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Overview

The aim of the thesis is to examine the evolution in social scientific approaches to
managing self-reported explanations for behaviour. This debate starts with the initial
question of whether they should be regarded as having any scientific currency at all
and, if they do, what relationship this may have to more ‘objective’ (and possibly
contradictory) forms of data. For human sciences such as social psychology, where
the answer would more often than not be affirmative about the viability of self-
report, a host of further questions then arise. These range from under what
circumstances should self-report be recorded, how should it be accessed (structured
intervention or analysis of existing texts) to what should be done with it and who

should own it.

These issues represent the critical debates that will inform the initial chapters of the
thesis and which, to a large extent, represent the arguments supporting the use of
primarily qualitative or primarily quantitative research techniques. These
philosophical concerns have hugely pragmatic consequences for the status of both
the scientist and that of the participant, whose role in the scientific procedure
remains largely passive. Yet, the increasing impact of the human sciences on daily
life ensures that the reverberations of this debate are felt far from the lecture
theatre. The initial chapters attempt to chart both the parameters and the evolution

of this debate so that its impact on the actual business of working with people can

be considered in a more retlexive and principled manner.



The decision to focus on issues surrounding alcohol and drug use 1s that this 1s an
area that has not only provoked considerable public debate and anguish recently
(leading to much academic exposition and research output), but also that it 1s an
area whose scientific foundations are poorly defined. Thus the medical model that
has dominated statutory treatment provision sits uncomfortably alongside some
psychotherapeutic interventions available, while the scientific foundations for
epidemiology and intervention with young people remain unresolved territories in
terms of the most appropriate scientific paradigm. Thus, ‘the addictions’ constitute
an 1deological battleground whose questions are frequently those of scientific
method, yet where many young people are defined and normalised by procedures

over which they have little control.

The 1nvestigation of drug and alcohol problems 1s a major social priority yet one for
which the most fundamental of questions - ‘how big is the problem?’ has not yet
been adequately been addressed. While there are many practical, historical and
scientific reasons for this, some of the most basic are methodological and are
indicative of the debate around the status of self-report. Until we can understand the
complexity of the processes that inform how a person ‘becomes’ an addict, or why
their self-reports in this area may vary (as a consequence of situational and
motivational factors), then the policy questions of intervention will remain

impossible to adequately address.

The thesis attempts to clarify the role of the social scientist in addressing this

question by examining initially the tools at his or her disposal - first, attribution



theory (chapter 1) and then some of the more discursive approaches to
understanding lay explanation (chapter 2). Much of this debate 1s synthesised into a
model for interpreting the self-reports of drug users (whose rationale and method is
outlined in chapter 3 and its initial 1mplementation i chapter 4). While this
approach identifies some of the complexities imnvolved in understanding the narrative
structures that relate to problem drug use (as a prerequisite to answering ‘how many
addicts are there?’), they fail to address the question of accuracy or honesty in drug

reporting where there 1s no suggestion of addiction.

This second key epidemiological question, ‘how many people use drugs?’, is
examined by focusing on a group of people among whom use 1s rarely problematic in
the sense of physical dependence, but for whom any form of use 1s a matter of public
concern. As the main method for assessing drug use in this population has been by
self-completion survey questions of accuracy and honesty have been core to the
methodological debate. The studies reported in chapters 5 and 6 attempt to address
these questions by examining the dynamics that surround qualitative and quantitative

reporting in this population.

The overall goal of the thesis is to attempt to employ research strategies deriving from
methodological debate in the social sciences to improve the clarity of research

philosophy in the drugs field.



Abstract

The thesis investigates the dynamics that surround participants’ responses to
questions about illicit drug activities. By examining the attributional and discursive
literatures, the opening chapters (Chapters 1 and 2) outline the difficulties
associated with assuming veridicality in question-answer dyads. Emphasis 1s placed
on the essentially social and intentional foundations of the applied research
procedure. The existing research on methodological effects 1n substance research i1s
outlined at the start of Chapter 3. These form the foundation for the empirical
investigations that constitute the remainder of the thesis. The studies carried out
attempt to examine methodological issues in the context of applied research
procedures that combine quantitative outcomes with qualitative considerations such

as reflexive consideration of the role of the researcher and the status of the

participant.

The first investigation demonstrates the influence of treatment status on the
discourse provided by adult substance users. Drug users in contact with treatment
services provide drug-related explanations distinct from those given by users who
are not in treatment. This distinction 1s assessed 1n terms of a theoretical model of
addiction based on discursive criteria and contextual influence (Chapter 4). These
contextual influences are further examined in the empirical studies presented in
Chapters 4 and 5 in which the subjects are young people whose drug experiences
are assessed in the context of drug education (Chapter 5) and treatment and service
needs (Chapter 6). Each of these investigations attempts to demonstrate the
sophistication of discourse that respondents exhibit in their drug-related
conversations and the ways in which their attitudes and understandings of these

topics are shaped by the context of the experiences they have had.



Chapter 1 - Attribution Theory

=

Intr 10N

To examine the attributional approach to drug-related explanations it is useful to first
consider the historical academic background to this method. The history of attribution
theory reflects the development of a generally cognitive and deterministic approach to
problems in social psychology. The emphasis here 1s placed on discrete decision-
making processes that occur mn “lay explanation”. Much of the original work was
conducted by Heider and is reported in his seminal work “The Psychology of
Interpersonal Relations™ (1958) in which explanation seeking is represented as the
quest for pseudo-scientific causes of behaviour. The crucial representation here is of
the lay person striving to engage 1n activities in a scientific manner but without the
technical expertise of the “real” scientist. The task undertaken by Heider, and adopted
by many subsequent social investigators, was to examine the mechanisms
underpinning such causal inferences and to examine the accuracy and utility of this
“naive science”. The question this poses for understanding drug explanations is
whether there 1s such a mechanism for explaining substance-related behaviours and, if

sO0, what form does 1t take.

This objective was advanced by the development of Kelley’s “ANOVA model of
attribution” (1967). He suggested that the type of explanation that would be offered for
a piece of behaviour would be inferred from the interaction of three factors -
consensus, consistency and distinctiveness. These referred to the frequency with

which the target behaviour was also engaged in by other people (consensus), whether



the person engaged in this behaviour frequently (consistency) and whether this action
is regularly visited upon its object (distinctiveness). The example frequently cited is of
Tom hitting Mary and the possible reasons for this act of violence. According to
Kelley’s model this would be determined by whether Tom regularly hit Mary,
whether lots of people hit Mary and whether Tom regularly hits other people. The
combination of answers will allow the lay person to attribute responsibility for this
action to something about Tom, to something about Mary or to something about the
situation. The key 1ssue here 1s that this 1s a discrete event that allows for a discrete
explanation and, as it represents lay explanation mechanistically, it allows only for

one explanation for an event.

This has been the approach that has been used 1n the development of attribution theory
- the subject 1s presented with a hypothetical event concerning created characteristics,
a limited amount of information about the context and is then required to make an

attribution of responsibility or cause. In the standardised tool used to assess
attributions, Abramson et al’s (1981) “Attributional Style Questionnaire” the subject
1s presented with 12 hypothetical situations (e.g. “you have been looking for a job
unsuccessfully for some time”) about which the subject has to make ratings of cause
and responsibility. This has been supplemented by work conducted in the field of
personality research, in particular Rotter’s (1966) paper, “Generalised expectancies
for internal versus external control of reinforcement”. Rotter outlines a scale for
measuring “locus of control”. This he defined as a relatively enduring personal
characteristic indicating the extent to which individuals perceive that they have control

over the events in their lives.
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This “internal-external” dimension is one of the key features of attribution theory in
terms of subjects explaining their actions and for explamning the actions of other
people. An internal (or dispositional) attribution 1s to ascribe responsibility or cause to
the actor while an external (or situational) attribution 1s to explain an event in terms of
the context in which it occurred. This approach was adopted by Weitner (1975) in his
work on achievement motivation in which he characterised explanations of success or
failure m terms of three dimensions - internality, stability and controllability. The

internal-external dimension was based on Rotter’s concept of locus, while stability
refers to the durability of the action over time and controllability to the extent to

which the individual saw the behaviour as within the control of the actor.

Weiner’s work was based on self-attributions of examination performance in which
students gave explanations for real successes and failure. Weiner’s work marks the
transition for attributions from dealing with hypothetical or historical events to using
natural explanations (attributions) as the basis for prediction. Weimner argued that
certain explanations for failure - particularly external, controllable and unstable -
offered a more optimistic prognosis for future pertormance than attributions that were
internal, stable and global. For Weimer, the individual who explains failure in terms
of lack of effort (a transitory and controllable state of affairs) has more chance of
working towards a pass 1n the exam than the individual who explains failure in terms
of things they cannot control and are enduring, such as lack of ability. This was a
crucial development for attribution theory as it represented the transition to a model

that was testable and potentially applicable in a range of social and clinical situations.
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2. The evidence for attribution theory

One of the most comprehensive studies was carried out by McArthur i 1972
employing the standard model of presenting the subject with a sentence depicting an
event and requiring the subject to choose a “why” question from a list of options
based on the actor or the situation. The McArthur study was a test of Kelley’s “causal
calculus” and provided a certain amount of support for the consensus, consistency and
distinctiveness determinants of explanation. However, it was suggested that subjects
may not require all three types of information to make judgements as, in everyday
life, such decisions may have to be made with considerably more limited information.
To test this, Orvis, Cunningham and Kelley (1975) supplied their subjects with two
or, on occasion, only one information variable. They found that subjects could infer
the value of the information they had received but also could often infer the actual

attribution. The authors concluded that individuals have a mental template

corresponding to the causal calculus.

A substantial amount of subsequent work on attribution theory focused on the
dimensions employed by Weiner as these have been regarded as having considerable
practical applications. One such project was the “learned helplessness” experiments
carried out by Martin Seligman (1975). Using Pavlovian learning techniques,
Seligman demonstrated that dogs could come to learn the inescapability of pain and so
stop trying to avoid 1t. Seligman believed learned helplessness was a major
determinant of many cases of unipolar depression, although the original literature

(e.g. Miller and Norman, 1975) presents a confused picture. For this reason,
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Seligman turned to the developing area of attribution theory and Peterson and
Seligman (1980) argued that it was the causal attributions for negative events that led
to depression in many cases. In particular, they argued that an attributional style of
internal, stable and global explanations for negative events was characteristic of

depressives.

In 1979 Seligman et al correlated scores on their Attributional Style Questionnaire
(ASQ) against scores on the Beck Depression Inventory (Beck, 1974) giving scores of
0.41 for internality, 0.34 for stability and 0.35 for globality. Although statistically
significant these do not reach the levels required for clinical significance. Similarly
the development of the Child Attributional Style Questionnaire (Kovacs and Beck,
1978) demonstrated that children as young as nine may manifest both depression and
the internal, stable attributional style. Further support for the model comes from the
positive events in the Attributional Style Questionnaire (it consists of six positively
valenced and six negatively valenced items). When correlated with depression scores
the positive events score yielded negative correlations with internality, stability and
globality. For good events, depressives make attributions that are less internal, less

global and less stable than do normal individuals.

This provokes a “reality” question - do depressives have a negative attributional style
as their lives justify such representation, making the optimism of so-called “normals”
the greater distortion of reality? Social psychology research had previously reported
the biasing tendency of ‘normal’ subjects. Miller and Ross (1975) report on the ‘self-

serving bias’, according to which individuals tend to take the credit for success
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(internal attribution) and disclaim the responsibility for failure (external attribution).
There is also an ‘actor-observer divergence’ (e.g. Nisbett et al, 1973; Storms, 1973)
in which actors are more likely to use external attributions for their own actions,
while observers are more likely to make dispositional attributions about the actions of
others. The authors concluded that actors place greater emphasis on situational factors
than do observers. This may be a consequence of differences in perspectives with the
actor looking outwards at the world while the observer sees the actions revolving
around the individuals engaging in them. This may go some way to explaining why
non-drug users ‘blame’ drug users for their own actions while the users themselves

are more likely to provide socially mediated explanations for their behaviour.

Another bias 1s referred to as the ‘fundamental attribution error’, based on the actor-
observer divergence. The principle behind this 1s referred to as ‘correspondent
inference’ and 1nvolves the tendency we have to infer dispositional traits from the
statements made by individuals. This approach was tested using a research strategy in
which subjects were asked to read or write an essay for or against a particular
position, while observers were required to attempt to assess the speaker’s “real”
attitude (e.g. Jones and Harris, 1967). Brown concluded that “observers will draw

internal inferences from an actor’s behaviour unless the actor’s behaviour is so fully

controlled as to be robotlike” (Brown, 1986, pp. 179 - 180).

In sum, these biases have powerful implications for attribution theory. The normal
individual is more likely to make favourable interpretations of their own behaviour by

attributing success to dispositional factors and failure to situational factors, and by
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making attributions about their own behaviour that are more likely to be situational
than dispositional. These may act as powerful constraints on the generalisability and
scientific testability of everyday explanations, particularly as the attributions of actors
and observers are likely to be divergent. This creates one of the major dichotomies to
be explored throughout the thesis - for substance activity, who contributes to the
actor’s explanations and how are these validated and legitimised in contexts that

involve external observers? (see Chapters 3 and 4).

One possible inference is that the ‘normal’ participant in social psychology
experiments exhibits a generally optimistic bias for both positive and negative actions.
Therefore the assumption is that depressives have either a bias towards internal, stable
and global attributions for negative events (and a bias towards external, unstable and
specific attributions for positive events) or that they lack the positive biases that exist
in ‘normal’ subjects. When Alloy and Abramson (1979, 1982) attempted to test these
possibilities using estimates of control they found that depressives were more
‘realistic’ than non-depressed subjects. The conclusion they reached 1s that the
‘normal’ distorts reality to live in an illusory world of optimism, in which self-serving

biases sustain a positive self-image at the expense of ‘reality’.

It is this ‘psychological’ foundation of attribution theory that permuts it to be used as a
predictor of behaviour and that allows its deployment as a clinical tool. If attributions
represent a negotiable psychological state that can be shifted, then attributions may
have a significant role in therapeutic interventions based on cognitive-behavioural

premises. However, before attempts are made to implement an “attributional
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therapy”, a critical examination must be undertaken of the reliability and validity of
attribution theory and it’s underpinning dimensions (both Kelley’s and Weiner’s). For
this reason, the remainder of this chapter will examine the critical literature of
attribution theory and the social scientist’s role in interpreting “lay” explanation,
while Chapter 2 will look at some of the alternative approaches to understanding the

context and role of natural explanation.

Criticisms of Attribution Theory

One criticism of Kelley’s model was advanced by Pruitt and Insko (1980) when they
noted that the typical research procedure does not permit the subject to carry out the
“naive ANOVA” indicated by the original model. They argued that the model 1s more
accurately described as a typical cognitive heuristic than an inferior representation of
a scientific model. Thus, the characterisation of lay explanation as an unconscious
attempt to be scientific that is just not quite up to standard, 1s pejorative as it presents
a misleading model of everyday explanation. This 1s a point that will characterise
much of the discussion - everyday explanation is not scientific because its goals are

not scientific. They are, in fact, purposive, interpersonal and negotiated, and it is a

distortion to characterise them as pseudo-scientific.

A similar problem is that Kelley’s model of natural explanation does not allow the
distinction between necessary and sufficient conditions (Hilton, 1988). This follows in
the associationist tradition common to much of social science which ignores the

empiricist criticism that cause 1S, 1n 1tself, not knowable. As Schustack and Sternberg
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(1981) point out, occurrences in both the condition-present / effect-absent and the
condition-absent / effect-present do not merit the conclusion that there i1s no causal
connection, yet this is an assumption made by Kelley’s ANOVA model. Rather, the
conclusion that should be drawn is that if causal relationships exist they are of
different types. It is the social scientist’s representation of causality that is flawed and
not that of the lay explainer. While this may seem pedantic, it emphasises the
reflexive issue in attribution theory and its representation of its subject. The
representation of lay explanation as “inferior science” cannot be sustained on grounds
of natural science and can be interpreted as a mechanism by which the social scientist
may assume the right to impose his explanation on that of the original subject. Here
the characterisation of lay explanation as bad science 1s a warrant for the superiority

of the attribution theorist’s explanation.

A similar problem for Kelley’s model concerns “counterfactuals” - the case in which
the condition 1s absent but the eftect i1s present. According to Jaspers, Hewstone and
Fincham (1983), Kelley’s reliance on co-variation 1s made problematic by the
psychological assumption that the absence of a counterfactual may be the ordinary
state of affairs (e.g. what may have happened if America had not bombed Hiroshima).
This contrasts with the assumption for single events (as are presented 1n vignettes) that
there is some salience to the information. Therefore, if one gives the counterfactual
information that on one occasion Tom did not kiss Carol, the subject may assume this

is salient (or unusual) and that he normally does, although there is no causal

foundation for this premise.
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The point is that if the contrast case has never occurred there can be no assumptions
of causality. These philosophical criticisms of the lay science model are crucial as
attribution theorists who stick rigidly to Kelley’s model may be misinterpreting the
goals of everyday explanation. These do not have to be approximations of an external,
natural reality and so do not have to employ methods that approximate to it. The point
1S that it 1s only by characterising lay explanation in this way that this mechanistic and
deterministic model of human activity can gain currency, at the expense of more

negotiated and social interpretations of explanation.

Another problem for Kelley’s model of causal explanation, albeit one he was aware
of, concerns the situation in which there are a number of sufficient but not necessary
conditions for the effect to occur. This is the day-to-day experience in which a
complex phenomenon may equally be explained by a number of causes either singly
or in combination. This situation emphasises the pre-eminence of psychological over
“actual” cause - 1t was Mackie (1974) who first wrote of the centrality of impressions
of causal relations 1n the field of attribution. There are two issues here - the first
concerns the way in which, in attribution theory, one cause is given prominence over
another. The second is the way 1n which one single cause 1s selected from a number

of non-equivalent potential causes with the non-equivalence occurring at the level of

explanation.

While traditional attribution theory focused on easily defined and measured events,
this is frequently not the case for real “why” questions. For example, in the case of

the Cromwell Street murders, the question of why the Wests committed their crimes,
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elicits explanations that range from cinematic desensitisation of society to violence to
Inadequate policing and social care provision. The point about these factors is that
they are not mutually exclusive, although all may be causal determinants of these
violent acts. To assume that one of these 1s the definitive cause 1s to commit what
Ryle (1949) may have called a ‘radical category error’, yet this 1s the consequence of
the methods employed in the attribution literature. The point that Mackie makes 1s

that people select causes because they have explanatory benefits rather than as a

consequence of their scientific primacy.

The immediate difficulty with this, as Kelley (1967) notes, 1s that if an attribution of
cause 1s traced through a series of intermediate connections to a distal event, such as

adult criminality to parental separation in childhood, the chain of connections may
include both mternal and external factors. The parental separation (external) may have
led to insecurity (internal) to tantrums (unstable) to peer mistrust (stable) to deviant
behaviour (internal, stable and possibly global). As Hilton (1988) points out “internal
and external causes are thus interdependent, and may even be recursively embedded

in each other 1n an extended causal chain.”

This problem is compounded by the ditficulty of differentiating internal from external
explanations in certain circumstances - thus, if a student is asked why she wants to be
a psychologist and replies that it 1s because it 1s a well-paid job this would be regarded
as an external attribution. However, 1if 1n response to the same question, the student

replies that it is because she wants to earn a lot of money, this would be an internal

attribution, yet one could argue that the two explanations tap the same underlying
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dimension, distinguished by active or passive discourse. The possibility that the
internal-external dimension is influenced by linguistic style (“it’s cold today” as
opposed to “I’'m cold today”) would not undermine the predictive function of
attributions but would imply a shift of emphasis from cognitive processing towards
discourse and language (see Chapter 2). However, it is important to recognise that
this is a criticism of the dimensions, rather than a fundamental challenge to the

attributional model.

The issue of internality is not, however, as straightforward in everyday attributions of
cause as the vignette studies have implied. Characterising events as either internal or
external is not straightforward, and this is compounded by the difficulties of i1solating
individual ‘causes’ from events that have multiple sufficient and necessary causes.
According to Hart and Honore (1959) the salient cause is identitfied as an abnormal
condition if there is an intention lying behind it, in which the intention is referred to
as the “operative cause”. Thus if a car crashes because of icy roads, but the ice on the
roads results from their being hosed by a criminal intent on damage it is the hosing of
the road that is deemed the cause and not the ice per se. The appropriate model here
is multiple regression analysis, not analysis of variance. This challenges the “man the
scientist” model in that it is the salience of conditions (1.e. although oxygen 1is
required for a fire, it is unlikely to be cited as the cause) that increases their role as
explanatory devices, rather than that they satisty the condition of covariation. Here we
return to the point that attributional cause has social and purposive foundations that

may or may not be consistent with scientific causality.
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People make causal explanations without any regularity in mind to support it (Mackie,
1974) as a consequence of their hopes, beliefs and social circumstances rather than as
a result of rational calculation (whether conscious or not). They may use a number of
strategies in isolating causes which may be connected with both linguistic and social
factors that may not accord with a causal reasoning process. It may only be in an

uninteresting environment such as a social psychology experiment that a concept such

as man as lay scientist could seem plausible.

It the question to be answered by the subject was not “why did John trip over Mary

dancing” but “Why does John mject heroin” there are a viable range of response

options along the lines of:

(a) Because of something about John,

(b) Because of something about heroin or

(c) Because of something about the situation.

As a result, the style of the answer would be very different. While the original causal
attribution model would claim that 1t 1s the unimportance of the first situation that
makes 1t scientifically useful, this is why it has only limited relevance for everyday
explanation. Everyday explanation 1s caught up in the flow of life events for the
person who will only engage in a causal inference process 1f there is a reason to do
so. This also emphasises the actor-observer difference as will become apparent in the

studies of drug use and explanation presented in Chapters 4, 5 and 6.

The issue of salience has also been addressed by Taylor and Fiske (1978). In their

study, subjects watched a dialogue in which either of the speakers was more visible or
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they were given equal prominence. In general, the observers assigned greater causal
responsibility to the actor who had been made more salient to them. Thus, the death
of a drug user is more likely to be explained in terms of overdose than heart failure
from natural causes as the rhetoric of drug use involves this kind of risk and overdose
1s part of the narrative of drug use whereas death from natural causes is not. What 1s
salient 1n the mind of the attributer is central here and not necessarily related to a
pseudo-scientific covariation principle. What is salient may well mvolve myths and

narratives about drug use and what happens to drug users.

Mackie (1974) has also suggested that the attribution research to that date had not
addressed the question of how hypotheses are formulated 1n the first place, focusing
on testing existing hypotheses, which Mackie defined as “eliminative induction”. This
point establishes that the model will not bring to light common assumptions and will
seek co-variations within a particular set of beliefs. Thus for the dead drug user, if the
person ascribing cause 1S a coroner, then the explanation will involve some set of
biological explanations, and 1t would be inappropriate for the coroner’s report to
speak of urban deprivation or Government policy. This 1s a consequence of the role
occupied by the coroner, but it is also the type of explanation that is considered most

satisfactory in that it is “scientific”.

This brings to light a distinction frequently overlooked in the attribution literature,
concerning the overlap in definitions of “cause” and “responsibility” - if one asks
about the cause of death there is an expected level of description based on physical

causality. On the other hand, if the question 1s about responsibility the appropriate
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level of description is (inter)personal rather than physical. Here responsibility rests in
the behaviour of individuals or groups, whereas cause can equally be attributed to
Inanimate objects. In other words, the context of the why question is a significant
determinant of the range of appropriate styles of response, one of the most important

aspects of which 1s ‘who does the asking?’

This 1s an important issue if the theoretical foundations of social psychology
experiments are to be regarded as being socially grounded, as many of the criticisms
levelled at Weiner or Kelley’s models of explanations relate to the rationale for the
discipline rather than attribution per se. It 1s only if one does not accept a radical
discontinuity between the “scientific explainer” (the attribution theorist) and the “lay
explainer” (the subject) that it 1s meaningful to permit its claim to universality (or
globality). This i1s based on the social scientist’s dual (and possibly duplicitous) status
as definer of a social structure he or she is party to when they leave the laboratory.
The attribution theorist, as a social scientist, 1s here faced with a problem that the
physicist 1s spared — namely, that he is both explainer and explained if his theory is a

general rule of explanation.

It is not unreasonable to expect the experimental design to influence the motivation
and willingness to participate of the subject, yet it 1s assumed that the only motive the
participant has is compliance. If the participant is given a trivial task then their level
of engagement is likely to be trivial. It 1s not only that such explanations lack the

impetus of significant life concerns, but also that the subject must act with no context

other than a paper and pencil test with a guarded and unhelpful “scientist”. This
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entire situation induces a rationalistic fallacy - the ensuing behaviour appears rule-
bound in a context in which meta-rational considerations are removed. The participant
1s also likely to exhibit self-presentational biases towards logical, rule-bound and
coherent activities, not necessarily because that is what she does in her daily activities
but because that 1s what she thinks i1s required from someone asking assessment-style

questions.

There are two contextual problems for the attribution research experiment - the
context of the vignette and the context of the interaction between researcher and
subject. The problem with the vignette is that it is trivial, frequently presenting
unlikely situations about unknown individuals with no background information. It also
forces the subject into a passive role mn which the subject 1s given a finite and non-
negotiable set of information on which to base their judgement. This i1s in contrast to
daily life in which attributing responsibility involves information seeking and
canvassing the opinions of others. Secondly, research occurs in an unfamiliar context
with the participant attempting to guess the purpose of the task and anxious that they
are being tested. It is foolish to assume that the subject will not develop a theory about
the experiment and that this will not influence their behaviour. Thus, the interaction

constitutes the context of the task and acts as a substitute for background information

against which the task is performed.

These limitations with both the structure of the lay scientist model and the
experimental methods used to investigate it, have led attribution theorists to develop

the theory in two main ways. At a theoretical level, the model has been extended by
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some writers to address some of these social and purposive criticisms, while the
model has also been taken out of the laboratory to address real issues of practical
importance. Particularly, in the developmental area, attribution theory has been
widely utilised in examining explanations in children. For example, Sedlak (1979) has
argued that young children attribute intentionality in systematically different ways
from older children, while Lalljee, Watson and White (1983) have shown that
children as young as five have clearly differentiated explanations for emotions and

actions.

3. Attribution Interviews

As part of this preliminary investigation five interviews were carried out anonymously
with social psychologists who have worked with attribution theory. These interviews
were tape-recorded and lasted for between 30 minutes and one hour. The interview
schedules were semi-structured and were developed around a series of key questions
on the problems and issues surrounding attribution theory. The reason for conducting
these interviews was to provide a further level of explanation, in which the empirical
explanation and its theoretical underpinning (the attributional approach and its

rationale) are themselves materials for explanation.

This is not merely an exercise in reflexive practice through which any explanation is
shown to be open to its own method of analysis but is a means of examining the
political agendas of attribution theory. The topic is attribution theory in general and
not initially its specific application to the drugs field as it is the general application of

the approach that is being examined prior to its specific use with regard to substance
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misuse. By so doing the political relationship of attributing cause to drug users’
explanations (given in both the first and third person) can be made more explicit.
These interviews should not be regarded as characterising the interviewees, rather
they illustrate some of the difficulties associated with applying attribution theory. The

interviews will be dealt with by topic and are listed 1n a random order.

1. Attributions as categorisations

The first point made by Interviewee 1 1s that much of the original experimental work
was weak and naive, yet 1s still cited 1n the literature, that “people still talk about
internal and external attributions and I think it would be much better had the theory
moved on”. The claim is that the concept of internality of attributions 1s confused and
that too much emphasis has been placed on a concept of debatable validity at the
expense of more salient cognitions. This point was picked up by Miller et al (1981)
when they argued that the ‘internal’ and ‘external’ dimensions cover too much ground

and that they are not easy to assign explanations to.

This claim 1s emphasised by the interviewee’s criticisms of the internality, stability
and globality dimensions on the grounds that, “Once you identify somebody along
those dimensions its very unclear what you've got at the end of the day and that
somebody who’s doing that in a clinical setting looking at depressions might actually
be dealing with quite different types of representational world than someone who’s
trying to do that in terms of patient’s understanding of a symptom”. This is based on
the rigidity of the dimensions and the lack of sophistication in the characterisation of

individuals that ensues. This is supported by Interviewee 3’s claim that “The obvious
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weakness [of attribution theory] is that, at the end of the day you can never be sure.

Whether someone gives a valid account of their actions or whether I make a valid

inference .... you can never be sure”.

Although social scientists talk about the limitations of particular classification systems,
such as those associated with attribution theory, this overlooks the possibility that it 1s
the act of classification that i1s problematic. The point emphasised in the quotation
from Interview 3 1s that attribution theory 1s limited, and that this limitation 1s
mediated both by the ‘accuracy’ of the subject’s input and by the skills of the social
scientist. However, what i1s unclear is what the relationship between the two 1s and
how this 1s managed in a social context. Yet the need for qualitative and interpretive
material 1s recognised in Interview 5 when the speaker claims that “There’s a
realisation that whilst data collection and observing behaviour is perfectly adequate it
is not sufficient in itself”. This is, 1n effect, the central dilemma with which the social
scientist is faced - the complexity of attempting to marry quantitative and predictive

methods with the need for discursive and qualitative interpretations.

This 1s recognised in the conclusion that Interviewee 1 draws that, “So, no, I
wouldn’t, I would encourage people to try and look for a more sophisticated
description of the person or the group’s causal understanding”. This raises two new
issues. First, the creation of any typology of linguistic performance is necessarily
going to involve a crude categorisation that does violence to the original statements.
Secondly, the pressures towards parsimony and sophistication are not likely to be

consistent. This is not surprising as the process of explaining the explanations is a
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complex task that does not lend itself to simple categories. Here it is not that

attribution theory is inadequate but that it is inappropriate for the goals 1t has been set.

2. Attributions and the characterisation of subjects

The classification of the individual along the attribution dimensions may vary
according to the reasons for using the method. That an individual may be
characterised 1n different ways according to the motives underpinning the
characterisation is a common feature of everyday life and is only surprising in a “real
science” paradigm. This is recognised by Interviewee 4 in his claim that “This is
when 1t becomes disingenuous. They [the attribution theorists] are appealing to a
position which seems as if its objective but is itself a subjective position”. The search
for consistency 1s here explained as an aspect of professionalised activity rather than
as a part of the observed behaviour. A drug user may characterise himself as external
when explaining crimes committed, but as internal when planning future activities,
depending on the context of the conversation (see Chapters 4 and 5). It is only if
attributions represent an underlying reality uninfluenced by the motives of the
attributer, that such shifts cannot be permitted. It is this 1ssue that has led Lloyd-
Bostock (1983) to argue that attribution theorists would examine the legal literature as

the basis for a broader theoretical frame that incorporates the social context in which

attributions are provided.

Social scientists are not naive in their expectations for attribution theory as a scientific
method, but political assumptions about the relationship of the experimenter to subject

are implicitly made. The first assumption is that the subject is “mindlessly compliant”
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and enters the study without motives which can be questioned on two counts. First,
even if achievable, this does not represent everyday activity, a problem for a theory
with that objective. Second, the use of trivial situations does not elicit an absence of
motives but the motives of apathy and disinterest. The difficulty i1s that the method
contradicts the objective - by being neutral, this removes the everyday relevance of
explanation, replacing them with impression management strategies peculiar to the
context of participating in experiments. In Interview 4, the claim i1s made that “what
social psychologists keep forgetting is that when they’re trying to be objective and
neutral, they are actually taking a position, a bizarre one, but a subjective position”.

Here the interviewee identifies the flaw of perceived neutrality as a peculiar but

identifiable stance that contradicts 1ts own objective.

The characterisation of participants as predictable also assumes that the researcher has
a status separable from that of the participant. The participant 1s assumed to respond
in a thoughtless way manipulated by the experimenter with no mput or control. Antaki

(1994) describes this process as a ‘limited language game’ in which the meaning of

the vignette does not clarify whether the situation actually called for an answer at all.
The assumption is that participants are thoughtless and thus fit the deterministic
paradigm created for them. In this way, the research methodology for testing
attribution theory builds upon assumptions about not only lay explanation but about
people and their ability to provide responses on request, as if opening a drawer in
their heads. This is a problem inherent in categorising or explaining everyday
explanation, which is particularly acute for those who mimic the methods of natural

science. The social researcher who claims that the “laws” of natural explanation apply
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only to “lay” subjects is not only restricting the generalisability of his own theory but
1S engaging in a political categorisation. This is the assumption that the subject is not

creative, hypothesis-testing and exploring in the way that the researcher is.

This provokes a demeaning picture of the research participant that inheres in assuming
to 1mpose meta-explanations on other people’s explanations. The risk is in assuming
the deterministic principles of natural science apply to social phenomena and, by
doing so, of diminishing participants and their explanations. This problem is
addressed for adult drug users and treatment provision in Chapter 4 and for young
people’s educational needs around 1llicit substances in Chapter 6. However, the risk in
both situations 1s common - that an “expert” view 1s prioritised over the natural
explanations of participants, whose own views are subsequently devalued. This has

led more recent attribution-oriented approaches (such as Antaki, 1994) to

explanations, justifications and so on to incorporate some of the discursive and

rhetorical methodologies outlined in Chapter 2.

Yet this does not account for what are perceived to be the strengths of attribution
theory. Interviewee 2’s considers that, “it brings a certain logic to bear on choosing
the correct or best route through someone’s explanations to make inferences about
what is the most likely reason for their action from which, of course, then one makes
dispositional judgements”. This is the argument that natural explanation is variable
and messy, so the task for social scientists is to provide a rationale and a taxonomy of
natural explanation. However, such a classification is inherently discriminatory and

partial. It is political to the extent that classifications involve judgements that have
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consequences and which assume the warrant to engage in this task. The right to

ownership of a theoretical meta-knowledge is neither arbitrary nor disinterested.

3. The politics of attribution and the status of the theorist

Thus, in the drugs field there is a lobby that would argue that physicians are not
sufficiently expert for the positions they hold as they have not experienced the
difficulties of a drug-using lifestyle. The argument is that former or current users
should influence policy as they know the problems in a way that is not accessible to
the non-user. This argument challenges the medical model in which psychiatrists and
general practitioners, through their power of prescribing, have been highly influential.
The question 1s what constitutes an “expert”. The type of knowledge employed is
central in determining the ‘best’ explanation and this has its foundations in political
influence, as well as logic or science. Therefore, the quest for ‘scientific’ knowledge
and status 1s informed by assumptions about the source of information and the goals
of the informer. Interviewee 5 argues that “There’s always a struggle in doing
research of imposing versus understanding, and in discourse analysis there 1s a very
strong political line about letting our subjects speak and negotiation, which ends up in
a complicated piece of surreptitious business in which you reveal the political story
through the process of negotiation”. The interviewee here recognises that even in
attempting to negotiate meaning, a political agenda is set which influences how this

negotiation 1S managed.

Interviewee 2 supports this in the claim that, “I think that at the end of the day, as

psychologists, if we’re doing our job properly, we can make probabilistic assessments
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of situations better than a layman can or could but to some extent it is picking up the
right cues and working on those cues and trying to understand what function they
serve”. It is the adoption of a role that has access to a body of knowledge and a series
of investigative techniques that differentiates the expert from non-expert. However,
expert identity may lead to the creation of a reality that validates the protession, rather
than testing the external world. Under such circumstances, the generalisability of the
‘reality’ created by attribution research may well be questioned, as that of the medical

model of substance use has already been.

The second issue from the above quotation concerns the assumption that there 1s a
non-negotiable reality and that convergent explanation 1s possible. The difficulty ot
employing a scientific paradigm in social settings 1s that the method of ‘truth-testing’
contrasts with individual experience of negotiated agreement and multiple realities.
The social scientist is in a situation in which the participant 1s also likely to have an
opinion about the explanation the ‘expert’ produces, which may not agree with that
expert opimion. It is here that professional warrants validate the ‘expert’ view.
However, this authority rests on an impartiality that 1s hard to reconcile with the

norms and rules of daily social activity.

It is only if attribution theory is assessed within its own frame of reference, by
comparing the relative successes of psychologists and ‘lay’ people against the
ANOVA model, that its superiority to lay explanation can be warranted. Interviewee
4 points out that “attribution theory works inside the laboratory due to the constraints

put on the subject and it only works outside the laboratory because of the constraints
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and power that operates in society to produce subjects of a particular type, of a
psychological type”. Here the role of warranty 1s seen to be two-way in which
psychology has both a legitimating role for society and 1s vindicated because of the
consequent characterisations it produces. Yet the question that must be addressed for
drug research 1s what relevance any warrants of expertise may have for its drug using

participants, as well as for the relevant social structures (see Chapter 3).

4. The ethics of attributing

While professional bodies monitor the activities of those who claim professional status
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