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Mechanisms of Intention: Two-Day Workshop 

Workshop organized by the Intention, Selection, and Agency-Project (FKK) 

 

Date and Time: June 15-16, 2017, 09:00-17:00 

Location: Udvalgsværelse 1, University of Copenhagen, Fællesadministrationen, Nørregade 10, 

1017 København K 

 

Theme 

This workshop brings together cognitive psychologists, cognitive neuroscientists, and 

philosophers to address basic questions about the mechanisms of intentions.  

 

How does a person shape and control her own actions, not only in the moment but also in the 

pursuit of long-term goals? How are decisions and intentions formed, remembered, and executed? 

What are the psychological mechanisms that enable us to select an appropriate intention for 

execution in a situation of multiple and often conflicting motivational factors? These abilities and 

mechanisms are central to human agency. Without them, we could not form intentions for future 

actions, we would lose our ability for long-term planning, and our psychological and practical life 

would lose its structure and stability. 

Program  

Day 1: Thursday, June 15 

09:30 -10:00  Arrival and coffee 

10:00 -10:15 Welcome and Introduction  

Thor Grünbaum, Philosophy, University of Copenhagen 

10:15 -11:30 Persisting Intentions Revisited  

Alfred Mele, Philosophy, Florida State University 

11:30 -11:45 Pause 

11:45 -13:00 Psychological Demands for Realizing Delayed Intentions  

Rebekah E. Smith, Psychology, University of Mississippi 

13:00 -14:00 Lunch 
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14:00 -15.15 Offloading Intentions into the External Environment: Metacognitive 

Influences  

Sam Gilbert, Cognitive Neuroscience, University College London 

15:15 -15:30 Pause 

15:30 -16:45 Action as Flexible Goal-Directed Behaviour  

Hong Yu Wong, Philosophy/Neuroscience, University of Tübingen 

 

Day 2: Friday, June 16 

09:00 -10:15  Intention, Self-Criticism, and Subjective Normativity 

 Lilian O’Brien, Philosophy, University College Cork 

10:15 -10:30 Pause 

10:30 -11:45 Grit:  Considering the Evidence  

Sarah Paul, Philosophy, University of Wisconsin 

11:45 -12:45 Lunch 

12:45 -14:00 Executive Control of Actions Across Time and Space  

Frederick Verbruggen, Psychology, University of Exeter 

14:00 -14:15 Pause 

14:15 -15.30 Computational Model of Intention Selection  

Søren Kyllingsbæk, Psychology, University of Copenhagen 

15:30 -15:45 Pause 

15:45 -17:00 Motivational and Executive Self-Control  

Elisabeth Pacherie, Philosophy, Institut Jean-Nicod, Paris 

 

Abstracts 

Alfred Mele (Florida State University): Persisting Intentions Revisited 

Al is nearly finished sweeping his kitchen floor when he notices a corkscrew that should be put in 

a drawer. He intends to put the corkscrew away as soon as he is finished with the floor; but by the 

time he returns the broom and dustpan to the closet, he has forgotten what he intended to do. Al 

has the distinct feeling that there is something he intended to do now in the kitchen. He gazes 

around the room and tries to recall what it was. Within a minute or so, without seeing the 

corkscrew, Al recalls; and he puts the corkscrew away. My opening question is this: Did Al have 

an intention to put the corkscrew away that persisted from the time he acquired the intention until 
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he put the corkscrew away? This question leads to a host of others, including the following. What 

is an intention? What is the difference between “occurrent” and “standing” intentions? In what 

ways can an occurrent intention change while it persists? Is there a third kind of intention that 

differs from both occurrent and standing intentions? I offer answers to most of them. (This talk 

revisits questions posed in my “Persisting Intentions,” Noûs 41 (2007): 735-57.) 

 

Rebekah E. Smith (University of Mississippi): Psychological Demands for Realizing 

Delayed Intentions  

The word “memory” typically connotes use of past experience. However recent research in 

psychology has highlighted the importance of memory for the future, especially planning and 

carrying out future action. The focus of my talk is on how a previously planned action is brought 

to mind at the right time and place in the future. The research I will discuss investigates how we 

remember to perform an action in the future when there is a delay between forming the intention 

to act and the opportunity to carry out that action. A key aspect of these prospective memories is 

that the intention itself leaves our thoughts and must be returned to awareness at a time or place 

appropriate to acting on the intention.  How does this happen? Does the intention return to 

awareness unbidden or is there a need for active conscious retrieval of the intention? 

 

Sam Gilbert (University College London): Offloading intentions into the external 

environment: Metacognitive influences  

In everyday life, we often use physical action (e.g. programming a smartphone alert, or placing an 

object in a noticeable place) to create cues for delayed intentions. Recent studies have begun to 

investigate this process, known as intention offloading. One key aim of these studies is to 

characterise the processes that trigger intention offloading. Evidence points to an important role 

of metacognition: individuals decide whether or not to set external reminders based on a 

metacognitive evaluation of their own memory abilities, which may or may not reflect the 

objective need for external memory support. In this talk I will review recent methodological 

developments that allow intention offloading to be studied experimentally and linked to 

theoretical frameworks for understanding metacognitive processes. I will also discuss new 

evidence examining the developmental origins of intention offloading behaviour and 

demonstrating atypical intention offloading in individuals with autism spectrum conditions. These 

studies can provide insight into to the processes that lead to intentions being fulfilled in everyday 

life. They can also help to clarify the relationships between metacognition, strategy selection, and 

prospective memory. 
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Hong Yu Wong (University of Tübingen): Action as Flexible Goal-Directed Behaviour  

I explore the prospects for an account of bodily action as intrinsically agentive, flexible, goal-

directed behaviour, grounding this partly in the operation of the motor system. After sketching 

the account, I explore the connections between action, intentional action, and the knowledge an 

agent has of her own actions. 

 

Lilian O’Brien (University College Cork): Intention, Self-Criticism, and Subjective 

Normativity 

From the first person perspective, intentions are palpable in the form of a species of “must” 

thought: I must make that phone call, I must complete that application, and so on. In general, 

these “must” thoughts seem to the agent to have authority over her about what to do and what to 

deliberate about. In the first part of this paper, I argue for a novel account of this subjective 

authority of intentions. According to this account, an intention’s subjective authority is explained 

by reflexive evaluative attitudes that are constitutive of intention. In intending, to put it briefly, 

one comes to see oneself as criticizable in certain ways.  In the second part of the paper I turn to 

the question of how to characterize the normativity of these reflexive evaluative attitudes – why 

should the agent care about being criticizable in this way? I argue that in becoming disposed to 

evaluate oneself as one does in intention (i) one conceives of oneself as a being who can reliably 

adopt and abide by appropriate standards, and (ii) one values oneself as such. Reneging 

groundlessly on the standards one deems appropriate to hold oneself to threatens one’s ability to 

be a way that one values oneself being. This view, I argue, can explain the normative force of the 

agent’s self-criticism while avoiding the boot-strapping problem. 

 

Sarah Paul (University of Wisconsin): Grit: Considering the Evidence 

Many of our most important goals require months or even years of effort to achieve, and some 

never get achieved at all.  As social psychologists have lately emphasized, success in pursuing such 

goals requires the capacity for perseverance, or "grit."  Philosophers have had little to say about 

grit, however, insofar as it differs from more familiar notions of willpower or continence.   I will 

suggest that grit has an important epistemic component, in that failures of perseverance are often 

caused by a significant loss of confidence that one will succeed if one continues to 

try.  Correspondingly, successful exercises of grit often involve a kind of resilience in the face of 

failure, injury, rejection, and other setbacks that constitute genuine evidence that success is not 
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forthcoming.  The question is how intending to perform a difficult, long-term action subserves 

this kind of resilience. 

 

Frederick Verbruggen (University of Exeter): Executive Control of Actions Across Time 

and Space 

Many popular psychological accounts attribute adaptive human behavior to an “executive-control” 

system that regulates a lower-level “impulsive” or “associative” system. However, recent findings 

argue against this strictly hierarchical view. Instead, executive control of impulsive and 

inappropriate actions depends on an interplay between multiple basic cognitive processes. The 

outcome of these processes can be biased in advance. Executive-action control is also strongly 

influenced by personal experiences in the recent and distant past. Thus, executive control emerges 

from an interactive and competitive network. Main challenges for future research are to describe 

and understand these interactions and to put executive-action control in a wider sociocultural and 

evolutional context. 

 

Søren Kyllingsbæk (University of Copenhagen): Computational Model of Intention 

Selection 

At any one time, many intentions are represented in long-term memory and many of these may be 

relevant in the current context. Therefore, successful control of action by decision-making 

requires a solution to the computational problem of how the right intention is selected, out of a 

multitude of intentions, for execution at the right time. We propose a Computational Theory of 

Intentional Action Selection (CTIAS) of how standing distal intentions are selected from long-

term memory, transformed into occurrent distal intentions in working memory, and then to 

proximal occurrent intentions leading to actions. 

 

Elisabeth Pacherie (Institut Jean-Nicod, Paris): Motivational and executive self-control 

One of the main obstacles to the realization of intentions for future actions and to the successful 

pursuit of long-term goals is lack of self-control. But, what does it mean to engage in self-

controlled behavior? On a motivational construal of self-control, self-control involves resisting 

our competing temptations, impulses, and urges in order to do what we deem to be best. The 

conflict we face is between our better judgments and “hot” motivational forces that drive or 

compel us to act in opposing ways. In contrast, on an executive construal of self-control, the 

emphasis is not on overcoming temptation, but on overriding or inhibiting “cold” routines and 

habits that are automatically triggered and at odds with what we intend to do. My objective will 
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be to explore the relationships between these two different approaches to self-control. In 

particular, I will argue that motivational theories of self-control can be informed and enriched by 

the executive construal in at least two ways: (i) by taking into account the motivational force that 

may be added by smooth executive control, (ii) by taking into account the motivational force of 

psychological states associated with automatic processes. 


