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Why D o We D o What  We Do ? 

James A. Galambos 

and 
Joh n B .  Blac k 

Yale University 

Abstrac t 

We examine d th e reason s peopl e 

giv e fo r  th e action s i n routin e event s 

and classifie d the m a s actio n 
enablement ,  mai n goa l  satisfaction ,  o r 

external .  We argu e tha t  th e externa l 
reason s indicat e tha t  som e action s i n 

event s ar e store d a t  mor e genera l  lev -
el s i n memor y tha n th e specifi c  even t 
schemas . 

Ther e ha s bee n a  recentl y re -
kindle d interes t  i n th e relationship s 

betwee n th e goal s o f  common activitie s 
and th e structur e o f  ou r  knowledg e o f 
these .  A  num.be r  o f  researcher s (Schan k 
& Abelso n 1977 ,  Wilensk y 1978 ,  Graesse r 
1978 ,  Lichtenstei n &  Brewe r  1980 )  hav e 
argue d tha t  th e goal s o f  familia r  ev -
ent s n;a y hav e stereotypi c pla n path s 
associate d wit h them .  I n thi s pape r  w e 
exanin e th e goal s an d plan s fo r  a  larg e 
number  o f  common activitie s i n th e hop e 
of  isolatin g som e o f  th e parameter s 
whic h effec t  thei r  knowledg e represen -

tation . 

We chose thirty common events for 

analysis .  Thes e include d event s suc h 
as th e familia r  GOIN G T O RESTALRANTS 
activity ,  a s wel l  a s SHOPPING FO R GRO-
CERIES,  GOIN G T O MOVIES,  CHANGING A 
FLAT TIRE ,  BREWING SOME TEA ,  WASHING 
CLOTHES.  WRITIN G A  LETTER ,  etc .  Fo r 
eac h even t  w e picke d twelv e componen t 
action s whic h describe d th e even t  fro m 
beginnin g t o end .  We chos e the m wit h 
th e constrain t  tha t  the y no t  overla p 

temporall y i n th e performanc e o f  th e 
even t  an d tha t  the y b e a t  abou t  th e 
same leve l  o f  description .  Fo r  ex -
ample ,  som e o f  th e componen t  acticn s 
fo r  th e grocer y shoppin g even t  wer e 

MAKE A  LIST ,  GET A  CART,  LOA D TH E CART, 

GO T O CHECKOUT,  etc .  Thi s leve l  o f 

descriptio n wa s fel t  t o b e neithe r  to o 
mola r  (containin g a  numbe r  o f  discern -

abl e actions )  no r  to o molecula r  (spec -

ifyin g fine-graine d moto r  movements) . 

These same stimulus materials have 

bee n use d i n a  numbe r  o f  othe r  experi -
ment s investigatin g th e structur e o f 
memory fo r  events .  I n th e cours e o f 
thos e studies ,  a  numbe r  o f  norm s wer e 

collecte d includin g th e importanc e o r 

centralit y o f  th e componen t  action s fo r 
th e event ,  th e frequenc y o f  performin g 

th e actio n whe n doin g th e event ,  th e 

sequentia l  orde r  o f  th e action s an d 
finall y th e frequenc y o f  bein g i n th e 
even t  whe n performin g th e action .  Thi s 
las t  measur e I  hav e calle d th e 
distinctivenes s o f  th e actio n t o th e 
event .  Fo r  exampl e th e componen t  ac -
tio n EA T TH E MEAL i s no t  ver y distinc -

tiv e t o th e restauran t  even t  sinc e th e 
actio n o f  eatin g i s don e i n man y othe r 
situations .  I n thi s exampl e th e dis -
tinctivenes s o f  th e actio n an d it s im -
portanc e t o th e even t  ar e orthogona l  i n 
tha t  eatin g i s highl y importan t  t o th e 
even t  bu t  no t  highl y distinctive .  I n 
contras t  th e actio n SE E HEAD WAITE R i s 

highl y distinctiv e t o th e restauran t 
even t  becaus e i t  i s  don e almos t  exclu -
sivel y i n tha t  situation .  Distinc -
tivenes s o f  a n actio n ca n b e see n a s a 
measur e o f  th e exten t  t o whic h tha t 
actio n ha s a n independen t  existenc e 
outsid e th e contex t  o f  th e event .  Thi s 
facto r  wil l  figur e i n ou r  discussio n o f 
th e results . 

The present study involved pre-
sentin g subject s wit h event-actio n 
pair s an d askin g the m t o writ e dow n 
thei r  reason s fo r  performin g th e actio n 
i n th e contex t  o f  th e event .  Th e ori -
gina l  inten t  wa s t o us e th e result s t o 
develo p superordinatio n an d subordin -
atio n relation s amon g th e action s a s 
has bee n don e i n studie s b y Graesse r 
and Lichtenstei n &  Brewer .  Ther e ar e a 
number  o f  methodologica l  difference s 
betwee n thi s stud y an d th e others . 
Perhap s th e mos t  salien t  o f  thes e i s 

th e absenc e o f  a  particula r  instantia -
tio n o f  th e event s an d thei r  component s 
vi a th e presentatio n o f  a  videotap e o r 
stor y depictin g th e event .  Ou r  sub -
ject s wer e aske d t o rel y o n thei r 
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knowledg e o f  th e event s t o hel p the m 

provid e thei r  reason s fo r  th e actions . 

When subject s ar e presente d wit h a n 

instanc e o f  a n event ,  the y understan d 

i t  b y interfacin g thei r  genera l  know -

ledg e o f  tha t  typ e o f  even t  wit h th e 

explici t  detail s provide d b y th e story . 

The result s o f  testin g memor y perfor -

mance fo r  tha t  stor y mus t  b e inter -

prete d a s som e functio n whic h include s 
contribution s fro m bot h th e specifi c 

detail s an d th e pre-existin g knowledg e 

base .  A  furthe r  sourc e o f  potentia l 

varianc e arise s fro m reconstructiv e 

strategie s whic h occu r  a t  th e tim e o f 
testing .  Mos t  researc h i n thi s are a 

ha s attempte d t o minimiz e th e effec t  o f 

th e specifi c  detai l  i n th e stor y b y 

devisin g stimulu s material s whic h ar e 
as dul l  an d borin g a s possible .  Thi s 
i s cite d a s a  methodologica l  virtu e 
becaus e dullnes s i s though t  t o indicat e 
tha t  th e stor y matche s th e mos t  typica l 

or  leas t  devian t  pla n pat h throug h th e 

action s i n th e event .  Whil e thi s gen -
era l  techniqu e ha d yielde d a  grea t  dea l 
of  insigh t  int o comprehensio n an d mem-
or y fo r  text ,  i t  i s  importan t  t o not e 
tha t  th e knowledg e bas e fo r  a n even t 
prio r  t o instantiatio n ma y diffe r  sig -

nificantl y fro m th e representatio n tha t 

result s fro m it s applicatio n t o th e 

tas k o f  understandin g a  particula r  in -
stanc e . 

Specifically, our underlying 

knowledg e o f  common event s i s flexibl e 
enoug h t o permi t  a  wid e variet y o f 
differen t  realization s o f  thos e events . 

For  instance ,  whil e th e restauran t  ev -
ent  ma y ofte n occu r  i n context s wher e 
th e primar y goa l  i s  t o satisf y hunger , 
i t  als o occur s i n th e servic e o f  othe r 
overridin g goal s suc h a s t o celebrat e 

some notabl e happening ,  o r  t o conduc t 

some business ,  o r  t o fulfil l  a  desir e 

fo r  a n evenin g s  entertainment .  Per -

formanc e o f  th e even t  unde r  thes e dif -

ferin g circumstance s ma y alte r  th e 
salienc e o f  certai n action s i n th e ev -
ent  b y changin g th e interna l  goa l 
structur e an d consequentl y th e pla n 
path s connectin g th e componen t  actions . 

By analyzing the reasons that 

subject s giv e fo r  th e action s i t  i s 
possibl e t o outlin e th e rang e o f  flex -
ibilit y  i n th e representatio n o f  event s 
as goa l  directed .  Th e typ e o f  reaso n 
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give n fo r  a n actio n ca n b e a n inde x fo r 

th e sor t  o f  goa l  tha t  govern s it s pre -

senc e i n th e event .  Furthermor e whe n 

subject s giv e mor e tha n on e typ e o f 

reaso n o r  d o no t  agre e highl y a s t o th e 

th e bes t  reaso n the n i t  i s  ofte n pos -

sibl e t o glimps e som e o f  th e paralle l 

goal s underlyin g th e event . 

A first step in this analysis is 

th e categorizatio n o f  th e reason s int o 

genera l  types .  Clearl y thi s analysi s 

ha s a  numbe r  o f  methodologica l  diffic -

ulties .  Thi s fre e generatio n paradig m 

tend s t o lea d t o idiosyncrasie s i n th e 

response s obtained .  Howeve r  i n a n ex -

plorator y experimen t  suc h a s thi s suc h 

lac k o f  constrain t  ca n b e considere d a 
virtue .  I t  i s  ofte n th e respons e whic h 
i s th e outlie r  i n a  frequenc y distri -

butio n whic h ca n provid e a n importan t 
insight .  Wit h thi s i n min d w e at -

tempte d t o organiz e th e reason s int o 

thre e types .  Th e firs t  w e cal l  th e 
actio n enablemen t  type .  I t  i s  thi s 
typ e o f  reaso n tha t  Graesse r  an d 
Lichtenstei n &  Brewe r  examin e an d i s 

th e mos t  common type .  Thi s typ e o f 
reaso n mention s immediatel y subsequen t 

action s i n th e event .  Fo r  instanc e i n 
th e CHANGING A  FLA T even t  th e th e mos t 

common reaso n fo r  th e actio n o f  GETTIN G 

THE JAC K mention s th e subsequen t  ac -
tion s o f  POSITIONIN G TH E JAC K an d 
RAISIN G TH E CAR.  Ther e ar e differen t 

type s o f  enablemen t  whic h whe n use d t o 

construc t  interna l  goa l  hierarchie s 
resul t  i n differen t  kind s o f  struc -

tures .  Some o f  thes e enablemen t  rela -

tion s reflec t  o r  perhap s underl y a 
fairl y  stric t  tempora l  sequenc e o f  ac -
tions .  Discontinuitie s betwee n th e 
actio n sequence s an d th e enablemen t 

structure s ofte n reflec t  segmentation s 

tha t  ca n b e considere d a s th e scene s o f 
th e even t  (Schan k &  Abelson ,  1977) . 

The second type of reason we will 

conside r  i s ofte n give n fo r  th e action s 
tha t  immediatel y preced e thes e point s 
of  discontinuity .  Ou r  secon d typ e o f 
reaso n w e call ,  mai n goa l  satisfaction . 

A reaso n o f  thi s typ e involve s men -
tionin g th e mai n goa l  o f  th e event . 

Thi s i s ofte n accomplishe d b y merel y 
restatin g th e nam e o f  th e event .  Fo r 
instance ,  i n th e WASHING CLOTHES even t 
th e segmen t  whic h include s th e loadin g 

of  th e washe r  an d puttin g i n th e soa p 



appear s t o conclud e wit h th e actio n 

TURN O N WASHER.  Th e reason s give n fo r 

thi s actio n ar e "t o was h th e clothes " 

or  "t o ge t  clothe s clean" .  Ther e i s 

littl e mentio n o f  reaso n concerne d wit h 

th e enablemen t  o f  th e subsequen t  ac -
tion s involve d i n dryin g th e clothes . 

Whil e thi s resul t  i s  usefu l  i n speci -
fyin g th e relation s o f  lowe r  leve l  ev -
ent  goal s t o th e mai n goa l  o f  th e even t 

i t  als o pose s a  proble m fo r  thos e wh o 

attemp t  t o accoun t  fo r  th e seria l  orde r 

of  th e actio n o n th e basi s o f  goa l 

structure .  Th e proble m i s tha t  ther e 
ar e rathe r  glarin g gap s i n th e repre -

sentatio n whic h mus t  b e bridge d b y som e 

means othe r  tha n interna l  pla n paths . 
I t  i s  howeve r  outsid e th e scop e o f  thi s 

pape r  t o conside r  possibl e way s t o 

clos e thes e gaps .  Ther e ar e man y in -
stance s o f  reason s o f  thi s secon d typ e 
whic h ar e give n fo r  action s tha t  ar e 

not  a t  scen e boundaries .  Th e presenc e 

of  thes e furthe r  argu e fo r  a  flexibil -
it y  i n th e even t  representatio n whereb y 
action s ma y o r  ma y no t  b e dominate d b y 
in *  ̂ rna l  goal s dependin g o n th e par -
ti '  ila r  instantiation s o f  th e event . 

The final member of our typology 
of  reason s i s calle d th e externa l  var -
iety .  Externa l  reason s ar e thos e whic h 
mentio n ver y hig h leve l  goal s suc h a s 
preservatio n o f  health ,  cleanliness , 

avoidanc e o f  dange r  o r  lega l  an d socia l 
punishment ,  an d maximizatio n o f  plea -
sur e o r  enjoyment .  Some o f  thes e rea -
son s ar e relate d t o goal s fo r  whic h th e 
even t  itsel f  function s a s fulfillment . 
Other s ar e genera l  mode s o f  operatio n 
suc h a s t o preserv e money .  Fo r  ex -
ample ,  i n th e GROCERY SHOOPING even t 
th e reason s fo r  th e actio n CHECK TH E 
PRICE wer e "t o sav e mone y fo r  othe r 
things" ,  o r  ."t o avoi d bein g cheated. " 
Externa ]  reason s ofte n tende d t o b e th e 
outlier s w e spok e o f  earlier .  I t  i s 
thes e action s whic h wer e ofte n mor e 
genera l  i n th e sens e tha t  the y coul d 
occu r  i n othe r  events .  Furthermor e 
sinc e th e externa l  reason s provide d 
point s o f  connectio n wit h mor e genera l 
goal s the y ofte n offere d a  delimitatio n 

of  th e se t  o f  occasion s fo r  th e per -

formanc e o f  th e even t  .  B y a  mor e de -
taile d examinatio n o f  th e interactio n 
of  th e kind s o f  hig h leve l  goal s whic h 
coul d gover n th e entr y int o th e even t 
wit h th e interna l  goa l  structur e i t  ma > 

be possibl e t o specif y a  rang e o f  ac -
ceptabl e variatio n i n th e type s o f 

storie s whic h coun t  a s instance s o f  th e 

event .  Thi s i n tur n ma y provid e a  wa y 
t o constrai n th e representatio n o f  ev -

ent s s o a s t o attai n th e desire d flex -

ibilit y  withou t  losin g th e importan t 

aspec t  o f  stereotyp y whic h bind s dif -

feren t  instance s o f  th e sam e event . 

Schank (1980) proposed a theory 

whic h satisfie s thes e tw o criteria . 

One o f  th e importan t  point s i n thi s 

model  i s th e restrictio n o f  th e rol e o f 

th e scrip t  representation .  Thes e 
structure s hav e bee n strippe d o f  an y 

informatio n whic h ca n b e generalize d 
out  o f  th e scrip t  an d store d a t  highe r 
level s i n memory .  I n ou r  term s thi s 
woul d mea n tha t  th e even t  leve l  o f  re -
presentatio n woul d contai n onl y thos e 
action s an d goa l  relation s whic h wer e 

incapabl e o f  o f  directl y fulfillin g 
highe r  leve l  goal s o r  thos e whic h neve r 
occu r  excep t  i n th e contex t  o f  a  par -
ticula r  event .  Althoug h i t  remain s t o 
be worke d ou t  i n detai l  ther e i s im -
portan t  suppor t  fo r  thi s vie w whic h 
arise s fro m th e result s o f  ou r  analysi s 
of  reason s int o th e thre e types .  I t 

appear s tha t  thos e action s whic h re -
ceive d reason s o f  th e externa l  typ e ar e 
jus t  thos e whic h ar e susceptibl e o f 
generalization .  Furthe r  suppor t  fo r 
thi s clai m come s fro m lookin g a t  th e 
relatio n o f  th e distinctivenes s ratin g 
of  a n actio n wit h th e typ e o f  reaso n 
give n fo r  it .  I t  turn s ou t  tha t  highl y 
distinctiv e action s ar e thos e whic h 
receiv e exclusivel y interna l  reason s 
and th e les s distinctiv e action s ar e 
thos e whic h hav e reason s whic h refe r  t o 
highe r  leve l  goals .  Recal l  tha t  th e 
distinctivenes s facto r  indicate s th e 
exten t  t o whic h a n actio n exist s out -
sid e o f  a  particula r  event .  Thu s th e 
correlatio n o f  distinctivenes s an d typ e 
of  reaso n provide s evidenc e fo r  th e 
concep t  o f  generalizin g informatio n ou t 
of  th e scrip t  representation .  Fur -
thermor e a  carefu l  analysi s o f  th e 
type s o f  reason s give n fo r  action s ma y 
lea d t o a  principle d wa y t o carr y ou t 
thi s project . 

In this paper we have attempted to 
argu e fo r  th e importanc e o f  recognizin g 

tha t  th e representatio n o f  common ev -
ent s mus t  provid e fo r  a  wid e rang e o f 
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variabil i ty .  Indication s o f  thi s rang e 

ca n b e obtaine d b y examinin g th e var i -
ou s purpose s fo r  th e componen t  actions . 

Our  roug h taxonom y o f  reason s ha s 

yielde d som e evidenc e i n suppor t  o f  a 

model  o f  memor y representatio n whic h 

permit s suc h variability -  Whil e ther e 

ar e stil l  a  numbe r  o f  importan t  issue s 

whic h mus t  b e addressed ,  i t  appear s 

tha t  ther e ar e a  numbe r  o f  theoretica l 
benefit s fo r  considerin g wh y w e d o wha t 

we do . 
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