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SELF-SERVING BIAS
A self-serving bias is any cognitive or perceptual process
that is distorted by the need to maintain and enhance self-
esteem. When individuals reject the validity of negative
feedback, focus on their strengths and achievements but
overlook their faults and failures, or take more responsibil-
ity for their group’s work than they give to other members,
they are protecting the ego from threat and injury. These
cognitive and perceptual tendencies perpetuate illusions
and error, but they also serve the self ’s need for esteem.

Self-serving biases are particularly evident when indi-
viduals formulate attributions about the causes of personal
actions, events, and outcomes. When explaining positive
actions and experiences, their attributions emphasize the
causal impact of internal, dispositional causes, but when
identifying the causes of negative events, they stress exter-
nal, situational factors. The boy who believes his skillful
play earned him his victory, the employee who blames her
troubles at work on the boss rather than herself, the stu-
dent who attributes a poor grade to bad luck or the diffi-
culty of the test, and the A student who traces the grade
back to hard work and innate ability are all displaying this
self-serving attributional bias. Because failure undermines
self-confidence and self-worth, individuals seek an exter-
nal factor that can be blamed for the failure. When they
succeed, however, they can bolster their self-esteem by
attributing this positive outcome to personal factors
(Weiner 1985).

Some people are less susceptible to this bias than are
others. Individuals who are depressed or who suffer from
chronically low self-esteem tend to take the blame for their
failures but deny responsibility for their successes. People

in many non-Western cultures also frequently attribute
outcomes that lead to negative consequences to themselves
rather than external factors. Individuals with an external
locus of control consider both positive and negative out-
comes to be caused by factors beyond their control, and
those with an internal locus of control assume that they,
personally, are responsible for their outcomes (Rotter
1966). Overall, however, the tendency to externalize failure
and internalize success occurs in a wide range of educa-
tional, athletic, and interpersonal situations. Researchers
have also isolated the effects of performance feedback on
attributions experimentally by giving research participants
false positive or negative feedback about their work on a
laboratory task. Invariably, those told they failed attribute
performance to such external factors as bad luck, task dif-
ficulty, or the interference of others, and those told they
succeeded point to the causal significance of such internal
factors as ability and effort.

Researchers now recognize that a number of cogni-
tive, motivational, and psychological factors combine to
create the tendency to internalize success and externalize
failure. As Dale T. Miller and Michael Ross (1975) sug-
gest, individuals internalize success and externalize failure
because they are usually optimistic when predicting their
outcomes and experiences. They expect to pass tests, get
good jobs, and have long-lasting relationships rather than
fail, get fired, or divorce. Because negative experiences are
unexpected, people tend to attribute them to external fac-
tors rather than stable, personal ones. Miller and Ross
thus conclude that these biases do not always “serve the
self,” but are in some cases produced by “cold,” cognitive
processes as well as “hot” motivations and needs.

SEE ALSO Attribution; Self-Enhancement; Self-Esteem
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