
 

  

 

Aalborg Universitet

Volition in Prospective Memory: Evidence Against Differences Between Free and Fixed
Target Events

Vinding , Mikkel C. ; Lindeløv, Jonas Kristoffer; Xiao , Yahui; Chan, Raymond C.K.;
Sørensen, Thomas Alrik
Published in:
Consciousness and Cognition

DOI (link to publication from Publisher):
10.31234/osf.io/hsrbt
10.1016/j.concog.2021.103175

Creative Commons License
CC BY 4.0

Publication date:
2021

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication from Aalborg University

Citation for published version (APA):
Vinding , M. C., Lindeløv, J. K., Xiao , Y., Chan, R. C. K., & Sørensen, T. A. (2021). Volition in Prospective
Memory: Evidence Against Differences Between Free and Fixed Target Events. Consciousness and Cognition,
94, Article 103175. Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/hsrbt,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.concog.2021.103175

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            - Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            - You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            - You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal -
Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us at vbn@aub.aau.dk providing details, and we will remove access to
the work immediately and investigate your claim.

https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/hsrbt
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.concog.2021.103175
https://vbn.aau.dk/en/publications/54604ea7-7410-43e5-ab07-ef59f6088bac
https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/hsrbt
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.concog.2021.103175


Consciousness and Cognition 94 (2021) 103175

Available online 31 July 2021
1053-8100/© 2021 The Author(s). Published by Elsevier Inc. This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

Volition in prospective Memory: Evidence against differences 
between free and fixed target events 

Mikkel C. Vinding a,*, Jonas Kristoffer Lindeløv b,c, Yahui Xiao d,e,f, Raymond C. 
K. Chan d,e,f, Thomas Alrik Sørensen b,c,d 

a NatMEG, Department of Clinical Neuroscience, Karolinska Institutet, Stockholm, Sweden 
b CNRU, CFIN, Health, Aarhus University, Aarhus, Denmark 
c Centre for Cognitive Neuroscience, Department of Communication and Psychology, Aalborg University, Aalborg, Denmark 
d Sino-Danish Center for Education and Research, Aarhus, Denmark & Beijing, China 
e Neuropsychology and Applied Cognitive Neuroscience Laboratory, CAS Key Laboratory of Mental Health, Institute of Psychology, Chinese Academy 
of Sciences, Beijing, China 
f Department of Psychology, University of Chinese Academy of Sciences, Beijing, China   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   

Keywords: 
Volition 
Prospective Memory 
Intention 
Drift-Diffusion Model 

A B S T R A C T   

Volition is the extent to which actions are generated as a result of internal states in contrast to 
responses to external conditions or dictated by external events. Delayed intentions about future 
action are stored in prospective memory until the intended action has to be formed at a later point 
in time. It is unknown how voluntary choice affects prospective memory. We compared the 
difference between freely chosen and fixed targets on the reaction times and task performance in 
the ongoing task and for the target stimuli in a prospective memory task. The task performance 
and the reaction time was modelled using a Bayesian hierarchical drift–diffusion model. The 
analysis showed no differences between self-chosen and fixed prospective memory cues on task 
responses. The result suggests that volition in choosing the cue to act upon or given a fixed cue 
does not make a difference for prospective memory task performance.   

1. Introduction 

An important aspect of voluntary behaviour is the planning of actions to do in the future. The ability to control one’s own actions 
and plan for future action requires both internally guided processes and adequate integration of the response to external events, e.g., 
cues in the environment that signal when to perform a previously planned action. Delayed intentions depend on prospective memory to 
sustain the intention until it is retrieved and carried into action at the appropriate point in time (McDaniel & Einstein, 2000). In the 
present study, we investigated how volition in choosing the targets of delayed intentions affect the subsequent prospective memory 
performance when retrieving and acting upon the intention. 

In cognitive terms, voluntary actions are defined as being guided by internal processes as their prime cause—in contrast to actions 
that are responses to or induced by external stimuli (Schüür & Haggard, 2011). There are fundamental behavioural and cognitive 
differences between self-initiated voluntary actions and externally triggered actions (Jensen et al., 2017; Tsakiris & Haggard, 2005). 
The external consequences of voluntary actions are, for example, perceived differently than the results of passive actions. One example 
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is the perceptual binding between voluntary actions and the following effects of the action that make the action and effect appear 
closer together in time than passive movements (Haggard et al., 2002). The degree of voluntary choice over what action to perform 
increase the temporal binding subjective agency over actions (Barlas et al., 2018; Barlas & Obhi, 2013; Beck et al., 2017) and lead to a 
higher subjective rating of control over the outcome (Wen et al., 2015). Voluntary actions also leave different traces in retrospective 
memory, with voluntary responses made being easier to recall than responses resulting from involuntary actions (Jensen et al., 2014). 

Freely chosen movements have been shown to exhibit different movement-related potentials measured with electroencephalog-
raphy (EEG) compared to actions carried out following fixed instructions (Keller et al., 2006; Sidarus et al., 2017), and functional 
magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) studies have shown that freely chosen action engage different brain areas than fixed actions 
(Krieghoff et al., 2011; Lau et al., 2004; Passingham et al., 2010). However, the distinction between free voluntary actions versus 
externally fixed actions is almost exclusively investigated in experimental paradigms involving immediate decision and execution of 
the free or fixed action. The picture of self-in versus fixed actions does not capture longer-lasting distal intentions that are formed 
before the action, stored in memory, and subsequently recalled and acted upon at a later point in time when the circumstances are right 
(Pacherie, 2008; Pacherie & Haggard, 2010). An example hereof is to plan in the morning to pick up groceries on the way home, which 
one would keep in memory until the afternoon when the right condition triggers the recall of the distal intention. Distal intentions are 
dependent on prospective memory as memories to act upon later in the future (Ellis, 1996). 

There are separate cognitive functions related to the different stages of prospective memory: the encoding of the memory, what to 
do, and when to do it, the storage of the memory until the condition is met, until realising the delayed intentions by recalling the 
encoded memory at the appropriate time (McDaniel et al., 2015). Prospective memory is considered a different cognitive process than 
retrospective memory (Goschke & Kuhl, 1993; Graf & Uttl, 2001). Neuroimaging studies show that prospective memory engages 
different brain areas than recalling from retrospective memory (Burgess et al., 2001; Gilbert et al., 2009; Sakai & Passingham, 2002). 
Similarly, the neural activity during both encoding and retrieval is different between prospective memory and retrospective memory 
tasks (Martin et al., 2007; West & Krompinger, 2005; West & Ross-Munroe, 2002). The distinction between proximal intentions and 
delayed intentions is associated with a change in the binding of action and effect (Vinding et al., 2013, 2015), showing that distal 
intentions influence the sensorimotor processes involved in the proximal actions. The action-preparatory movement-related potentials 
have similarly been shown to differ between proximal intended actions and actions generated from delayed intentions (Vinding et al., 
2014). 

Prospective memory is investigated in tasks where a set of prospective instructions are given at the beginning of a task, which must 
be carried out when the right conditional trigger appears while performing a partially unrelated ongoing task. Typical tasks include 
ongoing word/non-word discrimination tasks with the prospective instruction to give a different type of answer when words begin 
with a specific letter (Marsh et al., 1998), remembering instructions for action to perform at a later time (Goschke & Kuhl, 1993), or 
based on identification of perceptual features of the stimuli, e.g. shape, colour, spatial location, (Burgess et al., 2001; Wang et al., 
2008). 

Intentionality plays a role in prospective memory, although how is still unclear. Prospective memory items have a higher recall rate 
when the items have to be performed compared to only have to be recalled, e.g. remembering specific instructions to set the table and 
then setting the table afterwards compared to recalling but only repeating the instructions without action (Goschke & Kuhl, 1993). 
Knowing that one has to do the remembered action leads to a higher rate of recalled prospective cues and faster reaction times for cues 
related to actions compared to recall of prospective cues without acting (Chen et al., 2015; Freeman & Ellis, 2003; Schult & Steffens, 
2013, 2017). Knowing in advance whether the prospective targets must be associated with an action alters the encoding or retrieval of 
prospective memory. 

An explanation for this effect could be that information related to future actions decays at a slower rate than content not related to 
actions that have to be performed (Goschke & Kuhl, 1993; Kvavilashvili & Fisher, 2007; Ruthruff et al., 2001). An alternative 
explanation is that the need to enact a set of instructions leads to a change in the meta-cognitive allocation of cognitive resources 
devoted to the task that shifts the task capacity (Hicks et al., 2005; Marsh et al., 2005, 2006). Drift-diffusion modelling of responses in 
prospective memory tasks (explained below) has shown that the presence of the prospective memory instruction increased the decision 
threshold, not only for responses to the targets but also for the responses to the filler trials (Boywitt & Rummel, 2012; Heathcote et al., 
2015; Horn & Bayen, 2015). This points to an overall change in the engagement of cognitive resources during the task rather. It is 
proposed that the difference in cognitive capacity reflects a difference in cognitive control during the ongoing task. Experimental 
manipulation that makes the PM task perceived as more important or when changing the similarity between the ongoing task—both 
conditions that induce a higher degree of cognitive inhibition—leads to longer response times due to an increased response threshold 
from cognitive inhibition (Ball & Aschenbrenner, 2018; Strickland et al., 2018). In sum, intentionality plays a significant role in 
prospective memory though the precise mechanisms are unclear and likely involves several stages in the prospective memory process. 
How volition—the act of internally forming intentions versus acting upon fixed instructions—interacts with prospective memory is 
unknown. 

In the present study, we investigated whether prospective memory performance depends on the degree of volition in choosing the 
prospective memory target to explore how volition during the formation of distal intentions influence prospective memory. Volition is 
a multifaceted concept, and volition can potentially affect prospective memory processes in many ways. For example, in the choice of 
the target during the formation of the intention, in the process of choosing when to realise the intention, and how to act—or even 
whether one wants to carry out the action at all as often used in inhibition tasks (Brass & Haggard, 2008). The present experiment 
explicitly investigates the role of volition when choosing the target for the task, while the task instruction on how to act when the target 
occurred was fixed for both conditions. The intentional action (shift response when the target appears) was constant for both con-
ditions—the only thing that differed between conditions was the process of choosing the target stimuli. The experiment manipulates 
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volition in one dimension in prospective memory among the many dimensions where volition potentially can influence prospective 
memory. 

If this specific aspect of volition matters for prospective memory targets, we hypothesise that the increased ownership over the self- 
chosen distal intention will change the prospective memory performance. One mechanism might be that the formation of distal in-
tentions involves, at least partially, the same action-preparatory processes as performing the actual action. A change in recalling 
prospective cues could be due to recurrent activation of sensorimotor information during the encoding phase in the prospective 
memory task. This could be facilitated by shared neural activation, as shown to apply to executing movements, planning movements, 
and mental imagery of movements (Jeannerod, 1994; Jeannerod & Decety, 1995). The difference between free and fixed actions for 
proximal intentions are seen as a function of predictive sensorimotor processes, where the process of forming self-initiated actions 
generate a predictive model of the immediate action to be performed (Christensen & Grünbaum, 2018; Tsakiris & Haggard, 2005). This 
could be analogous to the proposition that prospective cues that subjects know must be enacted in the future engage heightened 
sensorimotor information, thereby leading to increased recall rate by leaving a stronger trace in prospective memory (Freeman & Ellis, 
2003). If volition leads to increased sensorimotor enactment, we hypothesised that self-chosen intentions are associated with increased 
prospective memory task performance compared to fixed instructions. 

An alternative hypothesis is that distal intentions work as a higher-order global predictive process that guides the low-level 
sensorimotor prediction during the actual action execution (Pacherie, 2008). The voluntary aspect of intention formation, in this 
view, changes the meta-cognitive engagement of the task rather than by sensorimotor reactivation. Increased ownership over the 
intention may alter the response threshold or degree of response inhibition, similarly to how the task’s perceived importance has 
shown to change prospective memory recall (Strickland et al., 2018). 

Finally, there is the possibility that self-chosen targets do not differ from fixed targets on how they influence prospective memory. 
Self-chosen and fixed delayed intentions might be encoded in prospective memory in a similar fashion that does not influence the 
subsequent prospective memory of the targets. 

The process of retrieving previous intentions when encountering a target cue involves matching the perception of the cue and the 
representations stored in memory that can be modelled as a drift–diffusion process (Horn et al., 2011). The core of a drift–diffusion 
model (DDM) is the random accumulation of evidence over time until enough evidence has accumulated to reach a decision threshold 
leading to a behavioural response (Ratcliff et al., 2016; Ratcliff & Rouder, 1998). The DDM describes the joint distribution of task 
performance and reaction time as a random walk function determined by the four parameters visualised in Fig. 1. The drift rate (v) 
indicates the rate at which evidence accumulates and drifts towards a decision. The decision threshold is the amount of evidence that 
must accumulate before committing to a response. The threshold has an upper and lower boundary where the upper boundary rep-
resents one decision option, and the lower boundary represents an opposing decision option. The decision thresholds are represented 
as the boundary separation parameter (a), indicating the distance between the upper and lower boundaries. The accumulating evi-
dence will drift toward one of the boundaries given the drift rate, resulting in a response when the accumulating evidence crosses either 

Fig. 1. Illustration of a drift–diffusion model (DDM) of reaction times in two-choice tasks. Reaction time distributions and answer (correct or wrong 
in this experiment) are determined by underlying random accumulating evidence illustrate by the red and blue traces. The drift rate (v) is the rate at 
which evidence accumulates. Faster drift rates lead to shorter reaction times, as indicated by the two arrows. The decision boundary (a) are the 
amount of evidence needed before committing to a response. The non-decision time (t) right after stimulus onset represents the stages where no 
evidence accumulates. Finally, the model might contain a bias (z) in the offset towards one of the alternatives. (For interpretation of the references 
to colour in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.) 
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Fig. 2. Overview of the behavioural paradigm. (A) Each block started with a screen asking subjects to freely choose a prospective target (PM cue) 
amongst five alternatives or presenting a fixed cue depending on the condition. The task would then commence. (B) Participants watched with an 
ongoing stream of figures in one of the four corners of a quadrant. The task was to answer if the figure were in the top or bottom half of the quadrant 
by pressing the corresponding arrow key. When the PM cue appears, the task was instead to answer whether the figure was in the left or right half of 
the quadrant (though response keys were switched halfway through for counterbalance; see main text). 

M.C. Vinding et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                    



Consciousness and Cognition 94 (2021) 103175

5

threshold. The offset of the evidence accumulation is usually at the mid-point between the two boundaries but can include a bias (z) 
towards either boundary. Finally, a part of the reaction time is not related to the cognitive decision-making process—such as the 
perception of stimuli itself or the automatic sensorimotor processes in giving the behavioural response—this is modelled by the non- 
decision time (t); depicted in Fig. 1 as a time interval before evidence begins to accumulate (Ratcliff & Rouder, 1998). Drift-diffusion 
modelling of task performance and reaction time can recreate the characteristic skewed distributions of reaction times. 

Relevant cognitive difference between self-chosen and fixed delayed intentions on prospective memory will show differences in the 
drift–diffusion model parameters between conditions. We hypothesised that a difference between self-chosen and fixed delayed 
intention would manifest as a difference in either the evidence accumulation drift rate (v) or a difference boundary separation (a)— 
which have shown to increase with increased task demand and cognitive effort (Boywitt & Rummel, 2012; Horn et al., 2013; Strickland 
et al., 2018). Alternatively, if there were no differences in the model, it would support the hypothesis that both self-chosen and fixed 
delayed intentions are functionally similarly when retrieved from memory. 

To explore the role of volition in prospective memory, we used a prospective memory task where the participants freely chose one 
of five targets or were given a fixed target by a computer without the option to choose. 

2. Materials and method 

2.1. Participants 

Thirty healthy subjects (14 female) between age 20–31 (mean age: 22.9) participated in the experiment. All participants gave 
written informed consent before participating. The experiment was approved by the local ethics committee (The Central Denmark 
Region Committees on Health Research Ethics) and carried out according to the Declaration of Helsinki. 

2.2. Prospective memory task 

The experiment had two conditions in a within-subject design: Choice and No-choice. Both tasks began by showing five randomly 
selected stimuli, with one of the figures randomly highlighted (Fig. 2A). In the Choice blocks, participants had to move the highlight 
using the arrow keys and select a stimulus to their liking that would be the PM target in the following block. In the No-choice blocks, the 
PM target was chosen randomly and highlighted on the screen. 

The stimulus consisted of one of four shapes (triangle, square, circle, or rhombus) in five different colours (yellow, green, blue, red, 
or white) on a black background. The task and stimulus presentation was identical for the two conditions besides the initial option to 
choose the PM target. 

The task was to remember the target stimulus and respond when it appeared in the steam of ongoing filler stimuli, similar to the 
prospective memory task used by Burgess et al. (2001). The stimuli were presented in one quadrant of a 2 × 2 grid with a 1◦ visual 
angle between the cells (Fig. 2B). In the ongoing task, the participants had to indicate if the stimuli appeared in the top or bottom half 
of the quadrant using the up/down arrows on the keyboard. When the stimulus matched the PM target, participants instead had to use 
the left/right arrow keys to indicate whether the figure was presented in the left or right column. 20% of the trials were PM trials, and 
80% of the trials were filler trials. There was a minimum of two filler trials between target trials. Participants were instructed to 
respond as fast and accurately as possible, so both accuracy and reaction times were meaningful. The subsequent trial was presented 
immediately after the participant made a response. 

Whether left/right or up/down arrow keys were used for targets or fillers shifted mid-experiment. The starting setting was 
counterbalanced between participants to prevent systematic order effects. Shape-colour conjunctions were chosen at random in all 
parts of the experiment. Stimulus appearance in columns and rows was balanced within-participant. Once a colour-shape conjunction 
was used as a PM target, it was removed as the target choice options in the proceeding blocks to prevent repeating the same target. 

Choice and No-choice blocks alternated through the experiment. Each block consisted of 120 trials. The participants completed two 
practice blocks of 35 trials before the experiment began. In the first practice block, a text indicating the correct response was present on 
each trial and warnings were shown for incorrect answers. In the second practice block, there was feedback only on wrong responses 
and RTs above 1.5 s. There was no feedback in the main experiment. 

The experiment consisted of 12 blocks for the first 10 participants and 13 blocks for the remaining 20 participants (after the first ten 
subjects had participated, we wanted to increase the number of blocks from 12 to 14 but made an error resulting in 13 blocks per 
participant). The first ten participants each completed 1440 trials, two participants had 1080 trials in total (number of repeated blocks 
set too low and only discovered afterwards), and 17 participants had 1560 trials. The laboratory had a power cut during one test, and 
the experiment ended when the participant had completed 1102 trials. The number of trials for all participants is in the range to make 
valid estimations of the parameters and compare differences with DDMs (Stafford et al., 2020; Voss et al., 2010). 

The task was presented using PsychoPy (Peirce, 2008; Peirce et al., 2019). The experiment files, data, and a video demo are 
available at https://github.com/mcvinding/PM_volition. 

2.3. Data analysis 

2.3.1. Data cleaning 
Outliers were defined as reaction times below 150 ms or above 2500 ms and removed from the analysis. Between 0 and 11 trials 

were removed per participant (median: 2 trials). For the analysis, all participants had between 1002 and 1560 trials (median: 1551 

M.C. Vinding et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                    

https://github.com/mcvinding/PM_volition


Consciousness and Cognition 94 (2021) 103175

6

trials). A total number of 43,962 trials were used to estimate the parameters of the DDM. 

2.3.2. Drift-diffusion analysis of reaction times and task performance 
We combined the task performance (correct or incorrect answer) and reaction-time in a single analysis by modelling responses as a 

hierarchical DDM using the Hierarchical Drift-Diffusion Model (HDDM) package (Wiecki et al., 2013) in Python (v. 3.5). The hier-
archical DDM modelled the ith response (reaction time and answer) for participant j as a random walk function determined by the 
parameters visualised in Fig. 1. The drift rate (v) was modelled as a linear combination of factors k—indicating the task (PM cue or 
filler)—and volition type l (Choice or No-choice) as graphically represented in Fig. 3. The boundary separation parameter was allowed 
to vary between volition types. The onset was fixed to the midpoint of the boundary separation (a/2), and the model did not include a 
bias parameter. As it is unknown at the trial’s onset whether the trial would be a filler or PM trial, the non-decision time was modelled 
as a pooled intercept for all conditions. 

To estimate the parameters in the model, we used the default priors for DDMs in the HDDM toolbox, based on a review of previous 
literature analysing reaction times with DDMs that have proven to work for general DDM analysis of reaction times (Matzke & 
Wagenmakers, 2009). The model was sampled by drawing 10.000 samples from the posterior distribution by Markov chain Monte 
Carlo (MCMC) sampling and discarding the first 2000 samples. The posterior predictive checks to assess the model fit are documented 
in the Supplementary Material. 

We tested for differences between conditions by comparing the posterior distribution of the estimated parameters between the 
Choice and No-choice conditions. If the self-chosen PM cues and fixed PM cues were associated with different prospective memory 
performance or response time, we expected a difference between Choice and No-choice conditions in at least one parameter. Alter-
natively, if self-chosen and fixed PM targets are functionally indistinguishable in prospective memory, we expected no differences in 
model parameters between Choice and No-choice conditions. 

We tested the hypotheses by calculating the difference between the posterior distributions and finding the smallest proportion of 
the difference-distribution that was either above or below zero as the test statistic P. The proportion was multiplied by two to 
accommodate two-tailed hypotheses. P close to zero is evidence for a difference between conditions. In contrast, P close to one provide 
evidence for the null hypothesis that the parameters come from the same distribution. We used a cut-off of P < 0.05 as indicating 
“significant” differences between the estimated parameters. As opposed to classical p-values, P is a parametric measure of evidence for 
or against the null hypothesis. 

3. Results 

3.1. Reaction time and performance 

One participant had a performance around the chance level, scoring only 45.7% and 59.9% correct in the two PM conditions. The 
participant seemed to have misunderstood the task-switching requirement, and data from this participant was excluded from the 
analysis. Fig. 4 shows the reaction times and performance across conditions. 

The group-level average reaction time on the PM trials was 693 ms (range 604–812 ms) to the self-chosen targets and 696 ms (range 
597–798 ms) to the non-chosen targets. The group-level average reaction time for the filler trials was 548 ms (range 461–674 ms) in the 

Fig. 3. Graphical representation of the prior parameters in the hierarchical DDM used to analyses reaction times and specification of their prior 
distributions used to estimate the model parameters. The response was modelled as a function of drift rate (v), boundary separation (a), and non- 
decision time (t), where xijkl is the combined reaction time and response for the ith trial for all trials from 1 to Ij number of trials for the jth subject in 
either the Choice or No-Choice condition (l) belonging to either filler or PM target trials (k). The parameter for non-decision time could vary 
between subjects. The drift rate and boundary separation parameters varied between the lth task (Choice or No-choice condition). Drift rate 
additionally varied between the kth trial type (PM or filler trials). 
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Choice condition and 552 ms (range: 468–670 ms) in the No-choice condition. 
The performance in the Choice PM trials was between 80.7 and 97.9% correct responses (average: 92.8% correct) and between 72.9 

and 99.3% correct (average: 91.5% correct) in the No-choice PM trials. The performance was overall higher in the filler trials than in 
the PM trials. The performance for the filler trials ranged between 92.2 and 99.3% correct (average: 96.6% correct) in the Choice 
conditions and between 90.9 and 99.1% correct (average: 96.5% correct) in the No-choice condition. 

3.2. Drift-diffusion model 

The parameters of the DDM are summarised in Table 1, and the posterior parameters shown in Fig. 5. Model-converge with Gelman- 
Rubin R̂ (Gelman & Rubin, 1992) confirmed convergence of the model parameters (all R̂=1, to at least the third decimal). 

There was substantial overlap between the posterior distribution for decision boundary (a) and drift rate (v) for the chosen and 
fixed PM cues, as seen in Fig. 5. Comparing the posterior distributions for the drift rate (v) favoured the null hypothesis that the chosen 
and non-chosen PM cue responses came from overlapping distributions (P = 0.851). Comparing the posterior distributions of drift rates 
between the Choice and No-choice conditions on filler tasks also favoured the null hypothesis (P = 0.986). Comparing the boundary 
separation (a) between the Choice and No-choice conditions also favoured the null hypothesis (P = 0.801). Fig. 6 shows the difference 
in the distributions of the posterior parameters between the Choice and No-choice conditions. 

There were, as expected, differences between the PM trials and filler trials on drift rate both in the Choice condition (P < 0.001) 
and the No-choice condition (P < 0.001). 

A supplementary analysis where we slacked on the theoretical assumptions of the DDM and allowed all parameters to vary by 
condition and trial type is presented in the Supplementary Material. The overall results did not differ from the results presented in the 
main text. 

4. Discussion 

We hypothesised that a difference between self-chosen and externally fixed targets in delayed intentions on prospective memory 
would be present as differences in the DDM parameters and associated with different cognitive functions. We tested if the difference 
between self-chosen delayed intentions and delayed intentions fixed by external instructions showed differences in either the drift rate 
or a change in the boundary separation. The comparison of model parameters did not yield evidence for differences in any model 
parameters between self-chosen and fixed targets in delayed intention. The analysis provides evidence that self-chosen delayed in-
tentions do not affect prospective memory differently from delayed intention fixed by external instructions—at least when it comes to 
the type of prospective memory task we presented here. 

That self-initiated voluntary actions differ from non-voluntary actions has been established in several behavioural paradigms 
(Haggard, 2019). They do, however, have in common that the voluntary aspect of the task is in immediate relation to the execution of 
the intended action. The difference in the present study was that the formation of the intention to act did not occur in immediate 
relation to the performed action. A crucial part of this system is matching afferent signals with internal predictive signals generated at 

Fig. 4. (A) Summary of reaction times. Each coloured dot represents the median reaction time per subject across conditions. (B) Performance across 
the four tasks measured as the percentage of correct answers. The dots show the performance of each participant. The thick horizontal bars are the 
group averages. Whiskers indicate the 95% HDI of the population-level data. 
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the initiation of the action (Blakemore et al., 2000; Christensen & Grünbaum, 2018; Synofzik et al., 2013). We initially hypothesised 
that predictive signals during the formation of self-generated intentions might lead to an intention-superiority effect on prospective 
memory if it engages heightened sensorimotor information, thereby leading to better recall rate or faster responses by leaving a 
stronger trace in prospective memory (Goschke & Kuhl, 1993; Maylor et al., 2000). However, the results did not support that freely 
chosen targets lead to a superiority effect in our prospective memory task. 

It has been proposed that volition is a layered or hierarchical structure rather than a singular dimension going from voluntary to 
involuntary (Pacherie, 2008). The cognitive function of proximal intentions is proposed to depend on the sensorimotor information of 
the bodily movements to reach the intended goal. In contrast, delayed intentions might be detached from the sensorimotor signals 
involved in action control and related to the target or conditions under which the intention has to be realised. 

Volition is a multifaceted concept that encompasses different cognitive processes. The complexity of how different aspects of 

Table 1 
Population-level (fixed) effects of the drift–diffusion model (DDM). The columns show the mean of the posterior estimates of the drift rate (v), 
boundary separation (a), and non-decision time (t) with the highest density intervals (HDI) of the posterior distributions. R̂≈1 indicates convergence 
across independent MCMC chains.  

Drift rate (v) 

Condition Mean 97% HDI lower bound 97% HDI upper bound Rˆ 

PM cue No-choice 1.679 1.538  1.826  1.000 
Choice 1.698 1.555  1.842  1.000 

Filler No-choice 2.549 2.413  2.692  1.000 
Choice 2.552 2.414  2.692  1.000  

Boundary separation (a) 
Condition Mean 97% HDI lower bound 97% HDI upper bound  
No-choice 1.797 1.678 1.919  1.000 
Choice 1.779 1.661 1.895  1.000  

Non-decision time (t) 
Condition Mean 97% HDI lower bound 97% HDI upper bound  
Intercept 0.284 0.259 0.313  1.000  

Fig. 5. Posterior distribution densities for the estimated parameters of the drift rate, the boundary separation, and the non-decision time in 
the DDM. 

Fig. 6. The difference in posterior distributions between the Choice and No-choice conditions drift rate for PM cues, drift rate for filler trials and 
boundary separation. The dashed vertical lines indicate zero. The thick black bar indicates the 97% HDI of the differences. 
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volition potentially influence the cognitive architecture of prospective memory extends beyond the distinguishing between choice and 
no choice used in the present study. In the present study, we operationalised one aspect of volition as choosing the target in a pro-
spective memory task. The experimental manipulation does not capture all aspects of volition. For example, a potential relevant 
dimension of volition might be the valence or value associated with the intention (Gallagher, 2000). The task used here only varied 
when choosing the PM target, which meant that choosing the PM target was not of any further significance for the participants, i.e. it 
was not associated with any additional outcome or reward. The goal was to test if introducing a voluntary aspect in selecting the target 
was associated with a difference in the PM task. It is possible that manipulating valence associated with the self-chosen target—e.g. 
introducing a reward—might alter the role of volition when choosing targets in the prospective memory task. 

Further studies on the role of volition on prospective memory should explore how valence and choice might interact and influence 
prospective memory. One study used a prospective memory task similar to the present study, in which the prospective target cue either 
was given as a neutral instruction or was assigned a subjective value in the form of points. The study found both differences between 
value targets and non-value targets in behavioural performance and differences in cortical activity measured with fMRI (Gilbert et al., 
2009). Future research could also explore how self-made decision associated with rewards could lead to a change in prospective 
memory task performance as findings have shown that task importance alters prospective memory performance (Boywitt & Rummel, 
2012; Strickland et al., 2018). 

A related limitation of our study is that the experimental setup did not involve instructions to carry out any overt task by the end of 
the experiment other than a quick response based on recall of perceptual cues. The minimal engagement of more advanced prospective 
memory demand might have led to a situation similar to the proposition that preventing enactment during encoding of prospective 
memory prevents activating sensorimotor representation of the action to be enacted and diminishes the intention-superiority effect in 
prospective memory (Freeman & Ellis, 2003). Tasks that involve an overt sensorimotor component might show a difference between 
free and fixed sensorimotor tasks, e.g. carrying out a set of tasks rather than responding to a perceptual cue (Goschke & Kuhl, 1993). 
We find it likely that varying the task complexity could lead to a difference in task performance between self-chosen targets and 
externally fixed instruction. 

The voluntary aspect of the task manipulated in the experiment was in the initial decision on the target. Choice in prospective 
memory tasks could, in addition, also be introduced at other stages of the process. For example, choosing what action to carry out when 
the PM cue is encountered in the ongoing task—or even let the participant choose if they want to act at all. Such a choice would 
potentially shift the voluntary aspect close to a proximal intention and thus probably be associated with differences in the prospective 
memory performance. 

Similarly, the perceptual matching task we used in the present experiment involves a high degree of vigilance in monitoring the 
perceptual cues and thereby elicits a higher demand for keeping the delayed intention in mind to match the ongoing stimuli. It has been 
proposed that tasks where the prospective memory cues are encountered sparsely engage different aspects of prospective memory 
compared to a task that induces vigilance (Graf & Uttl, 2001). Since the present study required high vigilance in monitoring ongoing 
stimuli and match the PM cues, we cannot claim that low-vigilance tasks—e.g. by having an unrelated ongoing task—might affect the 
degree of volition during intention formation. It must also be mentioned that the relatively high frequency that the PM targets occurred 
in our task (20%) is in contrast to many other studies that model response from prospective memory tasks using DDM where the 
occurrence of PM targets might be around 1–5% (Ball & Aschenbrenner, 2018; Boywitt & Rummel, 2012; Kvavilashvili & Fisher, 
2007). Focused has been on how the additional cognitive demand in the PM task affects performance in the ongoing-task performance 
compared to the absence of a PM task. In contrast, our current study’s focus was comparing two different PM conditions since the 
hypothesis was not about the increased cognitive load on performance in general but on the specific role of choice on prospective 
memory performance. However, the comparison of the filler trials also showed no difference between the choice and no-choice 
conditions. 

There is still much to learn about the cognitive architecture of human volition. Prospective memory involved many different 
cognitive sub-processes that involve and is influenced by other cognitive processes (McDaniel et al., 2015; McDaniel & Einstein, 2000). 
We explored how volition—in the form of self-chosen PM targets—influenced the subsequent prospective memory performance in a 
prospective memory task based on perceptual matching. Uncovering the cognitive functions of volition can help understand distur-
bances in cognitive control and sense of agency, e.g., a common symptom of schizophrenia who show worse performance in pro-
spective memory tasks compared to healthy controls (Chen et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2008, 2009). Uncovering the role of volition in 
cognitive control can help understand the origin of disturbances in the sense of self and agency in schizophrenia. 

The present study shows that distinguishing between freely chosen or externally fixed targets for delayed intentions did not affect 
the performance on a perceptual matching prospective memory task. The results provide evidence that volition—defined here as the 
choice of target versus externally fixed target—does not influence behavioural performance. How the target is selected when forming 
the intention does not make a difference in prospective memory performance independent of whether it is externally fixed or freely 
chosen. However, there is a need to explore further how volition might affect other cognitive aspects of prospective memory. 

Declaration of Competing Interest 

The authors declare that they have no known competing financial interests or personal relationships that could have appeared to 
influence the work reported in this paper. 

M.C. Vinding et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                    



Consciousness and Cognition 94 (2021) 103175

10

Acknowledgements 

This study was supported by The Sino-Danish Centre for Education and Research. 

CRediT authorship contribution statement 

Mikkel C. Vinding: Conceptualization, Methodology, Formal analysis, Writing - original draft, Writing - review & editing. Jonas 
Kristoffer Lindeløv: Software, Methodology, Formal analysis, Writing - review & editing. Yahui Xiao: Conceptualization, Method-
ology, Writing - review & editing. Raymond C.K. Chan: Conceptualization, Writing - review & editing. Thomas Alrik Sørensen: 
Conceptualization, Methodology, Writing - review & editing. 

Open science statement 

Scripts for running the experimental paradigm, data from the study, and scripts for running the data analysis presented in the paper 
are available at https://github.com/mcvinding/PM_volition. 

Appendix A. Supplementary material 

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at https://doi.org/10.1016/j.concog.2021.103175. 

References 

Ball, B. H., & Aschenbrenner, A. J. (2018). The importance of age-related differences in prospective memory: Evidence from diffusion model analyses. Psychonomic 
Bulletin & Review, 25(3), 1114–1122. https://doi.org/10.3758/s13423-017-1318-4. 

Barlas, Z., Hockley, W. E., & Obhi, S. S. (2018). Effects of free choice and outcome valence on the sense of agency: Evidence from measures of intentional binding and 
feelings of control. Experimental Brain Research, 236(1), 129–139. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00221-017-5112-3. 

Barlas, Z., & Obhi, S. S. (2013). Freedom, choice, and the sense of agency. Frontiers in Human Neuroscience, 7. https://doi.org/10.3389/fnhum.2013.00514. 
Beck, B., Di Costa, S., & Haggard, P. (2017). Having control over the external world increases the implicit sense of agency. Cognition, 162, 54–60. https://doi.org/ 

10.1016/j.cognition.2017.02.002. 
Blakemore, S. J., Wolpert, D., & Frith, C. (2000). Why can’t you tickle yourself? Neuroreport, 11(11), R11. 
Boywitt, C. D., & Rummel, J. (2012). A diffusion model analysis of task interference effects in prospective memory. Memory & Cognition, 40(1), 70–82. https://doi. 

org/10.3758/s13421-011-0128-6. 
Brass, M., & Haggard, P. (2008). The What, When, Whether Model of Intentional Action. The Neuroscientist, 14(4), 319–325. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 

1073858408317417. 
Burgess, P. W., Quayle, A., & Frith, C. D. (2001). Brain regions involved in prospective memory as determined by positron emission tomography. Neuropsychologia, 39 

(6), 545–555. 
Chen, X., Wang, Y., Liu, L., Cui, J., Gan, M., Shum, D. H. K., & Chan, R. C. K. (2015). The effect of implementation intention on prospective memory: A systematic and 

meta-analytic review. Psychiatry Research, 226(1), 14–22. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2015.01.011. 
Christensen, M. S., & Grünbaum, T. (2018). Sense of agency for movements. Consciousness and Cognition, 65, 27–47. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.concog.2018.07.002. 
Ellis, J. (1996). Prospective memory or the realisation of delayed intentions: A conceptual framework for research. In M. Brandimonte, G. O. Einstein, & 

M. A. McDaniel (Eds.), Prospective memory: Theory and applications (pp. 1–22). Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Publishers.  
Freeman, J. E., & Ellis, J. A. (2003). The representation of delayed intentions: A prospective subject-performed task? Journal of Experimental Psychology: Learning, 

Memory, and Cognition, 29(5), 976–992. https://doi.org/10.1037/0278-7393.29.5.976. 
Gallagher, S. (2000). Philosophical conceptions of the self: Implications for cognitive science. Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 4(1), 14–21. https://doi.org/10.1016/ 

S1364-6613(99)01417-5. 
Gelman, A., & Rubin, D. B. (1992). Inference from Iterative Simulation Using Multiple Sequences. Statistical Science, 7(4), 457–472. https://doi.org/10.1214/ss/ 

1177011136. 
Gilbert, S. J., Gollwitzer, P. M., Cohen, A.-L., Oettingen, G., & Burgess, P. W. (2009). Separable brain systems supporting cued versus self-initiated realisation of 

delayed intentions. Journal of Experimental Psychology: Learning, Memory, and Cognition, 35(4), 905–915. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015535. 
Goschke, T., & Kuhl, J. (1993). Representation of Intentions: Persisting Activation in Memory. Journal of Experimental Psychology: Learning, Memory, and Cognition, 19 

(5), 1211–1226. 
Graf, P., & Uttl, B. (2001). Prospective Memory: A New Focus for Research. Consciousness and Cognition, 10(4), 437–450. https://doi.org/10.1006/ccog.2001.0504. 
Haggard, P. (2019). The Neurocognitive Bases of Human Volition. Annual Review of Psychology, 70(1). https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-010418-103348. 
Haggard, P., Clark, S., & Kalogeras, J. (2002). Voluntary action and conscious awareness. Nature Neuroscience, 5(4), 382–385. https://doi.org/10.1038/nn827. 
Heathcote, A., Loft, S., & Remington, R. W. (2015). Slow down and remember to remember! A delay theory of prospective memory costs.  Psychological Review, 122(2), 

376–410. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0038952. 
Hicks, J. L., Marsh, R. L., & Cook, G. I. (2005). Task interference in time-based, event-based, and dual intention prospective memory conditions☆. Journal of Memory 

and Language, 53(3), 430–444. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jml.2005.04.001. 
Horn, S. S., & Bayen, U. J. (2015). Modeling criterion shifts and target checking in prospective memory monitoring. Journal of Experimental Psychology: Learning, 

Memory, and Cognition, 41(1), 95–117. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0037676. 
Horn, S. S., Bayen, U. J., & Smith, R. E. (2011). What can the diffusion model tell us about prospective memory? Canadian Journal of Experimental Psychology/Revue 

Canadienne de Psychologie Expérimentale, 65(1), 69–75. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0022808. 
Horn, S. S., Bayen, U. J., & Smith, R. E. (2013). Adult age differences in interference from a prospective-memory task: A diffusion model analysis. Psychonomic Bulletin 

& Review, 20(6), 1266–1273. https://doi.org/10.3758/s13423-013-0451-y. 
Jeannerod, M. (1994). The representing brain: Neural correlates of motor intention and imagery. Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 17(02), 187–202. https://doi.org/ 

10.1017/S0140525X00034026. 
Jeannerod, M., & Decety, J. (1995). Mental motor imagery: A window into the representational stages of action. Current Opinion in Neurobiology, 5(6), 727–732. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/0959-4388(95)80099-9. 
Jensen, M., Dong, M., Vinding, M. C., & Overgaard, M. (2017). Measuring sensation of movement. In T. Grünbaum, & M. S. Christensen (Eds.), Sensation of movement. 

Routledge.  

M.C. Vinding et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                    

https://github.com/mcvinding/PM_volition
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.concog.2021.103175
https://doi.org/10.3758/s13423-017-1318-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00221-017-5112-3
https://doi.org/10.3389/fnhum.2013.00514
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2017.02.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2017.02.002
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1053-8100(21)00101-X/h0025
https://doi.org/10.3758/s13421-011-0128-6
https://doi.org/10.3758/s13421-011-0128-6
https://doi.org/10.1177/1073858408317417
https://doi.org/10.1177/1073858408317417
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1053-8100(21)00101-X/h0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1053-8100(21)00101-X/h0040
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2015.01.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.concog.2018.07.002
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1053-8100(21)00101-X/h0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1053-8100(21)00101-X/h0055
https://doi.org/10.1037/0278-7393.29.5.976
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1364-6613(99)01417-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1364-6613(99)01417-5
https://doi.org/10.1214/ss/1177011136
https://doi.org/10.1214/ss/1177011136
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015535
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1053-8100(21)00101-X/h0080
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1053-8100(21)00101-X/h0080
https://doi.org/10.1006/ccog.2001.0504
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-010418-103348
https://doi.org/10.1038/nn827
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0038952
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jml.2005.04.001
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0037676
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0022808
https://doi.org/10.3758/s13423-013-0451-y
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X00034026
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X00034026
https://doi.org/10.1016/0959-4388(95)80099-9
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1053-8100(21)00101-X/h0135
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1053-8100(21)00101-X/h0135


Consciousness and Cognition 94 (2021) 103175

11

Jensen, M., Vagnoni, E., Overgaard, M., & Haggard, P. (2014). Experience of action depends on intention, not body movement: An experiment on memory for mens 
rea. Neuropsychologia, 55, 122–127. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuropsychologia.2013.07.022. 

Keller, P. E., Wascher, E., Prinz, W., Waszak, F., Koch, I., & Rosenbaum, D. A. (2006). Differences Between Intention-Based and Stimulus-Based Actions. Journal of 
Psychophysiology, 20(1), 9–20. https://doi.org/10.1027/0269-8803.20.1.9. 

Krieghoff, V., Waszak, F., Prinz, W., & Brass, M. (2011). Neural and behavioral correlates of intentional actions. Neuropsychologia, 49(5), 767–776. https://doi.org/ 
10.1016/j.neuropsychologia.2011.01.025. 

Kvavilashvili, L., & Fisher, L. (2007). Is time-based prospective remembering mediated by self-initiated rehearsals? Role of incidental cues, ongoing activity, age, and 
motivation. Journal of Experimental Psychology: General, 136(1), 112–132. https://doi.org/10.1037/0096-3445.136.1.112. 

Lau, H. C., Rogers, R. D., Haggard, P., & Passingham, R. E. (2004). Attention to Intention. Science, 303(5661), 1208–1210. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1090973. 
Marsh, R. L., Hicks, J. L., & Bink, M. L. (1998). Activation of completed, uncompleted, and partially completed intentions. Journal of Experimental Psychology: Learning, 

Memory, and Cognition, 24(2), 350–361. https://doi.org/10.1037/0278-7393.24.2.350. 
Marsh, R. L., Hicks, J. L., & Cook, G. I. (2005). On the Relationship Between Effort Toward an Ongoing Task and Cue Detection in Event-Based Prospective Memory. 

Journal of Experimental Psychology: Learning, Memory, and Cognition, 31(1), 68–75. https://doi.org/10.1037/0278-7393.31.1.68. 
Marsh, R. L., Hicks, J. L., & Cook, G. I. (2006). Task interference from prospective memories covaries with contextual associations of fulfilling them. Memory & 

Cognition, 34(5), 1037–1045. https://doi.org/10.3758/BF03193250. 
Martin, T., McDaniel, M. A., Guynn, M. J., Houck, J. M., Woodruff, C. C., Bish, J. P., … Tesche, C. D. (2007). Brain regions and their dynamics in prospective memory 

retrieval: A MEG study. International Journal of Psychophysiology, 64(3), 247–258. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijpsycho.2006.09.010. 
Matzke, D., & Wagenmakers, E.-J. (2009). Psychological interpretation of the ex-Gaussian and shifted Wald parameters: A diffusion model analysis. Psychonomic 

Bulletin & Review, 16(5), 798–817. https://doi.org/10.3758/PBR.16.5.798. 
Maylor, E. A., Darby, R. J., & Sala, S. D. (2000). Retrieval of performed versus to-be-performed tasks: A naturalistic study of the intention-superiority effect in normal 

aging and dementia. Applied Cognitive Psychology, 14(7), S83–S98. https://doi.org/10.1002/acp.772. 
McDaniel, M. A., & Einstein, G. O. (2000). Strategic and automatic processes in prospective memory retrieval: A multiprocess framework. Applied Cognitive Psychology, 

14(7), S127–S144. 
McDaniel, M. A., Umanath, S., Einstein, G. O., & Waldum, E. R. (2015). Dual pathways to prospective remembering. Frontiers in Human Neuroscience, 9. https://doi. 

org/10.3389/fnhum.2015.00392. 
Pacherie, E. (2008). The phenomenology of action: A conceptual framework. Cognition, 107(1), 179–217. 
Pacherie, E., & Haggard, P. (2010). What Are Intentions? In L. Nadel, & W. Sinnott-Armstrong (Eds.), Conscious Will and Responsibility. A tribute to Benjamin Libet. 

Oxford University Press.  
Passingham, R. E., Bengtsson, S. L., & Lau, H. C. (2010). Medial frontal cortex: From self-generated action to reflection on one’s own performance. Trends in Cognitive 

Sciences, 14(1), 16–21. 
Peirce, J. (2008). Generating stimuli for neuroscience using PsychoPy. Frontiers in Neuroinformatics, 2. https://doi.org/10.3389/neuro.11.010.2008. 
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