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Regulatory focus theory proposes that two strategic orientations, namely promotion and prevention, shape indi-
viduals' self-regulation andmake key contributions to the psychological mechanisms undergirding the develop-
ment of depressive disorders, generalized anxiety disorder, and their comorbidity. Although two distinct
conceptualizations of regulatory focus coexist in the literature, it is unclear whether promotion and/or preven-
tion are hierarchical constructs comprising both general and narrower factors, with the latter corresponding to
the self-guide and, respectively, the reference-point definitions of regulatory focus. This research used informa-
tion from a large sample of secondary school students (N=5732) and examined a number of competingmodels
to examine the structure of promotion and prevention. Findings of this investigation suggest that a general pro-
motion construct accounted for most of the variance in the combined set of items mapping both self-guide and
reference-point conceptualizations. Results also indicate that the reference-point definition of regulatory focus
did not facilitate an appropriate measurement of the prevention construct in this population. These findings
make important contributions to advancing extant knowledge and have salient implications at both conceptual
and practical levels.
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Regulatory focus is a psychological theory that has informedwork in
a wide range of research domains spanning motivation, cognition, and
emotion (Haws, Dholakia, & Bearden, 2010; Higgins, 2012b; Polman,
2012; Summerville & Roese, 2008). An individual's regulatory focus en-
compasses two strategic orientations, namely promotion and preven-
tion (Higgins, 1997). Two distinct conceptualizations of regulatory
focus coexist in the literature (Summerville & Roese, 2008; details fol-
low in the next section). Given that they both have strong theoretical
foundations, an important yet unanswered question iswhether a gener-
al overarching construct of promotion (prevention) could be identified
by using concomitantly both of these conceptualizations (Hodis &
Hodis, 2016). Importantly, if such a general construct could be identified
for promotion (prevention), this would alleviate concerns that results
couched in different conceptualizations of regulatory focus may not be
interpreted as a unitary corpus of findings (Summerville & Roese,
2008). In addition, this general construct would have a higher content
validity than that of its counterparts associated with only one of these
conceptualizations (Chen, Hayes, Carver, Laurenceau, & Zhang, 2012).
To investigate the potentially hierarchical and/or multifaceted nature
of promotion and prevention, we examined several competing models

offering conceptually distinct representations of the measurement
structure of these constructs. Before we discuss how testing these
models provides insights into the nature of promotion and prevention,
we overview briefly the two different conceptualizations of regulatory
focus that co-exist in the literature.

1. Conceptualization of regulatory focus

Regulatory focus theory proposed that children's early socialization
with families and caregivers influences the type of self-guide, that is,
the “self-directive standards” (Higgins, 1987, p. 321), they try to emu-
late. An important tenet of accessibility theory is that mental represen-
tations stored in memory become accessible and could be activated for
use when they are relevant to ongoing self-regulatory processes
(Higgins, 2012a). Thus, children's self-guides are readily accessible
and shape their emotional, cognitive, and behavioral reactions
(Dweck, Higgins, & Grant-Pillow, 2003; Higgins, 1997, 2012b). In partic-
ular, children whose early socialization focuses on attaining own ideals
have most accessible ideal self-guides and are likely to develop a pro-
motion orientation. In contrast, children whose socialization centers
on being safe and fulfilling duties, obligations, and responsibilities (rep-
resented in social norms and/or conveyed by families, teachers, etc.),
have readily accessible ought self-guides and are likely to develop a pre-
vention orientation (Higgins, 1997, 2012b). Summerville and Roese
(2008) labeled this conceptualization the self-guide definition of regu-
latory focus.
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Regulatory focus theory posited that a strong emphasis on promo-
tion is associated with sensitivity to the presence (vs. absence) of
positive outcomes (i.e., gains vs. non-gains; Higgins, 1997, 2012b). As
a consequence, self-regulation having a promotion focus uses gains as
its reference point and represents success (failure) as the presence
(absence) of gains. In contrast, when prevention is emphasized, individ-
uals are sensitive to the absence (vs. the presence) of negative outcomes
(i.e., non-losses vs. losses) (Higgins, 1997, 2012b). Thus, self-regulation
having a prevention focus uses losses as its reference point and repre-
sents success (failure) as the absence (presence) of losses. This concep-
tualization has been termed the reference-point definition of regulatory
focus (Summerville & Roese, 2008).

Although individuals differ with respect to which self-guide is most
chronically accessible to them, they use both ideal and ought self-guides
to some degree (Higgins, 2012b). In addition, people are sensitive to
(the presence/absence of) both positive and negative outcomes. As a
consequence, individuals can activate both promotion and prevention
orientations (Dweck et al., 2003; Higgins, 1997, 2012b).

Summerville and Roese (2008)proposed that the self-guide defini-
tion of regulatory focus is operationalized by means of Higgins et al.'s
(2001) Regulatory Focus Questionnaire (RFQ). These authors also ar-
gued that the reference-point definition is operationalized by means
of Lockwood, Jordan, and Kunda's (2002) General Regulatory Focus
Measure (GRFM). Notably, the RFQ and the GRFM are the two instru-
ments that have most often been used in regulatory focus research
(Gorman et al., 2012; Summerville & Roese, 2008). In addition, “the
range offindingswith each scale suggests they possess adequate predic-
tive validity” (Summerville & Roese, 2008, p. 249).

1.1. Key implications of interindividual differences in promotion, and pre-
vention orientations

Examining promotion and prevention orientations within the
framework of the regulatory focus theory (Higgins, 1997) offers impor-
tant information regarding the etiology of depression and generalized
anxiety as well as of their often-reported comorbidity (Klenk,
Strauman, & Higgins, 2011). Specifically, when individuals pursue
goals with a strong promotion focus, they strive to attain positive out-
comes (Higgins, 1997, 2012b). In turn, this strategic priority “engenders
an eager, positive-outcome-focused motivational state” (Klenk et al.,
2011, p. 936). According to regulatory fit theory, the pursuit of promo-
tion goals bymeans of eager strategies (e.g., seeking to attain one's aspi-
rations to advance by employing strategies that maximize the chances
to gain even at the risk of incurring losses) is associated with stronger
engagement in goal-related activities (Higgins, 2000). As success
heightens eagerness (Higgins, 2012b), when individuals experience
success in their pursuit of valued promotion goals, their strengthened
eagerness makes it likely that they continue to pursue other promo-
tion-related goals (Klenk et al., 2011).

In contrast, failure to attain promotion goals diminishes individuals'
eagerness and, thus, reduces their subsequent engagement with pro-
motion goals and dampens their valuations of positively valenced activ-
ities/goals (Klenk et al., 2011). Importantly, when failure experiences
regarding promotion goals are significant (e.g., chronic or traumatic),
they are likely to give raise to important dysregulations of the promo-
tion system (e.g., dejection/dysphoria; Strauman et al., 2015); in turn,
these could lead to generalized lack of interest and/or lethargy, which
are states commonly experienced in depression (Higgins, 2006; Klenk
et al., 2011). Therefore, theorists have argued that hypoengagement
with promotion goals may lead to depressive states (Strauman et al.,
2015).

Studies of the neural correlates of activating promotion (vs. preven-
tion) goals support these contentions. For example, Eddington, Dolcos,
Cabeza, Krishnan, and Strauman (2007) found that priming of promo-
tion goals was linked to neural activation in the left orbital prefrontal
cortex. Moreover, the magnitude of this activation was positively

associated with individuals' scores on the promotion subscale of the
RFQ. Similarly, Eddington et al. (2009) used functional magnetic reso-
nance imaging (fMRI) to investigate how depressed and non-depressed
individuals responded to priming of promotion and prevention goals.
Their findings indicated that “depression is associated at both behavioral
and neurobiological levels with down regulation of promotion goal pur-
suit and simultaneous (and possibly compensatory) hyperresponsivity
to prevention goals” (p. 243). In line with these results, a recent inter-
vention that raised the levels of promotion engagement of individuals
who previously reported little success in attaining promotion goals
helped improve their levels of acute dysphoric mood (Strauman et al.
(2015). This corpus of findings is consistent with Higgins' (2006),
Klenk et al.'s (2011), and Strauman's (2002) theorizing of the interrela-
tionships among regulatory focus orientations, depression, and general-
ized anxiety.

When individuals pursue goals with a strong prevention focus, they
are concerned with responsibility, safety, and security (Higgins, 1997,
2012b; Klenk et al., 2011). This strategic orientation centers on
attempting to keep “bad things from happening and engenders a vigilant
negative-outcome-focused motivational state” (Klenk et al., 2011, p.
936; emphasis in original). In line with the tenets of regulatory fit
theory, a vigilant strategic outlook is a regulatory fit for pursuing goals
with prevention orientation and, thus, facilitates stronger engagement
with goal-related activities (Higgins, 2000). As vigilance is heightened
by failure (Higgins, 2012b), failing in prevention-related goal pursuits
is associated with a stronger focus on detecting dangers and avoiding
errors. This is why, when failure is chronic or traumatic, a state of hyper-
vigilance and a ready accessibility of prevention goals are likely (Klenk
et al., 2011). In turn, these aspects enlarge the array of contexts and sit-
uations that are perceived as potentially dangerous or threatening and
magnify reactions to them. As a consequence of this hyperengagement
of prevention goals, general levels of anxiety are likely to raise, thus cre-
ating the backdrop for generalized anxiety disorder (Higgins, 2006;
Klenk et al., 2011; Strauman et al., 2015). In linewith these propositions,
Strauman et al. (2015) showed that an intervention aimed at reducing
prevention engagement helped diminish the levels of acute anxious
mood of participants who previously reported low levels of success
with regard to achieving prevention goals.

2. The present study

We employed three sets of competingmodels to investigate the po-
tentially multifaceted and/or hierarchical nature of promotion and pre-
vention and assess whether the self-guide and reference-point
definitions of regulatory focus could be used together to measure
these constructs. Thefirstmodelwe usedwas a one-factor Confirmatory
Factor Analysis (CFA) including all items measuring promotion
(prevention) across the two definitions of regulatory focus. This model
examined the extent to which scores on these items were influenced
only by a single common factor and by indicator-specific and uncorre-
lated error terms. The one-factor CFA model, thus focused only on the
most general promotion (prevention) factor and did not take into ac-
count narrower conceptualizations of the construct (i.e., the self-guide
and the reference-point definitions). Unequivocal empirical support
for the one-factor CFAmodel would provide evidence against regarding
the self-guide and reference-point conceptualizations as independent.

The secondmodel investigated, whichwas a 2-factor CFAmodel, hy-
pothesized that two factors, one corresponding to the self-guide and the
other to the reference-point definition of regulatory focus, account ap-
propriately for the associations among the promotion (prevention)
items. To examine the extent to which items spanning the two
definitions of regulatory focus measure independent constructs, this
two-factor CFA model restricted to zero all cross-loadings between a
factor (e.g., the self-guide definition) and the items measuring the
other factor (i.e., the reference-point definition) and evaluated the
corresponding inter-factor correlation.
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