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Research on explanations suggests that people explain most human actions in terms of goals.  This finding is robust despite the fact that many actions are influenced by environmental factors and by internal enabling factors such as abilities and skills.  The preference for goals as explanations is consistent with action theories that suggest that intentions are seen as necessary and sufficient explanations for actions, whereas other causes are seen as contributory causes rather than sufficient explanations.  Recent research on judgments about candidate explanations shows that people may see enabling conditions as necessary to actions even where they do not include those causes in their explanation of the actions.  The explanations usually focus on the actor’s goals.  

People judge many causes to be necessary to actions but uninformative in explanations in a social context.  Explanations reflect what people think the listener already knows about the action, and conform to Grice’s maxim that people should only communicate information that they think the listener lacks.  Even where people see goals and abilities as equally necessary for the action, they judge that the goal on its own as a sufficient cause and as a good explanation for the action.  So in explanations, only some of the causes seen as necessary for the actions are expressed as an explicit judgment.  This paper argues that these findings about goal explanations relate to the distinction between explicit and implicit processes in judgment.  It argues that preferences for goals in explanations correspond to explicit judgments about actions, whereas judgments about other causes that are necessary for the action, such as abilities, constitute implicit beliefs about actions.  This argument is supported by research showing that goal-based explanations are similar when covariation information is supplied and when it is absent, suggesting that people make implicit assumptions about the covariation between goals and actions even when no covariation information is supplied.

After applying this analysis to preferences for goal explanations, this argument is then extended to boundary conditions, such as actions for which goals are seen as weaker explanations than enabling conditions such as skill.  This theory is then applied to judgments about people having goals or fantasies.  People do not explicitly invoke enabling conditions in their inferences about goals and fantasies, but research shows that with goals people implicitly assume that enabling conditions are present, whereas with fantasies they do not. 

The paper discusses whether these judgments about actions are sharpened if they are framed in terms of the distinction between explicit and implicit processes, and how well the distinction between communicated explanations and necessary causes maps onto the distinction between explicit and implicit processes.
