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Behavior Identification: Understanding & Identifying Key Behaviors

The Conceptual Foundation of Behavior Identification

Behavior Identification, a core concept within social and cognitive psychology, refers to the
fundamental cognitive process by which individuals interpret, label, or define their own actions or
the actions of others. It addresses the critical question of how human beings mentally represent the
deeds they perform, ranging from simple muscle movements to complex, goal-directed endeavors.
This process is not passive; rather, it is an active cognitive construction that determines the
meaning an actor assigns to an ongoing behavior, profoundly influencing subsequent motivation,
self-regulation, and performance outcomes. The identification chosen by an actor dictates whether
they focus on the immediate mechanics of execution or the distal, abstract consequences of the
action, a distinction central to understanding expertise and the causes of performance failure.

The significance of identifying behavior lies in its role as the crucial link between intention and
execution. An action, such as typing on a keyboard, can be identified in numerous ways: as

"moving my fingers," "pressing specific keys," "writing an email,” or "communicating with a
colleague." These different identifications are hierarchically organized, with lower levels focusing
on the means or specific steps required, and higher levels focusing on the ends, meaning, or
ultimate purpose. The level of identification an individual adopts is highly dynamic, shifting rapidly
based on internal states, external environmental demands, and the inherent difficulty of the task at
hand. Understanding this fluidity is essential, as the chosen identification acts as a filter through

which feedback is processed, effort is allocated, and success or failure is ultimately interpreted.

Fundamentally, Behavior Identification serves a dual function: it enables effective action control
while simultaneously providing actions with meaning and value. When an action is identified at a
higher level, the actor is typically focused on the overarching goal and the intrinsic reasons for
performing the behavior, fostering persistence and intrinsic motivation. Conversely, when the
action is identified at a lower, more mechanistic level, the actor is forced to concentrate on the
specific steps and movements, which is necessary for learning or correcting errors, but often
detracts from the overall sense of purpose. This constant interplay between the means and the
ends highlights the complex cognitive demands placed upon individuals as they navigate their
environment and strive toward various personal and professional goals.

Historical Context and Theoretical Evolution

The theoretical roots of Behavior Identification can be traced back to early cybernetic models of
action control and cognitive psychology, particularly the emphasis on feedback loops and
hierarchical processing inherent in models such as the Test-Operate-Test-Exit (TOTE) unit
proposed by Miller, Galanter, and Pribram in the 1960s. These early frameworks established that
actions are not monolithic entities but structured programs of behavior guided by internal
representations and continuous feedback comparison against a standard. However, these models
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primarily focused on the mechanics of goal attainment rather than the subjective process of
labeling the behavior itself, leaving a gap regarding the actor's perception of their own deeds.

The formalization of the concept arrived with the development of Action Identification Theory
(AIT), introduced by social psychologists Robin Vallacher and Daniel Wegner in 1985. AIT
provided a systematic framework for understanding how and why people choose specific levels of
identification for their actions. They posited that action identities exist in a natural hierarchy, with
specific movements governing broader outcomes. AIT moved beyond simple goal setting by
focusing on the cognitive representation that is currently dominant in the actor's awareness,
emphasizing that this representation is dynamic and subject to immediate contextual pressures.
This shift allowed researchers to study the moment-to-moment cognitive choices that mediate
performance and self-perception.

AIT distinguishes itself from related concepts like self-efficacy or goal commitment by focusing
strictly on the cognitive structure of the action representation itself. Earlier psychological theories
often treated behavioral goals as fixed endpoints, but AIT recognized that the very definition of the
action--whether it is defined by its immediate steps or its ultimate consequence--is variable and
predictive of performance success or failure. This theoretical evolution established Behavior
Identification as a critical determinant of volitional control, suggesting that difficulties in
performance often stem not just from skill deficits, but from an inappropriate or maladaptive
identification of the action being performed.

The Mechanics of Action Identification Theory (AIT)

Action Identification Theory operates on several core mechanical principles designed to explain the
preference and shifting nature of behavioral labels. The first fundamental principle is that actions
are represented simultaneously at various levels of abstraction, but at any given moment, one
identification is dominant in the actor's consciousness. This dominant identification is the one that
the actor uses to define what they are currently doing. This principle recognizes the cognitive
efficiency required for action; while an infinite number of labels might apply to an action, the mind
must settle on the most functional one to guide the ongoing process.

The second major mechanism is the principle of unification, which asserts that when multiple
potential identifications are available for an action, the identification that is highest in the hierarchy
and can be performed easily will tend to dominate. People generally prefer higher-level
identifications because they imbue the action with greater meaning, purpose, and intrinsic value,
connecting the immediate behavior to broader life goals or values. This preference for meaning
reflects a human cognitive tendency to seek coherence and significance in their activities, pushing
them toward abstract definitions rather than mundane steps, provided those abstract definitions are
readily actionable.
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The third critical mechanism involves the conditions under which the dominant identification shifts.
AIT posits a dynamic relationship between competence and identification level. When an action is
performed smoothly and expertly, the high-level identification remains dominant. However, when
the actor encounters significant difficulty, disruption, or failure, the identification will swiftly shift
downward to a lower, more concrete level--a phenomenon known as the downward shift. This
shift occurs because the lower level provides the specific details necessary for correcting the error
or learning the means, requiring the actor to focus on the procedural steps rather than the
overarching goal until competence is restored.

Hierarchical Structure and Levels of Identification

The concept of the action hierarchy is central to Behavior Identification. This hierarchy arranges
potential labels for an action based on their level of abstraction, moving from the most concrete
physiological movements to the most abstract psychological consequences. At the lowest level are
the basic motor movements and muscle contractions, which are typically governed automatically
and outside conscious awareness unless the action is being explicitly learned or is failing
dramatically. These low-level identifications describe how an action is physically executed.

Moving up the hierarchy, identification shifts from the mechanics to the means, defining the

immediate procedural steps necessary to complete the action (e.g., "typing words," "moving the
cursor"). While still concrete, these identifications involve sequences of movements and are often
the focus of attention when a task requires precise execution or is still novel. Individuals operating
at this level are focused intently on the process itself, often experiencing high cognitive load and

difficulty integrating the action into a larger context.

At the highest levels of the hierarchy, the identification focuses on the ends, the ultimate purpose,

meaning, or consequence of the behavior (e.g., "earning a living," "expressing creativity," or
"maintaining health"). These high-level identifications are highly motivational because they link the
immediate behavior to the actor's self-concept and core values. Expert performers typically
maintain a high-level identification, allowing the low-level mechanics to proceed automatically,
freeing cognitive resources for strategic planning and adaptation. The choice between these levels
dictates not only how the action is performed but also the actor's subsequent emotional and

motivational state regarding the task.

Methodological Approaches to Behavior Identification Research

Research into Behavior Identification primarily relies on structured measurement tools designed to
capture the actor's immediate cognitive representation of their actions. The most widely used
instrument is the Action Identification Form (AIF), developed by Vallacher and Wegner. The AlF
presents participants with a list of actions and asks them to choose between two descriptions of
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that action: one representing a lower-level, mechanistic identification and the other representing a
higher-level, meaning-oriented identification. For instance, for the action "reading," options might
be "A: Following lines of print with my eyes” (low) or "B: Gaining knowledge" (high). The pattern of
choices across multiple actions yields a general score reflecting an individual's tendency toward
high or low identification across various domains.

Beyond self-report measures, researchers often employ experimental manipulations to induce
specific levels of identification. This is typically achieved through instructional sets. For example,
participants might be instructed to focus on the specific physical movements required for a task
(inducing a low-level focus) or to focus on the ultimate purpose or abstract goal of the task
(inducing a high-level focus). These manipulations allow researchers to directly test the causal
effects of identification level on performance, persistence, and emotional responses, such as
frustration or satisfaction.

Furthermore, qualitative methods, such as observation and verbal protocol analysis, have been
utilized, particularly in complex, real-world tasks. By asking participants to verbalize their thoughts
while performing a task, researchers can code the language used to describe the action. Frequent
use of verbs describing effort, movement, or specific steps indicates a low-level identification,
whereas language focusing on goals, outcomes, or abstract concepts indicates a high-level
identification. This triangulation of methods--self-report, experimental manipulation, and behavioral
observation--provides robust evidence regarding the dynamic nature and predictive power of
behavior identification processes.

Factors Influencing ldentification Level Choice

The choice of identification level is highly contingent upon a variety of internal and external factors.
One of the most powerful determinants is the actor's skill and expertise relative to the task.
Novices, lacking automaticity, are generally forced into low-level identification to monitor and
correct their movements, ensuring procedural accuracy. Conversely, experts, having mastered the
mechanics, can afford to adopt and maintain a high-level identification, allowing the execution
details to run automatically while focusing on strategy and global objectives.

A second crucial factor is task difficulty and interruption. As predicted by AIT, any increase in
task difficulty, environmental disruption, or cognitive interference will typically trigger the downward
shift in identification. When the means of performance are threatened, the actor must immediately
abandon the abstract definition and focus on the concrete steps necessary to regain control. This
is a highly adaptive mechanism for error correction, but if sustained unnecessarily, it can lead to
over-analysis and performance impairment, especially in highly practiced skills.

Finally, motivational and contextual variables play a significant role. If the action is performed
under conditions of high external pressure, extreme anxiety, or when the actor perceives the
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stakes to be exceptionally high, they may involuntarily shift to a low-level focus, fearing mistakes.
This phenomenon is often cited as the psychological mechanism behind "choking under pressure."
Conversely, actions perceived as highly congruent with personal values or deeply ingrained goals
are more likely to sustain a high-level identification, providing resilience against minor performance
setbacks and maintaining a strong sense of purpose.

Applications Across Psychological Domains

The principles of Behavior Identification have broad applicability across various subfields of
psychology, offering unique explanations for phenomena related to performance, self-regulation,
and social perception. In self-control and motivation research, AIT helps explain procrastination:
when an overwhelming task is identified only at a low level (e.g., "sitting down and moving my
hand to write"), the effort required seems immediate and daunting, whereas the reward (the high-
level outcome) feels distant, leading to avoidance. Conversely, promoting high-level identification
can enhance self-regulation by linking immediate effort to valued distal goals.

In clinical psychology, particularly the study of anxiety and obsessive-compulsive disorders,
Behavior Identification is relevant to understanding maladaptive attention patterns. Individuals
suffering from performance anxiety or social phobia often exhibit chronic, hyper-vigilant low-level
identification of their own bodily functions or social behaviors. For instance, a person with social
anxiety might be overly focused on the low-level mechanics of their speech ("Am | breathing
correctly?") rather than the high-level goal of communication, leading to performance breakdown
and confirmation of anxiety.

Perhaps one of the most compelling applications is found in sports psychology, specifically in the
analysis of performance failure. The concept of "choking" is perfectly modeled by the downward
shift in identification. An athlete who normally performs a complex skill (e.g., a golf swing)
automatically under a high-level identification ("winning the tournament") may, under immense
pressure, shift to a low-level, conscious control of muscle movements ("positioning my wrist
correctly"). This conscious intervention disrupts the automatic motor program, leading to errors that
would not occur under normal conditions, thereby illustrating the practical detriment of
inappropriate identification.

Challenges and Criticisms of the Framework

While Action Identification Theory provides a powerful and elegant framework, it is not without
theoretical and methodological challenges. One significant criticism revolves around the ambiguity
and relativity of the hierarchy. While the theory posits a clear structure, in practice, defining
where a specific action label falls--and ensuring that the high-level description truly governs the
low-level one--can be complex and context-dependent. What constitutes a "low" identification for
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one person or task might be a "high" identification for another, suggesting the hierarchy is more
fluid and subjective than initially modeled.

A second major challenge concerns measurement validity. The reliance on the AIF, a forced-
choice self-report measure, raises concerns about introspection and demand characteristics.
Participants may choose the higher-level identification because it is socially desirable or aligns with
their idealized self-image, rather than accurately reflecting the identification currently dominating
their consciousness during action execution. Furthermore, capturing the rapid, dynamic shifts in
identification--especially the downward shift caused by momentary performance failure--requires
real-time measurement techniques that are difficult to implement reliably outside of controlled
laboratory settings.

Finally, critics argue that AIT may oversimplify the complexity of simultaneous cognitive
processes. Human action is often guided by multiple, nested goals and automatic processes
occurring concurrently. AlT's focus on a single, dominant identification might neglect the influence
of parallel cognitive systems, such as non-conscious goal priming or implicit learning, which also
heavily regulate behavior. Integrating AIT with contemporary dual-process models of cognition
remains a necessary theoretical refinement to fully capture the richness of human action
representation.

Future Directions in Behavior Identification Research

Future research in Behavior Identification is poised to leverage advancements in cognitive
neuroscience and computational modeling to address current limitations and expand the theory's
explanatory scope. One promising direction involves neuroscientific integration. Using fMRI and
EEG technology, researchers can investigate the neural correlates of high and low identification.
For instance, high-level identification, associated with meaning and goal planning, might correlate
with increased activity in the prefrontal cortex, while forced low-level identification might show
heightened activity in specific motor monitoring areas, providing objective physiological markers for
the cognitive state.

Another critical area is the exploration of cross-cultural variations in identification preference.
Cultural norms heavily influence how individuals define success, purpose, and the relationship
between effort and outcome. For example, individuals from collectivistic cultures might naturally
favor identifications that link actions to group outcomes and social harmony (high level), whereas
individuals from individualistic cultures might prioritize identifications related to personal effort and
achievement (potentially lower, more process-oriented levels). Studying these differences will
reveal how cultural context shapes the fundamental cognitive representation of action.

Finally, the development of dynamic computational models represents a significant future
direction. These models could integrate feedback loops, error detection mechanisms, and
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motivational parameters to simulate and predict the moment-to-moment shifts in identification level.
Such models would move beyond static self-report measures and provide a robust framework for
understanding the precise conditions and thresholds that trigger the crucial downward shift,
offering advanced predictive power for areas like human-computer interaction, organizational

training, and the optimization of expert performance.
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