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Describe the role of situational and dispositional factors in explaining behaviour.

Fritz Heider says that lay people, like naive scientists, reason about the causes of other people’s behaviour based upon the available evidence and relate to internal factors relating to the individual’s personality (dispositional) or external aspects of the social situation or circumstances (situational). For example, if someone spills a drink at a party, we could make a dispositional attribution, “they are clumsy” or a situational attribution “they were jogged”.  
Psychologists have suggested that people from individualist cultures are far more likely to make correspondent inferences, i.e. that behaviour reflects internal factors relating to the individual’s disposition (fundamental attribution error, Ross et al, 1977). However there is an implication that when a person is perceived as having had no choice, situational factors are cited as causes of behaviour. There is a suggestion that when a person’s behaviour goes against the social norms for a given situation, this is often perceived as being due to dispositional factors as there is no immediate reward for behaving in this way, in fact it may lead to rejection or exclusion.
Other factors which affect the lay persons attributions about the role of situational and dispositional factors relate to the degree of consensus regarding the given behaviour (i.e. how many other people  behave in this way?), distinctiveness (how often does the actor behave in this way?) and consistency (in this specific situation, how common is this behaviour?). This is known as The Co-Variation Model of Attribution (Kelley).  If the behaviour is not unusual (low distinctiveness), few people behave in this way (low consensus) and the person consistently behaves in this way, dispositional factors are likely to used to explain the behaviour. 
With regard to psychologists and their reasoning about the causes of behaviour, they often fit into two camps. Personality theorists explain behaviour in terms of enduring qualities or traits, some genetic, others developed through childhood experiences or across the lifespan. Behaviour is assumed to reflect the person’s beliefs, attitudes and personality. In contrast, social psychologists, such as Stanley Milgram and Philip Zimbardo, have conducted studies with dramatic findings which have emphasised the extreme power of the social situation in eliciting behaviours from people who would never have thought themselves capable of such behaviour and for whom personality tests would never have predicted such behaviour. In these examples, behaviour is often not consistent over time or context and can be attributed in such circumstances to external/situational factors relating for example to immediate rewards and punishments, (incentives).
Such studies have been very helpful in understanding real-life situations such as behaviour of German guards in the death camps of WW2, the Hutus slaughter of the Tutsis in Rwanda and the ghastly behaviour of American soldiers against Iraqi prisoners at Abu Ghraib.

Psychologists who believe that our personality causes individual differences assume that we will behave in a way which is consistent across different social situations. They believe that personality traits such as openness to experience, conscientiousness extroversion , agreeableness and neuroticism, (McRae and Costa, 1999) can be measured and that doing so will help to predict how people will behave in the future. 
Dispositional accounts maintain that death camp soldiers’ behaviour would be explained as the product of brutal, authoritarian personalities shaped through harsh and punitive parenting or possible even psychotic tendencies which were inborn. Whereas psychologists such as Milgram, Zimbardo, Tajfel and Asch would argue that behaviour was caused by aspects of situation relating to the social status/power hierarchy, perception of authority, group membership and conformity to social roles and norms prescribed by the prevailing cultural context. 
Psychologists who emphasise dispositional factors believe that individual’s will exhibit cross-situational consistency, and will remain stable over time. A longitudinal study by Roberts and Del Vecchio (2000) showed a high correlation between certain personality traits at testing time one and again 7 years later. However, situationalists such as Mischel (1968) reject the idea of cross-situational consistency. He believed that an analysis of the social situation is far more important in revealing the causes of individual behaviour, for example, school children were shown to exhibit differing levels of dishonesty dependent upon the situation, (Hartshorne and May, 1929), i.e. there was no such thing as a dishonest child who consistently behaved in this manner as the dispositional account might suggest.  Likewise Mischel found that conscientiousness was also a trait which varied in regard to the situation, i.e. attending classes was often no predictor of extent to which work is submitted on time, thus trait consciousness may be false.
Finally, it should be noted that behaviour is rarely caused by either situational or dispositional factors and Bandura (1986, 2006) explains how the two sets of factors interact in his theory of  reciprocal determinism suggesting for examples that people of differing dispositions will select differing types of environmental experiences and also that social situations are shaped and influenced by the personalities that they comprise, so the environment can affect us but we can also affect the environment. The distinction  between strong and weak situations is also important as in strong situations where contextual norms are uppermost in guiding behaviour there is little room for individual variation (dispositional factors) whereas in weak situations (perhaps where the social environment is made up of more diverse individuals , or is more heterogeneous in its make-up, there may be more acceptance of variation meaning that dispositional factors may become more important determinants of behaviour. 
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