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Abstract 
Based on causal attribution theory, we investigated the characteristics of causal attribution of academic achievement, 
expectancy change and emotional response in college students via a questionnaire survey. It was found that: (1) College 
students had different attributions on success and failure. Differences among students’ grades and that between success 
and failure were significant while differences between genders were not significant. (2) College students had higher 
expectation when they came across failure, and they were willing to work hard to make progress. (3) College students 
would feel gratified and proud after success. They would feel compunctious and depressed after failure. Their emotional 
responses were stronger when they succeed. 
Keywords: College students, Achievement attribution, Expectancy changes, Emotional response 
1. Introduction 
The causal attribution theory hypothesizes that within the scope of academic achievements, the motivation for “seeking 
understanding” causes students to make attributions toward their success or failure in studying. Such attributions will 
result in changes in expectations and emotions, which affects the individuals’ motivations for learning and then their 
academic achievements. 
Based on the previous studies, Weiner (1979), theoretician of attribution theory, proposes a three-dimensional 
attribution model of behaviour. He contends that the attributions toward success or failure are of great importance to 
understand achievement behaviour. In addition, people display different characteristics when they make attributions 
toward success and failure. 
Since Weiner put forward his model, much research has been done on the causal attributions toward success and failure 
within the scope of academic achievements within and outside China. Researchers have found that students have 
different inclinations for success and failure, and there exist differences in causal attributions in terms of grade and 
gender. Unfortunately those studies were mainly conducted among students in primary and middle schools. Research 
targeted at college students has been so far sporadic. A systematic research into causal attributions on the part of college 
students is needed. Thus, based on causal attribution theory, the present author intends to investigate causal attributions, 
expectancy change and emotional responses of Chinese college students. 
2. Methodology 
2.1 Subjects 
Totally, 1,400 subjects ranging from freshmen to seniors were selected from two universities in Yantai, Shandong 
Province. After subjects with invalid and incomplete data were rejected, 1,314 subjects were left. The number of 
subjects in each grade goes like as follows: 349 freshmen, 336 sophomores, 336 juniors and 293 seniors. The students 
in the same grade are similar in their ages and academic proficiency on the whole. 
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2.2 Instrument  
A questionnaire survey was adopted in the present study. The causal attribution scale is consisted of two sub-scales: a 
success one and a failure one, each presenting the presumptive situations of successful and failure situations within the 
scope of academic achievements. The success and failure questionnaires are made up of three parts respectively: causal 
attribution, expectancy change, and emotional responses.  
2.2.1 Causal Attribution Part 
This part is designed according to the 2 X 2 X 2 causal dimensions, including 8 sun-scales: ISC (internal, stable, 
controllable, e.g. persistent diligence), ISU (internal, stable, uncontrollable, e.g. learning abilities), IUC (internal, 
unstable, controllable, e.g. temporary diligence, hasty cramming), IUU (internal, unstable, uncontrollable, e.g. mood, 
improvisation), ESC (external, stable, controllable, e.g. teaching quality, teacher’s prejudice), ESU (external, stable, 
uncontrollable, e.g. the difficulty of the test paper), EUC (external, unstable, controllable, e.g. help from others), EUU 
(external, unstable, uncontrollable, e.g. luck). There are four questions in each scale. The total number of questions is 
thirty-six, including four questions for testing whether the subjects told a lie. Each question is followed by a five-point 
rating scale, ranging from absolutely incongruous (1 point) to absolutely congruous (5 points). The higher the point is, 
the more effect this factor has on success or failure.  
2.2.2 Expectancy change Part 
Two questions were designed in this part, which are “Do you think you can pass the next examination?” and “Would 
you like to work hard to make progress in your study?” The purpose was to investigate their expectation for future 
studying. The five-point rating scale was also used here. 
2.2.3 Emotional Response Part 
According to the characteristics of emotional responses, four aspects were recognized: gratification, pride, gratitude, 
excitement in the successful situations and guiltiness, self-abasement, resentment, bemoaning in the failure situations. 
The calculating result of the homogeneity of the questionnaire was 0.813, which showed this questionnaire proper was a 
reliable instrument with a high internal validity. 
2.3 Procedures  
The test was conducted during the evening self-study time. Questionnaires for success and failure were delivered every 
other week. The test order in the two universities was converse so as to eliminate the effect of the questionnaire order. 
The software SPSS 10.0 for Windows was used to analyze the collected data.  
3. Data Analysis and Results 
3.1 General characteristics of causal attribution displayed by college students 
Table 1 shows the values of mean and standard deviation of the eight aspects in the successful and failure situations.  
Insert Table 1 Here 
From Table 1 it can be seen that: in the success situations, college students are aware of factors like teaching quality and 
persistent diligence, etc, while factors like luck and help from others are not considered as the main causes for success 
in examinations; in the failure situations, college students are aware of factors like poor improvisation, the difficult 
degree of test papers, and bad luck, while factors like poor teaching quality, lack of hard work are nor regarded as the 
main causes for poor performance in examinations. It can be concluded that in the success situations, college students 
mainly attribute the examination results to external factors, less to the internal factors; conversely, in the failure 
situations, they tend to attribute the results to internal factors, less to the external factors. Besides, ability is not the main 
factor affecting the academic achievements of college students, which is much different from that of students in primary 
and middle schools.  
3.2 Variance analysis of causal attributions toward academic achievements in college students 
We made the 2х4х2 multiple covariances analysis of gender (male, female), grades (1st year, 2nd year, 3rd year and 4th 
year), and performance (success, failure), in hopes of finding out the differences in causal attributions among college 
students in different grades and of different genders (see Table 2).  
Insert Table 2 Here 
From Table 2, it can be seen that upon the variance determining the causes, the factor of performance (success and 
failure) is significant. The factor of grade displays differences in ISU, IUC, EUC, ESU, and EUU, which shows that the 
factor of grade has an effect on causal attributions by college students. As regards “age”, this factor plays an 
unimportant role in the causal attributions by college students. And the last point is the same with that found in students 
in primary and middle schools.  
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On the aspect of mutual effect, the co-effect of gender and performance (success and failure) has great influence on the 
awareness of ISC, IUC, IUU, ESC, ESU by college students. The co-effect of performance (success and failure) has 
great influence on the awareness of ISC, ISU, IUU, ESC, EUC, EUU, but the factor of performance (success and failure) 
dominates. The co-effect of gender and age has little influence on the eight aspects.  
3.3 Causal attribution and expectancy for success in college students 
There exists an internal relationship between the stable causal attributions of reasons and expectations for success. 
Weiner (1979) points out the stable causal attributions of reasons will affect the continuation of expectations for success. 
If the students attribute their academic achievements to stable reasons, they will have less expectation for changing the 
present results. If the students attribute their academic achievements to unstable reasons, they will have more 
expectation for changing the present results. Table 3 and 4 show the test results of means, standard deviations and 
variance analysis of success and failure for the change of expectations.  
Insert Table 3 Here 
Insert Table 4 Here 
From Table 4, it can be seen that upon the aspect of being successful or not, gender makes little difference while grade 
and performance show much difference. From 1st to 4th year, college students have more and more confidence, and they 
think they can succeed in the future. On the mutual effect aspect, the value F is so significance.  
Upon the aspect of being willing or not, gender, grade and performance all reach the significance level. Whether to be 
successful or not, male college students are more willing than females to work hard so as to make progress in studying. 
In addition, students in higher grade, female or male, are willing to work hard on their study. And they have more 
expectation when they fail. However, on the aspect of mutual effect, the significance level does not come up.  
3.4 Characteristics of emotional responses of college students 
Within the framework of causal attribution theory, cause on each dimension can be connected with a group of particular 
emotional responses. Considering the ways and characteristics of emotional expressions of Chinese college students, we 
selected a group of emotions corresponding with the tendency in causal attributions in the present study. We selected 
pride, gratification, gratitude, excitement in the successful situations and self-abasement, guiltiness, resentment, 
bemoaning in the failure situations. 
It is found that within the range of academic achievements, college students mainly have emotions of gratification and 
pride when they succeed, and guiltiness and bemoaning when they fail. The variance analysis shows that there exist 
main effects on emotional responses of gratification-guiltiness and gratitude-resentment. Except for 
excitement-bemoaning, there exist significant differences in the other three groups of emotional responses. On the 
aspect of mutual effect, the co-effect of grade and performance (success or failure) has main effect on the emotional 
responses of pride- self-abasement and gratification-guiltiness (see Table 5). 
Insert Table 5 Here 
Besides, the T-test of gender differences shows that upon the successful results, male students have more gratitude 
(t=2.817, p<0.005) and more pride (t=2.781, p<0.005) than females; upon the failure results, female students 
significantly have more self-abasement (t=2.795, p<0.01), more guiltiness (t=4.927, p<0.001), and more bemoaning 
(t=4.724, p<0.001). Other differences concerning gender are not so significant. 
4. Discussions 
4.1 Tendencies in causal attribution toward academic achievements of college students 
The present study finds out that there are differences in the characteristics of causal attributions toward success and 
failure on the part of college students. Specifically speaking, such differences lie in the different orders of the eight 
main reasons affecting success and failure as well as the significant effects of the successful or failure results. There are 
similarities and differences in the characteristics of causal attributions displayed by college students and that of students 
in primary and middle schools. 
First of all, because of differences in knowledge, maturity, and growth, there are significant differences in causal 
attributions toward academic achievements in college students and students in primary and middle schools. The present 
author argues that such differences are in agreement with their cognitive maturity. College students in higher grades, 
after succeeding or failing many times, have developed a relatively stable self-concept. They have stable understanding 
of the reasons for their success or failure in their studying. 
Secondly, it is the Chinese traditional culture that affects the causal attributions of the students. The spirit of humility 
makes the students modest when they succeed. So they tend to attribute their success to external factors, esp. the 
improvement of teaching quality. Such a “humble” character penetrates the whole process of causal attributions, which 
is unique of Chinese students. In our previous studies, we have verified this point. But further investigation still needs to 
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be made. 
Last but not least, college students have the encouragement to shoulder their responsibility when confronted with failure. 
Facing with failure, college students consider that their internal factors cause the poor results, which is the specific 
representation of having responsibility for studying. In other words, there does not exist the self-interest variance of 
causal attributions in college students. And they are very different from students in primary and middle schools in this 
case. 
4.2 Expectations for success of college students 
According to causal attribution theory, the factor of cognition is the main condition for the increase or decrease in 
expectations. If the student has great hope for his future study, he will be full of confidence and work hard. It is found in 
the present study that college students are apparently aware that the failure results can be changed and they are willing 
to make great efforts to achieve future success. This is the same with the expectancy change of students in primary and 
middle schools. The underlying factor is the traditional education in China. 
4.3 Characteristics of emotional responses of college students 
In the successful situations, college students consider that constant diligence is of greater importance and they have 
emotions of gratification and pride. In the failure situations, they consider that improvisation is more important, and 
they feel guilty and depressed. In addition, college students would not like to accept the negative emotions after failure. 
So they show significant emotional responses after success. One possible reason is that during the four-year college 
time, failure in examinations is few so that they do not display strong negative emotions after failure. Of course, further 
research needs to be done in the future. Moreover, facing with success, male students have stronger positive emotional 
responses that female students, while female students have stronger negative emotional responses when confronted with 
failure. This phenomenon deserves special attention. Perhaps it is connected with the whole social atmosphere and 
traditional values. 
5. Conclusion 
Here are the major findings of the present study: (1) College students display different causal cognition toward success 
and failure. In the successful situations, they tend to attribute the results of examinations to external factors, while in 
failure situations, they tend to attribute the results to internal factors. (2) The characteristic of causal attributions toward 
success and failure by college students is significant in the parameter of “grade”. Besides, on the variance determining 
various causes, the effect of success or failure is obvious. (3) The parameter of “gender” has little effect on causal 
attributions toward academic achievements. (4) As regards expectations, there exist significant levels in different grades 
and differences in the successful or failure results. The higher their grade, the more willing they are to work hard. 
Facing with failure, college students have more expectations. (5) When they succeed, college students mainly have 
emotions of gratification and pride, with less excitement; when they fail, they mainly have emotions of guiltiness and 
bemoaning, with less resentment. And they have stronger emotional responses after succeeding.  
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Table 1. The overall means and standard deviation values of the causal attributions toward success and failure in college 

students 

 

 

Table 2. Variance analysis of the eight aspects in gender, grade and performance (Value F) 

 

 

 

Table 3. The means and standard deviation of the change of expectations on success and failure of college students 
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Table 4. The variance analysis of the change of expectations on success and failure of college students (Value F) 

 

Table 5. The variance analysis of grade and performance results (success or failure) (Value F) 

 

 

Appendix 1. The Causal Attribution Questionnaire of College Students’ Performance in Examinations (A) 
Dear students, 

We wish you could help us fill a questionnaire, which is about the reasons why you are SATISFIED with your 
scores. The answers are divided into 5 rankings, ranging from “absolutely congruous” to “absolutely incongruous”. 
Please answer each question honestly and frankly with the mark “√” according to your own experience. There are no 
“correct” answers. All the data collected will be highly confidential and will be used for the research only. Thanks for 
participating in our study. 
 
College Name           Department         Grade         Gender      Age         
You are from:  city    countryside  
 

 
 

 Absolutely 
Incongruous

Basically 
Incongruous

Not 
Sure

Basically 
Congruous 

Absolutely 
Congruous

1 I feel calm when I take in examinations. 1 2 3 4 5 
2 I have strong ability in analyzing and 

summarizing what the teacher teach in 
the class so that I grasp the main points.  

1 2 3 4 5 

3 The majority of my classmates do well 
in this subject. 

1 2 3 4 5 

4 The test paper is unexpectedly easy.   1 2 3 4 5 
5 I never put off till tomorrow what can 

be done today. 
1 2 3 4 5 

6 Our teachers prepare and teach the 
lessons very well. 

1 2 3 4 5 



Asian Social Science                                                                   August, 2009 

 93

 
 

 Absolutely 
Incongruous

Basically 
Incongruous

Not 
Sure 

Basically 
Congruous 

Absolutely 
Congruous

7 I can finish the tasks of preview and 
revision given by the teacher. 

1 2 3 4 5 

8 I have a good memory so that I can 
remember what I have just learnt. 

1 2 3 4 5 

9 I take the revision lessons seriously and 
remember the key points before taking 
the examinations. 

1 2 3 4 5 

10 I feel energetic in examinations.  1 2 3 4 5 

11 I have done some of the questions in the 
test paper during the revision period.  

1 2 3 4 5 

12 I am never absent-minded in class. 1 2 3 4 5 
13 The contents of this subject are specific 

and connected with the reality.  
1 2 3 4 5 

14 The teacher will help us review what 
we have learnt before the 
examinations. 

1 2 3 4 5 

15 I will finish my homework consciously 
after class. 

1 2 3 4 5 

16 The lively teaching can appeal to us. 1 2 3 4 5 
17 I won’t go out with my classmates for 

relaxation during the revision period. 
1 2 3 4 5 

18 I did not come across catch questions. 1 2 3 4 5 
19 This subject is easy to learn. 1 2 3 4 5 
20 Someone will help me review what I 

have learnt before examinations. 
1 2 3 4 5 

21 I can concentrate on studying in my 
daily life. 

1 2 3 4 5 

22 I can guess what the teacher will test 
during the revision period.  

1 2 3 4 5 

23 I read carefully the requirements for 
each question and do revision when I 
am in examinations.  

1 2 3 4 5 

24 My classmates all study hard and we 
have a good learning atmosphere. 

1 2 3 4 5 

25 I will stop watching films during the 
examination period. 

1 2 3 4 5 

26 I have no burdens when taking the 
examinations. 

1 2 3 4 5 

27 I can understand thoroughly what the 
teacher teaches us. 

1 2 3 4 5 

28 Our teachers can specify the difficult 
points and key points. 

1 2 3 4 5 

29 I will try my best to solve difficult 
questions, not to turn hastily to others 
for help. 

1 2 3 4 5 

30 I have always interest in learning.  1 2 3 4 5 

31 Good friends can help each other during 1 2 3 4 5 
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 Absolutely 
Incongruous

Basically 
Incongruous

Not 
Sure

Basically 
Congruous 

Absolutely 
Congruous

the revision period.  
32 I have a plan for my studying so that I 

can make reasonable arrangement of my 
time.  

1 2 3 4 5 

33 I feel ease when I do the questions in 
the test papers.  

1 2 3 4 5 

34 The teacher takes no prejudice to 
anyone when grading our test papers. 

1 2 3 4 5 

35 I have good foundation in studying so 
that I can grasp the basic knowledge in 
the textbooks.  

1 2 3 4 5 

36 I stay up late into night during the 
examination period.  

1 2 3 4 5 

37 I think I can do well in the coming 
examinations.  

1 2 3 4 5 

38 I am willing to work hard so as to make 
progress in studying. 

1 2 3 4 5 

39 When I hear the examination results 
this time, I feel: 

     

 (1) pride 1 2 3 4 5 
 (2) gratified  1 2 3 4 5 
 (3) grateful 1 2 3 4 5 
 (4) excited 1 2 3 4 5 
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Appendix 2. The Causal Attribution Questionnaire of College Students’ Performance in Examinations (B) 
Dear students, 
We wish you could help us fill a questionnaire, which is about the reasons why you are UNSATISFIED with your 
scores. The answers are divided into 5 rankings, ranging from “absolutely congruous” to “absolutely incongruous”. 
Please answer each question honestly and frankly with the mark “√” according to your own experience. There are no 
“correct” answers. All the data collected will be highly confidential and will be used for the research only. Thanks for 
participating in our study. 
 
College Name           Department         Grade         Gender     Age         
You are from:  city    countryside  

 

  Absolutely 
Incongruous

Basically 
Incongruous

Not 
Sure 

Basically 
Congruous

Absolutely 
Congruous

1 I do not feel calm when I take in examinations. 1 2 3 4 5 
2 I have poor ability in analyzing and 

summarizing what the teacher teach in the class 
so that I can not grasp the main points.  

1 2 3 4 5 

3 The majority of my classmates do not do well 
in this subject. 

1 2 3 4 5 

4 The test paper is unexpectedly difficult.   1 2 3 4 5 
5 I always put off till tomorrow what can be done 

today. 
1 2 3 4 5 

6 Our teachers do not prepare and teach the 
lessons well. 

1 2 3 4 5 

7 I cannot finish the tasks of preview and 
revision given by the teacher. 

1 2 3 4 5 

8 I have a poor memory so that I cannot 
remember what I have just learnt. 

1 2 3 4 5 

9 I do not take the revision lessons seriously and 
cannot remember the key points before taking 
the examinations. 

1 2 3 4 5 

10 I feel tired in examinations.  1 2 3 4 5 

11 I have never done some of the questions in the 
test paper during the revision period.  

1 2 3 4 5 

12 I am always absent-minded in class. 1 2 3 4 5 
13 The contents of this subject are abstract and not 

connected with the reality.  
1 2 3 4 5 

14 The teacher will not help us review what we 
have learnt before the examinations. 

1 2 3 4 5 

15 I cannot finish my homework consciously after 
class. 

1 2 3 4 5 

16 What the teacher teaches does not appeal to us. 1 2 3 4 5 
17 I often go out with my classmates for relaxation 

during the revision period. 
1 2 3 4 5 

18 I came across catch questions in examinations. 1 2 3 4 5 
19 This subject is difficult to learn. 1 2 3 4 5 
20 No one will help me review what I have learnt 

before examinations. 
1 2 3 4 5 
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  Absolutely 
Incongruous

Basically 
Incongruous

Not 
Sure 

Basically 
Congruous 

Absolutely 
Congruous

21 I cannot concentrate on studying in my daily 
life. 

1 2 3 4 5 

22 I cannot guess what the teacher will test during 
the revision period.  

1 2 3 4 5 

23 I read carelessly the requirements for each 
question and do not do revision after I finish the 
test papers.  

1 2 3 4 5 

24 My classmates do not study hard and we have a 
bad learning atmosphere. 

1 2 3 4 5 

25 I will keep on watching films during the 
examination period. 

1 2 3 4 5 

26 I have some burdens when taking the 
examinations. 

1 2 3 4 5 

27 I cannot understand thoroughly what the teacher 
teaches us. 

1 2 3 4 5 

28 Our teachers cannot specify the difficult points 
and key points. 

1 2 3 4 5 

29 I will turn to others for help when I come across 
difficult questions immediately. 

1 2 3 4 5 

30 I have no interest in learning.  1 2 3 4 5 

31 Good friends do not help each other during the 
revision period.  

1 2 3 4 5 

32 I have no plan for my studying so that I cannot 
make reasonable arrangement of my time.  

1 2 3 4 5 

33 I feel nervous when I do the questions in the 
test papers.  

1 2 3 4 5 

34 The teacher takes some prejudice when grading 
our test papers. 

1 2 3 4 5 

35 I have poor foundation in studying so that I 
cannot grasp the basic knowledge in the 
textbooks.  

1 2 3 4 5 

36 I do not stay up late into night during the 
examination period.  

1 2 3 4 5 

37 I think I can do well in the coming 
examinations.  

1 2 3 4 5 

38 I am willing to work hard so as to make 
progress in studying. 

1 2 3 4 5 

39 When I hear the examination results this time, I 
feel: 

     

 (1) self-abased  1 2 3 4 5 
 (2) guilty  1 2 3 4 5 
 (3) angry 1 2 3 4 5 
 (4) depressed  1 2 3 4 5 

 

 


