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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to investigate the prevalence of the funda-
mental attribution error among leisure education programs that were treated 
as independent variables as part of research during the past 10 years (1999-
2009). The fundamental attribution error is the tendency to overestimate dis-
positional or internal attributions of a person when explaining or modifying 
behavior, and to underestimate the influence of the actual situation or other 
environmental factors (Ross, 1977). Drawing on a past study that examined 
the fundamental attribution error in leisure education from 1978 – 1998 (Die-
ser, Fox, & Walker, 2002), this study examined how leisure education learning 
components (n = 38) described in studies of leisure education interventions 
were conceptualized from 1999-2009. Results suggest that, with respect to 
research-oriented leisure education programs, that leisure education research 
is still committing the fundamental attribution error. Recommendations re-
garding future leisure education practice and research are provided. 
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 Various scholars and professional 
leaders have suggested therapeutic rec-
reation services should be delivered in 
a holistic fashion that addresses both 
the individual and the surrounding 
environment. For example, Shank and 
Cole (2002), building on the Pew Com-
mission (O’ Neil & Pew Health Pro-
fession Commission, 1998) outlined 
that competent therapeutic recreation 
practice in the 21st century needs to be 
based on a systems perspective, which 
integrates a person with social and en-
vironmental factors. Likewise, the To-
gether We Play (TWP) ecological mod-
el of therapeutic recreation (Scholl, 
Dieser, & Davidson, 2005) is based on 
therapeutic recreation specialists focus-
ing on system-directed environmental 
change. TWP aims therapeutic rec-
reation intervention toward parents, 
families, and community services, so 
that the environment around people 
with disabilities can change in order 
for people with disabilities to experi-
ence leisure. Further, the International 
Classification of Functioning, Disabili-
ty, and Health developed by the World 
Health Organization (2001) outlines 
the importance of environmental fac-
tors related to optimal health (Devine 
& Sylvester, 2005; Howard, Browning, 
& Lee, 2007; Porter & VanPuymbroeck, 
2007). 

Despite these suggestions for 
practice, research has indicated that 
healthcare, social, and disability relat-
ed service providers, including thera-
peutic recreation professionals, tend to 
focus solely on individualistic person-
centered change and typically from a 
“deficits” perspective that focuses on 
changing the person with scant at-
tention to changing environmental 
factors.  In particular, Dieser, Fox, and 
Walker (2002) documented the persis-

tence of what is referred to as the “fun-
damental attribution error” in leisure 
education intervention. The current 
study examined if the fundamental at-
tribution error has occurred in leisure 
education research over the past 10 
years (1999-2009). This research paper 
has three main sections. The first sec-
tion provides a literature review regard-
ing attribution theory, the fundamental 
attribution error, and leisure education. 
The next section describes the findings 
of content analysis research that exam-
ined the conceptualization of leisure 
education components between 1999-
2009, when leisure education was treat-
ed as a independent research variable. 
The last section provides a discussion 
of the research findings. 

Attribution Theory and the 

Fundamental Attribution Error

Attribution theory describes the 
systematic patterns people use when 
assigning cause to a human event (Die-
ser & Ruddell, 2002; Peterson & Selig-
man, 1984; Weiner, 1985). Common 
paradigmatic assumptions across at-
tribution theory are that people seek 
to make sense of the world (Kelley, 
1971), people spontaneously assign hu-
man events to causes (Multon, 1993; 
Weiner, 1985) and that people assign 
causality in a consistent way, known 
as an attributional or explanatory 
style (Abramson, Seligman, & Teas-
dale, 1978; Peterson, 2006; Peterson & 
Seligman, 1984; Metalsky & Abramson, 
1981). Locus of control is a prominent 
attributional dimension, with internal 
causes referring to factors within the 
person and external causes related to 
factors within the environment (Selig-
man, Reivich, Jaycox, & Gillham, 2007) 
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The fundamental attribution er-
ror is the tendency to overestimate the 
influence of dispositional or internal 
attributions of a person when explain-
ing or attempting to change behavior, 
and to underestimate the impact of the 
actual situation or other environmen-
tal factors (Alcock, Carment, & Sadava, 
1991; Ross, 1977). Stated another way, 
the fundamental attribution error is a 
person’s inflated belief in personal fac-
tors when explaining behavior (wheth-
er it is one’s own behavior or the be-
havior of others), together with the 
failure to recognize social and external 
variables (Ross & Nisbett, 1991). Alcock 
et al. (1991) underscored that “this ten-
dency to exaggerate the importance 
of personal factors and to underesti-
mate the influence of other people and 
other aspects of the situation is called 
the ‘fundamental error’ because it is so 
widespread” (p. 88).   

There have been ample studies 
that demonstrate the pervasive nature 
of the fundamental attribution error. 
In one of the first studies to have docu-
mented the fundamental attribution 
error, participants were asked to read an 
essay that either supported or opposed 
Fidel Castro’s regime in Cuba (Jones & 
Harris, 1967). In half of the cases, par-
ticipants were told that the writers were 
given free choice regarding their atti-
tude concerning Fidel Castro regime, 
whereas the other participants were told 
that the writers were forced to express 
a particular opinion. The research par-
ticipants were then asked to speculate 
on what the writers’ actual opinions 
concerning the Castro regime were. 
The participants in both conditions 
believed that the attitude expressed in 
the essay represented the writers’ actual 
position. The participants ascribed the 
writers’ behavior to inner factors, de-

spite the existence of a clear situational 
constraint that half of the writers were 
forced to express a particular opinion. 
Similar, and more recent, Tal-Or and 
Papirman (2007) conducted two stud-
ies that documented the existence of 
the fundamental attribution error in 
the area of media. In particular, these 
researchers demonstrated that viewers 
of television tend to believe that actors 
actually possess those character traits 
observed in their fictional roles, despite 
the knowledge that these actors are es-
sentially performing a written script. 

In the classic experiment that 
simulated a quiz game show, Ross, 
Amabile, and Steinmetz (1977) ran-
domly assigned students in a class at 
Stanford University into the following 
three game show roles: questioners, 
contestants, and observers. Ross and 
his colleagues asked the questioners to 
make up difficult questions that would 
demonstrate their general wealth of 
knowledge. That is, the experiment was 
designed so that students would know 
that the questioners would have the 
advantage in answering the questions 
since they were the ones who created 
the questions. Yet, the result of this 
study concluded that both the contes-
tants and observers came to the errone-
ous conclusion that the questioners re-
ally were more knowledgeable than the 
contestants. Both the contestants and 
the observers overestimated the inter-
nal/personal attributions of the ques-
tioners (regarding the knowledge base 
of the questioners), and underestimat-
ed the influence of the situation (that 
the questioners had the advantage of 
creating the questions). 

Concerns regarding the funda-
mental attribution error have occurred 
in various human service professions. 
Kennedy (2010) outlined that the fun-



Dieser 193

damental attribution error is pervasive 
when it comes to k-12 teaching quality 
and accountability. Often, educational 
administrators are too focused on the 
characteristics of teachers themselves 
when evaluating teaching quality and 
pay little attention to environmen-
tal aspects of teaching, such as time 
resources (e.g., teachers are often not 
given enough time to prepare les-
sons), materials (e.g., poorly written 
textbooks that do not align with stan-
dardized tests), work assignments (e.g., 
overworked teaching assignments re-
lated to extracurricular responsibilities 
or monitoring halls and playgrounds) 
and the life of students away from the 
classroom (e.g., lack of school atten-
dance, problematic students and par-
ents, issues of social class). Crumlish 
and Kelly (2009) underscore that the 
fundamental attribution error is one of 
the more pervasive cognitive errors in 
medical practice and that such medical 
errors oversimplify the complexity of 
illness. Likewise, LaFerney (2007) out-
lined how easy it is to make the fun-
damental attribution error in nursing, 
particularly when fast assessment is 
needed, and argued that nurses need to 
be educated regarding the fundamen-
tal attribution error and to be on guard 
regarding faulty thinking that does 
not investigate environmental fac-
tors in health assessment. Gilibert and 
Banovic (2009) have argued the same 
things related to clinical psychology—
that a method to overcome therapeu-
tic failure in clinical psychology, due 
to the fundamental attribution error 
(because training in psychology leads 
students to consider that psychological 
disorders result primarily from disposi-
tional factors), should be clinical train-
ing that recognizes the fundamental 
attribution error.  Saulnier and Perlman 
(1981) demonstrated that most social 

workers tended to blame criminals 
for the crimes they committed, even 
though the academic training of many 
social workers stressed the social causes 
that condition a person to become in-
volved in criminal behaviors.

In regard to leisure education, Die-
ser et al. (2002) conducted a content 
analysis focusing on studies of leisure 
education interventions conducted 
over a 20-year period (1978-1998). Re-
sults indicated that the fundamental 
attribution error is pervasive in leisure 
education programs and interventions.  
In locating the content of leisure edu-
cation, Dieser et al. were able to iden-
tify 121 leisure education components 
(e.g., clarifying leisure values, identify-
ing leisure barriers and solutions); how-
ever, only two components had some 
type of focus on changing external and 
social variables—the other 119 compo-
nents were focused on people making 
personal (internal) changes to experi-
ence leisure, such as changing one’s 
own attitude or creating personal ac-
commodations. These researchers con-
cluded “. . . the vast majority of leisure 
education components are focused to-
ward having leisure education partici-
pants make internal changes with scant 
attention focused on changing social 
and external variables that surround 
these individuals” (p. 87).

According to Dieser et al. (2002), 
the first leisure education model that 
addressed changing social variables was 
Schleien’s (1984) exposure to leisure-
related games and materials leisure 
education model. Schleien reported 
that, in addition to client characteris-
tics, a recreation partner’s play/leisure 
behavior was considered in their appli-
cation of this model. This allowed for 
a better awareness and understanding 
of leisure in “cooperative type, leisure 
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related games . . . [which] required at 
least two players for participation” (p. 
30). Hence, this leisure education com-
ponent went beyond changing the in-
dividual client to explicitly targeting 
external variables—namely, recreation 
partners.

The second leisure education com-
ponent identified by Dieser et al. (2002) 
as addressing  social and external vari-
ables was the School-Community Lei-
sure Link model used by Mahon and 
Martens (1996). Under the leisure edu-
cation component of making decisions, 
Mahon and Martens had one objective 
toward teaching the family to incor-
porate choice into their child’s leisure 
time. The other 27 learning objectives 
in this leisure education model, which 
were derived from six leisure education 
components, focused on having the 
client change internal attributes, such 
as a combination of values, attitudes, 
skills, and knowledge regarding leisure.  
Beyond these two leisure education 
components, the remaining 119 leisure 
education components examined by 
Dieser et al. (2002) focused on having 
the research participant change inter-
nal attributes to experience leisure.

The fundamental attribution error 
occurs primarily in Euro-North Ameri-
can societies because of the dominant 
prevalence of individualistic values, 
such as personal causation and internal 
attributes (e.g., internal locus of con-
trol), are associated with mental health 
(Choi, Nisbett, & Norenzayan, 1999; 
Iyengar & Lepper, 1999; Matsumoto 
& Juang, 2007). Furthermore, because 
North American psychology has his-
torically focused on the development 
of an independent construal of self, 
internal attributes (e.g., internal locus 
of control) have become paramount 
in explaining healthy behaviors (Choi 

et al., 1999; Heine, Lehman, Markus 
& Kitayama, 1999; Iyengar & Lep-
per, 1999; Markus & Kitayama, 1991). 
Hence, Heine et al. (1999) articulated 
that Euro-North American researchers 
have been socialized within a culture 
of individualism that emphasizes in-
ternal attributions of people and have 
conducted independent-oriented, self-
focused research “by North American 
researchers at North American univer-
sities with North American participants 
using methodologies that were devel-
oped in North America” (p. 768).

The academic labor of Choi et al. 
(1999) provides empirical evidence 
that internal attributions are aligned to 
mental health in Euro-North American 
individualistic culture and external at-
tributions are aligned to mental well-
being in collectivistic cultures (thus 
highlighting that the fundamental 
attribution error is prevalent in Euro-
North American societies). In addition, 
Shweder and Bourne (1982) asked Hin-
du-Indians and Americans to describe 
their acquaintances and discovered that 
Hindu-Indians’ descriptions referred to 
contextual (external) attributions such 
as social roles and identities, whereas 
Americans’ responses were typically 
decontexualized and related to internal 
attributions, such as personality traits. 
A study by Miller (1987) found the 
same patterns of explanations and, in 
addition, found an important develop-
mental trend. She asked Hindu-Indians 
and Americans of differing ages (people 
aged 8, 11, 15, and adults) to describe 
the nature or personality of a person 
they knew well and another person 
that they did not know well. Miller 
found that American participants made 
significantly more references to inter-
nal attributions than Hindu-Indian 
participants. Furthermore, the tenden-
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cy to use internal attributions increased 
with age for Americans but not for Hin-
du-Indians. This development pattern 
suggested that American people are 
gradually socialized toward explaining 
behaviors from an internal attribution 
perspective.

 In this regard, Morris and Peng’s 
(1994) field research of two parallel 
tragic events also demonstrated that 
Euro-North American cultures align 
explanations of human events to in-
ternal attributions. In the first event a 
Chinese graduate student, angry with 
his supervisor, shot and killed his advi-
sor and several bystanders. At about the 
same time, a postal worker in a differ-
ent city, angry with his supervisor, shot 
and killed his supervisor and several 
bystanders. Morris and Peng analyzed 
accounts of these two events in an Eng-
lish language newspaper and in a Chi-
nese language newspaper. They found 
that the English newspaper speculated 
heavily on internal dispositional attri-
butions (e.g., mental instability) and 
the Chinese newspaper emphasized ex-
ternal and situational factors (e.g., the 
social relationship between the student 
and his supervisor). Morris and Peng 
(1994) furthered their study and dem-
onstrated that the same attributional 
patterns were observed when Chinese 
and American university students were 
asked to explain these two events. 

Problematic Consequences of the 
Fundamental Attribution Error

The pervasiveness of explaining, 
advocating, and modifying behavior 
based on internal attributes can pro-
vide problematic consequences for all 
people. In particular, providing perva-
sive causal attributions articulated in 
terms of internal attributes can lead 
to an illusion of control (Alcock et al., 

1991), oversimplified and inaccurate 
explanations of complex social prob-
lems (Alcock et al., 1991), and cause 
harm to people from collectivistic cul-
tures (Sue & Sue, 2007). 

Ample research suggests that hav-
ing an illusion of control via pervasive 
internal attributions (dispositional op-
timism) can contribute to: (a) failure 
among people to engage in preventa-
tive behaviors and (b) greater mood 
disturbances and distress after nega-
tive events (See Tennen and Affleck 
[1987] for an excellent summary). For 
example, Caldwell, Adolph and Gilbert 
(1989) underscored the harmful effects 
of how leisure education programs ori-
ented toward changing internal factors 
of a person (e.g., attitude, control) re-
sulted in clients experiencing greater 
boredom, feeling less satisfied, and per-
ceiving greater internal barriers in lei-
sure due to possible raised expectations 
(e.g., illusion of control) regarding fu-
ture leisure. 

Providing internal attributions for 
human events with scant attention to 
the role of social factors provides over-
simplified explanations to complex 
social problems (Alcock, et al., 1991; 
Mandell & Schram, 2008). In essence, 
the implicit and explicit assumption is 
that negative human events (e.g., pov-
erty, oppression, alcoholism, homeless-
ness) happen because people deserve it. 
To this end, Gregg, Preston, Geist, and 
Caplan (1979) underscored the manner 
in which the fundamental attribution 
error provided oversimplified explana-
tions regarding numerous social prob-
lems. In their research, Gregg and col-
leagues reviewed 40 years of research 
(698 studies) concerning the cause of 
delinquency, alcohol and drug use, and 
rape. Each study was coded according 
to personal, milieu, and social system 
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causes. Overall, the most common 
causal attribution was the person (in-
ternal causation) and few studies con-
sidered the influence of the environ-
ment or social situation. In responding 
to the study by Gregg and colleagues, 
Alcock et al. (1991) remarked: 

This bias may reflect the ease 
and convenience of certain 
types of research in compari-
son with other types of re-
search; it is relatively less dif-
ficult to tie alcoholism to some 
personality defect by studying 
a group of alcoholics than it 
is to establish causal roots of 
alcoholism in the social sys-
tem. In part, these reports may 
also reflect a U.S. cultural bias, 
the ideal of the ‘self-contained 
individual.’ . . . Such a bias 
would lead inevitably to dis-
positional attributions for the 
ills of society (p. 95-96).  

Recently Barton (2010) outlined 
the multiple factors and complexity of 
juvenile delinquency, which includes 
individual factors such as genetics 
and psychological traits (e.g., aggres-
sion) but a multitude of social and 
environmental factors, including fam-
ily management, peer relations, school 
programs and a host of neighborhood/
community factors, such as physical 
deterioration, high population density, 
high crime rates, community norms 
and community opportunities (e.g., 
employment and leisure resources). 

Furthermore, the pervasiveness 
of explaining and modifying behav-
ior based on internal attributes can 
provide problematic consequences 
for people from collectivistic cultures, 

such as American-Indians, Mexican-
Americans, and African-Americans 
(Sue & Sue, 2007).  For example, some 
American-Indian populations adhere 
to collectivistic values, where the group 
supersedes the individual and interde-
pendence or dependency is necessary 
(Sue & Sue, 2007). Assimilation and 
normalization into an individualistic 
lifestyle are possible damaging conse-
quences for people of differing cultures 
who maintain collectivistic values and 
live within the dominant norms of an 
individualistic society — such a tension 
can create cognitive dissonance which 
can then lead to a host of unhealthy 
behaviors such as suicide and drug and 
alcohol dependency (Red Horse, 1982; 
Waldram, 1997).

Dieser et al. (2002) provided 
research-based and hypothetical ex-
amples of the harm that occurs when 
individualistic based therapeutic rec-
reation interventions, such as leisure 
education, are targeted toward clients/
participants who have collectivistic cul-
tural values.  For example, assertiveness 
training based on expressing oneself—
which is a common leisure education 
learning goal (e.g., Dattilo, Williams & 
Cory, 2003; Cory, Dattilo, & Williams, 
2006) —goes against the ethic of non-
interference that is common among 
many (but not all) American Indian 
populations. The ethic of non-interfer-
ence is a behavioral norm among North 
American Native tribes in which a per-
son will not interfere in any way with 
the activities of another person (Brant, 
1990; Good Track, 1973). Ross (1992) 
clarified that the ethic of non-interfer-
ence promotes positive interpersonal 
relations via discouraging interfering 
behaviors, such as persuasion, criti-
cism, or even friendly advice. When a 
leisure education program provides as-
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sertiveness training to clients who have 
collectivistic values, such programs can 
increase the probability of cognitive 
dissonance, which then can lead to fur-
ther health problems. 

Leisure Education

Leisure education is a process of 
teaching recreation and leisure re-
lated skills, attitudes, and values (Dat-
tilo, 2008; Johnson, Bullock, & Ashton-
Schaeffer, 1997). Although there are 
many different types of leisure educa-
tion models, leisure education is usu-
ally a developmental process designed 
to enhance an individual’s understand-
ing of himself/herself, the concept of 
leisure, and the relationship of leisure 
to one’s lifestyle and society (Dattilo, 
2008; Mundy, 1998). Many leisure pro-
fessionals have designed leisure educa-
tion programs under the rubric of an 
individual developmental model (e.g., 
Dattilo, 2008; Dieser & Voight, 1998; 
Dunn, 1998; Mundy, 1990, 1998; Searle 
et al., 1995, 1998; Stumbo & Peterson, 
2009). Individual developmental mod-
els of leisure education focus primarily 
on the individual in relation to leisure 
(Mundy, 1998) and focus little atten-
tion toward sociological factors of lei-
sure. 

An assumption rooted at the foun-
dation of the individual development 
model of leisure education is that inter-
nal attributions are needed if an indi-
vidual is to experience leisure (freedom, 
choice, and self determination). This 
assumption is clearly expressed in the 
following lengthy quotation by Mundy 
(1998) regarding leisure education:

Perhaps the most significant 
factor affecting the individuals 
perceived feeling of freedom 

is the person’s own belief sys-
tem regarding locus of control 
. . . An internal locus of con-
trol tends to give one more of 
a sense of personal freedom 
than does an external locus of 
control. An “internal” (with 
an internal locus of control) 
basically feels that she controls 
her life, possesses a sense of 
personal power, is responsible 
for her life and her choices, 
and directs her efforts toward 
mastering her environment 
. . . “Externals” feel they are 
controlled by what happens to 
them that is external to them-
selves. Answers, solutions, 
guidance, support, and ap-
proval are seen as needing to 
come from the external world 
. . . They tend to blame other 
people and events, positive or 
negative, for what is transpir-
ing in their lives. In this orien-
tation to the world, it is easy to 
see why one would face enor-
mous difficulty in perceiving a 
sense of freedom as fully and 
completely as the internal per-
son. (p. 11) 

Furthermore, many leisure educa-
tion scholars have maintained, wheth-
er implicitly or explicitly, that internal 
attributions (e.g., internal locus of con-
trol) are needed in leisure education in-
tervention for an individual to experi-
ence leisure (e.g., Dattilo, 2008; Dunn, 
1998; Stumbo & Peterson, 2009). 

In contrast, other leisure scholars 
have expressed concern regarding the 
manner in which leisure education pro-
grams that are based on an individual 
developmental model lack attention 
toward social and environmental vari-
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ables that influence leisure behavior 
(Dieser et al., 2002; Henderson, 1997; 
Hutchison & McGill, 1998; Scholl, Die-
ser, & Davidson, 2005; Sylvester, 1983). 
For example, Witt (1991) suggested the 
following about leisure education:

 

Of particular concern is the 
fact that, to date, most of the 
attention has been focused on 
helping individuals change or 
modify some combination of 
their values, attitudes, skills, or 
knowledge concerning leisure. 
. . .  Little attention has been 
given, however, to changing 
the basic social, economic and 
political conditions within 
the society that affect an in-
dividual’s ability to undertake 
personally meaningful leisure 
experiences. . . . In the case of 
leisure ‘problems,’ we tend to 
overestimate the ‘defects’ in an 
individuals values, attitudes, 
skills, and knowledge regard-
ing leisure without giving 
proper attention to the service 
provisions and reinforcements 
provided by society which in-
fluence leisure choices and 
outcomes. Further, we fail to 
give proper weight to factors 
such as unequal distribution 
of income, social stratifica-
tion, inequality of power, plus 
mechanization and urbaniza-
tion as the source of significant 
portions of the ‘leisure prob-
lem’ for many individuals. (p. 
308 - 309) 

To understand the multiple social 
and environmental variables that af-
fect an individual’s ability to experi-

ence leisure, Witt argued that leisure 
education should be based upon a 
psycho-socio-educational model. Fur-
thermore, Scholl, Dieser, and Davidson 
(2005) recommended that therapeutic 
recreation, including leisure education, 
should be based on an ecological and 
sociological approach. 

Based on the literature presented 
above, this paper examined whether 
the fundamental attribution error is 
still occurring in leisure education re-
search. In particular, the following re-
search question was constructed: In the 
past 10 years (1999-2009), have leisure 
education components been conceptu-
alized that overestimate internal factors 
of a person and underestimate social, 
external, and environmental variables?

 

Method

Content Analysis

A content analysis of research-ori-
ented articles regarding leisure educa-
tion was conducted. Content analysis 
is a process in which a researcher ex-
amines a class of social artifacts, typi-
cally written documents, to describe 
specific characteristics of a message 
(Babbie, 1992; Merriam, 2009; Neuen-
dorf, 2002). That is, by analyzing the 
content of the message, themes and 
patterns can be recognized (Kellehear, 
1993). In regard to leisure studies, Jack-
son and Burton (1989) argued that 
content analysis research is paramount 
because it serves to consolidate what 
has been learned, to clarify concepts 
and theories, to encourage the develop-
ment of theories, and to provide pre-
scription for future research.

The purpose of this study was to 
investigate the prevalence of the funda-
mental attribution error among leisure 
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education programs that were treated 
as independent variables as part of re-
search during the past 10 years (1999-
2009). In particular, the research ques-
tion that drove this study was: In the 
past 10 years (1999-2009) of leisure 
education research, have leisure educa-
tion components been conceptualized 
to overestimate internal causes and 
downplay external causes? As such, this 
study examines only research studies in 
which leisure education was treated as 
an independent variable, which pre-
sumed to make a change on dependent 
variables.

To adhere and parallel the study by 
Dieser et al. (2002), in order to make a 
fair-minded comparison between two 
differing time frames (the Dieser et al., 
time frame from 1978–1998 and the 
present study from 1999–2009)—the 
same observational unit of analysis was 
followed: Journal of Leisure Research, Lei-
sure/Loisir,1  Leisure Science, Leisure Stud-
ies, and the Therapeutic Recreation Jour-
nal. In the original study by Dieser et 
al., the Journal of Leisurability was part 
of the observational unit. However, be-
cause the Journal of Leisurability ended 
publication in 2000, the World Leisure 
Journal was substituted. Criterion-based 
sampling was used with four criteria: 
(1) articles had to be published between 
1999-2009, (2) the term leisure educa-
tion or leisure counseling had to be list-
ed in the key word section or title of the 
article, (3) leisure education had to be 
treated as an independent variable, and 
(4) only research articles (data collec-
tion) were selected. Once research ar-
ticle were identified, content data was 

collected related to the conceptualiza-
tion of leisure education components 
along with data related to study group, 
dependent variables, research design, 
and study results. 

This study used both a deductive 
and inductive form of content analysis. 
The deductive form consisted mainly 
of descriptive information, such as 
identifying the study group, type of 
research design, and results of the re-
search. To determine if leisure educa-
tion components had overestimated 
internal factors of a person and under-
estimated social and external variables, 
an inductive form of content analysis 
consisted of clustering leisure educa-
tion components into groupings of 
similar actions and characteristics. In 
this study, leisure education compo-
nents were conceptualized as the desir-
able actions and characteristics of the 
leisure education model. For example, 
Janseen’s (2004) leisure education mod-
el consisted of the following six leisure 
education components: leisure appre-
ciation, awareness of self in leisure, self 
determination in leisure, decision mak-
ing, leisure resources, and leisure and 
quality of life. 

The clustering of leisure educa-
tion components followed three steps. 
First, all components from each study 
(a total of 38 components) were identi-
fied. Tables 1 and 2 present all of the re-
search studies identified and the leisure 
education components for each leisure 
education intervention.

Second, the actions of each leisure 
education component were clustered 
into groupings of actions that had simi-

1Prior to the 15th volume, the Journal of Applied Recreation Research was named the Recreation Research 
Review. Further, in 1999/2000 the Journal of Applied Recreation Research changed its name again to Leisure/
Loisir. Although this journal has had three name changes it is the academic journal published by the 
Canadian Association for Leisure Studies.
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lar patterns. For example, awareness of 
leisure benefits (Caldwell, et al., 2004) 
and understanding leisure and its re-
lationship to quality of life (Janseen, 
2004) were clustered together because 
there was considerable overlap among 
these components—both leisure educa-
tion components were articulating that 
leisure provides benefits. It should also 
be noted that when comparing Table 
2 and Table 3 there are two additional 
leisure education components in Table 
3 because two leisure education com-
ponents were aligned in a single com-
ponent (double-barrel learning com-
ponent). For example, Caldwell et al. 
(2004) had a leisure education compo-
nent of self-awareness of time use and 
the benefits of leisure. When clustering 
components into broader content anal-
ysis codes, the original leisure educa-
tion component was divided into two 
codes: (1) self-awareness of time use 
and (2) benefits of leisure.

According to Miles and Huberman 
(1994) providing a content-analytic 
clustering diagram increases verifica-
tion and credibility of research because 
it demonstrates the process of induc-
tively forming clusters of similar cat-
egories. Table 3 was constructed to 
demonstrate the manner in which dif-
fering leisure education components 
had shared characteristics. Further-
more, comparing Table 2 with Table 3 
will help the reader understand how 
the initial 38 leisure education compo-
nents were grouped into nine clustered 
leisure education components. Third, 
once components were broken down 
and clustered, patterns of internal and 
external attributes pertaining to the as-
signed actions of the leisure education 
components were analyzed via a prede-
termined code related to internal and 

external attributions. An internal at-
tribution referred to leisure education 
components that prescribed learning 
and actions that were situated with-
in the client, such as having clients 
change or modify their attitudes, val-
ues, knowledge, or skills. For example, 
a leisure education component that 
has clients recognize personal interests 
(Caldwell, et al., 2004) would be based 
on an internal attribution because the 
prescribed learning and actions are 
squarely situated within the client— 
the client needs to recognize personal 
interests within himself/herself. An 
external attribution referred to leisure 
education components that prescribed 
learning and actions that are located 
outside of the client, such as educating 
family members about the benefits of 
leisure. For example, a leisure educa-
tion component that teaches a local 
parks and recreation department (or 
city council) that changing the physi-
cal deterioration of a neighborhood 
through the development of parks and 
youth recreation programs will cause a 
decrease in juvenile delinquency would 
be based on an external attribution be-
cause the prescribed learning and ac-
tions are situated outside of the client 
—the leisure facility, opposed to a per-
son living in poverty-ridden commu-
nity, needs to make needed changes.

Results

A total of eight research articles 
were collected. Although there were 
other articles that used leisure educa-
tion in the title or as a keyword, these 
writings were discounted because lei-
sure education was not treated as a 
research variable (e.g., independent 
variable). The following section reports 
descriptive findings and the conceptu-
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Table 1 

Descriptive Date of Leisure Education Research (1999-2009) 

Author  Journal Study Independent   Dependent  Research       Results 
  Group Variable   Variable   Design 

 
Hoge, Dattilo 1 3 & 5 Leisure education  Perceived freedom 1  3 
& Williams        
(1999)        
  
Dattilo, Williams 1 3& 5 Leisure education  Social skills  2  1   
& Cory (2003) 
 
Janseen (2004) 1 2 Leisure education  Quality of life  1  1 
 
Caldwell, 2 5 Leisure education  Positive free time use 1  1 
Baldwin, Walls,      & prevent substance  
& Smith (2004)      use/abuse 
 
 
Cory, Dattilo & 1 3& 5 Leisure education  Social knowledge & 2  6 
Williams (2006)      social skills 
 
Ryan et al.  1 2 & 3 Leisure education  Caregivers perceptions 6  1  
(2008)       of partner leisure  
       Competence, leisure  

functioning of spouse  
       and partner, community  
       leisure pursuits   
 
Wu &Hsieh  6 5 Leisure education as Self concept & life 1  1 
(2006)    exposure to various effectiveness  
    outdoor recreation 
    activities 
 
Whatley, Gast, 1 3& 5 Leisure education  Independent transitioning 6  1 
& Hammond    (visual activity books) behavior on task 
(2009) 
___________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Journal Code  Study Group Code Research Design Code  Results Code 
 
1- Therapeutic  1-Mental Illness  1-Experimental design  1-Significant increase 
     Recreation Journal 2- Aged/older adults 2-Single subject   2-Significant decrease 
2-Journal of Leisure 3-Development   3-Field/participant observation 3-No difference 
    Research      disabilities  4- Survey Research  4-Descriptive findings 
3- Leisure Science 4- Corrections  5-Qualitative research  5-Combined 1 and 2 
4-Leisure Studies  5-Youth   6-Mixed method   6-Combined 1 and 3 
5- Leisure/Loisor  6-Other       7-Combined 1 and 4 
6-World Leisure   
 
  

Table 1

Descriptive Data of Leisure Education Research (1999-2009)
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Table 2 
 
Conceptualization of Leisure Education Models  
 
Author           Conceptualization of leisure education models     
 
Hoge, Dattilo Based on sequential learning components 
& Williams  
(1999) Leisure education components: Leisure appreciation, social interaction and friendship, leisure 

resources, self determination, and decision making 
 

Dattilo,  Based on sequential learning components 
Williams &   
Cory(2003) Leisure education components: Understanding the meaning of community, identification of verbal 

behavior used during social interaction, identification of non-verbal behavior used during social 
interaction, identification of behaviors indicative of listening, meaning and understand assertive 
behavior, identification of actions needed to initiate a conversation, and identification of actions of 
a friend 

 
Janseen   Based on sequential learning components 
(2004) 

Leisure education components: Leisure appreciation, awareness of self in leisure, self 
determination in leisure, decision making, leisure resources, and leisure and quality of life 

      
Caldwell, Based on sequential learning components 
et al., (2006),  
 Leisure education components: Self awareness of time use and benefits of leisure, reasons for 

participating in free time activities, recognizing personal interests and managing boredom, active 
pursuit of meaningful activity (decision making and planning), managing free time for balance and 
variety, and integration of concepts. 

 
Cory, Dattilo Based on sequential learning components 
& Williams  
(2006) Leisure education components: Definitions and methods of communication, verbal and nonverbal 

behaviors used during social interaction, behaviors indicative of listening, meaning of assertive 
behavior, actions to initiate conversations, actions of a friend 

 
Wu & Hsieh Based on sequential learning components 
(2006) 

Leisure education components: Exposure to various outdoor recreation activities (e.g., horse 
riding, sailing, canoeing, hiking, backpacking)  

 
Ryan et al. Based on sequential learning components 
(2008) 

Leisure education components: Understanding leisure, developing a positive attitude toward 
leisure expression, participatory and decision making skills, knowledge and ability to utilize 
leisure resources 

 
Whatley, Gast Based on sequential learning components 
& Hammond 
(2009) Leisure education components: Transition and participation in leisure activity after inspecting a 

visual activity schedule/communication book. 
  

Table 2

Conceptualization of Leisure Education Models
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Table 3 
 
Clustering of Leisure Education Components  
______________________________________________________________________________ 
  
Development of social interaction and social support 
 
Social interaction /friendship (Hoge Dattilo & Williams, 1999)   
Verbal behavior in social interaction (Dattilo, Williams, & Cory, 2003) 
Non-verbal behavior  in social interaction (Dattilo, Williams, & Cory, 2003) 
Behaviors indicative of listening (Dattilo, Williams, & Cory, 2003) 
Understanding assertive behavior (Dattilo, Williams, & Cory, 2003) 
Actions to initiate a conversation (Dattilo, Williams, & Cory, 2003) 
Understand actions of a friend (Dattilo, Williams, & Cory, 2003) 
Definitions and methods of communication (Cory, Dattilo, & Williams, 2006) 
Verbal and non verbal behavior in social interaction (Cory, Dattilo, & Williams, 2006) 
Behaviors indicative of listening (Cory, Dattilo, & Williams, 2006) 
Understanding the meaning of assertive behavior (Cory, Dattilo, & Williams, 2006) 
Actions to initiate a conversation (Cory, Dattilo, & Williams, 2006) 
Understand actions of a friend (Cory, Dattilo, & Williams, 2006) 
 
Leisure Awareness/ Understanding/Appreciation 

 
Leisure appreciation (Hoge Dattilo & Williams, 1999) 
Leisure appreciation (Janseen, 2004) 
Recognize personal interests and managing (Caldwell et al., 2006) 
Understand leisure (Ryan et al., 2008)* 
 
Decision Making Skills
  
Decision making (Hoge Dattilo & Williams, 1999) 
Decision making (Janseen, 2004) 
Active pursuit of meaningful leisure (Caldwell et a., 2006) 
Participatory and decision making skills (Ryan et al., 2008)* 
 
Future Leisure Planning   
  
Managing free time for balance/variety (Caldwell et a., 2006) 
Managing boredom(Caldwell et a., 2006) 
Developing a positive attitude toward leisure expression (Ryan et al., 2008)* 
 
Identification of Leisure Resources 
 
Leisure resources (Hoge Dattilo & Williams, 1999) 
Leisure resources (Janseen, 2004) 
Knowledge and ability to utilize leisure resources (Ryan et al., 2008)* 

 
Awareness 
 
Awareness of self in leisure (Janseen, 2004) 
Awareness of time use (Caldwell et al., 2006) 
Reasons for participation in free time activities (Caldwell et al., 2006) 
 
 

Table 3

Clustering of Leisure Education Components

 * = Components included social and environmental factors
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alization of leisure education compo-
nents. 

Descriptive Data

A summary of descriptive data as-
sociated with this study is presented 
in Table 1. In particular, Table 1 pres-
ents descriptive findings regarding the 
authors of the research projects, jour-
nals that reported leisure education 
research, study populations, indepen-
dent and dependent variables, research 
designs, and the results of the research.  

Descriptive information gathered 
from this study revealed five findings. 
First, the majority of research articles 
(six) were published in the Therapeutic 
Recreation Journal, one from the Journal 
of Leisure Research and one from World 
Leisure. Second, five of the studies fo-
cused on using leisure education as an 
intervention with people with disabili-
ties, four of which were youth/adoles-
cents with disabilities and one being a 
population group of older adults who 
had experienced strokes. Third, four of 
the studies used an experimental design 
to study leisure education, with two 
studies using a single subject design 
and two studies using a mixed-method 
design. Fifth, seven of the eight studies 
clearly outlined that leisure education 
had a positive and significant influence 
on various dependent variables. 

The Fundamental 

Attribution Error

In regard to the research ques-
tion, the results of this study suggest 
that leisure education programs used 
in research are still committing the 
fundamental attribution error.  A total 
of 38 leisure education components 
were observed. Of the 38 leisure edu-

cation components identified (e.g., 
leisure appreciation, identification of 
leisure resources, self-determination 
in leisure), 34 (or 89%) emphasized 
changing personal factors with scant 
attention directed toward changing 
environmental factors. The only study 
in which environmental factors were 
purposely targeted for change was the 
study by Ryan, Stiel, Gailey and Maki-
nen (2008) in which all four of the lei-
sure education components outlined 
(e.g., understanding leisure and leisure 
decision making skills) were aimed at 
teaching both the client and family/
spouses about leisure, thus moving be-
yond changing individuals to changing 
a family (social) component.  

In comparing this study with the 
one that Dieser et al. (2002) reported 
eight years ago, very little change has 
occurred in regard to the fundamental 
attribution error. Eight years ago, Die-
ser et al. (2002) located 119 compo-
nents out of 121 (approximately 98%) 
that focused on changing internal fac-
tors within the person, with only scant 
attention given to changing social fac-
tors (2%). In comparison, results from 
the current study indicated that four 
components out of 38 (approximately 
89%) were focused on changing in-
ternal factors within the person, with 
little attention given to changing social 
factors (11%). The vast majority of lei-
sure education components are still fo-
cused toward having leisure education 
participants making internal changes, 
with very little focus on changing so-
cial and environmental variables that 
surround these individuals. Hence, it 
can be concluded that leisure educa-
tion research has committed the fun-
damental attribution error, However, 
this study provides evidence that more 
leisure education programs are address-
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ing social factors, albeit small, and are 
taking more of an ecological or socio-
logical approach (a 9% increase when 
compared to Dieser et al. [2002]). 

It is also important to note that al-
though the study by Hoge, Dattilo, and 
Williams (1999) focused leisure educa-
tion components on changing individ-
uals with disabilities, these researchers 
clearly had an additional informal fo-
cus in which a leisure coach met with 
family and friends every two weeks to 
provide information regarding partici-
pant progress. As such, it seems that 
the formal leisure education compo-
nents were directed at teaching partici-
pants to make individual change, but 
there was a secondary focus to provide 
information to family members. Con-
sequently, the formal leisure education 
components were coded in this study 
to changing individuals, but these re-
searchers did have a social aspect to 
their leisure education intervention. 
The exact integration of the formal and 
informal components was difficult to 
assess when reading it.

When comparing this study with 
the one that Dieser et al. (2002) con-
ducted eight years ago, an interesting 
observation is that of the three stud-
ies that included a focus on address-
ing social factors in leisure education, 
all of them had some type of Canadian 
connection. Two were conducted by 
Canadian researchers at Canadian Uni-
versities and the sole American author 
(Schleien, 1984) published his results 
in the Canadian Journal of Leisurability. 
Mahon and Marten’s School-Commu-
nity Leisure Link study was published 
in the Canadian Journal of Applied Recre-
ation Research and both authors were af-
filiated with the University of Manito-
ba. All of the authors in the Ryan et al. 
(2008) study and the leisure education 

program were affiliated with University 
of Ottawa and the Royal Ottawa hos-
pital. Likewise, all of the authors from 
the Dieser et al. (2002) study—which 
underscored that the vast majority of 
leisure education programs were com-
mitting the fundamental attribution 
error—were also Canadian citizens, two 
located at a Canadian university and 
one affiliated with an American univer-
sity. Although three studies may be too 
small to draw sweeping conclusions, 
it is interesting to note that therapeu-
tic recreation in Canada has greater 
cross-cultural flexibility and diversity 
than American therapeutic recreation, 
which has a strong ethos toward indi-
vidualism (see Dieser, 2005/2006; Die-
ser, 2005). 

Discussion and Future Directions

The purpose of this study was to 
investigate the prevalence of the funda-
mental attribution error among leisure 
education programs that were treated 
as independent variables as part of re-
search during the past 10 years (1999-
2009). With respect to research-orient-
ed leisure education programs, it can 
be concluded that collectively, leisure 
education research is still committing 
the fundamental attribution error,  but 
with a little less frequency. That is, lei-
sure education interventions in the last 
10 years are still overestimating the im-
portance of changing internal factors of 
a person when facilitating leisure edu-
cation and are underestimating chang-
ing social and environmental variables 
that extend beyond participants who 
experience leisure education.

The reader needs to be mindful of 
a number of limitations of this study. 
First, the unit of data collection was fo-
cused on six journals within the field 
of leisure studies. Other journals with-
in and outside the field of leisure (e.g., 
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Adapted Physical Activity Quarterly, An-
nual in Therapeutic Recreation, Education 
and Training in Mental Retardation and 
Developmental Disabilities) were not part 
of this study. Second, this study only 
examined research articles and did not 
look at differing theories and models of 
leisure education outside of the frame-
work of research. There are a few leisure 
education theories and models that ad-
dress social and external variables (e.g., 
see Sivan & Ruskin, 2000); however, 
most leisure education models are built 
on individualistic values and direct 
scant attention toward environmental 
factors (Dieser, 2004). Third, some of 
the leisure education components were 
not explained or articulated as clearly 
and precisely as others. As already 
mentioned, the study by Hoge, Dattilo, 
and Williams (1999) directed the for-
mal leisure education components on 
changing individuals with disabilities; 
these researchers clearly had an infor-
mal component to inform family and 
friends regarding the progress of leisure 
education participants.  However, the 
exact integration of the formal and in-
formal components was difficult to as-
sess when reading this study.

In regard to practical implications, 
and drawing heavily on the suggestion 
of Dieser et al., (2002) from eight years 
ago, these findings highlight that lei-
sure education research may be cultur-
ally or paradigmatically encapsulated 
within an individualistic framework. 
As mentioned in the literature review 
section of this paper, the fundamental 
attribution error is associated with in-
dividualistic values (Iyengar & Lepper, 
1999; Matsumoto & Juang, 2007). Al-
though individualistic values are im-
portant and may be held by the majori-
ty of people in North America, there are 
still many differing cultures that follow 

collectivistic values (Pedersen, 2000; 
Sue & Sue, 2007). Providing an indi-
vidual developmental model of leisure 
education, which focuses on analyzing 
and changing internal attributes, for 
people who maintain collectivistic val-
ues may have detrimental consequenc-
es, such as assimilation and cognitive/
cultural dissonance. Furthermore, com-
mitting the fundamental attribution er-
ror is problematic for all people because 
it develops an illusion of control and 
provides oversimplified explanations 
and low-level thinking abilities regard-
ing complex social problems (Alcock, 
et al., 1991). As outlined by Jenson and 
Frazer (2010), most social problems 
(e.g., adolescent substance abuse, ju-
venile delinquency, mental health ser-
vices, children and youth with disabili-
ties) are a combination of individual 
characteristics and multiple environ-
mental conditions. For example, Bar-
ton (2010) underscored the multitude 
of social factors that affect juvenile de-
linquency: family management, peer 
relations, school programs and neigh-
borhood/community factors (e.g., high 
neighborhood crime rates, lack of com-
munity opportunities resources). As 
such, leisure education programs and 
research needs to break free from the 
cultural encapsulating values of indi-
vidualism—in which all problems be-
gin and end with the individual—and 
begin to provide programs that address 
the ecological and sociological aspects 
of real social problems and personal 
disabilities and disorders. 

In regard to future research and 
professional practice, greater attention 
needs to be directed at developing lei-
sure education that takes a sociological 
or ecological approach. Taking an eco-
logical approach to leisure education 
can take different forms. For example, 
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therapeutic recreation specialists can 
develop community mobilization (see 
Grossman, 2008) or can provide lei-
sure education to community leisure 
professionals regarding organizational 
adaptations and accommodations.  
Likewise, therapeutic recreation spe-
cialists can also become more involved 
in public policy change related to help-
ing people with disabilities experience 
leisure, rather than teaching people 
with special needs to make internal 
change (e.g., developing greater self-
determination). The Together We Play 
(TWP) ecological model of therapeutic 
recreation, which is based on system 
directed environmental change, pro-
vides an example of therapeutic recre-
ation specialists being engaged in com-
munity mobilization, leisure education 
focused on leisure professionals in the 
community, and public policy change 
(see Scholl, Dieser, & Davidson, 2005).

To this end, therapeutic recreation 
specialists need to examine environ-
mental factors within an individual-
ized or ecological assessment and need 
to take a sociological approach to inter-
vention by providing system directed 
change. For example, instead of teach-
ing people with disabilities to identify 
leisure resources in the community 
that are inclusive and helping them 
gain greater self determination, future 
leisure education intervention can be 
directed toward a therapeutic recre-
ation specialists teaching family mem-
bers of the person with disabilities lei-
sure awareness (e.g., beneficial aspects 
of leisure) and can teach community 
parks and recreation professionals to 
identify inclusive leisure resources in 
the community. For example, the To-
gether We Play program (Scholl, Dieser, 
& Davidson, 2005) provides leisure ed-
ucation to parents who have children 

with disabilities and provides inclusion 
training/education to community orga-
nizations so that people with disabili-
ties can experience leisure. Thus, client 
assessment can include an ecological 
evaluation and therapeutic recreation 
specialists can focus on making social 
system change—such as helping com-
munity organizations make needed 
changes—rather than having people 
with disabilities make individual 
change. Having therapeutic recreation 
specialists focus greater attention on 
ecological change makes sense since at-
titudinal barriers of people without dis-
abilities are one of the most pervasive 
and limiting barriers toward people 
with disabilities experiencing leisure 
(Hironaka-Juteau & Crawford, 2010; 
Hutchison, & McGill, 1998; Schleien, 
Ray, & Green, 1997; Smith, Austin, 
Kennedy, Lee, & Hutchison, 2005). Be-
yond attitudinal barriers, other serious 
barriers to leisure that people with dis-
abilities experience, such as architec-
tural and transportation barriers, lack 
of qualified staff, ineffective service sys-
tems, and rule and regulation (policy) 
barriers, are environmental factors that 
block people with disabilities to experi-
ence leisure (Smith, et al., 2005; Sylves-
ter, Voelkl, & Ellis, 2001). Another ex-
ample of system directed or ecological 
leisure education could be a therapeu-
tic recreation specialist advocating that 
a local baseball stadium adopt an alco-
hol free seating section so that people 
with substance dependency struggles 
can attend baseball games (leisure op-
portunity) and not experience alcohol 
cravings by the smell and sight of alco-
holic beverages.  

Another future step in preventing 
the fundamental attribution errors is to 
recognize its existence, whether it is in 
administrative decision making or in 
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training programs (Gilibert & Banovic, 
2009; Kennedy, 2010; LaFerney, 2007). 
For example, in providing suggestions 
to prevent the fundamental attribu-
tion error in medicine, Crumlish and 
Kelly (2009) suggest that

The first step in reducing the 
impact of [clinical] errors 
[such as the fundamental at-
tribution error] is to acknowl-
edge that it exists and is a part 
of everyday practice . . . clini-
cians should move away from 
the idea of a ‘perfect doctor’ 
and focus on learning from 
error, when it occurs. A barrier 
to addressing cognitive error 
may be the perception that to 
admit error in decision-mak-
ing is to admit weakness as a 
clinician. (p. 77). 

Further, Crumlish and Kelly sug-
gest that health experts should recog-
nize that patients’ lives, illnesses, and 
behaviors are complex and that medi-
cal judgment and interventions over-
simplify these complexities. They also 

suggest that health experts spend more 
time with clients and imagine a friend 
or relative in the patient’s position. 
To this end, gaining a greater under-
standing of the sociological aspects of 
human services—such as a sociologi-
cal understanding of mental disorders 
(Cockerham, 2011) or the sociology of 
health (Weiss & Lonnquist, 2012) is a 
beginning step forward related to over-
coming the fundamental attribution 
error.  For example, the social causa-
tion theory of mental disorder posits 
that people who are in the lower so-
cioeconomic class experience greater 
mental health disorder because they 
are subjected to greater hardships and 
stress as a result of a disadvantaged 
life situation and have to cope with 
this deprivation with fewer resources 
(Cockerham, 2011). As such, therapeu-
tic recreation specialist can develop a 
preventative framework of practice by 
directing social and ecological inter-
vention by partnering with commu-
nity decision makers (e.g., community 
parks and recreation leaders) in order 
to create leisure opportunities and re-
sources. 
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