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Life can be viewed as a struggle
against randomness—an attempt to
acquire the freedom to make choices
or exercise control (Burgers 1975)
—which allows for the introduction
into one’s life of a unique individual-
ized order. Psychologists have long
been concerned with the notion of
control as it affects both human and
animal behavior. In fact, the concept
of control has become so infamous as
a result of George Orwell’s novel 1984
that many of us shudder when we
think of its being brought under sci-
entific scrutiny. But nothing so vil-
lainous is apparent in the current
literature on control, where the term
is used to refer to the continual at-
tempt of the human or animal to deal
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The Importance of Perceived
Control: Fact or Fantasy?

Experiments with both humans and animals
indicate that the mere illusion of control
significantly improves performance in a variety of

situations

effectively with and to manipulate his
environment.

It is frequently speculated that in-
creases in crime, race problems, and
the like may be manifestations of the
need to feel in control or, conversely,
may result from diminished feelings
of control. Take the case of the child
failing in school, the product of a
broken, poverty-stricken home, who
might well be stereotyped as a juve-
nile delinquent. Some might argue
that as a result of repeated failures to
control or deal effectively with his
environment, he commits a senseless
crime to enhance his freedom to
choose. In spite of the recognition of
the importance of choice and control
(see McKeachie’s 1976 presidential
address to the American Psychologi-
cal Association, for example), until
recently there has been little sys-
tematic, objective examination of
choice and almost no quantification
of the consequences of choice as it
affects human behavior.

In this paper we shall examine the
objective data that bear upon specu-
lations about the role of control in the
conduct of behavior. Can we demon-
strate the usefulness of such concepts
as perceived control (Le. the {eeling of
being free to exercise control) and
show that the presence or absence of
perceived control affects behavior?
Can we manipulate the feeling or
perception of control and thereby
gain a better understanding of its
operation? We will provide a brief
review of the fascinating convergence
on the problem of control from re-
search with both animal and human
subjects, and we will then examine
our own systematic investigations of
how choice and control ean be used to
facilitate learning.

The illusion of control

Seligman (1975) has shown that dogs
revealed “helpless” behavior when
exposed to conditions they could not
control. His research involved one
group of dogs that were allowed to
escape electric shock by pressing a
panel and a second group of dogs that
had no control over the shock. Sub-
sequently, both groups were placed in
a dual-compartment shuttle box that
presented shock in one compartment
but also provided an escape route
from shock to the other compart-
ment. The dogs that previously had
been unable to control the shock
failed to learn the escape response,
presumably because in their earlier
experience they had learned that
shock termination was independent
of their response. Seligman concluded
that the possibility of control over
shock termination in early training
determined whether the escape re-
sponse was later even attempted.

Glass and Singer (1972) have looked
at the problem of control from a
somewhat different perspective. They
were concerned with the reactions of
individuals to loss of personal control
and have suggested that the stress
associated with an aversive event is
reduced when the event is perceived
as predictable or controllable. In one
of their experiments, subjects were
exposed to unpleasant noise. One
group, which we will call the per-
ceived control group, was given the
opportunity to terminate the noise by
pressing a button. However, they
were encouraged not to do so because,
they were told, their physiological
adaptation to the noise was being
measured. A second group was not
provided with a button and thus
could not assume control. The phys-
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iological adaptation to the noise was
the same for both groups.

After exposure to noise, both groups
were given a set of puzzles to solve,
several of which were insolvable. It
was found that subjects who had been
exposed to uncontrollable noise
showed significantly lower tolerance
levels, as indicated by fewer attempts
at solving the puzzles. A second task,
involving proofreading, also was
performed more poorly by the group
without control. The conclusion was
that lack of control of the immediate
environment led to feelings of help-
lessness and thus impaired func-
tioning. It appears, then, that the
development of control is intimately
tied to, and dependent upon, the
subject’s perception of the situation.
The mere opportunity to terminate
the noise enabled the subject to de-
velop the feeling of control. Lefcourt
(1973) referred to this feeling or belief
as the illusion of control.

A large body of data shows that the
absence of control affects not only
overt behavior but also covert physi-
ological activity. Stotland and Blu-
menthal (1964), for example, have
shown that humans who are made to
feel they are in control tend to be less
anxious than those who do not have
this belief. In their study, the subjects
were led to believe that a series of
tests would be administered. Half the
participants were given a choice of the
order in which the tests were to be
taken and the other half were not.
Those given no choice showed in-
creased sweating of the palms, a
common indicant of anxiety, while
those given a choice showed less in-
crease in sweating. It was concluded
that the absence of control led to the
noted increase in anxiety.

Similarly, Weiss (1971) demonstrated
that ulceration was more common
and more extensive in rats subjected
to electric shock over which they had
no apparent control, and DeGood
(1975), in a shock-avoidance experi-
ment using college-age males, showed
that merely allowing subjects to select
the time of their rest periods between
experimental sessions reduced sys-
tolic blood pressure more than did
comparable experimenter-selected
rest periods. The experimental evi-
dence clearly points to the fact that
the absence or, more important, the
perceived absence of control is de-
structive to the organism.
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Correlational data gathered clinically
are also pertinent. In one study
(Timmermans and Sternbach 1974),
an examination was made of the fac-
tors associated with chronic pain in
nonterminal disease. Factor analysis
of pain and personality test data re-
vealed that the feeling of helplessness
was highly correlated with pain. In
addition, the feeling of being out of
control of one’s life was often associ-
ated with attempts to manipulate and
influence others. Unlike Seligman’s
dogs, which showed “helpless™ be-
havior, the chronic pain patients at-
tempted to exercise a form of control
over others.

Three related questions can be posed
at this point. First, does control en-
hance the effects of positive rein-
forcement? Second, does control as-
sist the organism in improving per-
formance when neither negative
stimulation nor positive stimulation
is present? Third, will the organism
work in order to gain control? That is,
can control per se serve as a reinforcer
or incentive?

In response to the first question,
current evidence suggests that control
does serve to enhance the effective-
ness of otherwise rewarding condi-
tions. For example, Faircloth (1974)
demonstrated that the effectiveness
of pleasant electric stimulation of the
brain was enhanced when rats con-
trolled the onset of their own stimu-
lation.

As to the second question, it was
found that the benefits of choice are
apparent in the absence of either
positive or negative reward (Dru,
Walker, and Walker 1975). Dru and
his co-workers were concerned with
recovery of the ability to discriminate
visual patterns following surgical
ablations of the striate cortex in rats.
Behavioral measures included the
number of trials necessary before the
animal reached a certain level of
performance as well as the number of
discrimination errors committed
while learning the task. Comparison
between the performance of two
groups is pertinent. Following the
surgery, one group was carried
through a patterned visual environ-
ment, while a second group was al-
lowed free movement through iden-
tically patterned visual alleys. Briefly,
it was found that self-produced loco-
motion was much more successful in
facilitating the recovery of visual

discrimination than was passive
movement through the identical vi-
sual environment. The authors point
to the critical role played by self-
produced locomotion in facilitating
visual recovery. Might it be that the
effectiveness of the self-produced
locomotion mediates the develop-
ment of control and thereby enhances
the recovery?

The evidence relevant to the third
question, while indirect, suggests that
the organism may work to gain con-
trol. Specifically, if an organism is
given an opportunity to choose be-
tween receiving freely available re-
wards as opposed to rewards for
which work must be performed,
preference is shown for the latter.
Experiments relevant to this question
have been conducted with rats as well
as with children from middle and low
socioeconomic conditions (Singh
1970), and despite the variety of past
experiences, the subjects—humans
and rats alike—show a clear prefer-
ence for work over so-called free-
loading or unearned reward, unless it
is very difficult to obtain the reward
by working (Carder and Berkowitz
1970).

The representative studies, while
rather diverse in purpose, when taken
together strengthen the general as-
sumption that allowing the subject
either to exercise choice or to perceive
the potential for control generally
benefits performance in a wide vari-
ety of situations.

Choice as a variable in
learning

Let us turn now to a series of related
studies conducted in our laboratory
that intensively and systematically
investigated the role of choice. For the
last several years, we have directed
our efforts toward an attempt to de-
termine how and why the perception
of control influences human behavior
and how that behavior can be both
enhanced and/or disrupted. The
focus of our research has been on en-
hancing learning through the rela-
tively simple expedient of allowing
subjects to exercise choice over a
portion of the materials to be learned.
We shall examine some experiments
and briefly outline what our labora-
tory efforts have discovered to date.

To follow our line of research it is
necessary to understand what is



meant by paired-associate learning,
a task commonly utilized by psy-
chologists to study learning and
memory. In its simplest form a
paired-associate learning task re-
quires the subject to learn a list of
word pairs, We call the word on the
left the stimulus and the word on the
right the response. Generally, the
subjects are shown only a stimulus
word and then are asked to recite the
response word that is paired with it;
afterward, they are shown the stim-
ulus and the correct response together
and subsequently move on to the next
stimulus. It is obvious that the subject
cannot give a correct response on his
first exposure to the stimulus because
he has not yet seen the required re-
sponse. After each pair in the list has
been shown, the procedure is repeat-
ed again and again until the subjects
learn to correctly anticipate the re-
sponse to each stimulus. In a sense,
this procedure is analogous to the way
in which a student may attempt by
rote to acquire a vocabulary in a sec-
ond language.

In order to introduce the element of
choice, we modified the paired-asso-
ciate task in the following way
(Monty and Perlmuter 1975): the
subjects in what we have called the
choice condition were first shown a
set of verbal materials consisting of
the stimulus words presented on the
left in the conventional manner, but
with five “potential” response words
listed on the right. We instructed the
subjects to read aloud both the stim-
ulus and response words and to
choose which response word they
wished to associate with each stimu-
lus word. In this manner we gave
them some control over the learning
situation. This procedure was re-
peated with each stimulus until the
subjects had constructed a list of
twelve word pairs, which they then
proceeded to memorize in the manner
described above.

By contrast, in the force condition
the subjects read aloud the stimulus
and potential responses, but, fol-
lowing the reading, the experimenter
announced which responses were to
be learned, thereby designating the
stimulus-response pairs for the
subjects. In each case the responses
chosen by the previous choice subject
were assigned to a force subject, and
thus voked pairs of subjects were
learning identical materials. As shown
in Figure 1, choice subjects learned

12 T e ——————
510 |
2
§ 8
2 s
E
2 4
s
o 2o} o choice
= L » force

0 e

0 2 4 6 8 10 12
Trial number

Figure 1. The mean number of correct re-
sponses per trial for the choice group, those
who could choose the response words, was sig-
nificantly higher than for the force group, those
who were assigned the response words. (After
Monty and Perlmuter 1975, exp. 3.)

more rapidly and became more pro-
ficient (reached a higher level) than
did force subjects. (In every experi-
ment, except where indicated, there
were at least 20 subjects (male and
female) in each group. Also, all dif-
ferences reported hereafter are at
least at the .05 level of confidence.)
Allowing the subject to choose what
is to be learned seemed to benefit
performance.

Parenthetically, allowing subjects to
choose the stimulus item from a set of
alternatives benefited performance in
a way analogous to that observed
when subjects selected response items
(Perlmuter and Monty 1973). In this
experiment, five choices of stimuli for
each response were arrayed vertically
on the left side while the designated
response was presented on the right.
In both kinds of experiments (choice
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Figure 2. Subjects who had chosen the re-
sponses to be learned showed inferior perfor-
mance when the responses were changed before
learning was begun compared to force subjects
(A-C trials). They also did not improve their
performance in comparison to the force group
when they were later permitted to learn their
chosen responses (A-B trials). (After Perlmu-
ter, Monty, and Cross 1974, exp. 1)

of stimulus and choice of response
word), it might be conjectured that
the enhanced learning on the part of
the choice subjects is attributable
simply to idiosyncratic factors. For
example, the choice subject may have
had the benefit of certain mnemonic
cues that aided in the formation or
retrieval of the learned associations.
In fact, this is precisely the conclusion
we drew at one time, but as additional
data are examined this contention
will be found untenable.

What happens to subjects who are
given the opportunity to exercise
choice but subsequently must learn
different responses from the ones
they chose? We studied this by first
giving the subjects the opportunity to
choose their own responses and then
requiring them to learn a list with the
same stimulus words but with re-
sponse words that had not existed
originally as alternatives (Perlmuter,
Monty, and Cross 1974). We found, as
shown in Figure 2, that subjects not
given the opportunity to choose
learned faster than the subjects who
had chosen responses but were given
others in the actual task. To account
for the inferior performance of the
choice subjects, we assumed that
when a subject exercised choice, mo-
tivation was enhanced as a conse-
quence of perceived control. How-
ever, as a result of choosing, a poten-
tial for frustration was also estab-
lished (Perlmuter et al. 1974). The
abrogation of the subject’s choice may
be thought of as causing an increase
in “reactance”—a threat to the free-
dom to choose that may cause the
particular freedom to become more
valuable and hence pursued and
protected (Brehm 1966)—or frus-
tration (e.g. Brown 1961), which in
turn contributes to a further increase
in the general motivational level of
the organism. This excessive level of
generalized motivation seems to have
caused the deterioration in perfor-
mance by the choice subjects. Finally,
when the choice subjects were sub-
sequently allowed to learn their cho-
sen materials, they did not exhibit
benefits attributable to choice rela-
tive to those who had not been given
a chance to exercise choice.

Additional research revealed that the
potential for frustration apparently
has a time course that is different
from, and independent of, the bene-
ficial motivational increment that
follows from the exercise of choice.

TAmm e



Table 1. Mean number of correct responses for groups that had varying amounts of

choice of responses on 4 trials of a 12-item stimulus-response pair test. (N = 20 in

each group.)
Trials
Group 2 3 4
Choice of all 12 items 4.80 6.80 1.70 8.90
Distributed choice of 6 items 4.40 5.05 6.35 6.90
Choice of first 3 items 4.75 6.30 7.65 7.95
Distributed choice of 3 items 4.15 5.40 6.90 1.70
Choice of last 3 items 2.90 4,85 6.40 6.80
No choice 3.40 4.90 5.95 7.15

Unlike the frustration following ab-
rogation of the subject’s choice im-
mediately after its expression, when
the abrogation is delayed 24 hours,
the potential for frustration dissi-
pates and the beneficial effects of
choice show up (Monty and Perlmu-
ter 1975, exp. 2). Although frustration
has been studied in a variety of sit-
uations, relatively little information
is available on its temporal course.
Thus, the present data are somewhat
novel, both in suggesting a distinction
between frustration and the potential
for frustration and in describing its
temporal course.

We have assumed that when a subject
is given an opportunity to choose, his
general level of motivation increases
and should improve performance not
only with the materials shown but
with other materials as well. To test
this notion directly, we (Monty, Ro-
senberger, and Perlmuter 1973) used
a paradigm similar to that discussed
earlier. One group of subjects chose
only the first three response items
and were assigned the remaining nine
stimulus-response pairs chosen by the

other subjects. A second group also
chose three response items, but they
were distributed throughout the list
of twelve items. A third group chose
only the last three responses, a fourth
group chose half of the items in a
distributed fashion, a fifth group
chose all twelve responses, and a sixth
group was given no choice at all.

It is interesting to note (see Table 1)
that when the first three responses
were chosen, performance was almost
as good as when all twelve responses
were chosen. However, when the last
three items were chosen, performance
was as poor as when no items were
chosen at all. When the three chosen
items were scattered throughout the
list, performance was at an interme-
diate level relative to the early and
late choice conditions and not sig-
nificantly different from either. These
findings indicate that providing the
learner with the perception of control
at the commencement of the task fa-
cilitates performance maximally.
Further, it should be noted that the
learning of not only the chosen items
but also the nonchosen items was

Table 2. Mean number of correct responses on the reading comprehension test for
four groups of subjects with varying choice (C) and force (F) conditions. (N=12in

each group.)

Group* 1
CCCC 3.6
CCCF 3.1
FFFC 3.7
FFFF 2.0

Test
2 3 4
6 33 3.7
3 3.3 3.3
6 2.8 3.2
3 2.1 2.3

*CCCC indicates that this group of subjects chose all 4 of the stories they were to
read; CCCF subjects chose the first 3 and were assigned the fourth; etc. Reading
test 1 was selected from the final set of titles to which the subjects were exposed;
reading test 2 was selected from the penultimate set of titles; etc.

benefited. After this experiment, we
decided to determine whether the
effects of choice might be demon-
strable if we used more complex tasks
with a decidedly less rote character.
We also wondered whether the effects
of choice found in our college students
would similarly be found in young
children.

In pursuit of the answers to these two
questions, White (1974) employed the
basic choice/force procedure and
adapted a standardized reading
comprehension test, which she ad-
ministered to fifth-grade children.
Some were given the opportunity to
choose from a list of titles the stories
to be read during the test, while other
children either were permitted to
choose only some of their stories or
were given no choice at all. After
reading the appropriate stories, each
subject was asked five multiple-
choice questions. The results, shown
in Table 2, indicate that choice of
even one of the four stories elevated
performance on the reading compre-
hension test to equal that found when
all of the stories were chosen by the
subjects.

The results from the reading com-
prehension task are totally consistent
with the paired-associate task and
may provide a practical demonstra-
tion of how choice can be employed in
the classroom to improve students’
motivation and hence performance.
Further, these experiments seriously
undermine competing explanations
that favor associative idiosyncratic
factors alluded to earlier and, more
important, implicate perceptual fac-
tors that apparently influence the
development of control.

Other aspects of choice

It is axiomatic that people believe
they enjov freedom (Steiner 1970).
The word belicve is critical to this
presumption since it modulates the
illusory role of freedom which in turn
affects motivation. This presumed
network led us to test the hvpothesis
that the individual's perception of
control, which is presumably depen-
dent upon his beliet about the
amount of freedom available to him
in a particular situation, will deter-
mine whether choice has positive,
negative, or neuiral consequences.

The important thing to recognize here
is that, despite the fact that the act of



choosing is common in all cases, we
are suggesting that only when the
subject perceives control will moti-
vation be enhanced. The act of
choosing per se is neither sufficient
nor critical to the development of
control.

Let us consider the following exam-
ple. If an individual is given the op-
portunity to choose between a sterling
silver pencil or a gold-plated one, as-
suming that these represent similarly
attractive alternatives, he will, after
some pondering, reject one and select
the other. Theoretically, the indi-
vidual should in this situation expe-
rience a feeling of control and evince
an increase in generalized motivation.
By contrast, if he is given the choice
between a sterling silver pencil and a
wooden one, assuming that these
represent grossly unequal alterna-
tives, the decision time will be rela-
tively brief and the wooden pencil
quickly rejected. Theoretically, in this
case the perception of control over the
factors that determine his choice
should be correspondingly low, since
the choice is constrained. Finally,
there is also the possibility that for
reasons of his own, our chooser will
select the wooden pencil.

To test these ideas, we set up an ex-
periment similar to those previously
described. Subjects chose response
words for stimulus-response pairs
(Savage and Perlmuter 1976), but
each stimulus word was presented
with only two potential response
items, as contrasted with five in the
previous experiments. The subjects
were tested in groups of 5-20, and all
the choice materials were presented
in specially prepared booklets that
contained study and test sheets as
well. Following the choice procedure,
subjects studied the twelve stimu-
lus-response word pairs and were
then tested for retention of the ap-
propriate responses when presented
with the stimulus items. Thus, the
experiment was made up of three
parts: the choice procedure, during
which the subjects circled the desired
response words; study trials, during
which the subjects memorized the
stimulus words and the correct re-

sponses; and test trials, during which

the subjects were required to recall
and record the appropriate responses
on presentation of the stimulus
words.

One group of subjects, designated as

Table 3. The mean percent of correct
responses on 3 trials for the group who
chose response words from similarly
meaningful alternatives (HH) was higher
than for the group who chose response
words from dissimilar alternatives (HL).
(N = 20 in each group.)

Trials
Groups 1 2 3
HH 43 72 88
HL 28 52 64

HH (High-High), chose their re-
sponse words from pairs of alterna-
tives that were high in meaningful-
ness (familiarity), as defined by
Taylor and Kimble (1967). For a
second choice group, HL. (High-Low),
each pair of responses was composed
of one high M (meaningfulness) and
one low M word. Examples of the re-
sponse pairs for the HH group are
river and tulip and for the HL group,
river and farod. Both groups received
identical stimulus words of interme-
diate M level. The performance
measure was the mean percentage of
correct responses recalled on each
trial. The results, shown in Table 3,
reveal that subjects who chose from
similar alternatives (HH) performed
better than subjects who chose only
the high M responses from dissimilar
alternatives (HL). Simply stated,
subjects who chose alternative A in
the presence of a similar alternative
A’ learned better than those who
chose the identical alternative, A, in
the presence of a dissimilar alterna-
tive, B. The results offer strong sup-
port for the notions that performance
is enhanced directly by the degree of
perceived control and that the pres-
ence of an undesirable (low M) alter-
native decreases the perception of
control.

In this experiment, the unusual third
outcome—as in the idiosyncratic
choice of the wooden pencil—also
occurred. In the HL condition, not all
the subjects chose high M alternatives
exclusively. In fact, about 35% of the
subjects chose one or more low M
words. The performance of these
subjects was separately evaluated and
fell closer to the HH than to the HL
group, although it was not signifi-
cantly different from either (mean
percent correct of 44, 68, and 77 on
trials 1-3, respectively). From the
scores of this somewhat maverick

group it would have to be argued that,
in contrast to the HL group, the mere
fact of choice resulted in the percep-
tion of control, and this perception
resulted in a slight improvement in
performance.

The following conclusions can be
drawn from this experiment. First,
the effectiveness of choice is largely
determined by whether the choice is
between similar alternatives or not.
Second, the act of choosing is insuf-
ficient for the development of the
feeling of control, and in fact, it is the
character of the nonchosen element
that determines the consequence of
choice. These results are in essential
accord with the analysis of the choice
situation suggested by Mills, in Har-
vey and Johnston (1973).

Still to be answered is the question of
why some subjects chose one or more
low M (unfamiliar) words. The an-
swer may be explainable by the same
mechanism that causes subjects to
prefer earned rewards over free ones.
That is, we might speculate that some
subjects strive more than others to
develop the perception of control.

Finally, although we have discussed
the force situation relatively little, in
passing it need be noted that per-
ceptual factors are also influential
when subjects are given no opportu-
nity to choose (Savage and Perlmuter
1976). That is, being forced to accept
a low M alternative when both of
these are similar is not as destructive
to performance as is being forced to
learn the identical low M alternative
in the presence of the more desirable
high M alternative. Apparently, both
servitude and freedom exist in de-
grees, and thus Shakespeare’s com-
ment in Taming of the Shrew that
“there’s small choice in rotten apples”
requires further commentary.

Let’s turn now to another aspect of
the perception of control, investigated
by Bailey (1975). In the research dis-
cussed thus far, the subjects have
served as the direct beneficiary of
their own choice. Is this personal
beneficiary relationship critical to the
development of control or is perfor-
mance facilitated when a Aypotheti-
cal other serves as the recipient of
choice? Simply stated, is choice for
another similar to choice for one’s
self? That the freedom to choose is
intrinsically motivating has been
amply demonstrated. Further, we



have seen that people tend to show
increased satisfaction if they are
permitted some degree of choice over
their own situations. What bench-
mark do people use to assess the
amount of freedom they enjoy?

To answer these questions college
students were asked if they were
willing to choose responses that an-
other (absent) person would learn.
After indicating their willingness to
do so, they were shown a series of
twelve stimuli, each accompanied by
five responses. They were then given
an experimenter-constructed list to
learn. A control group was presented
with all the responses but was offered
no opportunity to choose.

The results revealed that choosing for
another person produced a reliably
higher level of learning compared to
the control group. The chooser’s be-
lief about freedom is apparently en-
hanced by simply permitting control
over a nonexistent other. Overtly in-
dicating willingness to choose for
another was an important determi-
nant of enhanced performance. Thus
it seems reasonable to assume that
one way of evaluating the amount of
freedom you enjoy is by comparing it
with the amount of freedom you be-
lieve others enjoy. Obviously, if you
believe that others enjoy more free-
dom than you do, or perhaps even as
much freedom as you have, this could
serve to reduce the perception of your
own freedom—i.e. the possibility for
control. Hence opportunities that
serve to increase the difference in the
amount of freedom you have com-
pared to that of others should be
satisfying and should thereby in-
crease motivation.

Large service industries that deal
with the public (airlines, motels, etc.)
often give their customers the op-
portunity to evaluate the services
they provide. Self-addressed cards
are left in motel rooms, and airlines
from time to time distribute ques-
tionnaires asking for evaluation of the
services rendered. The collection of
this information may provide im-
portant feedback to management for
effecting policy changes, but we be-
lieve that such surveys also serve an-
other, perhaps even more important,
function. They provide the consumer
with the belief that “somebody cares
what I think.” “Even though there is
relatively little I can accomplish by
filling out the card, I feel better as a

result of doing it.” That is, being
given the opportunity to express
personal feelings “perceptually” en-
hances a person’s freedom to con-
trol.

These ideas animated the second
portion of Bailey’s experiment.
Subjects were told prior to the start of
the experiment that their learning
task had been previously estab-
lished—that is, they would be re-
quired to learn a prescribed set of
stimulus-response pairs. Following
this, they were presented with 12
stimuli, each with 5 response alter-
natives. Their task was to indicate to
the experimenter which responses
they would have chosen if they had
had the opportunity. We labeled this
the hypothetical choice condition. As
in the previous condition, the exper-
imenter assigned responses from the
five alternatives presented, but none
were the responses that had been
elected by these subjects. Once again,
in comparison with the force group
(described above), even the hypo-
thetical choice situation apparently
provided the subjects with an en-
hanced perception of freedom, and
they learned to a higher level than
those not provided with the oppor-
tunity to choose. Thus, even in this
relatively contrived laboratory sit-
uation, beliefs about freedom have
powerful effects on behavior.

Applications and
implications

The research we have described in-
dicates that the antecedents as well as
the consequences of choice can be
objectively evaluated, and we have
offered evidence that both theoretical
and practical benefits may be realized
in the pursuit of this rather ubiqui-
tous variable. In short, the evidence
leads us to the conclusion that the
presumed importance of the need to
perceive control is indeed fact, not
fantasy, and that it is possible to
manipulate this feeling in laboratory
settings in order to gain a better un-
derstanding of how it can both facil-
itate and disrupt performance.

Although there are obviously some
practical ideas here for use in the
classroom, we hasten to point out that
in an area as complex as this it is
simpler to misapply these principles
than to use them prudently, and
misapplication could be destructive.
For example, it has been reported

widely in the daily papers that the
1960s brought about changes in the
educational system aimed at devel-
oping teaching methods that would
be more relevant to the students’
daily lives. It is now recognized that
those changes have been partly the
cause of deficiencies in the students’
basic skills of reading and writing. It
was assumed that students knew
what they needed, but they often
avoided writing and reading courses.
Clearly, this new “freedom” to choose
was a misapplication of the principle
of choice. The students were probably
happier and more highly motivated,
but their energies were expended in
the wrong directions. Similarly, Rot-
ter (1966) has pointed out that there
are considerable individual differ-
ences in the perception of control,
which would, of course, have to be
taken into account in any applied
context.

While our research to date has been
limited to only one aspect of behavior,
namely enhancing learning, it is rea-
sonable to speculate that providing
choice in other contexts might also
lead to improved performance. Ma-
honey (1974), for example, has dis-
cussed the rapidly growing interest in
choice and control even in such non-
mentalistic areas as behavior modi-
fication, while social psychologists are
investigating the degree to which in-
dividuals attribute freedom and re-
sponsibility to themselves and to
those with whom they interact (Har-
vey and Smith 1977). Still others have
looked at how the increased oppor-
tunity for choice may reverse or pos-
sibly prevent some of the negative
consequences of aging (Langer and
Rodin 1976). Furthermore, since we
believe that behavior is guided in part
by the need to increase the opportu-
nities for freedom, it may be that
much of the behavior that we observe
and attribute to the service of certain
needs or causes may in fact be better
understood in terms of increased op-
portunities for control.
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