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T h e Effec t  o f  Cova r i a t i ona l  I n f o r m a t i o n o n Implici t  Causa l i t y 

Asif a Maji d (asifa@psy.gla.ac.uk ) 
Marti n J .  Pickerin g (martin@psy.gla.ac.uk ) 
And re w J .  Stewar t  (andrew@psy.gla.ac.uk ) 

Human Communicatio n Researc h Centr e 

Departmen t  o f  Psycholog y 
Universit y o f  Glasgow ,  Glasgow ,  G12 ,  Scotland ,  U K 

Ther e ha s bee n a  lo t  o f  interes t  i n a  phenomeno n 

dubbe d "th e implici t  causalit y i n verbs. "  I t  ha s bee n 
demonstrate d tha t  a  subse t  o f  verb s whic h describ e a n 
interactio n betwee n tw o individual s carrie s informatio n 
about  whic h entit y i s th e caus e o f  th e event .  Sentence s 
of  th e for m NP l  Verbe d NP 2 induc e peopl e t o ascrib e 
th e caus e o f  th e even t  t o eithe r  th e first  N P o r  th e secon d 
NP.  Th e forme r  se t  o f  verb s ar e NP l  biasing ,  th e latte r 
NP2 biasing .  Hence ,  i n Joh n hi t  Mary ,  Joh n i s perceive d 
as th e caus e o f  hit ,  makin g hi t  a  NP l  biasin g verb ; 
wherea s i n Joh n praise d Man, ;  Mar y i s see n a s th e caus e 
of  praise ,  makin g prais e a  NP 2 biasin g verb .  Thi s effec t 
has bee n demonstrate d usin g a  variet y o f  techniques , 
includin g force d respons e task s (Brow n &  Fish ,  1983) , 
completio n studie s (Au ,  1986) ,  an d has ,  also ,  bee n show n 
t o influenc e comprehensio n (Caramazza ,  Grober ,  Garve y 
& Yates ,  1977) . 

Some researcher s accoun t  fo r  thi s ver b bia s i n term s o f 
themati c role s (Rudolp h &  Forsterling ,  1997) .  Verb s 
hav e bee n divide d int o actio n verb s o r  stat e verbs .  O f 
th e actio n verb s ther e ar e a  furthe r  tw o categories , 
Agent-Patien t  (AP )  verb s (e.g. ,  hit .  kick ,  telephone )  ar e 
NPl  biasing ,  wherea s Agent-Evocato r  (AE )  verbs ,  wher e 
an Evocato r  i s th e causa l  impetu s o f  a  followin g action , 
(e.g. ,  praise ,  blame ,  congratulate )  ar e NP 2 biasing . 
Stat e verb s o n th e othe r  han d ca n b e classifie d a s eithe r 
Stimulus-Experience r  (SE )  o r  Experiencer-Stimulu s (ES ) 
verbs .  Example s o f  S E verb s ar e fascinate ,  bore , 
disappoint ,  whic h al l  giv e ris e t o a  NP l  bias .  O n th e 
othe r  hand ,  E S verb s (e.g. ,  adore ,  despise ,  honour )  ar e 
NP2 biasing . 

Kelle y (1967 )  argue s tha t  th e caus e o f  a n even t  i s tha t 
thin g wit h whic h i t  covaries .  T w o possibl e source s o f 
covariatio n are :  firstly,  th e Person ,  th e thin g producin g 
th e response ,  o r  havin g th e experienc e (i.e. ,  th e Agen t  o r 
Experiencer) .  I f  man y (few )  peopl e reac t  i n thi s wa y t o 
th e stimulus ,  the n ther e i s hig h (low )  Consensus .  Th e 
secon d sourc e o f  covariatio n i s th e Entity ,  toward s who m 
th e respons e i s directed ,  o r  alternatively ,  th e on e wh o 
give s ris e t o a n experienc e (i.e. ,  th e Patient ,  Evocator ,  o r 
Stimulus) .  I f  th e perso n respond s thi s wa y t o man y (few ) 
entitie s the n ther e i s lo w (high )  Distinctiveness . 

I n thi s experimen t  w e aime d t o discove r  ho w explici t 
causa l  information ,  namely ,  covariationa l  information , 
influence d th e implici t  causalit y i n verbs .  I n a 
completio n task ,  3 2 subject s wer e presente d wit h a  singl e 
sentenc e o f  covariationa l  information ,  followe d b y a 
sentenc e o f  th e for m Prope r  Name-Verbed-Prope r  Name 

because.. .  Fo r  example ,  fo r  th e ver b praised ,  subject s 
wer e presente d wit h on e o f  th e followin g sentences : 

(1 a) Many people praised Mary. (High Consensus) 
(lb )  Fe w peopl e praise d Mary .  (Lo w Consensus ) 
(Ic )  Joh n praise d fe w people .  (Hig h Distinctiveness ) 
(Id )  Joh n praise d man y people .  (Lo w Distinctiveness ) 

Each of these sentences was followed by (2) 

(2) John praised Mary because... 

The subjects' task was to complete sentence (2) given 
th e precedin g context .  I t  wa s foun d tha t  (a )  explici t 
covariationa l  informatio n di d no t  overrid e th e bia s 

presen t  i n interpersona l  verbs ;  (b )  Lo w Consensu s 
informatio n le d t o mor e Perso n attributions ,  wherea s 
Hig h Consensu s le d t o mor e Entit y attributions ;  an d (c ) 
Distinctivenes s informatio n di d no t  influenc e th e 
continuation s produced .  Thes e findings  ar e explaine d b y 
assumin g tha t  informatio n abou t  th e Perso n i s mor e i n 
focus ,  makin g th e Consensu s dimensio n mor e accessible . 
On th e othe r  hand .  Distinctivenes s informatio n doe s no t 
exer t  a s stron g a n influenc e o n continuation s becaus e 
informatio n associate d wit h th e Entit y i s no t  a s 
informative . 
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