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and Inference Certainty
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The inferences individuals make about others’ goals is an integral, but neglected, aspect of
empirical and theoretical work on social interaction. An original theoretical framework is
proposed to account for interindividual agreement and certainty of goal inferences. Two
experiments applied the framework to explain how contextual ambiguity and tactical
functionality affected agreement and certainty. Results generally support hypotheses
regarding agreement, such that goal inferences converged (i.e., interobserver agreement
increased) as the context and tactic became more compatible, yet results largely do not
support hypotheses for inference certainty, as the only significant effect that emerged was
that certainty was higher in unambiguous than ambiguous contexts. A reconsideration of
the theoretical framework on goal detection is discussed and implications are advanced.

Keywords: goal detection; goal inferences; social cognition; interpersonal communi-
cation; message production; message processing; ambiguity; conversation

Extant theory and research on goal pursuit in social interaction model communi-
cators as social actors attempting to achieve goals (Dillard, 1997; Greene,

1997a). Goals are desired end states, and conversation goals (henceforth goals) are
end states that require interaction with others to be achieved. Goal detection is the
process by which people infer the goal(s) others are pursuing. Interlocutors’ detec-
tion of others’ goal(s) is as much a part of social interaction as goal pursuit.
Individuals infer others’ goals across various types of interactions (Carberry, 1990).
Evolution likely made the ability to infer others’ goals innate (Bogdan, 1997). Even
infants (Phillips, Baron-Cohen, & Rutter, 1992) and infant chimpanzees (Uller, 2000)
infer others’ goals, and people use them to explain others’ behavior (Dillard, 1990;
Poynor & Morris, 2003).

Consequences of goal inferences demonstrate their significance in social interac-
tion. Individuals’ framework for understanding an interaction depends, in part, on
goal inferences (Berger, 2000; Dillard, 1990). Accurate goal detection, for example,
allows for better recall of events and the filling of gaps between events (Taylor &
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Crocker, 1981). The accuracy of goal inferences likely affects communication com-
petence (Berger, 2003). For example, the more individuals are aware of their part-
ners’ goals, the more competent their partners perceive them to be (Lakey & Canary,
2002). Goal inferences likely affect communication success (Berger, 2000;
Wilensky, 1983). Interacting with inaccurate goal beliefs, for example, leads to mis-
understandings more often than when conversing with accurate goal beliefs (Russell
& Schober, 1999). Despite the significance of goal inferences in interaction, little
theoretical and empirical attention to this process exists in the literature (Berger,
2005; Wilson, 2002).

The current article presents an original theoretical framework on goal inferences
and individuals’ certainty in those inference. The framework hinges on the idea that
individuals perceive different factors in any given social interaction, the factors are
cognitively associated with certain goals, and people rely on these cognitive associ-
ations when inferring others’ goals. Goal inferences and inference certainty, there-
fore, depend on the goals activated via the cognitive associations perceived during
conversation. The current research applied this framework to explain how contextual
ambiguity and tactical functionality interact to affect goal inferences and inference
certainty. The following first explicates the basic assumptions, concepts, and princi-
ples of the theoretical framework. Next, an application of the theoretical framework
in two experiments is detailed to test the effects of contextual ambiguity and tactical
functionality on inter-individual agreement and certainty in goal inferences. Finally,
the framework is reconsidered in light of the results and implications are discussed.

Theoretical Assumptions

People typically infer that others are pursuing a single, primary goal, as opposed
to multiple goals. People pursue primary and secondary goals (Dillard, Segrin, &
Harden, 1989). Primary goals are the central and defining focus of an interaction
(e.g., persuade); secondary goals (e.g., maintain politeness) are constraints that recur
across interactions and do not define an interaction. People may be aware of others’
secondary goals, but goal inferences likely focus on primary goals. Individuals opt
for complex, multi-reason explanations for their own behaviors; yet causal reason-
ing for others’ behaviors typically uses a single reason to conserve cognitive energy
(Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Heider, 1958). To preserve mental effort, people typically
rely on a quick, uncomplicated goal inference that another is pursuing a single,
primary goal.

Goal inferences likely begin at the inception of an interaction (Benoit & Follert,
1986); some inferences may occur even before conversation commences (e.g., antic-
ipated interactions). Whenever the onset of goal detection, certainty in goal infer-
ences is a central element. People initially accept problematic messages at face
value, but when certainty is low and the need for accurate interpretation is high,
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