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This study examined the relationship of goal-related components of cybernetic, behavioral, and experiential self-regulations to psychological well-being under two types of conditions, the pursuit of intrinsic
goals in general and specific intrinsic goals for the academic term. In an online survey, undergraduates (N
= 186) completed global measures of psychological well-being, behavioral and experiential self-regulations, and rated themselves on goal-related self-regulatory components. Correlations indicated that most
of the cybernetic, behavioral and experiential self-regulatory variables were associated with each other
and with well-being. In terms of the goal-related self-regulatory components, when pursuing intrinsic
goals more generally, the experiential self-regulatory component of enjoyment of the activity predicted
well-being. However, when pursuing intrinsic term goals, the cybernetic self-regulatory component of
perceived goal progress and the behavioral self-regulatory component of self-reinforcement for goal progress predicted well-being. The findings extend theoretical conceptualizations of psychological well-being by integrating compatibilities between cybernetic, behavioral, experiential self-regulatory processes
and motivational conditions.
Keywords: Self-Regulation; Motivation; Goal Conditions; Psychological Well-Being

Introduction
The present study examined the relationships of behavioral
and experiential self-regulatory components to psychological
well-being under proximal and distal goal conditions. Both experiential and cognitive-behavioral processes have been proposed to account for the antecedents of psychological wellbeing in theories of motivation and self-regulation (Sheldon &
Elliot, 1999; Sheldon & Kasser, 1995, 1998). Striving for goals
is one of the central features in cybernetic, behavioral, and experiential self-regulation. However, few studies have examined
the compatibilities of such self-regulatory processes with different goal conditions for the promotion of well-being. As a
consequence, our understanding of the relationship between
selfregulation, goal striving, and well-being remains fragmented and incomplete. The present study makes use of construal-level theory (CLT; Liberman & Trope, 1998; Trope &
Liberman, 2010; Trope, Liberman, & Wakslak, 2007) to examine these relationships under proximal and distal goal conditions. Construal-level theory proposes that individuals make
use of general and abstract constructs to conceptualize psychologically distant objects, and specific and concrete constructs to
conceptualize psychologically close objects. According to CLT,
general constructs represent the core features of objects and
goals. Specific constructs represent the peripheral features of
objects and goals. Construal-level theory has also been applied
to examining the psychological correlates of different types of
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goals. For example, research has shown that general, abstract,
and distal goals are associated with experiential attributes such
as desirability, enjoyment, and interest. Whereas more specific,
concrete, and proximate goals are associated with behavioral
diensions such as the feasibility and efficiency to achieve goals
(Trope et al., 2007). Accordingly, under distal goal conditions,
we proposed that core aspects of motives would be activated
which would be compatible with experiential self-regulation.
Under proximal goal conditions, however, peripheral aspects of
motives would be activated, compatible with behavioral and cybernetic self-regulation.
One would expect that closer match on attributes shared by a
goal condition and components in self-regulation would be
adaptive and associated with greater psychological well-being.
For example, specific goals in situations are compatible with
cognitive and behavioral self-regulatory processes that depend
on feedback and control. On the other hand, general or abstract
goals have core attributes such as desirability that is compatible
with experiential self-regulatory processes that involve intrinsic interests. Accordingly, one would predict that under circumscribed conditions, such as in the pursuit of short-term goals in
specific situations, cybernetic and behavioral components in
self-regulation, such as perception of goal progress and selfreinforcement, would be associated with well-being. In the pursuit of goals more generally, however, experiential components
in self-regulation, such as enjoyment of an activity, would be
associated with well-being.
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Motivational Content
Current studies on motivation have drawn distinctions between motivational content (e.g., interests and goals) and processes of self-regulation, or the ways and reasons for acting on
them (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Sheldon & Elliot, 1999; Sheldon &
Kasser, 1995, 1998; Sheldon, Ryan, Deci, & Kasser, 2004).
Motivational content has been formulated in various but complementary ways in the literature. Proponents of Self-Determination Theory (SDT) have differentiated between intrinsic
goals which are pursued because they are inherently enjoyable
and extrinsic goals which are pursued for secondary reasons
(Deci & Ryan, 1987; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Carver and Scheier
(1998) placed goal pursuits in a hierarchy, from ideal and general goals at the top to specific routines, programs, scripts, and
behaviors at the bottom. The general goals are pursued through
the execution of specific and concrete acts at the bottom of the
hierarchy. A related differentiation considers whether one is
pursuing distal or proximal goals (Locke & Latham, 2002;
Zimmerman & Schunk, 2001). The external situation is seen as
more salient for individuals pursuing proximal rather than distal
goals. Others have differentiated between implicit and explicit
goals and motives (Thrash & Elliot, 2002). Implicit motives are
based on internal needs and are less in conscious awareness
whereas explicit motives are consciously formulated. The former is better at predicting long-term behaviors and achievement whereas the latter is better at predicting short-term behaviors or what people will do in specific situations (Spangler,
1992).

Behavioral and Cybernetic Self-Regulation
Self-regulation has been generally conceptualized as the
management and control of behavior in order to acquire goals
selected by the individual (Bandura, 1997; Carver & Scheier,
1998; Endler & Kocovski, 2000; Kanfer, 1970). Theories on
self-regulation were developed within behavioral, cognitive,
and cybernetic theories and models (Bandura, 1997; Carver &
Scheier, 1998; Kanfer, 1970). The components of cybernetic
and behavioral self-regulation include goal setting, planning,
feedback, self-monitoring, self-evaluation, and self-reinforcement (Endler & Kocovski, 2000; Febbraro & Clum, 1998; Kocovski & Endler, 2000; Mezo, 2009). Striving for goals is a
core aspect of self-regulation and is thought to energize and
guide behavior (Carver & Scheier, 1998; Locke & Latham,
2002). Behavioral and cybernetic self-regulation share similar
processes involving the control of behavior to acquire desired
goals. In cybernetic regulation, however, there is relatively
more emphasis on cognition and the role of information feedback to guide behavior, while in behavioral regulation there is
relatively more focus on the use of motivational components
such as self-reinforcement. However, unlike enjoyment in experiential self-regulation, in behavioral self-regulation the reward is externally applied and the consequent experience of
pleasure is seen as differentiated from the act being reinforced.
For example, one student might study for a course because of
intrinsic interest in the material itself, whereas another student
might use externally applied incentives to persist in his study.
In both cybernetic and behavioral self-regulation, behavior is
adjusted to eliminate discrepancies from set goals (Carver &
Scheier, 1998; Endler & Kocovski, 2000). The proximity of
behaviors to valued goals is a determinant of adjustment, self976

worth, and positive affect (Ahrens, 1987; Hyland, 1987; Siegert,
McPherson, & Taylor, 2004). In cybernetic theory, positive
affect occurs when the person perceives that adequate progress
is being made toward goals (Carver & Scheier, 1998). In contrast, negative affect occurs if the person does not perceive that
adequate progress is being made. A meta-analysis of relevant
research has confirmed that goal progress is associated with
increased positive and decreased negative affect (Powers,
Koestner, Lacaille, Kwan, & Zuroff, 2009). Perceived goal
progress in behavioral self-regulation can lead to subsequent
self-reinforcement (Endler & Kocovski, 2000; Kocovski &
Endler, 2000). Positive self-evaluations and self-reinforcement
for reaching goals result in positive affect (Ahrens, 1987;
Endler & Kocovski, 2000; Kocovski & Endler, 2000). On the
other hand, low frequencies of self-reinforcement in behavioral
self-regulation are associated with emotional distress and depression (Kocovski & Endler, 2000).

Experiential Self-Regulation
Self-Determination Theory describes the motivational and
experiential self-regulatory processes involved in satisfying
core and peripheral needs and desires (Deci & Ryan, 2000;
Ryan & Deci, 2000). High self-determined motivation is associated with the capacity and freedom to select and pursue intrinsically interesting goals rather than extrinsic ones (Deci &
Ryan, 2000; Owens, Mortimer, & Finch, 1996; Ryan & Deci,
2000). From the perspective of SDT, individuals have a propensity to satisfy basic or primary needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 1987; Ryan & Deci,
2000). Goals and interests that meet these basic psychological
needs are intrinsically motivating and satisfying. In intrinsic
motivation the reward is the spontaneous experience of interest
and enjoyment (Deci & Ryan, 1995; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Examples of intrinsic motivation include the pursuit of goals for
affiliation, personal growth, and community relations. In contrast, extrinsic motivation includes the pursuit of goals for
wealth, fame, and self-image that at best indirectly satisfy basic
needs.
According to SDT, experiential self-regulation has been conceptualized to function along a controlled and externally regulated to an autonomously and internally regulated continuum
(Deci & Ryan, 1987; Deci, Eghrari, Patrick, & Leone, 1994).
Experiential self-regulations vary in the degree to which the
person pursues motives and values that have been internalized
and integrated all the way from amotivation and extrinsic regulation to intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). To reflect
these processes, global measures have been developed to assess
six levels of experiential self-regulation from amotivation to intrinsic motivation (see Pelletier et al., 2007).
Based on theoretical and empirical grounds, however, some
researchers have also conceptualized autonomous and controlled regulation as separate experiential self-regulatory processes (Barbeau, Sweet, & Fortier, 2009; Koestner, Otis, Powers,
Pelletier, & Gagnon, 2008). Autonomously regulated individuals feel free and empowered to choose intrinsically satisfying
goals and are likely to enjoy their activities (Ryan & Deci, 2000;
Sheldon & Elliott, 1999; Sheldon et al., 2004). Autonomous
regulation is associated with positive self-esteem (Owens et al,
1996; Sheldon & Kasser, 1995) and psychological well-being
(Ratelle, Vallerand, Chantal, & Provencer, 2004; Sheldon et al.,
2004; Sheldon & Kasser, 1995). In contrast, individuals using
Open Access
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controlled regulation choose their goals in response to external
forces. They perceive external constraints or demands to which
they feel compelled to conform. In controlled regulation the
individual does not feel free to choose intrinsically satisfying
goals. In such circumstances, the individual is less likely to be
motivated, satisfied, or successful. The pursuit of extrinsic or
externally imposed goals results in less effort, basic need fulfillment, and well-being (Crocker, Brook, Niiya, & Villacorta,
2006; Sheldon et al., 2004).

Self-Regulation and Goal Types
Certain goal types or conditions appear to be more compatible with some forms of self-regulation than others. Behavioral and cognitive forms of self-regulation tend to be applied to
the situational requirements of goal pursuits (Locke & Latham,
2002; Zimmerman & Schunk, 2001). Behavioral strategies and
tactics make it more likely that goals will be reached in specific
situations. For example, implementation planning has been
found to increase progress on goals and to achieve behavioral
change within short time intervals (Koestner et al., 2008). Perception of goal progress, in turn, has resulted in increased
well-being within short time intervals (Sheldon & Elliot, 1999;
Sheldon & Kasser, 1998). In contrast, experiential aspects of
self-regulation, such as intrinsic enjoyment of an activity, appear to play a more prominent role in promoting adjustment and
well-being in the pursuit of long-term goals. Experiential selfregulation has been found to predict well-being after a time interval of one year (Sheldon et al., 2004), whereas its effects on
well-being in short time intervals of one or two-weeks were
mixed (Sheldon & Kasser, 1995, 1998). These findings suggest
that the effects of different types of self-regulations on wellbeing may depend on the types of goals individuals are pursuing and the situations to which they apply.
The above reviewed findings point towards two observations.
First, the conceptualizations of goals fall into two main types.
More general, distal, and implicit goals, although not identical,
appear to be similar constructs. Likewise, more specific, proximate, and explicit goals appear to be similar constructs. Second, different self-regulatory processes appear to have differential applicability and effectiveness in addressing these two
types of goals. Some evidence suggests that experiential selfregulation might be more appropriate for general, distal, and
implicit goal pursuits. On the other hand, behavioral and cognitive self-regulation has been successfully applied to specific,
proximal, and explicit goals in more circumscribed situations.
Accordingly, general and long-term goals reflect core attributes
which appear to be compatible with experiential self-regulation.
In contrast, specific and short-term goals contain situational
requirements which appear to be compatible with cybernetic
and behavioral self-regulations.

self-regulations are used. Cybernetic and behavioral self-regulations, however, differ in their emphases on the use of information and external rewards to control behavior. Accordingly,
their effects on well-being should be tested separately. On the
other hand, components of experiential self-regulation, such as
intrinsic enjoyment of an activity, are likely to be more effecttive in promoting well-being in the pursuit of goals more generally because they can sustain the individual emotionally over
long periods of striving. We, therefore, proposed that perception of goal progress and self-reinforcement for progress, components in cybernetic and behavioral self-regulation, would be
associated with psychological well-being in the pursuit of
short-term goals. On the other hand, enjoyment of the activity,
a component in experiential self-regulation, would be associated with psychological well-being in the pursuit of goals more
generally.
Our participants completed global measures on their typical
modes of behavioral and experiential self-regulations, as well
as measures of psychological well-being. They also listed important intrinsic goals they pursued more generally and in the
short-term and rated their use of components found in cybernetic, behavioral, and experiential self-regulation, including
perceptions of goal progress, self-reinforcement for goal progress, and enjoyment of goal pursuits. The study employed
self-report measures of mental health, self-esteem, and general
affect to form a composite index of psychological well-being.
These measures are well-known indicators of subjective wellbeing (Koestner et al., 2008; Ratelle et al., 2004).

Hypotheses
We hypothesized that in the pursuit of goals more generally,
active components in experiential self-regulation, such as enjoyment of the activity, would be associated with psychological
well-being. On the other hand, in more circumscribed situations,
such as in the pursuit of short-term goals, active components in
cybernetic and behavioral self-regulations, namely perception
of goal progress and self-reinforcement for goal progress,
would be associated with psychological well-being.

Method
Participants
A total of 186 volunteer undergraduates (144 females, 42
males), ages ranging from 18 to 44 years (M = 19.68, SD = 2.60)
participated in the online study. Subsequently, two subsamples
were formed to examine the relationships of goal conditions
with psychological well-being under general and term goal conditions. The demographic profiles of the two subsamples are
presented in Table 1.

The Present Study

Measures

We proposed that psychological well-being is related to
compatibilities between self-regulatory processes and different
types of goal pursuits. We make this proposal based on several
considerations and findings in the literature. In specific situations, a sense of accomplishment might come from success on
specific tasks. Positive feedback and consequent reinforcement
for success likely promote self-esteem and other psychological
benefits in circumstances where cybernetic and behavioral

Demographic Information. A questionnaire was used to obtain information on age, gender, marital status, ethnic background, year of university, and college major.
Global Motivation Scale (GMS). Following Pelletier et al.
(2007), a shortened version of the Global Motivation Scale
(Guay, Mageau, & Vallerand, 2003) was used to assess global
self-determined motivation or experiential self-regulation. This
18-item version is divided into six subscales (three items per
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Table 1.
Demographic variables in the general goals and term goals subsamples.
Subsamples

General Goals

Term Goals

Ethnicity
Caucasian

79.8%

79.6%

Native Canadian

1.1%

2.2%

Asian

6.7%

6.5%

African

5.6%

4.3%

Other

5.6%

6.5%

Not Reported

1.1%

1.1%

Marital Status
Married

1.0%

Common-Law

1.0%

1.1%

Divorced

1.0%

1.1%

Single

95.5%

96.8%

1.0%

1.1%

Not Reported

0.0%

University Level
First Year

62.9%

59.0%

Second Year

13.5%

15.1%

Third Year

4.5%

6.5%

Fourth Year

14.6%

15.1%

Fifth Year

4.5%

4.3%

Psychology

17.0%

20.4%

Other

83.0%

79.6%

University Major

subscale) that represent the six subtypes of experiential selfregulation described by Deci and Ryan (1985): intrinsic motivation, integrated regulation, identified regulation, introjected
regulation, external regulation, and amotivation. Participants
were asked to indicate the extent to which each item corresponds to their own reasons for performing different activities
using a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (does not correspond at all) to 7 (corresponds exactly). The GMS was reported
to have satisfactory internal consistency with an α coefficient of
0.87 (Ratelle et al, 2004). Global self-determination has been
shown to have acceptable temporal reliability (0.72) over a
six-week period and to predict success at a wide range of behaviors including controlling one’s emotions, exercising, and
studying—activities that require self-regulation (Pelletier et al.,
2007).
Two composite experiential self-regulatory variables were
formed following the descriptions given by Deci and Ryan
(1987, 2000) and confirmed by principal components factor
analyses in our study and in previous research (Barbeau et al.,
2009). An autonomous regulation variable was created by
summing the scores of the identified regulation, integrated regulation, and intrinsic motivation subscales and then dividing
this score by three. Similarly, a controlled regulation variable
was created by summing the scores for the external regulation
and introjected regulation subscales and dividing by two. We
included these two variables in our study to examine the construct validity of our goal-related ratings.
Self-Reinforcing Subscale (SRS). The Self-Control and
Self-Management Scale (SCMS; Mezo, 2009) is a 16-item
global measure of the general use of behavioral self-regulation
and its three components. Established through a combination of
978

rational and factor-analytic item derivation methods, six items
measure self-monitoring, five items measure self-evaluation,
and five items measure self-reinforcement. The SCMS is scored
on a 6-point Likert scale, with higher scores indicating more
self-control and self-management skills. The scale anchors
range from 1 (very undescriptive of me) to 5 (very descriptive of
me). Mezo (2009) reported a Cronbach α coefficient of 0.81 for
the overall scale and moderate to high convergent validity with
other measures. He also reported a Cronbach α of 0.78 and a
test-retest correlation of 0.70 for the Self-Reinforcing Subscale
(SRS) and significant correlations with other self-control and
symptom measures in undergraduates. As our study mainly
focused on the control and motivational aspects of behavioral
self-regulation, we used only the Self-Reinforcing Subscale. An
example of an item from the self-reinforcement scale is, “I congratulate myself when I make some progress”. We included this
global variable in our study to examine the construct validity of
our goal-related ratings.
Goal Conditions. First, participants were provided with a
definition of personal goals (Koestner et al., 2008) as well as a
brief description of intrinsic goals that included some examples
(see Ryan, Huta, & Deci, 2008; Wicker. Hamman, Reed,
McCann, & Turner, 2005). Next, participants were asked to list
their most important intrinsic goals (goals pursued more generally), providing at least three and a maximum of five. Participants were then also asked to list the most important intrinsic
goal they were striving for that academic term.
We examined the obtained lists of goals based on definitions
of intrinsic and extrinsic goals given by self-determination researchers (Ryan et al., 2008; Wicker et al., 2005). We discovered that some participants not only listed intrinsic but also
extrinsic general and term goals. Examples of intrinsic goals
provided by the participants in the current study included, “help
others”, “build strong relationships with friends and family”,
and “make new friends”. Examples of extrinsic goals included,
“get wealthy”, “high GPA”, and “pass everything”. Based on
agreed upon definitions of intrinsic and extrinsic goals, two
researcher independently coded the general and term goals as
either intrinsic or extrinsic. For the general goals, if a participant gave even one extrinsic goal, their total goal list was rated
as extrinsic. Otherwise it was coded as intrinsic. The inter-rater
reliability coefficient for the coding of the term goals was 0.91.
The inter-rater reliability coefficient for the coding of the general goals was 0.80.
Subsequently, two selected goal subsamples were created for
analyses. The first subsample was created to examine the hypothesis for general intrinsic goals. The second subsample was
created to examine the hypothesis for the term intrinsic goals.
In forming the two subsamples, participants with extrinsic goals
of the same type (general or term) as those characterizing the
particular goal subsample (general or term) were excluded,
thereby strengthening the intrinsic goal type of the particular
sample. By focusing on intrinsic goals, we could control this
goal dimension (intrinsic vs extrinsic) and thereby better test
the relationship of well-being to compatibilities between our
main goal dimension of interest (general vs term) and different
self-regulatory components.
The subsequent general intrinsic goals subsample consisted
of 89 participants (71 females, 18 males) between 18 to 44
years (M = 20.13, SD = 3.39). As described above, ninety-seven
participants from the whole sample who listed at least one extrinsic general goal were excluded in forming this subsample.
Open Access
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The term intrinsic goal subsample consisted of 93 participants
(73 females, 20 males) between 18 to 44 years (M = 20.00, SD
= 3.09). Similarly to the above criterion, 93 participants in the
whole sample who listed an extrinsic term goal were excluded
from this subsample. Although there was some overlap in the
two subsamples, as all participants had been originally asked to
list both their general and term goals, we did not feel this affected the results.
Goal Progress. Participants were asked to rate on two separate scales how much “progress overall” or in general they had
made towards their most important intrinsic goals and how
much progress they had made towards their “intrinsic goal for
the term”, using 9-point Likert rating scales, ranging from 0
(none) to 8 (a great deal). We expected that their goal selfratings would reflect the actual behavior of the participants.
Feelings of Enjoyment. Using 8-point Likert scales, ranging
from 1 (none) to 8 (a great deal), participants were asked to
rate how much acting on their intrinsic goals generally and on
their intrinsic goal for the term led to feelings of enjoyment.
Three items were used to assess participants’ feelings of enjoyment generally from acting on their intrinsic goals: “Rate
how much acting on your intrinsic goals typically leads to feelings of enjoyment”, “...feelings of pleasure”, and “feelings of
satisfaction”. The sum of these three items was used to calculate a total score for feelings of enjoyment generally from acting on intrinsic goals, with higher scores reflecting greater degree of enjoyment. Similar items were used to assess participants’ feelings of enjoyment from acting on their intrinsic goal
for the term: “Rate how much acting on your intrinsic goal for
the term led to feelings of enjoyment”, “...feelings of pleasure”,
and “...feelings of satisfaction”. The sum of these three items
was used to calculate a total score for feelings of enjoyment
from acting on their intrinsic goal for the term.
Self-Reinforcement for Goal Progress. Participants were
asked to rate separately how much the progress on their intrinsic goals generally and on their intrinsic goal for the term led to
self-reinforcement. Participants rated their responses using
8-point Likert scales, ranging from 1 (none) to 8 (a great deal).
The sum of three items was used to assess participants’ use of
self-reinforcement for progress on their intrinsic goals in general: “Rate how much the progress on your intrinsic goals typically leads to self-reinforcement”, “...self-praise”, and “…selfrewards”, with higher scores reflecting more general use of
self-reinforcement. The sum of three similar items was used to
assess participants’ use of self-reinforcement for progress on
their intrinsic goal for the term: “Rate how much the progress
on your intrinsic goal for the term led to self-reinforcement”,
“...self-praise”, and “…self-rewards”.
Psychological Well-Being Index. Following previous methods (Sheldon & Elliott, 1999; Sheldon & Kasser, 1998;
Sheldon et al., 2004), a composite index of psychological wellbeing was created from the four measures described below. The
raw scores for each participant on each of the following four
measures were obtained and then transformed into z-scores.
The negative affect z-score was then subtracted from the sum of
the mental health, self-esteem, and positive affect z-scores to
obtain an overall index for the participant with higher scores indicating increased well-being.
The Mental Health Inventory-5 (MHI-5; Berwick et al., 1991)
was used to assess mental health. This measure was comprised
of five items, three of which are aimed at depressive symptoms
and well-being, while two questions measure symptoms of
Open Access

anxiety. Individual are asked to rate on a 6-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 (all of the time) to 6 (none of the time) how
often they had the various affective experiences in the last
month. The total score is calculated by reversing the answers to
the third and fifth items and summing up the scores. The scores
range from 0 to 30, with higher scores indicating greater wellbeing. Scores less than or equal to 18 indicate severe depression
(Cuijpers, Smits, Donker, ten Have, & de Graaf, 2009). Berwick et al. (1991) reported a Cronbach α of .82 for the MHI-5
and found that it successfully detected DSM psychological disorders.
The Self-Esteem Scale (SES) was used to measure overall
self-esteem as revised by Rosenberg, Schooler, and Schoenbach
(1989). They selected 6 of the 10 items of the Rosenberg
Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1979) in their study. An example of an item used in this study is: “I feel that I’m a person of
worth, at least on an equal plane with others”. The items are
rated on a 4-point scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4
(strongly agree). Negatively worded items four and six were
reverse-scored. Higher scores on this measure are indicative of
feelings of self-acceptance, self-respect, and generally positive
self-evaluation. This 6-item version of the Rosenberg SelfEsteem Scale has been shown to have acceptable internal reliability (α = 0.78) in a sample of adolescents (McCreary, Slavin,
& Berry, 1996) and was associated with adolescent behavioral
problems and depression (Rosenberg et al., 1989).
The Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988) consists of two 10-item scales
measuring the two primary dimensions of mood—Positive
Affect (PA) and Negative Affect (NA). Positive Affect reflects
the extent to which a person feels enthusiastic, active, and alert,
while Negative Affect reflects subjective distress and unpleasant engagement. On each of the 20 mood adjectives participants
rated on a 5-point Likert scale the degree to which they generally experienced that specific mood from 1 (very slightly or not
at all) to 5 (extremely). Watson et al. (1988) reported coefficient alphas of .88 and 0.87 for the PA and NA scales respectively in a sample of undergraduates. Both the PA and the NA
scales have been shown to be associated with depressive symptoms (Crawford & Henry, 2004).

Procedure
Potential participants for the study were recruited via email
and campus advertisements and invited to participate in an
online study investigating motivation, goal processes, and psychological well-being. Those interested to participate were directed to a survey website in order to complete an online questionnaire package. Before proceeding with the survey, potential
participants were presented with an online consent form. Consenting participants then proceeded to complete the survey.
Upon completion, the participants were directed to an online
debriefing form which outlined the study in greater detail and
provided contact information of the researchers.
Of the 186 participants who completed the online study,
based on their choice, 143 (76.9%) participants received a bonus point towards an undergraduate course, while 25 (13.4%)
received $10 in cash. The remaining 18 (9.7%) participants
either did not indicate their preferred form of compensation or
failed to make arrangements to receive their cash prize.

Design and Data Analysis
Data screening was conducted following the procedure out979
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lined by Tabachnick and Fidell (2007). As missing values were
scattered randomly throughout the data matrix, the mean was
used to estimate the missing item value and added to the scale
prior to analysis. The data were then examined for univariate
outliers using frequencies and z-scores. Scores were considered
to be outliers if they had a z-score greater than +/− 3.29. As outlined by Tabachnick and Fidell (2007), univariate outliers were
adjusted by reducing the value to 1 unit greater than the next
highest value within the appropriate range. Linearity and normality were examined by checking skewness and kurtosis values. Multivariate outliers were examined using the Mahalanobis
distance statistic. Finally, we checked for multicollinearity and
singularity of the variables.
The whole sample was sorted into two goal subsamples so
that the association of different self-regulatory components
with well-being could be examined under general and term
intrinsic goal conditions. The processes involved were examined by means of correlations and regression analyses. All regression analyses were run on z-scores. Regression analyses
examined the general goals subsample for associations of psychological well-being with the following goal-related self-ratings: general progress on goals, general use of self-reinforcement for progress on goals, and general feelings of enjoyment
for progress on goals. Regression analyses examined the term
goals subsample for associations of well-being with the following goal-related self-ratings: progress on the term goals, selfreinforcement for progress on the term goals, and feelings of
enjoyment for progress on term goals.

Results
In the whole sample (N = 186), preliminary tests for gender
differences on all the variables found only one significant difference, with males scoring higher on psychological well-being
than females (M = 1.31 vs. M = −0.38, t = 3.05, p < 0.01). Due
to lack of gender differences among the variables, we collapsed
the data across genders for the rest of the statistical analyses.

Analysis of the General Goals Subsample
Table 2 presents the minimum and maximum values, means,
standard deviations, and internal reliability coefficients of all of
the variables for the general goals subsample. Means for all
established scales, that is, the Self-Reinforcing Subscale, the
MHI-5, the 6-item Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, and the PA
and NA scales of the PANAS were within one standard deviation of those found in university samples (Mezo, 2009; Ogunyemi & Mabekoje, 2007; Rosenberg, 1979; Watson et al.,
1988).
Correlation of the Variables in the General Goals Subsample. One-tailed Pearson correlations were conducted to
examine significant associations among the variables in the
general goals subsample (see Table 3). We found a number of
significant positive intercorrelations among the variables. There
was somewhat of a trend for the two positive experiential
self-regulatory variables, autonomous regulation and enjoyment,
to have higher correlations with each other and with well-being
in the general goals subsample than in the term goal subsample
(also see Table 4). As expected, autonomous regulation was
positively correlated with well-being. Rated general goal progress and the two self-reinforcement variables also showed
significant positive correlations with each other and with wellbeing. General goal progress was not significantly correlated
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Table 2.
Alpha reliability and descriptive statistics for all variables in the general
goals subsample (N = 89).
Variable

α

1) Goal progress

-

2) Self-reinforcement for goal progress 0.77

Min

Max

M

SD
1.82

0

8

5.29

14

24

17.35 3.81

3) Enjoyment

0.85

14

24

20.09 2.99

4) Global self-reinforcement

0.73

5

25

16.54 4.07

5) Autonomous regulation

0.78 10.67 21.00 16.04 1.96

6) Controlled regulation

0.67

7) Well-being index

7.50 18.00 13.96 2.42

0.82 −9.79 5.69

0.32

Mental health

0.80

21.03 4.25

9

29

3.37

Self-esteem

0.85

11

24

19.69 3.13

Positive affect

0.84

22

47

35.61 5.52

Negative affect

0.88

10

42

20.61 6.78

Note: Goal progress = progress on intrinsic goals in general; Enjoyment = feelings of enjoyment of acting on intrinsic goals in general; Self-reinforcement for
goal progress = self-reinforcement for progress on intrinsic goals in general;
Global self-reinforcement = Self-Reinforcing Subscale.

Table 3.
Bivariate correlations of all variables in the general goals subsample (N
= 89).
Variable
1) Goal progress

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

- 0.26** 0.36** 0.30** 0.14 −0.12 0.27*

2) Self-reinforcement
for goal progress

0.58** 0.57** 0.35** 0.04 0.32**

-

3) Enjoyment

0.45** 0.47** −0.03 0.45**

-

4) Global self-reinforcement

0.36** 0.13 0.20*

-

5) Autonomous regulation

-

6) Controlled regulation

0.14 0.50**
-

7) Well-being

−0.38**
-

Note: Goal progress = progress on intrinsic goals in general; Enjoyment = feelings of enjoyment of acting on intrinsic goals in general; Self-reinforcement for
goal progress = self-reinforcement for progress on intrinsic goals in general;
Global self-reinforcement = Self-Reinforcing Subscale. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01.

Table 4.
Bivariate correlations of all variables in the term goals subsample (N =
93).
Variable
1) Goal progress
2) Self-reinforcement
for goal progress
3) Enjoyment
4) Global self-reinforcement
5) Autonomous regulation
6) Controlled regulation
7) Well-being

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

- 0.48** 0.57** 0.38** 0.36** 0.07 0.42**
-

0.60** 0.57** 0.21* 0.00 0.36**
-

0.30** 0.27** 0.07 0.29**
-

0.32** 0.14 0.24**
-

0.28** 0.43**
-

−0.37**
-

Note: Goal progress = progress on intrinsic term goals; Enjoyment = feelings of
enjoyment of acting on intrinsic term goals; Self-reinforcement for goal progress
= self-reinforcement for progress on intrinsic term goals; Global self- reinforcement = Self-Reinforcing Subscale. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01.

with autonomous regulation or controlled regulation. Controlled regulation did not correlate significantly with most other
variables, including autonomous regulation. It was negatively
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correlated with well-being. Overall, the correlations of the cybernetic, behavioral, and experiential goal-related ratings with
the global variables supported their construct validity.
Regression Analysis of the General Goal-Related SelfRegulatory Components. A regression analysis was used to
test the association of psychological well-being with the three
general goal-related self-regulatory components in the general
goals subsample (N = 89). Ratings of cybernetic, behavioral,
and experiential self-regulatory components related to the pursuit of goals in general were entered together into the regression
to determine their unique contributions to psychological wellbeing. Only general enjoyment was found to have a significant
beta (β = 0.36, p < 0.01), while general goal progress (β = 0.12,
p > 0.20) and general self-reinforcement for goal progress were
not significantly associated with well-being (β = 0.07, p > 0.50)
in the overall regression equation [R2 = 0.216, F(3, 85) = 7.80,
p < 0.001].

Analysis of the Term Goals Subsample
Table 5 presents the minimum and maximum values, means,
standard deviations, and internal reliability coefficients of all of
the variables for the term goals subsample. As in the general
goals subsample, the means for all established scales were
within one standard deviation of those found in university samples (Mezo, 2009; Ogunyemi & Mabekoje, 2007; Rosenberg,
1979; Watson et al., 1988). The ratings of feelings of enjoyment in the term goal subsample, however, were considerably
lower than those in the general goals subsample (also see Table
2). There were no other apparent differences between the general and term goals subsamples.
Correlation of the Variables in the Term Goals Subsample. One-tailed Pearson correlations were conducted to examine
significant associations among the variables in the term goals
subsample (see Table 4). The pattern of significant correlations
was similar to that found in the general goals subsample, but
with a few exceptions. Again there were a number of significant positive intercorrelations among the variables. There was
somewhat of a trend, however, for the behavioral and cybernetic regulation variables, including rated term goal progress, to
Table 5.
Alpha reliability and descriptive statistics for all variables in the term
goals subsample (N = 93).
Variable

α

Min

Max

M

SD

1) Goal progress

-

1

8

5.52

1.86

3

24

16.89 4.14

2) Self-reinforcement for goal progress 0.79
3) Enjoyment

0.92

8

24

16.89 3.90

4) Global self-reinforcement

0.79

4

25

15.51 4.36

5) Autonomous regulation
6) Controlled regulation
7) Well-being index

0.79 10.33 21.00 15.85 2.04
0.66

7.00 18.50 13.68 2.35

0.80 −9.59 6.43

0.26

3.38

Mental health

0.80

9

30

20.89 4.31

Self-esteem

0.85

12

24

19.73 3.10

Positive affect

0.85

21

47

35.04 5.83

Negative affect

0.89

10

42

20.41 7.05

Note: Goal progress = progress on intrinsic term goals; Enjoyment = feelings of
enjoyment of acting on intrinsic term goals; Self-reinforcement for goal progress
= self-reinforcement for progress on intrinsic term goals; Global self-reinforcement = Self-Reinforcing Subscale.
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have higher correlations with each other and with well-being
than in the general goals subsample. Term goal progress was
also significantly correlated with autonomous regulation. Controlled regulation was negatively correlated with well-being,
not correlated with goal progress, and positively correlated with
autonomous regulation. With regard to the latter finding, participants appear to have accessed some similar processes in
these two forms of experiential self-regulation under short-term
goal conditions. For the most part, the correlations of the cybernetic, behavioral, and experiential goal-related ratings with
the global variables supported their construct validity.
Regression Analysis of the Term Goal-Related Self-Regulatory Components. A regression analysis was used to test
the association of psychological well-being with the three term
goal-related self-regulatory components in the short-term goals
subsample (N = 93). Ratings of cybernetic, behavioral, and
experiential self-regulatory components related to the pursuit of
short-term goals were entered together into the regression to
determine their unique contributions to psychological wellbeing. Term goal progress was found to be significant (β = 0.33,
p < 0.01), term self-reinforcement was marginally significant (β
= 0.22, p < 0.08), while term enjoyment was not significantly
associated with well-being (β = −0.02, p > 0.80) in the overall
regression equation [R2 = 0.210, F(3, 89) = 7.87, p < 0.001].

Discussion
The present study examined whether psychological well-being was associated with compatibilities between self-regulatory
components and goal conditions. Consistent with construallevel theory, our findings indicated that enjoyment of the activity, an experiential self-regulatory component, accounted for
psychological well-being in the pursuit of goals more generally.
In contrast, in the pursuit of short-term goals, cybernetic and
behavioral components in self-regulation, namely perception of
goal progress and self-reinforcement for goal progress, accounted for well-being. The latter are notable findings given the
fact that they occurred even in the pursuit of intrinsic goals,
when one would expect extrinsic goals to be more consistent
with the situational focus of cybernetic and behavioral regulation. These results suggest, therefore, that cognitive and behavioral self-regulations are generally applicable to managing various types of goals in specific situations.
Overall, the two global experiential regulatory variables were
more strongly associated with well-being than was global selfreinforcement. Consistent with past research, controlled regulation was negatively associated with well-being (Barbeau et al.,
2009; Koestner et al., 2008; Sheldon et al., 2004). These effects
are likely to be due to the positive and negative contributions of
autonomous and controlled regulations, respectively, to the
satisfaction of basic needs (Deci & Ryan, 1987; Ryan & Deci,
2000) and their relations to feelings of security and confidence
(Ratelle et al., 2004). Controlled regulation had no associations
with other benign processes, suggesting that it might contain
various dysfunctional elements. The absence of significant
correlations with enjoyment and positive reinforcement suggests that it is also likely to involve a mix of both pleasant as
well as unpleasant experiences. Unlike autonomous regulation,
controlled regulation appears to lack attributes which lead to
enjoyment of activities and approach behaviors. These factors
likely undermine its effectiveness to promote long-term satisfaction and well-being.
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Well-being has been shown to be the product of effective
coping, as proposed by cognitive-behavioral and cybernetic
theories (Bandura, 1997; Carver & Scheier, 1998, Kanfer,
1970). Individuals find cognitive and behavioral interventions
helpful to cope with a variety of psychological problems (Febbraro & Clum, 1998). Our findings also suggest that such selfregulatory processes are related to health benefits. The contributions of cognitive and behavioural self-regulatory processes
to well-being have also been recognized in the motivational
literature (Sheldon & Elliot, 1999; Sheldon & Kasser, 1995,
1998). Sheldon and Kasser (1995) also suggest, however, that
psychological health not only depends on how we achieve our
goals but also why we seek them. While the cybernetic and
behavioural self-regulations focus more on how to cope with
specific tasks and situations, experiential self-regulations focus
more on why we pursue goals. Our findings support but also
extend such previous theorizing in showing that these various
aspects of self-regulation are related. Autonomous regulation, a
global experiential variable, and global self-reinforcement, a
behavioral variable, were correlated with each other and with
other self-regulatory processes. These findings and those of
others suggest that experiential and behavioral self-regulatory
processes are likely to be complementary to each other. For
example, in studies of experiential self-regulation, implementation planning was found to play a pivotal role in making progress on short-term goals, which in turn, promoted psychologycal well-being (Koestner et al., 2008; Sheldon & Elliot, 1999;
Sheldon & Kasser, 1998). As another example, motives have
been shown to promote exercise participation through influencing behavioral and experiential self-regulation (Ingledew &
Markland, 2008).
Our findings also suggest the need for more comprehensive
or encompassing theories of self-regulation to account for psychological well-being. Also pointing in this direction are the
findings from positive psychology that a number of life activeties contribute to life satisfaction, including the pursuit of pleasure, engagement in activities, and finding meaning (Peterson,
Park, & Seligman, 2005). The question arises as to how all
these constructs might be related to each other with regard to
the promotion of life satisfaction and well-being? Our findings
suggest that experiences and activities that enhance well-being
share similarities in their activation of pleasant experiences but
might also have unique compatibilities with our internal and
external environments which also have to be taken into consideration. Along this line of inquiry, future research could examine the differential contributions of other types of self-regulation to well-being, such as emotional regulation, under different
types of goal conditions.

Study Limitations
One aspect of our study was that the imbalance in the sex ratio might limit the generalizability of our findings to the general
population. However, most of our measures did not reveal any
significant differences between males and females. Another
limitation of our study was that we examined self-regulatory
processes only under intrinsic goal conditions. Consequently,
one might argue that the reason we did not find that enjoyment
was associated with well-being in the short-term goals subsample was because we had restricted the range of the enjoyment
variable. However, this possibility can be ruled out because the
SD of the enjoyment variable in the term goals subsample was
982

actually larger than in the general goals subsample.

Conclusion
In conclusion, our results were consistent with predictions
from construal-level theory that compatibilities between selfregulatory processes and goal conditions would be related to
psychological well-being. It makes sense to find that the impact
of different self-regulations would be related to their similarities to the contents and conditions of our internal and external
environments. Although each type of self-regulation appears to
have its own niche, our study also indicated considerable associations among them through sharing pleasant experiences. This
finding suggests that they are related building blocks in the
overall management of well-being. Our study helps to ex- tend
theoretical conceptualizations of well-being by integrating cybernetic, behavioral, and experiential self-regulatory proc- esses
and types of goal pursuits found in the promotion of well-being.
Our study points toward the need to further develop comprehensive psychological theories that can more fully ac- count for
the various ways we acquire well-being and pursue life satisfaction. We hope that our findings and proposals have been a
step toward this important goal.
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