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What Intentional Action Is
There is consensus in psychology and cognitive science that the capacity to recognize
a behavior as intentional is a central component of human social cognition; that this
capacity has evolved for its adaptive value in social interaction; and that it develops
rather rapidly in the early years of childhood (Malle et al. 2001; Zelazo et al. 1999).
We also know that adults judge intentionality fast and with ease and that these judgments both regulate attention in social interaction and guide explanations and evaluations of behavior (Malle 2004). But exactly how do people conceptualize intentional
action and how do they judge a given behavior as intentional?
People share a powerful folk concept of intentionality that is acquired by interacting
with other people in human culture. At least some folk concepts are historically and
cross-culturally stabl~. and the evidence suggests that intentionality is one of them
(Malle 2008). Furthermore, the concept of intentionality is part of folk psychology- the
larger conceptual and cognitive apparatus that allows people to make sense of human
behavior in terms of mental states. In fact, intentionality may be the core concept of
folk psychology, as it connects behavior directly with the mind, by classifying a behavior as intentional when it is characteristically caused by certain mental processes and
states (such as belief, intention, and awareness).
Importantly, the folk concept of intentional action is not just a cultural hypothesis
that could easily be defeated through philosophical analysis or scientific discoveries. If
a scholar tried to convince people that the behaviors they previously judged to be intentional are in reality not intentional. these people would be puzzled rather than impressed;
the scholar would appear to make a conceptual mistake, not an empirical claim.
Likewise. if another scholar told people that intentions are not based on beliefs and
desires but rather on the recursive firing of two particular brain structures, they may
just shrug. An intention has to be somehow implemented in the brain (folk psychology
is mute on the details here), but this does not mean that the agent did not integrate
various beliefs and desires when forming the intention. The domain of human behavior
is fundamentally framed by the concept of intentionality, and people may be incapable
of thinking about behavior in any other way. Perhaps rightly so; for the adaptive advantage of sophisticated intentionality perceptions is at least partially grounded in their
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correspondence with the physical reality of human action - just as color and spatial
concepts show a systematic correspondence with the physical reality of light and space.
There is of course plenty of room for error. In every given instance of a person
judging a behavior as intentional, the behavior may or may not be truly intentional.
However, if the person had enough information, he or she would recognize what the
correct judgment is. The folk concept of intentionality allows cases of ambiguity or
disagreement to be settled in accordance with relevant facts; it does not guarantee that
social perceivers always have those facts.
So what are the facts that reveal a behavior to be intentional?

The Folk Concept of Intentionality
The philosophical and social-psychological literature had provided several theoretical
analyses of intentionality. Malle and Knobe (1997) studied the folk concept of intentionality empirically. In a first study, participants read descriptions of twenty behaviors
and rated them for their intentionality. About one half of the participants received no
definition of intentionality before they made their ratings; the other half did ("It means
that the person had a reason to do what she did and that she chose to do so"). Agreement
on intentionality ratings across the twenty behaviors was high. On average, any two
people's ratings correlated at r = .64, and any one person's ratings correlated at r = .80
with the remaining group. More importantly, whether or not participants received a
definition of intentionality had no effect on agreement, so people appear to share a folk
concept of intentionality that they spontaneously use to judge behaviors.
Given that there is a shared folk concept of intentionality, the next question was
what specific components this folk concept has- what evidence an intentionality judgment requires. Malle and Knobe first asked people for explicit definitions of intentionality ("When you say that somebody performed an action intentionally, what does this
mean?''). These definitions revealed four main components; For an agent to perform an
action intentionally, the agent must have (a) a desire for an outcome; (b) beliefs about
an action that leads to that outcome; (c) an intention to perform the action; and (d)
awareness of fulfilling the intention while performing the action. Following previous
theoretical postulates, Malle and Knobe also explored whether skill may be implicitly
used in people's intentionality judgments, even if it was not explicitly mentioned. They
presented participants with stories about behaviors and systematically varied the evidence, making certain components present or absent (particularly the agent's skill).
They found that, for some difficult actions (such as in art or athletics), people look for
evidence of the agent's skill at actually controlling the behavior. This skill component
may have been omitted from explicit definitions of intentionality because people focused
on social behaviors, for which skill can typically be assumed.
Malle and Knobe (199 7) thus proposed a five-component model of the folk concept
of intentionality, as displayed in Figure 45.1. According to this folk concept, the direct
cause of an intentional action is the mental state of intention. For an intention to be
ascribed, a desire (for an outcome) and a belief (about the action-outcome link) must
be present. For an action to be seen as performed intentionally, however, skill and
awareness have to be present as well. Thus people distinguish between intention as a
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Figure 45.1 A model of the folk concept of intentionality. Adapted with permission from
Malle and Knobe ( 19 9 7)

mental state and intentionality as the quality of an action. This two-layer structure was
supported by an additional experiment, in which belief and desire information was
found to be necessary for intention ascriptions and, given an intention ascription, skill
and awareness were found to be necessary for an intentionality ascription.

Development
Acquiring a five-component concept of intentionality is not an easy feat, and it is not
done in one trial. Instead, humans build up this concept from simple beginnings over
many years of conceptual and social development (Malle et al. 2001). During the first
year of life, infants begin to identify intentional behavior by recognizing self-propelled
movement, especially in recurring everyday actions such as grasping or putting. At the
end of the first year, they parse streams of behavior into units that correspond to initiated or completed intentional actions, taking advantage of eye-gaze and verbal signals
('oops'), and become proficient at inferring goals from incomplete action attempts. The
first truly mental concept appears to be that of desire, followed by belief, and finally by
intention, which is not cleanly differentiated from desire before the age of five.
Developmental change in the folk-psychological framework thus occurs primarily as a
differentiation of the intentionality concept, from a simple behavioral understanding to
a richly mentalistic understanding.
Animal work also hints at the evolutionary emergence of folk psychology. Many
animals can recognize species-relevant actions, but it appears that primates distinguish
more subtly between intentional and unintentional versions of the same movement.
Apes are keenly sensitive to variations in behavior patterns that point to others' goals
and upcoming actions. But, even though they identify intentional action, there is no
clear-cut evidence that they have mentalistic concepts of desire, belief, and intention
(Povinelli and Vonk 2006). This is consistent with the general assumption that chimpanzees are similar to 2-year olds, who are just at the transition from a sophisticated
behavioral to a mentalistic understanding of action.

The Judgment Process
Modern human life presents a vast array of intentional actions. In most contexts,
however, people do not check off each component of the intentionality concept; instead,
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they recognize intentional behavior in a configura! manner. If it compellingly looks
intentional, then it must be. This look may be driven by motion features, eye gaze, and
similar surface cues that can be processed fast and efficiently. Even implemented in
geometric figures, these cues can trigger people's impressions of intentional behavior
(Heider and Simmel 1944). By contrast, in high-stakes situations (for instance in the
courtroom) and when facing novel or ambiguous behaviors, people are likely to shift
to a slower, more systematic gathering of information about the agent's mental states.
In particular, deviations from the prototypical appearance of intentional behavior may
raise doubts and encourage systematic analysis. If the agent did not have full control
in performing the behavior, skill may be doubted; if the agent appeared somewhat
absent-minded, awareness or even the presence of an intention may be doubted.
Whether fast or slow, assessments that a behavior is intentional are rarely sufficient
for an adequate response to another person's behavior. The social perceiver must know
what the agent's specific intentions, desires, and beliefs were. Intentionality judgments
only guarantee that the agent had these mental states; their content requires additional
processing.
The intention content gives the action its meaning by specifying what the agent is
trying to do (for example she is either cracldng her wrist or waving at you). This intention must be inferred both from features of the behavior itself and from the immediate
context, from knowledge about the agent, and from cultural scripts. A given action
may reflect a large number of candidate intentions, and an integrative inferential
process constrains the candidates and helps the perceiver to converge on a single
interpretation.
The desire content reveals the agent's primary purpose or goal (she is cracking her
wrist to remove tension; or she is waving at you to reject your proposal). If the action
is puzzling or deviates from a script, the perceiver may further wonder about beliefs
(she must have thought that waving to reject my proposal would be more subtle than
responding verbally) and even reconsider the agent's goals in light of them (she wanted
to be subtle so as to not embarrass me). If, however, the action is scripted or familiar
and the goal is quickly established, the perceiver may not further consider any beliefs,
because they may be trivial (she thought that this action would help her fulfill her goal)
or refer to unimportant details (it's the right hand that felt tense to her). So desires are
inferred all the time, and quickly at that, whereas beliefs are not always inferred and,
if they are, they take more time (Apperly et al. 2006; Barr and Keysar 2005).
One important source of information, both for the detection of intentionality and
for the recognition of the agent's specific mental states, is the family of 'simulation'
processes - motor mirroring, automatic empathy, projection, and perspective taking
-by which other people's mental states are in some sense recreated in the perceiver
(Goldman 2006).
Motor mirroring occurs when a perceiver observes another person perform a certain
behavior and this observation triggers the perceiver's own performance of the behavior
(Decety and Grezes 2006). If the triggered behavior is intentional, then the perceiver
will easily recognize the other person's behavior as intentional. In the case of automatic
empathy, the perceiver cannot help but feel the same affective state as the other person
and is likely to understand the person's ensuing actions. In projection, perceivers
project their own mental states onto the other - that is, they assume that the other
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person knows, sees, or wants what they themselves know, see, or want. As a result,
perceivers regard certain actions as intentional, or infer certain intentions, merely
because they themselves would intend to so act. Perspective taking, finally, overcomes
the limitations of these simpler mechanisms and occurs when perceivers try to infer
intentions and other mental states that are true of the other person, not necessarily of
themselves.

Intentionality and Moral Judgment
The folk concept of intentionality plays important roles in the assignment of responsibility and blame, in both moral and legal contexts (Malle and Nelson 2003).
First and most obviously, negative intentional actions are blamed more than (comparable) negative unintentional behaviors. Learning that some harmful behavior was
performed intentionally causes outrage, whereas hearing that it was done accidentally
mitigates (but does not necessarily remove) blame.
Second, for intentional actions, fine-grained levels of blame are assigned depending
on the agent's reasons for acting- the particular beliefs and desires that led to the
agent's forming of the intention. An agent who hurt someone intentionally may have
had acceptable reasons (the dentist wanting to extract an unhealthy tooth) or unacceptable reasons (a schoolboy wanting to torture another) and will be blamed less or
more, respectively.
Third, even for events that the agent did not bring about intentionally, responsibility
and blame are assigned when the agent could have prevented the event and it was his
or her obligation to do so. The notions of preventability and obligation both entail
intentionality, because preventing is an intentional act, provided that the agent has
the capacity and foreknowledge to do it, and assigning obligations to a person presupposes that the person can intentionally fulfill them. Without the folk concept of
intentionality and its constituent mental concepts, moral judgment would either not
exist at all or be entirely based on outcome. Supporting this contention, research into
children's developing moral reasoning has discovered an important transition from
judgments based solely on outcome severity to judgments that incorporate the agent's
intentionality and mental states (Shultz and Wells 1985). This transition occurs in the
pre-school period, just when children have learned to consider desires, beliefs, and
abilities in the process of judging intentionality.
Recently the hypothesis has been proposed that even adult intentionality judgments
may be biased by outcome severity- that negative behaviors are judged to be intentional even if not all the five components are present. Initial evidence has supported the
hypothesis (Knobe 2003a, b), but more recent findings suggest otherwise (Guglielmo
eta!. 2009).

Explanations of Intentional Action
People's complex concept of intentional action is most clearly revealed when we
examine how they explain such actions. Indeed, when explaining behavior, people
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Figure 45.2 Four modes of explanation for unintentional and intentional behavior. Figure
adapted from B. F. Malle (1999). How People Explain Behavior: A New Theoretical Framework.
Personality and Social Psychology Review, 3, 23-48. ©Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc.

distinguish sharply between intentional and unintentional events (Malle 2004). They
explain unintentional events such as accidental behaviors, experiences, and bodily
states by referring to mechanical causal factors (for instance mental states, traits,
others' behaviors, physical events)- and we may label these 'caus~ explanations' (see
top of Figure 45.2). Traditional attribution models apply fairly well to these cause
explanations, because people presuppose no other link between explanation and behavior apart from causality (in other words, no components of intentionality such as
awareness or intention). Traditional attribution theory fails, however, in modeling the
way people explain intentional behavior, which is a far more complex phenomenon.
As a result of the complex definition of intentionality discussed earlier, explanations of
intentional behavior break down into three modes (Figure 45.2): 'reason explanations,'
'causal history of reason explanations,' and 'enabling factor explanations.'

Reason Explanations
Reasons are the most frequently used mode of explanation, and they reflect the core of
the intentionality concept - the reasoning process that leads to an intention. The
concept of intentionality specifies two paradigmatic types of reasons that precede
the formation of an intention: the agent's desire for an outcome and a belief that the
intended action leads to that outcome. For example, a student explained why she chose
psychology as her major by saying:
[DESIRE:]
[BELIEF:]

I want to go to graduate school in counseling psychology.
I think psychology is the right major for going into counseling
psychology.

In many naturally occurring explanations, other reasons are mentioned either in addition to or instead of the paradigmatic reasons - for instance, desires to avoid alternative
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outcomes, beliefs about the context, beliefs about consequences, and expressions of
valuing the action itself.
Reasons have two defining features: subjectivity and rationality (Malle 2004).
Subjectivity refers to the fact that reason explanations are designed to capture the
agent's own reasons for acting. That is, social perceivers try to reconstruct the agent's
considerations that led to the intention to act, and thus they take the agent's subjective
viewpoint when they explain the action. For example, the explanation "She thought
she was late for her class" offered to the question "Why did she rush off?" illustrates
the subjectivity assumption, because the explainer subtly distances himself from the
agent's belief and implies that, in reality, she was probably not late. But it was that
subjective belief (and not objective reality) that guided the agent's action and thus
explains it.
Rationality, the second defining feature of reason explanations, refers to the fact that
the contents of mental states that are cited as reasons have to hang together, so as to
offer support for the 'reasonableness' of the intention and action they brought about.
Philosophers often speak of a 'practical reasoning argument' that has reasons as its
premises and the intention to act as its conclusion. The folk conception of rational
support is probably not as strict; it demands that the intended action should be a reasonable thing to do in light of this agent's desires and beliefs. In the example above, the
agent's action of rushing off was rationally supported by her belief that she was late for
class (and it would not have been rationally supported if the agent had thought that
there was plenty of time left, or if she had had no desire to be on time). To complete the
practical argument in the first case- the rational one- we would need to add (at least)
the student's desire to be on time and her belief that rushing off may help her to get to
class on time. But one of the fascinating aspects of reason explanations is that the conceptual constraints folk psychology puts on reasons (and especially the assumptions of
subjectivity and rationality) allow explainers to mention only a single reason and to
trust the audience with filling in the remaining reasons and with comprehending why
the agent decided to act.

Causal History of Reason Explanations
A less frequent but no less important mode of explanation refers to factors that lie in
the causal history of reasons (CHR) and thus clarify what led to their formation in the
first place. For example. the statement '1\nne invited Ben for dinner because she is
friendly " attempts to explain Anne's action, but the content of the explanation ("she is
friendly") refers to a factor in the causal history of her reasons, not to a reason itself.
The explainer would not claim that Anne deliberated, "I am friendly - hence I should
invite Ben for dinner"; rather, the explainer cites Anne's friendly disposition as a relevant causal history or background to whatever specific reasons Anne had for inviting
Ben. Causal history explanations can refer to a variety of factors, such as personality
traits, past behavior, physiological states, culture, or context cues that triggered particular beliefs or desires.
Even though CHR explanations help to clarify intentional actions, they do not
function in the same way as reasons do. Importantly, they are not subjected to the
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constraints of subjectivity and rationality. The agent need not have considered, or
even been aware of, the causal history factors cited in the explanation; nor do CHR
factors provide rational support for an explained action. In fact, the fundamental
form of causality assumed for causal history explanations is identical to that of cause
explanations: both describe a 'mechanical,' involuntary causal process. However, CHR
explanations specifically capture the generation of reasons en route to intentional
actions.

Enabling Factor Explanations
The third, and relatively rare, mode of explaining intentional action refers to factors
that enabled the action to come about as it was intended. These enabling factor explanations refer to the agent's skill, effort, opportunities, or facilitating circumstances.
Whereas reason explanations and CHR explanations focus on clarifying what motivated the agent's intention and action, enabling factor explanations take it as a given
that the agent had an intention and attempt to clarify how it was possible for the intention to be successfully turned into action. For example, the explanation "She hit her
free throws because she had practiced all week" is not an account of why the agent
intended to hit the free throws; rather, the agent's practicing is identified as the critical
factor that allowed her to perform her intended action.
To summarize, the folk concept of intentionality gives rise to multiple modes of
explanation, which people use in order to make sense of intentional behavior. They try
to grasp the agent's reasons; they cite causal factors that lay in the history of those
reasons; and, occasionally, they clarify what has allowed an agent to perform an
intended action successfully.

Synopsis
Every day, people encounter and perform countless intentional actions, and they conceptualize them within the systematic conceptual framework of folk psychology.
Specifically, the concept of intentional action consists of five components: desire, belief,
intention, awareness, and skill. If any one of these components appears to be absent,
people are reluctant to call a given behavior intentional. Developing from infancy into
late childhood, judgments of intentionality are often fast and configura!, triggered as
they are by the characteristic appearance of intentional behavior. But sometimes people
take each component into account and weigh the evidence for its presence. Whether
fast or slow, judgments of intentionality play an essential role in moral judgments and
in explanations of behavior. The concept of intentional action is not only a part of folk
psychology; it may define its very core.

See also: ACTION THEORY AND ONTOLOGY (1); PLURALISM ABOUT ACTION (12); INTENTION
(14); DESIRE AND PLEASURE (15); TELEOLOGICAL EXPLANATION (16); REASONS AND CAUSES
(17); TRIGGERING AND STRUCTURING CAUSES (18); RATIONALITY (36).
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