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Self-determination theory identifies a basic psychological need for autonomy as a central feature for
understanding effective self-regulation and well-being. The authors explain why policy that promotes
autonomous choice for behavior change is often more effective than the use of coercion, especially
when evaluating policy on a broad level with a long-term perspective.

elf-determination theory (SDT; Deci and Ryan 1985;
Ryan and Deci 2000b) is a macro theory of human
motivation in which issues related to choice or, more
precisely, to human autonomy are in the forefront. Unlike
most theories of motivation, which treat motivation as a unitary concept that differs in amount but not in kind, SDT has
differentiated the concept of motivation in part by specifying types of motivational processes that differ in the degree
to which they represent autonomy versus control. In this
article, we use the SDT view of motivation to shed light on
issues related to public policy.
The first section of the article introduces SDT and the
concept of autonomy as they relate to self-regulation and
choice. Because autonomy is a controversial concept about
which there are many views, we begin with a clear delineation of the central terms. We then present evidence for
understanding autonomy or the experience of choice as a
basic psychological need that is essential for people’s psychological health and well-being. Furthermore, we explain
why the use of autonomy support to motivate behavior
change is often more effective than the use of coercion.
To help illustrate the utility of considering SDT in drafting public policy, we offer concrete strategies in two
domains: First, we consider how to implement policy that
motivates reuse and recycling, endorsing some strategies
but not others. Second, we recommend strategies for
encouraging healthier eating habits to curb obesity. Finally,
we emphasize the importance of evaluating policy on a
broad level and with a long-term perspective to understand
the benefits of using autonomy-supportive policy.

SDT and the Concepts of Autonomy and
Choice

S

The SDT approach to motivation differentiates between
autonomous or truly volitional actions and heteronomous
actions that are controlled by forces experienced as external
to the self. To be autonomously motivated involves feeling
a sense of choice and volition as a person fully endorses his
or her own actions or decisions (Ryan 1995). People are
autonomous when they do something they find interesting
or personally important. For example, if a woman works to
clean up her yard and plant flowers after the winter snow
melts, all the time enjoying the work and valuing the outcome, she is acting autonomously. Similarly, a man who
thoughtfully buys a product because he reflectively endorses
its value and worth is likely acting autonomously. In both
cases, the person acts with a true sense of choice or volition.
In contrast, to be controlled is to act because there is pressure to do so. If the woman in the preceding example gardened only because of demands from her spouse or pressure
from relatives, she might feel little autonomy in the activity.
Similarly, if the man believes that he must buy a product to
be accepted by others, his consumptive action would be controlled; in motivational jargon, he would have an external
perceived locus of causality (Deci and Ryan 1985). In both
of these latter cases, the actors behave intentionally—that is,
they make decisions to act—but they do not experience a
true sense of choice and endorsement. As such, they are not
acting autonomously. Their own vulnerabilities, interacting
with the pressures to act, effectively remove their autonomy.
According to SDT, choice (i.e., autonomous choice)
requires a decision that is accompanied by the experience of
endorsement and willingness; thus, to decide is not necessarily to choose. When people are controlled, their motivation can be very high, but evidence indicates that the quality
of the experience and performance is not as good in general
when people are controlled than when they are autonomous
(Deci and Ryan 2000), and controlled motivation tends to be
associated with poorer psychological well-being.

Arlen C. Moller is a doctoral candidate (e-mail: moller@psych.
rochester.edu), Richard M. Ryan is a professor (e-mail: ryan@psych.
rochester.edu), and Edward L. Deci is Professor of Psychology and
Gowen Professor in the Social Sciences (e-mail: deci@psych.
rochester.edu), Department of Clinical and Social Sciences in Psychology, University of Rochester. The authors thank Glenn T. Moller
and Jackson Moller for their helpful comments on prior versions of
this article.
© 2006, American Marketing Association
ISSN: 0743-9156 (print), 1547-7207 (electronic)

104

Vol. 25 (1)

Spring 2006, 104–116

Journal of Public Policy & Marketing

Intrinsic and Extrinsic Motivation
The concepts of autonomous and controlled motivation
evolved from a prior distinction between intrinsic and
extrinsic motivation (see Ryan and Deci 2000a). “Intrinsic
motivation” means doing something because the activity
itself is interesting, spontaneously enjoyable, and satisfying.
For example, leisure pursuits are frequently intrinsically
motivated. Because such behaviors are fully endorsed and
volitional, intrinsically motivated behaviors are the prototype of autonomous motivation. In contrast, “extrinsic motivation” means doing something because it is instrumental to
some separable consequence. Behaving to forestall a threatened punishment or to achieve a self-selected long-term
goal are examples of extrinsic motivation. It is important to
recognize that extrinsically motivated behaviors vary widely
in the level of autonomy that accompanies them; some
extrinsic motives are relatively controlled, and others are
relatively autonomous (Ryan and Connell 1989).
The least autonomous form of extrinsic motivation is
“external regulation,” in which case a person’s behavior is
motivated by external reward and punishment contingencies. For example, the worker whose only motivation for
work is to get a paycheck on Friday is externally regulated.
Somewhat more autonomous is “introjected regulation,” in
which internal, self-esteem-based contingencies drive
behavior; people feel proud or worthwhile when they
behave in accordance with an introjected value or standard,
but they feel self-derogating, guilty, or ashamed when they
do not. Thus, introjects are motivations that are within the
person, but their operation is primarily controlled rather than
autonomous. An example would be a man who introjects the
belief that he is worthy only if he has expensive possessions.
Therefore, he is likely to feel compelled to buy certain products, especially when he believes that having them yields
approval. This decision to buy is controlled by internal pressures and is not informed by a reflective endorsement.
Finally, the most autonomous form of extrinsic motivation
is evident when people identify with the importance of the
behavior and integrate it with their sense of self. Selfdetermination theory refers to behavioral regulation as
“identified” when a person values and identifies with the
importance of the behaviors.
A person might consume (or refuse to consume) a product reflectively and thoughtfully and fully self-endorse
doing so, in which case the behavior is regulated through
identification, which is an example of autonomous motivation. This is most likely to occur when the person is
informed about the product’s actual uses or value and is free
from excess pressure to buy. When a person’s interests and
sensibilities concur, he or she experiences volition or autonomy. Thus, identified extrinsic motivation represents a second type of autonomous motivation, which is similar to
intrinsic motivation in that both are volitional but differs
from it because intrinsic motivation is based on interest
whereas autonomous extrinsic motivation is based on valuing the behavior as meaningful. These two forms of
autonomous motivation contrast with external and introjected regulations, which are forms of controlled motivation. We emphasize the importance of this distinction in
light of more than three decades of research that suggests
that more autonomous forms of motivation lead to greater
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maintained health behavior change, better conceptual understanding and deeper learning, greater job satisfaction and
performance, higher creativity, and better psychological
health across both individualistic and collectivist cultures
(for a review, see Deci and Ryan 2000).

Social-Context Effects on Motivation
Dozens of studies over the past three decades have examined factors in the social context that diminish and enhance
autonomous motivation (Deci and Ryan 2000). We focus
primarily on contextual factors that support autonomy.
Many studies have shown that when people are motivated
by tangible extrinsic rewards, their autonomous motivation
is often undermined (Deci, Koestner, and Ryan 1999). Similarly, when people experience threats of punishment, surveillance, deadlines, controlling evaluations, goal imposition, and pressure to win a competition, their sense of
autonomy is diminished. In contrast, under conditions in
which actors are provided with meaningful choices and are
free from controlling rewards or punishments, autonomy is
typically enhanced (Ryan and Deci 2000b). Even more
important for the current discussion, interpersonal climates
and communication styles that pressure people to behave,
dictating what they should do or how they should do it, have
also been found to undermine autonomous motivation,
whereas interpersonal climates and communication styles
that are supportive and encouraging of volition and choice
tend to enhance autonomous motivation. For example, when
managers or physicians communicate with a controlling
style, their employees or patients tend to become less
autonomous in doing their work or maintaining their health
(Baard, Deci, and Ryan 2004; Williams et al. 1998).
In the context of controlling communications, people
often lose their own sense of value, and rather than selfregulating, they may simply succumb to the controlling
influences on them. Conversely, contextual supports have
the potential to enhance autonomous motivation. Under
conditions in which motivators provide a meaningful rationale for a behavior, show responsiveness to the actors’ perspectives or feelings, and offer opportunities for choice, a
more autonomous orientation is facilitated (e.g., Deci et al.
1994). An interpersonal climate that supports autonomy also
tends to enhance well-being (Ryan and Deci 2000b).

The Meaning and Effects of Choice
Consistently, research related to SDT has shown that when
people experience choice about some behavior, the experience is accompanied by autonomous motivation, personal
endorsement of the behavior, and a fuller engagement with
it. Studies have also shown that the opportunity to select
from among multiple options can enhance people’s experience of choice, assuming that the activities are somewhat
interesting or valuable to them. However, the concept of
choice has received considerable attention in recent years,
leading to varied conclusions. Importantly, however, the
concept of choice has been interpreted differently by different writers, so the conclusions can be confusing.
As evidenced in Zuckerman and colleagues’ (1978)
study, it is clear that choice can enhance autonomy. In that
study, some participants were given the opportunity to select
three of six problems they would work on and how to appor-
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tion their time among the three chosen problems. Other participants had no choice; they were assigned puzzles and time
limits by the experimenter. A yoking procedure ensured that
the activities were the same across the two groups. The
results showed that participants who were given a choice
were more intrinsically motivated than those who were told
what to do by the experimenter; Iyengar and Lepper (1999)
replicated these results across cultural groups.
From the perspective of SDT, the critical factor for the
enhancement of autonomous motivation is the experience of
autonomy or choice, and in Zuckerman and colleagues’
(1978) study, participants who were given the opportunity to
make choices experienced a greater sense of choice with
respect to the activity. Because participants were allowed to
make decisions that were free from pressures, and thus were
allowed mindful consideration of the options, they experienced a greater sense of choice and more autonomous motivation. However, from the perspective of SDT, if the selection had been done in a controlled or pressured context or
did not involve meaningful options, it would not be
expected to facilitate autonomy or to have other positive
consequences.
Although SDT’s predictions about both the experience of
choice and the opportunity to make choices are clear, there
has been considerable controversy about the meaning and
functions of choice. For example, Baumeister and colleagues (1998) suggest that making choices is ego depleting
or fatiguing; in other words, the act of choosing is difficult
and uses up limited psychological resources. Iyengar and
Lepper (2000) suggest that when people make a purchasing
decision, a large number of options is demotivating, especially with respect to purchasing. Schwartz (2000) echoes
this idea by suggesting that many people have too many
choices and options in the industrialized, modern world.
Such commentaries and studies led Iyengar and DeVoe
(2003, p. 130) to claim that “a wealth of psychological
theory and research has challenged the predictions of selfdetermination theory.” However, we have found no research
that challenges the SDT predictions about choice when that
concept is defined and interpreted exactingly. However, we
believe that pseudochoice (making people believe that they
have choice when they really do not), excessive options
(giving people too many options to sort through), and forced
decision making (coercing people into making a decision),
all of which are considered “choice” by some writers but are
unlikely to result in the experience of choice, are unlikely to
enhance volition or autonomous motivation.

Experiments on Choice
An autonomous choice is defined in terms of the experience
or feeling of volition and thus has an internal perceived
locus of causality (DeCharms 1968; Heider 1958) for the
selected option. We expect autonomous choice to enhance
the experience of choice and volition, but various recent
experiments on choice have involved manipulations that
lack this critical, volitional component.
For example, consider Baumeister and colleagues’ (1998,
Study 2) study. In their experiment, participants in a socalled high-choice condition persisted for less time on a
puzzle-solving task than did participants in low-choice and
no-choice conditions. The researchers interpreted this as

evidence that those in the high-choice condition were ego
depleted (i.e., lost energy) by making the choice (i.e., by
being self-regulating), so they persisted less on a subsequent
task. However, a closer examination of the methods in this
study reveals that these participants were not given high
choice at all but were subtly coerced. Participants in this
condition were told that they would be recording a speech
either for or against the issue of a tuition increase at their
university and that they could choose which side to take, but
then the experimenter added that most participants had chosen one side, so it would be helpful to the experimenter if
the participants would choose the other side to argue. Every
participant selected the option the experimenter requested
(suggesting that they did not perceive real choice). In support of this view, Pittman and colleagues (1980) use a nearly
identical manipulation as a “controlling” manipulation, predicting and finding, in accord with SDT, that it undermines
autonomy. That is, their study shows that suggesting to participants that they do something because it would really help
the experimenter decreases their intrinsic motivation.
In SDT, this condition is referred to as a “pressureddecision-making” (or “controlled-choice”) condition rather
than a high-choice or autonomous-choice condition, and in
line with the work of Pitman and colleagues (1980), we
expect it to have undermining effects on subsequent volitional motivation. Indeed, the results can be understood as
an instance in which the experimenter played into participants’ introjects about the importance of helping others,
especially when it does not “cost” them (the helpers) much.
This resulted in prompting the desired behavior, but in the
process, it undermined participants’ experience of volition
and choice.
In a recent series of studies, Moller, Deci, and Ryan (in
press) tested this reasoning and confirmed that offering controlled choice, as Baumeister and colleagues (1998) did,
undermined subsequent persistence relative to low-choice or
no-choice conditions; however, offering participants true or
autonomous choice—that is, choice without the subtle pressure to select a particular option—did not diminish participants’ energy or motivation. Thus, the results indicate that
when people are told they have a choice but are then pressured not to enact it (i.e., to pick a particular option), their
motivation is undermined because they do not experience
autonomy. However, when people are provided with the
opportunity to choose without additional pressure, they are
likely to experience greater choice and to persist significantly longer than those whose “choices” were controlled.
Importantly, self-reported perceptions of choice, volition,
and internal perceived locus of causality were shown to
mediate the effect of the autonomous- versus controlledchoice conditions on ego depletion. In short, these studies
illustrate that “selecting among options” does not necessarily represent autonomous choice; indeed, when there is pressure to select particular options, the experience is simply not
one of choice.
Another example of how the term “choice” is used in a
way that does not represent autonomous choice involves
equating the mere proliferation of options with enhanced
choice (Beattie et al. 1994; Iyengar and Lepper 2000;
Loewenstein 1999; Schwartz 2000). From an SDT perspective, the number of options is theoretically independent of
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whether people experience autonomous choice (Deci and
Ryan 1985). Consider the following extreme cases: A person could have only one option, but if it were truly selfendorsed, he or she would be autonomous in enacting it; that
is, the person would experience choice. In contrast, a person
might have to choose among many trivial, meaningless
options, in which case there would be no experience of
autonomy. The former case has only one option and the latter has many, but the experience of autonomy is not necessarily aligned with the number of options.
Iyengar and Lepper (2000) find that when participants
were confronted with two dozen options (rather than six
options), the situation was overwhelming. Subsequently, the
“excessive-choice” participants were less likely to purchase
any of the offered products. The experience of endless
shelves full of nearly identical though unfamiliar products is
common to most consumers today. Therefore, having fewer
options to consider could be less overwhelming, particularly
when the differences among the options are trivial, as they
were in Iyengar and Lepper’s study. In this case, more
options did not imply greater volition or autonomy, though
people’s patience, attention spans, and competence were
likely tried.
Similarly, forcing people to make decisions (see Mick,
Broniarczyk, and Haidt 2004) does not constitute choice.
Indeed, feeling forced or pressured to make a decision is
antithetical to the experience of choice. As with the case of
“too many” options, the negative experience that accrues
from feeling forced to decide is compounded when the decisions are trivial in nature.
In the literature, the concept of choice has been used to
convey a sense of something actively chosen and therefore
endorsed and backed by the self (i.e., autonomous choice),
but it has also been used to refer either to having to select
among trivial options or to being pressured to choose a specific option (i.e., controlled choice). Evidence that the latter
is not enhancing for well-being is not in any way a contradiction to SDT, as some have claimed; indeed, the details of
the experiments confirm the aversiveness of not experiencing true or meaningful choice.
Autonomous choice can also be understood as being concerned with personal values. As Kultgen (1995, p. 95)
states, “significant forms of autonomy begin to occur when
the possibilities that spring up are shaped by one’s beliefs
and goals.” Similarly, Sen (1999, p. 9) states that “the exercise of freedom is mediated by values.” We argue that a prototypical autonomous choice reflects a person’s integrated
personal values and that when freely choosing, people select
options that are consistent with (as opposed to in conflict
with) the satisfaction of their basic psychological needs
(Deci and Ryan 2000). Thus, the degree to which the
choices afforded to people reflect their needs, interests, or
values is a critical issue in understanding when and why the
behavior that follows is autonomous versus controlled.
Other authors have examined the issues associated with
the proliferation of options and decisions at a more macro
level, defining choice in terms of number of options or decisions, and they have arrived at the conclusion that there are
negative consequences of “enhanced choice” (e.g., Loewenstein 1999; Schwartz 2000), a conclusion that may be true
given their definition of choice but does not apply to the
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concepts of choice or self-determination as we use them. For
example, Schwartz (2000) speaks of the tyranny of selfdetermination and freedom, a statement that is nonsensical
from an SDT perspective, even if it were the case that the
proliferation of options and decisions in modern society
were overwhelming and had negative consequences for
well-being. The problem is not that people have options; it
is that they feel pressured to make a decision or to select a
particular option, that they feel ill-equipped to make the
decision, that the options are trivial, or that they do not value
any of the options.

Intrinsic and Extrinsic Goals
The constructs of autonomous and controlled regulation
refer to distinct forms of motivation underlying goal pursuits. In addition, SDT has examined the content of a person’s goals, especially overarching life goals and aspirations, as a factor that is separate from whether the pursuit of
those goals is autonomous or controlled (Ryan et al. 1996).
Kasser and Ryan (1996) find that when people rated the
importance of varied life goals, their answers tended to cluster into two types. One factor included goals such as wealth,
fame, and image and was labeled “extrinsic goals” because
these goals tend to be instrumental to other ends rather than
inherently satisfying basic psychological needs. The second
factor included personal growth, affiliation, and generativity
and was labeled “intrinsic goals” because these goals are
gratifying in their own right and tend to satisfy people’s
basic psychological needs directly. For example, numerous
studies have shown that people who are focused primarily
on extrinsic life goals are less happy and more depressed
than those who are focused more on intrinsic goals (Kasser
and Ryan 1996). Importantly, in several studies, Sheldon
and colleagues (2004) find that having strong extrinsic aspirations predicted independent variance in people’s ill-being
beyond that predicted by autonomous versus controlled
motivation for pursuing the goals. Subsequent studies have
also shown that framing messages in terms of intrinsic
(rather than extrinsic) goals results in greater long-term
behavior change.

Summary
Self-determination theory maintains, and research in many
life domains confirms, that autonomous motivation and
choice, as opposed to controlled motivation and choice, are
positively associated with maintained behavior change,
effective performance (especially when flexibility or insight
is required), and psychological well-being. Furthermore,
and particularly relevant for policy, when people attempt to
motivate others by communicating in a pressuring and controlling way, whether through seduction, subtle or blatant
coercion, or scare tactics, the communication tends to yield
less maintained behavior change and poorer well-being than
when the communication is done in a way that supports
choice, minimizes pressure, and acknowledges and respects
the others’ viewpoints and feelings. Choice is understood
within SDT as meaning autonomous choice, that is, as providing options that allow values and interests to be engaged
and expressed rather than as forcing selections or offering
excessive options. When choice is understood as such, evi-
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dence suggests that supporting autonomy and providing
choice rather than pressuring or controlling people result in
more positive outcomes. This is not to say that coercion and
control are always ineffective ways to motivate; they can be
effective over the short term for narrowly defined behavior
change (Ryan and Deci 2000a). However, autonomous
motivation has many unique benefits, without the inimical
consequences associated with control. Furthermore, SDT
research has shown that the content of people’s goals—
namely, whether they are intrinsic or extrinsic—affects
behavioral and well-being outcomes beyond the effects of
the regulation being autonomous versus controlled.

The Merits of Supporting Autonomy for Its Own
Sake
Many authors have asserted that autonomy is a basic “right”
to be valued and protected (Kultgen 1995; Mill 1963; VanDeVeer 1986). Sen (1999, p. xii), the Nobel laureate in economics, has argued for considering “the intrinsic importance
of human freedom, in general, as the preeminent objective
of development.”
We argue that the experience of autonomy is a basic and
universal human need. As we already noted, countless studies have confirmed that supporting people’s experience of
autonomy facilitates both psychological and physical wellbeing across diverse settings and cultures. A poignant illustration of this is the empirically documented positive relationship between staff autonomy support and the life
expectancy of adult nursing home residents, when a variety
of factors are controlled for (Kasser and Ryan 1999; Rodin
and Langer 1977). Furthermore, the well-being benefits of
supporting autonomy have been documented in settings
such as education, religion, work, sport, and health care (see
Deci and Ryan 2000). This positive relationship has been
established at the within-person level by means of daily
assessments (e.g., Reis et al. 2000) and at the betweenperson level using experimental interventions and longitudinal designs (e.g., Williams et al. 2002). It has also been
established in cultures as diverse as the United States, Bulgaria, South Korea, Russia, and Turkey (Chirkov et al.
2003; Deci et al. 2001).
Similarly, autonomy support has been shown to be important for promoting conceptual learning (Vansteenkiste et al.
2004), effective job performance (Baard, Deci, and Ryan
2004), and maintained health behavior change (Williams et
al. 1996). The merits of autonomy support for effective
functioning and well-being are far-reaching, and thus autonomy support can be viewed as a worthy priority in any
context.

Policy, Motivation, and Communications
Whether a policy is related to the health of all people or to
the protection of certain groups within society, it is important to consider how it is implemented. Often, the objective
of a policy is to change people’s behavior, which means that
all the research on internalization and the promotion of
maintained behavior change is highly pertinent.
A common assumption in the implementation of many
policies is that people are most effectively motivated
through contingencies of reward and punishment or through

stimulating image-related introjects. These methods, all of
which fall within the controlling approach to influence or
communication, are often used with the best of intentions.
An example of how threats might be used to affect people’s
behavior with the intention of helping them change would
be the use of photographs that show lungs full of tumors in
a campaign to convince teenagers not to begin smoking. The
use of inducements or rewards to facilitate regular exercise
or to prompt reusing or recycling discarded consumer goods
is another example. However, the question is, How effectively do these methods work? An answer suggested by the
abundance of research we reviewed thus far is that controlling methods are not very effective as an approach to maintained behavior change and well-being. We now consider
this matter in more detail.

Controlling Approaches in Policy
Coercive policies (e.g., policies that involve inducements
for changing or threats of punishment for not changing) can
motivate change; decades of research within the behaviorist
tradition have confirmed this (e.g., Skinner 1971). However,
there are several disadvantages associated with controlling
methods or communications. They have been linked to
poorer psychological health (Ryan and Deci 2000b); they
tend to prompt defiance and resentment (e.g., Assor, Roth,
and Deci 2004; Ryan and Grolnick 1986); and they have
been shown to be relatively ineffective over the long run—
that is, they tend not to be maintained over time or to transfer when contexts change (Deci and Ryan 1985). In the SDT
view, this poor maintenance reflects the idea that the type of
motivation they foster is external regulation. Because external regulations are not internalized, the controlling contingencies must remain in effect indefinitely. When policy
makers rely on the use of external controls to promote
change, they essentially create a long-term process of using
contingencies and policing people’s behavior to administer
the consequences to those who fail to comply. Examples of
policies that use the external, coercive methods are laws
intended to control driving behavior. These laws are reasonably effective, but the contingencies and policing of behavior remain in effect, making such methods enormously
expensive and, thus, inappropriate for most policy change.
Another example of controlling methods is the use of
incentives. Notably, empirical evidence indicates that when
contingencies involve controlling incentives rather than
threats (e.g., deposits for recycling aluminum cans), the
incentives tend to lose their appeal over time, making them
inadequate for instilling lasting change even when the contingencies are still in effect (DeYoung 1993; Geller, Winnett, and Everett 1982; Katzev and Johnson 1984; Pelletier
2002). Furthermore, research shows that with external controls, such as punishments or incentives, there is a tendency
for people to take the shortest path to the desired outcome,
which often means some form of cheating, as has been
found with the No Child Left Behind high-stakes testing
(see Ryan and Brown 2005).
Indeed, the use of controlling approaches often, though
by no means always, prompts compliance; that is, people
often follow the policies to gain rewards or to avoid punishments, with the caveats that the approaches require policing
and their effects tend to wear off, especially when the con-
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sequences are relatively weak. However, there is a flip side
to control that is problematic for policy makers. Because
people have an innate need to feel autonomous and because
the use of controlling approaches tends to thwart this need,
people also have a tendency to defy these controls and do
the opposite of what policy demands simply because policy
demands it. Reactance theory (Brehm and Brehm 1981) and
commodity theory (Brock 1968) similarly suggest that when
an option is removed, people tend to find it more attractive
and to be more motivated to attain it. Thus, when policies
are aimed at forbidding various behaviors, they run the risk
of making the behaviors more attractive. Bushman and
Stack’s (1996) analysis of warning labels on violent television helps illustrate this point. In their study, warning labels
increased interest in violent programs, especially when the
label source was authoritative. A follow-up study confirmed
that the warning labels increased interest in the violent programs more than did informational labels.
More subtle forms of control, such as those investigated
in research on attitude change, often appear effective when
they are evaluated in a constrained context (Bem 1972; Festinger and Carlsmith 1959). For example, Boster and Mongeau’s (1984) meta-analysis indicates that, overall, stimulating fear is associated with change in attitudes and behavior.
However, these studies fail to compare such subtly controlling approaches with those that feature autonomy support,
and even more important, they do not examine the level of
well-being that accompanies such change. Other literature
on subtle coercion suggests that these approaches tend to
deplete energy and prompt negative affect and tension
(Moller, Deci, and Ryan, in press; Nix et al. 1999). Thus, we
maintain that even when subtle forms of coercion are effective at changing attitudes and behavior, the resulting costs in
terms of well-being make this strategy less than optimal.
To summarize, one approach to policy is to use coercion
and control. However, research and theory suggest that there
tend to be negative consequences associated with controlling approaches, including that (1) external control tends not
to yield maintained behavior change unless the contingencies (with their policing component) remain in effect over
the long term; (2) they sometimes prompt defiance rather
than compliance, yielding the opposite of what a policy was
intended to promote; and (3) both external and more subtle
forms of control are likely to have negative well-being consequences for the recipients of the communications. Therefore, we consider an alternative.
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behind this approach is that youths would not make thoughtful and healthy decisions if they were not manipulated to do
so. However, SDT maintains that, indeed, people (including
teens) have the capacity to make quality choices for themselves and are likely to do so if they are provided with information that is evidence based and relevant. In addition, SDT
recognizes both that there are developmental limits to the
kinds of decisions people are able to make and, as we have
noted throughout this article, that there are many forces
operating on people that may undermine thoughtful decision
making.
Autonomy-supportive communications are intended to let
people engage in mindful consideration of what is right for
them. This allows and encourages people to be guided by
their own interests and values, and it has the important
advantage of prompting change that is more likely to be
maintained over time because the approach facilitates full
internalization and autonomous self-regulation. As such, the
autonomy-supportive approach does not require the same
level of external monitoring and enforcing by government
agencies that is required by the externally controlling
approach, and thus it tends to be less expensive. Furthermore, the quality of these autonomous choices is a direct
function of the quality of information available.
As we already noted, enhancing autonomous motivation
has been explored empirically, and the results are readily
applicable for the design of public policy. Several factors
have been found to support autonomy. Most straightforwardly, support of autonomy means refraining from the
use of coercive or seductive contingencies because these
factors have been consistently found to undermine the experience of autonomy. Another factor, which we explore in
more detail subsequently, involves providing a rationale,
that is, information about the value of the behavior change.
Next, factors that communicate the rationale in an
autonomy-supportive manner must be used. This involves
using language that is autonomy supportive (e.g., “could,”
“may,” and “if you like”) as opposed to controlling (e.g.,
“must,” “should,” and “have to”). Effective, autonomysupportive communication also involves conveying respect
for the target individuals by acknowledging their general
perspectives. Finally, autonomy can be supported by providing meaningful options and autonomous choice. We
elaborate on issues related to providing choice and meaningful rationale in ways that will support autonomy because
these represent the two factors that are most commonly
misunderstood.

Policy Change Through Autonomy Support
In terms of strategy for motivating behavior change or
implementing policy change, the alternative to control is
autonomy support. As an approach, autonomy support
refrains from using pressure to manipulate people’s experience or behavior, instead helping them make choices for
themselves in contexts in which they are provided with relevant information and structure.
A policy that is autonomy supportive provides meaningful information in a way that is not intended to frighten or to
pressure. For example, policies that are aimed at preventing
the use of cigarettes, alcohol, or illegal drugs among adolescents frequently present information that is explicitly
intended to shock and scare. The underlying assumption

Providing Choice
Research has consistently shown that when people experience choice, they are more likely to internalize the regulation of behavior change. Furthermore, providing people the
opportunity to make decisions about what to do often leads
to the experience of greater choice. However, as we noted
previously, a larger number of options does not necessarily
increase the experience of choice; indeed, it can even be
cognitively taxing. As Moller, Deci, and Ryan (in press)
demonstrate, enhancing autonomous motivation through
providing choice is effective only if the choice is not presented in the context of pressure to select one of the options.
Thus, when possible, granting people the freedom to choose
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freely among a set of options that have meaning and value
is important for satisfying the basic need for autonomy and
promoting both effective functioning and psychological
well-being. Providing quality options is one way to facilitate
the experience of choice, but for options and information to
be useful, policy makers must consider what is being provided from the perspective of the people who will use it.
Otherwise, it is all too easy to provide options and information in ways that are not relevant or are overwhelming.
Finally, if people are to experience autonomy and be more
likely to make changes that are good either for them or for
the collective, choice must be presented in a way that will be
interpreted as an opportunity and not an imposition.

The Importance of a Meaningful Rationale
Providing a meaningful rationale rather than using pressure
or fear when attempting to motivate change is important for
policy. Research suggests that providing a rationale for
doing an uninteresting activity can increase autonomous
motivation for the activity by facilitating internalization and
integration (Deci et al. 1994; Joussemet et al. 2004; Reeve
et al. 2002). That is, providing people with information
about the value of an activity from their perspective helps
increase internalization of the regulation for the relevant
behavior. Rationales that are credible and consistent with
people’s personal values and with the satisfaction of basic
psychological needs are likely to be internalized most easily
(Deci and Ryan 2000).
For example, Williams and colleagues (1999) demonstrate that change is less likely to occur when the rationale
given for change is based on fear. In their study on the framing of messages about the dangers of smoking to adolescents, they compared the effectiveness of two messages
delivered by a physician for smoking prevention and cessation. In one condition, a threatening message was framed in
terms of the “black lungs” and tumors that can result from
smoking, whereas in the other condition, the message was
framed in terms of smoking being an important choice for
teenagers to make in a well-informed way. Relevant information was then presented in a nonpressuring and respectful
way. The results showed that the coercive, threatening
approach was less effective than the more autonomysupportive approach. Whereas the autonomy-supportive
messaging led to increased interest in smoking information
and counseling among teenagers exposed to it, the controlling, fear-inducing approach did not; ironically, it led to an
immediate desire among smokers to “light up.” Indeed, a
growing body of research suggests that autonomysupportive messages are typically more effective than controlling ones for facilitating internalization of behavioral
change (Ryan and Deci 2000b).
Furthermore, Vansteenkiste and colleagues (2004) show
that when the rationale given for learning about business
communications is an intrinsic goal (i.e., it will facilitate
personal growth) rather than an extrinsic goal (i.e., it will
help you earn more money), people persisted longer at
learning the material and performed better when they put the
learning to use.
The Relationship of Structure to Autonomy and Control
A misconception that some people have about SDT is that it
advocates removal of all structure, thus leaving people with-

out guidelines for action. This is not so. Structure involves
information about the relationship between behaviors and
outcomes, and a rationale is one form of structure. Limits
and rules are also forms of structure. The SDT recognizes
the need for structure to provide relevant information and to
maintain a well-functioning household, workplace, or society. From an SDT perspective, the issues at hand are how
these structures are presented and how they are experienced.
It is often the case that structures are presented in controlling ways, as pressures on people to do particular behaviors.
Indeed, people often think about structure and control interchangeably, speaking of adding structure when they are
actually adding control. However, structure can be presented in an autonomy-supportive way, and when this is the
case, the structure tends to facilitate autonomy rather than
diminish it. When structure is presented in an autonomysupportive way, people are able to internalize the structure
(e.g., the rationale or limit), so they do not experience the
structure as controlling but rather as a useful guide for
autonomous functioning.
There are many structures that are used to change behavior that have not yet received careful psychological research
to determine how people experience them. For example, the
use of speed bumps to slow traffic in residential areas is an
interesting case in point. It would be expected that people
experience them as controlling, but is this necessarily the
case? In many cities, speed bumps can be installed only after
a majority of people living on the street have signed a petition endorsing them. In such a case, it is possible, even
likely, that the residents who live on such a street would feel
empowered by having them and would willingly slow down
to accommodate. However, consider a motorist who is passing through this neighborhood for the first time. He or she
might not understand or have internalized any rationale for
the use of speed bumps. In this case, the motorist would be
likely to experience the speed bumps as controlling. As a
result, the motorist might react negatively to feeling controlled, driving very fast between each speed bump before
slamming on the brakes. We might also predict that he or
she would be more likely to speed on the next street over,
after he or she were clear of the pesky speed bumps. We
know very little about people’s experience of these structures; however, the National Highway Traffic Safety
Administration (1999) recommends that municipalities
move away from using speed bumps in favor of “rumple
strips” (i.e., grooves in the pavement that signal to drivers
that they should exercise caution without requiring them to
slow down). This approach seems more effective at communicating information and less likely to be experienced as
psychologically controlling by motorists.

Some Concrete Illustrations
Environmental Conservation: Strategies for
Encouraging Reuse and Recycling
Few would argue with the assertion that the United States is
currently among the most wasteful societies on the planet.
The average American discards approximately 1.5 to 2.0
pounds of trash every day, yet experts agree that the volume
of municipal solid waste produced could be significantly
reduced if consumers were effectively encouraged to reuse
and recycle more (Rathje and Murphy 2001; U.S. Environ-
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mental Protection Agency Municipal and Industrial Solid
Waste Division 1997). Several programs designed to
encourage greater participation in recycling programs have
already been instituted to varying degrees across the country. For example, state-sponsored programs offer returnable
deposits on aluminum cans. Some municipalities have
policed curbside recycling programs, levying fines for noncompliance. These programs have resulted in mixed success. However, we posit that such tactics are likely to be
experienced as controlling on a psychological level and thus
represent less than optimal strategies.

Empirical Support
Pelletier (2002) and colleagues (Pelletier, Green-Demers,
and Beland 1997; Pelletier et al. 1998) used SDT to guide a
program of research on environmental conservation. These
researchers examined change in proenvironmental behavior
by considering the types of motivation underlying the
behaviors. Their results confirmed that more autonomous
motivation for conservation is related to greater breadth and
persistence of proenvironmental behaviors, such as recycling, reusing products, purchasing environmentally
friendly products, and conserving energy and resources.
For example, Pelletier and Bellier (1999) considered how
to facilitate recycling behaviors across situations. They
found that policy that simply made recycling easier by providing curbside bins was effective for promoting recycling
at home, but the behaviors did not generalize well to other
situations. It seemed important to facilitate internalization of
proenvironmental values, and indeed, they found that
autonomous motivation for recycling was positively related
to performing a much broader range of proenvironmental
behaviors. Autonomous motivation also related to the perceived importance of ecological issues and to dissatisfaction
with current environmental conditions. Furthermore,
autonomous motivation seemed to be even more positively
related to the frequency of proenvironmental behaviors
when the behaviors were more difficult (Green-Demers,
Pelletier, and Menard 1997; Pelletier and Bellier 1999). This
suggests that an important focus for policy is to encourage
generalized recycling (or proenvironmental) behaviors
through educational communications that are done in an
autonomy-supportive way.
Recent research by Vansteenkiste and colleagues (2004)
showed that when college students were learning about
reusing and recycling as part of a class, they learned more
and persisted longer if the relevant material was said to be
instrumental to an intrinsic value (helping save the environment) rather than an extrinsic value (helping save money).
Furthermore, introducing the topic and learning material in
an autonomy-supportive way rather than a controlling way
also significantly improved learning and persistence. Thus,
this study showed that both intrinsic message framing and
autonomy-supportive communication styles are effective
means for promoting actions and new choices over the long
run.
Providing Quality Options
The most straightforward action that can be taken is to make
positive choices available to citizens. Even if members of a
community are highly autonomously motivated to reuse and
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recycle, without the appropriate structures in place, this
motivation, in and of itself, may be futile. The government
(at every level) can do much more to provide opportunities
for citizens to choose reuse and recycling rather than waste.
For example, many consumer items in good condition are
regularly discarded (e.g., furniture, appliances, clothes,
toys). These could all be put to good use, and the public sector could help make this happen. The hundreds of thousands
of cell phones and computer components that are discarded
each year could be fed into a reuse system if one were readily available. The government could do more to help ensure
that more positive options for behaving in environmentally
friendly ways were available to people.

Providing Rationale, and Communicating It Effectively
Another strategy for encouraging autonomous choice with
regard to reuse and recycling involves a sustained public
education program. Such a campaign would ideally employ
autonomy-supportive communication styles. This would
involve respectfully communicating information about the
merits and rationales behind adopting ecologically oriented
behaviors. Such information would ideally incorporate facts
and figures that encourage citizens to feel as though they
can draw their own conclusions.
How much information (i.e., facts and figures) should be
presented? As we have argued, autonomous motivation can
be undermined by people feeling overwhelmed with information. For this reason, the simplest solution is to err on the
side of providing a smaller amount of information than the
average person is capable of absorbing, while providing
easy access to additional information. For example, an
effective advertising campaign that was instituted to help
curb drunk driving provided a single statistic. Furthermore,
we believe that the less threateningly worded statistics are
the most effective because when people feel less threatened,
they are more likely to consider the message genuinely and
deeply. The key is to find ways to facilitate autonomous
consideration and provoke the public to seek out more
information.
A way to spark interest in the relevant information is to
pose questions rather than just provide answers. For example, a campaign to encourage recycling might involve posing questions such as, Can you guess how many pounds of
recyclable material the average American throws away each
year? How does this figure compare to citizens in England,
Japan, or Sweden? The answers could then be presented in
an interesting, noncondescending way. Web sites could be
used for such things as making interchanges (e.g., question
games) more personalized and providing links that would
afford people choice about the quantity of information they
wanted. This process of providing information that promotes active engagement and internalization is selfsupporting because autonomous motivation toward environmental conservation has also been linked to seeking out
further sources of information and having greater confidence in those sources (Seguin, Pelletier, and Hunsley
1999).
Educational programs that disseminate general information in an autonomy-supportive way can encourage people
to become more aware of issues related to excessive waste
and to consider their own contributions to this problem. We
suggest that, to a large degree, awareness of the problem
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will naturally lead to internalization and integration of new
attitudes about conservation, which will establish a foundation for autonomously motivated behavior. After setting up
structures that give people choices about how to manage
their waste, public officials should encourage people to
value conservationism on their own accord (i.e., by providing intrinsic rationale).

Addressing Obesity: Strategies for Encouraging
Healthier Eating Habits
In recent decades, public officials and health care professions have become increasingly alarmed by the rising rate of
obesity among children and adults in the United States.
According to the U.S. Center for Disease Control, an estimated 64% of U.S. adults are either overweight (33%) or
obese (31%). This problem has costs both for the people
who are overweight and, on a larger scale, for society. For
example, a recent study suggests that obese middle-age men
spend three times as much on prescription drugs than
normal-weight men (Warner 2004). Furthermore, on a
national level, total medical expenditures attributable to
obesity reached $75 billion in 2003, and taxpayers financed
about half of these costs (approximately $37 billion)
through Medicare and Medicaid (Finkelstein, Fiebelkorn,
and Wang 2004). The scale of this social problem has led
some public officials to consider relatively coercive measures, such as placing warning labels (Seiders and Petty
2004) or instituting “fat taxes” on certain food products
(Beil 2002; Prewitt 2001). However, research on communication approaches suggests that strategies such as these are
likely to be experienced as controlling and thus are less than
optimally effective. Instead, we offer several concrete suggestions for how healthier eating habits could be encouraged
in a more autonomy-supportive manner.

Empirical Support
An SDT-based research program led by Williams and colleagues (1996) suggests that when it comes to motivating
weight loss, and particularly weight-loss maintenance, promoting autonomous motivation is more effective than trying
to control people’s behavior. In one study, Williams and
colleagues followed patients’ adherence and weight loss
during a six-month, very-low-calorie weight-loss program.
The results suggested that when participants perceived the
health care staff as communicating in a more autonomysupportive way (e.g., “I feel that the staff has provided me
with choices and options”), they attended the program more
regularly and lost more weight. Their weight loss was also
maintained to a greater degree at a 23-month follow-up.
Consistent with Williams and colleagues’ (1996) results,
in a sample of university students, Pelletier and colleagues
(2004) demonstrated that autonomous versus controlled
regulation of eating behaviors was associated with healthier
and less dysfunctional eating and with higher well-being
and lower ill-being. In a second sample of people at risk for
coronary artery disease, Pelletier and colleagues found that
more self-determined regulation of eating behaviors positively predicted dietary behavior change over a 26-week
period, which in turn related to improvements in weight and
lipids profiles. Vansteenkiste and colleagues (2005) exam-

ined eating behaviors, exercise patterns, and weight of seriously obese 11- and 12 year-old children. All were exposed
to a message about the importance of changes in diet and
exercise, but for some, the rationale was long-term fitness
and health (an intrinsic goal), whereas for the others, the
rationale was long-term image and attractiveness (an extrinsic goal). Furthermore, these two rationales were crossed
with the communication being done in an autonomysupportive versus controlling way. In the autonomysupportive condition, children were told that “a lot of children decide to follow the (program) in order to become
more fit and active; so, a reason you might choose to follow
the (program) guidelines is to become more active and
healthy.” In contrast, in the controlling-communication condition, children were told that “a lot of children follow the
guidelines of the (program) to feel that they are good people
and to avoid feeling guilty, so following the (program)
might be important for your own good.” The results showed
that children who were given a more intrinsic rationale
showed long-term change in their eating and dieting and
greater two-year maintained weight loss than those who
were given the extrinsic rationale. For example, there were
immediate and maintained changes in the number of soft
drinks purchased (lower for the intrinsic group) and the
amount of fruits consumed (higher for the intrinsic group).
The results suggest that a rationale involving health may be
more effective than one involving physical attractiveness.
Furthermore, children for whom the communication was
done in an autonomy-supportive way also showed greater
behavior change and long-term weight loss than those for
whom the communications were controlling. An interaction
between the rationale and the communication style revealed
that an unusually large change occurred in the condition
with both an intrinsic rationale and an autonomy-supportive
style. Notably, there was nearly as much short-term behavior change when the communications were controlling as
when they were autonomy supportive, but recidivism set in
quickly with the controlling communications. In other
words, approaches that pressure people to change may get
an immediate change, but the change soon dissipates, making it clear that for long-term change, autonomy support has
an advantage. On the basis on this research, we now consider some concrete strategies that public officials and policy makers might consider for addressing obesity in the
United States.

Providing Quality Options
If encouraging healthier eating habits is the goal, quality
options should be made available to consumers. This challenge can be met at various levels of intervention. For example, rather than levy additional taxes on unhealthful foods
(Beil 2002), it makes more sense to subsidize healthful
options so people experience a greater sense of choice. This
can be achieved with state or federal legislation that targets
the fast-food industry in the United States. Employers could
also be encouraged to spend more resources on providing
healthier meal options to their employees as a cost-saving
preventative health intervention. In 1994, the total cost of
obesity to U.S. private-sector companies was $12.7 billion.
The indirect costs of obesity in the workforce include many
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standard employee benefits, including health insurance, life
insurance, disability, and sick leave (HR Focus 1999). The
data suggest that such an investment would pay dividends
both in terms of workers’ well-being and the company’s
bottom line.

Providing Rationale, and Communicating It Effectively
Again, we find that the best way to encourage healthier
choices, in this case with regard to eating habits, is to provide consumers with more relevant information. However,
the way this information is framed can take various forms.
For example, health statistics related to obesity could be presented with the intention of scaring consumers into changing their behavior, but as we have argued, these fear tactics
are likely to be experienced as controlling and thus are less
than optimal in terms of both long-term effectiveness and
people’s emotional well-being (Williams et al. 1999). Educational campaigns initiated by teachers and health care
providers should help consumers appreciate the causes and
consequences of obesity. Blumenthal, Hendi, and Marsillo
(2002) report that most people do not view excess body
weight as a major health concern. Researchers also find that
consumers tend to underestimate the role of calories and
large portion sizes in causing weight gain (Calle et al. 2003;
Hodges 2003). The Improved Nutrition and Physical Activity Act (H.R. 716, 2003) represents the first large-scale legislation to address obesity and is focused on intervention at
the level of education. This represents a positive step from
an SDT perspective, but SDT maintains that the manner in
which the same information is communicated by public officials, teachers, and physicians can vary greatly and will
make a significant difference. To the extent that these educators are able to take the perspective of their target audience and treat people respectfully, their message will be
more likely to be absorbed and incorporated into
autonomous decisions in the future. To the degree that educators are unsympathetic or authoritarian in delivering their
message, this information is less likely to be internalized
and may even result in a reactive resistance to the message.
Educators should be trained to ask questions to assess what
people already know. In addition, those engaged in the dissemination of information to the public need to be cognizant
of individual differences in terms of the amount of information that will be overwhelming versus optimally challenging. To the extent that the target audience can be offered
opportunities and encouraged to seek out additional information about the risks and contributing factors associated
with obesity, the greater will be the internalization and
resulting autonomous motivation for behavior change.
An additional policy measure that we endorse and that
could be designed to facilitate healthier, more autonomous
choices with regard to eating habits involves legislating
changes in terms of nutritional disclosure (Beales et al.
1981; Petty 1992; Seiders and Petty 2004). Again, a critical
feature to approaches consistent with SDT is to put greater
information in the hands of consumers and trust them to
make healthier decisions after they are well informed. Consumers should have more relevant information available to
them with regard to the food they purchase. Although legislation already mandates that some nutritional information be
provided on packaged foods, such legislation could be
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expanded in scope. Currently required nutrition-labeling
disclosure is focused on information related to receiving
recommended levels of micronutrients (e.g., vitamins).
However, required labels could be designed to make factors
that are relevant to obesity, such as calorie and fat content,
more salient. Furthermore, we advocate proposed intervention by the Food and Drug Administration that would mandate full-package information to supplement the oftenmisleading “per-serving” information (Seiders and Petty
2004). We also support legislation that would expand the
scope of required nutritional disclosure to meals served at
restaurants. The Menu Education and Labeling bill, currently before congress, would require restaurant chains with
20 or more outlets to display calorie, fat, and sodium information. Self-determination theory maintains that being
informed is a critical feature of an autonomous decision. A
person cannot endorse a decision if he or she feels illequipped to consider it or ill-informed of the relevant
information.
To summarize, the strategies most consistent with facilitating autonomous motivation for healthier eating habits
involve educating and informing consumers. Our research
suggests that to the extent that this is done in a way that is
autonomy supportive as opposed to controlling, the message
is more likely to be internalized by consumers and to result
in more enduring behavior change and, in turn, greater psychological well-being.

Conclusions
This article represents an analysis of public policy in the
light of the SDT of motivation. As we have articulated, SDT
posits that to understand human motivation, quality must be
considered in addition to quantity. That is, this theory draws
a fundamental distinction between two types of motivation:
autonomous and controlled. On the basis of this distinction,
we argue that any policy initiative designed to motivate
behavior change should consider the numerous merits of
fostering autonomous, as opposed to controlled, motivation
for change. Specifically, we advocate some strategies for
addressing two issues: (1) environmental conservation and
(2) promotion of healthier eating. The specific strategies we
recommend could be easily adapted for motivating behavior
in a wide range of policy domains.
We also argue that on the most fundamental level, public
policy makers are responsible for maximizing the collective
welfare of the group. Murray (1994) maintains that, ultimately, the responsibility of good government is to maximize “happiness of the people” in the eudaimonic sense of
happiness (Ryan and Deci 2001). To honor this responsibility, officials must take into consideration not only the direct
impact of a policy decision but also the short- and long-term
indirect consequences for both the subpopulation of interest
and the greater population. This is relevant to selecting the
issues that should be address and to considering how best to
motivate relevant change. We find that the relative advantage of using autonomy-supportive, as opposed to coercive,
policies is most emphatic when analyzed on a broad scale,
that is, when considering not only the sustainability and
breadth of behavior change but also people’s health and
well-being, which may be the best measures of success in
public policy and in life.
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