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People’s evaluation of programs that drive agents’ behavior
Eric Bigelow

Harvard University, Cambridge, Massachusetts, United States

Tomer D. Ullman
Harvard University, Cambridge, Massachusetts, United States

Abstract

We examine whether people evaluate the performance of other agents using only behavioral metrics (intuitive behav-
iorism) or by also taking into account the program that is driving an agent’s performance (intuitive cognitivism). In an
online study, 200 participants, most without programming experience, learned to use a simple block programming lan-
guage that controls a maze-solving robot. Participants then evaluated which of two programs was “better”, for 18 pairs
of robots and programs. The programs varied in 3 metrics. Two of these, action efficiency and representation efficiency,
were motivated by work in Reinforcement Learning and philosophy of mind, and the third, semantic generalization, is
novel. We found that people’s judgements are in line with intuitive cognitivism, that people are sensitive to the program
features, and that people intuitively evaluate and care about which other problems a program solves beyond the given
task.
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