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Lewin, Situations, and Interdependence
Harold H. Kelley
University of California, Los Angeles

Some of the issues that I discuss here have been considered in earlier Lewin
Memorial Lectures, notably by Fritz Heider in 1959 and by Roger Barker in
1963. I mention this not to gain reflected glory from those giants of our field, but
simply to note one of the purposes served by these lectures-to pursue some of
the deep theoretical questions that Lewin raised during his too-short life.
The purpose of this paper is to trace several lines of thought from Lewin to
the theoretical work of Thibaut and Kelley. The specific issues I will focus on are
still important today, so perhaps this semihistorical review will serve useful
purposes in relation to current research. My comments will also show some of
the many ways in which the ideas that Kurt Lewin advanced 50 or 60 years ago
continue to have great relevance for social psychological theory.
This paper is a memorial to Kurt Lewin. And it is also in honor of the late
John Thibaut. We were students at MIT during Lewin’s last year (1946-1947),
and we learned much from him and from the excellent young faculty he had
assembled there. John, along with Ben Willerman, worked particularly closely
with Lewin (on a study of a sewing factory in Boston). As Lewin’s research
assistant, one of John’s duties (and honors) was to accompany him on walks
along the Charles River. During these walks, Lewin would talk about his current
theoretical preoccupations, e.g., quasistationary equilibria, and afterward John
would prepare notes of the conversations. Had Lewin lived, Thibaut would have
done his dissertation research under his direction. In later years, John took his
Lewinian roots more seriously (and probably with more understanding) than I.
That is a way of saying that much of what is valuable and derivative from Lewin
in the Thibaut and Kelley ideas should be credited primarily to John.
I might also add here that while, phenotypically, our theoretical work drifted
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away from Lewin’s ideas, in our 1978 book we explained the ways in which
genotypically our fundamental notions flowed from Lewin.
The main issue I will discuss here is the situation vs. person distinction.
This is important in social psychology for the problem of attributing behavior to
situation vs. person, and in personality research in relation to the interactionist,
person-by-situation perspective. The broad question is, Exactly what do we put
in the “situation” term, and what in the “person” term? Work on the attributional and interactionist problems will be more incisive if we have a clear answer
to this question. In less detail, I will consider the problem of how best to
characterize interdependence berween persons.
(I have posed the situation-person problem in terms of its relevance to two
familiar areas of psychological work. Without explaining the point, I should also
mention that the distinction is important in other areas of behavioral science.
These include the law, where situation-person attributional judgments are crucial
in evaluating questions of responsibility, and sociology, where, as my UCLA
colleague, Melvin Seeman, has pointed out, the distinction appears in the tension
between psychological and sociological levels of explanation.)

Lewin on Person vs. Situation
The situation-person problem is raised in Lewin’s famous formulation:

B = f(LS) = f (P,E)
to understand or predict the psychological behavior (B)one has to determine . . . the
momentary whole situation, that is. the momentary structure and the state of the person
(P)and of the psychological environment (E). B = f(PE). (1935, p. 79, emphasis added)

Figure 1 shows a life space, a type of representation with which most of you
are familiar. This one shows the force acting on a child C who is located in region

Fig. 1. The field of forces acting on child (C) toward
a positive goal (G).Reprinted by permission of
John Wiley & Sons, Inc. from page 806 of a chapter
by Kurt Lewin in L. Carmichael (Ed.),Manual of
Child Psychology, copyright 0 1946 by John Wiley
& Sons, Inc. (Also reprinted in Lewin, 1951d. p.
256.)
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A. That force is an element of the central force field created by a valent goal G.
As you know, the various regions, barriers, paths, etc., show what is possible in

the way of locomotion, and the valences, force fields, etc., show which of the
possible movements will occur. Lewin made brilliant use of various configurations of the topological and vector elements to account for various patterns of
behavior. For example, in his famous chapter entitled “Environmental Forces in
Child Behavior and Development” ( 1939, there are elegant life-space accounts
of a child solving a detour problem, an infant sitting on a stone, a child attempting to retrieve a toy swan from the waves at the seashore, behavior at a barrier
that encircles an attractive goal object, and (especially impressive) Lewin’s analysis of three types of conflict and their implications for the use of reward and
punishment.
In these examples, Lewin appears to be doing successfully what we aspire to
do in psychology, that is, to make sense of (understand, predict) molar behavior
patterns from information about the person (needs, motives) and about the situation (its opportunities, goal objects). Most of us think of this enterprise in terms
of a general input-mediation-output paradigm of the type shown in Fig. 2,
which is adapted from Brunswik (1952). Stimuli from the physical or geographic
environment impinge on the person, who generates overt behavior that exists in
(has an effect upon) the geographic environment.
However, if we examine Lewin’s statement closely, we see two crucial
references (given emphasis) to “psychological”- “psychological behavior” and
“psychological environment.” As those terms suggest, it was Lewin’s clear
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Fig. 2. A simple paradigm for characterizing psychological analyses.
(After Brunswik, 1952, p. 51.)
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intention to confine the life space to the central area of the Brunswik paradigm in
Fig. 2-to the mediational or “person” region.
This conceptual confinement to the central area was noted by Lewin’s
contemporaries. Among them was Spence (1944), who wrote that Lewin was not
concerned with laws linking stimuli with responses but with laws mediating
between two different responses, the one being a verbal or perceptual response
“in which the subject tries to describe his own particular way of perceiving the
objective situation” (p. 55) and the other being what the subject does in the
situation. Although this analysis reflects the common misconception that the life
space is defined wholly in phenomenal terms (i.e., what the person consciously
perceives and can report), Spence’s characterization is generally correct.
Brunswik’s comment on what he called the “encapsulation” of Lewin’s
theory was as follows: “The ‘field’ within which Lewin is able to predict, in the
strict sense of the word, is the person in his life space. But the life space is not to
be confused with the geographic environment of physical stimuli, nor with
actually achieved results in the environment” (1943, p. 266). “The theory contains reference neither to the objective stimulus conditions nor to the motor
execution and the further results of a response. The system and its laws thus
remain confined to a postperceptual, yet prebehavioral, ‘contemporaneous’ field
in the central area . . .” (referring to his diagram; 1952, p. 78).
Heider’s reaction to these observations was, “This is true-but as we state
it we should add first, that Lewin did take perception and behavior into account
as belonging to the boundary of the life space, though he never succeeded in
formalizing the relation of this boundary to the life space itsey. Secondly, in his
experiments stimuli and action outcomes play their important roles as observables” (1959, p. 4, emphasis added).
[I might add that Lewin used the term “foreign hull” to refer to the set of
boundary facts “which are not subject to psychological laws but which influence
the state of the life space” (1936, p. 2 16). This term, foreign hull, provided the
occasion for a triple entendre that John Thibaut greatly enjoyed. When, after
World War 11, John asked his old professor at North Carolina, Fred Dashiell, for
advice about where to go to graduate school and expressed a leaning toward
Yale, Dashiell strongly recommended studying under Lewin instead. Knowing
John’s humanistic interests, Dashiell’s sly comment was, “You will find Lewin
less foreign than Hull.”]
In Lewin’s last years, in work that he termed “psychological ecology,” he
turned his attention to the analysis of where and how psychological and nonpsychological problems overlap. Perhaps the best example is his fine analysis of
channels and gatekeepers, and the constellation of forces that affect the movement of, say, foods into the household and onto the table (Lewin, 1951b). Roger
Barker (1963) developed this area of psychological ecology in his impressive
studies of (on the input side) behavior settings and (on the output side) behavior
episodes. Barker elided over the central region of the paradigm, using what he
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called the E-E arc, which reaches from environment on the stimulus side to
environment on the response side. In this respect, Barker found himself in
agreement with Brunswik, who felt if anything was to be set aside for later
analysis, it should be the central region. Lewin held the opposite view, that the
uniquely psychological central region must be carefully analyzed before turning
to the “ecological” matters.
You will realize from the above sketch that Lewin does not help us much
with the person vs. situation problem. Both are located within the mediating or
central region of the input-mediation-output paradigm, as interactive aspects of
the life space, so they have no independent causal status.

Lewin’s Characterization of Situations and Interdependence
Apart from that problem, the concepts of the life space provide an impressive lesson in how to abstract the essential structural and dynamic features of
situations. That lesson is perhaps the most important one that Thibaut and I
learned from Lewin.
Beyond the general notion of describing the situation in abstract terms,
when John and I began our theoretical work on small groups (the product of
which was our 1959 volume, The Social Psychology of Groups), we were not
able to draw much in the way of specific concepts from Lewin.
We did, however, take seriously his general emphasis on interdependence.
He had written, “The essence of a group is not the similarity or dissimilarity of
its members, but their interdependence. A group can be characterized as a
‘dynamical whole’; this means that a change in the state of any subpart changes
the state of any other subpart. The degree of interdependence of the subparts of
members of the group varies all the way from a loose ‘mass’ to a compact unit”
(1948, p. 84). In relation to small groups, Lewin wrote, “Because of the small
number of members in the group, every move of one member will, relatively
speaking, deeply affect the other members, and the state of the group. In other
words, the smallness of the group makes its members very interdependent”
(1948, pp. 87-88).
Unfortunately, Lewin’s life space concepts did not lend themselves conveniently to the representation and analysis of interdependence. Interdependence can
be given many different meanings depending on what “changes in state” are
studied. Lewin’s topological concepts proved to be quite useful in analyzing the
flow of information or influence among the members of a group, as shown in
subsequent work by Cartwright and others on graph theory (e.g., Cartwright &
Harary, 1956). However, the motivational concepts, valences, and force fields
were not readily adaptable to problems of interdependence. For example, the
interdependence between persons in their locomotion toward goals was only
awkwardly represented in the life space.
These comments should be tempered by recognition that Lewin’s writing
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Fig. 3. Conflict between a husband (H) and wife (W) as to the extent of their
common life. (From Lewin, 1948, p. 97.)

about social interdependence was limited to the last several years before his
death. It seems clear that he was exploring a variety of ways to describe motivational interdependence and had not yet thoroughly developed any one way. In
some places he represented interdependence as an overlapping of several persons’ life spaces. For example, Fig. ? represents conflict between a husband and
wife as to the extent of their common life. The figure shows that the wife exerts
forces to expand the degree of overlap between their respective life spaces while
LIFE SPACE OF HUSBAND AT TIME 1.

lnlrndrd

bcomo?ib

E&cled lornolion

LIFE SPACE OF
WIFE AT TIME 1.

Expcc/rd locomotion

Intended locomotion

SOCIAL FIELD AT TIME 2.

Actu/al locomo?ion/

LIFE SpL\(;EOF HUSBAND AT n M E 2 .

LIFE WAC€ OF
WIFE AT TIME 2.

Fig. 4. Successive life spaces of a husband and a wife and the social field containing them.
(From Lewin. 1 9 5 1 ~ p.
. 196.)
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the husband exerts forces to shrink the overlap. In other cases, as in Fig. 4,
Lewin showed interdependence as a set of parallel life spaces together with the
“social field” containing them. At time 1, each person acts according to his or
her own life space, which includes expectations of the other’s behavior. Then
they observe what has happened (which the observer represents in a social field),
and at time 2, with their respective adjusted life spaces, each acts again. It is not
clear how, with these awkward conceptual tools, one would represent such things
as degree of interdependence, or how one person’s actions might cany both
persons toward their respective goals.

The Outcome Matrix
For our representation of interdependence, Thibaut and I turned to the
payoff matrix or outcome matrix from game theory. In this, we were partly
influenced by Luce and Raiffa’s (1957) introduction to game theory, which had
recently become available at the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral
Sciences at Stanford, where we were working at the time. Two examples of
outcome matrices are shown in Fig. 5. In each one, one person is represented by
the rows and the other person by the columns. Each person possesses two
behavioral options, and the four cells show the four possible events generated by
the combinations of their respective behavioral choices. The outcomes of the
person choosing between columns are shown in the upper right-hand portion of
each cell and the outcomes of the person choosing between rows, in the lower
left-hand portion.
The outcome matrix is an exceedingly efficient conceptual tool. On one
hand, it is simple, and on the other hand, it is rich in its implications. The
evidence of this comes from the continuing preoccupation with payoff patterns in
the various branches of behavioral science. Sometimes I wonder what use Lewin
would have made of the game theory concepts had they entered into his work.
Mutual
Fate Control

Mutual
Behavior Control

Fig. 5. The two basic patterns of mutual interdependence defined by 2 X 2 outcome matrices.
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Thibaut and I used the outcome matrix to gain insight into different types of
interpersonal interdependence, to distinguish different patterns of conflict of
interest, to show degrees of interdependence, to contrast symmetric with asymmetric dependence, and especially to distinguish among types of control that one
person may have over another’s outcomes. For example, the two matrices in Fig.
5 represent the two basic patterns of mutual control, described as Mutual Fate
Control and Mutual Behavior Control. These two patterns provide a great deal of
insight into interpersonal relations because they underlie different modes of
influence, different types of normative control, and different patterns of interaction process.
Although Thibaut and I did not use the life space in our theoretical work,
our use of the outcome matrix was very much within the Lewinian tradition.
First, as I have noted, the outcome matrix is admirably suited for portraying
interdependence, for it reveals the various ways and degrees to which each
person affects and is affected by each other person.
Second, like the life space, the matrix is clearly a “theory of situations”:
both have a finite set of elements and a clear set of rules for combining those
elements. And both make possible a systematic taxonomy of situations, as the
various elements are combined in all permissible patterns.
Third, like the life space, the matrix characterizes the situation in abstract
terms. The analysis is shifted away from concern with the concrete details of life
(food, work, recreation, etc.) and to an analysis of the abstract problems that cut
across specific activities-problems of conflict, influence, exchange, coordination, etc.
Fourth, like the life space, the matrix describes the situation in terms of
what is possible (the various actions and their combinations) and what is likely to
occur (based on the outcomes associated with the various possible evenfs).
Fifth, like the life space, the matrix describes the situation by means of
patterns or configurations, rather than in dimensional terms. Dimensional properties can be derived from the various patterns, but the primary description is
configurational.

Later Conceptualizations of Interdependence
I have described how Thibaut and I viewed the outcome matrix as providing
a representation of interdependence superior to that of the life space. However,
the life space has some very desirable features that the matrix lacks. Most
notably, the life space shows that a person’s immediate choice may be the first
step along some path to various other choice points. We may also note that both
the matrix and the life space analyses suffer from being limited to a narrow
segment of time.
To improve our conceptualization of interdependence in these and other
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ways, in 1984 I proposed transition lists as a method of describing interpersonal
situations. This method permits us to show how current choices affect subsequent
behavioral repertoires and possible outcomes. In a sense, the method shows the
connections between different matrices, with choices in one matrix not only
yielding outcomes but also producing transitions to further matrices. This method permits a rich description of several persons’ interdependence in their locomotion through successive situations.
This method also enables US (indeed, requires us) to distinguish points at
which a person has choice from those at which the person has no choice-i.e.,
he has to do something in particular, or he cannot do anything. Structurally,
representation of the situation may include points at which a person’s actions are
directly controlled by his own or others’ prior responses [i.e., instances of what
Jones & Gerard (1967) call “cue control”]. In those instances, the situation
includes a representation of the consequences of strong external instigations in
relation to the person’s reflexes and habits. [Interestingly, Lewin proposed that
habits be included in the life space (1951a, p. 54).1 To make this distinction
within the representation of a situation requires that we be able to tell whether or
not a person has choice at each juncture in the process. The outcome matrix takes
for granted the availability of behavioral options and requires only a specification
of outcomes. The transition list representation of interdependence requires us
also to specify the presence or absence of behavioral options at each point in the
sequential structure of the situation.

Location of the Outcome Matrix in the Causal Paradigm
I have described some of the similarities and differences between the life
space and outcome matrix as abstract descriptions of situations of interdependence. But what did Thibaut and I define the matrix to mean? Where did we
locate it in the input-mediation-output paradigm in Fig. 2?
Our answer was that it can be located there in various ways, and that the
proper locus depends on the investigator’s purposes. For some purposes we
located the matrix in the central region (as Lewin had placed the life space),
assuming that it represents the subjective understandings and anticipations of the
possible interactions and outcomes. These understandings may or may not mirror
the actual universe of possibilities. Used in this manner, the matrix implies what
the persons will do (or, at least, will try to do) at the next moment. (Of course
there is still the problem, as in Lewin’s husband and wife example in Fig. 4, of
how to deal with differences between the persons in their respective understandings of their interdependence. This obviously requires more systematic attention
to perception and communication than John and 1 ever gave those matters.)
For other purposes, ones we regarded as more important, the matrix was
used in the objective sense that the matrix values reflect the objectively available
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outcomes. The matrix is an objective statement of the possible outcomes, given
the behavior repertoires and needs of the two persons. When the matrix represents the objectively available outcomes, it permits (in combination with assumptions about learning and adaptation) long-term predictions about the
viability of the dyad and, under certain conditions, predictions of the behaviors
most likely to occur. Also in its objective form, we intended the matrix to serve
two other closely related purposes: (1) It may serve as a benchmark against
which to evaluate to what degree the dyad, at any stage in its development, is
realizing the outcomes potentially available; and (2) it may be employed prescriptively to make recommendations about the joint behaviors that ought to be
enacted in the interests of the relationship.
You will see that in these latter purposes there is a concern with evaluating
the performance of the dyad. The matrix describes a situation or problem for the
pair, in the same way that a finger maze, with its paths, dead ends, and locations
of reward and punishment, describes a problem for an individual learner. As an
“objective” description, the matrix permits us to evaluate the pair’s success in
dealing with the problem, or to give them advice (prescriptions) about how the
problem should be dealt with. (The latter, prescriptive use of the payoff matrix
was, of course, a primary goal of the originators of game theory.)
In defining these latter purposes, Thibaut and I obviously departed in a
major way from Lewin’s use of the life space. The difference can be sketched in
terms of Brunswik’s analytic diagram, as shown in Fig. 6. As we have seen,
Lewin limited himself to relations within the central region. In specifying our
latter purposes, we limited ourselves to relations between the two outer regions,
to what Barker described as an E-E arc. In Brunswik’s terms, we were being
molar behaviorists or probabilistic functionalists. As Brunswik stated it: “While
Lewin in effect states that after having conceived of a certain situation the
individual will want to do such and such, the molar behaviorist or probabilistic
functionalist in effect states that when placed in a certain situation the individual
is likely to arrive at such and such end . . .” (1952, p. 79).
This latter type of problem is one of achievement or attainment, and was
one from which Lewin theoretically detached himself. He was interested in
predicting an individual’s behavior, and in being able to do so systematically and
without error, i.e., lawfully for the individual case. As noted above, Lewin felt
attainment problems should be set aside until the central area was properly
conceptualized in uniquely psychological terms. In contrast, Brunswik felt that,
if anything, the mediational problems should be postponed. (I have often shared
that feeling, that we need more clarity about the broad arc between the input and
output sides, in order better to set the agenda for mediational studies. From this
perspective, present-day social psychologists are too uniformly concerned with
mediational problems.)
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Fig. 6. Thibaut and Kelley’s analysis compared with that of Lewin

The Person-Situation Distinction
Where, in all of this, do we find the person vs. situation distinction? This
issue pops out at us if we ask, In what sense is it correct to say that the matrix is
defined objectively? We do not and cannot mean a set of facts defined in purely
physical or geographical terms. The behavior options and outcomes that describe
a matrix obviously are defined on the basis of the interplay between situational
(environmental) factors (manipulanda, objects, physical stimuli) and person factors (abilities, needs, goals). The matrix is “objective” in the same sense that the
finger maze is. As a psychological task, the finger maze is defined not only by
the physical ridges, shocks, and money that the experimenter assembles, but also
by those features in relation to persons who have fingers with touch capabilities,
particular motor skills, and aversions and desires relating to the shocks or money
used as incentives.
Thus both person and situation (in the sense of environment), as we commonly think of them, enter into the description of the “objective” situation
represented by a matrix. Where, then, do we locate the matrix in Brunswik’s
scheme? It is not physical-geographical (i.e., entirely on the external, stimulus
side). Nor is it entirely internal, in the sense of being experienced and entering
directly into current behavior. The matrix is there to be experienced. It specifies
possible experiences for persons who engage it. If they do so, it will be experienced and have its impact on behavior, through learning, problem solving, and
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Fig. 7. The two causal roles of the person in linking the geographic environment with behavior.

other adaptive processes. In those senses, the matrix is (as Thibaut and I wrote)
“objective.”
This suggests that we must add a region to Brunswik’s picture, as in Fig. 7.
Following Chein (1954), and after him Heider (1959), we can call this the geobehavioral environment. (Chein also used the term “objective-behavioral environment.”) The Thibaut and Kelley objective matrix constitutes the geo-behavioral situation, in contrast to the physically defined geographic environment.
Both the person and the geographic environment determine the geo-behavioral
situation. Dyadic achievement is assessed by examining the adequacy of the
observed behavior as a solution to the problems posed by the geo-behavioral
environment.
The representation in Fig. 7 has the seemingly awkward fact that the “person” appears at two locations in the causal system, which I have labeled P1 and
P2. At P1, “person” enters the picture as a determinant of the operative “objective” geo-behavioral situation. And, of course, the person in some different sense
is represented by the central region at P2. There, the person is the container or
repository of the mediating processes that link the geo-behavioral situation to the
behavioral output. I would suggest that the person-situation distinction is to be
found in the apposition of the geo-behavioral situation and the “person,” P2, as
represented by the central mediating region. We would then be left with the
problem of distinguishing the P1 on the left from the P2 in the central region.
Although Thibaut and I never explicitly set out to solve the P1 vs. P2
problem, I believe we stumbled onto a reasonable approach to it. Let me explain.
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possible transformations of the Prisoner’s Dilemma Game.

In our 1978 book, we introduced the notion of transformation of the situation. The idea is that there is an intermediate stage in the causal link between the
objective or given matrix and the resulting behavior. As shown in Fig. 8, a given
matrix can be transformed in different ways. A neutral or ambiguous situation,
such as the Prisoner’s Dilemma (PD) shown there, can be transformed into a
competitive one or, alternatively, into a cooperative one. When a person acts
competitively in the PD, the person in effect acts as if she had made a competitive transformation of the situation and then followed the implications of the
transformed (“effective”) matrix. Similarly, when a person acts cooperatively,
the action is as if the person had made a cooperative transformation. Thibaut and
I were led to introduce this transformation step by the growing evidence (and
obvious fact) that different subclasses of people act in consistently different ways
in the same given matrix.
Incidentally, it is important to note here that our notion of transformation
directly reflects the influence of Lewin’s important concept of “cognitive restructuring of the field.” His highly instructive examples include a child’s solution of the detour or Umweg problem by restructuring the problem to reveal a
path around the barrier. Similarly, Lewin described a decision and the resulting
intention to perform an action as being effectuated by restructuring a field having
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Fig. 9. Mapping of the transformation process onto the causal analysis in Fig. 7.

an initially disorderly causal structure so as to create a field in which the action
becomes controlled by a unitary, directed causal system. (That might, and
should, remind you of the reduction of cognitive dissonance, or of Jones and
Gerard’s (1967) “UBO,” unequivocal behavioral orientation.)
For our present purposes, the important implication of the transformation
step is that it is the juncture at which the “person” we have labeled P2 appears as
a causal agent in the course of events. As shown in Fig. 9, we may relate this to
our preceding discussion by recognizing that the given matrix corresponds to the
geo-behavioral matrix in Fig. 7. In the transformation step, we see the way in
which, in the inner regions (i.e., in P2), there are processes that lead to differential behavior.
In short, at least for interpersonal problems, our analysis suggests that the
person in the usual sense (the person as physically defined, by the body and
boundary of the skin) is split in its psychological significance. On one hand,
there is P1, constituted by a set of simple needs and abilities that determine,
along with the features of the geographic environment, the objective geo-behav-

225

Lewin, Situations, and Interdependence

:q=H 3
Anteccsdcno

C

~ matrix
R

Effrrri.C matrix

Environment

Bahwior

Person E

I.)

01

Fig. 10. Summary of the Kelley and Thibaut causal analysis (from Kelley & Thibaut, 1978, p. 17).

ioral environment. This is the objective, though psychologically defined, “situation” in Fig. 9, with its opportunities and constraints. On the other hand, there is
P2, the person in Fig. 9, constituted by a set of interpersonal attitudes and
motives and the skills necessary for expressing them; it is P2 that determines
which of various possible interpersonal goals are pursued within the geo-behavioral environment.
The particular distinction Thibaut and I made between PI and P2 is perhaps
clarified by Fig. 10. In reference to this figure, we wrote:
we distinguish (a) a set of causal factors that generates a given matrix from (b) a set of
processes elicited by the pattern of that matrix and acting to redefine it . . . . The matrix
is “given” in the sense that the behavioral choices and the outcomes are strongly under the
control of factors exrernal to the interdependence relationship h e y . The outcome in each
cell of the matrix-each intersecting or joint behavior-is given for the relationship by
virtue of the specifications of the social and physical environment and the relevant properties of the two persons. [However,] outcomes defined locally, cell by cell, as in the given
matrix, do not account for behavior in interdependent relationships. What the actors often
do react to is the pattern of the given matrix; for example, to the disparity between their
own [outcome] and the outcome of the other in a given cell, to the fact that both outcomes
are high in certain cells, or to the possibilities of alternating between differentially preferred cells. (1978, pp. 16-17)

From this it is clear that P1 and P2 refer to different processes within the
person, the first being the simpler processes that link abilities and needs to the
specific events defined by the matrix. In a sense, these processes and their effects
precede and define the interdependent relationship. The second set of processes
are the more complex mechanisms of pattern detection and pattern-based interpersonal motives that are responsive to the “situation” as generated by the first set.

Criteria for Geographic and Geo-Behavioral Environments
Having made these distinctions, is it reasonable to believe that they can be
distinguished operationally? I believe they can be, although not without some
degree of ambiguity.
Following a Lewinian focus on the individual case, what I will describe as
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the “idiographic” method seeks to determine for a particular pair of persons the
pattern of outcomes they will experience (i.e., their geo-behavioral situation) in a
particular portion of their geographical environment. Lewin proposed the following: “To determine the properties of a present situation . . . one can follow two
different procedures: One may base one’s statement on conclusions from history
(anarnnesis), or one may use diagnostic tests of the present” (195 la, pp. 48-49).
Lewin then proceeded to discuss the pros and cons of the two methods, and the
conditions under which each can be considered valid. He observed that
Psychology has used diagnosis by anarnnesis rather excessively, particularly in classic
psychoanalysis and other clinical approaches to problems of personality. Psychology of
perception and psychology of memory have been relatively free from the historical type of
diagnosis. Experimental psychology, on the whole, has shown a progressive trend toward
testing the present situation. The method of determining the properties of a situation [at a
given time] by testing them at that time . . . avoids the uncertainties of historical conclusions. (1951a, pp. 49-50)

A contrasting approach to the problem of operationalizing the distinctions
made in Fig. 7 was suggested by Heider (1959). First, he proposed that in
defining the geographic environment, we attribute to it “only those properties
which it shows in interactions with the widest possible range of other objects,
regardless of whether they are persons or inorganic objects” ( p. 9). This formulation would permit assessment of physical properties by photometers, voltmeters,
yardsticks, etc.
With regard to defining the geo-behavioral environment, Heider suggested
that we attribute to it “everything that persons have in common in the interactions with the environment. In a way, the average person is then attributed to the
outside” (1959, p. 9). In this, Heider followed the approach to the geo-behavioral
environment of Chein, who derived it from the geographic environment by
considering that environment “from the viewpoint of a psychologically sophisticated observer who presupposes psychological individuals with wants and
desires, but who is not at the moment particularly concerned with any one
person” (Chein, 1954, p. 116). Heider read this, as I do, to mean that the geobehavioral environment is the situation as “it would affect an average person, or
even as it would affect a person typical for a certain group” (1959, p. 8).
Given the above criteria for the geographic and geo-behavioral environments, we might then make person attributions (where “person” refers to P2) on
the basis of individual differences in response to the given (geo-behavioral)
matrix. In the absence of such differences, behavior would be attributed to the
situation defined by the given matrix.
For the “basic” person-situation attribution, the above reasoning implies
what is a well-known methodological rule: If one wishes to identify individual
differences in a particular function (i.e., to make person attributions), it is necessary to create a test situation (a geo-behavioral environment) that generates
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uniform output for all other relevant functions. That is, in respect to other
functions, all people must react the same. The function with respect to which
there are individual differences becomes the person term, and the test situation is,
clearly, the situation term.
In the case of interpersonal motives, if we are to assess individual differences in them, the test situation (the given matrix) must be assumed to be
uniform across subjects with regard to other functions (e.g., outcome values,
availability of response options). It seems obvious that the same principle applies
throughout psychology whenever we study processes involving some complexity
of mediation. For example, in studying higher order cognitive processes (the
person terms), we must use standardized stimulus input (the geo-behavioral
environment), which produces uniformity in the lower order processes and their
output-such as stimulus visibility, letter identification, speech capability, etc.
It seems clear that the attributional rules proposed by Heider and elaborated
above imply a probabilistic, Brunswikian approach to the situation-person problem. As a practical matter, we can never expect great uniformity in the geobehavioral environment that people derive from the geographic one. So individual differences in behavior will only mirror differential processes in the central
P2 region on the average. Variations among persons in the geo-behavioral environment will contribute error, both systematic and unsystematic, to assessments of the effects of the P2 processes. It was dissatisfaction with this inevitable
aspect of the statistical approach that led Lewin to emphasize a systematic,
Galilean approach with its ideal of error-free prediction for the individual case.
It seems to me that this source of error poses problems for personality
research concerning person by situation interactions. I take it that this type of
research typically examines the interplay of the geographic environment (i.e.,
situations specified in terms of physical and social stimuli) and the person designated here as P2 (e.g., defined by means of personality measures). If this characterization is correct, the variations in P1 factors and the resulting variations in the
geo-behavioral environment are overlooked. In turn, if variation in the geobehavioral environment is not accounted for, the contribution of P2 factors to
behavior will be consistently underestimated.
This point can be illustrated by a hypothetical study of how preassessed
cooperative vs. competitive people make decisions within the Prisoner’s Dilemma Game (the left matrix in Fig. 9). Let us say that the investigator offers
incentives of three bananas, two apples, one orange, and a Brazil nut at the
locations in the matrix indicated, respectively, by the outcomes of 3,2, 1, and 0.
This specification of the geographic environment would satisfy the conditions of
the PD if the various P1 factors in the sample (the various fruit and nut preferences) were such that every subject preferred three bananas to two apples, two
apples to one orange, and one orange to a Brazil nut. Under these conditions we
could take the covariance between the P2 orientations and behavior to indicate
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how the former affect the latter in the Prisoner’s Dilemma game. And, in a
person by situation design, that covariance could be compared to an analogous
one obtained in a different game, defined by a different configuration of fruits
and nuts. Further, comparison of the behavioral frequencies in the two games
would provide an estimate of the importance of variations in the “situation.”
From these contrasts, a clear statement could be drawn about the relative contributions to behavioral variation of these particular situation and person factors.
However, these covariances and comparisons would take on quite different
meanings if the investigator’s assumption about the uniformity of preferences for
the “geographic” incentives is incorrect and each “geographically” defined
game results in a variety of “given” (i.e., geo-behavioral)games. Specifically,
even though the between-game comparisons might be correct (because, on the
average, the investigator was correct in his assumption), the within-game
covariation between P2 and behavior might be seriously underestimated. The
reason, of course, is that for a particular “objective” PD (or other) game,
different persons sharing the same cooperative or competitive orientations may
be playing different “given” games and, therefore, may make different behavioral decisions.

Implications for Interpersonal Attribution
In the preceding comments, I have mentioned several attributional rules.
These references were directed at the scientist’s principles for sorting out
causality. However, as you may know, I believe such principles also have implications for lay attributional activities, in this case, for the everyday problems
of interpersonal attribution. Vis-2-vis our relationship partners, we usually have a
combination of the types of information described by the idiographic and probabilistic approaches. Consider the idiographic information: I have information
about my partner’s history, and I have various indicators of her present (or very
recent) needs and abilities. Using that information, 1 can have a sense of the
particular given matrix within which her behavior occurs. I have a sense of how
that situation instigates and constrains her and, therefrom, a sense of possible
variations in her behavior, i.e., of where and how she has choice.
My partner, if she modifies her incentive and constraint conditions by
producing, so to speak, a sharp transformation between the given and the effective matrix, appears (to herself and to others) as an active agent, an agent who
partially governs her own behavior and limits its governance by the geo-behavioral environment. That is, she frees her behavior from the grip exercised by the
external instigations and constraints in league with her inner desires and habits.
Her person at P2 is apparent as a causal agent because the geo-behavioral environment (at least as I, as an observer, understand it) does not too strongly
instigate or constrain her observed behavior. Her transformation of the given
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matrix permits her to express various personal dispositions relating to interpersonal problems, and it permits her to exercise choice in how to react to the
situation.
The preceding paragraphs refer to features of the given matrix (the geobehavioral environment as I, with my idiographic knowledge of my partner,
understand it). However, I also have information of the type described by the
probabilistic approach to distinguishing between situation and person. 1 have an
impression of how other persons comparable to my partner would be instigated
and constrained by the particular physical and geographical circumstances, and
of how other persons differ in their behavior in such circumstances. These provide other bases for identifying the P2 aspects of my partner.
In sum, on the one hand, from an idiographic understanding of the given
matrix, I can judge and label what my partner does relative to what I understand
she might have done. On the other hand, from a probabilistic understanding of
the given matrix 1can judge and label her behavior relative to what 1 understand
other persons are likely to do or to have done under the same circumstances.
This dual basis of the attribution process in interpersonal relations has
several implications that are briefly discussed here. It obviously affords a basis
for attributional conflict in cases where one person makes a probabilistic analysis
and the other makes an idiographic one. This was viewed by Jones and Nisbett
(197 1) as one of the major reasons for differences between observers and actors
in their attributions for behavior: “Much of the discrepancy between the perspectives of observer and actor arises from the difference between the observer’s
inferred history of everyman and the concrete individualized history of the actor
himself. The actor has been exposed to a sequence of experiences that are to a
degree unique, but the observer is constrained to work with the blunt conceptual
tools of modal or normative experience” (p. 84).
The distinction also affords an answer to the question of where to attribute
behavior that reflects “internalized” interpersonal values. If my partner is consistently and “automatically” considerate, should that be reflected in the outcomes entered into the given matrix? The answer is negative because the idiographic information implied in that behavioral characterization is offset by
probabilistic information that suggests an attribution to the person in the P2
sense. The evidence that other comparable persons are not always considerate or
cooperative makes it possible to attribute even my partner’s wholly consistent
and “unthinking” considerateness to her P2 dispositions.
Finally, we may consider the implications of the analysis in Fig. 7 for
understanding “failures of discounting.” Describing this phenomenon as “correspondence bias,” Jones (1990) wrote of it as follows: “I have a candidate for the
most robust and repeatable finding in social psychology: The tendency to see
behavior as caused by a stable personal disposition of the actor when it can be
just as easily explained as a natural response to more than adequate situational
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Fig. 11. Several attributional phenomena distinguished according to the causal analysis
in Fig. 7 .

pressures” (p. 138). Figure 11 suggests how the attributional phenomena of
which Jones wrote relate to the causal analysis in Fig. 7. For this purpose, it is
necessary to add the “consequences” of behavior to Fig. 7. What Jones described
as “correspondence bias” is the explanation of behavior by reference to its
consequences. The behavior is seen to reflect an intention andlor tendency on the
part of the person (P2) to produce the observed consequences. A contrasting
attributional phenomenon is that described as “discounting”: the implications of
the behavior for the nature of P2 are discounted if the “situation” affords an
adequate explanation of the behavior. Thus, a behavior is not judged to reveal a
P2 factor if there are “more than adequate situational pressures” to explain it.
The behavior is discounted as to its informational value about P2.
As Fig. 11 suggests, discounting requires the attributor to delve more deeply into the antecedents of the behavior, in order to take account of its situational
context. In the figure, I have indicated two meanings of discounting-discounting, , which takes account of the geo-behavioral environment, and discounting,,
which takes account of the geographic environment. Attribution theory concerns
discounting,, but attribution research on the problem deals with discounting2i.e., the situation is described in geographic terms to the subjects who are serving
as causal attributors. In this latter case, possible perceived discrepancies between
the geographic and the geo-behavioral environment are overlooked, and attributors’ various assumptions about the latter introduce possible “errors’’ into
the understanding of their judgments. The problem is analogous to the one
described above in discussing studies of person by situation interactions. The
difference, of course, is that here we must consider the observers’ conceptions of
the causal process. Moreover, in research on failures of discounting there is the
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special problem that the geographic environment is presented as having extreme
constraints (incentives or pressures). As a consequence, perceived departures of
the geo-behavioral environment from the geographic one, due to the perceived
intrusion of P1 factors (e.g., perceived variations in susceptibility to the constraints), are necessarily systematic ones. Analogous to the phenomenon of regression toward the mean, if P1 is assumed to matter, the geo-behavioral environment will be understood, on the average, to be somewhat less constraining
than the geographic one. This systematic discrepancy opens the door to attributors’ taking the observed behavior as, to some degree, reflecting P2 factors.
In discussing possible artifactual explanations for the “correspondence
bias,” Jones (1990) considered precisely this possibility-i.e., that attributors
assume the actor really has some freedom from the situational constraints and,
therefore, that the behavior is to’some degree congenial with the actor’s personal
dispositions. Jones reported evidence suggesting that any such assumption is
wrong, but concluded that at least part of the correspondence bias involves a
“misreading of the degree of constraint inherent in the experimental procedures”
(p. 143). On the other hand, Jones was unwilling to view attributors’ assumptions
about the geo-behavioral environment as a sufficient explanation for the many
observed instances of the bias, and he is probably correct in this position. The
present analysis calls our attention to those assumptions, and it issues a warning
(although one that has been issued in many different forms before) against
uncritical equation of the geographically defined environment with the situation
that is psychologically operative.
Perhaps more novel for attribution research are the implications of the
“complete attribution analysis” shown at the bottom of Fig. 11, with its inclusion of both types of “environment,” and both the P1 and P2 aspects of the
person. I have the distinct impression that people can and do delve that far back
into the causal antecedents of behavior. For example, in personal relationships,
an actor will sometimes justify his/her failure to benefit the partner by reference
to the actor’s own outcomes in the geo-behavioral environment and their P 1
basis. The justification runs along these lines: “Because of my particular needs,
the desirability for myself of what I did was so very great that it was the best
thing to do even though you don’t like it.” In general, interdependent persons
argue not only about the allocation of outcomes in the “given” matrix but about
the very magnitude of those outcomes-how good or bad the various concrete
events “really are.” Those debates involve consideration of how features of the
geographic environment interact with P1 factors-needs and abilities-to produce the outcomes that characterize the shared geo-behavioral situation.

Conclusion
As to the major purpose I set for this paper-that of clarifying the personsituation distinction-several concluding remarks are appropriate:
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1. The situation-person distinction is not a physical one, with the situation
being defined in physical-geographic terms, and the person being defined by the boundary of the skin and sensory and motor faculties.
2. Rather, the distinction is ultimately one between kinds or levels of processes within the person.
3. The particular levels to be distinguished will depend on the nature of the
problem on which the psychologist is working.
4. For purposes of the analysis of molar behavior, of the sorts that concern
social and personality psychologists, the “levels” should be distinguished as follows:
4.1. The situation, here described as the geo-behavioral environment,
is determined by people’s simple needs and abilities in interaction
with the physical, geographic environment.
4.2. The person is determined by the more complex, higher order
processes that are responsive to the broad patterning of the geobehavioral environment and that generate individual differences
in responses to it.
The broader point with which I wish to conclude is in reference to Kurt
Lewin’s contributions to social psychology. As you know, he was primarily a
general psychologist. He turned explicitly to social psychology only in the last
decade of his work. Yet his concepts and methods have provided a broad and
strong foundation for social psychology as it has developed. And as I have
illustrated in this paper, his ideas continue to have profound significance for our
contemporary questions and issues.
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