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Reactions to Positive
Deviance: Social Identity
and Attribution
Dimensions

Kelly S. Fielding, Michael A. Hogg and Nicole Annandale
The University of Queensland

This research examines whether evaluations of positive deviates (i.e. high achieving group
members) are influenced by the attributions they make for their performance. We argue that
ingroup positive deviates who make group attributions help enhance the ingroup’s image and
thus attract favorable evaluations. In Experiment 1, ingroup positive deviates who made group
attributions were generally evaluated more favorably than ingroup positive deviates who made
individual attributions. There was also evidence that the positive deviates’ attribution style
influenced group and self-evaluations. Evaluations of outgroup positive deviates were not
influenced by their attribution style. In Experiment 2, an ingroup positive deviate who was
successful and attributed that success to the group was upgraded relative to an ingroup positive
deviate who made individual attributions. Group evaluations were also higher when the positive
deviate made group attributions. This pattern did not emerge when the positive deviate failed.
The results are discussed from a social identity perspective.

keywords attribution, positive deviance, social identity

WHAT do we know about reactions to indi-
viduals who are exceptional or outstanding on
an important dimension—individuals who
exceed our expectations? On first reflection the
answer to this question might seem self-evident:
exceptional or outstanding behavior will attract
respect, admiration, and generally favorable
perceptions. However, findings from the social
comparison literature suggest a more complex
story. Comparing oneself with high achieving
individuals can be a threatening experience
unless they are friends who are achieving on a
self-irrelevant dimension (e.g. Tesser, 1988),
the achievement is readily attainable (e.g.

Lockwood & Kunda, 1997), and crucially, the
high achievement is by ingroup members in a
contextually salient intergroup context (Brewer
& Weber, 1994; Schmitt, Silvia, & Branscombe,
2000).

Consistent with the social identity perspective
(Hogg, 2003; Hogg & Abrams, 1988; Tajfel &
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Turner, 1979; Turner, 1982; Turner, Hogg,
Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987) this latter
finding points to the importance of identity
motivations in our judgments of, and reactions
to, high achieving individuals. Being outper-
formed by others can be threatening to our self-
concept unless we can somehow benefit from
an association with the high achiever. When a
social identity becomes salient, individuals 
self-categorize as group members, and self-
evaluations become dependent on group evalu-
ations. In this context high achievement by
other ingroup members contributes to a posi-
tively distinctive group identity and thus satis-
fies self-enhancement motives. Put simply, high
achieving ingroup members make the group
look good and this in turn allows ingroup
members to feel good about themselves—they
can bask in the reflected glory of the high
achieving ingroup members (cf. Cialdini et al.,
1976; Cialdini & De Nicholas, 1989; Cialdini &
Richardson, 1980; Wann & Branscombe, 1990).

This analysis accords with models that outline
processes of reactions to deviates (e.g. subjec-
tive group dynamics; Marques, Abrams, Paez, &
Martinez-Taboada, 1998; Marques, Abrams, &
Serôdio, 2001). Exceptional, high achieving
individuals are extreme group members who
exceed the normal or average level of perform-
ance in a group; they are what we term in our
research positive deviates. Research within the
subjective group dynamics tradition has shown
that pro-norm deviates, that is, group members
who are extreme but in a direction that
supports group norms, are generally evaluated
as favorably as normative group members and
more favorably than anti-normative deviates
(Abrams, Marques, Bown, & Dougill, 2002;
Abrams, Marques, Bown, & Henson, 2000). In
subjective group dynamics research, pro-norm
deviates were extreme in terms of their attitudi-
nal position or group-related personality traits
rather than their achievements or perform-
ance. Nevertheless, the research suggests that
deviance that validates ingroup norms and con-
tributes to a positively distinctive group image
will be met with favorable reactions.

Similarly, Hogg, Fielding, and Darley (2005)
argue that when social identity is salient positive

deviates help to satisfy self-enhancement
motives and are therefore generally evaluated
positively. This analysis focuses on the func-
tional aspect of deviance; evaluations of
deviates are determined by the direction of
their deviance and the extent to which the
deviant behavior helps to satisfy the predomi-
nant group motivation.

Group life and group contexts are, however,
more complex than this. Group members
might not only take note of the direction of
deviation but also the way in which deviates
account for their behavior. Attributions might
therefore be important in determining evalu-
ations of positive deviates. High achieving
scholars or successful sportspeople might be
evaluated differently depending on the way
they explain their success. In group contexts
the most important aspect of a positive deviate’s
explanation might be whether it allows the
group to legitimately claim ownership of the
positive deviate’s success. If the group’s role in
the success is acknowledged, then the success of
the positive deviate is more easily reflected onto
the group and its members. Group members
who make group attributions for their success
should therefore be evaluated favorably.

If the success is personalized, however, and
the role of the group is denied, ignored, or
downplayed, positive deviates and their achieve-
ments are distanced from the group. In this
situation it may be much more difficult for
group members to bask in the reflected glory of
the positive deviate. Hence a positive deviate
who makes individualized attributions for his or
her success may be met with relatively more
negative reactions.

Previous research has investigated the role of
attribution processes in group contexts. For
example, researchers have investigated how
group members react to the attributions others
make for group success or failure. Group
members who distance themselves from the
group by taking little responsibility for group
outcomes, are evaluated less favorably than
group members who allocate responsibility
equally to group members (Forsyth & Mitchell,
1979). Similarly, group members evaluate
others who make self-serving attributions (i.e.
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blaming others for group failure and claiming
credit for group success) more negatively than
those who make equitable or other-serving
attributions (Forsyth, Berger, & Mitchell, 1981).
A study by Bond, Chiu, and Wan (1984) found
that participants preferred confederate partners
who make group-enhancing attributions rather
than group-effacing attributions for group
success or failure. In a study of ice hockey
teams, Taylor and Tyler (1986) found that
members react more favorably toward other
players who show group-serving biases (i.e. take
responsibility for group failure and share
responsibility for group success) than self-
serving biases in their attributions. Taylor and
Tyler argue not only that the attribution style of
group members is readily recognized by others,
but also that the attributions group members
make for group success and failure have an
impact on person perception.

This research suggests that, in group contexts,
social identity motives may play a role in the
type of attributions group members make, and
may influence how these attributions are per-
ceived by others. Taylor, Doria, and Tyler
(1983) argue that a group-serving bias in attri-
butions helps to promote ingroup cohesion
because group members are involved in actively
promoting the group’s image. Although this
research supports the argument that attribu-
tions for success or failure are important for
evaluations of the group and its members, it
does not examine how the attributions group
members make for their own individual per-
formance influences evaluations of them. Fur-
thermore, it has focused primarily on small
interactive group contexts rather than large
social categories where members are only sub-
jectively interdependent.

The present research

The aim of the current research is to test
whether the attributions that positive deviates
make for their high performance influences
the responses of other group members. Most
research on reactions to high achievement has
been conducted in the social comparison tra-
dition where evaluations of the self after

exposure to high achievers, rather than evalu-
ations of the high achievers themselves, are
assessed (see Collins, 1996, for a review).
Research that has examined evaluations of high
achievers has for the most part not explicitly
tested the importance of social categorization
for evaluations (e.g. Feather, 1989, 1994). An
exception is research by Schmitt et al. (2000)
that has shown that social identity concerns play
an important part in how group members react
to high achieving others. They found that, in an
intergroup context highly identified group
members preferred a high to a low performing
ingroup member and that they were more
positive to high performing ingroup members
than low identified group members. The contri-
bution of our research is to go beyond group
members’ reactions to achievement, to look at
how actions and behaviors that accompany the
achievement can influence reactions. In so
doing, we recognize that, in reality, our percep-
tions are often influenced by multiple factors.

Our general prediction is that ingroup
positive deviates who make group attributions
for their success will be evaluated more posi-
tively than those who make individual attribu-
tions. Moreover, we predict that because group
attributions allow the group and its members to
benefit more easily from an association with the
ingroup positive deviate, group and self-evalu-
ations should also be more positive when
ingroup positive deviates make group attribu-
tions rather than individual attributions for
their success.

Experiment 1

The goal of the first study was to test our pre-
diction that the type of attributions that
ingroup positive deviates make for their success
will influence evaluations of the deviates. In
addition, we sought, by including measures of
group and self-evaluations, to test the argument
that ingroup positive deviates who make group
attributions contribute to a positively distinctive
social identity.

Australian university students were presented
with two positive deviates from the same uni-
versity (ingroup) or from a different university
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(outgroup). The inclusion of an outgroup con-
dition allowed us to see whether reactions to
the positive deviates were based on identity
concerns, as we propose, or more broadly on
expectations generated by wider social norms.
The targets were positive deviates by virtue of
exceptional academic or sporting achievement.
We assumed that high achievement on both of
these domains would be important to group
identity; academic achievement because it is
central to a university identity, and sporting
achievement because it is normative and
important in the Australian context (Feather,
Volkmer & McKee, 1991; Haslam, Oakes,
Turner, & McGarty, 1995). Including two types
of positive deviates also allowed us to see
whether reactions generalized across domains
or whether the centrality of a particular domain
(e.g. academic achievement) might influence
responses. We varied the type of attributions
made by the positive deviates by having them
attribute their success solely to individual
factors or by having them also give credit to
their university. Participants then evaluated
both of the positive deviates and also evaluated
the group and themselves.

We predicted that ingroup positive deviates
who made group attributions for their success
would be evaluated more favorably than those
who made individual attributions. What the
effect of the attribution style of the outgroup
positive deviate would be was less clear. In a
highly competitive and conflictual intergroup
context, outgroup positive deviates who gener-
alize their success to the group may be evalu-
ated negatively because of the threat they pose
to the ingroup’s position. In contrast, when
relations between groups are relatively stable
and the ingroup is assured of its status, the
attributions made by outgroup positive
deviates might have little consequence for
ingroup members and might not affect evalu-
ations of the outgroup positive deviates. The
latter context describes more closely the situ-
ation between the ingroup and the outgroup
in the present study and so we predicted that
evaluations of outgroup positive deviates
would not be influenced by their attribution
style.

We also predicted that when ingroup positive
deviates made group attributions for their
success, group and self-evaluations would be
higher than when the positive deviates made
individual attributions. We included both direct
and indirect measures of group perceptions.
The indirect measures included perceptions of
group homogeneity and ratings of the import-
ance of sporting and academic achievement.
Varying perceptions of group homogeneity is
one strategy that can be used to maintain a pos-
itively distinctive group identity (e.g. Doosje,
Spears, & Koomen, 1995; Pickett & Brewer,
2001). If, as we argue, group attributions help
to reflect the positive deviates’ success onto the
group, this success can be embraced by empha-
sizing the similarities among group members.
By increasing perceptions of group homogene-
ity group members are saying ‘we’re all alike
and different from you’. Moreover, when
ingroup members achieve highly in a particular
domain and reflect that achievement onto the
group, group members may also seek to
embrace the achievement by emphasizing the
importance of that type of achievement, a
strategy akin to the social creativity strategies
proposed by social identity theory (e.g. Hinkle,
Taylor, Fox-Cardamone, & Ely, 1998; Jackson,
Sullivan, Harnish, & Hodge, 1996).

Put simply, the logic for the above hypotheses
is that high achieving ingroup members will be
judged more favorably when they help to make
the group look good. If this is the case, then the
effect of attribution style on target evaluations
should be mediated by group-based evaluations.

Method
Participants and design Participants were 62
introductory psychology students at the Uni-
versity of Queensland, who participated in
exchange for course credit. There were 34
females and 28 males (mean age = 19.08 years,
SD = 3.11). Participants were randomly assigned
to conditions and tested in one-hour sessions
that ranged in size from one to nine partici-
pants. The experiment involved a 2 (Attribu-
tion Style: individual, group) � 2 (Targets’
Group Membership: ingroup, outgroup) � 2
(Achievement Dimension: sporting, academic)

Group Processes & Intergroup Relations 9(2)
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mixed design with repeated measures on the
last factor.

Procedure Participants volunteered for a
study of the effect of media style on social per-
ception. They were told that we were compar-
ing perceptions of print versus online sources
of university media information, and that they
were in the condition assessing print media.
They were told that they would read a number
of print articles, and after reading each their
perceptions of the articles would be assessed.
Where the articles presented were about
specific people, they were told that the names
and some details had been changed to elimi-
nate the possibility that their perceptions might
be affected by previous knowledge of the
person.

The first article presented to participants
served to make participants’ identity as Uni-
versity of Queensland students salient. The
article was constructed to set up competition
between the University of Queensland (UQ;
the ingroup) and the Queensland University of
Technology (QUT; the outgroup). QUT was
chosen as the outgroup based on responses to
a pilot study showing that it was perceived as
the main competitor for UQ. The article
explicitly acknowledged the competition
between the two universities, both located in
the same city, in terms of their rivalry in attract-
ing Australian and overseas students. After
reading the article, participants responded to a
questionnaire assessing their perceptions of
journalistic style, competition between UQ and
QUT, and their identification with UQ. These
questions served to emphasize further the
intergroup context. Ancillary steps were also
taken to increase the salience of the intergroup
context; for example, questionnaires bore the
UQ logo, and the target evaluation question-
naires asked participants to record the uni-
versity affiliation of the target at the end of the
questionnaire.

Participants were then presented with two
print articles that described a very high achiev-
ing student receiving a prize for his or her
performance: a prize for academic achievement
or for sporting achievement. The academic

achievement article described a student who
was presented with the ‘Australian Tertiary
Students’ Prize’. This prize was ostensibly
awarded on the basis of leadership qualities and
academic excellence. The sporting achieve-
ment article described a student who had won
the 100 metres backstroke race at the Aus-
tralian University Games. In addition, his or her
time had set a new games record.

The university affiliation of the positive
deviate was used to manipulate the targets’
group membership: they were either from the
University of Queensland (ingroup target) or
from the Queensland University of Technology
(outgroup target). The attribution style of the
target was also manipulated. In the individual
attribution condition the targets always
described their achievement using the pronoun
‘I’. The targets described how they had worked
hard to succeed and they claimed the achieve-
ment as a personal victory (swimming article)
or that the award gave them great personal
satisfaction (academic article).

In the group attribution condition, the
targets acknowledged that they worked hard
and felt a sense of personal achievement (for
the sake of credibility), but they also attributed
their success to their university. In the academic
article the target acknowledged that the prize
reflected on his or her university. They went on
to say that the working and social environment
of the university made it possible. In the
swimming article the targets acknowledged that
they felt proud not just for themselves but also
for their university. They said that the support
received from their university had helped them
achieve their goal. The article always described
a target who was the same sex as the participant
(Michelle/Michael Reid for the academic
target and Natalie/Nathan Jones for the
sporting target).

After reading each article (presentation of
the two articles was counterbalanced) partici-
pants completed a questionnaire assessing their
evaluations of the target. A final questionnaire
assessed group perceptions, self-evaluations,
and checks on the manipulations. Participants
were then debriefed and thanked for their
participation.

Fielding et al. positive deviance
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Measures The first questionnaire assessed
participants’ impression of the journalistic style
of the article (included to maintain the credi-
bility of the cover story), how much competi-
tion they perceived between UQ and QUT, and
group identification. The perceived competi-
tion item was included as a background check
to ensure that QUT was seen as a relevant
outgroup for UQ. Participants rated the compe-
tition between UQ and QUT as relatively high
(M = 7.03 on a 9-point scale where 1 indicated
not very much competition and 9 indicated
very much competition). Moreover, the mean
was significantly higher than the midpoint of
the scale (t(61) = 10.79, p < .001). This confirms
that QUT was a relevant outgroup for UQ.
Eight group identification items adapted from
Hogg and Hains (1996) were used to prime
group identity. Participants were asked, for
example, how much they identified as a UQ
student. Overall, identification as a UQ student
was relatively high (M = 6.30). However, level of
identification was not of theoretical interest in
this study and cell sizes did not allow us to
meaningfully examine any effects of initial
identification on the dependent measures.

Again, for the sake of credibility, the target
evaluation questionnaire asked participants
their impression of the journalistic style of the
article. Participants were then asked how well
the target had performed, how much they
respected the target, how pleased they felt
about the target’s academic/sporting perform-
ance, and how typical the target might be of
students at his/her university. These items were
used to tap aspects that theoretically and
empirically relate to attraction to individuals as
group members (e.g. Feather, 1993, 1994;
Fielding & Hogg, 1997; Hogg, 1993, 2001).
Previous research has shown that group-based
liking is related to the prototypicality of group
members and the contribution they can make
to the group (e.g. Hogg, Cooper-Shaw, &
Holzworth, 1993; Hogg & Hardie, 1991;
Schmidt et al., 2000). Moreover, respect has
been shown to relate to people’s instrumental
and expressive contribution to group goals (e.g.
Segal, 1979). The average of the four items was
therefore used as a measure of the targets’ 

group member attractiveness and had reasonable
reliability (academic target � = .66, sporting
target � = .69). The typicality item was also used
as a single item to check whether there were
any differences in the perceived typicality of the
academic and sporting positive deviate. Partici-
pants then rated the target on five semantic dif-
ferential scales measuring how rational, sincere,
cooperative, honest, and modest the target was.
These items were similar to those used in
previous research assessing the personal charac-
ter of high achieving others (Feather, 1989).1

The five items were averaged to form a compos-
ite index of the targets’ personal character
(academic target � = .86, sporting target � =
.88). Responses to all items were made on
9-point scales (e.g. 1 irrational, 9 rational, 1
insincere, 9 sincere). Finally, to check that partici-
pants attended to the group membership of the
target, they were asked to record the target’s
university affiliation.

After the target evaluations, participants
completed a final questionnaire. To maintain
the credibility of the cover story, they were
asked three questions about their use of differ-
ent media types. Perceptions of ingroup and
outgroup homogeneity were then assessed with
an item asking how similar UQ/QUT students
are to each other. Evaluations of the ingroup
and the outgroup were measured by asking
participants their global impression of UQ and
QUT students, and asking them to rate the
educational and social environment of UQ 
and QUT. The mean of the three UQ evalu-
ation items was used as an ingroup evaluation
scale � = .69) and the mean of three QUT
evaluation items was used an outgroup evaluation
scale � = .74).

Achievement dimension importance was
assessed by asking participants how important
they thought academic and sporting achieve-
ment was. Participants were then asked to rate
their own academic and sporting ability. The
two self-evaluation items did not correlate
highly (r = .32) and were therefore retained as
separate items. Finally, the manipulation of the
target’s attribution style was checked. Partici-
pants were asked how much each of the targets
took personal credit for their success and how

Group Processes & Intergroup Relations 9(2)
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much each of the targets attributed their
success to their university. Responses to all
group and self-evaluation items were made on
9-point scales (e.g. 1 not very much, 9 very much).

Results
Preliminary analyses including participant sex
and target presentation order showed that
these variables did not qualify any of the pre-
dicted interactions. For this reason these vari-
ables are not included in the analyses reported
below. Means and standard deviations for the
target evaluation measures are presented in
Table 1.

Manipulation and background checks On the
item checking on the typicality of the two
targets, participants judged both the academic
target (M = 4.88) (t(61) = 0.57, ns), and the
sporting target (M = 4.22) (t(61) = 3.72, p <
.001), as relatively atypical group members,
although only the rating for the sporting target
differed significantly from the midpoint of the
scale. A 2 (Achievement Dimension) � 2
(Target’s Group Membership) � 2 (Target’s
Attribution Style) mixed analysis of variance
(ANOVA) on the typicality item revealed a
main effect for achievement dimension (F(1,
55) = 10.09, p = .002). The sporting target was
judged to be significantly less typical than the
academic target.

Target’s group membership In all cases the
participants correctly identified the university
affiliation of the target.

Attribution style As expected, participants rated
the positive deviates in the individual attribu-
tion condition as taking more personal credit
for their success than in the group attribution
condition (Ms = 8.01 and 6.82 respectively)
(F(1, 57) = 20.78, p = .000). Participants also
rated the positive deviates in the group attribu-
tion condition as giving more credit to the
group for their success than in the individual
attribution condition (Ms = 6.74 and 3.68
respectively) (F(1, 57) = 64.25, p = .000).2 Thus,
the manipulation of the target’s attribution
style was successful. Ta
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Target evaluations
Group member attractiveness There was a signifi-
cant main effect for achievement dimension
(F(1, 58) = 13.09, p = .001), such that the
academic target was evaluated more favorably
than the sporting target (Ms = 6.88 and 6.48
respectively). The Target’s Group Membership
� Attribution Style interaction was not
significant (F < 1), however, the Achievement
Dimension � Target’s Group Membership �
Attribution Style interaction was significant
(F(1, 58) = 4.08, p = .048). Inspection of means
shows that the academic target’s attribution
style did not affect evaluations of the ingroup or
the outgroup target (Fs < 1). There was a
tendency, however, for the ingroup sporting
target to be rated as a more attractive group
member when he or she made group rather
than individual attributions (F(1, 58) = 3.34, 
p = .073). There was no effect of attribution
style for the outgroup sporting target (F < 1).

Personal character The predicted Attribution
Style � Targets’ Group Membership interaction
emerged on the personal character measure
(F(1, 55) = 4.65, p = .035). As shown in Figure
1, ingroup positive deviates who made group
attributions were evaluated more favorably than
ingroup positive deviates who made individual
attributions (F(1, 56) = 5.66, p = .021). There
was no difference in evaluations of the
outgroup targets (F < 1). There was also a main
effect for achievement dimension (F(1, 55) =
4.72, p = .034): academic targets were evaluated
more favorably than sporting targets (Ms = 6.81
and 6.48 respectively).

Group perceptions
Group evaluation The means and standard
deviations for group and self-evaluation
measures are presented in Table 2. A Group
(UQ, QUT) � Target’s Group Membership �
Attribution Style ANOVA with repeated
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Figure 1. Target’s personal character as a function of target’s group membership and attribution style.
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measures on the first factor was conducted on
the group evaluation measures. The predicted
Group � Targets’ Group Membership � Attri-
bution Style interaction was not significant 
(F < 1) and the only significant effect to emerge
was a main effect for group: the ingroup was
rated more favorably than the outgroup (Ms =
7.09 and 6.22) (F(1, 58) = 21.26, p = .000).

Perceived group homogeneity The same analysis
on the perceived group homogeneity items
revealed a marginal main effect for attribution
style: perceptions of group homogeneity were
higher when targets made group rather than
individual attributions (Ms = 5.41 and 4.66) 
(F(1, 58) = 3.98, p = .051). The predicted
Targets’ Group Membership � Attribution
Style interaction was marginally significant
(F(1, 58) = 3.09, p = .084). Perceptions of group
homogeneity were higher after exposure to
ingroup targets who made group rather than

individual attributions (F(1, 59) = 7.19, p = .01),
whereas the attribution style of the outgroup
target had no effect on perceptions of group
homogeneity (F < 1).

Achievement dimension importance An Achieve-
ment Dimension � Target’s Group Member-
ship � Attribution Style ANOVA with repeated
measures on the first factor was conducted on
the item checking the importance of sport and
academic achievement. The predicted Target’s
Group Membership � Attribution Style inter-
action was not significant (F(1, 58) = 1.74, ns).
There was a main effect for achievement
dimension (F(1, 58) = 36.90, p < .001):
academic achievement was considered more
important than sporting achievement (Ms =
7.19 and 5.87). This main effect was qualified
by an Achievement Dimension � Targets’
Group Membership � Attribution Style inter-
action (F(1, 58) = 10.70, p = .002). Inspection of
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Table 2. Experiment 1: Means (SD) for group perception and self-evaluation measures as a function of
target’s group membership and attribution style

Ingroup target Outgroup target

Individual Group Individual Group
attribution attribution attribution attribution

Group perceptions
Ingroup evaluation 7.17 6.93 7.27 6.98

(1.25) (1.32) (1.03) (1.07)
Outgroup evaluation 5.98 6.18 6.29 6.44

(1.69) (1.22) (1.56) (0.69)
Ingroup homogeneity 4.00 5.73 5.00 4.94

(2.16) (1.34) (1.89) (1.34)
Outgroup homogeneity 4.50 5.60 5.13 5.38

(2.13) (1.24) (2.17) (1.50)
Academic importance 6.88 7.07 7.13 7.69

(1.86) (1.49) (0.99) (0.95)
Sporting importance 4.81 6.33 6.67 5.75

(3.27) (1.29) (1.23) (1.73)

Self-evaluations
Own academic ability 6.23 6.60 6.80 6.63

(1.09) (1.12) (1.01) (1.20)
Own sporting ability 4.88 6.33 5.87 5.31

(2.03) (1.29) (1.41) (2.75)

Note: Higher values represent more favorable group evaluations, greater perceived group homogeneity,
greater dimension importance, and more favorable self-evaluations.
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the means shows that academic importance was
unaffected by the attribution style of the
ingroup or the outgroup target (Fs < 1.4). The
importance of sporting achievement, however,
was heightened when participants were pre-
sented with ingroup targets who made group
attributions relative to ingroup targets who
made individual attributions (F(1, 59) = 4.24, 
p = .044). The attribution style of the outgroup
target did not significantly affect judgments of
sporting importance (F(1, 59) = 1.44, ns).

Self-evaluations A Target’s Group Member-
ship � Attribution Style ANOVA was conducted
on the two self-evaluation items. The predicted
two-way interaction did not emerge for self-
evaluations of participants’ academic ability
and there were no other significant effects on
this measure (Fs < 1). The predicted Target’s
Group Membership � Attribution Style inter-
action emerged on self-evaluations of partici-
pants’ sporting ability (F(1, 58) = 4.02, p =
.050), and there were no other significant
effects (Fs < 1). Inspection of the means shows
that participants’ evaluations of their own
sporting ability were higher after exposure to
ingroup targets who gave group rather than
individual attributions for their success (F(1,
59) = 4.29, p = .043). The outgroup targets’
attribution style did not affect participants’ per-
ceptions of their sporting ability (F < 1).

Mediational analyses Analyses were con-
ducted to test whether the effect of the ingroup
target’s attribution style on target evaluations
was mediated by group evaluations. The results
so far reveal that attribution style had a clear
and significant impact on the ingroup target’s
personal character and sporting achievement
importance, thus, they were used as the depen-
dent measure and the mediator respectively.
Because the impact of attribution style on other
possible mediators (e.g. perceived group homo-
geneity, group evaluation) was nonsignificant
or marginally significant, and theoretically, self-
evaluations were thought to be too distal to act
as a mediator, analyses using these variables as
mediators are not presented.3 An overall
measure of ingroup targets’ personal character

was computed by averaging the evaluations of
the academic and sporting target’s personal
character. Consistent with Baron and Kenny
(1986), full mediation is said to occur when the
proposed mediator is significantly related to the
dependent measure and the inclusion of the
mediator renders the effect of the independent
variable nonsignificant. The Sobel test can be
used to assess the significance of the reduction
in effect. Sporting achievement importance was
significantly related to the ingroup target’s
personal character (� = .51, p = .003). Analyses
also showed that the significant effect of attri-
bution style on evaluations of the target’s
personal character (� = .38, p = .04) became
nonsignificant (� = .23, p = .16) once sporting
achievement importance was included in the
analysis. However, the reduction in the effect of
attribution style was not reliable according to
the Sobel test (z = 1.49, p = .13).

Discussion
Consistent with our predictions, ingroup positive
deviates who attributed their success to the
group were evaluated more favorably than those
who took personal credit for their success. This
finding emerged for both the academic and
sporting positive deviates on judgments of their
personal character and for the sporting positive
deviate on judgments of his or her attractiveness
as a group member. In contrast, the attribution
style of outgroup positive deviates did not influ-
ence evaluations of these targets. This suggests
that evaluations were motivated by social identity
concerns rather than general expectations that
specify, for example, the need for modesty on
the part of high achievers.

Further evidence that evaluations reflected
social identity concerns emerged on the group
and self-evaluation measures. Although overall
group evaluations simply reflected the usual
ingroup bias effect (Brewer, 1979; Brewer &
Kramer, 1985), on the indirect measures of
group perceptions the influence of the ingroup
members’ attributions was apparent. There was
a tendency for group members to heighten
perceptions of group homogeneity when
ingroup positive deviates made group attribu-
tions. In situations where positive deviates’
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success reflects on to the group, emphasizing
similarity among ingroup and outgroup
members may be a way for group members to
enhance the positive distinctiveness of the
ingroup. This finding also accords with
previous research showing that group members
use group variability judgments as a way of pro-
tecting or enhancing ingroup identity (e.g.
Doosje et al., 1995; Pickett & Brewer, 2001).

Judgments of the importance of academic
and sporting achievement also suggest the use
of strategic perceptions to enhance ingroup
identity. Not surprisingly given the salience of
university affiliation, academic achievement was
considered more important than sporting
achievement. However, group members
upgraded the importance of a peripheral
dimension (i.e. sporting achievement), when
ingroup positive deviates made group attribu-
tions for their success. By reflecting his/her
success onto the group the sporting positive
deviate may have provided group members with
additional means to enhance ingroup identity,
a strategy reminiscent of other research that
demonstrates that group members will differen-
tially rate group defining dimensions as a way to
protect or enhance ingroup identity (e.g.
Hinkle et al., 1998; Jackson et al., 1996).

Our argument that positive deviates are rated
more favorably because they reflect their success
onto the group gained tentative support in this
study. Mediational analyses showed that sporting
achievement importance mediated the effect of
attribution style on ratings of the personal char-
acter of the ingroup targets, although the Sobel
test failed to attain significance. One possible
explanation for the relatively weak mediating
effects is the group evaluation measures used in
the study. It is possible that these measures did
not fully assess aspects of the group influenced
by the targets’ attributions. A lack of power due
to low numbers may also account for the weaker
result.

The attributions that ingroup positive
deviates’ made for their success also impacted
on group members’ self-evaluations. Partici-
pants’ evaluations of their academic ability
remained unaffected. However, on the dimen-
sion of sporting ability group members had

higher evaluations of their own sporting ability
after exposure to ingroup positive deviates who
made group attributions rather than individual
attributions. Consistent with previous research
these results suggest that ingroup members’
self-concept can benefit from an association
with high achieving others (Brewer & Weber,
1994). The results indicate that when positive
deviates reflect their success onto the group,
group members may be assimilating their own
performance or ability to that of the positive
deviates. Although these results show that the
ingroup target’s attribution style impacted on
group and self-evaluations, it must be acknowl-
edged that without a control group we are only
able to establish the relative differences across
conditions, not the absolute effects of attribu-
tion style on group and self-evaluations.

It is interesting to note that self-evaluations
were only influenced on a dimension that
might be considered peripheral to ingroup
identity, that is, the sporting dimension.
Indeed, it is evident that some of the predicted
results only emerged for the sporting target or
on the dimension of sporting achievement.
One explanation for this might relate to the
typicality of the sporting target. It was clear that
the sporting target was judged as less typical
than the academic target. Group members may
have paid more attention to this group member
because he or she was unexpected (cf.
Burgoon, 1993; Jones & McGillis, 1976; Jussim,
Coleman & Lerch, 1987) and also because
sporting achievement is normative and thus
important for the superordinate category of
Australian identity (Feather et al., 1991; Haslam
et al., 1995). Group members might therefore
be keen to emphasize the success of this person,
especially when the success can be generalized
to the group as a whole (i.e. when the positive
deviate makes group attributions). Thus, group
members judged ingroup sporting targets who
reflected their success onto the group as more
attractive group members and embraced their
achievement by heightening the importance of
the sporting achievement dimension. Group
members’ evaluations of their own sporting
ability were also influenced. Another point
worth considering is that the centrality of the
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academic dimension for the group identity may
have stymied the ability of group members to
bask in the reflected glory of the academic
target’s achievements (cf. self evaluation model;
Tesser, 1988). That is, academic positive
deviates have the potential to be threatening
rather than augmenting to the self-concept.

The first experiment rules out the alternative
explanation that responses to positive deviates
simply reflect general expectations about
modesty or group allegiance. We argue that
positive deviates are being evaluated more favor-
ably when they make group attributions because
these types of explanations help to reflect their
success onto the group as a whole. However, it
might also be argued that any ingroup members,
regardless of their level of success, who attribute
their performance to the group will be
upgraded because group attributions affirm
group identity and help to promote ingroup
cohesion (cf. Taylor & Tyler, 1986). The second
experiment was designed to rule out this expla-
nation by varying the level of achievement of the
ingroup target. Moreover, we sought to general-
ize our findings to a different group context.

Experiment 2

In Experiment 2, Australian participants were
presented with an Australian athlete who
competed at the Olympic games and who either
won a gold medal or who was eliminated in the
first round of competition. An Olympic athlete
is a positive deviate by virtue of achieving at a
level far above the average group member.
Simply having a fellow group member achieve
at such a level should have benefit for the
group and its members. However, it is likely that
a positive deviate who attains the glory of a gold
medal at the Olympics has a greater capacity to
enhance the group’s image than one who is
eliminated from the competition. The positive
deviate described his/her performance either
in terms of individual qualities or in terms of
the group. Thus, the experiment involved a 2
(Level of Achievement: success, failure) � 2
(Attribution Style: individual, group) between-
subjects design.

Consistent with our general prediction, a
positive deviate who has gained success and
who reflects his/her success onto the group via
group attributions should attract more positive
evaluations than one who makes individual
attributions. As we have argued above, this type
of ingroup member should especially contrib-
ute to a positively distinct group identity and so
group evaluations should also be more positive
in this condition. If this logic is correct then the
effect of the successful target’s attribution style
on target evaluations should be mediated by
his/her impact on group evaluations.

Predictions regarding the positive deviate
who fails are less straightforward. We might
argue that group members who attribute their
failure to the group will attract negative
reactions because of the potential damage they
do to the group’s image. However, in the
present context the target is not truly a failure
but instead a positive deviate who has not
achieved as highly as he or she might. For this
reason, group members may pay less attention
to the explanatory style of this person and attri-
butions for performance may have little impact
on evaluations of the failed positive deviate.

Method
Participants Participants were 80 introductory
psychology students at the University of
Queensland who participated in exchange for
course credit. There were 65 females and 15
males with a mean age of 20.28 (SD = 5.77).
Participants were randomly assigned to one of
the four conditions, and were tested in sessions
of between 1 and 10 people.

Procedure The experimental session was pre-
sented to participants as two separate studies.
Participants were told that they would initially
fill out a questionnaire that was part of an inter-
national study comparing the importance of
sport across different countries, and that their
responses would contribute to the Australian
data collection. This cover story and the first
questionnaire were used as a means of making
Australian identity and the sporting achieve-
ment dimension salient.
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In the ‘second’ study, participants were told
that they would read an article in which an
Australian scientist, actor, sporting figure, or
politician was interviewed, and that they would
be asked to evaluate this person on the basis of
the information in the article. In fact, all partici-
pants received the article about the sporting
figure and the different types of targets were
only mentioned to minimize the similarity
between the first and second part of the study.
All participants were informed that some
details, such as the name and gender of the
athlete, and the date of the article had been
omitted so that they would not recognize the
athlete and base their evaluations on precon-
ceived judgments of the athlete. Our aim in
removing this information was to reduce the
likelihood that evaluations of the target would
be influenced by shared interpersonal similarity
or preconceived judgments of known athletes.
The interview was also presented in a font and
format that imitated a genuine media article.

The interview article was presented directly
after the introduction. The article began with
an introductory paragraph that was followed by
an interview in question and answer format. In
the introductory paragraph the target was
described as an Australian athlete who had
recently returned from competing at the
Olympics. The achievement level of the athlete
was manipulated at this point in the article. An
athlete who had failed was described as
someone who had been eliminated in the first
heat of the competition at the Olympics. An
athlete who had succeeded was someone who
had won a gold medal at the Olympics.

Attribution style was manipulated within the
interview itself. This manipulation was presented
in the response to the question, ‘What do you
think contributes to your performance at this
level of competition?’ Athletes in the individual
attribution condition attributed their success to
their own individual qualities. They referred to
skill level, hard work, and determination as con-
tributing to their performance. Athletes in the
group attribution condition attributed their
success to the support they receive from their
group (i.e. Australia). Their response empha-
sized that support from Australian fans and

access to Australian sporting programs had con-
tributed to their performance. The remainder
of the interview involved questions that probed
other aspects of the athlete’s life, for example,
whether they took time off during the year and
what activities they pursued during time off.
After reading the article, participants com-
pleted a questionnaire assessing checks on the
manipulations, target evaluations, and group
evaluations. Participants were then debriefed
and thanked for their participation.

Measures The first questionnaire included
items assessing demographics, group identifi-
cation, and the importance of sporting achieve-
ment. Participants were asked their sex, age,
and nationality. Only participants who identi-
fied as Australian citizens were included in the
sample. As in Experiment 1 the group identifi-
cation items were used to prime group identity
and showed that identification as an Australian
was relatively high (M = 6.90). For the sake of
the cover story there were five items asking par-
ticipants about the importance of sport and
sporting achievement for Australians. An
example item is: ‘In your opinion how import-
ant do you think sport is to Australians?’ (e.g. 1
not very important, 9 very important).

After reading the media article, a second
questionnaire assessed target and group evalu-
ations. All items were measured on 9-point
scales (e.g. 1 not very much, 9 very much). Five
items assessed the likability of the target, how
well the target represents Australia, how much
the target should be supported by Australia,
how much the target deserves to be successful,
and how much the target deserves to be publicly
recognized. The last three items were adapted
from Feather’s (1989) scale measuring reactions
to high achievers. The five items were averaged
to form a measure of group member attractiveness
(� = .88). Participants then rated how modest,
sincere, honest, humble, giving and fair the
target was. These items formed a measure of
the target’s personal character (� = .80).

Two items assessed group perceptions. One
item simply asked participants to rate their
overall impression of Australians. The other was
a comparative measure that asked participants
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to rate Australia’s overall image compared to
other countries.

Two items checked on the manipulation of
achievement level. Participants were asked how
they would rate the athlete’s performance, and
what level of achievement the athlete attained.
These two items were highly correlated (r = .85)
and were averaged to form a single scale. To
check on the manipulation of attribution style,
participants were asked, ‘In your opinion, how
much did the target think their performance was
due to individual factors?’ and, ‘In your opinion,
how much did the target think their perform-
ance was due to support from their country?’

Results
Preliminary analyses including participant sex
did not reveal any main effects or interactions
involving this factor, therefore it was not
included in the focal analyses.

Manipulation and background checks
Achievement level As expected, participants
rated the performance of the positive deviate
who had succeeded more highly than the
positive deviate who had failed (Ms = 8.56 and
6.06) (F(1, 76) = 83.60, p = .000). There were
no other significant effects on this check.

Attribution style Participants rated the positive
deviate in the individual attribution condition

as attributing their performance more to indi-
vidual factors than in the group attribution con-
dition (Ms = 7.68 and 5.03) (F(1, 76) = 37.70,
p = .000). Participants also rated the positive
deviate in the group attribution condition as
attributing his/her performance more to group
factors than in the individual attribution con-
dition (Ms = 6.53 and 2.90) (F(1, 76) = 100.80,
p = .000). There were no other significant
effects on these checks (Fs < 1). Thus the
manipulation of achievement level and attribu-
tion style were clean and effective.

Target evaluation
Group member attractiveness Means and standard
deviations for target and group evaluations are
presented in Table 3. There were significant
main effects for achievement level (F(1, 76) =
4.59, p = .035), and attribution style (F(1, 76) =
4.52, p = .037). Participants rated targets who
were successful as more attractive to the group
(M = 7.62) than those that failed (M = 7.03),
and targets that made group attributions as
more attractive to the group (M = 7.62) than
those that made individual attributions for
their performance (M = 7.03). The predicted
Achievement Level � Attribution Style inter-
action was also significant (F(1, 76) = 4.67, 
p = .034). As predicted, when the target failed
attribution style did not affect ratings of the
target’s attractiveness as a group member 
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Table 3. Experiment 2: Means and standard deviations (in parentheses) for target evaluations and group
evaluations as a function of achievement level and attribution style

Achievement level

Fail Succeed

Individual Group Individual Group
attribution attribution attribution attribution

Personal character 6.10 6.91 5.89 7.19
(1.38) (0.91) (1.15) (0.77)

Group member attractiveness 7.03 7.02 7.03 8.22
(1.18) (1.37) (1.62) (0.50)

Overall group impression 7.75 7.45 7.10 7.85
(0.97) (1.19) (1.33) (0.99)

Comparative group impression 7.80 7.10 6.74 7.85
(0.77) (1.48) (1.52) (0.99)
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(F < 1). However, successful targets were rated
as more attractive group members when they
made group rather than individual attributions
for their performance (F(1, 76) = 9.19, p = .003).

Personal character The predicted Achievement
Level � Attribution Style interaction was not
significant (F(1, 76) = 1.08, ns), and there was
only a significant main effect for Attribution
Style (F(1, 76) = 19.32, p < .000), indicating that
targets who made group attributions were
evaluated as having a more positive personal
character than targets who made individual
attributions (Ms = 7.05 and 5.99 respectively).

Group evaluation On the item measuring the
overall impression of Australians only the pre-
dicted Attribution Style � Achievement Level
interaction was significant (F(1, 76) = 4.32, 
p = .041). Group evaluations were not affected
by attribution style when the target failed 
(F < 1), but when the target succeeded and
made group attributions for success, partici-
pants had a more positive impression of the
group than when the target succeeded and
made individual attributions for success (F(1,
76) = 4.41, p = .039).

On the item comparing Australia’s image to
other countries only the Attribution Style �
Achievement Level interaction was significant
(F(1, 75) = 10.75, p = .002). There was a
tendency to rate Australia’s image as less
favorable than other countries when the target
failed and made group attributions relative to
when they failed and made individual attribu-
tions (F(1, 75) = 3.25, p = .076). In contrast,
group members rated Australia’s image as more
favorable than other countries when the target
succeeded and made group rather than individ-
ual attributions (F(1, 75) = 8.00, p = .006).

Mediational analyses Analyses were again
conducted to test whether the significant effect
of attribution style on target evaluations is
mediated by group evaluations. In Experiment
1, sporting achievement importance was the
group evaluation variable used as the mediator.
In Experiment 2, the results show a clear and
significant effect of attribution style on the

successful target’s attractiveness as a group
member and the group evaluations measures of
overall impression of Australia and comparative
favorability of Australia. Thus, group member
attractiveness of the successful target was used as
the dependent measure and overall impression
of Australia and comparative favorability of
Australia were used as the proposed mediators.
Separate analyses were conducted testing for the
mediating effect of the two group evaluation
variables. Overall impression of Australia was
significantly related to the targets’ attractiveness
as a group member (� = .47, p = .002) and the
significant effect of attribution style on group
member attractiveness (� = .48, p = .002)
became less significant (� = .26, p = .02) once
overall impression of Australia was included in
the analysis. The reduction in the effect of attri-
bution style was marginally significant according
to the Sobel test (z = 1.73, p = .07). Regression
analyses testing whether ratings of the compara-
tive favorability of Australia mediated the
relationship between attribution style and the
target’s attractiveness as a group member
revealed that the proposed mediator was not
significantly related to the dependent measure
(� = .25, p = .12) and, thus, mediation could not
be established.

Discussion
Consistent with predictions and with the
findings of Experiment 1, evaluations of
ingroup positive deviates were influenced by
the type of attributions they made for their per-
formance. We argued that positive deviates that
succeeded and implicated the group in their
success would be evaluated more positively than
those who attributed their success to individual
factors. This pattern emerged when group
members were judging the positive deviate’s
attractiveness as a group member. When the
positive deviate failed, however, attribution style
did not influence the positive deviate’s attrac-
tiveness as a group member. It is probably not
surprising that evaluations that relate to a
target’s attractiveness as a group member
should be sensitive to actions and behavior that
impact on the group and its image. When
judging personal character, only attribution
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style influenced evaluations. Positive deviates
who made group attributions for their perform-
ance were judged more favorably than those
who made individual attributions.

The logic for our predictions rests on a social
identity explanation: successful group members
who reflect their success onto the group satisfy
group enhancement motives. In support of this
reasoning, group evaluations were influenced
by the successful positive deviates’ attribution
style. Australians in general were evaluated
more favorably and Australia’s image was con-
sidered more favorable in comparison to other
countries when the successful positive deviate
made group rather than individual attributions.
Moreover, analyses showed that the effect of
attribution style on the successful target’s group
member attractiveness was partially mediated by
overall impressions of Australia. Consistent with
Experiment 1, this suggests that responses to
positive deviates are determined, at least in part,
by the impact they have on the group’s image.

The attributions of the failed positive deviate
did not influence overall evaluations of Aus-
tralians but there was a tendency to downgrade
the image of Australia relative to other countries
when the positive deviate failed and made group
attributions. This pattern gives some suggestion
that attributions that reflect a group member’s
failure on to the group can have a negative
impact on the group’s image. However, as this
pattern only emerged on one measure and is
only marginally significant it should be treated
with caution. As noted in Experiment 1, the lack
of control condition in the study only allows us
to assess the impact of the manipulations on
group evaluations in relative not absolute terms.

Although there was some evidence from this
experiment that ingroup members who make
group attributions receive higher ratings
regardless of their level of achievement, this
pattern emerged on one measure and this
measure assessed the individual characteristics
of the positive deviates. On the more group-
related evaluations, group attributions only led
to higher ratings when the positive deviate was
successful. Taken together, the results of this
experiment lend further support to our
argument that responses to positive deviates are

primarily motivated by their ability to enhance
the ingroup’s image.

General discussion

In the introduction we posed a question: What
do we know about reactions to outstanding or
exceptional individuals? We went on to argue
that an important factor influencing our
reactions to positive deviates is social categoriz-
ation and the identity-based motivations that
result from categorizing as a group member.
Central to the social identity perspective is the
proposition that individuals are motivated to
feel good about themselves and that this need
can be satisfied in group contexts by member-
ship in a positively evaluated group. To the
extent that a positive deviate’s successes and
achievements are reflected onto the group, and
its members can bask in the reflected glory of
the achievements (Cialdini et al., 1976; Cialdini
& De Nicholas, 1989; Cialdini & Richardson,
1980; Wann & Branscombe, 1990), positive
deviates should garner favorable reactions. Any
actions on the part of positive deviates that
interfere with the reflective process should
reduce the positive deviate’s ability to benefit
the group and its members; the likely outcome
is less positive reactions to the positive deviate.

One important way that positive deviates can
reflect or deflect their successes and achieve-
ments onto or away from the group is by the
attributions they make for their performance.
Our general prediction is that positive deviates
who make group-related attributions for their
success will be evaluated more positively than
those who make individual-related attributions.
There was support for this prediction across
two studies. Group members upgraded the
personal character of ingroup positive deviates
who gave credit to the group for their perform-
ance relative to those positive deviates who only
took personal credit. Moreover, in Experiment
1, sporting positive deviates who made group
attributions were considered more attractive
group members than those who made individ-
ual attributions. In the second Experiment,
ingroup positive deviates who were successful
and attributed that success to the group were

Group Processes & Intergroup Relations 9(2)

214

 © 2006 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 by on January 17, 2008 http://gpi.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://gpi.sagepub.com


judged as more attractive group members than
those who attributed their success to individual
factors.

Together, these findings provide clear
evidence that being a successful group member
and implicating your group in that success could
be one way to garner approval and support from
fellow ingroup members. In addition, the
reasoning that positive deviates who make group
attributions can help satisfy group-enhancement
motives was supported by the results on the
group and self-evaluation measures. In Experi-
ment 1, group members rated their own
sporting ability higher after reading about high
achieving ingroup members who attributed
their success to the group compared to ingroup
members who took personal credit for their
success. They also tended to increase percep-
tions of group homogeneity and emphasized
the importance of the sporting dimension, a
dimension that was largely peripheral to group
identity. In Experiment 2, group identity was
judged as more favorable overall and as more
favorable than other countries when a successful
ingroup member made group attributions for
his or her success. These results suggest that
ingroup positive deviates who make group attri-
butions contributed to a positively distinctive
ingroup identity.

Results of the mediational analyses provide
tentative support for the logic underpinning
our predictions. We argued that ingroup
positive deviates who make group attributions
are evaluated more favorably because their attri-
butions reflect success on to the group, thereby
enhancing ingroup image. In Experiment 1, the
effect of attribution style on judgments of 
the ingroup target’s personal character was
mediated by a group evaluation measure (i.e.
sporting achievement dimension) and in Exper-
iment 2 the effect of attribution style on ratings
of the successful target’s attractiveness was par-
tially mediated by the overall impression of the
group. Together these results indicate that
target evaluations are, at least in part, being
driven by group-related concerns. As noted pre-
viously, the failure to find stronger mediation
effects may perhaps reflect the group evaluation
measures used in the two studies. The inclusion

of more comprehensive and sensitive group
evaluations measures in future studies may help
to tease out the nature of the relationship
between the variables. Low power due to small
numbers may also have played some part.

Our findings are consistent with previous
research examining reactions to group
members’ attributions. Results from research
by Bond et al. (1984) and Taylor and Tyler
(1986) indicated that group members prefer
other ingroup members who make attributions
that enhance the image of the group. Whereas
the previous research has focused on indi-
viduals’ attributions for group outcomes (Bond
et al., 1984; Forsyth et al., 1981; Forsyth &
Mitchell, 1979; Taylor & Tyler, 1986) the
current research instead looked at how percep-
tions are affected by the attributions individual
group members make for their own outcomes.
Despite the difference in focus, there is
consistency in the finding of more favorable
evaluations of ingroup members who are
group-enhancing in their explanations.

A number of alternative explanations for our
results can be ruled out. The first is that target
evaluations might simply reflect general expec-
tations that individuals should be modest or
show group allegiance. This explanation would
suggest that all individuals regardless of group
membership would be upgraded for making
group attributions. This clearly was not the case:
attribution style only influenced evaluations of
ingroup positive deviates. It could also be argued
that group members may have greater expec-
tations that ingroup members will conform to
norms (cf. black sheep research; e.g. Marques &
Paez, 1994). If this were the case then evalu-
ations in the second experiment should only be
influenced by attribution style and not by
whether the ingroup positive deviate succeeded
or failed. Yet on three of the four evaluation
measures group attributions only significantly
influenced evaluations when the positive deviate
succeeded. The weight of evidence seems to
indicate that positive deviates who made group
attributions were not upgraded just because
they adhered to normative expectations, but
because ingroup members were able to benefit
from the positive deviates’ achievements.
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One limitation of our research is the lack of
a baseline control condition in the designs.
Although this omission is not uncommon in
social comparison research (e.g. Brewer &
Weber, 1994; Major, Sciacchitano, Crocker,
1993; see also Collins, 1996), without this type
of comparison condition, no firm conclusions
can be drawn about the direction of effects.
Thus, although we propose that exposure to
positive deviates who make group attributions
for their success should result in more positive
group and self-evaluations, it is possible that
these evaluations are simply less negative.
Future research including baseline control con-
ditions is needed to address this issue.

Although the present research has focused
on positive forms of deviance, it is possible that
the attributions that group members make for
poor performance or low achievement may also
be important for how they are evaluated. Expla-
nations for low achievement that relate to the
group have the potential to threaten the
positive distinctiveness of ingroup identity and
a negative deviate who makes these types of
attributions may be harshly evaluated. On the
other hand, negative deviates who personalize
their failure may be evaluated more kindly.
Attributions are just one way that deviates could
rally support or ward off harsh treatment; other
strategies could include statements of pride,
allegiance, and identification with their group.

In sum, previous research suggests a number
of factors that may influence reactions to
positive deviates. Shared group membership is
one important factor that influences reactions:
high achieving ingroup members receive more
positive reactions in salient intergroup contexts
(Schmitt et al., 2000) and their achievements
benefit other group members (Brewer & Weber,
1994). Our research suggests that, in addition to
shared group membership, positive deviates can
further influence members’ reactions by the
attributions they make for their achievement.
Positive deviates who implicate the group in
their success stand to garner more support 
and greater acceptance from other ingroup
members. The take-home message is that high
achievers seeking to gain support from other
group members or those wishing to avoid being
the target of jealousy or antagonism may be able

to do this by emphasizing their shared group
identity and the ways in which the group has
contributed to their success.

Notes
1. Although it could be argued that targets who

make group attributions would also be judged as
more modest, the pattern of results showed the
predicted interaction and no main effect for
attribution style on this item. Thus, this item was
kept as a measure of personal character.

2. An unexpected Attribution Style � Achievement
Dimension interaction also emerged (F(1,57) =
5.07, p = .028). An inspection of the means shows
that the interaction arises because the sporting
target is perceived as giving less credit to the
group than the academic target in the individual
attribution condition (Ms = 3.00 and 4.39; 
F(1,59) = 15.91, p = .000) whereas there is no
difference between the sporting and academic
targets in the group attribution condition 
(Ms = 6.60 and 6.87; F < 1). It should be noted,
however, that in support of the attribution style
manipulation both the academic target (F(1,59) 
= 24.82, p = .000) and the sporting target 
(F(1,59) = 79.20, p = .001) were perceived as
giving more credit to the group for their success
when they made group rather than individual
attributions.

3. Analyses testing for the effect of perceived group
homogeneity and own sporting ability as potential
mediators also revealed that neither variable was
significantly related to the dependent measure.
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