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What makes people’s interest in doing an activity increase or decrease? Regulatory fit theory (E. T.
Higgins, 2000) provides a new perspective on this classic issue by emphasizing the relation between
people’s activity orientation, such as thinking of an activity as fun, and the manner of activity
engagement that the surrounding situation supports. These situational factors include whether a reward
for good performance, expected (Study 1) or unexpected (Study 2), is experienced as enjoyable or as
serious and whether the free-choice period that measures interest in the activity is experienced as
enjoyable or as serious (Study 3). Studies 1–3 found that participants were more likely to do a fun activity
again when these situational factors supported a manner of doing the activity that fit the fun orienta-
tion—a reward or free-choice period framed as enjoyable. This effect was not because interest in doing
an activity again is simply greater in an enjoyable than a serious surrounding situation because it did not
occur, and even reversed, when the activity orientation was important rather than fun, where now a
serious manner of engagement provides the fit (Study 4a and 4b).
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Why is it that people’s interest in doing an activity sometimes
increases after engagement, whereas at other times it decreases?
This has been a central question in motivation science for over a
century because not only does it concern the basic mechanisms
underlying interest in doing things, but the answers also have
practical significance for dealing with a broad range of everyday
problems, from increasing interest in studying to decreasing inter-
est in eating junk food.

Not suprisingly, this important question has been addressed
from a wide variety of perspectives, including learning theory
(e.g., Skinner, 1938; Thorndike, 1911), self-determination theory
(e.g., Deci, 1971; Deci & Ryan, 1985), dissonance theory (e.g.,
Festinger, 1957; Wicklund & Brehm, 1976), and self-perception
theory (e.g., Bem, 1965; Kruglanski, Alon, & Lewis, 1972; Lep-
per, Greene, & Nisbett, 1973). Although these perspectives pro-
pose very different answers to why increases or decreases in
interest occur, they have one basic assumption in common—the
assumption that people’s interest in doing an activity again is not
determined solely by the properties of the activity itself, but by

situational factors that surround the activity engagement. We
agree with this assumption. The question, then, is which situational
factors need to be taken into account? We believe that regulatory
fit theory (Higgins, 2000) provides a new approach to answering
this question because the theory is explicitly concerned with the
relation between people’s orientation toward performing an activ-
ity and the manner of engagement that the surrounding situation
supports. The purpose of our studies was to test some novel
predictions from this theory.

The classic perspective on how the surrounding situation can
influence interest in doing an activity again comes from learning
theory. Across several types of learning theory (see Kimble, 1961),
a general postulate is that rewarding an activity under one set of
circumstances (the initial engagement situation) increases the like-
lihood that the activity will be repeated later under similar circum-
stances (the subsequent engagement situation). From this perspec-
tive, it is the relation between the features of the initial and
subsequent situations that is critical (e.g., discrimination learning).

Other types of relations have been emphasized in other perspec-
tives. For example, what is critical from the self-determination
perspective (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 1985) is whether the initial situ-
ation surrounding the activity makes people experience the activity
engagement as self-determined or as externally controlled. For
instance, when the initial situation introduces a reward whose
attainment is contingent on performance, the reward can under-
mine people’s sense of autonomy or self-determination during the
initial engagement. This, in turn, can undermine their interest in
doing the activity again (e.g., Deci, 1971).

From the perspective of dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957) and
self-perception theory (Bem, 1965), what matters is the extent to
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which the surrounding situation provides sufficient justification or
reason for engaging in the activity, such as the magnitude of the
promised reward for doing the activity (see, for example, Lepper,
1983). For instance, being promised an attractive reward for doing
an activity allows people to justify or account for their initial
engagement in terms of the positive value of the reward (an
exogenous inference) rather than the positive value of the activity
itself (an endogenous inference), thereby undermining the activity
as a worthwhile end in itself (e.g., Kruglanski, 1975; Kruglanski et
al., 1972; Lepper et al., 1973).1

These perspectives have greatly enriched researchers’ under-
standing of how situational factors surrounding people’s engage-
ment in an activity can increase or decrease their interest in that
activity, as reflected in their desire to do it again. The character-
istics of the situation surrounding the initial engagement, as well as
the relation between those characteristics and the characteristics of
the subsequent situation in which interest in doing the activity
again is tested, have received thoughtful attention by these per-
spectives. What has received less attention is the relation between
an orientation to performing the activity, which is often based on
the subjective properties of the activity itself, and the manner of
engagement that is supported by the surrounding situation. In
contrast, it is precisely this relation that is the concern of regulatory
fit theory (Higgins, 2000, 2005).

According to regulatory fit theory, when people pursue a goal in
a manner that sustains (fit) rather than disrupts (nonfit) their
current regulatory orientation, people feel right about their goal
pursuit activity, and their engagement in the activity is strength-
ened. Because several studies have investigated this proposal in
terms of the regulatory focus theory distinctions between a pro-
motion versus a prevention goal orientation and an eager versus a
vigilant manner of goal pursuit (Higgins, 1997), we use these
distinctions to illustrate regulatory fit and nonfit. A promotion
focus is concerned with aspirations and accomplishments. A pre-
vention focus is concerned with safety and responsibilities. Eager
strategies are approach strategies that support gains or advance-
ment, whereas vigilant strategies are avoidance strategies that
support nonlosses. Studies have found that a promotion orientation
is sustained by pursuing goals in an eager manner, whereas a
prevention orientation is sustained by pursuing goals in a vigilant
manner (e.g., Forster, Higgins, & Idson, 1998; Higgins, 2005;
Shah, Higgins, & Friedman, 1998).

When goal pursuit is sustained, engagement strength increases,
and, for a positive activity, this intensifies the attractiveness of the
activity (Higgins, 2005, 2006). Regulatory fit theory predicts that
individuals will be more strongly engaged in an activity and value
it more when they have a promotion orientation toward the activity
and engage it in an eager manner or have a prevention orientation
toward the activity and engage it in a vigilant manner as compared
with the nonfit alternatives (i.e., promotion/vigilant; prevention/
eager). The results of multiple studies support this prediction (e.g.,
Freitas & Higgins, 2002; Higgins, Idson, Freitas, Spiegel, &
Molden, 2003).

Of importance for the purpose of the present article, there is also
evidence of fit effects for other kinds of activity orientations
(Avnet & Higgins, 2003; Bianco, Higgins, & Klem, 2003). Most
relevant to the present studies is the research by Bianco et al.
(2003) on fun and importance as activity orientations that are or
are not sustained by the surrounding situation. One set of studies

identified people’s implicit theories about the nature of different
activities—whether they were basically “just fun” activities or
basically “just important” activities. There was a clear consensus
that engagement in some activities (e.g., playing dating games)
was basically “just fun,” whereas engagement in other activities
(e.g., carrying out financial duties) was basically “just important.”

In the Bianco et al. (2003) research, all participants engaged in
the same activity, but it was labeled as either a dating game or
financial duties to activate different orientations toward it (through
the different implicit theories). Independent of the “fun” or “im-
portant” orientations toward the activity, different surrounding
situations were created to support either a fun or a serious manner
of engaging in the activity. The different surrounding situations
were created through the task instructions that were given to
participants for how to engage in the activity. In one study, for
example, the instructions in both the “dating game” and “financial
duties” conditions suggested engaging in the activity either “as a
fun diversion” or “as an important part of your life experience.”
This study found that regulatory fit (“dating game”/fun instruc-
tions; “financial duties”/serious instructions) produced better per-
formance than did nonfit (“dating game”/serious instructions; “fi-
nancial duties”/fun instructions).

The Bianco et al. (2003) findings demonstrate that performance
can be affected by the relation between a person’s fun or important
orientation to an activity and the fun or serious manner of engage-
ment that the surrounding situation supported. These studies were
not designed to address the question of what makes people’s
interest in an activity increase or decrease, as reflected in whether
they later choose to do it again. Because of this, these studies did
not consider how different kinds of situational rewards or different
kinds of interest-testing situations might increase or decrease in-
terest in doing an activity. In contrast, these questions were central
to the aims of the present studies. Our studies combined aspects of
the Bianco et al. (2003) paradigm with aspects of the classic
experimental paradigm for studying how situational factors can
increase or decrease people’s subsequent interest in doing an
activity (e.g., Deci, 1971; Kruglanski et al., 1972; Lepper et al.,
1973).

As one example of how the regulatory fit perspective can
provide an additional perspective on why interest in doing an
activity can increase or decrease, consider the key “expected
reward” condition of the classic Lepper et al. (1973) study. Child
participants perform an activity they naturally consider fun (draw-
ing pictures), but now they have to do it in a situation that makes
the manner of engagement serious by adding a performance-
contingent reward. In this critical experimental condition, then,
there could be a nonfit relation between the children’s fun orien-
tation toward the activity and the surrounding reward situation that
supports a serious manner of engagement. In the classic “unex-
pected reward” comparison condition, however, there is no reward
contingency while children perform the activity, and the reward

1 Activity engagement theory (e.g., Higgins, Trope, & Kwon, 1999)
concerns a special kind of relation between activity properties and situation
features—when people switch back and forth between activities presented
simultaneously (e.g., a coloring storybook). Subsequent interest is under-
mined for two positive activities but is augmented for two negative activ-
ities.
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arrives later as an enjoyable surprise. This enjoyable surprise could
be more of a fit than a nonfit to the children’s fun orientation.
Therefore, the finding that interest in doing the activity again
decreased for children in the “expected reward” condition com-
pared with those in the “unexpected reward” condition could be
because the former but not the latter experienced a nonfit.

The Present Studies

In our studies, we used a classic methodology to test the effects
of regulatory fit on subsequent interest in an activity: Participants
perform an activity, stop the activity, and subsequently have the
opportunity to do the activity again during a free-choice period. In
addition to the potentially inherent characteristics of rewards, such
as their informational and controlling aspects (Deci & Ryan,
1985), regulatory fit theory suggests that rewards can create a
surrounding situation that supports a manner of activity engage-
ment that either sustains (fit) or disrupts (nonfit) the actors’ ori-
entation toward that activity. Because the classic literature has
used activities for which the actors have a fun orientation, in
Studies 1–3, we also used a fun orientation activity. In Studies 1
and 2, we examined the effects of “expected reward” and “unex-
pected reward” on later interest in doing a fun activity again.

As in the prior literature, the reward was contingent on perfor-
mance in the “expected reward” study (Study 1) but was not
contingent on performance in the “unexpected reward” study
(Study 2). What differed in our studies from the previous literature
was that the reward, both when it was “expected” and when it was
“unexpected,” was framed as being either “enjoyable” or “serious”
to create a surrounding situation that supported a manner of
activity engagement that, respectively, sustained (fit) or disrupted
(nonfit) participants’ fun orientation toward the activity. We pre-
dicted that, in both the “expected reward” and “unexpected re-
ward” studies, participants’ subsequent interest in repeating the fun
activity would be greater in the fit than in the nonfit condition.

Study 3 was designed to extend the previous literature in a
different way. The participants in this study neither expected nor
received any reward in the first part of the session. In the second
part of the session, the participants decided which activity or
activities to do during a free-choice period. In the literature,
participants’ choice of what to do during this period is the standard
measure of their interest in the activity. That is also the dependent
measure we used in our studies. In previous studies, it is not
completely clear how participants represented this free-choice
situation with respect to what manner of decision making it sup-
ported—fun decision making or serious decision making. For the
first time, we manipulated this surrounding situational factor. For
half the participants, the manner of decision making was made
enjoyable ( “This is your free time”), and for the other half it was
made serious (“This is the time management portion of the exper-
iment”). The former manner of decision making sustains a fun
orientation (fit), whereas the latter disrupts it (nonfit). Again, we
predicted that participants’ interest in the fun activity, as reflected
in their choosing to do it again, would be greater in the fit than in
the nonfit condition.

From the perspective of regulatory fit theory, Study 3 is impor-
tant because it was designed to go beyond the motivational effects
of rewards, whether expected or unexpected, to address the more
general question of how regulatory fit or nonfit can increase or

decrease interest in an activity. The classic studies on interest in
doing an activity have focused on reward, with both the intrinsic
motivation mechanisms and the operant conditioning mechanism
being concerned with the effect of reward. Regulatory fit, how-
ever, is not about reward per se. In Studies 1 and 2, we used the
manner of reward—enjoyable or serious—as a method to sustain
(fit) or disrupt (nonfit) the participants’ orientation to the activity.
But orientation to an activity can be sustained or disrupted by other
surrounding situational factors that support a particular manner of
goal pursuit. It is the manner of goal pursuit that matters—whether
it fits or does not fit the actor’s activity orientation. Thus, even if
there is no reward at all and there is only the free-choice period
during which interest in an activity is measured, it should be
possible to frame the free-choice period itself so that the manner of
deciding what to do sustains (fit) or disrupts (nonfit) the activity
orientation.

In Studies 4a and 4b, we addressed a potential limitation of
Studies 1–3. Because the participants in these studies had a fun
orientation toward the activity, an enjoyable surrounding situation,
whether associated with the reward or the free-choice period,
creates a fit, whereas a serious surrounding situation creates a
nonfit. Regulatory fit theory predicts greater interest in the fun
activity when there is a fit than a nonfit. But if the findings support
the predictions, one might argue that this is because an enjoyable
surrounding situation, as compared with a serious surrounding
situation, somehow makes participants want to do whichever ac-
tivity they were doing before.

It should be noted, however, that this alternative interpretation is
not as obvious as it might appear at first glance. For example, what
if the enjoyable framing induced a more positive mood than the
serious framing? A positive (vs. negative) mood increases creativ-
ity and riskiness (e.g., Isen, 1987; Schwarz, 1990), that is, open-
ness to alternatives, which should, if anything, increase willing-
ness to change and try a new activity rather than stick with the
same old activity (see Liberman, Idson, Camacho, & Higgins,
1999). This is the opposite of what regulatory fit theory predicts.
Nonetheless, it would be helpful to directly rule out the possibility
that an enjoyable surrounding situation somehow motivates people
to do whichever activity they were doing before. If this were what
is going on, then having an enjoyable surrounding situation should
always motivate people to do whichever activity they were doing
before. And this includes people choosing to do again the activity
they were doing before when it is an activity that they have an
important orientation toward. But regulatory fit would not make
this prediction. It would now predict that a surrounding situation
supporting a serious manner would produce greater interest in
doing the activity again than a surrounding situation supporting an
enjoyable manner because a serious manner would fit the impor-
tant orientation toward the activity. We tested this prediction in
Studies 4a and 4b.

Study 1: Fun Activity With Enjoyable or Serious
Expected Reward

For Studies 1–3, we chose an activity, Shoot-the-Moon (de-
scribed below), for which participants have a fun orientation, as
demonstrated in previous research (e.g., Pittman, Cooper, &
Smith, 1977). It should be noted that Bianco et al. (2003) had
previously found that the activity “playing games” was consensu-
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ally considered to be “just fun” by undergraduates. In addition, the
participants in our studies were told to have as much fun as they
could while playing Shoot-the-Moon and that the study itself was
about which types of games people find the most entertaining.

In Study 1, the participants were told that there would be a
reward that is contingent on their performance in this activity. The
instructions about the reward framed it as being either an enjoyable
reward or a serious reward. The dependent measure was whether
a participant subsequently chose to do this activity again during the
free-choice period. Regulatory fit theory predicts that the choice to
repeat the activity will be greater among participants in the enjoy-
able reward condition than in the serious reward condition.

Method

Participants. Participants were 99 undergraduate students
(76.8% women) who received partial credit toward a course re-
search requirement for their participation. Of these 99 participants,
24 were excluded from data analyses. The most important reason
for exclusion from the data analyses was if a participant did not
reach the criterion of performance required to receive the reward.
We wanted to ensure that our analyses were restricted to those
participants who entered the free-choice period knowing they had
performed well and had received the reward. There were 10 such
participants, seven from the “enjoyable” framing condition and
three from the “serious” framing condition. The remaining partic-
ipants were excluded either because of an experimental error
during the session or because they expressed suspicion about the
true purpose of the study.

The fun game: Shoot-the-Moon. This tabletop game in-
volves manipulating a pair of parallel bars along a fixed track in
order to force a steel ball as far as possible up an inclined plane
(see Pittman et al., 1977). The ball eventually falls into one of six
holes labeled with increasing numbers of points (from 1 to 6). The
farther the participant gets the ball to travel, the more points he or
she earns. Each participant played the game 10 times or trials. The
participants were told that the study was ostensibly a joint project
of the psychology and marketing departments on games in order to
learn which types of games people find the most entertaining.
They were told that the object of the game was to get the ball to
land in a hole as far as possible from the starting point. They were
asked to get into the spirit of the game and have as much fun as
they could. The game was explicitly described as “entertaining”
and “fun” in the instructions because Pittman et al. (1977) had
found that the game was an activity that participants found fun
when this was emphasized in the instructions.

Procedure. Participants reported to the laboratory individu-
ally and were seated at a desk that contained the Shoot-the-Moon
game and other activities: two fun computer games and four
magazines covering a variety of interests. Participants were told
the study involved a collaborative project with the marketing
department to examine game entertainment. In upbeat tones, the
experimenter explained to participants that they would play Shoot-
the-Moon and would later express how much they enjoyed it. The
experimenter further described the object of the game and told
participants they would play 10 rounds of the game, with a round
ending when the ball falls into a hole. The experimenter instructed
all participants to try to have as much fun as they could. At this

point, instructions diverged for the two experimental conditions.
Although the basic information was identical between the two
conditions, the description of the reward and means of recording
points was framed differently according to condition.

In the enjoyable reward condition, the experimenter spoke in an
upbeat manner while providing instructions to participants. Partic-
ipants were told that, “in order to make the game more fun,” they
would win poker chips every time the ball landed in a hole and that
the number attached to each hole indicated how many chips they
would get. The chips were tossed into a heavy glass jar on each
trial, furthering the fun experience of the game. Participants were
also told that if they won more than 15 points over the 10 rounds,
they would win a pen. The experimenter emphasized the fun by
saying “Please think of this game just like something you would
play at a carnival, in which the game is even more fun because you
can win a prize at the end.” During game play, the experimenter
announced the points for each round. When the game was over, the
experimenter dumped the chips in the jar onto a table, counted
them in front of participants, and announced whether participants
won a pen or not.

In the serious reward condition, the experimenter spoke in a
serious manner while providing instructions. In addition, each
aspect of the reward was described in a serious, as opposed to a fun
way. Participants were told that, “in order to motivate their per-
formance on the task,” they would earn credits every time the ball
landed in a hole. The credits were marked on a dry-erase board
with a black marker on each trial. Participants were also told that
they would receive a “writing instrument” if they earned more than
15 credits over the 10 trials. In this condition, the experimenter
emphasized seriousness of the reward by saying “Please think of
this task just as you would a real-life work situation, which is very
serious, because you’re paid a salary at the end.” During game
play, the experimenter announced credits for each trial. After the
game, the experimenter tallied the points in front of participants
and announced whether participants earned enough credits to
receive a writing instrument.

After completing 10 rounds, the participants were told of their
performance. Performance did not vary by condition (Menj � 22.32;
Mserious � 22.35). All participants included in the analyses reached
the criterion necessary to receive the reward (i.e., 15 or more
points over 10 trials). The experimenter explained that he or she
needed to go to the department office to get the reward and a
debriefing form. The experimenter told participants that he or she
should be back in about 5 min and that they could do whatever
they would like during this time. Participants were told they could
play the computer games, play the Shoot-the-Moon game, read
magazines, or do nothing. While the experimenter was away, a
camera on one of the computers in the experimental room covertly
recorded participants’ behavior during this free-choice period.
After 5 min, the experimenter came back to the laboratory, and
participants were probed for suspicion and fully debriefed.

Dependent measure. Participants’ behavior during the free-
choice period was coded to determine whether participants did or
did not choose to play Shoot-the-Moon again. If participants
played Shoot-the-Moon at least some of the time, they were coded
as “Play.” If they did not play Shoot-the-Moon at all during the
entire free-choice period, they were coded as “No Play.”
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Results

The distribution of the number of different times during the
free-choice period that a participant chose to do the target activity
was too skewed to be treated as continuous. Thus, we conducted a
chi-square for test of independence to test whether the number of
participants who chose to play Shoot-the-Moon again during the
free-choice period was influenced by the framing of manner of
reward. The result indicated that there was a significant difference
in the number of participants who played the game between the
enjoyable reward framing condition and the serious reward fram-
ing condition, �2(1, N � 75) � 4.46, p � .05. Consistent with our
prediction, more participants chose to play Shoot-the-Moon again
during the free-choice period when the reward was framed in an
enjoyable manner (Play, n � 29; Not Play, n � 12: 70.7% Play)
than in a serious manner (Play, n � 15; Not Play, n � 19: 44.1%
Play).

Study 2: Fun Activity With Enjoyable or Serious
Unexpected Reward

The purpose of Study 2 was to replicate the finding of Study 1
that when the manner of a performance-contingent reward fits with
a person’s orientation toward performing the rewarded activity,
people’s interest in doing the activity again will be greater than
when the manner of reward does not fit the orientation. We wanted
not only to replicate this basic finding of Study 1 but also to extend
it. In Study 1, we used an expected performance-contingent re-
ward. This is the type of reward that many previous studies on
intrinsic motivation have found undermines interest in doing an
activity again (e.g., Deci, 1971; Kruglanski et al., 1972; Lepper et
al., 1973). According to the intrinsic motivation perspectives, the
undermining occurs as a result of mechanisms that function during
the original activity engagement, such as experiencing a loss of
self-determination from the external pressure of the performance-
contingent reward or inferring that the activity is just a means to an
end, with the reward being the end, rather than the activity being
an end in itself. Given that the standard paradigm in this literature
has been a fun activity and a relatively serious reward, the finding
of Study 1 for the serious reward framing condition replicates past
findings. Study 1 also shows, however, that such undermining is
significantly reduced in the enjoyable reward framing condition
that fits the fun orientation.

What would be predicted if an operant conditioning mechanism
was the major determinant of what happened in the expected
reward paradigm? As described in the operant conditioning liter-
ature (see Kimble, 1961), rewarding an activity under one set of
circumstances increases the likelihood that the activity will be
repeated later under similar circumstances (the subsequent engage-
ment situation). For the expected reward paradigm of Study 1, the
circumstances of the free-choice period are not similar to the
circumstances surrounding the reward of the activity. This is
precisely because the reward was expected in the first set of
circumstances. Participants are instructed before they initially en-
gage in the activity that a certain level of performance will yield a
reward. There are no such instructions at the beginning of the
free-choice period. The participants are given no expectation of
receiving a reward as a function of their performance on Shoot-
the-Moon during this free-choice period. Thus, the free-choice

period is a different set of circumstances from those circumstances
when participants first played Shoot-the-Moon. An operant con-
ditioning mechanism, therefore, would predict weak interest in
redoing Shoot-the-Moon again in the expected reward paradigm of
Study 1. And such weak interest should be found in both the
enjoyable reward framing condition and the serious reward fram-
ing condition. An operant conditioning mechanism cannot account
for the obtained difference between the two framing conditions
found in Study 1.

Is there a performance-contingent reward paradigm in which the
functioning of an operant conditioning mechanism would predict
strong interest in redoing an activity during the free-choice period?
Yes, when the reward for reaching a level of performance is
unexpected. If participants are not told before performing the
activity that a certain level of performance will yield a reward, but
after performing the activity and reaching that level they receive a
reward, then they could believe that the same thing will happen
again during the free-choice period. The reward was not mentioned
by the experimenter during the first phase of the session (but it
happened anyway), and it was not mentioned by the experimenter
during the second free-choice phase of the session. The two sets of
circumstances are now similar, which, if an operant conditioning
mechanism is active, will produce a strong motive to play Shoot-
the-Moon again in the free-choice period.

What about the mechanisms that undermine intrinsic motiva-
tion? In an unexpected reward paradigm, the reward occurs, un-
expectedly, after participants have already finished doing the ac-
tivity. Given this, there will be no predicted effects from the
postulated intrinsic motivational mechanisms that function when
participants initiate and perform an activity. The unexpected re-
ward paradigm, then, allows us to compare the predictions of
regulatory fit theory with what would be predicted if an operant
conditioning mechanism determined the results. The major differ-
ence is that regulatory fit theory predicts that the motive to do the
activity again will be different when the unexpected reward is
framed in an enjoyable manner versus a serious manner, with the
motive being stronger in the former than in the latter.

Method

Participants. Participants were 138 undergraduate students
(85.5% women) who received partial course credit. Of these 138
participants, 27 were excluded from data analyses. As in Study 1,
the most important reason for exclusion from the data analyses was
if a participant did not reach the criterion of performance required
to receive the reward because we wanted to restrict our analyses to
participants who performed well and had received the reward.
There were seven such participants, five from the enjoyable fram-
ing condition and two from the serious framing condition. The
remaining participants were excluded because they expressed
some suspicion about the true nature of the study, believed they
were being observed during the free-time portion, or there was an
experimenter error during their session.

Procedure. The procedure was identical to Study 1, with the
addition of two important changes. The first change was that the
reward information was not delivered until after participants fin-
ished playing Shoot-the-Moon. The second change was the method
by which the experimenter recorded the points that participants
earned during the game. In this study, all participants received the
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same fun description of the game and were told that the goal was
to get 15 points over 10 trials. However, no reward information
was given, and point totals were recorded privately by the exper-
imenter. When participants were done with 10 rounds, the exper-
imenter delivered one of two unexpected reward descriptions. All
participants included in the analyses reached the criterion neces-
sary to receive the reward (i.e., 15 or more points over 10 trials).
As in Study 1, the average performance did not differ between
conditions (Menj � 22.45, Mserious � 22.30).

In the enjoyable unexpected reward condition, the experimenter
spoke in upbeat tones and told participants that they played the
game so well that they won a reward. Participants were told that
the experimenter had been keeping track of the points they won on
each round by tallying poker chips printed on a sheet of paper to
make the game more enjoyable. In order to further ensure the
enjoyable framing of the unexpected reward, the experimenter told
participants that “the game was like something you would play at
a carnival, in which the game is even more enjoyable because you
can win a prize at the end.” In addition, the experimenter showed
participants the paper containing the poker chips printed on it,
counted the number of chips participants earned, and, with a purple
marker, wrote down the total points with a big circle around it. If
participants scored 15 points or more, they were told that they met
the goal of 15 points over the 10 rounds and that they won a pen.

In the serious unexpected reward condition, after the 10 rounds
were completed, the experimenter spoke in serious tones and told
participants that they played the game very well and that they
would receive a reward. The experimenter told participants that, in
order to motivate their performance, he or she had been keeping
track of the credits they received in each round with tally marks on
a piece of paper. In order to further ensure the serious framing of
the unexpected reward, the experimenter told participants that “the
game was like a real-life work situation, which is very serious,
because you’re paid a salary at the end.” The experimenter then
showed participants the paper with the tally marks, counted the
number of credits participants received, and, with a black pen,
wrote down the total points with an underline. If participants
scored 15 points or more, they were told that they met the goal of
15 credits over the 10 rounds and that they won a “writing
instrument.”

The materials and instructions for the free-choice period was the
same as in Study 1. After giving the participants 5 min alone for
the free-choice period, the experimenter came back to the room,
and participants were probed for suspicion and fully debriefed.

Dependent measure. Participants’ behavior during the free-
choice period was coded to determine whether participants did or
did not choose to play Shoot-the-Moon again. If participants
played Shoot-the-Moon at least some of the time, they were coded
as “Play.” If they did not play Shoot-the-Moon at all during the
entire free-choice period, they were coded as “No Play.”

Results

Again, the distribution of the number of different times during
the free-choice period that a participant chose to do the target
activity were too skewed to be treated as continuous. Thus, we
conducted a chi-square for test of independence to test whether the
number of participants who chose to play Shoot-the-Moon again
during the free-choice period was influenced by the framing of

manner of reward. The result indicated that there was a significant
difference in the number of participants who played the game
between the enjoyable reward framing condition and the serious
reward framing condition, �2(1, N � 111) � 6.25, p � .05.
Consistent with our prediction, more participants chose to play
Shoot-the-Moon again during the free-choice period when the
reward was framed in an enjoyable manner (Play, n � 42; Not
Play, n � 23: 64.6% Play) than in a serious manner (Play, n � 22;
Not Play, n � 24: 47.8% Play).

Study 3: Fun Activity With Enjoyable or Serious
Free-Choice Decision

As mentioned earlier, Study 3 was designed to go beyond the
motivational effects of rewards to address the more general ques-
tion of how regulatory fit can affect interest in doing an activity
again. In Studies 1 and 2, we used the manner of reward, enjoyable
or serious, as a method to sustain (fit) or disrupt (nonfit) the
participants’ orientation to the activity. According to regulatory fit
theory, however, an orientation to an activity can be sustained or
disrupted by other surrounding situational factors. It is the manner
of goal pursuit that matters. In Study 3, we tested this by having no
reward at all and only the free-choice period where interest in
repeating an activity was measured. It was the free-choice period
itself that was framed so that the manner of deciding what to do
either sustained (“enjoyable decision making”) or disrupted (“se-
rious decision making”) the fun activity orientation. It is predicted
that participants will be more interested in doing the fun activity
again when the manner of deciding what to do is enjoyable rather
than serious.

Method

Participants. Participants were 147 undergraduate students
(70.1% women) who received partial credit toward a course for
their participation. Of these 147 participants, 35 participants were
excluded from data analyses. As in Studies 1 and 2, the most
important reason to exclude a participant from data analyses was if
he or she did not reach a criterion of performance that was
established on the basis of what was required in the previous
studies to receive the reward. There were eight such participants,
two from the enjoyable framing condition and six from the serious
framing condition. The remaining participants were excluded be-
cause they expressed some suspicion about the true nature of the
study.

Procedure. The procedure was almost identical to the previous
two studies with two important changes. First, there was no reward in
this study. When participants were done with 10 trials, the experi-
menter simply announced the points and told participants that they
did very well in an upbeat manner. The second change is that the
framing of the free time was manipulated. To assure that this
feedback was reasonable for all participants, and to create compa-
rability between this and the previous two studies, any participant
who did not reach a criterion of 15 or more points over 10 trials
was excluded. As before, average performance did not vary by
condition (Menj � 22.25; Mserious � 22.39).

In the enjoyable open-period condition, the experimenter told
participants that he or she had to go to the department office to get
a debriefing form and should be back in about 5 min. Participants
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were told that they could play any of the activities in the meantime,
including computer games, Shoot-the-Moon, read magazines, or
do nothing if they wished. They were told: “This is your free time!
So please feel free to do anything you want. You can think of this
as the ‘free time’ portion of the experiment,” before leaving the
room. In the serious open-period condition, the experimenter pro-
vided the same general instructions except that the participants
were told: “It’s important that you use this time wisely and manage
it in an appropriate and prudent manner. So please think of this as
the ‘time management’ portion of the experiment,” before leaving
the room.

While the experimenter was away for 5 min, participants’ be-
havior was covertly recorded. After the free-time period, the
experimenter came back to the laboratory, and participants were
probed for suspicion and fully debriefed.

Dependent measure. Participants’ behavior during the free-
choice period was coded to determine whether participants did or
did not choose to play Shoot-the-Moon again. If participants
played Shoot-the-Moon at least some of the time, they were coded
as “Play.” If they did not play Shoot-the-Moon at all during the
entire free-choice period, they were coded as “No Play.”

Results

Once again, the distribution of the number of different times
during the free-choice period that a participant chose to do the
target activity were too skewed to be treated as continuous. Thus,
we conducted a chi-square for test of independence to test whether
the number of participants who chose to play Shoot-the-Moon
again during the free-choice period was influenced by the framing
of the manner of decision making during the free-choice period.
The result indicated that there was a significant difference in the
number of participants who played the game between the enjoy-
able decision-making framing condition and the serious decision-
making framing condition, �2(1, N � 112) � 3.06, p � .08.
Consistent with our prediction, more participants chose to play
Shoot-the-Moon again during the free-choice period when the
decision making during the free-choice period was framed in an
enjoyable manner (Play, n � 39; Not Play, n � 22: 63.9% Play)
than in a serious manner (Play, n � 25; Not Play, n � 26: 49.0%
Play).

Studies 4a and 4b: Fun or Important Task

Studies 4a and 4b had a few aims. One aim was to replicate the
regulatory fit effects found in Study 1 and Study 3 for the fun
activity—stronger interest in doing the fun activity again in the
enjoyable manner framing condition than in the serious manner
framing condition—when both the expected reward and the free-
choice period were independently manipulated in the same study.
In analyzing the data from Study 4a, we address both the inde-
pendent effects and the combined effects of manipulating the
reward and the free-choice period.

A second aim was to replicate prior regulatory fit studies, which
show that regulatory fit is independent of pleasant mood (e.g.,
Cesario, Grant, & Higgins, 2004; Cesario & Higgins, 2008). To
test this, we included a measure of hedonic mood (i.e., feeling
positive vs. feeling negative).

The most important aim of Studies 4a and 4b was to address the
possibility discussed earlier that there might be something about a
surrounding situation that supports an enjoyable (vs. a serious)
manner of engagement, which, by itself, increases people’s interest
in doing whatever they were doing before. As we noted in the
introduction, it is not obvious why this should be the case. Indeed,
the most general mood model—positive mood (enjoyable manner)
versus negative mood (serious)—would actually predict the oppo-
site. Still, it would be useful to demonstrate experimentally that
our effects cannot be accounted for by something about an enjoy-
able surrounding situation that increases people’s interest in doing
an activity again. This predicts a simple main effect of spending
more time with the focal activity during the free-choice period
when the surrounding situation supports an enjoyable manner of
engagement rather than a serious manner.

In contrast, we predict that the effect of an enjoyable versus a
serious manner of engagement depends on whether the orientation
to the task activity is fun or important. We predict an interaction.
We predict a reversal when individuals’ orientation toward an
activity is important rather than fun—a serious surrounding situ-
ation should produce more interest in doing an important activity
again than an enjoyable surrounding situation. We tested this
predicted reversal for an “important” activity in both Study 4a
and Study 4b. Study 4b was designed to address some other
questions as well, which we discuss after presenting the find-
ings for Study 4a.

The design of Study 4a allowed us to examine for the first time the
effect on interest in doing an activity again from the combined
framing of the manner of reward and the manner of decision making
during the free-choice period (i.e., enjoyable reward and enjoyable
free-choice framing; serious reward and serious free-choice fram-
ing). We predicted the following interaction: for the fun activity,
more interest in doing the activity again in the enjoyable reward
and free-choice framing condition than in the serious reward and
free-choice framing condition; but for the important activity, more
interest in doing the activity again in the serious reward and
free-choice framing condition than in the enjoyable reward and
free-choice framing condition. If this predicted interaction effect is
obtained, then it would strongly support regulatory fit theory and
clearly demonstrate that something about enjoyable framing per se
is not the mechanism underlying greater interest in doing an
activity again. If it were, then there would simply be a main effect
of enjoyable versus serious framing.

Study 4a

Method

Participants. Participants were 63 undergraduates from a dif-
ferent university than in Studies 1–3. (Unfortunately, the gender
coding data was lost.) Of these 63 participants, 11 participants
were excluded from data analyses. As in Studies 1–3, the most
important reason to exclude a participant from data analyses was if
he or she did not reach the criterion of performance required to
receive the reward. The distribution of these participants did not
follow any pattern, with nine from the “fun” activity condition and
two from the “important” activity condition; six from the “enjoy-
able” reward condition and five from the “serious” reward condi-
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tion; and six from the “enjoyable” free-time condition and five
from the “serious” free-time condition.

Procedure. Most of the procedure was the same as that used
in Study 1 and Study 3. The main difference was that a new
important activity was added as an experimental condition.

Activity orientation. Participants were randomly assigned to
perform either a fun or an important activity. To ensure that
participants adopted the planned fun or important orientation to-
ward these activities, the verbal instructions for the activities
reinforced the planned orientation. The fun activity was the Shoot-
the-Moon game from the first three studies; the instructions were
identical to those from Study 1, which emphasized the fun nature
of the game. As before, all participants who did not meet the
15-point criterion for receiving the reward were excluded.

The important orientation activity was a “financial duties” task,
which is a regression prediction task carried out on computer (see
Bianco et al., 2003). As was mentioned in the introduction, Bianco
et al. (2003) used this task as the important orientation activity
because previous research had shown that undergraduates had a
clear consensus or shared belief that the activity of “financial
duties” was basically “just important.”

Each participant was told to assume the role of a student advisor
and rate the financial standing of other students on the basis of
their management of three types of transactions—checking ac-
counts, savings accounts, and credit card payments. In this way,
the participants would supposedly have the opportunity to obtain
practical money-management skills to help them after college. The
participants were given each target’s scores for each of the trans-
actions (ranging from 10 to 150 relative to a norm of 100). Their
task was to weigh the three scores to come up with their prediction
of each target’s overall financial standing. After making their
prediction, the participants were shown the “actual financial in-
dex” for that target, thus giving feedback about how the three
transactions should be weighted in predicting scores for other
targets. They were told that we expected they would find this task
to be important and personally relevant and that first-year finan-
cial accounting students in the graduate business school had found
this task to be helpful in developing basic management and finance
skills. It was emphasized that this task was meant to prepare them
for a significant set of experiences they would encounter through-
out their lifetime, and thus it was important to do it and to do it
repeatedly in order to achieve its full benefits. Each participant
performed 10 trials of the task.

Expected reward framing. After hearing the description of the
task, participants were given one of two reward framing descrip-
tions: enjoyable reward or serious reward. Descriptions of the
enjoyable and serious reward were the same as those in Study 1
(with the exception that, for consistency, the activity was called a
“game” for the fun task orientation condition but was called a
“task” for the important task orientation condition).

Free-choice period framing. The third manipulated variable
was free-choice period framing. After completing the main task,
all participants were given a 5-min free-choice period. It was
described in either an enjoyable or a serious way using the same
wording as in Study 3.

Pleasant mood measure. Questions about how good, happy,
dejected (reversed), relaxed, positive, cheerful, tense (reversed),
and content the participants felt immediately after the free-choice
period served as a measure of pleasant mood, with the answers

expressed on 9-point scales ranging from 1 (not at all) to 9
(extremely). The purpose of this measure, given out right after the
free-choice period, was to control statistically for participants’
mood in order to demonstrate that an obtained fit effect was
independent of mood. A measure of pleasant mood was calculated
from the average of these items and was included as a covariate in
all analyses. (Items within this measure were presented in one of
two orders. This was included as a factor in all analyses, and it
yielded no significant effects.)

Results and Discussion

Unlike in Studies 1–3, in which we used participants from a
different university than in Study 4a, in Study 4a the distribution
of the number of different times during the free-choice period that
a participant chose to do the target activity had sufficient normality
to be treated as continuous rather than as binary. Thus, this
measure served as the dependent variable. Because participants
within the two different activity orientation conditions—fun versus
important— engaged in different mean numbers and ranges of
times choosing to do the target activity, we first separately con-
verted participants’ frequency of choices to do the target activity to
z scores within each activity orientation condition. A 2 � 2 � 2
between-participants ANOVA, with the factors activity orientation
(fun; important), reward framing (enjoyable; serious), and free-
choice period framing (enjoyable; serious), performed on partici-
pants’ standardized free-choice scores, yielded several effects.

First, as predicted and shown in Figure 1, there was a significant
interaction between activity orientation and framing of free-choice
period, F(1, 42) � 8.30, p � .006. There was no higher order
three-way interaction with reward framing. Participants were more
interested in doing the activity again when the free-choice period
was represented in a manner that fit their orientation toward the
task. Specifically, participants chose to do the activity more when
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Figure 1. Mean number of trials (z scores) completed during free-choice
time, by activity orientation and framing of free-choice period in Study 4a.
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the fun activity was paired with an enjoyable, as opposed to a
serious, free-choice period framing (Menj � 0.36, SDenj � 1.07 vs.
Mserious � �0.37, SDserious � 1.13; simple contrast p � .05) and
more when the important activity was paired with a serious, as
opposed to an enjoyable, free-choice period framing (Mserious �
0.37, SDserious � 1.42 vs. Menj � �0.26, SDenj � 0.76; simple
contrast, p � .10).

The finding for the fun activity replicates the results of Study 3.
That is, the participants were more interested in doing a fun
activity again when deciding what to do during the free-choice
period was framed as an enjoyable decision than when it was
framed as a serious decision. As discussed earlier, this finding
demonstrates that regulatory fit can affect interest in doing an
activity again simply as a function of the manner in which deci-
sions are made during a free-choice period. This effect was inde-
pendent of the nature of the reward and independent of partici-
pants’ hedonic mood, given that participants’ mood ratings were
included as a covariate in the analyses (and which itself had no
significant effect on free-period behavior, p � .19). In addition, the
finding for the important activity shows that it is not simply
something about enjoyable framing that increases interest in doing
something again because participants with an important activity
did not choose to do it more during the free-choice period when
decision making was framed as enjoyable than as serious. Indeed,
there was a (borderline significant) reversal with participants
choosing to do the important activity more when decision making
was framed as serious than as enjoyable. And this effect for the
important activity was also independent of the nature of the reward
and independent of participants’ hedonic mood.

In addition to the effect above, a near significant Task Orienta-
tion � Expected Reward Framing interaction, F(1, 42) � 3.20, p �
.08, replicated the results of Study 1 regarding the effect of expected
reward framing on interest in doing the fun activity again. As shown
in Figure 2, participants with the fun activity chose to do the fun

activity more during the free-choice period when the manner of the
expected reward was enjoyable than when it was serious (Menj �
0.45, SDenj � 1.34 vs. Mserious � �0.44, SDserious � 0.82, p � .06).
And, again, this effect was not simply something about enjoyable
framing that increases interest in doing something again because
participants with an important activity did not choose to do it more
during the free-choice period when the reward was framed as enjoy-
able than as serious. Instead, there was basically no difference at all
between the two framing conditions (Mserious � �0.01, SDserious �
1.06 vs. Menj � 0.05, SDenj � 1.21).

As discussed earlier, the design of Study 4a also allowed us to
examine for the first time the effect on interest in doing an activity
again from the combined framing of the reward and the free-choice
period—either enjoyable reward and enjoyable free-choice fram-
ing or serious reward and serious free-choice framing. That is, the
data can also be analyzed by examining only those conditions in
which participants experienced the reward and the free period in a
consistent manner—either consistent enjoyable or consistent seri-
ous— thereby collapsing the design into a 2 (activity orientation:
fun vs. important) � 2 (reward and free-period framing: both
enjoyable vs. both serious). We predicted the following interac-
tion: for the fun activity, more interest in doing the activity again
in the enjoyable reward and enjoyable free-choice framing condi-
tion than in the serious reward and serious free-choice framing; but
for the important activity, more interest in doing the activity again
in the serious reward and serious free-choice framing condition
than in the enjoyable reward and enjoyable free-choice framing.

First, to test for the interaction predicted by regulatory fit theory,
we examined only those conditions in which the reward framing
and the free-choice period framing were the same—the enjoyable
reward and enjoyable free-choice framing condition and the seri-
ous reward and serious free-choice framing condition. A 2 � 2
between-participants ANOVA with the factors activity orientation
(fun; important) and reward and free-choice framing (enjoyable;
serious) yielded the predicted two-way interaction, F(1, 18) �
20.06, p � .001. Importantly, there was no significant main effect
of whether the reward and free-choice framing was enjoyable
versus serious (F � 1). Thus, the results do not derive from
something about an enjoyable surrounding situation generally in-
creasing interest in doing the focal activity again.

As predicted and shown in Figure 3, participants in the fun
activity condition chose to do significantly more of that activity
during the free-choice period when they were in the enjoyable
reward and enjoyable free-choice framing condition (M � 1.09,
SD � 0.63) than in the serious reward and serious free-choice
framing condition (M � �0.71, SD � 0.48; p � .001) for the
contrast test. For participants in the important activity condition,
there was a nonsignificant reversal. As expected, now participants
chose to do more of the important activity during the free-choice
period when they were in the serious reward and serious free-
choice framing condition (M � 0.11, SD � 1.22) than in the
enjoyable reward and enjoyable free-choice framing condition
(M � �0.44, SD � 0.29; p � .13) for the contrast test.

Also shown in Figure 3 are two other important contrasts that
underlie the significant overall interaction. First, participants
within the enjoyable reward and enjoyable free-choice framing
condition chose to do significantly more of the focal activity
during the free-choice period when the focal activity was the “fun”
activity (M � 1.09, SD � 0.63) than when it was the important
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Figure 2. Mean number of trials (z scores) completed during free-choice
time, by activity orientation and framing of expected reward in Study 4a.
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activity (M � �0.44, SD � 0.29, p � .001) for the contrast test.
Thus, it was not the case that an enjoyable surrounding situation
simply made everyone more interested in doing again the activity
they had done before, because the effect of the enjoyable surround-
ing situation in increasing interest in doing the activity again was
much greater for the fun activity than the important activity—as
predicted by regulatory fit theory. Second, participants within the
serious reward and serious free-choice framing condition chose to
do significantly more of the focal activity during the free-choice
period when the focal activity was the “important” activity (M �
0.11, SD � 1.22) than when it was the fun activity (M � �0.71,
SD � 0.48, p � .04) for the contrast test. This is precisely the
pattern predicted by regulatory fit theory.

To look at this regulatory fit effect more closely, we directly
compared participants’ interest in doing the focal activity again for
the two fit conditions versus the two nonfit conditions. Overall, the
participants chose to do the focal activity again during the free-
choice period much more in the fit conditions (fun activity with
enjoyable reward and enjoyable free-choice framing; important
activity with serious reward and serious free-choice framing: M �
14.7 trials) than in the nonfit conditions (fun activity with serious
reward and serious free-choice framing; important activity with
enjoyable reward and enjoyable free-choice framing: M � 1.9
trials), F(1, 20) � 11.81, p � .003—over seven times as much in
the fit than in the nonfit conditions! And, once again, this substan-
tial fit effect was found with pleasant mood being statistically
controlled.

It should also be noted that there were no main effects on
choosing to do the focal activity again as a function of whether the
activity itself was fun or important or whether the overall framing
was enjoyable or serious. What mattered for interest in doing the
activity again was how the orientation of the activity as fun or

important related to the situational support for an enjoyable or
serious manner of engagement. That is, what mattered was the fit.

Study 4b

The major aim of Study 4a was to show that an enjoyable
situation of engagement is not the determining factor that increases
interest in doing an activity again. Rather, it is the fit between the
orientation toward an activity and the manner of engagement that
is supported by the surrounding situation. To demonstrate this, we
needed to show that a surrounding situation that supports a serious
situation of engagement can also increase interest in doing an
activity again when individuals’ orientation toward the activity is
important rather than fun. Whereas Studies 1–3 all showed how a
situation that supports an enjoyable manner of engagement in-
creases interest in doing a fun activity again, only Study 4a shows
how a situation that supports a serious manner of engagement
increases interest in doing an important activity again. One of the
aims of Study 4b was to obtain additional support for this key
finding.

Study 4b was designed to address some other issues as well. One
issue was a potential limitation in the methodology of Studies
1–4a. In these studies, the same experimenter delivered all of the
instructions. This meant that it was possible for participants to
notice a change in the experimenter’s demeanor when the exper-
imenter introduced the task activity and when the experimenter
framed the reward situation and/or the free-choice situation. It is in
the nonfit conditions, in particular, that participants might have
detected a change in the experimenter’s style of expression, and
this inconsistency within the experimenter might have affected
how participants responded to doing the activity again. For in-
stance, perhaps the participants were confused by an experimenter
suddenly acting in a serious manner during the free-choice situa-
tion after acting in a more fun manner while introducing the task
activity. This confusion about the experimenter might have caused
participants to avoid the original activity when later given a choice
to do it or something else.

Although there are reasons to believe that this does not explain
the findings of Studies 1–4a, including the fact that, if anything,
confusion or anxiety might predict becoming more conservative
and sticking with the status quo, we believed that it should be
addressed directly in Study 4b in two ways. First, the entire set of
task instructions were delivered by computer, with the experi-
menter completely removed from the laboratory room. The exper-
imenter returned only to track participants’ performance and de-
liver the reward instructions. In this way, there was no change in
the experimenter’s demeanor that could be observed by partici-
pants, and the different information about the task and the sur-
rounding situation was delivered by different sources, including a
computer. Second, we measured participants’ levels of confusion
to check on and statistically control for this possible factor.

A second issue addressed in Study 4b was that, although the
overall regulatory fit effect in Study 4a was large and significant,
the sample size in each condition was somewhat low. This could
have contributed to the contrast effect between enjoyable versus
serious framing not being significant for the important activity
despite its being in the predicted direction (i.e., more time spent on
the important focal activity when the surrounding situation was
serious than enjoyable). By increasing power, this predicted effect
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Figure 3. Mean number of trials (z scores) completed during free-choice
time, by activity orientation and combined reward/free-choice framing in
Study 4a.
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was more likely to reach significance. Moreover, Study 4a was the
only one of our studies in which we used an “important” activity;
we used just a fun activity with the other three studies. Thus, Study
4b addressed the issues of reliability and replicability by greatly
increasing the sample size in each condition and using the impor-
tant activity once again (the “financial duties” task), with either an
enjoyable reward and free-choice surrounding situation or a seri-
ous reward and free-choice surrounding situation.

The third issue addressed in Study 4b was that Study 4a did not
have a manipulation check that confirmed that participants’ orien-
tation toward the financial duties task was, indeed, important
rather than fun. Although it was strongly emphasized in the task
instructions that the task was an important one, and this task has
been found to be consensually perceived as “just important” in
prior research (Bianco et al., 2003), it is still useful to confirm for
our participants that their orientation toward this activity is impor-
tant rather than fun. Therefore, after the task instructions were
given, all participants were provided with a measure assessing the
degree to which they perceived the task as important rather than
fun.

Method

Participants. Participants were 87 undergraduates (67.8% fe-
male) from the same university as in Studies 1–3. (There were no
significant effects associated with gender.) Twenty participants did
not reach the performance criterion for the financial duties task.
There are two important points regarding this fact. First, the
percentages of failures did not differ between the enjoyable reward
and enjoyable free-choice condition (23.5%) and the serious re-
ward and serious free-choice condition (22.2%). Second, the pat-
tern or significance of the results do not change in any way
whether these participants are included or excluded in the analyses.
Two participants expressed suspicion about the true nature of the
study, leaving a final sample of 65. Again, however, analyses with
the full sample reveal the same pattern and significance levels of
the effects reported below.

Procedure. The procedure was generally similar to that of
Study 4a, with a few minor but important changes. After arriving
in the lab, the experimenter informed the participant that the
computer would assign him or her to complete a task and provide
instructions for it. The experimenter began the “Financial Duties”
program and then left the room. The computer delivered the same
instructions for this task as described in Study 4a. After the
instructions were complete, the participant then found the experi-
menter, who gave the participant a short demographic form to
complete. The actual purpose of this form was to assess the degree
to which participants perceived the financial duties task to be
important. Participants rated their orientation toward the task on a
scale ranging from 1 (very fun activity) to 9 (very important
activity).

Following this rating, the methodology then proceeded as in
Study 4a. The expected reward was framed to create either an
enjoyable or a serious situation, and the free choice was framed to
be consistent with the reward framing—thus, creating either an
enjoyable reward and enjoyable free-choice condition or a serious
reward and serious free-choice condition. As in Study 4a, the
dependent measure was the number of trials of the financial duties
task that was performed during the free-choice period.

At the conclusion of the task, participants rated how confused
they were when they heard the experimenter’s instructions on a
scale ranging from 0 (not at all confused) to 10 (extremely con-
fused).

Results and Discussion

Manipulation check. Examination of participants’ percep-
tions of the financial duties task provided clear evidence that their
orientation toward this task was important rather than fun. The
mean rating was 6.78 (SD � 1.07), with only one participant rating
the task below the midpoint of the scale (midpoint � 5).

Ratings of confusion. Next, examination of participants’ rat-
ings of confusion revealed a mean rating of 1.02 (SD � 2.02), with
95.2% of the sample falling below the midpoint of the scale
(midpoint � 5). This indicates that the participants were clearly
not confused. Nonetheless, we included the participants’ confusion
ratings as a covariate in our analysis.

Behavior during the free-choice period. We performed a 2
(enjoyable reward and enjoyable free-choice condition; serious
reward and serious free-choice condition) between-participants
analysis of covariance (ANCOVA), with confusion ratings in-
cluded as a covariate and the number of financial duties trials
performed during free time as the dependent variable. This anal-
ysis revealed a strong and significant effect of framing, F(1, 60) �
30.39, p � .001, �2 � .34. Participants in the serious reward and
serious free-choice condition performed many more financial du-
ties trials (M � 7.07, SD � 4.60) than participants in the enjoyable
reward and enjoyable free-choice condition (M � 1.61, SD �
3.49). The basic results did not change when we repeated this
analysis without including participants’ confusion ratings as a
covariate.

The results of Study 4b indicated that participants’ orientation
toward the financial duties task was, indeed, important rather than
fun. Replicating Study 4a, the results also showed a significant and
strong tendency to engage more in the financial duties task in the
serious reward and serious free-choice condition (the fit condition)
than in the enjoyable reward and enjoyable free-choice condition
(the nonfit condition). And this fit effect was not due to the
enjoyable reward and enjoyable free-choice condition, creating
more confusion than the serious reward and serious free-choice
condition.

General Discussion and Conclusions

For a long time, psychologists have studied the mechanisms
underlying increases and decreases in actors’ interest in doing
something. In studying these mechanisms, the research emphasis
has been different in different areas of psychology. In the area of
operant conditioning in animals (including humans as animals),
and especially the research inspired by Skinner’s ideas (see Skin-
ner, 1953), the emphasis was on how discriminant reward contin-
gencies associated with activity engagement can increase interest
in doing an activity again. In the social psychological area of
intrinsic motivation, however, the emphasis was on how activity
engagement involving a performance-contingent reward can de-
crease interest in doing an activity again. The positive reinforce-
ment, self-determination, and inferential mechanisms that were
identified in these research programs have provided critical an-

569FIT AND INCREASING OR DECREASING INTEREST



swers to why people’s interest in doing something again can
increase or decrease depending on surrounding situational condi-
tions.

The results of the present studies suggest that the mechanism of
regulatory fit provides an additional answer to why people’s in-
terest in doing something again can increase or decrease. Specif-
ically, our results show that when the situation surrounding an
activity supports a manner of engagement that sustains people’s
orientation to the activity (a fit), interest in doing the activity again
will be stronger than when the surrounding situation supports a
manner of engagement that disrupts people’s orientation (a nonfit).
We investigated two kinds of surrounding situations. One kind of
surrounding situation was a contingent reward that supported a
manner of engagement (enjoyable vs. serious) that did or did not
fit participants’ activity orientation (fun vs. important). Another
kind of surrounding situation was a free-choice period that sup-
ported a manner of engagement (enjoyable vs. serious) that did or
did not fit participants’ activity orientation (fun vs. important).
When participants’ orientation toward an activity was fun, these
two kinds of surrounding situational factors (Studies 1, 2, 3, and
4a) produced stronger interest in doing the activity again if the
surrounding situation supported an enjoyable manner of engage-
ment (i.e., a reward “like a carnival prize”; a “free time” choice
period) rather than a serious manner of engagement (i.e., a reward
“like a job salary”; a “time management” choice period). This
effect was independent of participants’ hedonic mood.

What might be producing our results other than our proposed
regulatory fit effect? For Studies 1–3, there was the predicted
effect of greater interest in doing the fun Shoot-the-Moon task
again when it was surrounded by either an enjoyable (vs. a serious)
reward or an enjoyable (vs. a serious) free period. There is the
possibility for these studies that a surrounding situation that sup-
ports an enjoyable (vs. a serious) manner of engagement—whether
that situation is associated with the reward or with the free
period—somehow increases people’s interest in doing whatever
they were doing before. Studies 4a and 4b were designed to
address this possibility. If there were such an effect from an
enjoyable surrounding situation, then participants in the free period
would also be more interested in doing an important financial
duties task that they were doing before when the surrounding
situations are enjoyable reward and enjoyable free choice than
when they are serious reward and serious free choice. Our regu-
latory fit proposal, however, makes the opposite prediction. Con-
sistent with our prediction, Studies 4a and 4b showed participants
engaging more in the important financial duties task during the
free period when the surrounding situations were serious reward
and serious free choice than enjoyable reward and enjoyable free
choice.

There is a potential limitation of the design of Studies 4a and 4b
that needs to be addressed, however. In these studies, as well as in
Study 3, the situation in which the dependent measure was col-
lected was experimentally framed to be enjoyable or serious.
Might the differential framing of the free-period instructions con-
vey different expectations to participants regarding which activi-
ties are more appropriate to do? We do not believe so. In both the
enjoyable and serious framing conditions, the participants were
given the same general instructions that, while the experimenter
was away for 5 or so minutes, they could play any of the activities,
which included not only the task they had been working on but

also computer games to play or magazines to read, or they could
choose to do nothing if they wished. These general instructions
clearly state that the participant can choose what to do during the
free period. In the enjoyable open-period condition, they were also
told that this was their “free time”: “So please feel free to do
anything you want. You can think of this as the ‘free time’ portion
of the experiment.” In the serious open-period condition, they were
told: “It’s important that you use this time wisely and manage it in
an appropriate and prudent manner. So please think of this as the
‘time management’ portion of the experiment.”

The purpose of this different framing was to create different
surrounding situations while the participants chose how much to
engage in the different activities available to them—an open-
period situation with either a more enjoyable manner or a more
serious manner. The instructions did not demand that participants
do the fun task again or the important task again. In fact, the
instructions explicitly stated that the participants could do any of
the activities available to them or do nothing if they wished.
However, might the instructions have created an atmosphere with
different expectations about was appropriate to do? Might the
“time management” instructions have demanded doing an impor-
tant activity like the financial duties task rather than something
else? We do not think that this is likely. Individuals can arrive at
an amusement park knowing that they have only a limited period
there, and thus they need to manage their time wisely to ensure that
they have done all of their favorite fun activities before they must
leave. Serious and prudent time management does not mean that
one cannot engage in fun activities. Our participants, for example,
could have managed their time to make sure that they had time to
play a computer game. And if they did feel that they wanted to do
something important, then they could have read important (vs. fun)
magazine articles rather than doing the financial duties task again
because, in addition to fun magazines, they had important maga-
zines available to them, such as current events and political mag-
azines.

Although we do not believe that our different free-period in-
structions created simple demand effects on whether to do the
original task again, we believe that some feeling of “what is
appropriate” could have been created by the instructions. Indeed,
the notion that different instructions can convey different expec-
tations about what is appropriate to do is related to our general aim
of identifying surrounding conditions that increase or decrease
interest in redoing certain activities. In this respect, it should be
noted that different expectations about what is appropriate to do
has a closer family resemblance to regulatory fit as a mechanism
than operant conditioning or intrinsic motivation as mechanisms.
According to regulatory fit theory (Higgins, 2000, 2005), when
there is a fit between individuals’ orientation to a task and the
manner of activity pursuit suggested by the surrounding situation,
they “feel right” about engaging in the task.

This “feels right” experience could have a “what is appropriate”
element to it given the evidence from previous research that what
“feels right” can transfer to what “is right” (see Camacho, Higgins,
& Luger, 2003). But rather than being a direct effect of the
instructions, this feeling of “rightness” or “what is appropriate”
would be created by the fit between the suggested manner of
approaching the free period (e.g., serious) and the orientation
toward the earlier task that is available to do again during the free
period (e.g., important). And it should be emphasized as well that

570 HIGGINS, CESARIO, HAGIWARA, SPIEGEL, AND PITTMAN



our proposed fit effect is not restricted to the case in which
different free-period instructions create different surrounding sit-
uations affecting what feels right or feels appropriate to do. In
Studies 1 and 2, we found, as predicted, a fit effect on redoing the
fun-oriented task from a surrounding enjoyable (vs. serious) re-
ward situation even though the participants later received the same
free-period instructions.

We should also note that regulatory fit as a mechanism that can
increase or decrease interest in doing an activity again is not
restricted to the case of people having a fun or an important
orientation toward an activity. Although the present studies are the
first to examine regulatory fit effects on interest in redoing an
activity, there are previous studies which have found regulatory fit
effects on the value of activities and choices that involved other
kinds of activity orientations, such as promotion, prevention, lo-
comotion, and assessment orientations (e.g., Avnet & Higgins,
2003; Freitas & Higgins, 2002; Higgins et al., 2003). We would
expect, for example, that an eager surrounding situation associated
with a reward or with a free period would produce a stronger
motivation to do a promotion-oriented activity again than a vigi-
lant surrounding situation, and the reverse for a prevention-
oriented activity.

We wish to emphasize that support in our studies for the role of
regulatory fit in influencing people’s interest in doing an activity
again does not challenge the role of other previously identified
mechanisms. Each mechanism requires different surrounding sit-
uations, and thus they can apply under different conditions. There
can also be conditions in which more than one mechanism would
function at the same time, and then their effects on increasing or
decreasing interest could be in the same direction or in opposite
directions. Future research needs to investigate systematically the
conditions under which the different mechanisms function alone or
function in either supportive or conflicting combinations.

It is possible, for example, that regulatory fit may have com-
bined with other mechanisms in previous studies to support the
effects that were found in those studies. As one instance, the
classic evidence from the operant conditioning literature for re-
wards increasing interest in doing an activity again typically in-
volves important target activities within serious situations, such as
a student being rewarded by a good grade for studying hard before
a test, and these conditions constitute a regulatory fit. As another
instance, the classic evidence from the intrinsic motivation litera-
ture for rewards decreasing interest in doing an activity again
typically involves fun target activities within serious situations,
such as coloring pictures to get an award, and these conditions
constitute a regulatory nonfit. It would be useful in future research
to find ways to test the independent and combined impact of these
different mechanisms on increasing or decreasing interest when
the surrounding situational conditions are present for each of them.
What is clear from the present studies, however, is that the overall
pattern of results is consistent with regulatory fit playing a role in
increasing or decreasing interest that is independent of the other
mechanisms.

What is unique about the regulatory fit mechanism is that it
concerns the relation between actors’ orientation to an activity and
the manner of engagement that is supported by the surrounding
situation. It is neither about the orientation in itself nor the manner
of engagement in itself. It is about the relation between them.
Because of this, the same orientation, such as a fun orientation, can

strengthen or weaken interest in doing an activity again depending
on whether the manner of engagement induced by the surrounding
situation sustains (e.g., enjoyable) or disrupts (e.g., serious) that
orientation. Likewise, the same manner of engagement induced by
the surrounding situation, such as an enjoyable manner, can
strengthen or weaken interest in doing an activity again depending
on whether it sustains the activity orientation (e.g., a fun orienta-
tion) or disrupts it (e.g., an important orientation). Another signif-
icant feature of the regulatory fit mechanism is that the surround-
ing situation that supports the manner of engagement can be the
situation when the activity is initially engaged (e.g., expected
reward), the situation immediately after completion of the initial
engagement (e.g., unexpected reward), or the situation in which
the decision to do the activity again is made.

Because regulatory fit concerns the relation between activity
orientation and the manner of engagement, and there are multiple
kinds of surrounding situations that support the manner of engage-
ment, there is considerable flexibility in how fit or nonfit can be
created. This has important practical implications. To illustrate, let
us return to the examples at the beginning of this article—
increasing interest in studying and decreasing interest in eating
junk food.

In order to increase interest in studying, we need to begin by
recognizing (based on our own research among college undergrad-
uates) that most students’ orientation to studying is as an “impor-
tant” activity rather than as a “fun” activity. Students typically do
not study as an end in itself but as a means to an end. Given this,
to increase interest in studying, one might consider expected
rewards for studying that are also forecasted and received when
studying is chosen in a free-choice situation. This classic operant
conditioning mechanism should be effective. The power of the
expected reward could be strengthened further by ensuring that the
manner of engaging in studying as an important activity is framed
in a serious manner in order to create a fit. And beyond operant
reward conditioning, the free-choice situation itself, in which
students decide whether to study again, could be framed in a
serious manner (“time management”) in order once again to create
a fit with studying as an important activity (and a nonfit with a fun
competing option like partying instead).

Let us now consider what to do in order to decrease interest in
eating junk food. Unlike studying, most students’ orientation to
eating junk food is as a “fun” activity rather than as an “important”
activity. Students eat junk food as an end in itself. Given this, to
decrease interest in eating junk food one might consider a mech-
anism that undermines intrinsic motivation. For example, an ex-
ternal reason for eating junk food could be highlighted, such as the
fact that people eat junk food in order to give themselves a quick
boost of energy. This would produce an exogenous inference for
eating junk food, which should undermine intrinsic motivation to
eat junk food. Alternatively, highlighting extrinsic social pressures
for eating junk food would make it feel less autonomous and
should undermine intrinsic motivation. The undermining of the fun
activity of eating junk food could be intensified by framing the
choice of what to eat for a quick boost of energy as a serious
decision-making situation that should, for instance, take into ac-
count the price of the food and what health benefits the food
provides. This serious manner of engaging in the decision would
create a nonfit with eating junk food as a fun activity.
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The above examples highlight how regulatory fit as a mecha-
nism for increasing or decreasing interest in doing something again
should be seen as complementary to other mechanisms rather than
as competing. In these examples, regulatory fit is combined with
another mechanism either to strengthen interest in doing an activ-
ity again (e.g., combined with operant conditioning to strengthen
studying) or to weaken interest in doing an activity again (e.g.,
combined with making an exogenous inference or extrinsic expe-
rience to weaken eating snack foods). Future research is needed to
test the effectiveness of different combinations of mechanisms for
increasing or decreasing interest in different activities. We believe
that, whatever the combination, regulatory fit should also be taken
into account—fit matters.
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