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The purpose of this study was to investigate whether hesitant or preoccupied people (state-oriented)
have different goal content and motives compared to initiative or disengaged people (action-

oriented). People rated the degree of autonomous versus controlled feelings for extrinsic or intrinsic
types of goals. Results showed that action-oriented people had a higher autonomous motive than state-
oriented people for intrinsic goals, but not for extrinsic goals. Moreover, action-oriented individuals were
related to a more internalised goal content (intrinsic goal) than state-oriented individuals. Implications
for goal internalisation are discussed.
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Broadly speaking, self-regulation involves the psycho-
logical processes that allow individuals to adjust their
thoughts, actions, and feelings to align with their stan-
dards, goals, and values (Carver & Scheier, 2001). One’s
capacity to initiate action toward goal attainment is a func-
tion of a person’s self-regulation ability and plays a central
role in goal striving (Kuhl, 1985). Kuhl and colleagues
put forward the action control theory and the person-
ality system interaction (PSI) theory to elucidate indi-
vidual differences in self-regulation ability and yielded
fruitful results across a wide range of domains, such as
interpersonal relationships (Backes et al., 2016), cognitive
control (Fischer, Plessow, Dreisbach, & Goschke, 2015;
Kaschel, Kazén, & Kuhl, 2017; Wolff et al., 2016), decision
making (van Putten, Zeelenberg, & van Dijk, 2013), and
job performance (Diefendorff, Hall, Lord, & Strean, 2000;
Landman, Nieuwenhuys, & Oudejans, 2016).

Action control theory and PSI theory posit that these
individual differences in self-regulation ability are com-
prised of action orientation and state orientation (Kuhl,
1984, 1985, 1987, 2000, 2001; Kuhl & Goschke, 1994).
Action orientation is a personality that facilitates the
goal-striving process. These individuals take the initia-
tive in goal striving, even in contrary conditions such as
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monotony or stress (Jostmann & Koole, 2006; Koole &
Jostmann, 2004). In contrast, state orientation is a per-
sonality that has difficulty in taking action toward goal
fulfillment. Moreover, state-oriented people are unable to
volitionally control intrusive thoughts triggered by nega-
tive affect after stress, resulting in preoccupation. Action-
oriented people, however, are able to disengage from in-
trusive thoughts elicited by negative events (Kuhl, 2000).

According to Kuhl’s action control theory, action- and
state-oriented people may also have different goal internal-
isation processes (Kuhl, 2001; Kuhl & Kazén, 1994; Kuhl,
Quirin, & Koole, 2015). Here, internalisation means ‘tak-
ing in’ the value or regulation of goals, attitudes, standards,
and beliefs of significant others (Ryan & Deci, 2000). There
are various degrees of internalisation. For instance, in-
formed introjections refer to individuals’ internalisation
of what others expect them to do, yet they perceive that
these expectations are not part of themselves (Kuhl &
Kazén, 1994); and misinformed introjections refer to in-
dividuals’ internalisation of what others expect them to
do, yet they perceive these expectations are part of them-
selves explicitly but not implicitly. Integration refers to the
internalisation of social values and expectations congru-
ent with a greater portion of one’s values (Deci & Ryan,
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1991; Ryan, 1995; Sheldon & Kasser, 2008; Sheldon, Ryan,
Deci, & Kasser, 2004); these values and goals of social ex-
pectations are congruent with the heart of self-identity,
whereas the informed and misinformed introjections are
not. Therefore, both informed and misinformed introjec-
tions are less concerned with internalisation goals and are
less self-determined. As they lack autonomy, they may be
often not be supported by one’s actual feelings and may
even conflict with implicit needs and preferences (Kuhl &
Kazén, 1994; Thomsen, Tønnesvang, Schnieber, & Olesen,
2011).

Empirical evidence also indicates that action and
state orientation have different goal internalisation pro-
cesses. Action-oriented people are inclined toward self-
motivation and choose self-congruent goals — especially
when confronted with demands and threats (Koole &
Jostmann, 2004). More importantly, research has also
found that goal commitment is positively associated with
the congruence between goals and motives in action-
oriented people; however, this pattern was not found
in state-oriented people (Brunstein, 2001). State-oriented
people can overcome their lack of initiative only through
an externally controlled mode (Baumann & Kuhl, 2005),
which is a less significant internalisation process. In con-
trast, action-oriented people prefer an autonomy-driven
type of self-regulation that does not depend on a con-
trolled model of regulation (Baumann & Kuhl, 2005).
Taken together, much of the research is focused on action-
state orientation’s difference in goal internalisation by as-
sessing the motive congruence of implicit and explicit
motives, which is an index of misinformed introjec-
tions (Baumann & Kuhl, 2003; Brunstein, 2001; Gue-
vara, 1994; Koole & Jostmann, 2004; Kuhl, 1994). As
mentioned before, informed introjections are also an im-
portant process of goal internalisation. However, little at-
tention has been paid to informed introjections’ differ-
ences in action-state orientation. Although action con-
trol theory posits that action-state oriented people have
different misinformed and informed introjections, there
remains a paucity of empirical evidence on informed
introjections.

In the current study, we adopt both goal motive and
goal content as an index of goal internalisation for the fol-
lowing reasons. According to the self-concordance (SC)
model (Sheldon, 2014; Sheldon & Elliot, 1999), which
is grounded in self-determination theory (SDT; Deci &
Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000), goal motives are the rea-
sons why our pursuit of goals can be sorted by personal in-
terest, enjoyment, and perceived importance (categorised
as autonomous motive), and can also be driven by in-
ternal or external pressures that are related to social or
others’ praise and approval and expectations (categorised
as controlled motive). The SC model demonstrates that
autonomous motives foster sustained efforts in individ-
uals’ goal striving, especially in difficult or failure situa-
tions (Sheldon, 2008). Recent research has supported that
autonomous goal motives are associated with greater per-

sistence, positive affect, and task engagement (Ntoumanis
et al., 2014). Besides goal motive, goal content, which is the
kinds of goals we pursue, is also associated with internali-
sation. According to SDT, intrinsic goal contents are more
concordant with people’s basic needs, whereas extrinsic
goal contents may be less concordant with people’s basic
needs (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Thus, intrinsic goals are more
internalised than extrinsic goals (Sheldon & Kasser 1998;
Sheldon et al., 2004). This is in line with goal internali-
sation processes in action control theory, which assesses
that the volitional ability to facilitate or impede the enact-
ment of intentions is assumed to be closely associated with
goal internalisation (Kuhl & Beckmann, 1994; Müller &
Rothermund, 2017).

The current study aims to explore whether action-state
oriented people have different informed introjections that
can be directly assessed by intrinsic (extrinsic) goal con-
tent and goal motive questionnaires. This might add to
our understanding of individual differences in the goal
internalisation process and provide empirical evidence
for the overlap between action control and goal inter-
nalisation theory; it might also provide new insights of
the ‘autonomy’ concept in both action control and self-
determination theories. Moreover, as goal content and
goal motive are also two facets of goal internalisation, in-
vestigating action orientation’s difference in the goals pur-
sued and why they are pursued would systematically test
the relationship between self-determination theory and
action control theory. It is hoped that this might advance
a deeper understanding of the function of goal motive
and goal content in the goal-striving process. Bringing ac-
tion control theory and SDT together, we infer that state-
oriented people may have fewer internalised goal motives
and content than action-oriented individuals. Moreover,
we hypothesised that state-oriented and action-oriented
individuals have a different autonomy of goal motives ac-
cording to goal content.

STUDY 1
Method
Participants and Procedure

Four hundred and forty-two (230 males, Mage = 21.8
years) college students volunteered to participate in this
study. Participants were from a large public university
in Xi’an city, China. They were recruited by advertise-
ments on campus and received course credits for ex-
tracurricular activities for their participation. They first
completed the Action Control Scale (ACS-90; Kuhl, 1994)
when they arrived at the laboratory. Considering all vari-
ables are measured by self-reported data, the current study
adopted a time gap design between two questionnaires.
This procedure aims to lower the impact of common
method bias on results. A week later, the participants
returned to the laboratory to complete the goal motive
questionnaire. Prior to data collection, the research ethics
committee of the university gave ethical approval. After
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completion of the scale, the participants were thanked
and debriefed. As the participants could receive course
credits for extracurricular activities for participation, only
six participants were excluded for missing data (they failed
to take part in the study at the second time-point).

Questionnaires

Action orientation. Individual differences in action and
state orientation were assessed by the ACS-90 in Chi-
nese (Song, Wanberg, Niu, & Xie, 2006). The ACS-90
has showed good validity and reliability in previous stud-
ies (Diefendorff et al., 2000; Kuhl & Beckmann, 1994).
The ACS-90 has three subscales (12 items each that use
a forced-choice measurement. The three subscales are:
the preoccupation (AOF) subscale, which assesses disen-
gagement ability from thoughts elicited by a past self-
threatening experience; the AOD subscale, which assesses
difficulties in initiating self-regulation action towards a
goal; and the volatility (AOP) subscale, which assesses the
ability to persevere (cf. Kuhl, 1994). As the AOP subscale
aims to measure the ability to keep focused on self-initiated
and pleasant activities, this personality may be linked
to autonomous goal internalisation, and therefore this di-
mension was not dealt with in the current study. Accord-
ing to the aims of study 1, we adopted the AOD and AOF
subscales (Diefendorff et al., 2000). The AOD subscale as-
sesses individuals’ hesitation or initiation to start activities
in a demanding situation (Kuhl 1994). An example item
is: ‘When I know I must finish something soon: (a) I have
to push myself to get started (state-oriented response al-
ternative), or (b) I find it easy to get it done and over with
(action-oriented response alternative).’ The AOF subscale
assesses an individual’s disengagement ability for undesir-
able experiences and failure. An example item is: ‘When
something really gets me down: (a) I have trouble do-
ing anything at all (state-oriented response alternative),
or (b) I find it easy to distract myself by doing other things
(action-oriented response alternative).’ Participants with
a score of more than 7 (�7) would be placed in the action-
oriented group and the remainder with a score less than
6 (�6)would be in placed in the state-oriented group (to-
tal score 12; Cronbach’s alpha of AOD and AOF = .73,
.75 respectively; Ruigendijk & Koole, 2014). For the AOF,
there were 212 and 230 participants in subgroups for ac-
tion and state orientation, respectively. For the AOD, there
were 216 and 226 participants in subgroups for action and
state orientation, respectively.

Goal Content and Goal Motives

To assess goal content and goal motives, we adopted a
previously used measurement in goal-striving research
(Sheldon et al., 2004; Smith, Ntoumanis, & Duda, 2007).

Upon arrival at the laboratory, participants were pre-
sented with six personal goals that are often pursued in life.
These comprised three intrinsic goals: emotional intimacy
(‘Having many close and caring relationships with oth-

ers’), personal growth (‘Being fulfilled and having a very
meaningful life’), and community contribution (‘Helping
to make the world a better place’); and three extrinsic goals:
fame/popularity (‘Being known and/or admired by many
people’), attractive image (‘Looking good and appearing
attractive to others’), and financial success (‘Getting a job
that pays very well and having a lot of nice possessions’)
(the exact wording is in Sheldon et al., 2004).

Afterwards, participants were asked to rate the im-
portance of the reasons why they pursued these six goals
according to two types of four reasons (Ryan & Connell,
1989; Sheldon & Elliot, 1998, 1999; Sheldon & Kasser,
1998), which included two autonomous reasons: ‘Because
you identify with the goal from the bottom of your heart’
(identified motivation) and ‘Because the goal could pro-
vide you enjoyment or excitement’ (intrinsic motivation);
and two controlled reasons: ‘Because you feel you are ex-
pected to do so (because somebody else wants you to or
because the situation seems to compel it)’ (external mo-
tivation) and ‘Because you would feel ashamed, guilty, or
anxious if you did not have this goal’ (introjected mo-
tivation). Participants assessed the degree of importance
for each reason they pursued the six goals using a 5-point
scale (1 = not at all, 5 = very much so).We adopted the
relative autonomous motive strength as the index of de-
pendent variable, which has been used in previous research
(Sheldon et al., 2004). By summing the two autonomous
motivation ratings and then subtracting the two con-
trolled motivation ratings (Sheldon & Elliot, 1998, 1999),
the relative strength of the autonomous goal motive for
extrinsic and intrinsic goal content were assessed.

Results
Preliminary Analyses

In preliminary analyses, we investigated whether extrinsic
versus intrinsic goal contents would differ in the average
degree of autonomy (Au-ex vs. Au-in). Findings showed
that Au-ex were lower than Au-in, Ms = 2.28 vs. 3.32,
t(435) = −11.29, p< 0.001. The Cronbach’s alpha for
autonomous motives was 0.85, and for controlled motives
it was 0.83.

Primary Analyses for AOD

The within-subject factor of goal content (intrinsic and ex-
trinsic) and the between-subjects factor AOD were taken
as repeated-measurement ANOVAs with autonomous rat-
ings as dependent variables (see Figure 1). This analysis
showed a significant main effect of action-state orienta-
tion, F(1, 434) = 7.55, p < .01, η2

p = 0.02, and goal content,
F(1, 434) = 121.104, p < .001, η2

p = 0.22. More impor-
tantly, this analysis revealed the expected two-way inter-
action between AOD and goal content, F(1, 434) = 12.92,
p < .01, η2

p = 0.02. To investigate this interaction fur-
ther, we compared the action and state orientation’s goal
motive in extrinsic and intrinsic goal content separately
(Bonferroni correction). For extrinsic goals there was no
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Figure 1
Autonomy of goal motives for intrinsic/extrinsic goal in demand related action-state orientation.
Note: AOD Grouping group sorted by demand related action orientation scale.

difference between action and state orientation’s goal mo-
tives, t(434) = -0.79, p > .2. Whereas for intrinsic goals,
action-oriented individuals had higher autonomous goal
motives than state oriented individuals, t(434) = -3.40,
p < .001. Also for action-oriented individuals, their in-
trinsic goal content had higher autonomous motive than
their extrinsic goal content’s motive (Mdiff = 3.10, p <

.001). But for state-oriented people, their intrinsic goal
content’s motive did not differ from their extrinsic goal
content’s motive (Mdiff = .85, p > .05). Using any type of
dichotomisation or a median split approach is question-
able because it is known to create spurious interactions
that are generally not discovered when the variable is kept
on a continuous scaling (Bissonnette, Ickes, Bernstein, &
Knowles, 1990). Thus, we also ran a regression analysis,
and results showed that AOD could positively predict au-
tonomy of intrinsic goal content’s motive, t(435) = 5.10,
β = 0.24, p < .001, but not autonomy of extrinsic goal
content’s motive, t(435) = 1.22, β = 0.05, p = .21.

Primary Analyses for AOF

As with the AOD, we adopted repeated-measurement
ANOVAs with autonomous ratings as dependent variables
(see Figure 2). This analysis revealed a significant main ef-
fect of action-state orientation, F(1, 434) = 6.99, p < .05,
η2

p = 0.02, and goal content, F(1, 434 = 133.43, p < .001,
η2

p = 0.24. More importantly, this analysis revealed the
expected two-way interaction between action orientation

and goal content, F(1, 434) = 8.79, p < .001, η2
p = 0.02.

To investigate this interaction further, we compared the
action and state orientation’s goal motive in extrinsic and
intrinsic goal content separately (Bonferroni correction).
For extrinsic goals there was no difference between ac-
tion and state orientation’s goal motives, t(436)=-1.14,
p = .26, whereas for intrinsic goals, action-oriented indi-
viduals had higher autonomous goal motives than state-
oriented individuals, t(436) =-3.53, p < .001. Also, for
action-oriented people, their intrinsic goal content had
higher autonomous motive than their extrinsic goal con-
tent’s motive (Mdiff = 2.09, p < .001). For state-oriented
people, their intrinsic goal content’s motive was different
from their extrinsic goal content’s motive (Mdiff = 0.8, p <

.02). We also ran a regression analysis. and results showed
that AOF could positively predict autonomy of intrinsic
goal content’s motive, t(435) = 3.60, β = 0.17, p < .001, but
not autonomy of extrinsic goal content’s motive, t(435) =
1.30, β = 0.06, p = .19.

Correlational Analysis

Here, we aimed to complement our findings by adding
a correlational analysis in order to replicate the findings.
We tested our hypothesis by viewing action and state ori-
entation as continuous variables (Table 1). Thus, 149 new
participants completed the goal content, goal motive, and
action-state orientation (AOF subscale) measurement. As
expected, the action-state score positively correlated with

4 JOURNAL OF PACIFIC RIM PSYCHOLOGY

https://doi.org/10.1017/prp.2018.8 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/prp.2018.8


Action Orientation and Goal Striving

Figure 2
Autonomy of goal motives for intrinsic/extrinsic goal in threat (failure) related action-state orientation.
Note: AOF Grouping group sorted by threat (failure) related action orientation scale.

Table 1
Correlations, Means, and Standard Deviations of Variables (Study 1)

Variable 1 2 3 4

1. AOD —
2. AOF 0.33∗∗ —
3. Au-in 0.24∗∗ 0.17 —
4. Au-ex 0.05 0.06 0.22∗∗ —
M 6.73 6.10 10.01 7.28
SD 2.64 2.9 6.14 5.59

Note: n = 436; AOD = demand related action orientation, AOF = failure related action
orientation, Au-in = autonomy of intrinsic goal motive, Au-ex = autonomy of extrinsic
goal motive.
∗∗p < .01

autonomous goal motives for intrinsic goal, r = .22, p <

.006, but not with extrinsic goal, r = .12, p > .13.

STUDY 2A
Study 1 supported the main idea that state orientation
(hesitation) is associated with controlled goal motives
while the action orientation (initiative) is associated more
with autonomous goal motives. In study 2, we aimed to
further test this hypothesis, whether goal content would
distinguish between action and state orientation. Accord-
ing to SDT, extrinsic goals are inherently less congruent
with people’s basic needs, while intrinsic goals are typi-
cally inherently rewarding (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Instead,
extrinsic goals involve external rewards and the others’

evaluations. Compared to intrinsic goals, extrinsic goals
are less internalised (Sheldon & Kasser, 1998; Sheldon
et al., 2004). The relative extrinsic versus intrinsic value
orientation (REIVO) of personal goals has been found to
be associated with negative outcomes of wellbeing (Kasser
& Ahuvia, 2002; Ryan et al., 1999). Thus, study 2 aimed to
test whether the REIVO of personal goals was associated
with action-state orientation.

Method
Participants and Procedure

Two hundred and sixteen college students were recruited,
comprised of 136 women and 80 men (Mage = 26.28,
SD = 4.13), from a large public university in Xi’an city,
China. They were recruited by advertisements on campus
and received course credits for extracurricular activities
for their participation. They arrived at the laboratory to
complete the ACS-90 (AOD subscale). Three weeks later,
participants returned and first wrote down five personal
goals (Emmons, 1989; Little, 1993). The five goals were
their important personal goals that they had been striv-
ing toward in the past year. Examples were provided (i.e.,
‘lose 5kg’, ‘read a book’). As the participants could re-
ceive course credits for extracurricular activities for par-
ticipation, only 10 participants were excluded for missing
data (they failed to take part in the study at the second
time-point).
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Table 2
Correlations, Means and Standard Deviations of Variables (Study 2a)

Variable 1 2

1. AOD —
2. REIVO − 0.20∗∗ —
M 6.71 − 54.01
SD 2.66 15.44

Note: n = 216; AOD = demand related action orientation, REIVO = relative extrinsic
to intrinsic score.
∗∗p < .01

Questionnaires

Action orientation was assessed using the ACS-90 (AOD-
subscale), which was same scale used in study 1 (Cron-
bach’s alpha = .72).

The REIVO was adopted from Sheldon and Kasser
(1998, 2000). Participants assessed to what extent each
of their five goals would help the fulfillment of three
intrinsic (e.g., ‘It is important for me to build solid
and intimate friendships’) and three extrinsic (e.g., ‘It
is important for me to be financially successful in life’)
possible futures (5-point Likert scale). The relative auton-
omy score could be calculated by deducting the intrinsic
goals from the extrinsic goals (Sheldon & Kasser, 1998; α

= .75).

Results
Pearson correlations were calculated to examine whether
action-state orientation would be associated with goal
content. The results showed that the AOD score was
significantly negatively correlated with the REIVO (r =
−.20, p < .004). Regression analysis showed that the AOD
score negatively predicted the REIVO, t(216) = −2.94,
β = −0.20 (Table 2).

Discussion
The results of study 1 indicate that action-oriented people
have higher autonomous motivation than state-oriented
people. Action control can be associated with people’s
striving for enjoyment or personal importance. Action-
oriented individuals are more likely to have autonomous
goal motives, whereas state-oriented individuals are more
likely to have controlled goal motives.

The results of this study also showed that action-
oriented people had higher autonomous goal motives
for intrinsic goal content than for extrinsic goal content,
whereas there was no significant difference found in state-
oriented people. According to the goal content and motive
model, intrinsic goal content is usually regulated by au-
tonomous motives, while extrinsic goal content is often
regulated by controlled motives. According to PSI the-
ory, this is probably because autonomous internalisation
requires the ability to self-generate positive affect, which
can foster the integration process. Moreover, this require-
ment is even stronger for intrinsic goal content than for
extrinsic goal content. Kuhl assumed that state orienta-

tion denotes a low ability to produce positive affect (Koole
& Jostmann, 2004; Kuhl & Beckmann, 1994). Thus, this
may cause state-oriented people to be unable to form au-
tonomous motivation for intrinsic goal content and lack
the ability to self-motivate in the presence of challenging
demands and difficulties (which can be directly measured
by the AOD subscale). The present findings appear to be
consistent with other research showing that state-oriented
people are more prone to making a commitment to unreal-
istic and need-incongruent goals than are action-oriented
people (Brunstein, 2001). One last finding arose in study
1. Action orientation was shown to be negatively asso-
ciated with the relative strength of extrinsic goal content.
State-oriented individuals tend to value more external and
introjected goals over intrinsic goals than action-oriented
individuals. According to SDT, intrinsic goals are more
internalised than extrinsic goals (Sheldon & Kasser, 1998;
Sheldon et al., 2004). Thus, the results from two differ-
ent assessments of internalisation indicate that the degree
of internalisation may differentiate action-oriented and
state-oriented individuals.

STUDY 2B
Method
Participants and Procedure

Two hundred and seventy-six college students were re-
cruited, comprising 60 women and 216 men (Mage = 22.13,
SD = 3.8). They were from a large public university in
Xi’an city, China. They were recruited by advertisements
on campus and received course credits for extracurricular
activities for their participation. They arrived at the lab-
oratory to complete the ACS-90 (AOF subscale, α = .76).
Three weeks later, participants completed the REIVO, as
with study 2a (five people missed the second time-point,
α = .72). As the participants could receive course credits
for extracurricular activities for participation, only eight
participants were excluded for missing data (they failed to
take part in study at the second time-point).

Results
We tested the relationship between action-state orienta-
tion and goal content with Pearson correlations. The re-
sults confirmed the prediction that the AOF score would
be significantly negatively correlated with the REIVO
(r = −.21, p < .001). Regression analysis showed that AOF
score negatively predicted the REIVO, t(268) = −3.63,
β = −0.21) (Table 3).

Discussion
As mentioned in the literature review of action control the-
ory, some individuals have trouble initiating behaviours
toward goal pursuit. Kuhl and Kazén (1994) addition-
ally hypothesised that some individuals who ruminate
about past failures have internalisation issues. The cur-
rent study found that action-oriented (disengaged) peo-
ple had higher levels of autonomous motivation than
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Table 3
Correlations, Means and Standard Deviations of Variables (Study 2b)

Variable 1 2

1. AOF —
2. REIVO − 0.21∗∗ —
M 6.59 − 53.04
SD 2.32 16.39

Note: n = 268; AOF = failure related action orientation; REIVO = relative extrinsic to
intrinsic score
∗∗p < .01

state-oriented (preoccupied) individuals. Moreover, the
present study showed no significant differences between
action-oriented and state-oriented people pertaining to
autonomous goal motives for extrinsic goals. This pattern
of findings is similar to those of study 1. The results of this
study will now be compared to the findings of previous
work.

Thomsen et al. (2011) found that rumination was pos-
itively associated with extrinsic goals, while reflection was
positively associated with intrinsic goals. Their study used
different types of measures to assess internalisation and its
association with rumination and reflection. It is of note
that rumination was the most typical indicator and be-
havioural consequence of state orientation in this study.
Such an effect is postulated by PSI theory, in which a
possible explanation for this result is that state-oriented
people have a lower ability to reduce negative affect, which
might impede access to one’s own core wishes, goals, and
preferences (Kuhl, 1994; Kuhl & Kazén, 1994). Thus, state-
oriented people would be less likely to fully internalise and
integrate goals, and finally pursue controlled (i.e., not well-
internalised) goals (Kuhl & Beckmann, 1994). In contrast,
action-oriented people are able to down-regulate nega-
tive affect in threatening conditions, thus promoting the
formation of realistic and self-congruent goals.

The results of study 2a and study 2b also indicated
that threat-related AOF is negatively associated with the
relative strength of extrinsic goal content. This finding is
consistent with the results of study 1. It confirms the as-
sociation between internalised goal and action-state ori-
entation and also extends these findings to the second
dimension of the action control scale (AOF).

General Discussion
Literature on PSI theory has hypothesised that internali-
sation of goals is critical for distinguishing between action
and state orientation. However, very little attention has
been paid to the role of goal striving in relation to this di-
mension of personality. The aim of the present study was
to explore this relationship. In two studies we found evi-
dence for the hypothesis that AOD and AOF are related to
goal internalisation. Specifically, study 1 found that AOD
and AOF were correlated with autonomous goal motive,
while study 2a and study 2b found that AOD and AOF
were correlated with autonomous goal content. Similar

to misinformed introjections, informed introjections are
also associated with action-state orientation. The results
advance our understanding of the association between in-
dividual difference in self-regulation ability and the goal
internalisation process by providing empirical evidence
for the assumption of PSI theory and self-determination
theory.

The present research complements and extends pre-
vious investigations by supporting the central hypothe-
sis that the internalisation of goals (including goal con-
tent and goal motives) plays a key role in self-regulation
(Deci & Ryan, 2000). Taken with these past findings, the
present research further illustrates that inter-individual
difference in self-regulation ability is associated with dif-
ferent autonomous goal motives. Individuals with more
autonomous motives and goal content are able to over-
come difficulties in striving for a goal in demanding or
threatening situations. Thus, the current studies are in line
with the volitional ability associated with goal internalisa-
tion, which might promotion integration with SDT and
action control theory in future studies. According to PSI
theory, the differences between state- and action-oriented
participants should only be observed under stressful con-
ditions. Under stress, state-oriented individuals may not
be able to discriminate between self-congruent (intrinsic)
and less self-congruent (extrinsic) goals. Baumann and
Kuhl (2003) and Kazén et al. (2003) found differences
in internalisation between SO and AO only under stress.
There is only one study, by Kuhl and Kazén (1994), where
SO showed more introjection as a main effect. However,
the present study found reliable main effects of SO/AO
(without current stress) across all studies. Because the
ability to generate positive affect and reduce negative af-
fect is a fundamental difference between action-oriented
and state-oriented people, this difference may be asso-
ciated with different goal internalisation in demand or
threat situations. However, previous studies have found
differences in goal internalisation (misinformed introjec-
tions) for action/state orientation in stressful or demand-
ing conditions, and also sometimes in normal conditions
(Brunstein, 2001; Kuhl, 1994).

While the current study did not measure or induce
threat, demand or affect states, it adopted a convenience
sample at a highly regarded university during the exami-
nation period. It is possible that the general stress level of
participants was relatively high across the samples because
they completed the questionnaires during the examination
month at the end of the semester. Also, the students were
recruited from a college that has difficult exams. Thus, it is
possible that their general level of negative affect may have
been higher than usual, especially for state-oriented peo-
ple. It is also possible that cultural or socialisation practices
could explain the differences between the current findings
and previous studies (Kuhl & Kazén, 1994; Kazén et al.,
2003) concerning the role of stress and goal introjection.
Previous studies have found that the level of commitment
to social norms is systematically higher in collectivistic

JOURNAL OF PACIFIC RIM PSYCHOLOGY 7

https://doi.org/10.1017/prp.2018.8 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/prp.2018.8


Rui Shi et al.

cultures than in individualistic cultures (Heinrichs et al.,
2006; Triandis, 1988). Thus, the state-oriented individuals
in Western countries may need some reminder of negative
affect to be influenced by (implicit) social pressure, lead-
ing to introjection or self-infiltration, which is not needed
by Chinese participants. This is a question that deserves
systematic research in future studies.

Limitations and Future Perspectives

The present studies have a number of limitations. These
limitations pertain to common method bias, alternative
explanations for results, and unintended mediators. The
present research may be subject to common method bias
because it relied on a cross-sectional design. It is thus pos-
sible that common method variance has allowed for corre-
lations to be inflated. Future studies using other method-
ologies, or implementing statistical strategies that reduce
common method bias, would help to more fully explore
the effects found here.

Second, the relationship between internalisation and
action orientation is likely dynamic, in that the elements of
action-state orientation and internalisation of goals prob-
ably influence one another. Thus, there are alternative
interpretations for our results. For instance, while less au-
tonomous goal motives can lead to less action orientation
(hesitation or preoccupation in threatening or demanding
situations), the opposite might also be true. Because the
ability to generate positive affect and reduce negative affect
is a fundamental difference between action-oriented and
state-oriented people, pursing extrinsic or intrinsic goals
may interact with these characteristics. Thus, prospective
studies would benefit future research.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the fact that action-state orientation can be
associated with goal internalisation suggests that internal-
isation plays a key role in distinguishing between action
and state orientation. The current study integrated the
goal-striving view in the PSI and SDT, which may con-
tribute to the development of effective interventions to
help people who hesitate or ruminate in difficult and chal-
lenging goal-striving phases. Also, because people with
less autonomous goal internalisation may experience less
wellbeing, it is important to provide more opportunities
and choices to adolescents in order to foster their self-
determined goal internalisation.
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