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HUMAN AUTONOMY 

THE BASIS FOR TRUE SELF-ESTEEM 
. 

EDWARD L. DECI AND RICHARD M. RYAN 

INTRODUCTION 

Over and over, investigators have found self-esteem to be central in a 
broad network of constructs associated with motivation, performance, and 
well-being. Esteeming oneself-thinking well of oneself-has often been 
found to relate to more effective behavior and better adjustment than has 
low self-regard. 

The concept has had great appeal and has been widely studied, in part 
because it is easy to understand and measure and because its relation to 
other variables has seemed straightforward: Put quite simply, more is 
better. Recent research and theory have indicated, however, that the con­
cept is more complex than this. As it turns out, more is not necessarily 
better. Baumeister, Heatherton, and Tice (1993), for example, reported that 
high self-esteem individuals developed egoistic illusions that led them to 
perform less well than low self-esteem individuals. Furthermore, Kernis, 
Grannemann, and Barclay (1989) reported that people with unstable high 
self-esteem were more angry and aggressive than people with low self­
esteem. 
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With these and other such findings, it has become increasingly clear 
that a reconsideration of the concept of self-esteem, using a more refined 
analysis is essential. Our approach to such an analysis has been to distin­
guish between contingent self-esteem and true self-esteem basing this 
distinction on the differentiated analysis of · self contained within self­
determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1991). 
~ Contingent self-esteem refers to_feelings about oneself that result fr~n:'-

indeed, are dependent on-matching some standard of excellence or hving 
up to some interpersonal or intrapsychic expectations. A man who feels 
like a good and worthy person (i.e., has high self-esteem) only when he has 
just accomplished a profitable business transaction would have contingent 
self-esteem. If he were very successful, frequently negotiating such deals, 
he would have a continuing high level of self-esteem; yet that high level 
would be tenuous, always requiring that he continue to pass the tests of 
life, always requiring that he match some controlling standard. 

A high level of contingent self-esteem is thus a kind of aggrandize­
ment of oneself associated with being ego-involved in some types of out­
comes and dutifully achieving them (Ryan, 1982). Often, contingent self­
esteem involves social comparison because, to the extent that one has to 
live up to externally imposed criteria to feel worthy, one is likely to esteem 
oneself in accord with how one measures up relative to others. If the basis 
of a woman's feeling good about herself is financial success, she may 
always feel wanting until she has matched Ross Perot. And if the basis of 
a man's feeling good about himself is looking like the media-popularized 
muscular hunk, he may always feel wanting until he has a body like 
Arnold Schwarzenegger's. Having such social-comparison demands oper­
ative, of course, ensures that contingent self-esteem will be a powerful 
motivator. 

Contingent self-esteem tends to be associated with a kind of narciss­
ism that has one anxiously focused on one's own agenda, whether that 
agenda is being feminine, famous, fashionable, fabulously wealthy, or far 
out. To the extent that attaining such a goal determines a person's self­
esteem, one can well imagine that the person will use whatever means are 
available to match the standards, including rationalization, self-deception, 
and other such defensive processes that have been linked to less positive 
mental health. 

In contrast, true self-esteem is more stable, more securely based in a 
solid sense of self. A woman who is true to herself would have a high level 
of true self-esteem simply by being who she is. Her self-worth would 
essentially be a given and would have developed as she acted auton­
omously within the context of authentic relationships (Ryan, 1993). Her 
worth would not need to be continually put to the test, so she would not 
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typically be en?aged in a proce~s of self-evaluation. The fact of being 
foc~sed on one s :worth-:-of continually evaluating oneself-implies that 
ones self-esteem is contingent rather than true. 

With a more secure sense of self, and a high level of true self-esteem 
the ~ore vacuous or narcissistic goals such as money and fame would b~ 
l~ss _importan~ a~d. would n?t be th~ basis for one's feelings of self-worth. 
S1milarl~, the ins1d1ous and internalized requirements of fulfilling parents' 
exp~ctat10ns would not be the basis of one's feelings of self-worth. Instead, 
ones wo~th would be an integrated aspect of one's self and would be 
reflected in a~ency: proactivity, and vitality (Ryan & Frederick, 1994). 

. Pe.ople with high true self-esteem, of course, would have goals and 
aspir~hons, ~nd they would attempt to accomplish those outcomes by 
de~oting t.heir personal resources to them, often wholeheartedly. And 
their emot10ns would surely be affected by the outcomes of their efforts. 
T~ey w?uld probably fee~ pleased or excited when they succeed and 
disappointed when the~ fail. But their feelings of worth as people would 
not fluctuat~ as a function of those accomplishments, so they would not 
feel aggrandized and superior when they succeed or depressed and worth­
less then they fail. 

When asked to complete a self-esteem scale, people with high true 
self:esteem woul~, of course, come out high, even though they do not 
typically engage m such self-evaluations. And herein lies a problem for 
self-esteem resear~h, because people with contingent self-esteem, who 
have been succeeding, would also come out high, yet the nature of the self­
regard held by these two types of individuals would be quite different 

The distin~ti~n b~tween true self-esteem and contingent self-esteem ls 
based on the distinction between an integrated or true self and an unin­
tegrated or false self as outlined in self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan 
1991; Ryan, 1993). It suggests, as will be elaborated later, that an integrated 
se~se of. self develops as one acts agentically within a context that allo-;s 
satisfaction of the three fundamental psycholo ·cal needs for autonomy 
compet~~ce, and.relatedness (e.g., Ryan, 1993) .Jrue se develops as on~ 
a.cts vohhonally (i.e., autonomously), experiences an inner sense of efficacy 
(i.e., competen~e), and is loved (i.e., feels related to) for who one is rather 
than for matching some external standard. 

The probl~m is that all too ofte~ people in one's socializing environ­
ment make their love or esteem contingent on living up to some standards 
so ~ne may feel forced to give up autonomy and a true sense of self whil~ 
taking on a socially ~mplanted self. As that happens, one's sense ~f self­
worth becomes contingent on continuing to live up to those implanted 
standards. 

The point, then, is that people develop more of a true self and have 
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truer self-esteem when they are supported and loved as they behave 
agentically from their own perspective, whereas they develop more of a 
false self and have more contingent self-esteem when they are pressured 
to meet others' standards and are loved only for~ those standards. 

~In turn, true self-esteem is the basis for furthe~ctivity, whereas 
contingent self-esteem is the basis for being controlled by the demands 
placed on people by the social world (or by internalized versions of those 
demands). 

Because being autonomous and having a more integrated sense of self 
have been associated with more positive mental health, whereas being 
controlled and having a less integrated sense of self have been associated 
with more negative mental health (e.g., Kasser & Ryan, in press; Ryan, 
Rigby, & King, 1993), one can begin to understand why high self-esteem 
does not always have positive consequences. Self-esteem that is true 
would be expected to have positive consequences, whereas self-esteem 
that is contingent would be expected to have less positive, and at times 
negative, consequences. 

A DIFFERENTIATED VIEW OF SELF 

At t t of self-determination theory is the concept of self, which 
is based active, integrative processes of the organism that underlie 
human development and have also been referred to as the "organization 
principle" (Piaget, 1971), the "actualizing tendency" (Rogers, 1951), and 
the "synthetic function of the ego" (Freud, 1923/ 1962). As development 
proceeds, through the organismic integration process, one's intrinsic or 
core self is elaborated and refined, and this ever-changing set of integrated 
processes and structures is referred to as "self" (i.e., as true self or in­
tegrated self). In other words, self develops through the ongoing, synthetic 
resolution of the interaction between the active, integrative organism and 
the challenges of the environment, and only those psyehic elements that 
have been integrated are considered part of the self. 

Development of self, through organismic integration, is theorized to 
be a motivated process. One integrates intrapsychic and interpersonal 
material out of the needs to be autonomous, competent, and related. Be­
cause integration operates in the service of these needs, social contexts that 
permit their satisfaction are theorized to facilitate the development of self 
and a feeling of true self-worth, whereas social contexts that do not are 
expected to impair the development of self and prompt the internalization 
of a contingent sense of one's worth. 

Behavior that emanates from one's integrated sense of self is said to be 
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"autonomous" or "self-determined"; it has what deCharms (1968) referred 
to as an "internal perceived locus of causality." As one behaves auton­
omously, acting with an internal perceived locus of causality, the behavior 
promotes further development of self and a stronger sense of true self­
worth. Thus, being autonomous is both an input to and a manifestation of 
the development of an integrated self and true self-esteem'. In our theory, .::::::::. 
the term human agency refers to those motivated behaviors that emanate \ 
from one's integrated self. To be agentic is thus to be self-determined. 
. Our view of self as ?eing based in organismic integration has a very 
important set of corollaries that have been implicit in our discussion thus . 
far. Specifically, it means that (1) not all intrapsychic processes are part of 
the .s~lf, (2) not all i:iotivated behaviors are autonomous, and (3) not all 
positive self-evaluations are healthy. Because we restrict the term self (i.e., 
true or integrated self) to those processes and structures that have been 
integrated with one's, intrinsi~ self or phenomenal core, there are many 
elements of a person s psychic makeup that do not constitute self but 
rather are separate from and may conflict with one's self. Because we 
restrict the term self-determined to behaviors that emanate from one's true 
~elf (~nd have a~ i~ernal perceived locu2. of causality), there are many 
mtent10nal behav10rs regulated by processes within the person that are not 
truly agentic or auton~mous but rather are pressured or controlled (and 
have an external perceived locus of causality). And because we restrict the 
term true self-esteem to feelings associated with the autonomous or in­
tegrated aspects of oneself, there are many reports of high self-esteem that 
are not well-grounded and stable but rather are tenuous and linked to 
performing up to some demands or controls. 

The development of self entails both the maintenance and the elabora­
tion of one'~ intrinsi~ self-of one's curiosity, proactivity, integrative ten­
~ency, and mherent interests--and the integration of other intrapsychic or 
int~rperson~l material with that which is intrinsic. Acting from one's self, 
which describes being autonomous, can thus be either intrinsically moti­
vated or regulated by integrated processes. 
. To summarize, motivated behavior varies along a continuum describ­
ing the degree to which it is autonomous and emanates from the self rather 
than being controlled and pressured by some nonintegrated force. True 
self-esteem is .associated with acting agentically from one's integrated self, 
whe~eas co~tingent self-esteem is associated with being controlled and 
needing to hve up to some socially imposed standards. 

. I~ order to explore empirically the functioning of self and self-deter­
mination, we have anchored these concepts in motivational and regulatory 
processes. In other words, we have explicated the types of motivational or 
regulatory processes that are theorized to be associated with self and 
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self-determination, and those that are not, and we have explored the 
antecedents, correlates, and consequences of those different types of mo­
tivational or regulatory processes, as a way of providing empirical ground­
ing for our theory of self. We therefore tum to a more thorough considera­
tion of the regulatory bases of behavior, describing research that is 
pertinent to true vs. contingent self-esteem .. 

THE REGULATION OF BEHAVIOR 

The concept of intention or purpose is key to understanding the reg­
ulation of behavior (e.g., Heider, 1958; Lewin, 1951). People are said to be 
motivated to the extent that they intend to accomplish something-that is, 
to the extent that they have a purpose. Motivated behaviors are mediated 
by intentions. 

Some actions-actions such as defensively withdrawing from oth­
ers-may not be experienced as intentional, and if they are not, they would 
not properly be termed motivated. In our theory, such an action is referred 
to as amotivated, and it is theoretically related to what Heider (1958) has 
called "impersonal causation," Rotter (1966) has designated an "external 
locus of control," Bandura (1977) has labeled "low self-efficacy," and Selig­
man (1975) has termed "learned helplessness." There is ample evidence 
that amotivation and impersonal causation are associated with low self­
esteem, and self-determination theory, like each of the theories just men­
tioned, would predict just that. 

Self-determination theory differs from these other theories, however, 
by distinguishing types of motivated behavior and thus being able to 
differentiate the concept of self-esteem. By conceptualizing motivated be­
havior as falling along the autonomous-controlled continuum, the theory 
can explain why the qualities of motivated actions vary and people have 
secure vs. tenuous self-esteem. 

Both autonomous and controlled behaviors are intentional, but only 
autonomous actions emanate from one's true sense of self. An example of 
intentional activity that is self-determined would be a developer who 
acquires a building with a nonpressured sense of choice, believing he can 
save it from the wrecker's ball and preserve a small piece of history. In 
contrast, an example of intentional activity that is coerced or controlled 
would be a real estate developer who acquires yet another building be­
cause he feels internal pressure to one-up a primary rival. In the first 
example, the developer would be behaving with a sense of freedom and 
choice, in accord with an integrated value and based on a nonpressured 
consideration of consequences. His behavior would be autonomous; it 
would emanate from an integrated sense of self. In the second example, 
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however, the developer would be responding to the intense press for 
acclaim and aggrandizement; he would be ego-involved in acquiring the 
building, and his self-esteem would no doubt be contingent on his success. 

As Ryan (1982) demonstrated, being motivated by ego involvements 
does not represent self-determination, for it undermines intrinsic motiva­
tion, which is the prototype of self-determination. Rather, ego involvement 
is an instance of being controlled by a nonintegrated internal force. Suc­
ceeding at an activity in which one is ego-involved bolsters self-esteem, but 
of course it would be contingent self-esteem. 

The distinction between autonomous and controlled activity is im-
ortant when considering the concept of human agency. To be truly agen­

tic means to be autonomous; it means acting from one's integrated self. Yet 
theorists who have not made this critical distinction treat all intentional 
behavior as though it were agentic. For example, Bandura (1989), in his 
self-efficacy theory, asserted that the critical antecedents of intentional 
behavior are contingency beliefs and efficacy beliefs and that when one has 
such beliefs, one will be agentic. The problem with this view, of course, is 
that people can be highly self-efficacious, believing they can achieve what­
ever outcomes they desire, but at the same time be controlled by (i.e., ego­
involved in) those outcomes. Using deCharms's terminology, such people 
would be self-efficacious "pawns," but they would not in a true sense be 
agentic. They would likely have high self-esteem, but it would be con­
tingent. Human agency and true self-esteem require autonomy; they re­
quire that one be "an origin not a pawn" (deCharms, 1968). Being com­
petent is simply not sufficient for human agency or true self-esteem (e.g., 
Koestner & McClelland, 1990). 

INTRINSIC AND EXTRINSIC MOTIVATION 

The prototype of autonomous behavior-of behavior emanating from 
one's self-is intrinsically motivated. It is performed out of interest and 
requires no /1 separable" consequence, no external or intra psychic prods, 
promises, or threats (Deci, 1975). Csikszentmihalyi (1975) used the term 
11 autotelic" to describe this behavior, for which the only necessary reward 
is the spontaneous experience of interest and enjoyment. Intrinsic motiva­
tion entails curiosity, exploration, spontaneity, and interest in one's sur­
roundings. It is readily evident in mastery strivings (White, 1959) and 
assimilation (Piaget, 1971 ). 

Intrinsically motivated behaviors are experienced as wholly voli­
tional, as representative of and emanating from one's integrated sense of 
self. They are the behaviors that people perform interestedly when they are 
free from demands, constraints, or homeostatic urgencies. 
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In contrast, extrinsically motivated behaviors are performed instru­
mentally to attain some separable consequence. Initially, extrinsically mo­
tivated behaviors would not occur spontaneously and would therefore 
have to be prompted by a request or by some promised consequence. Such 
behaviors, because they are dependent on a separable consequence, are 
typically less autonomous. 

In our conceptualization, however, extrinsically motivated behaviors 
can vary in the extent to which they are autonomous vs. controlled. We 
employ a developmental analysis-using the concept of organismic in­
tegration-to elaborate different types of extrinsic motivation that vary in 
their degree of self-determination (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan, Connell, & 
Deci, 1985). Because intrinsically motivated behaviors are by definition 
self-determined, their behavioral and experiential qualities serve as a 
gauge against which extrinsically motivated behaviors can be compared to 
index their degree of self-determination. 

Extrinsically motivated behaviors can become self-determined 
through the natural developmental tendencies to internalize and integrate 
meaningful aspects of one's social context. Internalization entails trans­
forming external regulatory processes ·nto internal regulatory processes 
(Meissner, 1981; Schafer, 1968), and integration is the means through 
which these values and regulations become integrated with one's self (Deci 

& Ryan, 1991). 
According to self-determination theory, people tend naturally to in-

ternalize the regulation of socially sanctioned activities to feel related to 
others and efficacious within their social world, and they tend to integrate 
those regulatory processes to maximize their experience of autonomy or 
self-determination. Put differently, individuals seek to feel competent, 
related to others, and autonomous in their actions by taking in and in­
tegrating the regulation of those behaviors that were initially externally 
prompted within a social milieu (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 1991). However, these 
processes may function more or less effectively, in part as a function of the 
social context, resulting in more vs. less integration of regulations and thus 
more vs. less self-determination of actions. When a value or regulatory 
process has been taken in but not accepted as one's own, we say it has been 

"introjected." 

EXTRINSIC MOTIVATION: A DIFFERENTIATED VIEW 

There are four types of extrinsic regulation, resulting from different 
degrees of internalization and integration. . . 

External regulation describes behaviors that have not been mternahzed 
---------1-
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but instead are prompted and sustained by contingencies overtly external 
to the individual. Examples would be engaging in a behavior explicitly to 
attain a reward or avoid a punishment. Externally regulated behaviors are 
intentional, but they are dependent on external contingencies and are thus 
described as being controlled by those contingencies rather than being 
autonomous or fully agentic. 

l'!_trojected regulation refers to behaviors that are motivated by internal 
prods and pressures, resulting from regulatory processes having been 
introjected but not integrated. This type of regulation is operative when 
one behaves because one thinks one should or because one would feel 
guilty if one did not. When a regulation has been introjected, it is internal 
to the person in the sense that it no longer requires ·overtly external 
prompts, but it is still external to the person's sense of self. Introjected 
regulation describes a type of internal motivation in which actions are 
controlled or coerced by internal standards and contingent self-esteem. It 
is thus not autonomous and is said to have a relatively external perceived 
locus of causality (deCharms, 1968; Ryan & Connell, 1989). , 

The strength of introjected regulations derives from one's feelings of 
worth being dependent on performing as the introjects demand. When 
people behave because their "self-esteem" is contingent, they feel press­
ured or coerced to behave, and they are said to be ego-involved. 

_Identified regulation occurs when a behavior is accepted as personally 
irnportan or va ua le. By identifying with the underlying value of an 
activity and thus having begun to incorporate it into one's sense of self, the 
person is moving toward being self-determined for an extrinsic or in­
strumental activity. 

~1tegl!!_ted ~1 is the most autonomous form of extrinsic motiva­
tion ·arur-reswfa from the integration of identified values and regulations 
into one's coherent sense of self. When a person has fully integrated an 
extrinsic regulatory process, he or she will be self-determined with respect 
to that behavior. As an example, consider a professional football player 
who had initially identified with being both a rugged athlete and a com­
poser of romantic music. He would no doubt have experienced tension 
between these identifications, but if he were to make the necessary 
changes-for example, giving up his "tough-guy" image and setting aside 
enough of his time to immerse himself in music-he could integrate the 
two values with each other and with other aspects of the self. A creative 
synthesis would occur, and the two identifications would no longer be 
cause for psychological stress. In such a case, the musical athlete would 
have el~borated his true sense of self, and his self-esteem would no longer 
be contingent on matching standards in either domain. 

According to self-determination theory, integrated extrinsic regula-
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tion, together with intrinsic motivation, represent the bases for self-deter­
mined functioning, which in its fullest sense is characterized by total 
involvement of the self. Thus, being intrinsically motivated and integrated 
would be accompanied by the experience of true self-esteem. 

Various questionnaires have been developed to assess the strength of 
each of these types of regulation. For example, Ryan and Connell (1989) 
developed one for the academic domain that they used in a study of 
children of late-elementary-school age. They also collected other data from 
the children and their parents. Analyses revealed that the children's in­
trojected (i.e., relatively controlled) regulatory style and their identified 
(i.e., relatively autonomous) regulatory style were correlated equally with 
parents' reports of how motivated their children were and with the chil­
dren's self-reports of how hard they tried. However, introjected regulation 
was positively correlated with anxiety about school and self-blaming in 
response to failure, whereas identified regulation was positively correlated 
with enjoyment of school and with proactive responses to failure. This 
finding suggests, then, that although people can be highly internally mo­
tivated by either introjects or identifications, there are quite different affec­
tive accompaniments of each. Motivation based in introjects is not self­
determined, for although it is powerful, it does not have a solid foundation 
in the self. Thus, as the data showed, to the extent that people were 
introjected, they tended to be anxious and to feel worthless when they 
failed. When they succeed, they would no doubt experience heightened 
self-esteem, but it would not be the type of self-esteem that is central to 
stable, healthy adjustment. It would not be true self-esteem. 

In contrast, when people have identified with a value or regulation 
and thus have begun to integrate it, they are more autonomous, more 
self-assured, more able to feel a sense of enjoyment without having their 
feelings of self-worth contingent on outcomes. When they fail, they simply 
get on with figuring out how to do better next time. Their sense of them­
selves is more solid and true. 

ASPIRATIONS, AUTONOMY, AND WELL-BEING 

With a secure sense of self, people would be expected to have less 
narcissistic goals, to behave more autonomously, and to display more 
positive mental health. Several recent studies have confirmed this expecta­
tion. These studies have employed two strategies. Some have compared 
the correlates of intrinsic aspirations vs. extrinsic aspirations; others have 
compared the correlates of people's strivings that are more autonomous 
vs. more controlled. 
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In two recent sets of studies, Kasser and Ryan (1993, in press) assessed 
the aspirations ofover 500 subjects from three groups of college students, 
one group of low self-esteem 18-year-olds, and one group of mixed self­
esteem adults. Taken together, the studies compared three types of in­
trinsic aspirations with three types of extrinsic ones. Personal growth, 
meaningful relationships, and community contributions were considered 
intrinsic because achieving these aspirations tends to be a reward in its 
own right and because these aspirations are theoretically congruent with 
intrinsic needs, growth tendencies, and a secure sense of self. In contrast, 
financial success, fame, and physical attractiveness were considered ex­
trinsic aspirations, for they are primarily instrumental to other rewards 
rather than being rewards in their own right. Money brings all manner of 
goods .and servic~s, as well as power; fame brings adulation and privilege; 
attr~ch_veness bnngs attention and approval. These goals not only are 
extnnstc, but also tend to be very controlling, and they relate to the desires 
of a looking-glass self (Cooley, 1902). They are typical bases of self-evalua­
tion that people adopt from the social order; they are the external criteria 
for feeling worthy, and thus they are the assets people flaunt to feel better 
than others. Through attaining these goals, people can bolster their feelings 
of worth, piling affirmation on an insecure foundation. 

Kasser and Ryan found that the relative importance people pfaced on 
each of the three intrinsic aspirations was positively correlated with a 
v~rie~y of indicators of mental health and well-being, including self-actu­
ah~ahon G~ne~ & Crandall, 1986), vitality (Ryan & Frederick, 1994), global 
sooal funchonmg (Shaffer et al., 1983), and social productivity (Ikle, Lipp, 
Butters, & Ciarlo, 1983), and it was negatively correlated with indicators of 
ill-be~ng, including anxiety (Spielberger, Gorsuch, & Lushene, 1970), de­
pression (Radloff, 1977), physical symptoms (Derogatis, Lipman, Rickels, 
Uhlenhuth, & Covi, 197 4), and conduct disorders (Hetjanic & Reich, 1982). 
In contrast to these results, the relative importance people placed on each 
of the three extrinsic aspirations--money, fame, and attractiveness-was 
negatively correlated with the indicators of well-being and positively cor­
related with the indicators of ill-being. It therefore seems that having one's 
sense of self associated with long-term goals that are more intrinsic has 
clear mental health advantages, relative to goals that are extrinsic to the 
person and mediated by their visibility to others. 

It is worth noting that Kasser and Ryan (1993, in press) also assessed 
subjects' beliefs about the likelihood of being able to attain the goals, and 
they found that feeling more able to attain the extrinsic goals was also 
associated ~ith in.dic~to~s of poor mental health, whereas feeling more 
able to attain the mtnns1c goals was associated with indicators of good 
mental health. This underscores the point that we made earlier, namely, 



that just having high efficacy expectations with regard to goals is not 
enough to ensure positive well-being and true self-esteem; those efficacy 
expectations must be associated with greater autonomy (in this case, in­
trinsic aspirations) for the expectations to have dear benefits. 

In another set of studies, Sheldon and Kasser (in press) had subjects 
report their strivings using a method developed by Emmons (1986). They 
also asked the subjects to rate the reasons they strive for those goals, using 
the type of measure developed by Ryan and Connell (1989) to assess the 
degree of autonomy. In the Sheldon and Kasser studies, subjects' autono­
mous vs. controlled reasons for pursuing their goals were related to the 
well-being variables of self-actualization, vitality, empathy (Davis, 1980), 
and openness to experience (Costa & McCrae, 1985). Each measure of 
well-being was significantly correlated with the relative autonomy of one's 
strivings, and being more autonomous in one's strivings was also corre­
lated with life satisfaction and self-theory coherence (Harter & Monsour, 
1992). 

These various studies suggest that aspirations and strivings that are 
theoretically linked to contingent self-esteem are associated with poorer 
mental health than those that are theoretically linked to true self-esteem. 
Recognizing the difference between the type of self-esteem that is ten­
uously contingent on outcomes and the type that is securely based in being 
true to oneself can therefore provide the basis for an account of why high 
self-esteem does not always have positive consequences. 

SELF-DETERMINATION AND THE SOCIAL CONTEXT 

Considerable research has focused on social-contextual conditions 
that enhance vs. diminish self-determination and the development of self. 
Because true self-esteem is theorized to be associated with behaving auton­
omously, as an expression of one's self, we briefly review research explor­
ing the contextual conditions that enhance vs. undermine the two types of 
autonomous behavior, namely, intrinsic and integrated. 

In making predictions about and interpreting the results of the re­
search, we considered the theoretical relation of the contextual conditions 
to the three fundamental psychological needs-the needs for comJ?etence, 
autonomy, and relatednes~_(Deci & Ryan, 1985~, 1993). Social con­
ditions that afford opportunities to satisfy these three needs are predicted 
tOfacitirateintrinsic motivation, the integration of extrinsic motivation, 
an~atrue sense o.f self-esteem. In contrast, social conditions that 
obstruct satisfaction of these needs-for example, conditions in which 
love is given contingently, so one must give up autonomy to obtain 
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l?ve-are e~p~cted t~ it~pair intrinsic motivation and interrupt integra­
tion of extnns1c motivation, thus resulting in either contingent or low 
self-esteem. 

!.he earliest studies. were labo~atory experiments that manipulated 
spe~1fic events (e.g., Dec1, 1971). With a few limiting conditions, the ex­
pen?1ents showe~ that n~aterial rewards (Deci, 1971, 1972), threats of 
pumsh?1ent (DeCI & Cascio, 1972), evaluations (Smith, 1974), deadlines 
(Amabile, DeJong, & Lepper, 1976), imposed goals (Mossholder, 1980), and 
good-pl~yer. awards (Lepper, Greene, & Nisbett, 1973) all tended to be 
controlling (1.e., to be e~peri~nc~d as pressure to perform in specific ways), 
a~~ thus t~ey undermined intrinsic motivation. On the other hand, pro­
viding ch?1ce (Z~ckerman, Porac, Lathin, Smith, & Deci, 1978) and ac­
know!edging feelings (Koestner, Ryan, Bernieri, & Holt, 1984) tended to be 
e.xp.enenced as .autonomy-supportive (i.e., as encouragement for self-ini­
t~ah~n and choice), and thus they maintained or enhanced intrinsic mo­
hvahon. 

. Subsequent experimental work (i.e., Harackiewicz, 1979; Ryan, 1982) 
refined these earl~ results, indicating that although, on average, certain 
events a~e cont:olhng and others autonomy-supportive, the styfe and lan­
guage with which the events are administered significantly influence their 
effects. For example, Ryan, Mims, and Koestner (1983) found that although 
performance-conti~?ent rewa~ds ten.d . to be experienced as controlling, 
they can hav~ positive effects 1f adm1mstered in a noncontrolling, auton­
omy-supportive way. 

Laboratory studies exploring the conditions that promote competence 
found tha~ optimal challenge_ (D~n~er & Lonky, 1981) and positive feed­
back_ (Dec1, 1971! enhanced mtrins1c motivation, although these effects 
re~~1re t~at the interpersonal context (i.e., the style and locution of ad­
m1m_stration) be autonomy-supportive rather than controlling (Fisher, 
1978, Ryan, 1982). To be self-determined and to develop true self-esteem 
people need to feel that their successes are truly their own-they must feel 
auto.nomous rat~e: than controlled. Thus, positive feedback that is con­
trolling (e.g., .pra1smg people for "doing as they should") can rob them of 
the opportumty t? feel good about their accomplishments because it places 
the cau~es of their successful actions in sources external to the self. 

This and related research thus provides further evidence that al­
~hough pe_r~onal co~tro.l o~er outcomes (i.e., self-efficacy) is important, it 
is not suffiCient for intrinsic motivation; the feelings of competence must T­
be ~ccompanied by perceived autonomy for people to be intrinsically 
motivated (De~i & Ryan, 1991; Ryan, 1993). A person can develop a strong 
sense of co.ntmgent self-esteem by consistently being efficacious in 
the accomplishment of introjected goals, but if the behavior is not self-
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determined, it will not enhance intrinsic motivation or promote true self­

esteem. 
Several field studies have also explored autonomy-supportive vs. con-

trolling interpersonal climates. Deci, Schwartz, Sheinman, and Ryan (1981) 
developed a measure of autonomy support within t.he classro?m ~hat 
assesses the degree to which teachers attempt to motivate learning m a 
controlling vs. an autonomy-supportive manner. These researchers,. as 
well as Ryan and Grolnick (1986), found that in autonomy-supportive 
classrooms, where teachers tended to consider the students' frame of 
reference, students displayed greater curiosity and more independent 
mastery attempts than students in more controlling classrooms. lmp~r­
tantly, they also developed higher self-esteem in the autonomy-supportive 
classrooms. 

The finding that autonomy support plays an important role in facil-
itating self-determination and personal satisfacti~n is n~t lim~ted to the 
classroom, however. Grolnick and Ryan (1989), using an interview proce­
dure, found that parental autonomy support (vs. control) affected their 
children's degree of intrinsic motivation for learning, and Kasser, Ry~n, 
Zax, and Sameroff (in press) found that involved, autonomy-supportive 
parents tended to have children who developed intrinsic aspirations, 
whereas cold and controlling parents had children who placed more value 
on extrinsic aspirations. . . . . 

As mentioned, not only are individuals naturally intnnsically moti­
vated, but also they have an innate tendency to internalize t~e regula~ion 
of extrinsically motivated behaviors that are useful for effective function­
ing in the social world. Internalization allows people t.o feel r7lated to 
others and to feel competent in dealing within the social matnx. Inter­
nalization can, however, take the form of mere introjection or, alterna­
tively, of greater integration. Although people m~y fe~l both relat~d and 
competent when their behavior is regulated by mtroiects, they ':ill feel 
autonomous only when the regulation is self-determined-that is, only 
when internalized regulatory processes have been fully integrated. 

Our research has shown that internalization and integration are facil­
itated by the autonomy support and interpersonal involvement of 
significant adults. For example, Grolnick and Ryan (1989) ~ound 

1

that pa­
rental autonomy support and involvement influenced children s bemg 
autonomously self-regulating in doing their schoolwork. When. parents 
were more autonomy-supportive and involved, the students displayed 

. greater internalized motivation and were rated by teachers as being more 
competent and better adjusted. . 

Deci, Eghrari, Patrick, and Leone (1994) reported that supporting 
self-determination-by providing a meaningful rationale, acknowledg-
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ment of the person's feelings, and an interpersonal style that em h size 
choice r~ther than control-led to greater internalization than being non­
sup.portlve of self-determination. This study, which was a laboratory ex­
periment, thus complements the Grolnick and Ryan (1989) field study. 
However, the experiment of Deci et al. (1994) also showed that internaliza­
tion that had occurred in the conditions that supported self-determination 
was integrated, as reflected by positive correlations between the amount of 
time subjects subsequently spent with the target activity and self-reports of 
perceived choice, personal importance of the activity, and enjoyment, 
_whereas internalization that had occurred in the more controlling condi­
tions was introjected, as reflected by negative correlations between the 
amount of time subjects subsequently spent with the target activity and the 
same three affective self-report variables. In other words, people who 
internalized regulations in autonomy-supportive contexts engaged in the 
stipulated activity while feeling free and enjoying the activity. However, 
people who internalized regulations in controlling contexts engaged in the 
activity subsequently despite not feeling free and not enjoying it. They 
en~aged ~n the activity because they felt they had to, presumably because 
their feelings of self-worth were contingent on doing so. 

To summarize, the data indicate that socializing agents who are con­
trolling (i.e.,· who pressure people to perform up to standards) promote 
introjection, whereas those who are autonomy-supportive (i.e., who take 
the individuals' perspectives, support self-initiation, and offer choice) pro­
mote integration. When the context is pressuring, individuals take in those 
pressures and controls and use them on themselves. The introjected de­
mands become standards that the people use to evaluate themselves-­
much like others in the social context had initially done to them. Simply 
stated, introjects provide the rules for achieving contingent, rather than 
true, self-esteem. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Self-esteem, which has been widely studied, has generally been in­
terpreted as comprising any positive evaluations individuals have about 
themselves. As well, it has generally been expected to have positive cor­
relates. Recent work, however, has indicated that its correlates are not 
always positive, thus highlighting the importance of differentiating the 
concepts of true self-esteem vs. contingent self-esteem. We have done that, 
doing so on the basis of the differentiated conception of self (viz., in­
tegrated or true self vs. introjected or false self) contained within self­
determination theory. 
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True self, herein defined, refers only to those regulatory processes and 
other psychic elements that are either intrinsic or have been integrated 
with one's intrinsic or core self. When one feels esteem for those aspects of 
oneself, one experiences true self-esteem, and this type of self-esteem will 
be enhanced only when one's actions are self-determillf.d-that is, only 
when one acts with aQjnternal perceived loc.us of ca~~· 

In contrast, regulatory processes that have merely een introjected, 
that have been taken in but not integrated with one's intrinsic or core self, 
underlie controlled rather than self-determined actions, and they gain their 
potency from one's unstable sense of self. With the aim of shoring up one's 
ego, one may persist at an activity in a pressured way, acting with an 
external perceived locus of causality. Although successful completion of 
such activities will lead to positive feelings about oneself, those feelings 
represent contingent rather than true self-esteem. 

Social contexts in which socializing agents are genuinely related to 
and autonomy-supportive of the target individual facilitate the develop­
ment of true self-esteem. Being related to and autonomy-supportive of 
another-of one's child or student, for example-means valuing the other 
for who he or she is and taking that other's frame of reference. It means 
accepting the other's point of view by acknowledging feelings and pro­
viding choice. In essence, it means beginning by accepting and relating to 
the self of the other. It is precisely the acceptance of self-first by others and 
then by oneself-that supports the development and maintenance of true 
self-esteem. By acting from one's true self, by acting from one's innate 
potentials and phenomenal core, one will feel a sense of personal integrity 
and agency. One will experience true self-esteem. 

ACKNOWLEDGMENT. Preparation of this chapter was facilitated by research 
grant HD19914 from the National Institute of Child Health and Human 
Development. 

REFERENCES 

Amabile, T. M., DeJong, W., & Lepper, M. R. (1976). Effects of externally imposed deadlines 
on subsequent intrinsic motivation. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 34, 92--
98. 

Bandura, A. (1977). Self-efficacy: Toward a unifying theory of behavioral change. Psycholog­
ical Review, 84, 191-215. 

Bandura, A. (1989). Self-regulation of motivation and action through internal standards and 
goal systems. In L. Pervin (Ed.), Goal concepts in personality and social psychology. Hillsdale, 
NJ: Erlbaum Associates. 

Baumeister, R. F., Heatherton, T. F., & Tice, D. M. (1993). When ego threats lead to self-

HUMAN AUTONOMY AND TRUE SELF-ESTEEM 
47 

regulation failure: Negative consequences of high self-esteem. Journal of Personality and 
Sacral Psychologi;, 64, 141-156. 

Cooley, C. (1902). Human nature and the social order. New York: Scribner. 
Costa, P. T., Jr:, & McCrae, R. R. (1985) The NEO Personality Inventory manual. Odessa, FL: 

Psychological Assessment Resources. 
Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1975). Beyond boredom and anxiety. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
Danner, F. W. & Lonky, E. (1981). A cognitive-developmental approach to the effects of 

rewards on intrinsic motivation. Child Development, 52, 1043-1052. 
Davis, M. H . (1980). A multidimensional approach to individual differences in empathy. 

]SAS Catalog of Selected Documents in Psychology, 10, 85. 

deCharms, R: (1968) Personal causation: The internal affective determinants of behavior. New York: 
Academic Press. 

Deci, E. L. 0971). Effects of externally mediated rewards on intrinsic motivation. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 18, 105-115. 

Deci, E. L. (1972)'.Intrinsic motivation, extrinsic reinforcement, and inequity. Journal of Person­
ality and Social Psychology, 22, 113-120. 

Deci, E. L. (1975). Intrinsic motivation. New York: Plenum Press. 

Deci, E. L. & Cascio, W. F. (1972). Changes in intrinsic motivation as a function of negative 
feedb~c~ and threats. Paper presented at the meeting of the Eastern Psychological 
Assoc1ahon, Boston, April 1972. 

Deci, E. L: & Ryan, R. M. (1985). Intrinsic motivation and self-deotermination in human ">l/' 

behav10r. New York: Plenum Press. -JI"" 

Deci, E. L., ~ Rya~, R. M. (1991). A motivational approach to self: Integration in personality. 
In R. D1enstb1er (Ed.), Nebraska symposium on motivation, Vol. 38, Perspectives on motivation 
(pp. 237-288). Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press. 

Deci, E. L: Schwart.z, A. J., Sheinman, L., & Ryan, R. M. (1981). An instrument to assess 
a~ul~s on~nta~10ns toward control versus autonomy with children: Reflections on in­
!~~.s1c mohvahon and perceived competence. Journal of Educational Psychology, 73, 642-

Deci, E. L., Egh~ari, .H., Patrick, B. C., & Leone, D. R. (1994). Facilitating internalization: The 
self~determmahon theory perspective. Journal of Personality, 62, 119-142. 

Derogatis, L. R., Lipm~n, R. S., Rickels, K, Uhlenhuth, E. H., & Covi, L. (1974). The Hopkins 
Symptom Checklist (HSCL): A self-report symptom inventory Behavioral Science 19 
1-15. . ' ' 

Emmo~s, R. A. (1986). Personal strivings: An approach to personality and subjective well­
bemg. Journal of Personality and Social Psychologi;, 51, 1058-1068. 

Fisher,~ · D: (1 :178). I.he ~ffects of personal control, competence, and extrinsic reward systems 
on mtnns1c mohvat10n. Organizational Behavior and Human Performance, 21, 273-288. 

Freud'. S. (1923/1962). The ego and the id. New York: Norton (original work published in 1923). 
Grolmck, W. S., & Ry~n, R. M. (1989). Parent styles associated with children's self-regulation 

an~ c~mpetence m school. Journal of Educational Psychology, 81, 143-154. 
Haracki~w~cz, J. ~1979). The effects of reward contingency and performance feedback on 

mtnns1c motivation. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 37, 1352-1363. 
Harter, S., & ~onsour, A. (1992). Developmental analysis of conflict caused by opposing 

. attnbutes m the adolescent self-portrait. Developmental Psychology, 28, 251-260. 
He1~er'. F. (1958). The psychologi; of interpersonal relations. New York: John Wiley. 
Hel')an~c, B., & Reich, W. (1982). Development of a structured psychiatric interview for 

children: Agreement between child and parent on individual symptoms. Journal of 
Abnormal Chzld Psychology, 10, 307-324. 

lk.le, D. N., Lipp, D. 0 ., Butters, E. A., & Ciarlo, J. (1983). Development and validation of the 



48 EDWARD L. DECI and RICHARD M. RYAN 

adolescent community mental health questionnaire. Denver: Mental Systems Evaluation 
Project. 

Jones, A., & Crandall, R. (1986). Validation of a short index of self-actualization. Personality 
and Social Psychology Bulletin, 12, 63-73. 

Kasser, T., & Ryan, R. M, (1993). A dark side of the American dream: Correlates of financial 
success as a central life aspiration. Journal of Personalify and Social Psychology, 65, 410-422. 

Kasser, T., & Ryan, R. M. (in press). Further examining the American dream: Differential 
correlates of intrinsic and extrinsic goals. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin. 

Kasser, T., Ryan, R. M., Zax, M., & Sameroff, A. ]. (in press). The relation of maternal and 
social environments to late adolescents' materialistic and prosocial aspirations. Devel­
opmental Psychology. 

Kernis, M. H., Grannemann, B. D., & Barclay, L. C. (1989). Stability and level of self-esteem 
as predictors of anger arousal and hostility. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 56, 
1013-1022. 

Koestner, R., & McClelland, D. C. (1990). Perspectives on competence motivation. In L. A. 
Pervin (Ed.), Handbook of personality: Theory and research (pp. 527- 548). New York: Guil­
ford Press. 

Koestner, R., Ryan, R. M., Bernieri, F., & Holt, K. (1984). Setting limits on children's behavior: 
The differential effects of controlling versus informational styles on intrinsic motivation 
and creativity. Journal of Personality, 52, 233-248 

Lepper, M. R., Greene, D., & Nisbett, R. E. (1973). Undermining children's intrinsic interest 
with extrinsic rewards: A test of the" ovetjustification" hypothesis. Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology, 28, 129-137. 

Lewin, K. (1951). Intention, will, and need. In D. Rapaport (Ed.), Organization and pathology 
of thought (pp. 95-153). New York: Columbia University Press. 

Meissner, W.W. (1981). Internalization in psychoanalysis. New York: International Universities 
Press. 

Mossholder, K. W. (1980). Effects of externally mediated goal setting on intrinsic motivation: 
A laboratory experiment. Journal of Applied Psychology, 65, 202-210. 

Piaget, J. (1971). Biology and knowledge. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
Radloff, L. (1977). The CES-D scale: A self-report depression scale for research in the general 

population. Applied Psychological Measurement, 1, 385-401. 
Rogers, C. (1951). Client centered therapy. Boston: Houghton-Mifflin. 
Rotter, J. B. (1966). Generalized expectancies for internal versus external control of reinforce­

ment. Psychological Monographs, 80 [1 (entire No. 609)1, 1-28. 
Ryan, R. M. (1982). Control and information in the intrapersonal sphere: An extension of 

cognitive evaluation theory. Joumal of Personality and Social Psychology, 43, 450-461. 
Ryan, R. M. (1993). Agency and organization: Intrinsic motivation, autonomy and the self in 

psychological development. In J. Jacobs (Ed.), Nebraska symposium on motivation: Devel­
opmental perspectives on motivation, Vol. 40 (pp. 1-56). Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press. 

Ryan, R. M., & Connell, J. P. (1989). Perceived locus of causality and internalization: Ex­
amining reasons for acting in two domains. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 57, 
.749-761. 

Ryan, R. M., & Frederick, C. M. (1994). A theory and measure of vitality. Unpublished manu­
script. Rochester, NY: University of Rochester. 

Ryan, R. M., & Grolnick, W. S. (1986). Origins and pawns in the classroom: Self-report and 
projective assessments of individual differences in children's perceptions. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 50, 550--558. 

Ryan, R. M., Mims, V., & Koestner, R. (1983). Relation of reward contingency and inter-

HUMAN AUTONOMY AND TRUE SELF-ESTEEM 
49 

personal context to intrinsic motivation: A review and test using cogn't' I . 
theory Joi1rnal "p l' . t 1ve eva uatton 

· 01 ersona 1ty and Social Psychology, 45, 736-750. 

Rya:n~ ~j{_~;~:::~~ i; ~~:~~o E. ~· ~9~) A ~o:vational analysis of self-determination 

in education: The classroom milie~· (;p . . 13-~;; Ne~ Ey~~eAs (Edds.)'.Repsearch on motivation 
Ryan R. M Ri b S & . · ca emtc ress. 

;elatio~~ tog y)· .'' Ki~g, K. (1993). Two types of religious internalization and their 
Psychology, 6~~ ~f:~~:.nentations and mental health. Journal of Personality and Social 

Sc~afer, R. (1968). Aspects of internalization. New York: International u · 't' p 
Seligman M E p (1975) H ntvers11es ress 

F , · · · · elplessness: On depression, development and death San Franc'. . 
reeman. ' · tsco. 

~haf~r~~ld~:n~~d, ~b Sj, Brasic, J., Ambrosini, P., Fisher, P., Bird, H., & Aluwahlia, S. (1983). 
1231. go a assessment scale (CGAS). Archives of General Psychiatry, 40, 1228--

Sheld~n, ~· M., ~ Kasser, T. (in press). Coherence and congruence: Two as ects of erson-
S . altty mtegrat10n. Joumal of Personality and Social Psychology. p p 

m1t~~:d ~ (1t974i·:he effec!s of social and monetary rewards on intrinsic motivation. Unpub-
. oc ora 1ssertahon. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 

Sp1e~~::~~;~YC.~loG~~::c~A~·CL., andlt~ushpene,hR. (1 ~70). Test ma.nual for--the state-trait anxiety 
. , . onsu mg syc ologists Press. 

Wh1~~v~~~6,(~:~j3~otivation reconsidered: The concept of competence. Psychological 

Zuckerman, M., Porac, ]., Lathin, D., Smith R. & Deci E L (1978) 0 th · 
self d t · f f . ' ' ' · · · n e importance of 
Bull~t:,e~~~;:~6. or intrinsically motivated behavior. Personality and Social Psychology 


	IMG_20190610_0043
	IMG_20190610_0044
	IMG_20190610_0045
	IMG_20190610_0046
	IMG_20190610_0047
	IMG_20190610_0048
	IMG_20190610_0049
	IMG_20190610_0050
	IMG_20190610_0051
	IMG_20190610_0052



