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Abstract
The paper proposes a new approach to measuring key parameters of choice as intentional activity. We developed and validated a
23-item questionnaire called the Subjective Quality of Choice (SQC) which measures four qualitative dimensions of choice:
elaboration, emotional valence, autonomy, and satisfaction with the outcome. Three validation studies are presented. In the first
study respondents from a large online sample evaluated the quality of important choices they made in life. Using structural
equation modeling, we confirmed the structure of the SQC and investigated the associations of its scales with other measures. In
the second study using a longitudinal designwe replicated the structure of the SQC in a university choice context and investigated
the criterion validity of its scales against well-being and academic outcome variables. In the third study we investigated the
predictive validity of the SQC in a university applicant sample against an objective real-life outcome. The findings support the
validity of the choice quality model.
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Introduction

The phenomenon of choice as a personal act to date does not
have a stable place in psychological theory. Throughout the
last century, choice was quite often reduced to decision

making, a cognitive evaluation of existing options resulting
in a preferential judgment (see Simonson, 2007), though more
recently we have learned that most decisions are not made in a
completely rational, accountable way and that the cognitive
paradigm of rational decision making has a limited scope (see
e.g. Gigerenzer, 2015; Keys & Schwartz, 2007; Peters &
Slovic, 2000). Contrary to the rationalist view, real actions
may contradict the decisions made earlier in conscious
judgment.

There are also multiple motivation and emotion-based al-
ternative approaches considering psychological benefits and
costs of being privileged to choose vs. no-choice condition.
These focus on individual choice strategies and the emotional
price of choices (Schwartz, 2004, 2012), the cultural contexts
that suggest or prevent people from seeing choice options in
certain situations (Iyengar, 2012; Iyengar & Lepper, 1999;
Savani, Markus, Naidu, Kumar, & Berlia, 2010), and the ef-
fects of self-regulation processes and energy distribution in
choice contexts (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Muraven, & Tice,
1998; Moller, Deci, & Ryan, 2006The theories of choice in
existentialist psychology and philosophy focus on the conse-
quences of choices people make for their own lives and em-
phasize the transformational effects of choice (Kierkegaard,
1959; Maddi, 2012; a.o.).). It is, however, problematic to
bring these and other approaches together in a sort of unified
theory (see Patall, 2012). Besides, most of them conceive
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choice and resp. the lack of choice as situations in which a
person finds oneself or not, as challenges to meet or benefits to
make use of, rather than as something the person does more or
less consciously and deliberately.

This indicates the relevance of viewing choice as an act of
resolving uncertainty (associated with a multitude of possible
options) in one’s life. Seen this way, choice often involves
decision making (construing anticipative evaluative judg-
ments on the options), but cannot be reduced to the latter;
moreover, an action may be carried out without such a judg-
ment or go contrary to the decision. Decision making occurs
in a person’s mind and results in a judgment, choice happens
in real life and results in an action, be it reasoned or intuitive,
or in conscious abstaining from an action. Thus, choice, or
choicework, is conceptualized as a form of intentional activity
(Leontiev & Pilipko, 1995), which takes place both within and
beyond one’s mind, and, besides cognitive accounting, also
involves motivation, energy expenditure (Baumeister et al.,
1998), and both external and internal mediating tools
(Vygotsky, 1983). Choicework may proceed at different
levels of complexity and elaboration: choosing between vari-
ous brands of chewing gum or ways to spend the weekend
may be quite different from choosing a spouse, a profession,
or a place to live. In some cases, choice can have a sophisti-
cated, branched, and deliberate character, in other cases,
choice may be reduced to automatic unconscious operations
proceeding without regard to other aspects of life and can be
described by cognitive models of decision making.

At the very moment of choice its consequences are only
tentatively anticipated in the future. John Locke (1690/1999)
noted that the reason humans often regret the choices they
have made is that they are not capable of anticipating distant
and often regrettable consequences of their choices (costs) as
clearly as they are anticipating the tease of immediate rewards.
Hence, an existential choice cannot be “optimized”: we can
never be sure whether the choice we are making is the “right”
one. One may, however, choose with a full awareness of one’s
responsibility for the choice and of the limitations concerning
the predictability of its outcomes (thus, doing a “good”
choicework), or one may make the choice without conscious
involvement and responsibility (thus, doing a “poor”
choicework, or doing without any). In the latter case, the fact
of decisionmaking (i.e. self-affirming as the one who decides)
may be more subjectively important than the quality of the
choice. The construct of subjective quality of choice we are
introducing here refers to individual differences in the capac-
ity to carry out a “good” choicework in a given situation. Our
approach intends to analyze the phenomena described as op-
timal choice capacity (Schwartz, 2012) or autonomous cau-
sality orientation (Ryan & Deci, 2017) in a specific choice
context.

We are unable to present here the choicework theory at
length (Leontiev, 2014; Leontiev et al., 2015). Its key

assumption is that what matters is the way a choice is made,
rather than what exactly is chosen in the end. Here are the
main postulates of the choicework theory:

1. High-quality (“good”) choicework has three related as-
pects: 1) elaboration (a conscious consideration of choice
options (elaboration), resulting in a reflective, rather than
impulsive choice); 2) autonomy (taking responsibility for
one’s choice and its consequences, rather than relying on
someone else’s opinion); 3) positive emotional experi-
ences with respect to the choice process (a sense of con-
fidence and ease) and in relation to its outcome (satisfac-
tion with the resulting decision or “inner consent”).

2. High-quality choicework in important life situations re-
sults in decisions that take into account the available re-
sources and possible consequences, and are therefore
more likely to lead to better objective long-term out-
comes. Because such decisions also take into account
the context of personality, they are also subjectively ex-
perienced as more meaningful and self-concordant, which
results in sustainable intrinsic motivation and well-being
(Sheldon & Elliot, 1999).

3. The capacity to perform high-quality choicework rests on
personality resources necessary to cope with the uncer-
tainty and complexity of the choice process for extended
time periods. Inability to sustain choicework may result in
impulsive or premature decisions that fail to account for
the consequences well enough. The list of candidate per-
sonality dispositions includes tolerance for ambiguity,
self-control, hardiness, a sense of purpose, among others.
Individuals with higher development of these choicework
skills are expected to be able to perform more complex
and elaborate choicework.

Based on the theoretical model outlined above, we
attempted to identify empirically four distinct dimensions of
choicework quality:

1. Choice elaboration. This cognitive dimension of
choicework refers to whether the chooser approaches
the challenge of making a choice with full awareness,
applying the whole repertory of cognitive and
metacognitive skills to construe and evaluate the available
options and their consequences. High degree of choice
elaboration indicates a vast cognitive processing behind
the decision, whereas non-elaborate choices are made
with little cognitive engagement or on impulse. In simple
everyday choice situations, such as choosing daily goods
in a supermarket, high elaboration may not be necessary,
but in cases of important life choices it may be essential.

2. Emotional valence. This dimension of choicework refers
to the degree of positivity or ambivalence of emotions
experienced during the choosing process. Choices may
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be emotionally challenging, because making a decision in
favor of one option implies declining the other potentially
attractive ones, which may produce regret and other
mixed emotions (see, e.g., Schwartz, 2004). When the
preferable option is obvious from the beginning or as a
result of concscious deliberation, choice might appear as
an easy and pleasant process.

3. Choice autonomy. This conative dimension of the choos-
ing process refers to the experience of agency. Many
choices people make are not truly autonomous, but rather
made under direct or indirect pressure with the resulting
decisions experienced as controlled or enforced, rather
than self-determined.We often choose something because
significant others or authority figures say we must or be-
cause we follow the example of our friends when we have
no definite opinion. However, the absence of agentic en-
gagement in a choice does not typically relieve one of the
responsibility for its consequences. As a result, autono-
mous choices, even though they require extra resources,
produce more favorable psychological consequences than
controlled ones (Deci & Ryan, 2016).

4. Satisfaction with the outcome.This dimension of the qual-
ity of choicework refers to the resulting decision. Having
made a choice that we may not be able to undo, we may
experience it as the “right” choice or a “wrong” one, or
feel uncertain about it. This evaluation of choice outcome
may persist and change as we face the consequences long
after the choice itself. Thus, this dimension of choice is
somewhat similar to emotional valence with the differ-
ence being in their temporal scale. They may often co-
vary, but not always: sometimes we eagerly make choices
we later regret.

According to the theoretical model herein proposed, high-
quality choicework, or choicework of high subjective quality,
feels elaborate, autonomous, emotionally positive, and results
in satisfaction with the outcome. In contrast, low-quality
choices can be made mindlessly (e.g., on impulse), without
agentic engagement (e.g., by following external information),
experienced as uneasy or unpleasant, and result in decisions
that do not feel “right”.

To operationalize these conceptual dimensions, we devel-
oped the Subjective Quality of Choice inventory (SQC),
which starts by making an explicit reference to a specific
choice the respondent has recently made. In the two subsec-
tions of the SQC the respondents are asked to evaluate the
process of choice (I was/am making this choice…) and its
outcome (The decision I’ve made was/is…) on a set of bipolar
7-point scales of semantic differential type.

We developed an initial set of 90 items and conducted a
series of pilot studies (Leontiev,Mandrikova, & Fam, 2007;
Leontiev et al., 2015) to investigate its dimensionality and
select the most salient items using fixed choices in realistic

situations (students choosing whether to vote, newlyweds
evaluating their choice of matrimonial partner) and descrip-
tions of choice situations selected by respondents. In these
initial validation studies we found a fairly invariant four-
factor structure and created a short 23-item version of the
SQC (presented in Supporting Information). The studies de-
scribed below had several aims: 1) to confirm the structure of
the SQC in a variety of choice situations, 2) to investigate its
convergent and predictive validity against choice outcomes,
and 3) to investigate its associations with personality re-
sources theoretically expected to form the basis for high-
quality choicework.

Study 1. The Structure of the SQC

Aim

The aim of the study was to confirm the structure of the 23-
item SQC measure using a large pool of self-reported choices
and to obtain preliminary evidence of its convergent validity.
More specifically, we aimed to test two postulates of the
choicework theory outlined above: the association of high-
quality choicework with well-being outcomes, and its link to
personality resources necessary to cope with uncertainty.

Sample and Procedure

Respondents were anonymous visitors to the website of the
Russian edition of Psychologies magazine (N = 1833; 149
male, 1684 female; average age 27.8 years, SD = 8.27) who
volunteered to participate in an online survey of choices to
receive brief feedback on their scores.

Instruments

Respondents were asked to name and describe an important
choice ‘which influenced many essential aspects’ of their life
and to evaluate this choice using the 23-item SQC technique.
The SQC items are scored from 1 to 7.

To evaluate the validity of the SQC and the choicework
theory, we included two measures. First, we used Satisfaction
with Life Scale (SWLS: Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin,
1985; Osin & Leontiev, 2020) to test the hypothesis that indi-
viduals making higher-quality choices experience higher
levels of well-being (Hypothesis 1). SWLS is a 5-item instru-
ment with a 7-point response scale. Second, we used the
Multiple Stimulus Type Ambiguity Tolerance I scale
(MSTAT: McLain, 1993; Leontiev, Osin, & Lukovitskaya,
2016) to find out whether the quality of choicework is associ-
ated with personality resources necessary to cope with uncer-
tainty (Hypothesis 2). MSTAT is a 22-item measure with a 7-
point response scale.
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Results

Structure of the SQC

To test the hypothesized structure of the SQC, we used
Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) in Mplus 8.4 with WLS
estimator, treating indicators as ordered categorical (Sellbom
& Tellegen, 2019). We relied on the values of CFI > .90, and
RMSEA < .08 as indication of acceptable model fit,
interpreting these indices in combination (Brown, 2015;
West, Taylor, & Wu, 2012).

We started by testing a four-factor ESEM model (explor-
atory factor analysis with target rotation) to verify the assign-
ment of items to scales. Next, we tested two principal com-
peting models, a correlated-factor CFA model with four fac-
tors and a bifactor model (see Fig. 1), where we included two
additional uncorrelated factors to address the effects of item
direction. We also included a correlated uniqueness for two
substantially similar items, 12 and 22, belonging to theChoice
Elaboration subscale and reflecting unexpected vs. expected
outcome aspect of choice that is not addressed by any other
items in this scale.

The ESEMmodel fit the data well (χ2 = 1064.25, df = 166,
p < .001, CFI = .979, RMSEA = .054, 90% CI [.051–.057]),

supporting the theoretical model. All the theoretically expect-
ed factor loadings were statistically significant, moderate to
high (λ > .50, with only two in the .38–.50 range), and
exceeded the cross-loadings in magnitude. The full matrix of
factor loadings in presented in Supporting Information.

The correlated-factor CFA model showed acceptable fit to
the data, based on the CFI, and marginal fit, based on the
RMSEA (χ2 = 2995.35, df = 223, p < .001, CFI = .936,
RMSEA = .082, 90% CI [.080–.085]). We expected that this
could be due to unexplained shared variance of items, related
to common item direction. The fit of the bifactor model was
good, based on the CFI, and acceptable, based on the RMSEA
(χ2 = 2386.26, df = 200, p < .001, CFI = .950, RMSEA = .077,
90% CI [.074–.080]).The parameters of the resulting model
are presented in Fig. 1.

We also tested two alternative models, where instead of
four substantive factors we modelled either a single factor
(Choice Quality) or two dimensions, separating Choice
Elaboration from Choice Experience (comprised by items be-
longing to the other three scales). The first model failed to
converge. The fit of the second model was good, based on
the CFI, and poor, based on the RMSEA (χ2 = 2822.88, df =
205, p < .001, CFI = .940, RMSEA = .083, 90% CI
[.081–.086]). The chi-square difference test indicated worse
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fit (Δχ2 = 406.26, Δdf = 5, p < .001), providing support for
the model with four substantive factors.

Correlates of Choicework Variables

The internal consistency (Cronbach’s α) coefficients for the 4
SQC scales ranged between .77 and .91. The observed zero-
order correlations are presented in Table 1. All three charac-
teristics of choicework process (elaboration, autonomy, and
valence) were significantly and positively associated with
the satisfaction with choice outcome. The associations of all
four choicework quality characteristics with satisfaction with
life and with tolerance for ambiguity were also positive and
significant, in line with the theoretical expectations.

Brief Discussion

Confirmatory factor analysis has supported the hypothesized
structural model. The correlations between different dimen-
sions of choicework quality were weak to moderate, suggest-
ing that important choices in different life domains and situa-
tions may involve different combinations of elaboration with
emotional valence and autonomy: pleasant choices may not
always be elaborate, and elaborate ones are not always pleas-
ant. This is to be expected, given the vast diversity of choice
situations recalled by participants in terms of recency and time
scale, life domain, controllability.

However, positive correlations of choice elaboration,
choice autonomy, and choice valence with satisfaction with
choice outcome suggest that higher-quality choices are gener-
ally associated with more satisfying outcomes, confirming the
hypothesis proposed within the choicework theory. The asso-
ciation of choice quality subscales with satisfaction with life
further extends this finding: though the effects are not strong
(r in the .15–.34 range), this is to be expected, given that the
SQC only tapped into a single one of the many important
choices that shape one’s life course.

The associations with MSTAT indicate that individuals
with higher tolerance of uncertainty tend to make more auton-
omous, unambiguous, and satisfying choices, though they do

not always spend much more time and effort in the process.
This finding confirms another expectation of the choicework
theory, that the capacity to perform high-quality choicework
requires personality resources essential for coping with
uncertainty.

The cross-sectional design precludes from making any
causal inferences: while it is plausible that well-made impor-
tant choices result in higher life satisfaction, individuals with
higher current levels of well-being could also bemore likely to
recall the choices they were satisfied with (Matt, Vázquez, &
Campbell, 1992).

Another important limitation of the study is its biased gen-
der sample. We had not expected any effects of gender on the
resulting structure and scores. The data only revealed small
differences indicating higher choice autonomy (d = .18,
p = .037) and choice deliberation (d = .20, p = .022) in fe-
males, as well as higher tolerance for ambiguity (d = .29,
p < .001) in males. The correlations obtained for males and
females did not differ significantly, based on the z test.
Based on this, we treated the sample as a whole and did not
focus on gender differences, due to possible sample bias.

We attempted to overcome these limitations in Study 2,
using a more balanced sample of individuals in a realistic
fixed choice situation and a longitudinal design to investigate
the long-term consequences of choices.

Study 2. Quality of University Choice
as Predictor of Academic Success and Life
Satisfaction

Aim and Hypotheses

We aimed to replicate the structure of the SQC and to obtain
more evidence of its convergent and predictive validity in a
university choice setting. Firstly, we hypothesized that indi-
vidual differences in the quality of university choices should
be associated with individual differences in personality dispo-
sitions relevant for choicework (self-control, hardiness, pur-
pose in life).

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and Pearson correlations for Study 1 scales

α M (SD) Autonomy Elaboration Valence Satisfaction MSTAT

Autonomy .77 5.25 (1.40)

Elaboration .78 5.28 (1.26) .22

Valence .81 3.38 (1.50) .41 −.01
Satisfaction .91 5.01 (1.67) .50 .32 .50

MSTAT .88 4.09 (0.89) .25 .08 .25 .22

SWLS .84 3.93 (1.27) .21 .15 .20 .34 .28

N = 1833. All coefficients .08 and above are significant at p < .001
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Secondly, we expected that university choices of higher qual-
ity should be associated with better academic outcomes and
higher well-being both in a cross-sectional and in a long-term
perspective: in countries where students only have the option to
major in one discipline which must be chosen in advance of
applying to a university and cannot be changed afterwards with-
out much difficulty, making a poor initial choice of a major can
easily ruin a career. We expected that students who had per-
formed higher-quality choicework were more likely to choose
a discipline in line with their passions, talents, and abilities,
which should result in better adaptation at university (higher
intrinsic academic motivation, academic control, academic
self-efficacy, and GPA) and higher satisfaction with life.

Sample and Procedure

The sample was comprised by two cohorts of first-year
Chemistry students. The first measurement occasion (Time
1) took place during the first academic year in March for
Cohort 1 and in November of the same year for Cohort 2.
The second measurement occasion (Time 2) took place in
March and November, respectively, a year later. The students
who volunteered to participate were asked to complete a
paper-based survey in class after their lectures. Informed con-
sent procedure was used and coding was utilized to
anonymize the questionnaires on receipt.

At Time 1, we obtained the responses of 156 out of 241
students comprising Cohort 1 (64.7%) and 122 out of 255
students comprising Cohort 2 (47.8%) resulting a combined
N = 278. Nine more students (6 and 3 in Cohorts 1 and 2,
respectively) failed to provide identifiers at Time 1, but their
data were used in structural analyses (N = 287). At Time 2, the
number of students present was 139 in Cohort 1 and 93 in
Cohort 2. The number of students matched across both mea-
surement occasions was 104 and 58, respectively, resulting in
a combined N = 162 for the longitudinal analyses.

Instruments

The SQC was administered at Time 1 with the instruction to
evaluate the ‘choice of the university and the study pro-
gramme you are in’. Three measures tapped into personality
resources expected to be relevant for high-quality choicework:

Noetic Orientations Test (Leontiev, 1992), a Russian mod-
ified version of the Purpose in Life Test (Crumbaugh &
Maholick, 1967), includes 20 items rated on a 7-point scale
tapping into purpose in life operationalized as the experience
of meaning in everyday activities and having coherent future
goals. Within choicework theory, personal meaning is expect-
ed to constitute a framework which guides the choice process
by linking it to the context of personally valued life goals and
priorities, resulting in more unambiguous, autonomous, and
satisfying choices.

Hardiness Test (Leontiev & Rasskazova, 2006), based on the
Personal Views Survey-IIIR (Maddi&Khoshaba, 2001), is a 24-
item measure of hardiness with a 4-point response scale.
According to Maddi (2012), hardiness is a set of attitudes that
enable a person to overcome ontological anxiety and make indi-
vidualist choices that create personal meaning, rather than con-
formist choices that reduce anxiety, but stifle personal growth.

Brief Self-Control Scale (Gordeeva et al., 2016, 2017;
Tangney, Baumeister, & Boone, 2004), a 13-item measure
with a 5-point response scale. Self-control is the ability to
refrain from following impulses and to delay gratification that
is supposed to help individuals withstand the challenge of
choice for a more extended period of time and to resist the
temptation of early closure and external pressures, leading
ultimately to better choices.

We also included a number of outcome measures to find
out whether students who made higher-quality choices would
be better adapted to the university context:

Academic Control Scale (Perry, Hladkyj, Pekrun, &
Pelletier, 2001; Russian version by Gordeeva), an 8-itemmea-
sure with a 5-point response scale tapping into the belief that
the student can influence his/her academic achievement at
university (as opposed to powerlessness).

Academic Self-Efficacy was measured by 3 original items
with a 5-point response scale: “I believe that I am able to study
successfully in my chosen direction of studies”, “I believe that
I am able to graduate from the university with distinction”, “I
believe that next year I will be able to improve my academic
achievements”.

Grade Point Average was drawn from the university re-
cords for the first 2 years of study. The examination sessions
took place twice a year, in January and in June, each with 4 to
6 exams graded on a 4-point scale (5-excellent … 2-fail). In
case of re-sits, we used an average score across all attempts.

Academic Motivation Scale (based on Vallerand et al.,
1992; Gordeeva, Sychev, & Osin, 2014) with a 5-point re-
sponse scale. As two different versions of the instrument were
used for the two cohorts, we only retained the three four-item
subscales with invariant item formulations.

Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985; Osin &
Leontiev, 2020).

Results

The Structure of the SQC

To find out whether the structure of the SQC would replicate
in a specific situation of choosing a university and a major, we
performed a confirmatory factor analysis to test the same set of
two models as in Study 1. We used Mplus 8.4 with WLSMV
estimator, due to a smaller size of the combined sample (N =
287), using DIFFTEST function to compare nested models
(Brown, 2015).
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In the present sample, the correlated-factor model showed
acceptable fit to the data (χ2 = 548.26, df = 223, p < .001,
CFI = .928, RMSEA = .071, 90% CI [.064–.079]). However,
the fit of the bifactor model with uncorrelated item direction
factors was, again, better (χ2 = 436.94, df = 200, p < .001,
CFI = .947, RMSEA = .064, 90%CI [.057–.072]). The param-
eters of this model are presented in Fig. 2. The loadings of all
items on the content factors were pronounced and significant,
ranging from .37 to .85. The fit of the two alternative models
was, again, significantly worse, based on scaled chi-square
difference test (Δχ2 = 217.95, Δdf = 6, p < .001 for a model
with a single dimension and Δχ2 = 47.23, Δdf = 5, p < .001
for the one with two dimensions). Thus, the structure replicat-
ed the Study 1 findings.

The internal consistency coefficients (Cronbach’s α) were
.66 for the Autonomy and Emotional Valence scales, .79 for
the Choice Elaboration, and .85 for the Choice Satisfaction.
Because of lower reliability, we used latent factor score esti-
mates derived from the structural model for the four substan-
tive factors to reduce the adverse effects of measurement error.
The t test revealed no significant differences in SQC scores
between male and female students.

Correlates of University Choice Quality

First, we focused on the psychological variables associated
with optimal university choice using pooled cross-sectional

data from the two cohorts. The correlations of the SQC with
other variables are presented in Table 2. As predicted, self-
control and purpose in life were positive correlates of univer-
sity choice quality at the level of general dispositions.
Domain-specific dispositions, academic control and academic
self-efficacy, also showed positive correlations with universi-
ty choice quality.

Longitudinal Effects of University Choice Quality

The zero-order correlations of choice quality indicators mea-
sured at Time 1 with criterion variables measured at Time 1
and Time 2 and presented in Table 3. The choice quality
indicators measured during the first year of study showed
expected associations with current and follow-up measure-
ments of satisfaction with life, academic motivation, and
GPA.

To investigate the predictive validity of SQC, we used lon-
gitudinal multiple regression to predict change (Cohen,
Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003) in well-being, motivation, and
academic achievement. The score estimates for the emotional
valence of choice, choice autonomy, and satisfaction with
choice in the university choice context emerged as strongly
correlated (r in the .84–.92 range, as opposed to .22–.50 range
in Study 1). To reducemulticollinearity and increase statistical
power, we combined these three variables into a single index
labelled Choice Experience, reflecting a positive emotional
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experience of choice. Its correlation with Choice Elaboration
was .62.

We proceeded by testing a series of regression models in
Mplus 8 with MLR estimator. We tested two regression
models for each Time 2 dependent variable in turn. In
Model 1, we controlled for pre-existing differences in DV
by entering its score at Time 1. Next, in Model 2 we entered
the Time 1 Choice Elaboration and Choice Experience scores
as additional predictors. We used Wald test to compare the
two models. The results of these multiple regression analyses
are presented in Table 4.

For Satisfaction with Life, we found a positive effect of
choice experience and a negative effect of choice elaboration,
indicating that university choice perceived during the fresh-
man year as autonomous, easy, and satisfying predicts an in-
crease in well-being from freshman to sophomore year; how-
ever, a mindful and elaborate choice that is not seen as auton-
omous, unambiguous, and satisfying predicts a decrease in
well-being over the same period.

We also found significant effects of choice experience on
the dynamics of academic motivation (significant for intrinsic
motivation and amotivation and marginal for external motiva-
tion). Students who experienced their choice of university as
autonomous, emotionally positive, and satisfying tended to

report higher levels of intrinsic academic motivation and low-
er levels of external academic motivation and amotivation a
year later. Controlling for choice experience, there was no
specific effect of choice elaboration.

Finally, there was a positive effect of choice elaboration on
the change in Grade Point Average over the first year (be-
tween the first and the second term exam sessions). There
was no significant effect of SQC on the GPA change from
the first to the second year. However, when we compared
the groups of students who dropped out or took an extended
leave from the university during the first 2 years of study (N =
37) to those who remained at university (N = 236) using
Student t test, we found that the differences on all four SQC
scales were significant, with the strongest effect for Choice
Elaboration (d = .61, p < .001) and Choice Autonomy
(d = .58, p < .01), followed by Choice Satisfaction (d = .53,
p < .01) and Emotional Valence (d = .37, p < .05). The direc-
tion of all effects was the same, indicating lower choice qual-
ity in the students who dropped out. In a logistic regression
withChoice Elaboration and Choice Experience as predictors
of the binary dropout variable, only the effect of Choice
Elaborationwas significant, indicating that less elaborate uni-
versity choice was associated with increased chances of
dropping out (OR = 1.71, p = .038).

Table 2 Pearson correlations of
choice quality with personality
variables

N α Elaboration Valence Autonomy Satisfaction

Hardiness 151 .90 .17* .40*** .32*** .44***

Purpose in Life 152 .90 .40*** .50*** .53*** .55***

Self-control 268 .79 .40*** .24*** .33*** .31***

Academic control 272 .78 .35*** .27*** .35*** .36***

Academic Self-efficacy 273 .66 .26*** .30*** .37*** .38***

*** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05

Table 3 Correlates of subjective
quality of university choice at
Time 1 and Time 2

N α Elaboration Valence Autonomy Satisfaction

Time 1

Satisfaction with Life 272 .72 .20*** .26*** .25*** .28***

Intrinsic Motivation 273 .85 .35*** .50*** .57*** .58***

External Motivation 273 .74 −.12 −.19** −.24*** −.22***
Amotivation 273 .85 −.39*** −.42*** −.52*** −.51***
GPA, Semester 1 262 .67 .24*** .13* .20** .21**

Time 2

Satisfaction with Life 154 .81 .09 .34*** .29*** .31***

Intrinsic Motivation 159 .89 .25** .40*** .44*** .46***

External Motivation 159 .73 −.20* −.23** −.30*** −.32***
Amotivation 159 .87 −.34*** −.40*** −.41*** −.41***
GPA, Semester 2 263 .77 .27*** .14* .21*** .20**

*** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05
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Brief Discussion

We have investigated the structure and validity of the SQC
measure in a realistic fixed situation of an important choice of
a higher education programme. The results of the study sup-
port the assumptions of choicework theory.

First, we replicated the structure of the SQC and found
moderate to strong associations between its dimensions, indi-
cating that university choices that are retrospectively seen as
more elaborate are also perceived as more self-determined,
positive, and satisfying.

Second, we found that the self-reported quality of
choicework was positively associated with personality re-
sources theoretically expected to support sustained engage-
ment in the choice process (self-control, hardiness) and to
serve as personality structures guiding individual choices
(purpose in life).

Third, we found that higher-quality choices of a university
major were associated with better current and long-term aca-
demic outcomes, both objective (GPA and dropout probability)
and subjective (intrinsic academic motivation, academic con-
trol, academic self-efficacy, and satisfaction with life). Students
who feel having made a “good” choice of a university are more
likely to remain engaged with their studies, hold constructive
beliefs, and show higher and more sustained academic achieve-
ment during the freshman and sophomore years.

An important limitation of the study was the fact that the
choice situation was reported retrospectively and current well-
being levels or “recall bias” (Blome & Augustin, 2015) may
have influenced the way the experience of choice was reported
by participants. To overcome this limitation, we conducted
another study using the same situation in a prospective setting.

Study 3. Quality of University Choice:
Individual Patterns and Examination Success

Aim and Hypotheses

We aimed to obtain evidence of predictive validity of SQC in
a prospective setting by surveying university applicants who
had just made their choice of a university and a major but were
yet to experience its outcomes. Firstly, we expected to repli-
cate the associations of choicework quality with personality
resources (self-control, purpose in life) and well-being.
Secondly, we expected that higher-quality choices would be
associated with higher expectations concerning the future suc-
cess at entrance exams and future studies, as well as with
better subsequent objective examination outcomes: we ex-
pected that applicants who had made higher-quality choices
of a study programme (i.e., carefully evaluated their interests,
the value of the study programme, their chances of being
admitted, etc.) would be (and would feel) more prepared for
the upcoming examinations and future studies.

Sample and Procedure

The participants were university entrants applying for the psy-
chology programme. They were approached during the 10-
day application period when they arrived to submit their pa-
perwork. Leaflets were handed out in front of the application
hall offering to participate in a study of individual differences
predicting academic success with and receive a psychology-
themed book as a reward. Informed consent procedure was
used and parental consent was obtained for all participants
under 18.

Table 4 The results of multiple
regression analyses Time 1 predictors N Model 1 Model 2 Wald test

R2 β R2 β χ2(df = 2) (p)

Satisfaction with Life 153 .31* .56** .34*** .53*** 12.33 (.002)
Choice Elaboration −.20**
Choice Experience .19**

Intrinsic Motivation 159 .28*** .53*** .31*** .43*** 7.51 (.023)
Choice Elaboration −.08
Choice Experience .22**

External Motivation 159 .32*** .57*** .34*** .54*** 5.94 (.051)
Choice Elaboration −.04
Choice Experience −.13
Amotivation .42*** .23** .28** 9.84 (.007)
Choice Elaboration −.06
Choice Experience 159 .17** −.23*
Grade Point Average 262 .56*** .75*** .57*** .72*** 6.14 (.047)
Choice Elaboration .10*

Choice Experience .01

*** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05
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The entrance examinations took place during the 2 subse-
quent weeks and comprised written tests on Mathematics,
Language and literature, and Biology. Each work was graded
on a 5-point scale and the applicants had to pass all 3 exams
and receive a high cumulative score. Because of different
cutoffs for full-time and part-time study, we only used the
general examination outcome (accepted vs. not accepted).

The initial sample included 94 females and 18 males aged
15 to 28 (M = 17.06, SD = 1.89). We excluded the data of 5
participants who failed to show up for the exams resulting in a
sample size of N = 107 (we retained the data of four partici-
pants who failed to complete some of the measures). Out of
the 107 individuals who took part in the study, 34 were sub-
sequently admitted to the university, resulting in a 31.8% suc-
cess rate (compared to 14.3% according to the university
statistics).

Methods

Subjective Quality of ChoiceWe used the 23-item version with
the same instruction as in Study 2.

Situational Self-Efficacy Beliefs The students were asked
“How do you evaluate your chances of being admitted to the
university (0-100%)”. Five other items rated on a 7-point scale
tapped into the self-efficacy of entering the university (e.g., “I
believe that I will pass the entrance exams successfully”) and
three items tapped into the self-efficacy of studying at the
university (e.g., “I believe that I will have a perfect academic
record at the university in the upcoming year”).

Subjective Happiness Scale (Lyubomirsky & Lepper,
1999; Osin & Leontiev, 2020), a 4-item measure with a 7-
point response scale.

We also used the same versions of Satisfaction with Life
Scale (Diener et al., 1985; Osin & Leontiev, 2020) and Noetic
Orientations Test (Crumbaugh & Maholick, 1967; Leontiev,
1992).

Results

The correlations between SQC scales and other psychological
variables are given in Table 5. Choice quality showed rela-
tively weak correlations with current satisfaction with life and
current subjective happiness (consistent with the idea that
choice consequences have not yet been faced by the respon-
dents). The associations with purpose in life and self-control
were similar to those found in Study 2. Choice quality was
positively associated with situational self-efficacy.

The comparison of means between the successful (N = 34)
and unsuccessful (N = 73) applicants is given in Table 6. The
Choice Elaboration subscale of SQC emerged as the only
psychological variable significantly related to the subsequent
examination outcome. In a logistic regression, a unit increase

in choice elaboration was associated with a twofold increase
in probability of passing the entrance exams successfully
(OR = 2.11, p = .007).

Brief Discussion

The results of study 3 reveal the predictive validity of
choicework quality in the context of entering a university, a
very competitive and high-stakes situation, given that only 1
out of every 7 applicants was admitted to the programme, and
that most applicants could apply to no more than two univer-
sities in one year, due to the examination schedule.

Choice elaboration was positively associated with choice
autonomy and satisfaction with choice outcome, but was not
significantly associated with choice valence, suggesting that
elaborate choices in difficult situations with uncertain out-
comes can hardly be pleasant and unambiguous. SQC showed
predictable positive associations with measures of positive
functioning (well-being, purpose, self-control) and success
expectations. Choice elaboration emerged as not only the
strongest, but also the only significant predictor of success at
subsequent examinations, indicating that individuals who
made this hard decision in a more elaborate, but not necessar-
ily more independent manner, were more likely to succeed in
their endeavour.

General Discussion

The combined findings of the three studies constitute the first
evidence supporting the theoretical assumptions of the
choicework theory, as well as structural and external validity
of SQC, an assessment instrument based on the four-
dimensional model of choicework. The studies used different
designs (cross-sectional, longitudinal, and prospective) and
settings (free choice recall vs. fixed choice situation, i.e. uni-
versity choice).

The large sample used in Study 1 provided support for the
structural model of SQC, which was successfully replicated in
a different Study 2 setting. The subjective quality of
choicework can be characterized by elaboration, valence, au-
tonomy, and satisfaction with the outcome dimensions. The
elaboration aspect of choice was somewhat more weakly re-
lated to the other three, suggesting that self-determined
choices are not always made in an elaborate manner (perhaps,
sometimes the “right” choice is self-evident), or that a difficult
choice that requires elaboration is not always a pleasant
experience.

The findings of the three studies indicate that the tendency
to make high-quality choices is positively associated with per-
sonality resources theoretically expected to contribute to self-
regulation during the choice process – self-control, purpose in
life, tolerance for ambiguity, and hardiness. Future studies
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using quasi-experimental designs could attempt to demon-
strate the causal role of these variables in shaping the choice
experience. Studies 1 and 2 also showed that choice quality is
positively associated with life satisfaction in a retrospective
choice recall setting. It is possible, though, that retrospective
evaluations of choice and of life in general might be similarly
influenced by the current emotional state (Blome & Augustin,
2015; Matt et al., 1992), which future studies could attempt to
control.

Studies 2 and 3 used a prospective design to find out
whether choice quality would predict future university adjust-
ment and academic success. In Study 3, the university appli-
cants who evaluated their choice of university as more mind-
ful and elaborate were more likely to pass the subsequent
entrance exams successfully and to be admitted to the pro-
gramme of their choice. In Study 2, the first-year students
who viewed their choice of a study programme as more elab-
orate, autonomous, and satisfying were more likely to hold

constructive beliefs regarding their studies (academic control
and self-efficacy) and to maintain higher well-being, more
productive academic motivation, and higher levels of academ-
ic achievement during the first two years. In contrast, students
who reported having performed lower-quality choicework
were more likely to drop out from their studies during the first
two years. These effects on prospective subjective and objec-
tive indicators strongly suggest that a high-quality choice is
much more likely to be “right” choice, ultimately leading to
higher success and well-being.

Controlling for shared variance in multiple regression, the
Choice Elaboration and the three other subscales of SQC
showed somewhat different effects on these outcome vari-
ables. Choice Experience mostly predicted well-being and
productive motivational orientations, whereas Choice
Elaboration emerged as the only predictor of subsequent ob-
jective examination success and long-term GPA. This finding
suggests potentially different cognitive and emotional mecha-
nisms behind these associations: elaboration might be more
likely to involve cognitive accounting of resources and pro-
spective difficulties resulting in better preparation, whereas
choice autonomy, valence, and satisfaction might reflect sub-
jective identification with one’s choice and its integration with
one’s deeply held personal priorities. Overall, our results are
in line with recent findings in Self-Determination Theory
showing that simply reflecting on one’s motivation before
choosing a goal leads to choosing more self-concordant and
satisfying goals that are more likely to be attained (Sheldon,
2014; Sheldon, Prentice, & Osin, 2019). The choicework the-
ory helps to elucidate this process further.

The present findings constitute only the first step in the
development and validation of the choicework quality mea-
sure. The data show that the effects of Choice Elaboration and
those of the other three scales are quite different. However, the
discriminant validity of Choice Autonomy, Choice Valence,
and Choice Satisfaction is not as readily evident in a university

Table 5 Correlations of SQC
with other variables N α Elaboration Valence Autonomy Satisfaction

Satisfaction with Life 106 .72 .14 .19* .07 .18

Subjective Happiness 106 .72 .15 .31** .23* .24*

Purpose in Life 106 .88 .42*** .41*** .34*** .40***

Self-control 106 .84 .45*** .11 .26** .14

Chances (self-rating) 102 n/a .26** .36*** .13 .35***

Self-efficacy of entrance 105 .76 .13 .42*** .27** .39***

Self-efficacy of study 105 .94 .29** .20* .21* .20*

Elaboration 106 .76 .12 .28** .24*

Valence 106 .71 .32** .64***

Autonomy 106 .70 .38***

Satisfaction 106 .77

*** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05

Table 6 Differences in scores of successful (N = 34) and unsuccessful
(N = 73) applicants

Scale N t df p d

Satisfaction with Life 107 −0.41 105 n.s. .09

Subjective Happiness 107 −1.68 105 .095 .35

Purpose in Life 107 −0.93 105 n.s. .20

Self-control 107 −0.24 105 n.s. .05

Chances (self-rating) 103 −0.91 101 n.s. .19

Self-efficacy of entrance 105 −0.22 103 n.s. .05

Self-efficacy of study 105 −0.38 103 n.s. .08

Elaboration 106 −2.83 105 .006 .60

Valence 106 0.38 105 n.s. −.08
Autonomy 106 0.28 105 n.s. −.06
Satisfaction 106 −1.19 105 n.s. .25
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choice setting, where these three scales tend to covary more
strongly, compared to other situations involving choices of
different types and importance, according to our data. Future
research could investigate the divergent validity of SQC scales
against measures of maximizing-satisficing, deliberative vs.
intuitive decision making, and rational vs. emotional decision
making. Finally, an important limitation of the SQC approach
is that retrospective evaluations of choices may undergo cog-
nitive distortions. This issue is also worth investigation in
future studies.
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