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CHAPTER 10 

OF INTERFERENCE DURING SOCIAL TRACKING 
A CONTROL-THEORY ANALYSIS 

W. Thomas Bourbon 

When we engage in purposeful behavior, the actions of one person 
sometimes interfere with those of another. This kind of interference 
occurs any time the behavior of one person disturbs a variable controlled 
by another, who must then compensate for the disturbances produced by 
the first. Such interactions occur frequently, as when we walk along a 
hallway, or drive along a highway, and one of us (perhaps unknowingly) 
interferes with the progress of the other. In such cases, we usually 
compensate successfully, even when we do not know the origin of the 
disturbance: all we need do is act to cancel any deviations in the 
variable(s) we control. 

In this chapter, I use control theory (CT) to model interference. 
First I describe a simple pursuit tracking task in which each of two people 
controls a different visually-perceived relationship. One of them 
unintentionally, but unavoidably, interferes with the performance of the 
other. Next, I use CT to analyze and predict their performance. 

Control theorists (e. g., Bourbon, 1982; Powers,l973a, 1973b; 
Powers, Clark & McFarland, 1960a, 1960b) assume that, to achieve 
control, people act on the environment so as to create and stabilize 
specific perceptions. In the CT model, an environment equation 
represents variables affected by the person, and a person equation 
represents the hypothetical organization of the individual’s perceptions, 
goals and actions. To model social interaction, I use a separate person- 
equation to represent each individual, while interactions between them 
are modeled as connections between environmental variables, not as links 
between features of the individuals. Each person is modeled as working 
to accomplish a perceptual goal independent of that for the other person. 

In this chapter I analyze interactions between people, but the 
principles discussed here probably characterize the control behavior of 
most living things. I focus on unilateral interference and compensation, 
but obviously there are other forms of interaction. In particular, 


