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Ideal Versus Ought Predilections for Approach and Avoidance:
Distinct Self-Regulatory Systems

E. Tory Higgins, Christopher J. R. Roney, Ellen Crowe, and Charles Hymes

Two studies using different paradigms activated either ideal self-guides (a person's hopes or wishes)
or ought self-guides (a person's sense of duty and responsibility) and measured Ss' concern with
different forms of self-regulation: approaching matches to desired end states or mismatches to unde-
sired end states and avoiding mismatches to desired end states or matches to undesired end states. A
3rd study asked ideal versus ought discrepant Ss to select among alternative strategies for friendship.
The results suggest that a concern with approach is greater for ideal than ought self-regulation,
whereas a concern with avoidance is greater for ought than ideal self-regulation.

Psychologists have long been interested in the principles of
self-regulation, especially the nature of motivated movement
relative to represented end states (for recent discussions, see
Bandura, 1986; Cantor & Kihlstrom, 1987; Carver & Scheier,
1990; Kuhl, 1984). Two basic distinctions regarding self-regu-
lation have been made in the literature, one involving the va-
lence of the end state that functions as the reference value for
the movement (positive vs. negative) and one involving the di-
rection of the motivated movement (approach vs. avoidance).
Our studies examined whether people's predilections for dis-
tinct forms of self-regulation differ for regulation in relation to
their ideal self-guides (i.e., their hopes and wishes) versus their
ought self-guides (i.e., their sense of duty and obligations).

In regard to valence, the self-regulatory system can have ei-
ther a desired end state (i.e., a positive reference value) or an
undesired end state (i.e., a negative reference value) functioning
as the standard. Both positive and negative reference values
have been described in the literature (see Carver & Scheier,
1990). Various self theories have described positive selves as ref-
erence values in self-regulation, such as the type of person indi-
viduals would like to be (e.g., Cooley, 1902/1964; Higgins,
1987; James, 1890/1948; Markus & Nurius, 1986; Rogers,
1961; Schlenker & Weigold, 1989) or the type of person they
believe they should be (e.g., Freud, 1923/1961; Higgins, 1987;
James, 1890/1948; Schlenker & Weigold, 1989). Self theories
have also described negative selves as reference values in self-
regulation, such as Erikson's (1963) "evil identity," Sullivan's
(1953) "bad me," and Markus and Nurius's (1986) "feared
self."

In regard to the direction of the motivated movement, the
literature distinguishes between approaching a positive self-
state and avoiding a negative self-state. Carver and Scheier
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(1990) proposed that when a self-regulatory system has a de-
sired end state as a reference value, the system reduces discrep-
ancies and involves attempts to move the currently perceived
actual self-state as close as possible to the desired reference
point. When a self-regulatory system has an undesired state as a
reference value, the system amplifies discrepancies and involves
attempts to move the currently perceived actual self-state as far
away as possible from the undesired reference point. Carver and
Scheier (1990) referred to the former (discrepancy-reducing)
system as an approach system and the latter (discrepancy-am-
plifying) system as an avoidance system. In this case, approach
and avoidance concern the direction of the movement in rela-
tion to either a desired end state or an undesired end state, re-
spectively. Alternative ways of accomplishing these movements
are unspecified. If specific means for accomplishing these over-
all movements are considered, additional modes of approach
and avoidance can be identified.

In a discrepancy-reducing system, people are motivated to
move their actual self as close as possible to the desired end
state. There are two alternative means to reduce the discrepancy
between the actual self and a desired end state: approach self-
states that match the desired end state or avoid self-states that
mismatch the desired end state. For example, a person who
wants to get a good grade on a quiz (a desired end state) could
either study hard at the library the day before the quiz (ap-
proaching a match to the desired end state) or turn down an
invitation to go out drinking with friends the night before the
quiz (avoiding a mismatch to the desired end state).

In a discrepancy-amplifying system, people are motivated to
move their actual self as far away as possible from the undesired
end state. There are, again, two alternative means to amplify the
discrepancy between the actual self and an undesired end state:
approach self-states that mismatch the undesired end state or
avoid self-states that match the undesired end state. For exam-
ple, a person who dislikes interpersonal conflict (an undesired
end state) could either arrange a meeting with his or her room-
mates to work out a schedule for cleaning their apartment (ap-
proaching a mismatch to the undesired end state) or leave the
apartment when the roommates start to argue (avoiding a
match to the undesired end state).

Thus, by considering the alternative means for reducing dis-
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crepancies in relation to desired end states and amplifying dis-
crepancies in relation to undesired end states, four different
forms of self-regulation can be identified. Table 1 summarizes
how "valence of end state as reference point" combines with
"direction of means" to produce the four different regulatory
forms. A major purpose of our studies was to investigate
whether people's predilections for these different regulatory
forms vary for ideal self-regulation versus ought self-regulation.

Self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987, 1989) distinguishes
between two basic types of guiding end states: (a) ideal self-
guides, which are individuals' representations of someone's (self
or other) hopes, wishes, or aspirations for them, and (b) ought
self-guides, which are individuals' representations of someone's
(self or other) demands regarding their duties, obligations, and
responsibilities. The theory postulates that the ideal self-regula-
tory system focuses on the presence or absence of positive out-
comes (e.g., love provided or withdrawn), whereas the ought
self-regulatory system focuses on the presence or absence of
negative outcomes (e.g., criticism administered or suspended).
Thus, sensitivity to events involving the presence and absence
of positive outcomes should be greater when ideal versus ought
self-guides are activated, whereas sensitivity to events involving
the absence and presence of negative outcomes should be
greater when ought versus ideal self-guides are activated.

Higgins and Tykocinski (1992) recently tested this prediction
at the chronic level of ideal versus ought activation by selecting
subjects who either were predominant actual-ideal discrepancy
persons (i.e., possessed high actual-ideal discrepancies and low
actual-ought discrepancies) or were predominant actual-ought
discrepancy persons (i.e., possessed high actual-ought discrep-
ancies and low actual-ideal discrepancies). A few weeks after
the selection procedure, all subjects read the same essay about
the life of a target person in which different events reflecting
each of the four different types of psychological situations oc-
curred (e.g., the presence of a positive outcome). The target per-
son's experiences were circumstantial and not personality re-
lated (e.g., finding money on the street). Ten minutes after read-
ing the essay, the subjects were asked to reproduce it word for
word. As predicted, events reflecting either the presence or the
absence of positive outcomes were remembered better by pre-
dominant actual-ideal than by predominant actual-ought dis-
crepancy persons, whereas the reverse was true for events re-
flecting either the absence or the presence of negative outcomes.

Table 1
Summary of Regulatory Forms as a Function of Valence of End
State as Reference Point and Direction of Means

Valence of end state as reference point

Direction
of means

Desired (discrepancy
reducing)

Undesired (discrepancy
amplifying)

Approach

Avoidance

Approaching matches
to desired end
states

Avoiding mismatches
to desired end
states

Approaching mismatches
to undesired end states

Avoiding matches to
undesired end states

The results of the Higgins and Tykocinski (1992) study sup-
port the notion that regulation in relation to an ideal self-guide
involves an orientation toward positive outcomes, whereas reg-
ulation in relation to an ought self-guide involves an orientation
toward negative outcomes. In a recent article, Higgins (in press)
proposed that the distinction between ideal self-regulation and
ought self-regulation represents one case of a more general dis-
tinction between two different ways of regulating pain and plea-
sure. One system for regulating valence has a positive outcome
focus and attempts to maximize the presence of positive out-
comes and minimize the absence of positive outcomes. The
other system has a negative outcome focus and attempts to max-
imize the absence of negative outcomes and minimize the pres-
ence of negative outcomes. In terms of Bowlby's (1969, 1973)
perspective on people's fundamental survival needs, the former
system would be responsive to people's nurturance needs and
the latter system would be responsive to their security needs. All
people possess both systems, but different socialization experi-
ences could make one system predominant in self-regulation.
For example, a disciplinary history of receiving or losing
warmth and affection from one's parents contingent on one's
actions could strengthen the positive outcome focus system,
whereas a history of receiving or escaping punishment and crit-
icism from one's parents could strengthen the negative outcome
focus system (see Higgins, 1991).

Higgins (in press) suggested that these two distinct systems
for regulating pain and pleasure might vary in their predilec-
tions for the different forms of self-regulation identified earlier.
Specifically, one might expect that a positive outcome focus
would be associated with a predilection for self-regulatory
forms involving approach, whereas a negative outcome focus
would be associated with a predilection for self-regulatory
forms involving avoidance. This would also be reasonable if, as
suggested earlier, the positive outcome focus system is respon-
sive to nurturance-like needs (e.g., obtaining nourishment) and
the negative outcome focus system is responsive to survival-like
needs (e.g., escaping danger). Given that ideal self-regulation is
a positive outcome focus system and ought self-regulation is a
negative outcome focus system, it follows that regulation in re-
lation to ideal self-guides would involve approach-related self-
regulatory forms, whereas regulation in relation to ought self-
guides would involve avoidance-related self-regulatory forms.
There is more than one possibility, however, for how ideal self-
regulation would involve approach forms and ought self-regu-
lation would involve avoidance forms.

From the perspective of self-discrepancy theory, which has
considered only desired end states as reference points, ideal self-
regulation would involve a predilection for approaching
matches to desired end states, whereas ought self-regulation
would involve a predilection for avoiding mismatches to desired
end states. When one considers both desired and undesired end
states as reference points, a second possibility would follow
from Carver and Scheier's (1990) distinction between overall
directional movements. They suggested that the ideal self might
be associated with desired end states and that the ought self
might be associated with undesired end states. From this per-
spective, then, ideal self-regulation would involve a concern
with any means for reducing discrepancies to desired end states
(i.e., a predilection for both approaching matches and avoiding
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mismatches to desired end states [approach at the system
level]), whereas ought self-regulation would involve a concern
with any means for amplifying discrepancies to undesired end
states (i.e., a predilection for both avoiding matches and ap-
proaching mismatches to undesired end states [avoidance at the
system level]).

Our first two studies were designed to examine these alterna-
tive possibilities. Subjects' predilections regarding the different
regulatory forms (see Table 1) were measured in two converging
ways. In Study 1, the subjects were given statements beginning
with the phrase "What really matters to me is to try . . ." fol-
lowed by instances of each of the regulatory forms, and they
were asked to judge the degree to which the statement expressed
what they would do. High predilection for a particular regula-
tory form would be revealed in judging that a statement ex-
pressing the importance of that form was "very much like me."
In Study 2, the subjects read about various episodes involving
another person that exemplified each of the regulatory forms
and were later asked to recall the episodes. High predilection for
a particular regulatory form would be revealed in better recall
of episodes exemplifying that form.

Both studies manipulated whether the ideal or the ought reg-
ulatory system was activated. Study 1 accomplished this by
exposing subjects to attributes that were either distinctive to a
subject's ideal self-guide or distinctive to a subject's ought self-
guide. Study 2 accomplished this by having subjects either think
about hopes and wishes (activating ideal self-guides) or think
about duties and obligations (activating ought self-guides). Both
studies presented subjects with instances of all four regulatory
forms combining valence of stated end state (desired end state
vs. undesired end state) and direction of stated means (ap-
proach vs. avoidance), which they either evaluated (Study 1) or
recalled (Study 2).

The prediction derived from self-discrepancy theory for how
ideal self-regulation would involve approach forms and ought
self-regulation would involve avoidance forms would be sup-
ported by a Type of Self-Guide Activated X Direction of Stated
Means interaction for the half of the design involving desired
end states (a higher predilection for approaching matches to de-
sired end states when ideal vs. ought self-guides are activated
and a higher predilection for avoiding mismatches to desired
end states when ought vs. ideal self-guides are activated). The
prediction derived from Carver and Scheier's (1990) analysis of
overall directional movements would be supported by a Type of
Self-Guide Activated X Valence of Stated End State interaction
(a higher predilection for approaching matches and avoiding
mismatches to desired end states when ideal vs. ought self-
guides are activated and a higher predilection for approaching
mismatches and avoiding matches to undesired end states when
ought vs. ideal self-guides are activated). It should be noted that
these are not competing predictions. Thus, the results could
support both proposals.

Study 1

The first study was designed to examine whether and how
activation of ideal versus ought self-guides influences subjects'
predilections for different regulatory forms. Several weeks be-
fore the experimental session, the subjects filled out a question-

naire that measured the attributes in their ideal and ought self-
guides. In an "unrelated" study a few weeks later, subjects' pre-
dilections were measured by having them judge whether a state-
ment expressing "what really matters to me is to try to (use a
particular regulatory form)" was like them or unlike them.
Each regulatory form appeared four times, twice instantiated
by attributes that were distinctive to a subject's ideal self-guide
and twice instantiated by attributes that were distinctive to a
subject's ought self-guide (which manipulated ideal and ought
activation, respectively). We expected that activating either the
ideal or ought regulatory system would increase subjects' pre-
dilection for particular regulatory forms, as revealed in judging
that a statement expressing the importance of these forms was
"like me."

Method

Subjects

The original sample of subjects included 44 Columbia University un-
dergraduates. Four of these subjects were dropped for reasons described
later, leaving a final sample of 40 (16 men and 24 women). (No signifi-
cant sex differences were found in the study.) In the final sample, 33 of
the subjects participated as partial fulfillment of a course requirement
in introductory psychology and 7 subjects were paid for their participation.

Materials

The subjects filled out two questionnaires at least 1 week apart. The
first one was the Selves Questionnaire, which asks respondents to list
attributes that describe themselves either from their own standpoint or
from the standpoint of a significant other (Higgins, Bond, Klein, &
Strauman, 1986). The questionnaire was displayed on 35.6-cm (14-in.)
color monitors (IBM-compatible microcomputers with standard key-
boards were used). On the first screen, subjects were asked to list the
attributes that they believe they actually possessed. On the second
screen, subjects were asked to list the attributes of the kind of person
they would ideally like to be (i.e., their hopes and wishes for themselves).
On the third screen, subjects were asked to list the attributes of the kind
of person that they believe they ought to be (i.e., what they believe to be
their duties, obligations, and responsibilities). On the fourth and fifth
screens, the subjects were asked to list the attributes of the kind of per-
son their mother (the fourth screen) or father (the fifth screen) would
ideally like them to be. On the sixth and seventh screens, the subjects
were asked to list the attributes of the kind of person their mother (the
sixth screen) or father (the seventh screen) believes they ought to be.

The responses of each subject were used to identify attributes from
the ideal self-guides (ideal/own, ideal/mother, or ideal/father) that were
not listed as attributes in any ought self-guide (ought/own, ought/
mother, or ought/father). Two attributes were selected from among this
set of distinctive ideal attributes. By the same procedure, two distinctive
ought attributes were selected for each subject. So as not to confound
self-guide domain (ideal vs. ought) with self-guide standpoint (self vs.
other), an ideal/own, ideal/other, ought/own, and ought/other attribute
were selected for each subject. One subject in our original sample of 44
had only distinctive ideal/other attributes, and 3 had only distinctive
ought/own attributes. These 4 subjects were dropped from the study.

Several weeks later, subjects returned to the lab to complete a second
questionnaire developed for this study, the Ways of Behaving Question-
naire, which was also displayed on computer monitors with the same
apparatus as for the Selves Questionnaire. This questionnaire, purport-
edly involving concerns in daily life, consisted of a set of statements in
the first person expressing a way of behaving in regard to some aspect of
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life. Each statement began with the words "What really matters to me is
to try . . . " This initial phrase was completed with one of four types of
phrases representing each of the four different regulatory forms, as fol-
lows (where x is the desired endpoint and y is the undesired endpoint
of a bipolar attribute dimension): (a) ". . . to be x (e.g., to be smart;
approaching a match to a desired end state), (b) ". . . to avoid being
not x" (e.g., to avoid being not smart; avoiding a mismatch to a desired
end state), (c) ". . . to be not y (e.g., to be not stupid; approaching a
mismatch to an undesired end state), and (d) ". . . to avoid being y
(e.g., to avoid being stupid; avoiding a match to an undesired end state).
For each statement, subjects selected a number on a 6-point scale, rang-
ing from very much unlike me (-3) to very much like me (3), with zero
excluded, to indicate the degree to which the statement expressed what
they would do.

Each of the four attributes selected for subjects from their responses
to the Selves Questionnaire was used to generate statements represent-
ing each of the four types of strategic means, thus yielding 16 state-
ments. Because the attributes listed in subjects' ideals and oughts on the
Selves Questionnaire are desired end states (i.e., x on the dimension),
Roget 's Thesaurus was used to select appropriate antonyms to represent
the undesired end states (i.e., y on the dimension). In addition to the 16
idiographic experimental statements, the questionnaire began with the
same two general practice statements for all subjects ("What really
matters to me is to try to behave in a way that my parents would approve
of" and "What really matters to me is to try to behave in a way that is
consistent with my own beliefs").

Four different presentation orders were constructed for the 16 idio-
graphic statements (varying the order of the statements representing
each of the four different types of strategic means as well as the order of
the four types of attributes). The different orders were included as a
variable in the overall analysis and yielded no significant main effects or
interactions.

Procedure

The experiment took place in two half-hour sessions a week or more
apart. Between 1 and 4 subjects participated in each session. Each sub-
ject had his or her own cubicle. When subjects arrived for the first ses-
sion, they were told that they would be asked some questions about
themselves. They were seated in front of a computer terminal and were
instructed to follow the instructions on the terminal and to respond
using the keyboard. The Selves Questionnaire was then administered
by the computer. The study was over when subjects had completed the
questionnaire, and the experimenter thanked them for participating.

Subjects arrived a week or more later for a supposedly unrelated ex-
periment on "concerns in daily life." They were seated in front of a
computer terminal and were again instructed to follow the instructions
on the terminal and to respond using the keyboard. The Ways of Behav-
ing Questionnaire was then administered by the computer. Only one
statement appeared at a time on the upper half of the screen, and the 6-
point response scale appeared on the lower half of the screen. By press-
ing the left or right arrow keys, subjects could highlight the response
number they wanted. Once they pressed the "enter" key, their response
was registered, the statement was cleared, and the next statement ap-
peared. Once subjects had completed the questionnaire, they were fully
debriefed and thanked for their participation.

Results and Discussion

To test the predictions described earlier, an overall Type of
Self-Guide Activated (ideal vs. ought) X Valence of Stated End
State (desired vs. undesired) X Direction of Stated Means (ap-
proach vs. avoidance) X Statement Order analysis of variance
was performed on subjects' ratings of the extent to which a

statement expressing a particular regulatory form resembled
them. The first three variables were within-subject variables,
and the fourth was a between-subjects variable. For this analy-
sis, subjects' scores on the rating scale from - 3 to 3 were
transformed into scores from 1 to 6, with higher scores indicat-
ing a judgment that a statement expressing a particular regula-
tory form was more like them.

This analysis revealed a marginal effect for valence of stated
end state, F(l, 36) = 3.16, p < .10, that reflected the fact that
subjects generally judged statements to be more like them when
they expressed the importance of regulatory forms with desired
end states (M = 4.28) than when they expressed the importance
of regulatory forms with undesired end states (M = 4.13). There
was also a main effect for direction of stated means, F{ 1, 36) =
5.10, p < .05, that reflected the fact that subjects generally
judged statements to be more like them more when they ex-
pressed the importance of regulatory forms with approach
means (M = 4.30) than when they expressed the importance of
regulatory forms with avoidance means (M = 4.11).

In addition to these two main effects, the analysis revealed
a Type of Self-Guide Activated X Valence of Stated End State
interaction, F(\, 36) = 4.74, p < .05. Consistent with the pre-
diction derived from Carver and Scheier's (1990) analysis for
how ideal self-regulation would involve approach forms and
ought self-regulation would involve avoidance forms, subjects
judged statements expressing the importance of regulatory
forms with desired end states to be more like them when ideal
self-guides were activated (M = 4.37) than when ought self-
guides were activated (M = 4.20), whereas they judged state-
ments expressing the importance of regulatory forms with un-
desired end states to be more like them when ought self-guides
were activated (M =4.21) than when ideal self-guides were ac-
tivated (M = 4.05).

This interaction, as well as a Valence of Stated End State X
Direction of Stated Means interaction, F( 1, 36) = 7.82, p < .01,
was qualified by a higher order Type of Self-Guide Activated X
Valence of Stated End State X Direction of Stated Means in-
teraction, F(l, 36) = 4.06, p = .05. As shown in Table 2, this
three-way interaction reflects the fact that there was a significant
Type of Self-Guide Activated X Direction of Stated Means in-
teraction for desired end states, F(l, 36) = 4.48, p < .05, as
predicted by self-discrepancy theory, but no significant interac-
tion for undesired end states (F < 1).

Subjects judged statements expressing the importance of ap-

Table 2
Mean Judgments of Statements as Resembling Self as a
Function of Type of Self Guide Activated, Valence of Stated End
State, and Direction of Stated Means

Type of
activation

Ideal guide
Ought guide

Desired end state

Approach
matches

4.62
4.28

Avoid
mismatches

4.11
4.11

Undesired end state

Approach
mismatches

4.06
4.22

Avoid
matches

4.04
4.19

Note. Judgments could range from very much unlike me (1) to very
much like me (6).
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proaching matches to desired end states to be more like them
when ideal self-guides were activated (M = 4.62) than when
ought self-guides were activated (M = 4.28), r(36) = 2.62, p <
.02, two-tailed, whereas there was no difference in how subjects
judged statements expressing the importance of avoiding mis-
matches to desired end states as a function of the type of self-
guide activated.

Half of the prediction derived from self-discrepancy theory
for how ideal self-regulation would involve approach forms and
ought self-regulation would involve avoidance forms was not
supported by these results. The subjects did not judge state-
ments expressing the importance of avoiding mismatches to de-
sired end states to be more like them when ought versus ideal
self-guides were activated. The phrasing for avoiding mis-
matches to desired end states (e.g., ". . . to avoid being not
smart") may have been less standard or more awkward than the
phrasing for approaching matches to desired end states (e.g.,
". . .to be smart"), and this may have produced a kind of floor
effect that reduced the likelihood of revealing differences from
type of self-guide activation. There was certainly a strong overall
tendency for subjects to judge statements as being less like them
when they involved the former phrasing (M = 4.11) than when
they involved the latter phrasing (M = 4.45), F(l, 36) = 9.57,
p < .005. On the other hand, the phrasing for avoiding a match
to an undesired end state (e.g., ". . . to avoid being stupid")
was also more standard and less awkward than the phrasing for
avoiding mismatches to desired end states, and yet there was no
overall tendency for subjects to judge statements as being more
like them when they involved the former phrasing (M = 4.12)
than when they involved the latter phrasing (M = 4.11). This
suggests that factors other than simply form of speech may have
reduced the likelihood of obtaining the predicted effect of ought
self-guide activation.

The paradigm of Study 1 was unusual in another respect that
might have reduced the impact of activating ought self-guides.
In previous studies, the manipulation of ideal versus ought self-
guide activation has been a between-subjects variable. In Study
1, it was a within-subject variable. Activation of both the ideal
and the ought self-regulatory systems in the same subject during
the experimental session may have produced some competition
between these systems. This could have reduced the impact of
activating each system on subjects' predilection for particular
regulatory forms. The within-subject method used in Study 1 to
activate ideal versus ought self-guides may have been sufficiently
sensitive to detect the effects of activating the ideal regulatory
system but not to detect the effects of activating the ought regu-
latory system. The paradigm used in Study 2 overcame this po-
tential problem by manipulating ideal versus ought self-guide
activation as a between-subjects variable.

A possible alternative explanation for the results of Study 1
regarding the effects of activating ideal versus ought self-guides
also needs to be considered. Because, for each subject, different
"distinct" attributes were used to activate the ideal self-guide
than to activate the ought self-guide, it is possible that the ideal
and ought attributes generally represented different regions of
life that also happen to be associated with differences in strate-
gic inclinations. It should be noted, however, that most of the
ideal and ought attributes selected (59%) represented the same
regions of life. Still, there were some general differences between

the ideal and ought attributes selected, with ideal-only attri-
butes being overrepresented in the intelligence, popularity, con-
fidence, and optimism regions and ought-only attributes being
overrepresented in the effort, selfless, respectful, and responsi-
ble regions. To control for any possible effects of these differ-
ences, the overall analysis was performed again excluding sub-
jects whose ideal attributes involved the overrepresented ideal
regions or whose ought attributes involved the overrepresented
ought regions (10 subjects were excluded on this basis). All pre-
viously significant effects remained significant.

Study 2
Study 2 was also designed to examine whether and how acti-

vation of ideal versus ought self-guides influences subjects' pre-
dilections for different regulatory forms. In this study, a be-
tween-subjects manipulation of self-guide activation was used.
The manipulation was based on a technique used in a previous
study by Higgins et al. (1986, Study 2). Subjects are asked either
to report on how their hopes and goals have changed over time
(activating ideal self-guides) or to report on how their sense of
duty and obligation has changed over time (activating ought
self-guides). Although the manipulation of self-guide activation
used in Study 1 has the advantage of activating the different
types of self-guides indirectly and idiographically, without any
mention of ideal or ought self-guides per se, it has disadvantages
as well. As noted earlier, it is a within-subjects manipulation
that could produce competition over the session between the
ideal and ought regulatory systems, and subjects could be ex-
posed to different content areas when the ideal versus the ought
self-guide is activated (although this does not account for any of
the significant differences obtained in Study 1). The manipula-
tion of self-guide activation used in Study 2 addressed both of
these limitations.

Study 2 also differed from Study 1 in the technique used to
reveal subjects' predilections for different regulatory forms.
Study 1 had subjects make judgments of the extent to which
statements expressing the importance of different regulatory
forms were like them. This technique has the advantage of re-
vealing subjects' concern with different regulatory forms rather
directly. It has the disadvantage of involving conscious judg-
ments that may be influenced more by extraneous variables,
such as which speech phrase is more standard or less awkward.
The technique used in Study 2 to reveal subjects' predilections
for different regulatory forms did not require subjects to make
a conscious judgment. Rather, a free recall technique similar
to that used in the Higgins and Tykocinski (1992) study was
employed. Subjects read about 16 episodes that occurred over
4 days in the life of another student. Each of the four regulatory
forms was exemplified by four different episodes. We expected
that activating either the ideal or ought regulatory system would
increase subjects' predilection for particular regulatory forms,
which, in turn, would make them more sensitive to, and thus
more likely to recall, episodes that exemplified those particular
forms.

Method
Subjects

The subjects were 39 Columbia University undergraduates (14 men
and 25 women). (No significant sex differences were found in the study.)
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Twenty-six of these subjects participated as partial fulfillment of a
course requirement in introductory psychology, and 13 were paid for
their participation. The subjects in each of these samples were randomly
assigned to the two different activation conditions (i.e., ideal activation
and ought activation). During debriefing, 2 of the subjects (1 man and 1
woman from the introductory psychology sample) stated that they had
guessed that the study was a memory study and had tried to figure out
the hypotheses (unsuccessfully). These 2 subjects were excluded, leaving
37 subjects for the analyses.

Materials

Each story was written in the first person and described 16 episodes
in the life of an individual that occurred over 4 consecutive days (4 epi-
sodes per day). In each of the episodes, the target was trying either to
experience a desired end state or not to experience an undesired end
state. To experience a desired end state, the target either used means
that would decrease the discrepancy to a desired end state (approaching
matches to desired end states) or used means that would avoid increas-
ing the discrepancy to a desired end state (avoiding mismatches to de-
sired end states). To not experience an undesired end state, the target
either used means that would increase the discrepancy to an undesired
end state (approaching mismatches to undesired end states) or used
means that would avoid decreasing the discrepancy to an undesired out-
come (avoiding matches to undesired end states). Examples of episodes
exemplifying each of the regulatory forms follow:

1. Approaching matches to desired end states: "Because I wanted to
be at school for the beginning of my 8:30 psychology class which is
usually excellent, I woke up early this morning."

2. Avoiding mismatches to desired end states: "I wanted to take a class
in photography at the community center, so I didn't register for a class
in Spanish that was scheduled at the same time."

3. Approaching mismatches to undesired end states: "I dislike eating
in crowded places, so at noon I picked up a sandwich from a local deli
and ate outside."

4. Avoiding matches to undesired end states: "I didn't want to feel
tired during my very long morning of classes, so I skipped the most
strenuous part of my morning workout."

To control for content relations between valence of stated end state
and direction of stated means, two versions of the story were con-
structed that combined different directions of stated means for the same
valence of stated end state. For instance, Example 3 was transformed in
the second version of the story from an approach means to an avoidance
means for the same undesired end state, as follows: "I dislike eating in
crowded places, so at noon I avoided eating at the school cafeteria." It
should be noted that an avoidance means does not imply no action. A
person could avoid eating at the school cafeteria, for example, by going
home before lunchtime. Indeed, some of the episodes exemplifying
avoidance means explicitly mentioned actions that were taken (e.g., "I
don't like interpersonal conflict, so I left the apartment when two of my
apartment-mates started to argue").

Story version, included as a variable in the overall analysis, yielded
no significant main effects or interactions. In addition, for each of the
two story versions, the order of the episodes was varied so that each type
of strategic inclination appeared equally often in different positions.
Event order, also included as a variable in the overall analysis, yielded
only one uninterpretable five-way interaction.

Procedure

When subjects arrived, they were told that because the first study was
so short it would be combined with a second unrelated study. They were
told that the first study was on "how people's standards change over
time" and that the second study concerned "the relation between the

perception of verbally described episodes and the perception of visual

stimuli."
In the supposed first study, the subjects were randomly assigned to

either the ideal or the ought activation condition. Subjects in both con-
ditions were given a sheet of paper that was blank except for the instruc-
tions at the top. In the ideal activation condition, the instructions asked
subjects to briefly describe their current hopes and goals and to include
a discussion of how they differed from their hopes and goals as they were
growing up. In the ought activation condition, the instructions asked
subjects to briefly describe their current sense of duty and obligation
and to include a discussion of how it differed from their sense of duty
and obligation as they were growing up. The subjects spent approxi-
mately 5 min writing their responses.

In the supposed second "unrelated" study, the subjects were told that,
for the task on "perception of verbally described episodes," they would
be reading about episodes that occurred over 4 days in the life of a stu-
dent and that they should form an impression of what these days were
like from the verbal description. When the subjects had finished reading
the story, they were given a "perception of visual stimuli" task in which
they copied shapes. The subjects worked on this task, which functioned
as a distractor, for 7 min. The experimenter then asked the subjects to
recall the episodes in the previous story as precisely as possible, writing
down the episodes on a blank sheet of paper. The subjects were told that
the order in which the episodes were recalled was not important but
that they should try to recall the episodes themselves as completely as
possible. When the subjects had finished their recall, they were fully
debriefed and thanked for their participation.

Results and Discussion

To test the predictions described earlier, an overall Type of
Self-Guide Activated (ideal vs. ought) X Direction of Stated
Means (approach vs. avoidance) X Valence of Stated End State
(desired end state vs. undesired end state) X Story Version X
Event Order analysis of variance was performed on the number
of episodes subjects recalled for each type of episode in the
story. The first variable was a between-subjects variable (as were
the fourth and fifth control variables), and the second and third
variables were within-subjects variables. Table 3 shows subjects'
recall of each type of episode in the story as a function of the
type of self-guide activated.

The Type of Self-Guide Activated X Valence of Stated End
State interaction was not significant (F < 1). Thus, the predic-
tion derived from Carver and Scheier's (1990) analysis for how
ideal self-regulation would involve approach forms and ought
self-regulation would involve avoidance forms was not sup-
ported in this study. The overall analysis did reveal a Type of
Self-Guide Activated X Direction of Stated Means interaction,

Table 3
Mean Number of Episodes Recalled as a Function of Type of
Self-Guide Activated, Valence of Stated End State, and
Direction of Stated Means

Type of
activation

Ideal guide
Ought guide

Desired end state

Approach
matches

1.75
1.19

Avoid
mismatches

1.37
1.96

Undesired end state

Approach
mismatches

1.50
1.38

Avoid
matches

1.39
1.75
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F( 1, 18) = 7.27, p < .02. As shown in Table 3, there was an
overall tendency for subjects to remember better episodes ex-
emplifying an approach direction of means when ideal self-
guides were activated (M = 1.63) than when ought self-guides
were activated (M = 1.35) but to remember better episodes ex-
emplifying an avoidance direction of means when ought self-
guides were activated (M = 1.83) than when ideal self-guides
were activated (M = 1.38).

The prediction derived from self-discrepancy theory for how
ideal self-regulation would involve approach forms and ought
self-regulation would involve avoidance forms predicts a Type
of Self-Guide Activated X Direction of Stated Means interac-
tion for desired end states alone. As evident in Table 3, the pre-
dicted interaction was obtained, F(l, 18) = 4.37, p < .05. Sub-
jects remembered episodes exemplifying approaching matches
to desired end states better when ideal self-guides were activated
(M = 1.75) than when ought self-guides were activated (M =
1.19), planned contrast /(18) = 1.96, p < .07, two-tailed. In con-
trast, they remembered episodes exemplifying avoiding mis-
matches to desired end states better when ought self-guides were
activated (M = 1.96) than when ideal self-guides were activated
(M = 1.37), planned contrast t(lS) = 2.11, p < .05, two-tailed.
It should be noted that the Type of Self-Guide Activated X Di-
rection of Stated Means interaction was considerably weaker
and nonsignificant for undesired end states (p > . 15).

Study 3

Study 1, but not Study 2, found a significant Type of Self-
Guide Activated X Valence of Stated End State interaction.
Thus, some support was found for the prediction derived from
Carver and Scheier's (1990) analysis for how ideal self-regula-
tion would involve approach forms and ought self-regulation
would involve avoidance forms; specifically, ideal self-regula-
tion would involve a concern with any means for reducing dis-
crepancies to desired end states (i.e., a predilection for both ap-
proaching matches and avoiding mismatches to desired end
states [approach at the system level]), whereas ought self-regu-
lation would involve a concern with any means for amplifying
discrepancies to undesired end states (i.e., a predilection for
both avoiding matches and approaching mismatches to unde-
sired end states [avoidance at the system level]).

Both Study 1 and Study 2 found a significant Type of Self-
Guide Activated X Direction of Stated Means interaction for
the half of the design involving desired end states. These results
support the prediction derived from self-discrepancy theory for
how ideal self-regulation would involve approach forms and
ought self-regulation would involve avoidance forms; specifi-
cally, ideal self-regulation would involve a predilection for ap-
proaching matches to desired end states, whereas ought self-reg-
ulation would involve a predilection for avoiding mismatches
to desired end states.

More broadly, the results of both studies support the general
prediction that follows from assuming that ideal and ought self-
regulation reflect distinct systems for regulating pain and plea-
sure, namely, that ideal self-regulation, with its positive out-
come focus, would be associated with self-regulatory forms
involving approach, whereas ought self-regulation, with its neg-
ative outcome focus, would be associated with self-regulatory

forms involving avoidance. The significant results of both stud-
ies support the general conclusion that, either at the level of
means or at the system level, a predilection for approach is
greater when ideal versus ought self-guides are activated,
whereas a predilection for avoidance is greater when ought ver-
sus ideal self-guides are activated.

Among the more specific predictions, the prediction derived
from self-discrepancy theory received the most consistent sup-
port across the two studies: a higher predilection for approach-
ing matches to desired end states when ideal versus ought self-
guides are activated (found in both Study 1 and Study 2) and a
higher predilection for avoiding mismatches to desired end
states when ought versus ideal self-guides are activated (found
in Study 2). The predicted Type of Self-Guide Activated X Di-
rection of Stated Means interaction for desired end states was
reliable in both studies, despite their use of different measures
of predilection. In Study 1, high predilection for a particular
regulatory form was revealed in judging that a statement ex-
pressing the importance of that form was "like me." In Study 2,
high predilection for a particular regulatory form was revealed
in better recall of story episodes exemplifying that form.

There are at least a couple of limitations of these initial stud-
ies. First, the predilections for different regulatory forms were
measured after either ideal self-guides or ought self-guides were
made temporarily more accessible through recent activation.
Although this method has the advantage of enhancing experi-
mental control, it does not permit stable predilections associ-
ated with chronic differences in ideal versus ought orientation
to be examined. Study 3 was designed to examine this issue
by selecting subjects whose predominant orientation involved
either ideal self-guides (i.e., subjects with predominant actual-
ideal discrepancies) or ought self-guides (i.e., subjects with pre-
dominant actual-ought discrepancies). Second, the predilec-
tions that were studied were quite general regulatory forms,
such as predilections for approaching matches or for avoiding
mismatches to desired end states. Are these general predilec-
tions also revealed in specific strategies or tactics of self-regula-
tion? Would individuals with a predominant ideal self-guide
orientation versus a predominant ought self-guide orientation
select different tactics for regulating an important region of
their lives, such as friendship? Another aim of Study 3 was to
begin to address this important question.

Study 3 involved three phases. Phase 1 was designed to elicit
different strategies that undergraduates might use regarding
friendship. To elicit both approach and avoidance strategies,
subjects were asked different questions framed either to create a
positive outcome focus for friendship or a negative outcome fo-
cus for friendship, respectively. From subjects' answers to these
questions, three approach strategies and three avoidance strat-
egies were selected to be used in the next two phases of the study.
The purpose of Phase 2 was to test experimentally whether the
approach strategies would be selected more when friendship
was framed with a positive outcome focus versus a negative out-
come focus, whereas the avoidance strategies would be selected
more when friendship was framed with a negative outcome fo-
cus versus a positive outcome focus. Obtaining this pattern of
results would indicate that type of strategy selection was related
to type of outcome focus. It would then be possible to conduct
Phase 3 of the study. As discussed earlier, self-discrepancy the-
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ory proposes that ideal self-regulation involves a positive out-
come focus and that ought self-regulation involves a negative
outcome focus. Using the same Phase 2 approach and avoid-
ance strategies found to be related to outcome focus, the pur-
pose of Phase 3 of the study was to test whether approach strat-
egies would be spontaneously selected more by individuals with
a predominant ideal versus ought self-guide orientation,
whereas avoidance strategies would be selected more by indi-
viduals with a predominant ought versus ideal self-guide orien-
tation.

Phase 1: Strategy Elicitation

Method

Subjects. The subjects were 150 Columbia University undergradu-
ates (84 men and 66 women) who were paid for their participation.

Procedure. The question about friendship that each subject an-
swered was included as part of a half-hour battery of questions on a
variety of different issues. The battery was administered in a large dor-
mitory lounge, where several students participated simultaneously. The
subjects did not interact with one another and remained quiet through-
out the session. The subjects were randomly assigned to answer one of
two different questions about friendship, with half of the subjects an-
swering each question. The question framed with a positive outcome
focus was as follows: "Imagine that you are the kind of person who
would like to be a good friend in your close relationships. What would
your strategy be to meet this goal?" The question framed with a negative
outcome focus was as follows: "Imagine that you are the kind of person
who believes you should try not to be a poor friend in your close rela-
tionships. What would your strategy be to meet this goal?" After com-
pleting the battery, subjects were paid for their participation, debriefed,
and thanked.

Results

Although a few subjects provided only one strategy in re-
sponse to the question they received, most subjects offered sev-
eral. A rough classification system was developed to group the
strategies into different types. Most of the proposed strategies
(75%) fell into nine category types, and there was high
agreement (94%) between two judges about the strategies' mem-
bership in these categories. Subjects in the positive outcome fo-
cus framing condition responded with some of these strategy
types more than subjects in the negative outcome focus condi-
tion, and vice versa. Six strategy types that most differentiated
subjects in the two framing conditions were selected (three that
were used more by subjects in the positive outcome focus con-
dition and three that were used more by subjects in the negative
outcome focus condition).

For each of these six strategy types, one or more sentences
that best captured the strategy were written; the subjects' origi-
nal words were used to the extent possible. The strategies asso-
ciated more with the positive outcome focus framing condition
were (a) "Be generous and willing to give of yourself"; (b) "Be
supportive to your friends. Be emotionally supportive"; and (c)
"Be loving and attentive." The strategies associated more with
the negative outcome focus framing condition were (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 se-
crets friends have told you and don't gossip about friends."

Three independent raters were then given these six strategies in
random order and were asked to identify which ones involved
an approach orientation and which ones involved an avoidance
orientation. The raters identified all three of the positive out-
come focus strategies as approach strategies and all three of the
negative outcome focus strategies as avoidance strategies. On
the basis of these Phase 1 results, the positive outcome focus
strategies were selected as the approach strategies and the nega-
tive outcome focus strategies were selected as the avoidance
strategies.

Phase 2: Experimental Test of Outcome Focus Framing

Method
Subjects. The subjects were 48 Columbia University undergraduate

and graduate students who were paid for their participation. Thirty of
the subjects were men, and 18 were women. (No sex differences were
found in the study.)

Procedure. Students registering for classes were asked to participate
in the study. If they agreed to participate, they were sent to a nearby
table and answered a single question. The subjects were randomly as-
signed to answer one of two differenf questions about friendship strate-
gies, with half of the subjects answering each question. The question
framed with a positive outcome focus was as follows: "When you think
about strategies for being a good friend in your close relationships,
which THREE of the following would you choose?" The question
framed with a negative outcome focus was as follows: "When you think
about strategies for not being a poor friend in your close relationship,
which THREE of the following would you choose?" After completing
the battery, subjects were paid for their participation, debriefed, and
thanked.

Results

An independent-sample / test was performed on the number
of approach strategies chosen by subjects in the two framing
conditions. There was a significant difference between the two
framing conditions, /(46) = 2.41, p < .02, two-tailed, with sub-
jects in the positive outcome focus framing condition choosing
more approach strategies (M = 1.88) than subjects in the nega-
tive outcome focus framing condition (M = 1.25). Because each
subject chose three of the six presented strategies, the same sta-
tistical results are obtained when testing for the number of
avoidance strategies chosen, with subjects in the negative out-
come focus framing condition choosing significantly more (p <
.02) avoidance strategies (M = 1.75) than subjects in the positive
outcome focus framing condition (M = 1.12).

Phase 3: Ideal Versus Ought Predilections

Method

Subjects. The subjects were 54 Columbia University undergradu-
ates who were paid for their participation. On the basis of a classification
system (described next), 19 of these subjects were included in the anal-
ysis. Of these, 10 were men and 9 were women. (No significant sex
differences were found in the study.)

Classification of subjects. All subjects, in an initial session, com-
pleted a pencil-and-paper version of the Selves Questionnaire used in
Study 1, with the addition that subjects rated the extent of each attribute
listed on a scale ranging from slightly (1) to extremely (4). Following the
procedure described in Higgins et al. (1986), the attributes that subjects
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listed for their actual self were compared with the attributes that they
listed for each of their self-guides (i.e., their ideal/own, ought/own,
ideal/mother, ought/mother, ideal/father, and ought/father self-guides).
For each actual self-self-guide pair, synonymous and antonymous re-
lations between actual self attributes and self-guide attributes were
scored. A match involved a synonymous relation between attributes
and a difference in extent ratings of one or less. A synonymous mis-
match involved a synonymous relation between attributes but a differ-
ence in extent ratings of two or more. An antonymous mismatch in-
volved an antonymous relation between attributes. Matches and synon-
ymous mismatches were weighted 1, and antonymous mismatches were
weighted 2. The magnitude of a particular actual self-self-guide pair
was calculated by combining the mismatches and then subtracting the
matches.

All six possible actual self-self-guide discrepancies were calculated
for each subject. These scores were reviewed to identify, for this subject
sample, which type of actual-ideal discrepancy had the highest average
discrepancy and which type of actual-ought discrepancy had the high-
est average discrepancy. These types of actual-ideal and actual-ought
discrepancies were then selected to represent actual-ideal and actual-
ought discrepancies, respectively. In this way, we increased the likeli-
hood that our final predominant ideal discrepancy subjects and pre-
dominant ought discrepancy subjects would be truly oriented toward
their respective self-guides. For actual-ideal discrepancies, the actual-
ideal/own discrepancy was selected. For actual-ought discrepancies,
the actual-ought/mother and actual-ought/father discrepancies were
both selected and averaged together because they tied for having the
highest average actual-ought discrepancy. (An additional analysis, de-
scribed later, controlled for the difference in standpoint between the
actual-ideal and actual-ought discrepancies selected.)

For the full sample of 54 subjects, median splits were performed on
subjects' actual-ideal discrepancy scores to classify them as either high
or low in actual-ideal discrepancy and on their actual-ought discrep-
ancy scores to classify them as either high or low in actual-ought dis-
crepancy. Subjects who were high in actual-ideal discrepancy and low
in actual-ought discrepancy were classified as predominant ideal dis-
crepant subjects (n = 8). Subjects who were high in actual-ought dis-
crepancy and low in actual-ideal discrepancy were classified as predo-
minant ought discrepant subjects (n= 11). These 19 subjects were used
to test the hypothesis.

' Procedure. The Selves Questionnaire was included as part of a half-
hour battery of unrelated pencil-and-paper measures. The battery was
administered in a large dormitory lounge, where several subjects filled
out the measures simultaneously. The subjects did not interact and re-
mained quiet throughout. A subset of these subjects was contacted by
phone more than 2 months later and asked to participate in a study
ostensibly unrelated to anything represented in the battery. In the sec-
ond session, each subject was placed in a private cubicle within a labo-
ratory where up to 5 subjects could be run simultaneously. Each subject
was asked the same, unframed question about friendship: "When you
think about strategies for friendship, which THREE of the following
strategies would you choose?" This question was followed by the same
six choices of strategies used in the Phase 2 framing study. At the end of
the study, subjects were paid, debriefed, and thanked for their participa-
tion.

Results

An independent-sample / test was performed on the number
of approach strategies chosen by predominant ideal discrepant
and predominant ought discrepant subjects. There was a sig-
nificant difference between the two groups, t( 17) = 2.42, p <
.05, two-tailed, with predominant ideal discrepant subjects
choosing more approach strategies (M = 2.38) than predomi-

nant ought discrepant subjects (M = 1.73). Again, because each
subject chose three of the six presented strategies, the same sta-
tistical results are obtained when testing for the number of
avoidance strategies chosen, with predominant ought discrep-
ant subjects choosing significantly more (p < .05) avoidance
strategies (M = 1.27) than predominant ideal discrepant sub-
jects (M = 0.62). This study also revealed a significant general
tendency for subjects to choose more approach strategies than
avoidance strategies, t( 18) = 3.27, p < .01.

To ascertain whether subjects' choice of strategies might be
related to their self-guide attributes, the content of subjects' self-
guides was compared with the content of the different strategies.
Of the attributes listed by the subjects for their self-guides, only
6.5% were related in any way to the content of the strategies.
Most of this overlap (92%) came from the attributes caring, lov-
ing, and giving that appeared in subjects' self-guides and in the
approach strategies. It is notable that the percentage of these
attributes was actually slightly higher in the self-guides of the
predominant ought discrepant subjects (M = 7.3%) than in the
self-guides of the predominant ideal discrepant subjects (M =
5.4%). Thus, the results of this study were not due to content
overlap between subjects' self-guide attributes and the pre-
sented strategies.

In selecting actual-self-guide discrepancies to classify our
subjects, we selected the type of actual-ideal discrepancy that
had the highest average discrepancy and the type of actual-
ought discrepancy that had the highest average discrepancy.
This had the advantage of increasing the likelihood that our fi-
nal predominant ideal discrepancy subjects and predominant
ought discrepancy subjects would be truly oriented toward their
respective self-guides. We selected actual-ideal/own discrepan-
cies to represent actual-ideal discrepancies and actual-ought/
mother and actual-ought/father discrepancies combined to
represent actual-ought discrepancies. The disadvantage of this
selection procedure is that the actual-ideal discrepancies were
represented by the "own" standpoint and the actual-ought dis-
crepancies were represented by the "other" standpoint. Many
studies have found differences between ideal and ought discrep-
ancies that are independent of standpoint (e.g., Higgins et al.,
1986; Higgins & Tykocinski, 1992). Nevertheless, to ensure that
the basic pattern of results found in this study was not depen-
dent on standpoint, we recalculated, for the full sample of 54
subjects, the average actual-ideal and actual-ought discrepancy
scores for the "own," "mother," and "father" standpoints com-
bined. The median splits were performed again, and the sub-
jects were reclassified as predominant ideal discrepant and pre-
dominant ought discrepant. With these new classification cri-
teria, 9 subjects qualified as predominant ideal discrepant and
9 subjects qualified as predominant ought discrepant. With self-
guide standpoint now controlled, the same pattern of results
was found at only a slightly reduced level of reliability (p < .06).

General Discussion and Conclusions

The purpose of the present research was to examine whether
orientation toward different types of self-guides (ideal self-
guides vs. ought self-guides) involves differences in self-regula-
tory predilections. Both the self-regulatory model underlying
self-discrepancy theory (see Higgins, 1991, in press) and Carver
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and Scheier's (1990) self-regulatory model propose that an ori-
entation toward ideal self-guides would involve a predilection
for approach, whereas an orientation toward ought self-guides
would involve a predilection for avoidance. The results of all
three studies support this general prediction.

Self-discrepancy theory, which considers only desired end
states as reference points, proposes that ideal self-regulation
would involve a predilection for approaching matches to de-
sired end states, whereas ought self-regulation would involve a
predilection for avoiding mismatches to desired end states (ap-
proach and avoidance, respectively, at the level of means).
Carver and Scheier's (1990) model, which considers both de-
sired and undesired end states as reference points, proposes that
ideal self-regulation would involve a predilection for reducing
discrepancies to desired end states (by any means), whereas
ought self-regulation would involve a predilection for amplify-
ing discrepancies to undesired end states (by any means), (ap-
proach vs. avoidance, respectively, at the overall system level).

Although the current studies found at least some support for
both proposals, the self-discrepancy prediction received the
most consistent support. In Study 1, high predilection for a par-
ticular regulatory form was revealed in judging that a statement
expressing the importance of that form was "like me." In Study
2, high predilection for a particular regulatory form was re-
vealed in better recall of story episodes exemplifying that form.
Both Study 1 and Study 2 found a higher predilection for ap-
proaching matches to desired end states when ideal versus ought
self-guides were activated, and Study 2 found a higher predilec-
tion for avoiding mismatches to desired end states when ought
versus ideal self-guides were activated. Study 3 examined indi-
viduals' choice of means for self-regulation more directly by
asking them to think about strategies for friendship and then to
select, from among a set of presented strategies, those strategies
that they would personally choose. This study found that indi-
viduals oriented toward ideal self-guides (predominant actual-
ideal discrepant subjects) were more likely to choose approach
strategies than individuals oriented toward ought self-guides
(predominant actual-ought discrepant subjects), whereas
ought-oriented individuals were more likely to choose avoid-
ance strategies than ideal-oriented individuals.

Other findings of these studies are worth noting. Contributing
to both the significant Type of Self-Guide Activated X Valence
of Stated End State interaction found in Study 1 and the sig-
nificant Type of Self-Guide Activated X Direction of Stated
Means interaction found in Study 2 was a tendency for higher
predilection for avoiding matches to undesired end states when
ought versus ideal self-guides were activated. This consistent
tendency needs to be reliably confirmed in further research. It
is intriguing because it suggests that the ought self might be rep-
resented in terms of both desired end states (I ought to be x) and
undesired end states (I ought to avoid being y). The notion of
the ought self as an undesired end state is related to Carver and
Scheier's (1990) suggestion that the ought self is associated with
a discrepancy-amplifying system for which the reference value
is an undesired state. It is also related to Erikson's (1963) "evil
identity," Sullivan's (1953) "bad me," and Markus and Nurius's
(1986) "feared self" because each of these selves suggests both
an undesired end state and the violation of norms and prescrip-
tions (i.e., a concern with oughts). If the ought self were repre-

sented in terms of both desired and undesired end states, ought
self-regulation should involve different predilections: a concern
with avoiding mismatches to desired end states (e.g., resisting
taking a drink when "on the wagon") and a concern with avoid-
ing matches to undesired end states (e.g., avoiding drinking so
heavily as to become "blind drunk").

From Study 3, it is worth noting that the greater predilection
of ought-oriented individuals than ideal-oriented individuals to
choose avoidance strategies for friendship was particularly
strong for the avoidance strategy "Stay in touch. Don't lose con-
tact with friends." This strategy was chosen by 46% of the pre-
dominant ought discrepant individuals but only 13% of the pre-
dominant ideal discrepant individuals. The goal of this strategy
is to avoid losing contact with friends, and the means for attain-
ing this goal is to stay in touch. What is significant is that this
avoidance strategy involves taking action. Thus, an avoidance
strategy does not imply inhibition, suppression, or inaction. In-
deed, as in the case of animals escaping electric shock, it can
require vigorous action.

The present studies extend previous research on self-discrep-
ancy theory in a number of major ways. They show that the
distinction between ideal and ought self-regulatory systems ex-
tends to differences in predilections for different regulatory
forms, with the ideal system being concerned with approach
(particularly approaching matches to desired end states) and the
ought system being concerned with avoidance (avoiding mis-
matches to desired end states and avoiding matches to unde-
sired end states). The studies also revealed that the difference in
self-regulatory predilections between the ideal and ought sys-
tems holds both for the case of individuals differing in chronic
levels of ideal versus ought orientation and for the case of tem-
porary differences in ideal versus ought orientation induced by
contextually activating either ideal or ought self-guides, respec-
tively. The latter finding suggests not only that people can pos-
sess both systems (cf. Higgins et al., 1986, Study 2) but that
these distinct systems can be contextually activated to induce
temporary predilections for different regulatory forms.

The results of Study 3 indicate that the difference in self-reg-
ulatory predilections between the ideal and ought systems ex-
tends even to individuals' choices of specific tactics. That is,
when one system or the other is engaged, not only do individuals
have different general strategic orientations (i.e., approach vs.
avoidance) but these different strategic orientations translate
into distinct behavioral tactics. This new finding raises interest-
ing questions for future research. For example, are the tactics
associated with one regulatory system more successful in at-
taining goals than the tactics associated with the alternative sys-
tem? What are the trade-offs for these different tactics? By ad-
dressing such questions, self-discrepancy theory can begin to
relate previous research on emotion and motivation to future
research on performance and action.

References
Bandura, A. (1986). Social foundations of thought and action: A social

cognitive theory. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.
Bowlby, J. (1969). Attachment and loss: Vol. 1. Attachment. New York:

Basic Books.
Bowlby, J. (1973). Attachment and loss: Vol. 2. Separation: Anxiety and

anger. New York: Basic Books.



286 HIGGINS, RONEY, CROWE, AND HYMES

Cantor, N., & Kihlstrom, J. F. (1987). Personality and social intelli-
gence. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Carver, C. S., & Scheier, M. F. (1990). Principles of self-regulation: Ac-
tion and emotion. In E. T. Higgins & R. M. Sorrentino (Eds.), Hand-
book of motivation and cognition: Foundations of social behavior (Vol.
2). New York: Guilford Press.

Cooley, C. H. (1964). Human nature and the social order. New York:
Schocken Books. (Original work published 1902)

Erikson, E. H. (1963). Childhood and society (Rev. ed.). New York: Nor-
ton.

Freud, S. (1961). The ego and the id. In J. Strachey (Ed. and Trans.),
Standard edition of the complete psychological works of Sigmund
Freud (Vol. 19, pp. 3-66). London: Hogarth Press. (Original work
published 1923)

Higgins, E. T. (1987). Self-discrepancy: A theory relating self and affect.
Psychological Review, 94, 319-340.

Higgins, E. T. (1989). Self-discrepancy theory: What patterns of self-
beliefs cause people to suffer? In L. Berkowitz (Ed.), Advances in ex-
perimental social psychology (Vol. 22, pp. 93-136). San Diego, CA:
Academic Press.

Higgins, E. T. (1991). Development of self-regulatory and self-evaluative
processes: Costs, benefits, and tradeoffs. In M. R. Gunnar & L. A.
Sroufe (Eds.), Self processes and development: The Minnesota sym-
posia on child psychology (Vol. 23, pp. 125-165). Hillsdale, NJ: Erl-
baum.

Higgins, E. T. (in press). Distinct systems for regulating pain and plea-
sure: The case of ideals versus oughts. In P. M. Gollwitzer & J. A.
Bargh (Eds.), Motivation, cognition, and action. New York: Guilford
Press.

Higgins, E. T, Bond, R. N., Klein, R., & Strauman, T. (1986). Self-
discrepancies and emotional vulnerability: How magnitude, accessi-
bility, and type of discrepancy influence affect. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 51, 5-15.

Higgins, E. T, & Tykocinski, O. (1992). Self-discrepancies and bio-
graphical memory: Personality and cognition at the level of psycho-
logical situation. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 18, 527-
535.

James, W. (1948). Psychology. New York: World Publishing. (Original
work published 1890)

Kuhl, J. (1984). Volitional aspects of achievement motivation and
learned helplessness: Toward a comprehensive theory of action con-
trol. In B. A. Maher (Ed.), Progress in experimental personality re-
search (Vol. 12, pp. 99-170). San Diego, CA: Academic Press.

Markus, H., & Nurius, P. (1986). Possible selves. American Psycholo-
gist. 41, 954-969.

Rogers, C. R. (1961). On becoming a person. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.
Schlenker, B. R., & Weigold, M. F. (1989). Goals and the self-identifi-

cation process: Constructing desired identities. In L. A. Pervin (Ed.),
Goal concepts in personality and social psychology (pp. 243-290).
Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Sullivan, H. S. (1953). The collected works of Harvey Stack Sullivan.
Vol. 1 (H. S. Perry & M. L. Gawel, Eds.). New York: Norton.

Received October 8,1991
Revision received August 26, 1993

Accepted September 1, 1993 •

Low Publication Prices for APA Members and Affiliates
Keeping You Up-to-Date: All APA members (Fellows; Members; Associates, and Student
Affiliates) receive-as part of their annual dues-subscriptions to the American Psychologist and
APA Monitor.

High School Teacher and International Affiliates receive subscriptions to the APA Monitor,
and they can subscribe to the American Psychologist at a significantly reduced rate.

In addition, all members and affiliates are eligible for savings of up to 60% (plus a journal
credit) on all other APA journals, as well as significant discounts on subscriptions from coop-
erating societies and publishers (e.g., the American Association for Counseling and Develop-
ment, Academic Press, and Human Sciences Press).

Essential Resources: APA members and affiliates receive special rates for purchases of APA
books, including the Publication Manual of the APA, the Master Lectures, and Journals in Psychol-
ogy: A Resource Listing for Authors.

Other Benefits of Membership: Membership in APA also provides eligibility for low-cost
insurance plans covering life, income protection, office overhead, accident protection, health
care, hospital indemnity, professional liability, research/academic professional liability, stu-
dent/school liability, and student health.

For more information, write to American Psychological Association,
Membership Services, 750 First Street, NE, Washington, DC 20002-4242, USA


