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Regulatory Focus Theory

ABSTRACT

Regulatory focus theory was the child of self-
discrepancy theory and the parent of regulatory fit
theory. As the child of self-discrepancy theory, it
distinguishes between self-regulation in relation to
hopes and aspirations (promotion ideals) versus
self-regulation in relation to duties and obligations
(prevention oughts). But in regulatory focus theory,
promotion and prevention orientations are states
that vary not only predispositionally across indi-
viduals but also can be situationally induced. And
the emotional and motivational effects of success
and failure can be on a current task rather than
just chronic congruencies and discrepancies to
ideal and ought self-guides. Most importantly, the
emphasis is on strategic differences between pro-
motion and prevention in how desired states are
attained, with promotion preferring eager means
of advancement and prevention preferring vigilant
means of maintenance. This emphasis on strategic
differences also distinguishes regulatory focus
theory from control system theories’ concern with
approach and avoidance at the system level rather
than the strategic level. The asymmetry between
promotion and prevention in strategic preferences
and in the motivational effects of success and
failure, with success strengthening motivation in
promotion but failure strengthening motivation in

E. Tory Higgins

prevention, gave birth to the regulatory fit idea
that the manner of goal pursuit can sustain or
disrupt a self-regulatory orientation.

INTRODUCTION

I moved from New York University (NYU) to
Columbia University in 1989. The decision
was very difficult, mostly because of the
wonderful qualities of both options — an
approach-approach conflict. The conflict
would have been even worse if I had recog-
nized and fully considered all of the conse-
quences of each option. But I didn’t. I had
other things on my mind. My wife and I were
about to be blessed with our first child and
this was what I was thinking about. And, not
surprisingly, our child was what I continued
to think about for several months after she
was born. It was not until my second term at
Columbia (Spring, 1990) that I finally began
thinking about what research I would do at
Columbia. And when I did begin thinking
about it, I was thunderstruck. I suddenly



realized that I could no longer do the kind of
research that I had done at NYU for years.
I could no longer work on self-discrepancy
theory. Like an irresponsible parent, I had
thoughtlessly abandoned my theory by moving
to Columbia. What was I going to do?

What struck me at that painful moment
was that the research conditions at Columbia
were completely different from those at
NYU. At NYU, where I had developed self-
discrepancy theory, there was a very large
subject pool — thousands of potential partici-
pants per year. In contrast, the subject pool at
Columbia was just a few hundred. And there
was another difference that was at least as
important. At NYU all students in the subject
pool filled out a battery booklet that con-
tained not only demographic questions but
also personality questionnaires. You guessed
it — one of those questionnaires was the
Selves Questionnaire that my lab used to
measure individuals’ self-discrepancies.
This meant that even before my lab
contacted potential participants for a study,
we already had information about their self-
discrepancies. We could select participants as
a function of whether they were high or
low in different kinds of self-discrepancies.
At Columbia, on the other hand, there was no
such battery booklet. My lab would have to
do a formal study with hundreds of partici-
pants just to obtain the background informa-
tion on their self-discrepancies. By the time
we had done that, we would have no more
subject hours for research. It was hopeless!

So there I was, mourning over the lost of
my theory and wondering what kind of
research I would do instead. My first thought
was, “Well, I will just have to go back to
doing research on priming and accessibility
full-time.” It was a comforting thought, but
not comforting enough. I still missed self-
discrepancy theory. After all, whereas con-
struct accessibility theory was an independent
teenager by this time (Higgins et al., 1977;
see Chapter 4, this volume), self-discrepancy
theory was still only a child (Higgins, 1987).

It was during this period, under these
trying circumstances, that I began to find
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a solution to the problem of what to do about
self-discrepancy theory — a solution that ulti-
mately became regulatory focus theory.
Without question, it was trying to continue
parenting self-discrepancy theory that gave
birth to regulatory focus theory (see Higgins,
2004, 2006a). I realized that what I needed
was to find a way to test self-discrepancy
theory without having to measure people’s
chronic self-discrepancies. In thinking about
this problem, and ultimately finding a solu-
tion, regulatory focus theory was born,
although I didn’t appreciate that immedi-
ately. It took me some time to recognize what
had happened (a separate theory construction
issue I will discuss later). But now, I need to
begin at the beginning. For you to appreciate
the dilemma I faced in the spring of 1990,
I need to provide some basic background
information. about self-discrepancy theory
and describe the kinds of studies we had
conducted to test it.

SELF-DISCREPANCY THEORY: THE
PARENT OF REGULATORY FOCUS
THEORY

Why do people emotionally react so differ-
ently to the same tragic event? More specifi-
cally, why is it that when people are
emotionally overwhelmed by a serious set-
back in their life, such as the death of their
child, the loss of their job, or the breakup of
their marriage, some suffer from depression
whereas others suffer from anxiety? Self-
discrepancy theory was developed to answer
this question. Self-discrepancy theory pro-
posed that even when people have the same
specific goals, such as seniors in high school
wanting to go to a good college or older
adults wanting a good marriage, they often
vary in how they represent these goals. The
goals or standards that direct or guide our
self-regulation are called self-guides in self-
discrepancy theory. Some of us represent
our self-guides as hopes or aspirations, the
kind of person we ideally want to be — ideal

REGULATORY FOCUS THEORY 485

self-guides. Others of us represent our self-
guides as duties or obligations, the kind of
person we believe we ought to be — ought
self-guides.

According to self-discrepancy theory
(Higgins, 1987), it is the difference between
failing to meet our ideals versus failing
to meet our oughts that provides the key to
unlocking the mystery of why we have dif-
ferent emotional reactions to the same nega-
tive life event. Self-discrepancy theory
proposes that when a negative life event hap-
pens to us, it is represented as saying some-
thing about how we are doing. We compare
our current, actual self to our self-guides:
“Compared to the kind of person I want to be
(e.g., going to a good college; having a good
marriage), how am I doing?” We suffer emo-
tionally when there is a discrepancy between
our actual self and a self-guide — a self-dis-
crepancy. When our actual self is discrepant
from an ideal self-guide, we feel sad, disap-
pointed, discouraged — dejection-related
emotions that relate clinically to depression.
When our actual self is discrepant from an
ought self-guide, we feel nervous, tense, and
worried — agitation-related emotions that
relate clinically to anxiety disorders.
According to self-discrepancy theory, then,
our vulnerabilities to different kinds of
emotional suffering depend on which
type of self-guide is emphasized in our
self-regulation — dejection/depression suffer-
ing when ideals are emphasized, and agita-
tion/anxiety suffering when oughts are
emphasized.

Research with clinically depressed and
clinically anxious patients has found support
for these proposals about emotional vulnera-
bilities. Discrepancies between patients’
actual selves and their ideal self-guides
predicts their suffering from depression
more than it predicts their suffering from
anxiety disorders, whereas discrepancies
between patients’ actual selves and their
ought self-guides predicts their suffering
from anxiety disorders more than it predicts
their suffering from depression (Strauman,
1989). Because some individuals have

actual-self discrepancies from both their
ideal and ought self-guides, they can suffer
from both depression and anxiety disorders.

At any one time, however, either individu-
als’ ideal self-guides or their ought self-
guides can be more accessible, and whichever
is more accessible will determine which
emotional syndrome they experience. This
means that momentary situations can deter-
mine which syndrome is experienced by
priming or activating either ideal or ought
self-guides. For example, there is evidence
that either actual-ideal discrepancies or actu-
al-ought discrepancies can be made tempo-
rarily more accessible by exposing individuals
either to words which relate to an ideal they
possess or to an ought they possess. When
such priming of either an ideal or an ought
occurs in an experiment, participants whose
actual-ideal discrepancy is activated sud-
denly feel sad and disappointed and fall into
a depression-related state of low activity
(e.g., talk slower). In contrast, participants
whose actual-ought discrepancy is activated
suddenly feel nervous and worried and fall
into an anxiety-related state of high activity
(e.g., talk quicker). And these kinds of effects
have been found with both clinical samples
(Strauman, 1989) and non-clinical samples
(Strauman and Higgins, 1987).

What is the psychological mechanism that
underlies these effects? Self-discrepancy
theory proposes that different emotions relate
to different psychological situations that
people experience. That is, the psychological
situations produced by success or failure to
meet our ideals are different from the psy-
chological situations produced by success or
failure to meet our oughts. Specifically, when
events are related to our ideal self-guides
(i.e., to our hopes and aspirations), we expe-
rience success as the presence of a positive
outcome (a gain), which is a happy experi-
ence, and we experience failure as the absence
of positive outcome (a nongain), which is
a sad experience. In contrast, when events
are related to our ought self-guides (i.e., our
beliefs about our duties and obligations),
we experience success as the absence of



a negative outcome (a nonloss), which is a
relaxing experience, and we experience fail-
ure as the presence of a negative outcome
(a loss), which is a worrying experience.
Consistent with this proposed underlying
mechanism, research has shown (e.g., Higgins
and Tykocinski, 1992) that individuals with
strong ideals remember better events that
reflect the absence or the presence of positive
outcomes (gains and nongains), whereas
individuals with strong oughts remember
better events that reflect the presence or
absence of negative outcomes (nonlosses and
losses). People also remember better those
events in their own lives that relate to which-
ever type of self-guide is more accessible for
them (Strauman, 1992).

What kind of parenting is likely to result in
children having either strong ideal self-guides
or strong ought self-guides? In answering
these questions, self-discrepancy theory
relies on the basic idea that self-regulation in
relation to ideal self-guides versus ought
self-guides involves experiencing different
psychological situations. When children inter-
act with their parents (or other caretakers),
the parents respond to their child in ways that
make the child experience one of the differ-
ent kinds of psychological situations. Over
time, the children respond to themselves like
their parents respond to them, producing the
same specific kinds of psychological
situations, and this develops into the kind of
self-guide (ideal or ought) that is associated
with those psychological situations (see
Higgins, 1991).

What pattern of parenting, then, predicts
the development of strong ideal self-guides
in children? It is when parents combine bol-
stering (when managing success) and love
withdrawal (when disciplining failure).
Bolstering occurs, for instance, when parents
encourage the child to overcome difficulties,
hug and kiss them when they succeed, or set
up opportunities for the child to engage in
success activities — it creates an experience of
the presence of positive outcomes in the
child. Love withdrawal occurs, for instance,
when parents end a meal when the child
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throws some food, take away a toy when the
child refuses to share it, stop a story when the
child is not paying attention — it creates an
experience of the absence of positive out-
comes in the child.

What pattern of parenting predicts the
development of strong ought self-guides in
children? It is when parents combine pru-
dence (when managing success) and puni-
tive/critical (when disciplining failure).
Prudence occurs, for instance, when parents
“child-proof” the house, train the child to be
alert to potential dangers, or teach the child
to “mind your manners” — it creates an expe-
rience of the absence of negative outcomes in
the child. Punitive/critical occurs, for
instance, when parents play roughly with the
child to get his or her attention, yell at the
child when he or she doesn’t listen, criticize
the child when he or she makes a mistake — it
creates an experience of the presence of
negative outcomes. Indeed, consistent with
these self-discrepancy theory predictions,
there is recent evidence of positive associa-
tions between the critical and punitive
parenting style and prevention-focused self-
regulation and between the bolstering
parenting style and promotion-focused self-
regulation (see Higgins and Silberman, 1998;
Keller, 2008; Manian et al., 2006).

In addition to distinguishing between ideal
and ought self-guides, self-discrepancy
theory distinguishes between different stand-
points that can be taken in self-regulation
(Higgins, 1987) — between self-regulation
from our own independent standpoint (“What
are my own goals and standards for myself?”’)
and self-regulation from the standpoint of a
significant other person in our lives (e.g.,
“What are my mother’s goals and standards
for me?”). For example, in North America at
least, there is evidence that discrepancies
from independent self-guides are a more
important determinant of emotional vulnera-
bilities for males than for females. In con-
trast, discrepancies from significant other
self-guides are more important for females
than for males (Moretti and Higgins, 1999a,
1999b).

NOW BACK TO THE STORY: THE
BIRTH OF REGULATORY FOCUS
THEORY

Research testing self-discrepancy theory
had always used the participants’ self-
discrepancies as part of the study. Most stud-
ies had tested the effects of self-discrepancies
on emotional responses — the relation between
self and affect — but occasionally we took
advantage of previous work on priming and
accessibility to make either actual-ideal or
actual-ought discrepancies temporarily more
accessible by priming either ideal or ought
self-guides, respectively. For example, in one
study by Higgins et al. (1986) participants
were selected who were either high in both
actual-ideal and actual-ought discrepancies
or low in both, and when they arrived for the
study they were asked either to discuss their
own and their parents’ hopes and aspirations
for them (ideal priming) or to discuss their
own and their parents’ beliefs concerning
their duties and obligations (ought priming).
The study found that for “high in both” par-
ticipants, but not “low in both” participants,
ideal priming produced dejection-related
emotions whereas ought priming produced
agitation-related emotions.

The idea of using priming to make tempo-
rarily more accessible either ideal or ought
self-guides (i.e., ideal or ought goals) was itself
new to us. In the beginning, our research was
based solely on using the Selves Questionnaire
measure of self-discrepancies, which ideo-
graphically measured individuals’ stable self-
discrepancies (e.g., Higgins et al., 1985). It
took a while for us to realize that we could take
advantage of what we knew about accessibility
and priming (see Chapter 4, this volume) to
activate different kinds of self-discrepancies,
thereby having more experimental control over
our tests of self-discrepancy theory by activat-
ing momentarily either actual-ideal or actual-
ought discrepancies. This experimental method
discovery turned out to be a critical turning
point for the birth of regulatory focus theory,
but we did not know that at the time.
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At the time, we still thought of self-dis-
crepancy theory in strictly personality terms.
We were using priming to make one kind of
chronic self-discrepancy more accessible
than another; that is, make it the more cur-
rently active self-discrepancy. We knew from
research that was going on during the same
period that temporary accessibility from situ-
ational priming could trump, at least for a
while, chronic accessibility from established
individual differences (Bargh et al., 1988).
But self-discrepancy theory was still about
chronic individual differences in stored self-
discrepancies. For individuals with both ideal
and ought discrepancies, as in the Higgins
et al. (1986) study, we were simply using the
priming to make one or the other discrepancy
more active at the moment.

So here I was in 1990 realizing that I could
not conduct studies at Columbia which
required measuring participants’ self-dis-
crepancies beforehand. To me that meant
I could no longer do research on self-
discrepancy theory. What was I to do? As
I mentioned earlier, one thought was to
return to priming and accessibility research
full-time. But I did not want to abandon self-
discrepancy theory so early in its develop-
ment. Perhaps I was thinking about priming
and accessibility while wanting to continue
working on ideals and oughts that was criti-
cal. I don’t know. What I do know is that I
suddenly realized that there was a solution to
my problem. What had fascinated me about
accessibility for a long time was the fact that
accessibility was a state, and individuals did
not know the source of their accessibility
state — it could be from chronic accessibility,
priming, or both (see Chapter 4, this volume).
I had thought about accessibility being a
common language for variability across per-
sons (chronic accessibility) and variability
across situations (priming), which provided a
different perspective on the classic “person—
situation” debate (Higgins, 1990). I had also
thought that standards provided another
common language for variability across
persons (personal standards) and variability
across situations (contextual standards)




(Higgins, 1990). But I had not fully appreci-
ated what the notion of a common language
implied nor had I thought about how acces-
sibility and standards could be combined.

I now realized that the distinction between
ideal and ought self-regulation was being
unnecessarily restricted by self-discrepancy
theory. Rather than this distinction being
about chronic discrepancies (or congruencies)
between the actual self and ideal or ought
self-guides, it was more generally about two
different systems of self-regulation. At any
moment, people could be in a state of regu-
lating in relation to hopes or wishes (ideals)
or they could be in a state of regulating in
relation to duties or responsibilities (oughts).
And, importantly, this could be true regard-
less of whether they did or did not possess
chronic ideal or ought discrepancies.

From this broader, two-distinct-systems
perspective, the emotional and motivational
implications of individuals being in a state
of ideal self-regulation versus a state of
ought self-regulation could be studied with-
out any need to measure individuals’ self-
discrepancies. What mattered now was the
distinction between two systems of self-
regulation, and one or the other system could
be activated through priming or other experi-
mental manipulations. It was not necessary
to measure self-discrepancies in order to
study the implications of ideal versus ought
self-regulation. My problem was solved!

An issue did remain, however. Specifically,
would I still be testing self-discrepancy
theory — that is, the theory itself — if I was no
longer measuring self-discrepancies? For
many years I have taught a course on theory
construction in psychology (see Higgins,
2004). I was well aware in 1990 that it was
important to distinguish between an exten-
sion of a theory versus a new theory. Failure
to do so can be very unfair to both the “old”
theory and the “new” theory. The question,
then, was whether there were two theories —
the old self-discrepancy theory and the new
“X” theory — or simply earlier and later
versions of self-discrepancy theory. Why
treat what might be just an extension or
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elaboration of the extant self-discrepancy
theory as a new theory? I have noted else-
where that this is a gray area (Higgins, 2004),
and it comes down to whether one believes
that the “new” theory, in fact, really adds
something that is fundamentally new.

In brief, I did believe that something
fundamentally new had been added by the
“new,” and as-yet-unnamed, theory. The
“new” theory — what became called regula-
tory focus theory — was concerned with dis-
tinct self-regulatory states that varied across
both persons and situations. Unlike self-
discrepancy theory, it was not a personality
theory. Whereas ideal and ought self-guides
varied chronically across persons in self-dis-
crepancy theory, ideal and ought self-regula-
tion in regulatory focus theory varied across
situations as well as persons. And this differ-
ence really mattered. It inspired research that
would not have been generated by self-
discrepancy theory, such as framing effects
on problem solving and decision making (see
Higgins, 1998).

I believed then, as I believe now, that what
distinguishes a theory are the discoveries that
it generates (Higgins, 2004). And it was clear
even then that this new theory would gener-
ate studies that could make discoveries that
self-discrepancy theory would not. What
made the most sense, and was most fair, was
to let self-discrepancy theory continue to
develop in its same basic form — after all it
was still just a child — while treating its off-
spring as something deserving its own sepa-
ratepathofdevelopment. Andself-discrepancy
theory did continue to develop (see Moretti
and Higgins, 1999a, 199b), such as consider-
ing the overlap between own standpoint and
significant other standpoint on someone’s
goals in order to distinguish among inde-
pendent self-regulation (just own standpoint),
identified self-regulation (shared reality from
own and significant other overlap), and intro-

jected self-regulation (just significant other
“felt presence of other”). Moreover, when
regulatory focus theory began to mature, it
was used to enrich self-discrepancy theory
and broaden its implications, as evident in
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Tim Strauman’s construction of self-system
therapy (Strauman et al., 2006). Like all
good children, then, regulatory focus theory
had a positive impact on its parent. Parent
and child have each benefited enormously
from one another — a nice family story. It is
time, then, to describe what this new regula-
tory focus theory was all about and discuss
the new research directions that it inspired.

PROMOTION AND PREVENTION
SYSTEMS OF SELF-REGULATION

From the ancient Greeks, through seven-
teenth- and eighteenth-century British phi-
losophers, to twentieth-century psychologists
(see Kahneman et al., 1999), the hedonic
principle that people are motivated to
approach pleasure and avoid pain has domi-
nated our understanding of people’s motiva-
tion. It is the basic motivational assumption
of theories across all areas of psychology,
including theories of emotion in psychobiol-
ogy (e.g., Gray, 1982), conditioning in animal
learning (e.g., Mowrer, 1960; Thorndike,
1935), decision-making in cognitive psychol-
ogy (e.g., Edwards, 1955; Kahneman and
Tversky, 1979), consistency in social psy-
chology (e.g., Festinger, 1957; Heider, 1958),
and achievement motivation in personality
(e.g., Atkinson, 1964). Even when Freud, in
Beyond the Pleasure Principle (Freud,
1950/1920), assigned a motivational role to
the ego’s reality principle, he made it clear
that the reality principle “at bottom also seeks
pleasure although a delayed and diminished
pleasure” (Freud, 1952/1920: 365). Perhaps
the clearest statement on the importance of
hedonic experiences to motivation was given
by Jeremy Bentham (1781/1988: 1): “Nature
has placed mankind under the governance of
two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure. It
is for them alone to point out what we ought
to do, as well as to determine what we shall
do. On the one hand the standard of right and
wrong, on the other the chain of causes and
effects, are fastened to their throne.”

Within this historical context, the contri-
bution of self-discrepancy theory and, espe-
cially, regulatory focus theory has been to
emphasize the significance of the different
motivational systems that underlie pleasure
and pain. It is not enough to know that people
approach pleasure and avoid pain. It is criti-
cal to know how they do so. The starting
assumption of regulatory focus theory is that
the different ways that people approach pleas-
ure and avoid pain can be more significant
for understanding motivation and emotion
than the hedonic principle per se.

To illustrate, for Gray (1982) and Mowrer
(1960), as well as Carver and Scheier (1981,
1990 a,b), the important motivational distinc-
tion was between the approach system (BAS)
and the avoidance or inhibition system (BIS).
Gray (1982) and Mowrer (1960) explicitly
included both approaching reward (the pres-
ence of a positive outcome) and approaching
safety (the absence of a negative outcome) as
equivalent cases of approaching a desired
end-state. In contrast, self-discrepancy
theory (Higgins, 1987) and regulatory focus
theory (Higgins, 1996) explicitly distin-
guished between the promotion-ideal system
versus the prevention-ought system as two
different ways of approaching desired end-
states. Within approach, and within avoid-
ance, there were distinct systems of
self-regulation, and, according to self-
discrepancy theory and regulatory focus
theory, it was the difference between the
nature of these systems that mattered emo-
tionally and motivationally rather than the
hedonic principle per se.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF REGULATORY
FOCUS THEORY FOR EMOTIONAL
EXPERIENCES

As I discussed earlier, self-discrepancy theory
distinguished between different types of
pleasures and different types of pains as a
function of which self-guide was involved
in an actual self-congruency or discrepancy,



cheerful-related and dejected-related feelings
for ideal congruencies and discrepancies, and
quiescent-related and agitated-related feel-
ings for ought congruencies and discrepan-
cies. Regulatory focus theory moved beyond
this personality-based distinction by consid-
ering momentary successes and failures
for people who happened to be in either
a promotion focus state or a prevention
focus state.

According to regulatory focus theory, the
distinct emotional experiences from having a
promotion focus versus a prevention focus
are not restricted to personality. Anyone at a
particular moment can be pursuing a goal
with a promotion focus or a prevention focus.
If a person in a promotion state succeeds in
their goal pursuit, they will experience cheer-
ful-related feelings (e.g., feel happy), and if
they fail they will experience dejected-related
feelings (e.g., feel sad). If a person in a pre-
vention state succeeds, they will experience
quiescent-related feelings (e.g., feel calm),
and if they fail they will experience agitated-
related feelings (e.g., feel tense) (see Idson
et al., 2000).

The emotional significance of the two dis-
tinct self-regulatory systems was no longer
restricted to actual-self relations to ideal and
ought self-guides. It extended to any case of
success or failure when self-regulating with a
promotion focus or a prevention focus. One
intriguing study which illustrates this
included participants who did or did not
believe that their father would strongly hope
they would do well on the current task
(promotion father) and other participants
who did or did not believe that their father
would view it as their obligation to do well
on the task (prevention father). For “promo-
tion father”-primed participants, success or
failure on the current task produced feelings
along the cheerful-dejected dimension,
whereas for “prevention father”-primed
participants success or failure produced feel-
ings along the quiescent-agitated dimension
(see Shah, 2003).

Although priming or activating a personal
ideal or a personal ought is one way to induce
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a promotion or prevention state, it is not
the only way. Other momentary situations
can induce promotion or prevention states.
In an early study by Roney et al. (1995),
for example, success and failure feedback
was framed in a promotion or prevention
manner. In the promotion-framing condition,
success and failure feedback was “you got
that one” and “you didn’t get that one,”
respectively. In the prevention-framing
condition, success and failure feedback was
“you didn’t miss that one” and “you missed
that one,” respectively. By the end of the
task, everyone had failed. As predicted by
regulatory focus theory, agitation-related
emotions increased from pretest to post-test
more for prevention-framed participants than
for promotion-framed participants, whereas
the opposite was true for dejection-related
emotions.

Even when individuals’ promotion focus
and prevention focus are chronic predisposi-
tions, it does not require that there be chronic
self-discrepancies or self-congruencies in
order for distinct emotions to be produced.
Distinct emotions will be produced by suc-
cess or failure on a current task. Our discov-
ery of this fact involves another story with a
message about theory construction and test-
ing. It is remarkable, to me at least, how our
knowledge in one scientific area is not read-
ily applied to theory construction and theory
testing in another scientific area. To illus-
trate, James Shah and I wanted to find a way
to measure the chronic strength of individu-
als’ promotion focus and prevention focus
independent of whether they had self-
discrepancies or self-congruencies. We felt
that this was important because it could pre-
dict how they would feel from success or
failure in a momentary situation independent
of their past history of success and failure.
We believed, for example, that whether indi-
viduals had actual-ideal discrepancies or not,
if they pursued a goal with a promotion
focus they would feel sad after failure and
happy after success; and whether they had
actual-ought discrepancies or not, if they
pursued a goal with a prevention focus they
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would feel nervous after failure and relaxed
after success.

For many months we tried various ways to
measure the chronic strength of individuals’
promotion focus and prevention strength that
would predict the likelihood that they would
pursue a goal in a promotion state or a pre-
vention state. Time after time we developed
what we thought was a very clever measure,
but time after time the measure failed to
work consistently. Then in 1993 I attended,
as usual, the Social Psychology Winter
Conference in Utah where I heard John
Bassili describing his recent work on attitude
strength, work that was inspired by the ear-
lier work of Russ Fazio (see Bassili, 1996;
Fazio, 1986). This work took advantage of
the notion of chronic accessibility.

By the time of that conference, I had
worked on chronic accessibility for
many years (e.g., Higgins et al., 1982; see
Chapter 4, this volume). But somehow it had
never occurred to me to take advantage of
what I knew about chronic accessibility to
devise a measure of promotion and preven-
tion strength. But now, after returning from
the conference, James Shah and I did exactly
that. In brief, we used individuals’ response
latencies when describing their personal
ideals and oughts as a measure of the chronic
accessibility of their ideals and oughts. Our
assumption about ideals and oughts, like that
of Bassili and Fazio about attitudes, was that
chronic accessibility related positively to
self-regulatory strength. Specifically, the
more that a person’s ideals had higher chronic
accessibility than their oughts, the more that
person’s promotion system predominated;
and the more that a person’s oughts had
higher chronic accessibility than their ideals,
the more that person’s prevention system
predominated.

This implicit measure of promotion and
prevention strength worked out very well. It
turned out that promotion and prevention
strength were independent of the extent to
which individuals had ideal or ought discrep-
ancies. Moreover, promotion and prevention
strength moderated self-discrepancy effects,

such that an actual-ideal discrepancy pre-
dicted suffering from dejected-related emo-
tions more when promotion strength was also
high, and an actual-ought discrepancy pre-
dicted suffering from agitated-related emo-
tions more when prevention strength was
also high (Higgins et al., 1997). This was a
very nice parent and child collaboration that
benefited both family members. Equally nice
was now we had what we always wanted — an
implicit measure of the likelihood that
a person would pursue a goal with either a
promotion focus (predominant promotion
strength) or a prevention focus (predominant
prevention strength), independent of the
extent to which that person had actual-ideal
or actual-ought discrepancies.

Individuals with predominant promotion
strength — as measured by greater chronic
accessibility of ideals than oughts — should
emotionally experience success and failure
along the cheerful-dejected dimension, and
should emotionally appraise objects in the
world along the cheerful-dejected dimen-
sion. In contrast, individuals with predomi-
nant prevention focus — as measured by
greater chronic accessibility of oughts than
ideals — should emotionally experience suc-
cess and failure along the quiescent-agitated
dimension, and should emotionally appraise
objects in the world along the quiescent-
agitated dimension. All of these predictions
were supported (see Idson et al., 2000; Shah
and Higgins, 2001).

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF REGULATORY
FOCUS THEORY FOR STRATEGIC
GOAL PURSUIT

The bread and butter of self-discrepancy
theory was to distinguish among different
kinds of emotional experiences — different
kinds of pleasure and different kinds of
pain — and predict when they would occur.
But even here, as I described above, regula-
tory focus theory had something new and
important to add by predicting emotional



effects of success and failure on a current
task that varied as a function of situationally
induced promotion or prevention states, and
by predicting emotional effects of chronic
promotion or prevention strength independ-
ent of chronic self-discrepancies. The major
difference between self-discrepancy theory
and regulatory focus theory, however, was
regulatory focus theory’s concern with under-
standing how the two distinct systems of
self-regulation worked; how exactly the
promotion and prevention systems worked
differently to approach pleasure and avoid
pain. Addressing this how issue would really
move us beyond the hedonic principle and
beyond self-discrepancy theory. This issue
became the major concern of our lab in the
early 1990s.

At the time that we began working on
regulatory focus theory, Carver and Scheier
had also developed a self-regulatory model
that was concerned with motivation and
emotion (Carver and Scheier, 1990a, 1990b).
In their model there were also two self-
regulatory systems — an approach system of
reducing discrepancies to desired states as
reference points, and an avoidance system of
amplifying discrepancies from undesired
states as reference points. As I mentioned
earlier, this general distinction between an
approach system and an avoidance system was
a classic and important way of thinking about
self-regulatory systems, and it was elaborated
and developed by Carver and Scheier in sig-
nificant and innovative directions (see Carver
and Scheier, Chapter 24, this handbook). What
we needed to do conceptually and empirically
was to clarify and demonstrate how the
distinct systems identified by regulatory focus
theory were nor the same as the distinction
between an approach system versus an
avoidance system as described in Carver and
Scheier’s model or in other approach-
avoidance models, such as Mowrer’s (1960)
model, Gray’s (1982) model, Atkinson’s (1964)
model, Lopes’ (1987) model, and so on.

Carver and Scheier’s distinction between
an approach system and an avoidance system
involves a distinction between two different
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reference points — a desired end-state as ref-
erence point versus an undesired end-state as
reference point. I have called this a regula-
fory reference distinction (Higgins, 1997).
(The distinction of Atkinson and Lopes
between hope and fear is a regulatory antici-
pation distinction — see Higgins [1997].) In
contrast, the regulatory focus theory distinc-
tion between a promotion focus system and a
prevention focus system involves a distinc-
tion within a desired end-state as reference
point and within an undesired end-state as
reference point. Within a desired end-state as
reference point, for example, individuals can
have a promotion focus on ideals and accom-
plishments as the desired end-state or they
can have a prevention focus on oughts and
safety as the desired end-state. Regulatory
focus and regulatory reference are orthogo-
nal distinctions.

Continuing with a desired end-state as the
reference point, how does self-regulation
with a promotion focus differ from self-
regulation with a prevention focus? Early on
we decided that the difference between pro-
motion versus prevention concerns would
translate into a difference in strategic prefer-
ences for how to pursue goals. With a promo-
tion focus, individuals would prefer the
strategy of approaching self-states that were
matches to a desired end-state. With a pre-
vention focus, individuals would prefer the
strategy of avoiding self-states that were mis-
matches to a desired end-state. This was a
distinction at the strategic level instead of
Carver and Scheier’s distinction at the level
of approach versus avoidance systems. Within
Carver and Scheier’s approach system, this
was a distinction between a promotion strat-
egy of approaching matches versus a preven-
tion strategy of avoiding mismatches. Within
Carver and Scheier’s avoidance system, reg-
ulatory focus theory distinguished between a
promotion strategy of approaching mis-
matches to an undesired end-state versus a
prevention system of avoiding matches to an
undesired end-state.

To test this new strategic distinction,
an early study had participants read about
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many different episodes in the life of an
individual that occurred over several days
(Higgins et al., 1994). In each of the epi-
sodes, the target was trying either to experi-
ence a desired end-state or not experience an
undesired end-state. The episodes were of
the following kinds:

1 Approaching matches to a desired end-state:
“Because | wanted to be at school for the
beginning of my 8:30 psychology class which
is usually excellent, | woke up early this
morning.”

2 Avoiding mismatches to a desired end-state:
“I wanted to take a class in photography at
the community center, so | didn’t register for a
class in Spanish that was scheduled at the same
time.”

3 Approaching mismatches to an undesired end-
state: “| dislike eating in crowded places, so at
noon | picked up a sandwich from a local deli and
ate outside.”

4 Avoiding matches to an undesired end-state:
“I didn’t want to feel tired during my very long
morning of classes, so | skipped the most strenu-
ous part of my morning workout.”

Using an “unrelated studies paradigm,” the
participants first described either their
personal ideals or their personal oughts
to experimentally induce either a promotion
focus or a prevention focus. Then they
read the story and, afterward, tried to
remember it. Across the desired and
undesired end-states as reference points,
the promotion-focused participants better
remembered the episodes that involved
strategic approach than the episodes that
involved strategic avoidance, whereas the
opposite was true for the prevention-focused
participants.

Another study by Higgins et al. (1994) had
participants make their own strategic choices
regarding the desired end-state of friendship.
The first phase of the study identified differ-
ent friendship tactics. There were three
tactics for the strategy of approaching
matches: (a) “Be generous and willing to
give of yourself”; (b) “Be supportive to your
friends. Be emotionally supportive”; and

(c) “Be loving and attentive.” There were
also three tactics for the strategy of avoiding
mismatches: (a) “Stay in touch. Don’t lose
contact with friends”; (b) “Try to make time
for your friends and not neglect them”; and
(c) “Keep the secrets friends have told you
and don’t gossip about friends.” In a
later phase of the study, new participants
varying in chronic strength of regulatory
focus were given all six tactics and were
asked the same general question about friend-
ship: “When you think about strategies for
Jfriendship, which THREE of the following
strategies would you choose?” Across all
participants, strategic approach tactics were
chosen more than strategic avoidance tactics.
But the study also found that predominant
promotion participants chose more strategic
approach tactics than predominant preven-
tion participants, and predominant preven-
tion participants chose more strategic
avoidance tactics than predominant promo-
tion participants.

The results of these two initial studies
conducted in the early 1990s provided the
first support for the unique prediction of
regulatory focus theory that the promotion
and prevention systems differed in the strate-
gic manner of their goal pursuit. The distinc-
tion between the promotion and prevention
systems was not a distinction between
approach versus avoidance systems like
Carver and Scheier’s model and other earlier
models. Within the approach system, and
within the avoidance system, promotion and
prevention differed in how goals were pur-
sued. This strategic difference between the
two regulatory focus systems was a critical
distinguishing feature. It would have impli-
cations for self-regulation that were not fully
foreseen at the time that these studies were
done — implications that later led to the birth
of regulatory fit theory (Higgins, 2000).
I believe that the implications were not fore-
seen in part because the terminology of regu-
latory focus theory at that point in its
development was more of a hindrance than a
help. It is time to turn to that part of the story
of regulatory focus theory.
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HOW “PROMOTION" AND
“PREVENTION” BECAME THE LABELS
FOR THE TWO SYSTEMS

I have already talked about how theory devel-
opment is a family affair in the sense of
one theory giving birth to another, as self-
discrepancy theory gave birth to regulatory
focus theory. There are other ways in which
theory development is a family affair (see
Higgins, 2006a). For example, friends and
colleagues provide feedback and suggestions
at key stages in the development of a theory
that have different kinds of positive effects in
its development. An illustration of this con-
cerns the labeling of “regulatory focus theory”
and its “promotion” and “prevention” sys-
tems. These were not the original labels.

In the summer of 1993, I attended a con-
ference at Ringberg Castle that was organ-
ized by Peter Gollwitzer and John Bargh — a
conference with the now classic titles, “For
Whom the Ring Bergs” and “Four Days at
Ringberg: Four Days at Ringberg” (see
Gollwitzer and Bargh, 1996). At that confer-
ence, I discussed my new theory, called
“regulatory outcome focus” that concerned
two distinct self-regulatory systems, called
“positive outcome focus” and “negative out-
come focus” (Higgins, 1996; see also Roney
et al., 1995). A couple of years later (1995),
I attended another conference in Italy that
was organized by Arie Kruglanski and
Augusto Palmonari. I presented a similar talk
to the one that I had presented at the Ringberg
Conference. Sitting in the audience was
Marilynn Brewer.

Marilynn came up to me after my talk
and asked me why I was using the labels
“positive outcome focus” and “negative out-
come focus” in my new theory. As I remem-
ber our conversation, she said something like
the following:

Don't those labels contradict the very point you
are trying to make? Aren't you arguing that both
of your systems have pain and pleasure, both have
positive and negative outcomes? Isn't your point
not to confuse your two distinct systems with

approaching positive outcomes versus avoiding
negative outcomes? But your labels, “positive out-
come focus” and “negative outcome focus,”
make it sound like the distinction is about positive
versus negative outcomes.

It was hard to argue her point. Actually, a
good life lesson with Marilynn is to listen
carefully to what she has to say because you
will learn something useful. When I arrived
home I was convinced that I had to find new
labels. But which labels? I knew that, devel-
opmentally, having a “positive outcome
focus” was about “bolstering” and nurturing
advancements. It was about fulfilling wishes
and aspirations. For desired end-states, it was
about strategically approaching matches.
It did not take too long — with my trusty
tool, Roget’s Thesaurus to help me — to find
a label that worked: promotion. That defi-
nitely sounded right; it had all the right
connotations.

Now I needed a new label for “negative
outcome focus.” I realized at this point that to
follow Marilynn’s wise counsel I needed a
label that not only captured the psychology
of a “negative outcome focus” but also
sounded positive. I needed two labels that
were both positive and, at the system level,
both involved approaching a desired end-
state. It would be nice if the labels also
implied a difference at the strategic level, but
it was critical that both have positive valence
at the system level.

With 20/20 hindsight, the answer may
seem obvious to you now, but it was not
obvious to me then. This was in part because,
thanks to the self-discrepancy theory parent-
age, our research emphasis regarding “nega-
tive outcome focus” was on ought self-guides
(i.e., duties and obligations). When I began
searching for a new label, it was ought self-
regulation that I had in mind — not safety and
security. But, eventually, I came across the
concept of prevention. Not only did “preven-
tion” capture the association with security
concerns and strategically avoiding mis-
matches (for desired end-states), but it was
also a three-syllable word with “p” as the
initial consonant — just like “promotion”!
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It was perfection (another three-syllable word
with “p” as the initial consonant).

The theory was now about the distinction
between self-regulation with a promotion
focus and self-regulation with a prevention
focus. To keep it simple, the theory should
simply be called “regulatory focus theory.”
To this day, I should note, papers appear that
refer to the theory as “self-regulatory focus
theory” — perhaps a more accurate phrase but
too many words. When possible, try to find
labels for your concepts, like “ideal” and
“ought” or “promotion” and “prevention,’
that are simple and everyday terms. (Donald
Campbell’s [1958] label, “entitativity,”
famously broke this rule but prospered
anyway.)

I have always believed that words matter,
and that exploring the different meanings of
a word, its different denotations and connota-
tions, is a great tool for discovering the psy-
chological underpinnings of the concept to
which the word refers. Indeed, for this reason,
there was a kind of positive externality, an
unexpected benefit, of changing the labels in
the theory from “positive outcome focus”
and “negative outcome focus” to “promotion
focus” and “prevention focus.” For the rea-
sons that Marilynn Brewer suggested, the
original labels were more confusing than
helpful because they differed from each other
only by the words “positive” and “negative.”
But this valence distinction is precisely not
what the theory is about. In contrast, the dif-
ference between “promotion” and “preven-
tion” is precisely what the theory is about.

The more I thought about the words
“promotion” and “prevention” — once again
with the help of my trusty Roget’s Thesaurus
plus the Webster and Oxford English
dictionaries — the more the differences
between them became apparent. Perhaps
most important initially, it occurred to me
that the way to fulfill a promotion focus was
by being eager and enthusiastic, whereas the
way to fulfill a prevention focus was by
being vigilant and careful. Up to this point
I had emphasized the strategic difference
between approaching matches to desired

ideals and avoiding mismatches to desired
oughts. This strategic distinction, I believe, is
still accurate, but it is less generative than
thinking of the difference between being
eager in the service of promotion and being
vigilant in the service of prevention. Indeed,
this new way of thinking ultimately gave
birth to another new child — regulatory fit
theory (Higgins, 2000).

REGULATORY FOCUS THEORY: THE
PARENT OF REGULATORY
FIT THEORY

I suppose that it would have been possible to
think about approaching matches to a desired
end-state as being a strategy that sustained
(versus disrupted) a positive outcome focus
and that avoiding mismatches to a desired
end-state as being a strategy that sustained a
negative outcome focus. But surely it is
easier to think of an eager strategy as sustain-
ing promotion and a vigilant strategy as sus-
taining prevention. And in the late 1990s,
after the label changes, we began to do stud-
ies where we varied which strategies people
used during goal pursuit (e.g., Forster et al.,
1998). In one study by Shah et al. (1998), for
example, participants solved green-colored
anagrams in order to gain points versus red-
colored anagrams in order not to lose points.
We found that promotion-focused partici-
pants performed better on the (eager) green
anagrams than the (vigilant) red anagrams,
but the opposite was true for prevention-
focused participants. Another study by Shah
et al. (1998) found that predominant promo-
tion participants performed better on an ana-
gram task when the suggested strategy was to
try and find 90 percent or more of the words
(eager) versus when the suggested strategy
was to try not to miss more than 10 percent
of the words (vigilant).

Over time we began to think of these
different strategies as being eager versus
vigilant strategies, and we began to label
them as such. Importantly, we thought of



strategic eagerness as an approach strategy
and strategic vigilance as an avoidance strat-
egy. Because this strategic difference was a
kind of approach versus avoidance distinc-
tion, it became all the more important to
distinguish regulatory focus theory from con-
trol theories like Carver and Scheier’s.
Whereas Carver and Scheier’s approach-
avoidance distinction was at the system level
(i-e., approaching desired end-states versus
avoiding undesired end-states), our approach-
avoidance distinction was at the strategic
level. The different conceptions of avoidance
at the system level versus the strategic
level provided a critical test between these
theories.

At Carver and Scheier’s system level
of avoidance, moving away from an unde-
sired end-state should decrease avoidance
intensity over time (see Miller, 1959).
At regulatory focus theory’s strategic level
of avoidance, moving toward a desired
end-state with prevention-focused vigilant
avoidance should increase motivational
intensity over time according to a ‘“goal
looms larger effect” (Lewin, 1935; Miller,
1959). These different predictions were tested
in several studies using alternative measures
of change in motivational intensity over time
(i.e., arm pressure; persistence) and the
results supported the prediction of regulatory
focus theory (see Forster et al. 1998, 2001).

During the same general period we were
conducting our ‘“goal looms larger effect”
studies, we were conducting other studies
which suggested that the combination of pro-
motion plus eager and prevention plus vigi-
lance involved some sort of compatibility
that had its own motivational significance.
Earlier, Lorraine Idson, Nira Liberman, and
I (Idson et al., 2000) had conducted studies in
which participants imagined buying a book
and choosing between paying with cash or
paying with a credit card, with the book’s
price being lower if you paid with cash (see
Thaler, 1980). The participants reported
either how good they would feel if they paid
with cash (the positive “success” outcome)
or how bad they would feel if they paid with
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a credit card (the negative “failure” out-
come). These earlier studies found that the
pleasant feelings from the positive “success”
outcome were more intense for promotion
than prevention, that is, feeling cheerful
versus feeling quiescent, whereas the painful
feelings from the negative “failure” outcome
were more intense for prevention than
promotion, that is, feeling agitated versus
feeling dejected.

In addition to measuring how good or bad
participants felt about the outcome, our new
studies included separate measures of pleas-
ure/pain intensity and strength of motiva-
tional force (see Idson et al., 2004). For
example, in one study that induced either a
promotion focus or a prevention focus by
priming either ideals or oughts, pleasure—
pain intensity was measured by asking the
participants how pleasant the positive out-
come would be or how painful the negative
outcome would be; and strength of motiva-
tional force was measured by asking the
participants how motivated they would be to
make the positive outcome happen (in the
positive outcome condition) or how moti-
vated they would be to make the negative
outcome not happen (in the negative outcome
condition).

We found that pleasure/pain intensity and
strength of motivational force each made
significant independent contributions to the
perceived value of the imagined outcome
(i.e., its goodness/badness). We also found
that for the positive success outcome, strength
of motivational force was higher in promo-
tion than prevention; but for the negative
failure outcome, strength of motivational
force was higher in prevention than promo-
tion. What these studies discovered was that
there is an asymmetry between promotion
and prevention with respect to whether suc-
cess or failure yields a stronger motivational
force. Other studies conducted around the
same time also found this asymmetry. For
promotion, there was better performance
under conditions of success than failure. For
prevention, there was better performance
under conditions of failure than success
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(Forster et al., 2001; Idson and Higgins,
2000). This asymmetry between promotion
and prevention regarding the effects of suc-
cess versus failure was another major feature
distinguishing the two systems. It was not a
feature that had been identified in models
distinguishing approach versus avoidance
systems. It was something new about the dif-
ference between the promotion and preven-
tion systems, and I knew it was important.
The earlier performance studies had found
that goal pursuit in a promotion focus yielded
better performance when an eager than a
vigilant strategy was used, and the opposite
was true for goal pursuit in a prevention
focus. Now there was this new asymmetry
for the effects on motivational strength of
success versus failure. What was going on?
The key to the solution was to recognize that
the effects for intensity of emotions that we
had found earlier (Idson et al., 2000) reflected
differences in motivational strength. That is,
when promotion-focused individuals feel
cheerful after success their motivation is
high, but whey they feel dejected after failure
their motivation is low. In contrast, when
prevention-focused individuals feel quiescent
after success their motivation is low, but
when they feel agitated after failure their
motivation is high. And these differences
in motivational strength are related to the
same eagerness and vigilance that were
involved in the earlier performance studies.
That is, when promotion-focused individuals
feel cheerful after success they are eager
(strong motivation), but when they feel
dejected after failure they are not eager
(weak motivation). In contrast, when preven-
tion-focused individuals feel agitated after
failure they are vigilant (strong motivation),
but when they feel quiescent after success
they are not vigilant (weak motivation).
What united all the findings of these stud-
ies in the late 1990s was that being eager
sustains motivational strength for individuals
in a promotion focus, whereas being vigilant
sustains motivational strength for individuals
in a prevention focus. This solution to the
mystery of what was going on in our recent

regulatory focus studies gave birth to regula-
tory fit theory. What became clear was that
there was another self-regulatory principle
which contributed to the effects we were
finding — the principle of regulatory fit.

Within this same period, a serendipitous
event occurred. In 1999 I learned that
I would receive the APA’s Award for
Distinguished Scientific Contributions, which
meant that I would be giving a talk in 2000
that would then appear as an article in the
American Psychologist.1 wasn’t sure whether
to give a talk about past research testing
regulatory focus theory or to give a talk on
something new. I preferred the latter. But
what would a new talk be about? I was quite
excited about the findings from our recent
studies and the solution to the mystery of
what might underlie them. So I decided that
my speech and paper for the APA award
would present the new principle of regulatory
fit. But this meant that I had to develop the
new theory in short order.

The major proposal of regulatory fit theory
was that people experience regulatory fit
when the manner of their engagement in an
activity sustains (versus disrupts) their cur-
rent regulatory orientation (Higgins, 2000).
An eager manner sustains promotion and a
vigilant manner sustains prevention. But
regulatory fit was not the same as regulatory
focus because it concerned the relation
between any goal pursuit orientation and the
strategic manner in which the goal is
pursued. Indeed, when I reconsidered other
research we had done during the same period,
for example, research on how “fun” versus
“important” task instructions impact per-
formance (Bianco et al., 2003), I began to
realize that regulatory fit was a very general
principle that applied to other orientations
and strategies. Nonetheless, it was the spe-
cific work testing regulatory focus theory
that led to the discovery of regulatory fit.
Regulatory focus theory was the parent of
regulatory fit theory, and as this new child
developed it began to generate its own sepa-
rate studies and findings (see Higgins, 2008a,
2009). At the end of this chapter, I will



discuss how parent and child have benefited
from one another.

APPLICABILITY TO SOCIAL ISSUES

As I noted earlier, it was self-discrepancy
theory that gave birth to regulatory focus
theory. And my inspiration for self-
discrepancy theory was wanting to under-
stand the distinct psychological underpinnings
of depression and anxiety disorders. My first
collaborator on self-discrepancy theory, Tim
Strauman, had the same inspiration as me.
Indeed, while a graduate student at NYU, he
earned two PhDs — one in social psychology
and one in clinical psychology. After leaving
NYU, he continued to wear both hats, includ-
ing being a director of clinical training and
helping clinically depressed and anxious cli-
ents as a therapist. He began to develop a
new form of clinical psychotherapy based on
self-discrepancy theory. After the birth of
regulatory focus theory, he expanded and
modified this therapy to take advantage of
the new insights provided by regulatory
focus theory.

Conceptual advances and empirical dis-
coveries from developing regulatory focus
theory since 1990 have increased psycholo-
gists’ understanding of the differences
between depression-related promotion fail-
ure and anxiety disorder-related prevention
failure. This has led to Strauman and his col-
laborators developing and testing, in clinical
trials, a new-generation psychotherapy called
“self-system therapy” (Vieth et al., 2003).
Interventions specifically designed to reduce
the actual-ideal discrepancies of depressed
patients have proven to be effective. Indeed,
for a theory-specified subset of depressed
patients, it has been shown to be even more
effective than cognitive therapy (Strauman
et al., 2006).

The emotional and motivational signifi-
cance of the difference between a failure in
the promotion system and a failure in the
prevention system sheds new light regarding
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other clinical phenomenon. There is evi-
dence, for example, that among women who
become a mother for the first time, having an
actual-ideal discrepancy prior to the birth of
their child predicts increased vulnerability to
post-partum depression, whereas having an
actual-ought discrepancy predicts decreased
vulnerability to post-partum anxiety
(Alexander and Higgins, 1993). There is also
evidence that possessing an actual-ideal dis-
crepancy is a vulnerability factor for bulimic
eating disorders whereas possessing an actu-
al-ought discrepancy is a vulnerability factor
for anorexic eating disorders (Higgins et al.,
1992; Strauman et al., 1991).

In addition to its implications for clinical
phenomenon, regulatory focus theory has
implications for interpersonal relations and
intergroup relations as well. There is evi-
dence that people are more willing to forgive
another person who apologizes for hurting
them and are more empathic concerning
another person’s suffering when the promo-
tion or prevention nature of the forgiveness
message or the other person’s suffering
fits the promotion or prevention focus of
the recipient or perceiver (Houston, 1990;
Santelli et al., 2009). This illustrates an
interpersonal benefit from similarity in regu-
latory focus. There is evidence as well that
complementarity in regulatory focus can also
have interpersonal benefits. Recent research
has found that long-term married partners
with complementary regulatory focus orien-
tations have higher relationship wellbeing
(Bohns et al., 2009). What appears to be
critical for such complementarity effects is
for each partner to be able to assume a sepa-
rate role on shared tasks (i.e., division of
labor) so that each can use the goal strategy
that fits their regulatory focus orientation,
such as the promotion partner taking on the
cager parts of the task and the prevention
partner taking on the vigilant parts of the
task. There is also evidence that responses to
social exclusion vary in a manner that relates
to regulatory focus, with individuals respond-
ing in a prevention manner when they are
rejected but responding in a promotion
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manner when they are ignored (Molden
et al., 2009).

Intergroup relations are also influenced
by regulatory focus. Specifically, there is
evidence that the classic phenomenon of in-
group favoritism (see Levine and Moreland,
1998) varies by regulatory focus. Two sepa-
rate research programs have shown that
favoritism that rewards and embraces ingroup
members is driven largely by promotion con-
cerns, whereas favoritism that punishes and
rejects outgroup members is driven largely
by prevention concerns (Sassenberg et al.,
2003; Shah et al., 2004) — promoting us
versus preventing them. And this effect is
evident even for subtle measures of motiva-
tion for intergroup contact. For example, in a
study by Shah et al. (2004), participants
chose where to sit in a waiting room that had
a backpack on a chair which supposedly was
owned either by their future partner in an
upcoming task or their future opponent.
Participants with a stronger promotion focus
chose to sit closer to their teammate, whereas
a stronger prevention focus had no relation to
sitting closer to one’s teammate. In contrast,
participants with a stronger prevention focus
chose to sit further away from their oppo-
nent, whereas a stronger promotion focus
had no relation to sitting further away from
one’s opponent.

Regulatory focus has other implications
for intergroup relations as well. Being dis-
criminated against is painful. But the nature
of this pain and reactions to it can depend on
perceivers’ regulatory focus. When discrimi-
nation is perceived as blocking opportunities
for advancement, the pain would involve
dejection which has low motivational
intensity. In contrast, when discrimination is
perceived as a threat to one’s security,
the pain would involve agitation which has
high motivational intensity. There is evi-
dence, for example, that a prevention focus
leads to more anger and agitation after
social discrimination than a promotion
focus, and especially when social discrimina-
tion is based on losses rather than on
nongains (Sassenberg and Hansen, 2007).

These differences in emotions and motiva-
tion could translate into people responding
differently when they are discriminated
against. Consistent with this, Quinn and
Olson (2004) demonstrated that, compared
to promotion-focused women, prevention-
focused women report stronger intentions to
engage in future behaviors that are aimed at
reducing discrimination toward women, such
as participating in protests on women dis-
crimination issues, as well as reporting that
they have performed such actions more
frequently in the past. Interestingly, when
behaviors that protest discrimination are
explicitly framed in terms of removing
obstacles to advancement, that is, removing a
barrier to accomplishing progress, then pro-
motion-focused women report stronger inten-
tions to engage in such behaviors than do
prevention-focused women.

There is also evidence that regulatory
focus is relevant for reducing the negative
impact of stereotype threat on performance
(Steele et al., 2002). Keller (2007) has
shown that if a promotion focus, rather than
a prevention focus, can be induced under
stereotype threat conditions, the negative
impact of stereotype threat can be reduced.
Keller (2007) argues that when individuals
are in a promotion focus, stereotype threat
is more likely to be experienced as a chal-
lenge rather than as a threat, which in turn
creates greater eagerness and engagement in
maximal goals that enhance performance.
Research by Seibt and Forster (2004) sug-
gests that negative stereotypes induce a
prevention focus that, in turn, motivates
people to use vigilant strategies on a task
(cf. Forster et al., 2004). If the task is one in
which a vigilant strategy is useful, such as
an analytical task, then this will not be a
problem. But if the task requires the use of
an eager strategy, or a mix of vigilant and
eager strategies, then the prevention focus
induced by negative stereotypes will hurt
performance. On such tasks, Keller’s (2007)
intervention of inducing a promotion focus
under stereotype threat conditions could be
especially important.



One final way in which regulatory focus
theory has been applied to social issues
should be mentioned. Over the last several
years, regulatory focus theory — often com-
bined with the principle of regulatory fit —
has been used to increase the effectiveness of
persuasive messages (for reviews, see Cesario
et al., 2008; Lee and Higgins, 2009). This
application can be used, and has been used,
to enhance the effectiveness of health mes-
sages. For instance, several studies have
demonstrated that when recipients who are
either promotion-focused or prevention-
focused are given messages that are framed,
respectively, in promotion-eager terms or
in prevention-vigilant terms, the recipients
are more persuaded to increase their con-
sumption of fruits and vegetables (Cesario
et al.,, 2004; Latimer et al., 2007; Spiegel
et al., 2004), to use sunscreen (Keller, 2006;
Lee and Aaker, 2004), increase physical
activity (Latimer et al., 2008), and reduce
intentions to smoke (Kim, 2006; Zhao and
Pechmann, 2007).

In an early demonstration of this persua-
sion technique, Spiegel et al. (2004) gave
participants health messages that advocated
pursuit of the same desired end-state — eating
more fruits and vegetables. The key manipu-
lations took place as part of the messages that
participants received. Although all partici-
pants received the same message advocacy
(“eat more fruits and vegetables”), a promo-
tion versus prevention focus was manipu-
lated through the concerns that were
highlighted within the messages — accom-
plishments for promotion and safety for pre-
vention. Within each regulatory focus
condition, participants were asked either
to imagine the benefits they would get if
they complied with the health message
(eager strategy) or the costs they would
incur if they didn’t comply with the health
message (vigilant strategy). The participants
in the fit conditions (promotion recipients/
eager message; prevention recipients/vigilant
message) ate more fruits and vegetables
in the week following the first session
than participants in the nonfit conditions
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(prevention recipients/eager message;
promotion recipients/vigilant message).
Latimer et al. (2008) extended these findings
to show that a single message framed to fit
individuals’ chronic regulatory focus led to
greater fruit and vegetable consumption even
four months after message delivery.

CONCLUSION

From self-discrepancy theory to regulatory
focus theory to regulatory fit theory, this
family of theories has been developed and
applied for over 20 years now. I should note
that when a parent has a child, the parent
does not stop developing. The child devel-
ops, but so too does the parent. Regulatory
focus theory, for example, continued to
develop on its own after giving birth to regu-
latory fit theory, as illustrated by the recent
regulatory focus theory distinction between
eager and vigilant strategies versus risky and
conservative factics (e.g., Scholer et al.,
2010; see Scholer and Higgins, in press).
Importantly, it is not only the parent that
affects the development of the child. The
child affects the development of the parent as
well. For example, regulatory fit theory
taught regulatory focus theory that a particu-
lar strategy can have a consistent and stable
association with a specific regulatory con-
cern, such as eager with promotion and vigi-
lant with prevention, because the strategy is
in the service of sustaining that regulatory
concern; a perspective that has proven useful
when reconsidering the relation between
culture and personality (Higgins, 2008b;
Higgins, et al., in press). And in addition to a
child affecting a parent, a grandchild can
affect a grandparent. Regulatory fit theory,
for example, provided new insights for self-
discrepancy theory’s understanding of anhe-
donia, that is, the inability to gain pleasure
from normally pleasurable activities, which
is a central symptom of the depression that is
associated with severe actual-ideal discrep-
ancies. Because an actual-ideal discrepancy
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is a promotion failure that reduces eagerness,
and low eagerness is a nonfit for promotion,
engagement in positive activities is weak-
ened when people have severe actual-ideal
discrepancies, which in turn deintensifies
their attractiveness (see Higgins, 2006b). In
this way, positive activities in general lose
their attractiveness.

In my family of theories, grandparent,
parent, child, and grandchild have all enriched
one another. It has been an exciting
journey, and I look forward to observing and
participating in further developments. I am
certain there will be new discoveries and new
surprises. Let me conclude as I have in
the past:

Children teach parents to appreciate life in new
ways. Children help parents to discover new things
about the world. Theories can too. Always
remember to love your theory, enjoy your theory,
and help it develop. It is what makes life as a
scientist a joy

(Higgins, 2006a).
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A Model of Behavioral

Self-regulation

Charles S. Carver and Michael F. Scheier

ABSTRACT

This chapter describes the evolution (or perhaps
accretion) of a set of ideas bearing on the self-
regulation of action and emotion. The ideas were
drawn from many sources, eventually yielding a
viewpoint in which goal-directed action is seen as
reflecting a hierarchical set of feedback control
processes, and the creation and reduction of affect
are seen as reflecting another set of feedback
processes. Also embedded in the model is the idea
that confidence and doubt influence whether the
person continues to struggle against adversity or
gives up the goal that the adversity is threatening.
The portion of the model devoted to affect is of
particular interest in that it generates two positions
that differ substantially from those deriving from
other theories. The first is that both approach and
avoidance give rise to both positive and negative
feelings; the second is that positive affect leads to
coasting, reduction in effort regarding the goal
under pursuit. The recent interest in dual-process
models, which distinguish between top-down goal
pursuit and reflexive responses to cues of the
moment, has caused us to re-examine some of our
previous assumptions, considering the possibility
that behavior is triggered in two distinct ways.

INTRODUCTION

This chapter outlines several aspects of a
perspective we have adopted over an extended

period of time concerning the self-regulation
of behavior and emotion. This perspective is
more about the structure of behavior than it is
about the content of behavior. It represents a
viewpoint on the metaphorical bones and
tendons that underlie very diverse sorts of
action. We believe it is a viewpoint that is
generally compatible with many other theo-
ries that are described in this book, standing
beside them rather than in place of them.
There are two respects in which the ideas
described here differ from those described
elsewhere in this book. First, these ideas may
be less a “theory” than a “meta-theory,” a
very general way of conceptualizing interwo-
ven functions. It is a declaration of belief
about certain aspects of how complex sys-
tems are organized. Second, we actually
developed on our own very little of the view-
point we are about to describe. With a few
exceptions, most of what we have done is to
bring together ideas that had been developed
by other people for their own reasons, and
applied them to phenomena that are of inter-
est to personality and social psychologists.
The viewpoint outlined here has long been
identified with the term self-regulation
(Carver and Scheier, 1981), a term that means
different things to different people. We use
it to imply purpose, with self-corrective



