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expectations for future performance, because we believe that effort is under our con-
trol (Weiner, 1994). Our future motivation is not likely to be affected by attributing 
success to uncontrollable causes, such as luck. However, when we attribute failure to 
uncontrollable causes, such as believing we have low ability that cannot improve, we 
might experience shame and avoid situations that may lead to failure (Covington & 
Omelich, 1984a; Graham & Weiner, 1996).

Figure 15.1 shows common attributions students make and characterizes them according 
to locus, stability, and controllability. Two students who get the same grade on the same test 
might make completely different attributions for their performance. The attributions we make 
are affected not only by our own beliefs about our ability but also by the evaluations others 
make about our academic performance. Let’s examine these two factors next.

BELIEFS ABOUT ABILITY
Attributing success and failure to ability has different effects on motivation, depending on our 
belief about ability.

Individuals with an incremental view of ability perceive ability as unstable and control-
lable; they consider it to be ever-changing (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). When students with an 
incremental view attribute success to their ability, they will be motivated to continue to improve 
their knowledge and skills. When they attribute failure to low ability, they will become moti-
vated to find alternative strategies for succeeding next time.

Students with an entity view of ability believe that ability is stable and uncontrollable; they 
see it as fixed and unchangeable (Dweck, 2000; Molden & Dweck, 2000). Individuals with an 
entity view are motivated by gaining favorable judgments or avoiding negative judgments of 
their ability (Haimovitz, Wormington, & Corpus, 2011). When such students experience suc-
cess, they want to continue to demonstrate their competence if they believe that competence is 
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FIGURE 15.1      Locus, Stability, and Controllability Dimensions of Attributions. 

Students can make different attributions for past successes and failures, each of 
which has a different effect on their future motivation.


