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Actions and intentions do not always align. Individuals often
have good intentions that they fail to fulfill. The studies pre-
sented here suggest that actors and observers differ in the weight
they assign to intentions when deciding whether an individual
possesses a desirable trait. Participants were move likely to give
themselves credit for their intentions than they were to give others
credit for theirs (Studies 1 and 2). This caused individuals to
evaluate themselves more favorably than they evaluated others
(Studies 3-5). Discussion focuses on the motivational and infor-
mation-processing roots of this actor-observer difference in the
weight assigned to intentions as well as the implications of this
tendency for everyday judgment and decision making.
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I'm just a soul whose intentions are good,
Oh Lord, please don’t let me be misunderstood.
—The Animals (1964)

It has been said that actions speak louder than words.
But often, actions do not say enough. To understand
behavior, one must understand not only what was done
butwhat the actor intended to do—a fact emphasized by
Jones and Davis (1965) but largely overlooked in subse-
quentattribution theories (butsee Malle & Knobe, 1997,
2001, for an exception). Thus, a person is “cruel” only
when he desires harm, “selfish” only when she wants for
herself, and a “liar” only if afalsehood is knowingly told.

But as Jones and Nisbett (1971) also noted, “typically,
the actor has more, and more precise, information than
the observer about his own . . . intentions” (p. 85). To be
sure, there are occasions when an actor may be unaware
ofhis or her true intentions (and perhaps even occasions
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when an observer may know more aboutan actor’s inten-
tions than the actor himself or herself), but “itis perhaps
only with the self that one is familiar with the nuances of
‘unfulfilled potential’ and of the ‘excuses’ which explain
why personal excellence has not been translated into
tangible accomplishments” (James, 1890, pp. 326-327).

This implies that people are better positioned to take
intentions into account when assessing their own traits,
behaviors, and likely future outcomes than when assess-
ing the traits, behaviors, and outcomes of others.
Whereas others may be deemed considerate if they dis-
play considerate behavior (volunteering at the local
soup kitchen, sending a note of appreciation, tutoring a
student in statistics), judgments of the self are less strin-
gent. People give themselves credit for their intentions
as well—for wanting to help the needy, planningto send a
note of appreciation, or making oneself available for a stu-
dent befuddled by statistics. To be sure, intentions play
some role in the judgments of others, as many legal
scholars and moral philosophers have noted. But inten-
tions play a greater role, we argue, in judgments of the
self.
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The greater availability of one’s own intentions noted
by Jones and Nisbett (1971)is not the only reason inten-
tions may loom larger in self-assessments than in the
assessments of others. People also may be motivated to
give themselves more credit for their intentions than
they give others for theirs (at least when they are posi-
tive). Numerous studies have documented the powerful
impact that the motive to think well of oneself has on
people’s judgments of themselves and others (e.g.,
Alicke, 1985; Brown, 1986, 1990; Campbell, 1986; Dun-
ning, Leuenberger, & Sherman, 1995; Kunda, 1990; Tay-
lor & Brown, 1988). It stands to reason, then, that one
reason people fail to give others the same benefit of their
good intentions that they give themselves is to look good
in comparison.

People also may weight their own intentions more
heavily than the intentions of others because they are
cynical about the likelihood that someone else’s good
intentions and plans for the future will translate into
effective action. Consider New Year’s resolutions.
Although people recognize that some of their own reso-
lutions may pass unfulfilled, they are likely to expect
even fewer resolutions to be fulfilled by others (as illus-
trated by health clubs that sell more memberships than
they can accommodate, secure in the knowledge that
only a fraction of their new “customers” will make it to
the gym). Indeed, research on the “planning fallacy” has
found that although people tend to be overly optimistic
about how long it will take them to complete important
projects, they are much less overconfident about the
likelihood that others will meet deadlines (Buehler,
Griffin, & Ross, 1994, 2002).

Finally, people may be reluctant to give much cre-
dence to other people’s intentions because they doubt
the strength and sincerity with which they are held. What
we know about others’ intentions, after all, often comes
from what they tell us—in the excuses offered when a
person’s actions do not match their goals or expecta-
tions. The failure to translate an intention into effective
action is often taken as a sign that the intention was weak
or nonexistent. Our own intentions, in contrast, are
experienced and felt rather than heard and evaluated
and, hence, treated as sovereign. The netresultis that we
are more likely to take intentions into account when
making self-assessments than when making assessments
of others.

Regardless of the cause, the tendency to give oneself
more credit for good intentions than one gives others is
likely to contribute to anumber of biases in judgments of
the self and how the self stacks up against others. As the
recentliterature on the subjectindicates, self-assessment
is often associated with self-enhancement. People are
overconfidentin their ability to predict their own futures
(Dunning, Griffin, Milojkovic, & Ross, 1990) and in the

likelihood that they will meet important deadlines
(Buehler et al., 1994, 2002). They believe that their own
preferences and responses enjoy more consensus than
the preferences and responses of others (Gilovich, 1990;
Marks & Miller, 1987; Ross, Green, & House, 1977), and
they think that they are more likely than others to experi-
ence the good things in life and avoid the bad (Klein,
1999; Klein & Weinstein, 1997; Weinstein, 1980). Finally,
people tend to rate their own traits and abilities more
favorably than they rate the traits and abilities of others
(Alicke, 1985; Dunning, Meyerowitz, & Holzberg, 1989;
Kruger & Dunning, 1999; Larwood, 1978; Messick,
Bloom, Boldizar, & Samuelson, 1985; although see
Heine & Lehman, 1997; Kruger, 1999, for exceptions).

We believe the tendency to give oneself more credit
for intentions than one gives others can further our under-
standing of these common biases in self-assessment. Previ-
ous theorists have written about the differential access to
intentions on the part of actors and observers (S. M.
Anderson, 1984; S. M. Anderson & Ross, 1984; Jones &
Davis, 1965; Jones & Nisbett, 1971; Malle & Knobe, 1997,
2001; Pronin, Gilovich, & Ross, in press), and a volumi-
nous literature supports the existence of numerous
biases in self-assessments (Alicke, 1985; Brown, 1990;
Buehler et al., 1994, 2002; Dunning et al., 1989; Ross
etal., 1977; Taylor & Brown, 1988). The purpose of the
present research is to connect these two literatures. Our
focus was the “above-average effect,” the tendency of
individuals to rate themselves more favorably than they
rate others. We propose that asymmetries in access to
and assumed credibility of one’s own intentions versus
those of others lead people to apply a more lenient stan-
dard when evaluating the self than when evaluating oth-
ers. As a consequence, people come to evaluate them-
selves more favorably than they evaluate others.

To test this hypothesis, our first two studies examined
whether people believe that intentions are more rele-
vant when assessing their own characteristics than when
assessing the characteristics of others. The remaining
three studies investigated the implications of this differ-
ential weighting for comparative assessments of traits
and abilities.

STUDY 1

Participants in Study 1 were asked to write down sev-
eral aspects of either themselves or someone they knew
that are indicative of a particular trait and then to rate
how much these aspects capture the extent to which the
person possesses that trait. In addition to this self-
manipulation versus other manipulation, half of the par-
ticipants were told to confine what they wrote to overt
behaviors and observable actions (no-intention condi-
tion) and half were given no such restriction (control
condition).
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We reasoned that if people give themselves more
credit for their intentions than they give others, then
preventing participants from listing intentions ought to
influence their ratings in predictable ways. Specifically,
participants prohibited from listing intentions should
rate their examples as less descriptive of “who they really
are” than nonrestricted participants. Critically, this dif-
ference should be greater among participants rating
themselves than among participants rating someone
else.

Method

Participants. One hundred Cornell University stu-
dents (73 women, 27 men) earned course credit for their
participation.

Procedure. Participants were randomly assigned to one
offour conditionsin a2 (target: selfvs. other) x 2 (condi-
tion: no-intention vs. control) between-subject design.
Participants in the self/no-intention condition were
asked to write down five overt behaviors or observable
actions in which they have engaged that are indicative of
a particular trait and then to rate the extent to which the
five examples capture how much they possess the trait on
a scale from 1 (doesn’t capture me at all) to 7 (captures me
very well). Participants considered a total of four traits:
fair, considerate, cooperative, and generous. The spe-
cific instructions were as follows:

For each of the four traits that follow, we’d like you to
write down 5 things that you have done that are reflective
of the trait. For example, for the trait thoughiful, you
would write down 5 thoughtful behaviors in which you
have engaged. For instance, you might write that you
recently gave money to a charity, thatyou helped aroom-
mate with homework, or that you listened to a friend
when she really needed to talk. There are no right or
wrong answers: simply write down 5 overt behaviors or
observable actions thatyou have engaged in thatare indica-
tive of the particular trait. Finally, we’d like you to rate
the extent to which the 5 behaviors you wrote down cap-
ture the amount of the trait that you possess. For
instance, for the trait thoughiful, you would rate how
much the 5 thoughtful things you wrote down capture
how thoughtful you are. That is, if a stranger knew only
about the 5 behaviors you wrote down, to what extent
would he or she have an accurate view of how thoughtful
you are? (emphases in original)

Participants in the other three conditions followed a
similar procedure, except that those in the control con-
ditions were not given any restrictions regarding what
kind of examples to write down (i.e., they were simply
told to write down five aspects of the person in question
thatare indicative of the particular trait) and those in the
other conditions were asked to rate, not themselves, but
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Figure 1 Participants’ mean ratings (on a 1 to 7 scale) of how much
the examples they listed captured the extent to which the tar-
get possessed the trait, by condition (Study 1).

a specific person they knew. We asked participants to
exclude close friends because we were interested in self-
other differences and the self-other border can be a bit
less distinct among close friends, particularly intimates
(Aron & Aron, 2001). Participants wrote the person’s ini-
tials on each page of the questionnaire, which we hoped
would help keep the particular person in mind.

Results and Discussion

Gender did not alter the pattern of results in this or
any of the studies presented in this article and is not dis-
cussed further.

Participants’ ratings of how much the examples listed
captured the extent to which the target possessed the
trait in question were averaged across the four traits to
create a single measure for each participant.' These data
were analyzedin a2 (target: self'vs. other) X2 (condition:
no-intention vs. control) between-subject ANOVA that
yielded the predicted interaction, (1, 96) = 3.87, p=.05,
N’ =.04. Neither main effect was significant, /5 < 1. As Fig-
ure 1 illustrates, when rating themselves, participants
thought the examples they wrote down captured the
extent to which they possessed the trait in question less
well when they were prohibited from listing intentions
than when they were not, #(50) = 2.38, p< .03, n* = .10.
Participants rating someone else, in contrast, were unaf-
fected by the restriction. If anything, they thought the
examples captured the person’s attributes more effec-
tively when they were prohibited from listing intentions,
although this difference was not significant, ¢(46) < 1.
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These results suggest that intentions are a more inte-
gral part of people’s self-representations than their rep-
resentations of others. Participants who listed examples
from their own lives thought the examples captured the
extent to which they possessed a given traitless well when
they were prohibited from listing intentions than when
they were not so restricted. This restriction had no effect
on participants who rated someone else. Participants
seemed to believe that the full extent of their coopera-
tiveness, for example, could not be understood unless
their cooperative intentions were taken into account,
whereas someone else’s cooperative behavior was a rela-
tively good measure of his or her cooperativeness.

STUDY 2

Study 2 was designed to examine more directly the
differential weight actors and observers place on inten-
tions. Participants were presented with a series of traits
and asked to rate the extent to which a person’s inten-
tions would need to be considered to getan accurate pic-
ture of the extent to which he or she possessed the trait.
For half of the participants, the person in question was
someone they knew. For the other half, the person in
question was the participant himself or herself.

We predicted that participants would find intentions
more essential for gauging the extent to which they pos-
sessed a specific trait than when gauging the extent to
which someone else possessed that trait.

Method

Participants. Seventy Cornell University students (53
women, 17 men) earned course credit for their
participation.

Procedure. Participants in the self-rating condition (n =
37) were given a list of 40 desirable traits and asked to
indicate “how much weight should be placed on your
intentions in order to get an accurate picture of the
extent to which you possess the trait” on a scale from 1
(none) to 7 (a lot). The traits were selected from N. H.
Anderson’s (1968) list of 555 traits and varied in terms of
ambiguity and intentionality. To ensure that the issue of
intentionality was clear, participants read the following
example:

Suppose the trait was thoughtful. Should a person judging
how thoughtful you are consider only your overt behav-
ior (such as throwing a birthday party or helping a room-
mate with homework) or should he or she also consider
your intentions (such as planninga birthday party or try-
ing to help a roommate with homework)? For each trait
listed on the following page, we’d like you to indicate
how much weight should be placed on your intentions
on a scale from 1 (none) to 7 (a lot).

After providing their ratings, participants were given
the same list of traits again and asked to rate “the extent
towhich the trait describes you” on ascale from 1 (doesn’t
describe me at all) to 7 (describes me very well).

Participants in the other-rating condition (n= 33) fol-
lowed a similar procedure except that they were asked to
make their ratings with another person in mind. Specifi-
cally, they were asked to think of a specific person they
knew but not someone they would consider a close
friend. They then rated “how much weight should be
placed on this person’s intentions in order to get an
accurate picture of the extent to which he or she pos-
sesses the trait” and “the extent to which the trait
describes this person” using the same scale used by par-
ticipants in the self-rating condition. As in the previous
study, participants were asked to write the person’s ini-
tials on each page of the questionnaire to ensure that
they kept this person in mind when making their ratings.

Results and Discussion

Our first prediction was that participants would rate
themselves more favorably than they rated the other per-
son. This hypothesis was tested in two ways. First, we con-
ducted a subject-level analysis by computing, for each
subject, the average trait rating across the 40 traits and
comparing these ratings in a two-sample ¢ test. Consis-
tent with prior work, participants evaluating themselves
made higher ratings (M=>5.11) than did participants rat-
ing someone else (M= 4.49), (68) = 4.41, p<.001,m* =
.22. This pattern also was evident at the level of the trait,
which was tested by computing, for each trait, the aver-
age ratings of the participants in the two conditions and
then comparing these means in a paired ¢ test, #(39) =
6.25, p<.001,n* = .55.

Our primary prediction, however, was that partici-
pants would stress the importance of intentions more
when rating themselves than when rating someone else.
As Table 1 depicts, this was true for 36 of the 40 traits
(90%), with a mean self-other difference of 0.37. This
difference corresponded to a marginally significant
effectat the subjectlevel of analysis, ¢ (68) =1.71, p=.092,
N* = .04, and a large and highly significant effect at the
trait level of analysis, #(39) = 6.41, p<.001, n?=.51.

Not surprisingly, despite the self-other discrepancy in
the weight placed on intentions, there was a high corre-
lation between the two ratings, 7(38) = .91, p<.001, sug-
gesting that some traits are seen as defined more by a
person’s intentions (e.g., considerate, generous, and
kind-hearted) than others (e.g., lucky, popular, and
intelligent). Of key interest, the degree of intentionality
inherentin a given trait was a strong and reliable predic-
tor of the size of the above-average effect: The correla-
tion across the 40 traits between the mean intentionality
rating (averaging across participants in both the self-
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TABLE 1: Mean Ratings of the Importance of Intentions for Assess-
ing the Self Versus Someone Else on 40 Traits, Study 2

Trait Self Other Difference
Alert 3.54 3.52 0.02
Appreciative 5.54 4.48 1.06
Articulate 3.62 3.36 0.26
Artistic 4.05 3.21 0.84
Bright 4.03 3.85 0.18
Brilliant 3.22 3.21 0.01
Capable 4.39 3.79 0.60
Clean 3.73 3.52 0.21
Competent 4.11 3.79 0.32
Confident 4.25 4.15 0.10
Conscientious 5.05 4.76 0.29
Considerate 5.51 5.15 0.36
Constructive 4.67 3.97 0.70
Cooperative 5.24 4.36 0.88
Decent 4.97 4.47 0.50
Educated 4.03 3.88 0.15
Energetic 3.65 3.79 -0.14
Fair 5.14 4.58 0.56
Friendly 5.16 4.94 0.22
Generous 5.41 4.91 0.50
Gracious 4.54 4.73 -0.19
Grateful 5.38 4.30 1.08
Helpful 5.43 5.36 0.07
Honorable 4.83 4.52 0.31
Humble 4.43 3.91 0.52
Intelligent 3.84 3.42 0.42
Kind-hearted 5.53 5.45 0.08
Lucky 2.22 2.21 0.01
Moral 4.97 4.39 0.58
Nice 5.03 4.70 0.33
Open-minded 5.11 4.66 0.45
Popular 2.81 3.15 -0.34
Positive 5.11 4.67 0.44
Quick-witted 3.54 2.63 0.91
Refined 3.84 3.61 0.23
Sharp-witted 3.89 3.09 0.80
Skillful 3.62 3.24 0.38
Sympathetic 5.41 4.91 0.50
Talented 3.68 3.33 0.35
Wise 3.38 3.79 -0.41
Grand mean 4.40 4.03 0.37

NOTE: Higher numbers reflect greater perceived importance of inten-
tions.

condition and other condition) and the size of the
above-average effect (the difference between the aver-
age rating of participants in the self-condition and other
condition) was .69 (p<.001). This provides the first hint
that the oft-documented above-average effect may be
due in part to the tendency to give oneself more credit
for one’s intentions than one is willing to give others for
theirs. The next three studies were designed to examine
this possibility directly.

STUDY 3

The results of Study 2 suggest that the more heavily
intentions are weighed in the assessment of a given trait,

the greater the tendency to rate oneself higher on that
trait than someone else. But note that the “someone
else” participants evaluated in Study 2 actually may have
been lower on these traits—thatis, participants may have
selected comparison others who were in fact less tal-
ented, accomplished, and so forth, than they were them-
selves. As a result, the findings do not establish that par-
ticipants’ assessments were biased per se. In addition,
although the traits that were high in intentionality
tended to yield the greatest above-average effects, the
traits may have differed along one or more other criteria
(such as desirability or ambiguity) that are correlated
with intentionality, and it may have been one of these
other criteria that produced these effects.

Study 3 was designed to overcome these limitations.
Participants rated themselves along the same 40 traits
used in Study 2. This time, however, participants com-
pared themselves with the average student from their
course. They then rated the “intentionality” of the trait,
that is, the extent to which intentions are important for
knowing whether a person possesses the trait. Finally, par-
ticipants rated each trait on three other dimensions that
prior research has shown to influence self-assessments:
desirability, ambiguity, and observability (Alicke, 1985;
Dunning etal., 1989; Felson, 1981; Funder, 1980; John &
Robins, 1993; Paunonen, 1989). If the tendency to give
oneself but not others credit for intentions is partly
responsible for the above-average effect, then partici-
pants should see themselves as more above average as
the relevance of intentions increases—independent of
trait desirability, ambiguity, and observability.

Method

Participants. Eighty-three University of Illinois stu-
dents (57women, 26 men) earned course credit for their
participation.

Procedure. Participants were given the same list of 40
traits used in Study 2. For each trait, participants com-
pared themselves with the average student from their
course on ascale from 1 (I'm much worse than average) to 4
(I'm average) to 7 (I'm much better than average). They also
provided separate estimates of the extent to which they
possessed the trait and the extent to which the average
person from their course possessed the trait, again on 1
to 7 scales. Participants then rated the extent to which a
person’s intentions can provide information about
whether one possesses the trait. To ensure that what we
meant by “intentions” was clear to participants, the fol-
lowing instructions were provided:

For each of the following traits, we’d like you to indicate
the extent to which one’s intentions can provide infor-
mation about whether one possesses the trait. Some
traits, such as thoughtful, are defined not only by one’s



Kruger, Gilovich / ACTIONS, INTENTIONS, SELF-ASSESSMENT 333

overt behavior (such as throwing a birthday party or
helping a friend with homework) butalso by one’s inten-
tions (such as planning a birthday party or intending to
offer help with homework). After all, if you plan a birth-
day party or try to offer aroommate help with homework
but are unsuccessful, you are still thoughtful. Other
traits, such as quick, are less defined by one’s intentions.
Trying or intending to be quick just doesn’t make it so.
Please rate the following traits on a scale from 1 (inten-
tions don’t count toward the trait) to 7 (intentions count
toward the trait). (emphases in original)

Finally, participants rated each of the 40 traits along
three other dimensions: desirability, ambiguity, and
observability. Each of these ratings was made on separate
1 to 7 scales with endpoints labeled undesirable—desirable,
concrete/has only one meaning—ambiguous/has many mean-
ings, and unobservable/it is difficult or impossible to tell if a per-
son has this trait by watching his or her behavior—observable/it
is easy to tell whether a person has this trait by watching how he
or she behaves, respectively.

Results

On average, participants rated themselves as above
average, consistent with prior research. This was true
regardless of whether these effects were calculated
directly, by comparing participants’ responses (M =
4.60) to the question “How do you compare with your
peers?” to the midpoint of the scale (4), 1(39) =10.47, p<
.001, or indirectly, by comparing participants’ ratings of
the extent to which they possess the trait (M= 5.43) with
their ratings of the extent to which the average person
possesses the trait (M=4.94), {(39) = 6.55, p<.001, t(39)
=6.41, p<.001,n* = .52. This was also true regardless of
whether the data were analyzed at the level of the trait
(just reported) or the level of the subject. With the sub-
jectas the unit of analysis, the comparative ratings again
exceeded the midpoint of the scale, #(82) = 10.09, p <
.001, and on average, self-ratings exceeded peer ratings,
1(82) = 6.61, p<.001,n* = .35.

As the first two rows of Table 2 indicate, however, the
extent to which participants rated themselves above
average depended on the perceived relevance of inten-
tions. As predicted, the more intentions were deemed
relevant to the assessment of a given trait, the greater the
above-average effect. (Tellingly, the trait participants
rated as most intention-relevant, considerate, also yielded
the greatest above-average effect.) Of key importance,
these effects remained strong after holding constant dif-
ferences in trait desirability, ambiguity, observability, or
all three (all rs> .60, all 5 <.001).* In fact, when the size
of the above-average effect was predicted by all four vari-
ables (intentionality, desirability, ambiguity, and
observability) simultaneously in a multiple regression,
intentionality was by far the strongest predictor.

TABLE 2: Simple and Partial Correlations Between Trait
Intentionality and Trait Endorsements, Study 3

Controlling for

All

Correlation Rawr Ambiguity Desirability Observability Three

Intentionality and

direct comparison .76%%  76%* .65 76 G4
Intentionality and

indirect

comparison 67 phE .60%%* .69%%  63%*
Intentionality and

self-rating 627 4] 41 63%% 4%
Intentionality and

rating of other 15 13 -.297 .14 -.30%

tp<.10. #p< 05, #5p < 01,

The last two rows of Table 2 summarize the relation-
ship between the relevance of intentions and partici-
pants’ self-rating and other rating separately. Consistent
with the earlier analyses, as the perceived relevance of
intentions increased, so did the tendency of participants
to rate themselves positively. This was not the case, how-
ever, when participants rated someone else. If anything,
as the perceived relevance of intentions increased, par-
ticipants’ ratings of the extent to which others possessed
a given trait decreased.

Because participants rated all aspects of every trait, it
is possible to perform these analyses at the level of the
individual by computing, for each participant, the corre-
lation between his or her ratings of intentionality across
the 40 traits and the various self-trait and other trait rat-
ings provided by the participant across the 40 traits (as
well as the partial correlation between these variables
holding constant the participant’s own ratings of desir-
ability, ambiguity, and observability). After Fisher’s »to-z
transformations, these correlations and partial correla-
tions can then be compared against a null of zero.

As expected, the results of this subject-level analysis
revealed the same pattern as the trait-level analysis. The
average correlation between trait intentionality and
comparative trait assessments (i.e., “how do you com-
pare with your peers”) was .26, which a one-sample ¢ test
revealed was significantly greater than zero, ¢(82) =9.97,
$ < .001.° This was also true when controlling for desir-
ability, mean r = .23, ¢(82) = 9.68, p < .001; ambiguity,
mean r=.24, {(82) =9.69, p<.001; or observability, mean
r=.20, 1(82) =8.15, p<.001. A similar pattern emerged
when the above-average effects were calculated indi-
rectly by subtracting, for each trait, participants’ rating
of the average person from their rating of themselves.
Here, too, the mean correlation exceeded zero, mean r=
.21, 1(82) =8.56, p<.001, even after controlling for desir-
ability, mean r = .17, #(82) = 6.61, p < .001; ambiguity,
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mean r=.20, {(82) = 8.15, p<.001; or observability, mean
r=.20, t(82) = 7.80, p< .001.

This subject-level analysis also mirrors the trait-level
finding in that the more important intentionality was
deemed to be, the more self-ratings increased relative to
other ratings. The average correlation between trait
intentionality and ratings of how well the trait described
the self was .29, #(82) = 12.36, p < .001, and was largely
unchanged after controlling for desirability (mean r =
.23), ambiguity (mean r=.29), or observability (mean r=
.28). The average correlation between trait inten-
tionality and the ratings of how well the trait described
the average person, in contrast, yielded mean correla-
tions between .04 and .08, which, although statistically
significant (ps <.06), were substantially smaller than the
correlations between traitintentionality and self-ratings.

Discussion

The results of Study 3 were as predicted. The traits
highest in intentionality yielded the greatest above-
average effects. This substantial and very reliable rela-
tionship was found at both the trait and subject level of
analysis and, of crucial importance, remained robust
after controlling for other factors known to influence
self-assessments, such as the desirability of the trait in
question. Taken together, these results are consistent
with our thesis that the tendency for people to give them-
selves more credit for intentions than they give others
contributes to people’s inclination to believe they are
better than average.

Of course, these results are correlational and so the
usual cautions apply. To establish a causal link between
the above-average effect and the self-other asymmetry in
the weighting of intentions, it is necessary to experimen-
tally manipulate whether people consider intentions in
making their assessments and see whether this influ-
ences the tendency to rate oneself more favorably than
others. Study 4 was designed to do precisely that.

STUDY 4

Participants in Study 4 were given the same list of traits
used in Studies 2 and 3. As in Study 2, half of the partici-
pants were asked to rate themselves and half to rate
someone they knew.

Unlike Study 2, however, half of the participants were
asked to base their ratings exclusively on overt behavior
and were told explicitly to ignore other components of
the traitsuch as “good intentions, plans for the future, or
unfulfilled potential.” If the tendency to give oneself
rather than others the benefit of good intentions under-
lies inflated trait ratings, this restriction should lower
participants’ ratings of themselves more than their rat-
ings of someone else.

Method

Participants. One hundred Cornell University stu-
dents (70 women, 30 men) earned course credit for their
participation.

Procedure. Participants were assigned to one of four
conditions in a 2 (target: self vs. other) X 2 (ratings: no-
intentions vs. control) between-subject design. Partici-
pants in the control conditions were asked to rate either
themselves (self condition) or someone they knew
(other condition) on the 40 traits depicted in Table 1 on
a scale from 1 (doesn’t describe me/person at all) to 7
(describes me/person very well) and then to compare that
person with the average person from their course on
each trait on a scale from 1 (much worse than average) to 4
(average) to 7 (much better than average) . As in the previous
studies, participants who were to rate someone else were
asked to think of a specific person they knew, to answer
all questions in reference to that person, and to write his
or her initials on each page of the questionnaire.

Participants in the no-intentions conditions followed
a similar procedure except that they were instructed to
base their ratings exclusively on “overt behavior, observ-
able actions, or tangible accomplishments,” ignoring
other components of the trait such as “good intentions,
plans for the future, or unfulfilled potential.” To ensure
that participants understood this distinction, we fleshed
out several examples similar to the one described in
Study 3.

Results

We predicted that preventing participants from
considering intentions would have a different effect on rat-
ings of the self than on ratings of someone else. Our predic-
tions were confirmed. On average, restricting participants
from considering intentions lowered self-ratings, M., =
5.33 vs. M, qinenion = D-13, #(39) = -3.87, p < .001, but
increased other ratings, M., .o = 4.18 vs. M, i cniion = 448,
1(39) =5.77, p<.001. In addition, restricting participants
from considering intentions lowered their comparative
ratings of themselves (i.e., How do you compare with
the average person?), M., .o = 4.91 v8. M, o ivention = 4-74,
#(39=-3.65, p<.001, butincreased participants’ compara-
tive ratings of someone else, Mo = 4. 18 vs. M, inention =
4.45, 1(39) = 5.06, p < .001. The interaction was signifi-
cant for both sets of ratings with the trait as the unit of
analysis (ps <.001). As in Study 2, supplemental analyses
with the subject as the unit of analysis yielded similar,
albeit more modest, results (ps <.15).

Discussion

Study 4 provides experimental evidence that the ten-
dency to give oneself more than others the benefit of
good intentions gives rise to inflated self-assessments.
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Participants who were restricted from considering their
good intentions provided lower self-ratings than those
who were not so restricted.

Of interest, restricting participants from considering
someone else’s intentions had just as strong an effect,
but in the opposite direction. Participants restricted
from considering someone else’s intentions provided
higher ratings than participants not so restricted. This
mirrors the correlational finding observed in Study 3
(see the bottom-right cell of Table 2). Note that this find-
ing helps rule out a demand characteristic interpreta-
tion of our results. It could be argued that the reason par-
ticipants provided lower self-ratings when told to restrict
their ratings is that they thought that was what the experi-
menter expected. Note, however, that this same demand
would presumably hold for participants rating someone
else, and yet we observed an increase in other ratings.

Why did participants’ ratings of another person
increase when they were instructed to consider only
overt behavior? One (admittedly speculative) possibility
involves a phenomenon we discussed earlier: One is
often uncertain about whether another person’s pro-
fessed intentions are genuine. In this study, an uncon-
strained consideration of another’s cleanliness, consci-
entiousness, or generosity may have brought up
instances in which the individual in question stated an
intention to tidy up, exercise great care, or give to oth-
ers—an intention that the rater may have been unwilling
to accept. Any doubts aroused in this fashion would
lower participants’ ratings, making the unconstrained
ratings lower than those in the “no-intention” condition.

STUDY 5

Seldom is there a bigger rift between actions and
intentions than when it comes to helping others. Even
the most altruistic among us do not attend to our chil-
dren, care for our parents or grandparents, or give to the
needy as much as we might like. There is always one
more bedtime story we could read, one more visit we
could make, one more dime we could spare.

This discrepancy between altruistic acts and inten-
tions, together with the results presented thus far, sug-
gest that as disappointing as our failures to meet our
altruistic intentions may be to us, they are likely to be
judged even more negatively by others. Whereas another
person’s failure to give to charity may seem a sure sign of
selfishness, the fact that we would like to give more to
charity—and indeed, fully intend to do so when our
bank account more readily allows it—may leave us con-
vinced that we are altruistic even when our actions sug-
gest otherwise. Indeed, although altruism was not
directly assessed in the previous studies, the traits closest
to it—generous, considerate, and sympathetic—tended
to yield the largest above-average effects.

Study 5 was designed to explore more directly this
self-other discrepancy in the weight placed on altruistic
intentions. Participants underwent a painful cold-
pressor task to earn money for charity and then rated:
(a) their actions, (b) their altruism during the study, and
(c) their altruistic intent. Yoked observers provided simi-
lar ratings after watching a video recording of an individ-
ual participant’s performance.

The cold-pressor task required participants to sub-
merge their hand in a bucket of ice water for as long as
they could and was selected for two reasons. First, it pro-
vided a compelling laboratory analogue to everyday
altruistic behavior: We donated 50 cents for every min-
ute the subject kept her hand submerged and allowed
subjects to select the charity themselves. Thus, the
greater participants’ self-sacrifice, the more their
selected beneficiary was rewarded.

Our second reason for selecting the cold-pressor task
was that it made a rift between actions and intentions
likely: Pretesting revealed that most people have a diffi-
cult time keeping their hand submerged for very long
but that most people try to do precisely that. If people
give themselves (butnotothers) creditfor their altruistic
intentions, then participants’ ratings of their altruism
should match, not their actual performance, on the
cold-pressor task but their altruistic intentions. Partici-
pants rating the altruism of someone else, in contrast,
should instead base their ratings on the target’s cold-
pressor performance.

Method

Participants. Fifty-four Cornell University women
earned course credit as well as $0.50 to $5.00 for their
favorite charity in exchange for their participation. We
recruited only one gender to reduce variability in pain
tolerance (Hellstrom & Lundberg, 2000).

Procedure: Cold-pressors. Participants were recruited
individually for a study of “charitable behavior” in which
they would have an opportunity to earn money for a
favorite charity. On arrival at the lab, participants in the
cold-pressor condition (henceforth referred to as “cold-
pressors”) were given a consent form explaining that
they would be asked to submerge their hand in a bucket
of cold water for as long as they could and that for each
minute they kept their hand submerged, a local charity
of their choice would receive 50 cents. They were warned
that although the task is harmless, it is quite painful: the
water, they were told (correctly), was between 32 and 35
degrees Fahrenheit and was very cold to the touch. They
also were told that they could stop the experiment at any
pointand still receive course credit. All 20 participants in
the cold-pressor condition agreed to participate.

Participants were then asked to select a charity to
which they would like to donate their earnings from a list
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of 17 popular charities (e.g., Planned Parenthood, Soci-
ety for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, Zero Popu-
lation Growth). They also were asked to indicate how
long they intended to keep their hand submerged.

Next, participants were asked to roll up the sleeve of
their nondominant arm and to submerge itin a bucket of
ice water. Prior to doing so, they were reminded that
their charity would earn 50 cents for each minute
they kept their hand submerged and that they could
remove their hand at any time. They also were told that,
with their permission, the entire experiment would be
videotape-recorded. None objected.

After completing the cold-pressor task, participants
were given a towel and a questionnaire. The latter asked
them to compare their performance on the cold-pressor
task to that of the other study participants. Specifically,
they were asked to compare themselves to others, in
terms of (a) the “time you kept your hand submerged,”
(b) their “altruism” during the study,and (c) their altru-
istic intent (“how much you wanted to help your selected
charity” and “your willingness to perform the cold-
pressor task for your charity”). Participants were told to
answer each question on a scale from 0 (less than everyone
else) to 50 (exactly average) to 100 (more than everyone else).
By prior decision, the experimenter stopped partici-
pants who kept their hand submerged for more than 10
minutes. Three participants were excluded on this basis.

Procedure: Yoked observers. Observers were recruited
from the same subject pool as the cold-pressors. After
completing a consent form that described the cold-
pressor task, observers were told thatinstead of complet-
ing the cold-pressor task themselves, they would watch a
videotape of someone else doing so. Observers were
shown the instructions provided to the cold-pressors and
then watched a videotape of a single cold-pressor’s per-
formance. Finally, they rated the target on the same
dimensions as the cold-pressors themselves.

Each target was yoked to two observers who followed
the same procedure with one exception: One observer
was asked, prior to watching the videotape, to submerge
her own hand in a bucket of ice water. We ran this
“empathic” observer to ensure that any self-other differ-
ences we might obtain were not due to observers simply
not realizing that the water was everything we said it was
(i.e., really, really cold). As it turned out, the two
observer conditions did not differ, and so we averaged
their responses in the analyses presented next.

Results

We predicted that participants who completed the
cold-pressor task would give themselves credit for their
intentions when rating their altruism but that observers
watching them would not. We tested this hypothesis in
two ways. First, we compared the ratings provided by

TABLE 3: Ratings of Cold-Pressor Submersion Time, Altruism, and
Altruistic Intent by Self and Observers, Study 5
Percentile Estimate of
Rater Submersion Time Altruism Altruistic Intent
Self 41 62 63*
Observer 54 54 59%

NOTE: Values significantly greater than average (the 50th percentile)
are denoted as follows: *p < .05.

each cold-pressor to the average ratings made by her two
yoked observers in a 2 (rater: self vs. observer) x 3 (rat-
ing: submersion time vs. altruism vs. altruistic intent)
ANOVA. We predicted that the cold-pressors’ estimates
of their altruism would be greater than their self-rated
cold-pressor performance but indistinguishable from
their estimates of their altruistic intentions. In contrast,
we predicted that the yoked observers would not distin-
guish between the target’s behavior and the target’s
altruism.

As the significant interaction suggests, F(1, 15) =
11.50, p<.001, n?=.61, and as Table 3 reinforces, all pre-
dictions were confirmed. Participants’ assessments of
their own altruism, although considerably greater than
their self-rated submersion time, ¢(16) =3.49, p<.01, n?=
.43, was indistinguishable from their ratings of their
altruistic intentions, {(16) < 1. The yoked observers, in
contrast, rated the target’s altruism only as favorably as
they rated the target’s actual task performance. This was
true despite the fact that the observers, similar to the tar-
gets, perceived a rift between the target’s intentions and
actualized behavior, ¢(16) = 2.38, » < .05, 1% = .26. Thus,
both targets and observers saw a discrepancy between
actions and intentions; where they differed was in how
they interpreted that rift.”

A second test of participants’ tendency to give them-
selves (but not others) credit for their intentions exam-
ined the relationship between ratings of altruism, sub-
mersion time, and altruistic intent in two multiple
regressions: one predicting cold-pressors’ ratings of
their own altruism from their ratings of their actions and
their intentions, and the other predicting the observers’
ratings of the target’s altruism from their ratings of the
target’s actions and intentions. We predicted that
whereas participants’ ratings of their own altruism would
be predicted better by their altruistic intentions than by
their actual behavior, the opposite would be true of par-
ticipants’ ratings of the altruism of someone else. As
Table 4 illustrates, these predictions were supported.
Participants’ ratings of their intentions accounted for
considerably more variance in their ratings of their own
altruism than did their ratings of their actual behavior,
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TABLE 4: Relative Weights Placed on Submersion Time and Altruis-
tic Intent in Judgments of Target’s Altruism by Targets and
by Observers, Study 5

Rating
Rater Submersion Time Altruistic Intent
Target -13 .85%
Observer 591 .09

tp<.10.%p< .05.

whereas the opposite was true of the yoked observers’
ratings of the target’s altruism.

Discussion

The results of Study 5 support our claim that the ten-
dency for people to give themselves (but not others)
credit for their good intentions leads to favorable self-
assessments. Participants who underwent a painful ice
submersion task for charity rated their intentions to help
the charity higher than their actual performance but not
higher than their assessment of the altruism they dis-
played. Observers, in contrast, did not discriminate
between the cold-pressor’s actions and altruism—
despite the fact that they, too, rated intentions more
favorably than actions. In short, whereas participants
judged others by what those individuals did, they judged
themselves by what they tried to do.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

What I’'ve been and done doesn’t show my true
worth. . . . There remains within me, unused and quite
viable, a host of propensities, inclinations, possibilities,
that one wouldn’t guess from the mere series of things
I've done. (Sartre, 1957, pp. 31-32)

It is a fact of life that actions and intentions do not
always align. The present studies suggest that when they
do not, actors and observers differ in the weight they
place on intentions. People give themselves more credit
for their own good intentions than they give others for
theirs (Studies 1-2). Because actions often fall short of
intentions, the use of these different criteria leads indi-
viduals to rate themselves more favorably than the aver-
age person and more favorably than they are rated by
others (Studies 3-5).

We are hardly the first to point out that actors and
observers differ in their access to one another’s inten-
tions (James, 1890; Jones & Nisbett, 1971; Pronin et al.,
2003) or that people treat private information such as
intentions as more diagnostic of the self than of others
(S. M. Anderson, 1984; S. M. Anderson & Ross, 1984;
Malle & Knobe, 1997, 2001). Nor are we the first to sug-
gest that people view their own traits and abilities more

favorably than the traits and abilities of others (e.g.,
Alicke, 1985; Brown, 1986, 1990; Campbell, 1986; Dun-
ning et al., 1989; Kruger & Dunning, 1999; Kunda, 1990;
Taylor & Brown, 1988). The present results, however,
represent the first demonstration that the greater weight
assigned to one’s own intentions relative to those of oth-
ers is an important determinant of self-enhancement.

Should People Give Themselves
Credit for Their Intentions?

One question the present findings leave unanswered
is whether this extra credit people give themselves for
their good intentions reflects an unwarranted bias or a
perfectly defensible judgmental tendency. In some
cases, the inclination to base self-assessments not only on
what one has done but also on what one has tried to do is
entirely justified. Webster’s (1999) definition of consider-
ate, for instance, is “having or showing regard for others
and their feelings” (p. 311). One may be considerate,
then—or, for that matter, appreciative, thoughtful, or
sympathetic—regardless of whether one’s intentions are
actualized. What s less clear, however, is whether the fail-
ure to give others the same benefitis similarly justifiable.
The robust finding across the five studies reported here
was that participants not only gave themselves credit for
their intentions but they failed to give others credit for
theirs.

Note also that although good intentions may make
one considerate, they do not, say, make one healthy. Nev-
ertheless, other evidence from our lab suggests that one
reason people often underestimate their likelihood of
experiencing common health problems such as liver dis-
ease or lung cancer (Weinstein, 1980) is that they base
their predictions not on the health-related behaviors in
which they actually engage but on the health-related
behaviors in which they intend to engage (Kruger,
Gilovich, & Staggs, 2003). Because actions often fall
short of intentions, people are not as immune to health
problems, relative to their peers, as they believe.

The Role of Intentions in Other Judgmental Biases

Although we have focused on inflated trait judg-
ments, the tendency to weight one’s intentions more
heavily than those of others may play a role in a number
of other judgmental biases. For instance, people tend to
underestimate their task completion times, a fact appar-
ent to anyone who has ever reviewed a manuscript for
Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin or submitted a
manuscript for some (usually) anonymous “other” to
review. Of interest, although the planning fallacy is com-
mon in people’s predictions of their own completion
times, people’s predictions of the completion times of
others are typically more accurate (Buehler et al., 1994,
2002). The differential weight that actors and observers
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place on intentions may help explain why. Whereas peo-
ple may give considerable weight to the details of how
they intend to complete a given task, they are less likely
to do the same for others. As a consequence, people are
likely to provide more optimistic assessments of their
own task completion times than the completion times of
others—precisely the pattern typically observed.

The differential weight assigned to intentions on the
part of actors and observers also may play a role in rela-
tionship discord. In relationships, as elsewhere, actions
and intentions often diverge. A spouse may try to pick up
dinner on the way home only to get stuck in traffic, or a
roommate may plan to do the dishes but forget. When
actions fall short in these ways, individuals are likely to
differ in the standing granted to intentions. Whereas
good intentions often exonerate one’s own faulty behav-
ior, we suspect that they figure less prominently in one’s
appraisals of the faulty behavior of others.

Judgments of intention appear to play an especially
large role in one particular aspect of relationships,
namely, teasing. Teasers and their targets tend differ in
their evaluations of teasing: Although itis often seen as
innocent and playful by the teaser, it tends to be seen as
more malicious by the target (Kowalski, 2000; Kruger,
Gordan, & Kuban, 2003). One reason for this discrep-
ancy stems from the fact that teasing is often delivered
with the best of intentions, often as playful ribbing
designed to inform the target that he or she is well liked
(Keltner, Young, Heerey, Oemig, & Monarch, 1998).
This intent, however, turns out to be less apparent—
and less relevant—to the target of the tease than to the
person doing the teasing (Kruger, Gordan, & Kuban,
2003).

Our discussion thus far has focused on intentions to
do good that are not actualized in behavior. But there
are doubtless pronounced actor/observer differences in
the weight assigned to intentions surrounding bad
behavior as well. In particular, moral transgressions are
likely to be seen as more egregious to observers than to
the actors themselves because only the actors know the
limits they intended, all along, to place on their wayward
actions: the prankster who only intended to frighten, not
injure, by tampering with a mountain biker’s hand-
brakes; the flirt who only intended to spice up an eve-
ning, not damage another’s relationship. In such cases,
the actors may cling to their intentions in an attempt to
contextualize and circumscribe their misdeeds—pleas
that may fall on the deaf ears of observers, who are less
inclined to accept the sincerity of the intentions offered.
That said, we cannot help but wonder whether there are
some occasions in which individuals give themselves less
credit for their intentions than they are given by others,
such as when the end result is particularly tragic. A
mother who accidentally drowns her child, for instance,

may blame herself more than she is blamed by others
despite the fact that her actions were unintended.

Why Do People Give Themselves
Credit for “The Best of Intentions”?

A final question is the familiar one of whether the
phenomenon examined here is cognitive or motiva-
tional in nature (or both). People give little weight to the
intentions of others because others’ intentions, unlike
one’s own, are largely unknown. But people also may
give themselves more credit for their good intentions
than they give others to boost their self-esteem. As Sartre
(1957) put it, “Often the only way [people] can bear
their wretchedness is to think, ‘circumstances have been
against me—what I’ve been and done doesn’t show my
true worth’” (pp. 31-32).

We suspect that both mechanisms operate in tandem.
On one hand, participants in Study 5, despite knowing
that the participants they had viewed had the best of
intentions (see Table 3), failed to consider these inten-
tions when making their overall ratings, consistentwith a
motivated reasoning interpretation. On the other hand,
unpublished data from our lab suggests that people have
an easier time thinking of their own intentions than the
intentions of others, consistent with an availability
interpretation.

Regardless of the cause, the outcome is the same: an
inflated view of the self relative to others. It is often said
(in reference to others, at least) that “the road to Hell is
paved with good intentions.” It appears that the road to
self-enhancement is similarly constructed.

NOTES

1. The number of examples listed per trait did not differ by condi-
tion.

2. These ratings also enable a test of whether the relationship
between intentionality and the above-average effect observed in Study
2 is similarly independent of desirability, ambiguity, and observability.
It did: the correlation (r=.46) remains strong after holding constant
desirability (r=.43, p<.01), ambiguity (r=.45, p<.01), observability (r
= .40, p<.01), or all three (r= .40, p<.05).

3. The means reported in the text are based on raw correlations,
whereas the tests are based on Fisher’s r to z transformed values.

4. We had originally included a second question to assess altruism.
In addition to asking about altruism directly, we also asked participants
to rate how “selfssacrificing” they thought the target had been. We
dropped this question because it failed to correlate significantly with
the altruism measure, r = .43, p =.084, and in fact correlated more
highly with the behavior measure, r= .54, p <.025.

5. Surprisingly, although our analyses revealed that targets gave
themselves more credit for their altruistic intentions than they were
given by yoked observers, this tendency did not yield a reliable self-
other difference in participants’ ratings of the target’s altruism, /(16) =
1.31, p = .210, n® = .10. One reason may be that our experiment,
although designed to create a rift between actions and intentions for
all participants, did so only incompletely: nine of the cold-pressors met
or exceeded their stated expectations. Excluding these participants,
the self-other difference was more pronounced: Ms = 71st percentile
(self) vs. 50th percentile (other), ¢(7) = 2.36, p < .05, T‘|2 =.44.
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