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Corrective Responsibility for Habitual Actions 

 

Long Abstract 

From checking whether the gas is off to turning at the right road on our way to work, 

habitual actions play an essential role in our daily life. Our general notion of habit covers 

actions that are repeated in relevantly similar circumstances, executed without conscious 

deliberation, performed effortlessly and without much attention (Pollard 2006). The ability to 

engage in such a stereotyped, habitual behaviour, compared to computationally demanding 

goal-directed actions, is widely recognised as fundamental to free up cognitive resources that 

can be more usefully employed elsewhere (Daw 2015). Examining the empirical literature, 

habitual actions differ from planned actions in so far as that they are automatically triggered 

by external inputs (e.g., seeing a yellow bin) even contrary to conscious motivation (Neal et 

al. 2011). They correspond to reinforced stimulus-action relations and are usually 

characterised as lacking behavioural flexibility in action execution (Adams and Dickinson 

1981). Nonetheless, as it has become clearer and clearer since the early investigations of 

habitual behaviour (Pavlov 1927; Watson 1919; Skinner 1953), habits, especially when it 

comes to humans, hardly identify a pure or sharp category. In particular, habits can have 

different strengths, depending on the probability that a certain kind of action will occur in the 

presence of a given contextual cue (Moors and De Houwer 2006).  

Habitual gestures sometimes lead to negative consequences, for which it is unclear whether 

we should be blamed, or held responsible. On the one hand, the may offer a special type of 

excuse, as the agent did not fully plan to act in a given way. Indeed, as automatic behaviours 

based on reinforced stimulus-actions associations, habitual actions appear to fail the 

awareness (Furman 2018) and control (Shepherd 2014) conditions of responsibility. Whereas 

the acceptance of such conditions for responsibility does not go unchallenged, they do solidly 

explain most of our normative, legal and social practices. On the other hand, habitual actions 

seem to make the agent even more blameworthy given that regularly performed actions 

cannot plausibly count as occasional mistakes. We even seem to believe that some of our 

habits reflect the goals and values we have as persons. This might explain the ambivalent 

attitudes we have towards people’s habitual behaviour: we credit athletes, writers and CEOs 

for their good working routines, but also think that students with good working habits do not 
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especially deserve as much credit as the occasionally talented ones. Moreover, we blame or 

excuse smokers and nail-bitters for the bad habits they have contracted earlier.  

The nuanced picture of habitual actions emerging from the empirical literature makes it 

difficult to deny all responsibility for habitual actions, as we would do if they were equivalent 

to mere reflexes. Leaving aside the question of whether the neural substrates enabling goal-

directed and habitual actions are clearly dissociable (Dolan and Dayan 2013), we can both 

recognise a sharp distinction between goal-directed and habit learning processes (Keramati, 

Dezfouli, and Piray 2011), and see that the two systems properly work together in learning 

and forming action sequences. Most behaviours cannot be easily categorised as habitual or 

not, or depend on the mutual collaboration between the goal-directed and the habitual system 

(Cushman and Morris 2015). In particular, according to hierarchical models (Dezfouli and 

Balleine 2013), the goal-directed system evaluates different options in the environment, 

selecting between goal-directed or habitual actions. By contrast, flat models suggest that 

model-free habitual processes interact with model-based goal-directed processes in virtue of 

an external mechanism that arbitrates between the two (Daw et al. 2011).  

Are we then able to provide a normative and empirically sound framework for elucidating 

why people are, and should be held, responsible for the consequences of their habitual 

actions? Do agents have the same classic responsibility for their habitual actions as for their 

full-fledged planned actions, just in a reduced way, or is another form of responsibility 

conceivable? These are the questions we attempt to answer here. Crucially, our question is not 

whether blaming or praising people for their habitual actions will incentivise them to behave 

differently in the future, i.e., in terms of forward-looking responsibility attributions. By 

contrast, we investigate whether a backward-looking sense of responsibility, consisting in the 

moral appraisal of the agent’s past action, pertains to habitual actions (Shoemaker 2011). We 

argue, on philosophical and empirical grounds, against the claim that people have a reduced 

or merely derivative responsibility for the consequences of their habitual behaviours. By 

contrast, we defend a corrective notion of responsibility, which rests on the fact that repeated 

habitual actions do, or at least can, misfire. This gives the agent the resources and opportunity 

to be aware of what she has done and eventually to intervene on the next actualisations of the 

habit. This repeated nature, we reckon, justifies a specific type of responsibility: as we 

repeatedly perform a given kind of habitual action, we have multiple occasions to become 

aware of these actions, once they reach completion or as they start. This awareness could 

come either because people would point them to us, having observed their manifestation on 

several occasions, but more fundamentally comes from our own resources.  
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We suggest that responsibility still holds because the repetitive nature of the action itself 

entails that the agent has had past opportunities to gain a certain amount of awareness and 

exercise conscious control over individual occurrences of her habitual actions. This depends 

on counterfactual epistemic and control attributions: because we can have become aware of 

our past habitual actions, after they were performed, we could have been aware, or more 

aware, of what we were doing at the time when we performed the same habitual action again, 

and therefore monitored the occurrence of such behaviours. As a consequence, we could have 

refrained from acting out of habit or tried to avoid finding ourselves in situations where the 

habitual action was likely to be triggered. This entails that we might be more responsible now, 

given the acquired experience of our habitual actions and their potential misfires, for 

outcomes we were not, or we were less, responsible for in the past.  
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