1.23 (0.73) 1.58 (1.31) 1.25 (1.02)
Male 0.86 (0.69) 1.00 (0.82) 2.00 (0.82) 1.20 (0.86)
Q2
Female 1.62 (1.33) 1.36 (0.67) 1.17 (0.72) 1.39 (0.96)
Male 2.50 (1.29) 1.71 (0.76) 1.60 (0.55) 1.88 (0.89)
Q3
Female 1.08 (0.67) 1.27 (0.90) 1.15 (0.69) 1.17 (0.74)
Male 1.20 (0.84) 1.86 (0.90) 1.75 (0.96) 1.63 (0.89)

Note. Format is mean (standard deviation).
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condition found in one-way analysis (F (2, 45) = 3.00, p = 0.059).  However, analysis on 

question 2 found a trend-level main effect of gender (F (1, 46) = 3.40, p = 0.07) as did analysis 

on question 3 (F (1, 46) = 3.25, p = 0.08).  In both cases, men used more reasons in response to 

the behavioral prompts than women (men used 1.88 and 1.63 on average while women used 1.39 

and 1.17 in response to questions 2 and 3, respectively).  Two-way analysis revealed no other 

significant or near-significant main or interaction effects.  Further, t-tests on gender confirmed 

the two-way analysis of gender by finding near-significant results for question 2 (t (31.2) = 

-1.78, p = 0.09) and question 3 (t (24.7) = -1.81, p = 0.08) but no others.  Appendix D contains 

the complete two-way ANOVA and t-test results.

Discussion

Inter-rater Reliability

The inter-rater percentage of agreement of 85% is appropriately high for an open-ended 

coding scheme.  It demonstrates that F.Ex (Malle, 1998) can be used by several experimenters to 

yield consistent results.  Yet, despite the high rate of agreement, the Cohen's kappa value was 

relatively low.  Given how one computes the kappa, the low rate is actually unsurprising.  The 

kappa compares observed agreement between raters with the hypothetical probability of chance 

agreement.  Since both coders assigned reasons to explanations 82% of the time, the base rates of 

reasons used for the individual coders was high and the probability that both coders might by 

chance assign reasons to a given item was correspondingly high.  With a greater proportion of 

CHRs in relation to reasons, the Cohen's kappa value would likely increase.

Exploratory Analysis

Although questions 3 through 6 appeared to generate an interesting pattern at first glance, 

later statistical analysis revealed that the perceived differences were non-significant.  As such, 
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the patterns are best conceptualized as generated by random chance.  This highlights a significant 

danger for all scientists performing statistical analysis.  Even if graphs appear to present a 

discernible pattern, the savvy scientist cannot conclude that the pattern means something real 

unless statistical tests back up that conclusion.

The results showing an effect of education on reason responses to question 1 also 

illuminate another statistical danger, namely, examining only p-values without adequately 

understanding the basis of a statistical test.  The ANOVA in question compared between-group 

with within-group variation to generate an F-value.  However, when it examined within-group 

variation in this particular case, something odd occurred.  Two of the three groups were 

extremely small (both n = 1) and had no within-group variation, a fact that may have tricked the 

test into generating a near trend-level p-value.  One wonders why the R package allowed the test 

to run.  Regardless, the ANOVA results again demonstrate the importance of great care when 

analyzing data.

Both t-test and two-way ANOVAs generated notable results in terms of gender.  Men 

appeared to use more reasons in response to question 2 and 3 in comparison to women.  This fits 

with traditional gender stereotypes, as men used responses that ascribed higher deliberateness to 

the actors.  However, the results were only significant at the trend-level and, more importantly, 

were not the result of an experimental manipulation but rather post hoc analysis.  Still, future 

work should investigate how gender interacts with behavior explanations.

Hypotheses

The results for question 1 mostly support Hypothesis I.  ANOVAs revealed near-

significant differences between conditions (low deliberation, standard prompt, and high 

deliberation), and subsequent t-tests demonstrated that the differences between low deliberation 
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and high deliberation were significant.  Importantly, the demonstrated effects were in the 

predicted directions.  Participants who responded to the low deliberation prompt gave fewer 

reasons than those who responded to the standard prompt and those who responded to the 

standard prompt provided fewer than those who responded to the high deliberation condition. 

Schematically, in terms of number of reasons: Low Deliberation < Standard Prompt < High 

Deliberation.

Further, the results also somewhat supported the predictions for CHRs in Hypothesis I. 

Though the ANOVA results only approached a trend, the means ran in the predicted direction. 

Participants responded with fewer CHRs as conditions progressed.  Schematically, in number of 

CHRs: High Deliberation < Standard Prompt < Low Deliberation.

However, the results failed to completely confirm the hypotheses.  Other than the 

responses to question 1, no other prompts generated statistically significant differences.  No 

results supported confirming Hypothesis II, the resolution of interests.  Thus, the hypotheses 

were not fully supported but not completely unsupported.  The nearly significant responses to 

question 1 suggest the possibility of Type-II errors in terms of question 1.  Perhaps, with 

additional subjects, question 1 would have confirmed Hypothesis I.

Despite the patterns that questions 2 through 6 produced, statistical tests revealed that 

random chance rather than the experimental manipulation may have generated the differences. 

The significance values were simply too large to reject the null hypotheses of no differences 

between experimental conditions.  So, the experimenter cannot reach meaningful conclusions 

about the differences.  Given the lack of trends, even with additional subjects, questions 2 

through 6 would likely generate non-significant results.  The possibility of Type-II errors is 

negligible.
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The Folk Framework

The results generally confirmed the predictions of Malle’s (2004) folk framework. 

Supporting the results of O’Laughlin & Malle (2002), participants perceived jointly-acting 

groups as very deliberate and rational.  They gave, on average, many more reasons than CHRs in 

response to all behavioral prompts (1.5 reasons to 0.2 CHRs).  This corroborates O’Laughlin and 

Malle's (2002) work where participants provided an average of 1.2 reasons and 0.2 CHRs when 

explaining the actions of jointly-acting groups.  

Further, participants provided no causes in response to the behavioral prompts.  They 

only responded to the intentional behaviors with modes of explanation typically used to explain 

intentional behaviors.  This finding supports the work of Malle (1999), who found that people 

tend to strongly agree in their judgments of intentionality (alpha = 0.97) and that perceived 

intentionality correlates negatively with the use of cause explanations (r = -.90) and positively 

with the use of reasons (r = .91).  Presumably, participants found the deliberately selected 

behaviors sufficiently intentional and so responded overwhelmingly with intention-oriented 

explanations (reasons, CHRs, and enabling factors).

The distribution of CHRs and reasons also fits within previously demonstrated results. 

Past work (e.g. Malle, et al., 1998; O’Laughlin & Malle, 1998; Malle, 1999, etc.) found that 

people use CHRs from 6% to 32% of the time across various conditions.  In the present study, 

participants used CHRs 18% of the time, a frequency falling within the previously demonstrated 

range.  Finally, participants only used one enabling factor in their explanations.  Again, this 

supports past research, which has demonstrated that participants rarely use enabling factor 

explanations (Malle, 2004).

At the same time, the present study supports continued refinement of the folk theory of 
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intentionality.  Coders reported relatively significant difficulties in distinguishing reasons from 

CHRs as they processed the open-ended results.  Oftentimes, the coders saw both options as 

possibilities.  Granted, some explanations were clearly reasons (i.e. “They wanted to help the 

college out") and some were clearly CHRs (“They were known for not thinking things through 

rationally before making big decisions") based on the subjectivity principle (reasons require that 

the actor be aware of the content when forming the intention to act).  But others presented less-

than-clear coding outcomes.  Consider the following response to question 3: “A group of 

senators on the sub-committee blocked the spending bill.  Why?  The group could have been 

from the party opposite the party proposing the bill."  On the one hand, the explainer may have 

meant that the senators blocked the bill because they consciously opposed any measure proposed 

by the opposition, calling for a reason coding.  On the other hand, he or she may have meant that 

the senators blocked the bill because they always tend to block bills proposed by the opposition. 

The senators may not have consciously considered their voting tendencies, calling for a CHR 

coding.  

This difficulty is hard to resolve.  The folk framework relies on and investigates 

underlying conceptual assumptions in explanations.  As such, the coder must do some conceptual 

interpretation when judging whether or not an explainer views a behavior as intentional, 

unintentional, etc.  The framework itself seems empirically and theoretically sound.  The 

distinction between reasons and CHRs, for instance, is abundantly clear to the actual perceiver. 

However, coding such perceptions can be challenging.  Perhaps the folk framework should be 

used in concert with what Malle (2004) labels linguistic, surface analysis.  Including the content 

of reasons and CHRs, which the F.Ex scheme (Malle, 1998) allows, could also clear up coding 

difficulties.
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Methodological Questions

The discrepancy between question 1 and the other prompts points to several interesting 

methodological questions.  Why did the participants respond in the predicted directions to one 

question and no others?  Question 1 elicited far more CHRs than the other questions, with an 

average of 0.78 compared to the overall average of 0.2.  This result likely provided the variation 

between reasons and CHRs necessary to test the experimental hypotheses.  The other questions 

elicited a vast majority of reasons (93% of responses, with an average of 1.56 reasons and 0.13 

CHRs) which made comparisons very difficult.  It seems that future investigations of jointly-

acting groups will need to compensate for this overwhelming use of reasons if they are to get at 

the subtle differences in resolution of interests and joint deliberation.

Several methodological options need testing, all of which depend on the makeup of the 

behavioral descriptions themselves.  First, the negative valence of question 1 might have 

prompted a greater frequency of CHRs.  All the other questions could be interpreted as  neutral 

or positive in valence.  For instance, although question 2 ("The office staff fired the new 

employee") was clearly negative for the employee, a participant could have interpreted it 

positively from the perspective of the staff or company.  

Second, question 1 involved a behavior that participants may have deemed less deliberate 

than the others.  The mention of vandalism prompted responses like "It's possible that 

they...didn't think about any consequences" and "Violent acts and crimes such as vandalism 

usually seem to be impulsive and not carefully thought out."  In contrast, the other prompts 

involved actors and actions requiring higher degrees of rationality.  Given the theoretical 

importance of deliberation for jointly-acting groups (Malle, 2004), this possibility gains some 

credibility.  A group of senators, an office staff, a board of directors, and a psychology 
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department seem to be much more deliberate entities than the irresponsible, vandalizing juniors 

at Collegiate High School.  

Third, emerging research suggests that people's moral judgments may influence how they 

utilize notions of folk psychology (Knobe, in press).  Some participants responded to question 1 

with some level of moral judgment, using phrases like "a mob mentality took over" and "even 

though it is a crime..." in their explanations.  Perhaps, following Knobe's (in press) analysis, 

participants formed moral judgments which subsequently influenced the numbers of reasons and 

CHRs they provided.  Though the particular consequences of morality for this study's behavioral 

prompts are not clear without further tests, future work should likely consider the moral 

character of behaviors when designing prompts.  

In sum, future research should test all three methodological options to determine how to 

prompt a greater frequency of CHRs from participants.  In terms of analyzing the powerful 

effects related to jointly-acting groups, behavioral descriptions are critically important.  

Further, future studies should clarify whether the experimental hypotheses or 

methodology generated the responses to question 1.  They should use the same basic question 1 

prompt ("The juniors at Collegiate HS vandalized the high school gym") while manipulating 

resolution of interests rather than joint deliberation.  So, potential prompts might be "After 

resolving some significant disagreements, the juniors..." and "In agreement from the start, the 

juniors..."  If results again demonstrate noticeable effects in response to only question 1, the 

methodological questions of valence, moral judgment, and deliberateness will require substantial 

investigation.

A final methodological factor affecting results was the clarity of prompts.  On several 

occasions, participants failed to understand the function of the phrases denoting the experimental 
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conditions.  Sometimes, they interpreted "After resolving some significant disagreements, the 

seniors at Bethel gifted new kitchen appliances to the college" for behavior 6 as meaning that the 

seniors were in conflict not with one another but an outside group.  For instance, one participant 

responded, "Depending on the severity of the arguments the seniors may have felt that they were 

ultimately in the wrong and felt a way to make it right would be to give a gift."  Especially in the 

case of question 6, clarity of prompts caused some interpretive problems.  

Future Research

Future researchers should continue the investigation of jointly-acting groups.  Question 1 

provided promising results in terms of Hypothesis I, joint deliberation.  Unfortunately, for mostly 

methodological reasons, other prompts failed to adequately test this study's theories.  Further, 

this study provides several insights for future experimenters.  First, clarity of methods is critical. 

The open-ended design of the present study produced results consistent with past research. 

However, to investigate the subtle questions of joint deliberation and resolution of interests given 

the imbalance of reasons and CHRs used when explaining jointly-acting groups' actions, future 

research should include prompts that elicit a greater frequency of CHRs in comparison to 

reasons.  Otherwise, meaningful statistical work is incredibly difficult.  This means designing 

jointly-acting group behaviors that seem somewhat less deliberate and rational than what might 

be observed in normal conversation.  It may also mean using behaviors with clearly negative 

valence, having the jointly-acting group seem slightly irresponsible, or considering the moral 

character of the group's behavior.  Regardless of particulars, prompts must be targeted to this 

specific issue, or the perceived rationality of jointly-acting groups will wipe away potential 

comparisons.  Pretests of behavioral prompts is a must.

Second, future research should take care to keep its prompts clear and understandable. 
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Participants must be able to immediately understand that the resolution of interests or 

deliberation happened within the acting group, not between the group and other actors.  If 

participants fail to understand the conceptual underpinnings of the manipulations, said 

manipulations will likely fail to produce significant results.

Third, experimenters should investigate alternative possibilities.  Though joint 

deliberation and resolution of interests are two well-supported theoretical hypotheses, other 

potential causes of the perceived rationality of jointly-acting groups likely exist.  This step will 

require significant creativity on the part of researchers.  They should comb the existing research, 

both within and without the folk framework, to find alternatives.  And, in testing those 

alternatives, they should be mindful of the methodological challenges outlined above.

Finally, although jointly-acting groups are firmly anchored in Malle's (2004) folk 

framework of intentionality, other coding schemes may produce fruitful results.  Perhaps 

responses could be coded in terms of the old person/situation dichotomy.  Or, future researchers 

might choose to implement a modified scheme that combines some elements of the folk 

framework with the conceptual simplicity of attribution theory.  For example, researchers could 

utilize basic ideas of agency and intentionality to investigate explanations in terms of the agent 

and situation rather than the person and the situation.

Implications

Despite methodological challenges, the present study points to several implications.  It 

demonstrates the tremendous power of jointly-acting groups in the minds of perceivers and 

suggests that representations of groups as jointly-acting should never be used lightly.  A headline 

like, "Chinese Business Leaders Reject U.S. Request" presents the "Leaders" as a jointly-acting 

group where, in reality, the "Leaders" may have arrived at their rejection decisions 
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independently, as an aggregate.  When a reader interprets the group as jointly-acting rather than 

as an aggregate, perceived rationality and deliberation increase dramatically.   

So, the perceived rationality of jointly-acting groups provides an additional tool for the 

analysis of media sources.  News outlets, politicians, and governments represent groups on a 

daily basis and their representations have consequences.  They should be aware that how they 

frame groups through language can dramatically change how their representations are interpreted 

by the public.  Importantly, this insight is not restricted to group representations.  Malle's (2004) 

analysis of behavior explanations could be fruitfully combined with other psychological insights 

to guide in-depth, empirically-based rhetorical analysis of any number of texts.

In addition, the results point to interesting implications in the legal world.  Perceivers 

clearly view jointly-acting groups as extremely deliberate and rational.  As such, if a prosecutor 

wants to portray a group (say, a board of directors or corporation) as highly rational, he or she 

could do so by highlighting the qualities of a jointly-acting group, like its small size, co-

deliberation, etc. for a jury.  That perceived rationality may in turn produce harsher judgments of 

responsibility.  The law includes mens rea, or "guilty mind," as one of the necessary elements of 

criminal conviction (Malle & Nelson, 2003).  And, like Malle's (2004) conceptualization of 

rationality and reason explanations, mens rea emphasizes mental concepts like intention and 

knowledge (Malle & Nelson, 2003).  If an attorney wants a conviction, he or she must convince a 

jury to ascribe mens rea to a group.  That task may become much easier if the group appears to 

be jointly-acting.

Conclusion

This study investigated the perceived rationality of jointly-acting groups by presenting 

participants with a series of behaviors and asking them for explanations.  Results partially 
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confirmed Hypothesis I, emphasizing the joint deliberation of groups, but failed to support 

Hypothesis II, about the resolution of interests amongst group members.  Still, results strongly 

corroborated past work on jointly-acting groups and affirmed that people tend to explain the 

behaviors of jointly-acting groups using mostly reasons.  Results also generated several 

important suggestions for future work on jointly-acting groups, the most important being the 

need for experimental designs that elicit CHRs at reasonably high frequencies.  Finally, this 

study extended the power of jointly-acting groups to several practical applications.

Although the perception of jointly-acting groups is yet to be fully explained, this study 

moves beyond O'Laughlin and Malle's (2002) work by detailing the methodological questions 

that future research must confront in order to successfully test experimental hypotheses about 

jointly-acting groups.  Social psychologists have conducted far too little work on explanations of 

group behaviors, a common phenomenon in everyday conversations and media representations. 

They have given even less attention to jointly-acting groups.  Yet, as this study demonstrates, the 

effects of jointly-acting groups on explanations are too powerful to ignore.
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Appendix A

Behavioral Prompts

Question 1 - The juniors at Collegiate HS vandalized the high school gym. Why?

Low Condition - Without much deliberation beforehand, the juniors...

High Condition - After deliberating for several hours, the juniors...

Question 3 - A group of senators on the sub-committee blocked the spending bill. Why?

Low Condition - Without much deliberation beforehand, a group of senators...

High Condition - After deliberating for several hours, a group of senators...

Question 5 - The psychology department at KU hired a new professor. Why?

Low Condition - Without much deliberation beforehand, the psychology...

High Condition - After deliberating for several hours, the psychology...

Question 2 - The office staff fired the new employee. Why?

Low Condition - In agreement from the start, the office staff...

High Condition - After resolving some significant disagreements, the office staff..

Question 4 - The board of directors recalled the defective product. Why?

Low Condition - In agreement from the start, the board...

High Condition - After resolving some significant disagreements, the board...

Question 6 - The seniors at Bethel gifted new kitchen appliances to the college. Why?

Low Condition - In agreement from the start, the seniors...

High Condition - After resolving some significant disagreements, the seniors...
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Appendix B

Sample Survey

Behavior Explanations - Survey Form A

During this short survey, you will be presented with six behaviors followed by the simple 
question, "Why?"  Please answer the question as fully and completely as possible in the space 
provided.  Take all the time you need.  When you're finished with the survey, please return it to 
the experimenter.

After resolving some significant disagreements, the office staff fired the new employee.  Why?

After deliberating for several hours, the juniors at Collegiate HS vandalized the high school gym. 
Why?

Without much deliberation beforehand, a group of senators on the sub-committee blocked the 
spending bill.  Why?

In agreement from the start, the board of directors recalled the defective product.  Why?

The seniors at Bethel gifted new kitchen appliances to the college.  Why?

The psychology department at Kansas University hired a new professor.  Why?
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Appendix C

Socio-demographic Form

Behavior Explanations - Socio-Demographics Form

Please fill out this form as completely and honestly as possible.  All responses will be kept strictly confidential.  
When you're finished, please return the form to the experimenter.

What is your current age? ____________

What is your gender? ______________

Please describe your racial identity: ________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

What is your religious affiliation?  _______________________________________

What is your current relationship status (circle one)?

Single     In a Relationship      Married      Divorced

Please estimate your household income: $______________________________________

What is your current education level (circle one)?

Less than High School      High School      Some College      College Degree   

Some Graduate      Graduate Degree      Doctoral Degree

Have you taken (are you currently taking) any courses in Psychology?  If so, please list their 

titles: ________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

Please describe your general reactions to this study: ___________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

Do you have any guesses as to the purpose of this study?  If so, please describe fully: ________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

Please note: because data will be collected over a number of days, participants will receive a debriefing via email  
after all subjects have completed their surveys.  Thank you for participating!
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Appendix D

Sample Results Generated by the Rcmdr Package

Standard Analysis

Question 1 Reasons

Df Sum Sq Mean Sq F value  Pr(>F)  
Q1           2  5.491 2.74530  3.1611 0.05132 .
Residuals   48 41.686 0.86846

mean        sd  n NA
1 (low) 0.8888889 0.8323524 18  0
2 (standard) 1.1764706 0.7276069 17  0
3 (high) 1.6875000 1.1954776 16  1

Question 1 CHRs

Df Sum Sq Mean Sq F value Pr(>F)
Q1           2  1.922 0.96099  1.8881 0.1624
Residuals   48 24.431 0.50898               
1 observation deleted due to missingness

mean        sd  n NA
1 (L) 0.7777778 0.7320845 18  0
2 (S) 0.6470588 0.8617697 17  0
3 (H) 0.3125000 0.4787136 16  1

Question 2 Reasons
Df Sum Sq Mean Sq F value Pr(>F)

Q2           2  2.423 1.21154  1.3341 0.2728
Residuals   49 44.500 0.90816

mean        sd  n
1 (L) 1.823529 1.3339459 17
2 (S) 1.500000 0.7071068 18
3 (H) 1.294118 0.6859943 17

Question 2 CHRs

Df Sum Sq  Mean Sq F value Pr(>F)
Q2           2 0.0475 0.023756   0.145 0.8654
Residuals   49 8.0294 0.163866

mean        sd  n
1 (L) 0.1764706 0.3929526 17
2 (S) 0.1666667 0.3834825 18
3 (H) 0.2352941 0.4372373 17



EXPLANATIONS OF GROUP BEHAVIORS 45

Exploratory Analysis

Based on the patterns observed in questions 3 through 6, the experimenter combined the

results for all four questions and analyzed it via a single ANOVA:

Df  Sum Sq Mean Sq F value Pr(>F)
AGGCOD        2   4.308  2.1538  1.1999 0.3040
Residuals   153 274.635  1.7950

mean        sd  n
1 (low) 1.942308 0.8947222 52
2 (standard) 2.250000 1.3558154 52
3 (high) 1.865385 1.6571751 52

MANOVA results from Systat 12

Effects coding used for categorical variables in model.
The categorical values encountered during processing are

Variables         ¦    Levels    
------------------+--------------
GENDER (2 levels) ¦ 1.000   2.000

8 case(s) are deleted due to missing data.

N of Cases Processed : 45

Dependent Variable Means

  Q1R     Q2R     Q3R     Q4R     Q5R
-------------------------------------
1.289   1.578   1.333   1.622   1.933

Dependent Variable Means

  Q6R
-----
1.467

Estimates of Effects B = (X'X)-1X'Y

Factor   ¦ Level     Q1R      Q2R      Q3R      Q4R
---------+-----------------------------------------
CONSTANT ¦         1.272    1.703    1.463    1.712
GENDER   ¦ 1       0.041   -0.297   -0.306   -0.212
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Estimates of Effects B = (X'X)-1X'Y

Factor   ¦ Level     Q5R      Q6R
---------+-----------------------
CONSTANT ¦         1.885    1.511
GENDER   ¦ 1       0.115   -0.105

Information Criteria

AIC             ¦ 688.234
AIC (Corrected) ¦ 892.234
Schwarz's BIC   ¦ 747.854

▼Hypothesis Tests

Test for effect called: GENDER

Univariate F Tests

Source ¦ Type III SS   df   Mean Squares   F-ratio   p-value
-------+----------------------------------------------------
Q1R    ¦       0.062    1          0.062     0.059     0.810
Error  ¦      45.183   43          1.051                    
Q2R    ¦       3.259    1          3.259     3.359     0.074
Error  ¦      41.719   43          0.970                    
Q3R    ¦       3.474    1          3.474     5.236     0.027
Error  ¦      28.526   43          0.663                    
Q4R    ¦       1.655    1          1.655     3.401     0.072
Error  ¦      20.923   43          0.487                    
Q5R    ¦       0.492    1          0.492     0.805     0.375
Error  ¦      26.308   43          0.612                    
Q6R    ¦       0.404    1          0.404     0.925     0.342
Error  ¦      18.796   43          0.437                    

Multivariate Test Statistics

Statistic              ¦ Value   F-ratio   df      p-value
-----------------------+----------------------------------
Wilks's Lambda         ¦ 0.735     2.278   6, 38     0.056
Pillai Trace           ¦ 0.265     2.278   6, 38     0.056
Hotelling-Lawley Trace ¦ 0.360     2.278   6, 38     0.056

Two-Way ANOVA on Gender and Condition for Reasons and Question 2

file:///Untitled.syo
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Sum Sq Df F value  Pr(>F)  
GENDER     3.027  1  3.4032 0.07151 .
Q2         2.833  2  1.5923 0.21447  
GENDER:Q2  0.555  2  0.3121 0.73347  
Residuals 40.918 46

Two-Way ANOVA on Gender and Condition for Reasons and Question 3

Sum Sq Df F value  Pr(>F)  
GENDER     2.0636  1  3.2511 0.07793 .
Q3         1.0195  2  0.8031 0.45413  
GENDER:Q3  0.5326  2  0.4195 0.65984  
Residuals 29.1979 46

Two-Way ANOVA on Gender and Condition for Reasons and Question 4

Sum Sq Df F value Pr(>F)
GENDER     0.9594  1  1.9832 0.1658
Q4         0.8401  2  0.8683 0.4264
GENDER:Q4  0.8788  2  0.9083 0.4103
Residuals 22.2533 46
Means
GENDER        Low Standard     High
  Female 1.416667 1.538462 1.454545
  Male   1.400000 2.250000 1.714286

Two-Way ANOVA on Gender and Condition for Reasons and Question 5

Sum Sq Df F value Pr(>F)
GENDER     0.7591  1  1.2148 0.2764
Q5         0.3146  2  0.2517 0.7786
GENDER:Q5  0.0949  2  0.0759 0.9270
Residuals 27.4952 44
Means
GENDER    Low Standard     High
  Female 2.00 2.166667 1.900000
  Male   1.75 1.750000 1.714286

Two-Way ANOVA on Gender and Condition for Reasons and Question 6

Sum Sq Df F value Pr(>F)
GENDER     0.1802  1  0.4511 0.5055
Q6         1.3245  2  1.6575 0.2028
GENDER:Q6  1.5060  2  1.8846 0.1645
Residuals 16.7816 42
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Means
GENDER        Low Standard     High
  Female 1.181818     1.75 1.200000
  Male   1.714286     1.40 1.333333

Non-Parametric Tests

data:  Q1R by Q1 
Kruskal-Wallis chi-squared = 5.2166, df = 2, p-value = 0.07366
data:  Q1CHR by Q1 
Kruskal-Wallis chi-squared = 4.1477, df = 2, p-value = 0.1257
data:  Q2R by Q2 
Kruskal-Wallis chi-squared = 0.9283, df = 2, p-value = 0.6287
data:  Q2CHR by Q2 
Kruskal-Wallis chi-squared = 0.3, df = 2, p-value = 0.8607
data:  Q3R by Q3 
Kruskal-Wallis chi-squared = 1.4829, df = 2, p-value = 0.4764
data:  Q3CHR by Q3 
Kruskal-Wallis chi-squared = 1.1651, df = 2, p-value = 0.5585
data:  Q4R by Q4 
Kruskal-Wallis chi-squared = 1.3714, df = 2, p-value = 0.5037
data:  Q4CHR by Q4 
Kruskal-Wallis chi-squared = 0.9933, df = 2, p-value = 0.6086
data:  Q5R by Q5 
Kruskal-Wallis chi-squared = 0.8709, df = 2, p-value = 0.647
data:  Q5CHR by Q5 
Kruskal-Wallis chi-squared = 1.9412, df = 2, p-value = 0.3789
data:  Q6R by Q6 
Kruskal-Wallis chi-squared = 2.4533, df = 2, p-value = 0.2933
data:  Q6CHR by Q6 
Kruskal-Wallis chi-squared = 0.6947, df = 2, p-value = 0.7066

Sample Analysis of Socio-Demographic Variables

Gender and Q1 Reasons

Df Sum Sq Mean Sq F value Pr(>F)
GENDER       1  0.026 0.02647  0.0275  0.869
Residuals   49 47.150 0.96224               
1 observation deleted due to missingness

mean        sd  n NA
1 (F) 1.25 1.0246951 36  0
2 (M) 1.20 0.8618916 15  1



EXPLANATIONS OF GROUP BEHAVIORS 49

Education and Q1 Reasons

Df Sum Sq Mean Sq F value Pr(>F)
EDUCATION   2  3.176 1.58824  1.7326 0.1877
Residuals   48 44.000 0.91667               
1 observation deleted due to missingness

mean        sd  n NA
2 (HS degree) 0.000000        NA  1  0
3 (some college) 1.285714 0.957 49  1
6 (graduate degree) 0.000000        NA  1  0

Income and Q1 Reasons

Df Sum Sq Mean Sq F value Pr(>F)
INCOME       4  3.786 0.94649  0.9532 0.4459
Residuals   33 32.767 0.99293               
14 observations deleted due to missingness

mean        sd  n NA
1 (<40k) 1.000000 0.0000000  4  0
2 (40-59k) 0.500000 0.7071068  2  0
3 (60-79k) 1.700000 1.2516656 10  1
4 (80-99k) 1.166667 0.8348471 12  0
5 (>100k) 1.500000 1.0801234 10  0

Religion and Q1 Reasons

Df Sum Sq Mean Sq F value Pr(>F)
RELIGION     4  4.449 1.11218  1.1974 0.3248
Residuals   46 42.728 0.92886               
1 observation deleted due to missingness

mean        sd  n NA
1 (Menno) 1.130435 0.9678631 23  1
2 (other Xian) 1.380952 0.9734573 21  0
3 (non-Xian) 0.000000 0.0000000  2  0
4 (non-belief) 1.500000 0.7071068  2  0
5 (no answer) 1.666667 1.1547005  3  0

T-test on gender and reason responses to question 1

data:  Q1R by GENDER 
t = 0.1782, df = 31.04, p-value = 0.8597
alternative hypothesis: true difference in means is not equal to 0 
95 percent confidence interval:
 -0.522091  0.622091 
sample estimates:
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mean in group Female   mean in group Male 
                1.25                 1.20

T-test on gender and reason responses to question 2

data:  Q2R by GENDER 
t = -1.7774, df = 31.277, p-value = 0.08522
alternative hypothesis: true difference in means is not equal to 0 
95 percent confidence interval:
 -1.04369494  0.07147272 
sample estimates:
mean in group Female   mean in group Male 
            1.388889             1.875000

T-test on gender and reason responses to question 3

data:  Q3R by GENDER 
t = -1.8112, df = 24.66, p-value = 0.08231
alternative hypothesis: true difference in means is not equal to 0 
95 percent confidence interval:
 -0.97987745  0.06321078 
sample estimates:
mean in group Female   mean in group Male 
            1.166667             1.625000

T-test on gender and reason responses to question 4

data:  Q4R by GENDER 
t = -1.1725, df = 22.02, p-value = 0.2535
alternative hypothesis: true difference in means is not equal to 0 
95 percent confidence interval:
 -0.7690843  0.2135287 
sample estimates:
mean in group Female   mean in group Male 
            1.472222             1.750000

T-test on gender and reason responses to question 5

data:  Q5R by GENDER 
t = 1.2208, df = 25.013, p-value = 0.2335
alternative hypothesis: true difference in means is not equal to 0 
95 percent confidence interval:
 -0.2028082  0.7932844 
sample estimates:
mean in group Female   mean in group Male 
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            2.028571             1.733333

T-test on gender and reason responses to question 6

data:  Q6R by GENDER 
t = -0.7695, df = 36.328, p-value = 0.4466
alternative hypothesis: true difference in means is not equal to 0 
95 percent confidence interval:
 -0.5066634  0.2278755 
sample estimates:
mean in group Female   mean in group Male 
            1.393939             1.533333
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Appendix E

Raw Data Sample


