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Abstract 

Author:  Brian Vail 

Title:   Interpretation of Forced and Unforced Choice Behavior 
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Thesis Advisor: Dr. Elan Barenholtz 

Degree:   Master of Arts 

Year:   2012 

The current study investigated the interpretation of an agent’s actions under the 

influence of external forces. Participants viewed a series of videos of an agent making a 

varying series of decision and forced behaviors and were asked to predict future behavior. 

Firstly, we found evidence that suggests that perceivers make inferences about an agent 

that once they have shown a preference toward an object, they will persist with those 

initial desires, despite, external forces leading them to a different object. Secondly, we 

found evidence that suggests that submitting to a coerced choice will be perceived as 

reflecting a conflicting combination of pragmatic behavioral choice (due to concession to 

external forces) and maintenance of original desires, or, simply put, perceivers infer 

multiple underlying intentions in others. 
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Introduction 

 

Much of our social interaction involves inferences about the intentions, desires, 

and motivations that drive other’s behavior. As Dennett (1987) has argued, when we 

attempt to explain other people’s behavior it is done so in terms of assuming they have an 

underlying mental state that is the cause of their selected behavior. He called this the 

“Intentional Stance”, which is based on attributing intentional states (desires, beliefs, and 

goals) as the cause of behavior. This stance allows us to make rational assumptions of 

why someone is behaving in a particular manner based on observed behavior and the 

surrounding context. That is to say, we may assume that someone will behave in the most 

rational manner possible to obtain his or her desired goal. For example, when we observe 

someone pick an apple from a tree, we might infer that they are hungry and they would 

like to eat the apple. If we see someone turn around and wave, we may assume that they 

see someone they know and that they would like to communicate with them. Imputing 

internal mental states not only helps us explain why people act as they do, but also helps 

us predict what they may do in the future (Dennett, 1987). While these kinds of 

inferences appear to be pervasive and obligatory, they are, nonetheless, inferences. Thus 

while it is natural to assume that someone picked up the apple because he was hungry, 

there are a host of other possibilities that may explain him picking up the apple: He could 

be saving it for later, he may want to throw the apple, he may want to give the apple to 
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someone else, or someone else may have asked him to pick the apple. There are a 

multitude of external cues and forces that may influence behavior. In order to make the 

best inference, it is thus often necessary to consider the broader context in which another 

person is acting by integrating his behavior itself with the present external factors to 

establish a presumed understanding of another’s mental state. 

 

Previous research has also suggested that people are highly prone to attributing 

agential/intentional status and to making inferences about underlying motivations. In a 

famous demonstration, Heider and Simmel (1944) found that people tended to attribute 

intentional states to simple geometric shapes that interacted dynamically. More recent 

research has found that this is often a passive process (i.e., not requiring any direct mental 

effort) that is dependent on the perceiver viewing an agent’s flow of motion (Scholl & 

Tremoulet, 2000). For example, before an agent can act intentionally with regard to an 

object, he must first locate the object with whatever sensory capabilities they may have 

(eyes, ears, nose, etc.). Next, the agent must propel its body toward the object and use 

whatever methods it has at its disposal (arms, hands, fingers, etc.) to manipulate the 

object to its will (Baldwin & Baird, 2001). Each of these actions may serve as a cue to 

agency.  

 

Additionally, agency is not the only piece of information that a perceiver may 

extract from simple movements of an object. A perceiver may infer intentional behavior 

from unintentional behavior. In intentional action, much like when determining agency, 

an agent will first locate an object with its sensory capabilities and then propel its body 
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toward it. From these simple behaviors presented by the agent, a perceiver can begin to 

infer the underlying intentions of the agent, including the perception of goals and current 

mental states (Baldwin & Baird, 2001; Castelli, Happe, Frith, & Frith, 2000; Scholl & 

Tremoulett, 2000; Schultz, Imamizu, Kawato, & Frith, 2004). However, inferences of the 

superficial flow can be construed as indicating a multitude of intentions of the agent. For 

example, by witnessing a person pick an apple it may be inferred that they are hungry, 

they want to save it for later, or they plan on giving it to someone else. In order to make 

useful inferences about other’s intentions we must combine these physical actions with 

other sources of information including specific knowledge about the individual, 

knowledge of human behavior in general, and knowledge about the environment and 

external influences (Baldwin & Baird, 2001).  

 

Previous research has suggested that people tend to think about other’s minds 

with regards to two basic dimensions: experience (the capacity to sense and feel) and 

agency (the capacity to plan and act) (Gray, Gray & Wegner, 2007). When perceivers 

attribute minds to others, it is done so in terms of their capacity to feel, to do, or both 

(Waytz, Gray, Epley, & Wegner 2010). According to Epley and Waytz (2010), attempts 

to understand others can be conceptually organized into three question: 1) Does it have a 

mind?, 2) What state might that mind be in?, and 3) Which states of mind are responsible 

for the agent’s behavior? The first two of these questions encapsulate the idea of mind 

perception (Wegner, 2002) while the third falls under the older distinction of person 

perception. More specifically, person perception guides the answers to the third question 

by processes of analyzing and examining the context in which the agent is acting, the 
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more socially influenced aspect of inferring other’s mental state (Epley and Waytz, 

2010). Mind perception, on the other hand, has its roots in what Frith and Frith (2003) 

call “mentalizing” which is making inferences of others’ minds, the more cognitively 

influenced aspect of inferring other’s mental state. And it is this understanding of mental 

states (intentions, desires, and feelings) that make understanding behavior and the 

prediction of future behavior plausible (Bering, 2002; Epley, Waytz, & Cacioppo, 2007; 

Dennett, 1987). When we can make reasonable inferences about other’s mental state, we 

can understand why they are acting in the manner they are at that point in time. It makes 

it easier to gauge how that same person will act in similar situations in the future.  

  

Research in the developmental literature has been concerned with determining 

when the features of theory of mind develop in children, generally spanning from infancy 

to approximately the age of five. At the heart of the developmental literature on social 

perception is the difference between teleological and mentalistic representations. 

Teleological representations take into account aspects of the real world (physical actions, 

situational constraints, and goal states), with no representation of underlying mental 

states, to explain behavior and predict future actions. Gergely and Csibra (2003) explain 

this in a heuristic they call the rationality principle which states: 1) the purpose of actions 

are to bring about future goal states, and 2) goal states are recognized by a perceiver by 

seeing an actor take the most rational action available within the constraints of the 

situation. So, when our actor picks an apple from a tree, using the rationality principle, it 

can be assumed that picking the apple was his goal because he had actions which led to 

the apple in a rational manner. Mentalistic representations, on the other hand, are more 
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complex than teleological representations in that they are built from teleological 

representations and extend into interpretations of underlying mental states to explain 

behavior. Mentalistic representations take into account inferred mental aspects (what 

action the actor intends to do, what the actor believes about situational constraints, and 

what the actor wants referring to the goal state) that correspond to the real world aspects 

that the make up teleological representations (Gergely & Csibra, 2003). So, assuming that 

our actor’s goal was to pick the apple, we can further assume that he did so because he 

wanted the apple. 

 

It is generally accepted that children have fully functioning mentalistic abilities by 

the age of five, however there is some debate as to the underlying constructs of this 

development and how an understanding of goal directed behaviors, by infants and 

children less than five years old, are obtained. Gergely and Csibra (2003) have proposed 

that infants, at twelve months, are able to take a simple teleological stance to interpret 

actions in relation to goals. They found that an infant watching a display in which an 

agent has to jump over an obstacle to reach a destination showed surprise when the same 

agent jumped once the obstacle was removed. Woodward (1998) has previously shown 

evidence in support of this theory by showing infants as young as five to six months of 

age in a visual habituation paradigm. After habituation, they would look longer at an 

actor that would reach for a new toy versus when the actor would reach for the habituated 

toy while following a new path. This suggested that the infants had a simple 

understanding of goal-directed action. On the other hand, Kuhlmeier et al. (2003) have 

provided some evidence indicating that infants are capable of some degree of mentalistic 
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representation, superseding the capabilities of teleological representations alone. They 

demonstrated that infants are capable of interpreting an actor’s new behavior while in a 

new physical context based upon the actor’s previous experiences in a different context. 

This suggested that the infants were inferring more information than what could be 

attained from the rational action principle alone; there must have been some degree of 

understanding of underlying mental states to infer a new disposition in a new situation. 

Also supporting the idea of the beginning of a deeper mentalistic understanding in 

infants, Hamlin et al. (2008) showed that infants as young as seven months of age were 

able to imitate actions based on an understanding of an actors goal directed behavior, 

even when the actor displayed uncompleted actions toward a goal.  

 

Overall, these studies demonstrate that inferences concerning other’s action 

develop fairly early, and shed light on the cognitive constructs that we develop in 

childhood and carry with us throughout our lives. In particular, by age four or five, the 

ability to reason about other’s intentions is well in place. However, to date, little research 

has concerned the interpretation of an agent’s actions when they are influenced or forced 

by external forces. Thus, although Gergely and Csibra found that infants could interpret 

an action (jumping) being due to an external factor (a barrier), the agent in these 

experiments was always acting on its own volition. However, external influences, such as 

suggestion or coercion by other agents, can compel an agent to act in a way that it may 

not have intended. The current study is aimed at addressing a number of questions in 

relation to this form of external influences: How do external influences acting upon an 

agent affect the perceiver’s perception of the agent? For example, if a perceiver witnesses 
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an actor pick an apple from a tree, the perceiver may assume that it was the actor’s 

intention and desire to pick up the apple. However if the actor’s companion urges him to 

pick up a pear instead, how will the perceiver interpret the actor’s intention if he complies 

with his companion’s desires? Will the actor’s mindset now be interpreted as “since he 

now chose the pear that must be what he wants”? Or will the perceiver assume that the 

actor is conforming to the social pressures with his or her underlying goals remaining 

unchanged? Furthermore, we can ask how such influence/coercion would effect the 

perceiver’s prediction of future behavior of the actor, once the influence of the 

companion is removed? Would the actor be perceived as undergoing a change of 

preference that may carry forward? Or would they be seen as succumbing to the 

companion’s influence only when under the companion’s influence. 

 

To date, these questions have not been empirically addressed in either the 

developmental or adult literature. However, some theoretical approaches have been 

proposed that bear on these questions. According to the Multiple Inference Model (MIM) 

perceivers process other’s behavior in the context of situational forces that give it some 

meaning in terms of motives, and implies that there may be one or more underlying 

motives (Reeder, Vonk, Ronk, Ham, & Lawrence, 2004; Reeder, 2009). This implication 

of multiple underlying motives is significant, as it relates to the possibility that our 

actor’s mental state may be adversarial in nature while he decides between taking the 

apple that he may want or taking the pear that his companion may want him to take. 

Furthermore, perceivers use their perceptions of motive, based on dispositional inference 

and external influences, to infer where that person stands on one or more trait 
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dimensions. They will then integrate these various pieces of information in an effort to 

create a plausible explanation for behavior (Reeder et al., 2004; Reeder, 2009), and 

consequently possible future behavior. What distinguishes MIM from past theories of 

social perception is its focus on situational influences that integrate with dispositional 

inference to create a unique view of someone’s intentions underlying his or her behavior. 

This inference of underlying motives which explain other’s behavior is, in part, 

dependent on how people distinguish between intentional and unintentional behaviors, 

based largely on the present situational constraints (Reeder et al., 2004; Reeder, 2009). 

Intentional behavior is considered to be when an agent makes a decision of its own free 

will, whether external influences are present or not. Unintentional behavior, on the other 

hand, is when an agent’s behavior is either by accident (if our actor was to accidentally 

drop his apple to the ground) or when external forces directly cause it (if his companion 

physically placed the pear in his hand and forced him to keep it). In the case of the latter, 

situational constraints, such as our actor’s companion, will play a role in developing a 

perceiver’s perception of the actor’s mental state. Once the perceiver has taken this 

information into account, integrated it, and formulated an explanation for someone’s 

behavior at that specific time, it can be inferred that they could predict someone’s future 

behavior in a similar situation to follow a similar path.  

 

While this account provides a reference for determining how a perceiver may 

interpret an immediate social situation, no empirical research to date has addressed how 

situational constraints can effect the perceiver’s determination of other’s intentions and 

motives. This issue of is of vital importance as it meets at an unexplored intersection 



! 9 

between developmental and social psychology. Much of the developmental research has 

uncovered the cognitive mechanisms making up social perception in route to exploring 

how children develop these abilities and much of the social psychology research has been 

comprised of exploring how complex social situations influence people’s behaviors. The 

question of how simple external factors can influence our basic cognitive perceptual 

mechanisms both expands findings in the developmental literature and connects many 

findings in the social literature to a solid cognitive foundation in which the more 

complicated forms of social perception are built upon. The current study aims to explore 

external influences and their effect on a perceiver’s perception of another’s mental state 

by addressing the following questions: 1) When an agent is exposed to external 

influences, under what circumstances will a perceiver infer a change of intentions for the 

agent? Will a perceiver assume that an agent will preserve their original intentions 

despite the external influences? Or will external influences cause the perception of the 

agent to succumb to external influences and sway from their original intentions? 2) If an 

agent is shown to succumb to external influences, after having displayed a different 

intentional action, how will a perceiver adjust their perceptions to explain the agent’s 

behavior? Will a perceiver view the agent as having changed its intentions to appease the 

external influences? Or might the perceiver dismiss the one time appeasement of the 

external influences and assume the agent will preserve its original intentions? Or, is it 

possible that the perceiver will infer the agent as having multiple underlying intentions, 

intentions of both preserving its own intention while also wanting to appease the external 

influences? 
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Much of the existing literature in this area, ranging from Milgram to Reeder, has 

dealt with perceiver’s perception in complex situations with morally fraught implications. 

Among the complexities are issues that included perceivers making initial dispositional 

inferences toward agents based on the agent’s phenotypic characteristics, moral dilemmas 

influencing a perceiver’s perception, and various other social nuances that affect 

inferences of other’s intention. And it is easy for these types of decisions made by 

perceivers to become clouded with social complexities and moral issues that would 

distract from the more basic cognitive patterns making it difficult to understand the 

simple cognitive processes at work. Understanding the more basic cognitive processes 

that perceivers use to come to their decisions will allow us a groundwork, to place in 

conjunction with previous research in the social and developmental literature, to gain a 

fuller understanding of human perception of agency in social situations. For this reason, a 

“reductionist” approach, using highly simplified, non-human agential stimuli (an orb 

shaped puppet with eyes) will be taken to eliminate possible contaminating factors. This 

will allow for the examination of the underlying cognitive principles of perceiving others 

minds by: 1) Eliminating initial dispositional inference by having a neutral agent. The 

agent should be neither liked nor disliked so it will not be morally type-caste 2) Reducing 

the cognitive load of perceivers and 3) Eliminating any moral dilemmas of agents choice 

by having neutral goal states. 

 

Participants in this study watched a live action video of an agent making a series 

of decision and forced behaviors. In the video, the agent was a red Styrofoam ball with 

eyes that would end up at one of two goal states: a hamburger or a slice of pizza. For a 
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short series, the agent would either make an independent choice between the two goal 

states or be forced by a hand (external influence) to one of the two goal states. After six 

of the sequences the perceiver was asked to predict the agents upcoming choice. Based 

on the patterns of the sequences that were shown and the wording of the prediction 

question we asked, we were able to infer how the participants were interpreting the 

agent’s decisions. In doing so, we looked at a number of specific situations and critical 

comparisons spanning over three experimental conditions. In Condition 1 (the 

“Unforced” condition) the agent was shown choosing either pizza or hamburger for a few 

trials, followed by choosing the other option for a few trials. In these cases we believed 

that the agent would be interpreted as independently changing its mind as to its 

preference or have an equal preference for both options. In Condition 2 (the “Forced” 

condition) the agent made a series of un-coerced decisions followed by a series of 

unintentional coerced decisions. In these cases, we believed the agent would be 

interpreted as continuing on to the goal state that they went to intentionally. This would 

indicate that, despite situational constraints, the agent is being perceived as having a 

specific desire and being diligent in its intentions to pursue that desire. In Condition 3 

(the “Forced/New Preference” condition), the agent made a series of un-coerced 

decisions, then a series of unintentional coerced decisions, followed by the agent 

independently choosing the former unintentional coerced decision. In these cases we 

predicted that participants responses would depend upon the wording of the prediction 

question. In some cases the participants were asked, “Where does Gali want to go?” 

Here, we predicted that the participants would expect the agent to go to its original 

preference, showing that the agent is being perceived as having a specific, unchanged 
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desire despite being influenced by the situational constraints. But in other cases the 

participants was asked, “Where is Gali most likely going to go?” In this instance, we 

believed that the participants would predict the agent as going to the goal that it was 

forced to, showing that the agent is being perceived as succumbing to the situational 

constraints. An additional consideration in relation to this condition was whether the hand 

being present at the time of prediction would affect responses. Since the hand had 

previously forced the agent to a specific choice, it is possible that its mere presence alone 

could still be expected to influence the agent. Taken together, we hypothesize that 

perceivers will view the agent as having multiple underlying intentions of wanting one 

goal state and also succumbing to situational pressures, leading to the perception of 

conflicting mental states within the agent.  
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Methods 

 

Participants 

 

 One hundred and eight undergraduate students were selected to participate in this 

study. They were distributed among three experiments, some of which included 

variations in conditions. This was a between subjects design. 

 

Conditions 

 

 Participants viewed one of three experimental procedures. In each experiment 

participants viewed a series of six events where a neutral agent was either making a 

decision to go to a slice of pizza or a hamburger or was being forced to one of them (see 

Appendix for visual description). The hand (whether involved or not) was always present 

during these six events (expect where noted). The participants were then shown a seventh 

event where the agent is frozen in place before a decision has been made. Participants 

were then asked to speculate the agent’s future behavior and then asked to explain their 

rationale. 
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Condition 1: The “Unforced” Condition 

 

In the “Unforced” condition, the agent was shown choosing either pizza or 

hamburger for three sequences, then choosing the other option for three sequences 

followed by a prediction scene asking  “Where is Gali most likely going to go? The 

pizza, the hamburger, or either one?” (Go Wording). 

 

Condition 2: The “Forced” Condition 

 

In the “Forced” condition, the agent the agent was shown choosing either pizza or 

hamburger for three sequences, then forced by an onscreen hand to the other option for 

three sequences, followed by a prediction scene asking  “Where is Gali most likely going 

to go? The pizza, the hamburger, or either one?” (Go Wording). 

 

Condition 3: The “Forced/New Preference” Condition 

 

In the “Forced/New Preference” condition, the agent was shown choosing either 

pizza or hamburger for a two sequences, followed by being forced by the hand to the 

other option for two sequences, then choosing the new option without being forced for 

one sequence, then being forced by the hand to the same forced choice as before for one 

sequence followed by a prediction scene. We also included two versions of the 

“Forced/New Preference” condition: In one the wording of the question the participants 

will be asked will be “What does Gali want? The pizza, the hamburger, or some of both?” 
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(Want Wording) and in the other “Where is Gali most likely going to go? The pizza, the 

hamburger, or either one?” (Go Wording). This difference in language is intended to 

investigate whether the participants may interpret the agent as making a behavioral 

choice, based on external coercion, while still maintaining conflicting desires or goals. In 

other words, participants may predict that the agent will go to one choice (based on 

coercion by the hand) while still wanting to go the other choice.  Additionally, to further 

analyze the Go Wording condition, there were two additional variations of this video. 

The first was where the hand is not present at the time of prediction and the second was 

where the hand is shown to physically leave before the prediction scene and remains 

absent for the duration. 

 

Stimuli 

 

 The events participants viewed were filmed and played on a computer monitor. 

The setting consisted of a white floor with surrounding white walls. Where the agent 

begins, there is a “barrier zone” and a short pathway way marked by black duct tape that 

the agent must travel past before being able to veer toward one end goal state or the other. 

The agent that participants watched was a red Styrofoam ball with two eyes attached. A 

puppeteer from underneath the scenes floor used magnets to direct the agent. A female 

hand lay on the floor next to the end of the barrier zone. When the agent reaches the end 

of the “barrier zone” either the puppeteer will direct it toward one of the end goal states 

or the hand will grab it and direct it to one of the end goal states. The end goal states were 

of a plastic hamburger and a plastic slice of pizza. 
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Procedure 

 

 At the beginning of each condition, participants were given the instructions ”In 

this experiment you will be watching a video featuring a little red character named Gali. 

Please watch the events on the screen. After the video you will be asked a question about 

what you watched. Please answer the question on the answer sheet you were given.” 

Following the instructions there is an introduction screen lasting five seconds that shows 

a picture of the agent and introduces it with the name “Gali”. Next, the events would 

begin playing. The participants were shown a black screen lasting three seconds between 

each of the events making up the condition. After the seventh event, the screen would 

freeze prior to the agent exiting the barrier zone and the question participants were being 

asked would appear at the bottom of the screen lasting twenty seconds. At the end of the 

condition participants were asked to give an explanation of their rationale for choosing 

the answer they did. 

 

Analyses 

 

To address the first of the investigator’s questions, “When exposed to external 

influences, will the perceiver’s perception of another’s intentions be altered?” responses 

in the “Forced” and “Unforced” conditions were compared. Using chi-square analysis, 

we compared how often participants predicted either that the agent will go to its original 

choice, to the other (either freely chosen or forced) choice or to the “Either One” choice 

in the two conditions. To address the second experimental question: “If an agent 
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succumbs to external influences, how will a perceiver adjust their perceptions to explain 

the agent’s behavior?” we compared responses in the two versions of the “Forced/New 

Preference” condition, one with the ‘Go’ wording and one with the ‘Want’ wording. 

Using chi-square analysis, we compared how often participants predicted either that the 

agent will want/go to its original choice, to the other (either freely chosen or forced) 

choice or to the “Either One” (Go condition) or “Both” (Want Condition) choices. 
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Results 

 

Table 1: Raw data count for participant responses in each condition. 

 Original Choice Forced / New 
Preference 

Both / Either One 

 
Unforced Condition 
 

 
7 

 
4 

 
17 

 
Forced Condition 
 

 
17 

 
3 

 
0 

 
Forced/New Preference Condition 
 
 
Want Wording 
 

 
13 

 
3 

 
4 

 
Go Wording 
 

 
4 

 
15 

 
1 

 
Go Wording (hand 
not present) 
 

 
3 

 
14 

 
3 

 
Go Wording (hand 
shown leaving) 
 

 
2 

 
18 

 
0 

 

In Condition 1, the “Unforced” Condition, a chi-square goodness-of-fit test indicated that 

participants were significantly more likely to choose the “Either One” option (n = 17) as 

opposed to the “Original Choice” option (n = 7) or the “New Choice” option (n = 4) in 

our sample (x2 (2) = 9.9; p < .05). 
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In Condition 2, the “Forced” Condition, a chi-square goodness-of-fit test indicated that 

participants were significantly more likely to choose the “Original Choice” option (n = 

17) as opposed to the “Forced Choice” option (n = 3) in our sample (x2 (1) = 9.8; p < 

.005). This condition was analyzed without the “Both / Either One” option as this choice 

was of no experimental interest. Additionally, a chi-square test of independence, 

comparing the “Unforced” condition and the “Forced” condition, indicated that there was 

a significant difference in participant response based on condition (x2 (2, N = 46) = 22.2; 

p < .001). 

 

In Condition 3, the “Forced/New Preference” Condition: we first performed a chi-square 

test of independence, comparing the “Want Wording” condition and the “Go Wording” 

condition, indicating that there was a significant difference in participant response based 

on condition (x2 (1, N = 35) = 12.6; p < .001). Additionally we tested each of the four 

sub-conditions independently: For the “Want Wording” condition a chi-square goodness-

of-fit test indicated that participants were significantly more likely to choose the 

“Original Choice” option (n = 13) as opposed to the “Forced Choice” option (n = 3) in 

our sample (x2 (1) = 6.3; p < .05). For the “Go Wording” condition where the hand is 

present at the time of prediction a chi-square goodness-of-fit test indicated that 

participants were significantly more likely to choose the “Forced Choice” option (n = 15) 

as opposed to the “Original Choice” option (n = 4) in our sample (x2 (1) = 6.4; p < .05). 

For the “Go Wording” condition where the hand is not present at the time of prediction a 

chi-square goodness-of-fit test indicated that participants were significantly more likely 

to choose the “Forced Choice” option (n = 14) as opposed to the “Original Choice” 
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option (n = 3) in our sample (x2 (1) = 7.1; p < .05). For the “Go Wording” condition 

where the hand is shown to physically leave before the prediction scene and remains 

absent for the duration a chi-square goodness-of-fit test indicated that participants were 

significantly more likely to choose the “Forced Choice” option (n = 18) as opposed to the 

“Original Choice” option (n = 2) in our sample (x2 (1) = 12.8; p < .001). These conditions 

were analyzed without the “Both / Either One” option as this choice was of no 

experimental interest.  
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Discussion 

 

The first question we had addressed was “When exposed to external influences, 

will the perceiver’s perception of another’s intentions be altered?” Upon examining our 

results from Condition 1, we found that when an agent changes its goal preference 

independently, perceivers interpret the agent as being equally likely to go to either of 

their choice, original or new. However, when examining the results from Condition 2, we 

found that a perceiver will not predict a change of intentions of an agent, when external 

influences lead the agent toward a different goal state. This suggests that perceivers make 

inferences about an agent that once they have shown a preference toward an object, they 

will persist with those initial desires, despite, external forces leading them to a different 

object. Looking back to our example of the person picking the apple from the tree, if he 

chooses the apple on his own accord this would be an example of Reeder’s (et al. 2004, 

2009) intentional behavior. The free will of the individual thus infers that the apple is 

their desire. When the person’s companion forces them to take the pear instead, it is not 

of the person’s free will. Based upon our results it is reasonable to assume that if the 

person only has the pear when they are forced to and they willingly choose the apple 

when given the opportunity, their desires lay with the apple and they will continue to 

choose so when the choice is theirs to make. However, it is important to point out that 

conclusion is thought of in simple cognitive terms that show the way 
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perceivers may infer another’s intentions without all of the added social complexities. 

With the addition of such complexities as dispositional inference and moral dilemmas 

between various goal states, these additional factors may lead to differing interpretations 

of a perceiver’s view of the external factors influencing someone else’s mental state. 

 

The second question that we addressed was “If an agent succumbs to external 

influences, how will a perceiver adjust their perceptions to explain the agent’s behavior?” 

Upon examining our results from Condition 3, we found that when an agent shows an 

initial preference with external influences pressuring it toward a different goal, then the 

agent shows an independent change in preference, perceiver’s predictions will depend on 

the format of the question. When the participants were asked to predict where the agent 

was going to go, a significant proportion indicated that the agent was going to go to the 

“new” choice. When participants were given the same scenario but the hand not present 

during the prediction scene and the scenario where the hand was shown leaving the 

scene, there was no difference in prediction. The agent was perceived as continuing to 

succumb to the external influence of the hand despite that influence having been 

removed. When the participants were asked to predict where the agent wanted to go, a 

significant proportion indicated the goal that the agent had initially chosen on their own 

free will. These results suggest that submitting to a coerced choice will be perceived as 

reflecting a conflicting combination of pragmatic behavioral choice (due to concession to 

external forces) and maintenance of original desires. That is to say, perceivers were 

interpreting that the agent had multiple underlying intentions, conflicting with each other 

between the want and go questions. The conflict of these questions would hint that the 
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perceived underlying intentions consisted of the agent’s continuing desire for its original 

preferences (as in the case of the want question) and the agents desire to adhere to the 

external influences (as in the case of the go question). As mentioned earlier, when our 

person was picking an apple on his own free will, the picking of the apple was clearly 

their desired goal state. When his companion forced him to take the pear, this was a 

forced behavior and out of his control. At this point a perceiver would infer, according to 

our first set of results, that the person still wants the apple and that they will continue to 

choose the apple when given the opportunity. However, if the person was now willing to 

choose the pear on their own, that is without his companion forcing him to do so, a 

perceiver, as our results suggest, would infer multiple underlying intentions for the 

person. The person would be perceived as both wanting the apple as it is the object of 

their desire and wanting to adhere to their companion’s influence. Of course, as 

complexities such as moral dilemmas and dispositional inference are added to the 

situation, they will also have potentially altering effects on perceiver’s views of external 

forces on another person. 

 

While the idea that people interpret other’s actions as having multiple causes, 

including external pressures, is not controversial, to date no studies have examined the 

basic situational factors that influence this kind of reasoning. To our knowledge, this is 

the first empirical study of its kind, in which simple patterns of interaction showed 

systematic changes in the perception of intentions and goals. Future research should be 

devoted to more complicated aspects of social perception, such as social dominance or 

group pressures. For example, certain factors, such as social dominance, could be 
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introduced that might lead a perceiver to predicting an agent to choosing the pressured 

goal state without actually having to see the agent making that choice. Conversely, what 

factors could be introduced that would lead a perceiver to predicting the agent to choose 

the goal of their own desire (i.e. to want it) despite having been forced to that choice. 

Another interesting avenue would be to look at the want and go comparison from a 

developmental standpoint. At what age might children recognize multiple underlying 

intentions in others? Investigating this aspect of mentalistic representations would not 

only be novel to this line of research but may also give rise to a deeper understanding of 

our most basic cognitive functions. As these, and other, questions begin to be explored 

and more light is shed on the cognitive mechanisms of social perception, we may begin to 

gain clearer understanding of how people interpret other’s actions. 
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Appendix 
 

1. Independent choice sequence toward hamburger. 
 
 

a)                  b)  
 

c)                  d)  
 
 

2. Forced choice sequence toward pizza. 
 

 

a)                  b)  
 

c)                  d)  
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