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Both explanations for achievement and development have been 
explored historically as part of a body of research referred to as attribution 
theory (Dweck, 1999, 2002; Nicholls & Burton, 1982; Weiner, 1972) and now 
as the growth mindset. Attribution theory is concerned with the explana-
tions we give ourselves when we succeed for why we succeeded, and 
when we fail, for why we have failed. The research associated with it sug-
gests that the explanations we give ourselves of the causes of our successes 
and failures (attributions) are based on our perceptions, and those percep-
tions and explanations ultimately influence our self-concept. They also 
influence our expectations for future situations, feelings of power and 
efficacy, and subsequent motivation to put forth effort. Weiner (1972, 1974) 
found four basic reasons to which individuals might attribute their success 
or lack thereof: ability, task difficulty, luck, and effort. Weiner arranges 
them in the grid shown in Figure 2.4.

According to Weiner, successful, confident people attribute their success 
to internal factors (having the ability and exerting effort) and lack of success 
to the internal factor they control and can most readily influence (effort). 
Unsuccessful, low-confidence people tend to attribute success to external 
factors (e.g., task difficulty: “Must have been an easy test”; luck: “I guess I 
just luckily studied the right chapters!”) and lack of success to external  
factors (again, luck or task difficulty, those over which they have no control) 
with a secret inner fear that they really just don’t have enough ability.
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Figure 2.4 Attribution Theory

Source: Weiner (1972, 1974). Used with permission.




