
Social Psychology 

Free to See the Big Picture: Autonomy Increases Abstractness of           
Action Identification   
Anita Körner1,2 a, Felix J. Götz1,3, Anand Krishna1 

1 Department of Psychology, University of Würzburg, Würzburg, Germany, 2 Department of Psychology, University of Kassel, Kassel, Germany, 
3 Department of Psychology, University of Regensburg, Regensburg, Germany 

Keywords: action identification, abstractness, autonomy, action control, self-determination 

https://doi.org/10.1525/collabra.88165 

Collabra: Psychology 

People sometimes feel autonomous—free to choose and able to control their actions; at 
other times, they feel restricted in what they can do and what the outcome will be. Based 
on Action Identification Theory, the present work examines whether autonomy 
influences how abstractly actions are represented. In 6 studies, high (vs. low) autonomy 
increased abstractness of action identification. Participants selected more abstract (vs. 
concrete) redescriptions of actions when they imagined wanting (vs. having) to perform 
these actions (Experiments 1a–1b), when autonomy was varied via situation descriptions 
(Experiments 2a–2b), via memory content (Experiment 3), and in an ecological setting 
(Study 4). Finding that high (vs. low) autonomy increased abstractness of action 
identification constitutes an extension of Action Identification Theory to incorporate 
social determinants. 

People sometimes feel free to choose their actions and 
cause said actions’ results; at other times, they feel that 
they have no choice or no control over their actions. For ex-
ample, when buying lunch, one is typically free to choose 
between various options with innumerable variations. Traf-
fic situations, in contrast, involve less autonomy, forcing 
one repeatedly to slow down and wait. Variations in auton-
omy occur in many everyday contexts, so that autonomy 
varies predictably within (e.g., at home vs. at work) and 
between individuals (e.g., job choice for highly qualified 
vs. unskilled workers). In the present research, we examine 
whether autonomy affects how people think about their ac-
tions. While they might think of grabbing lunch in terms of 
getting nutrition (instead of chewing and swallowing), navi-
gating traffic might feel like implementing the required ac-
tion of stepping on the brake (instead of driving responsibly). 
In this vein, highly autonomous actions might be repre-
sented on a higher, more abstract level—concerned with the 
meaning and broader contexts of actions—whereas actions 
with low autonomy might be represented on a lower, more 
concrete level—concerned with details and action imple-
mentation. The present research examines whether auton-
omy indeed leads to more abstract action representations. 

Autonomy  

Autonomy is a central human motive. Accordingly, psy-
chology has extensively studied humans’ striving to gain 
autonomy (Brehm, 1993; DeCharms, 1968; Fiske & Dépret, 

1996; Maslow, 1943; Murray, 1938; Rothbaum et al., 1982; 
Ryan & Deci, 2000; White, 1959). The experiences of action 
control, choice, and self-determination contribute to the 
satisfaction of the autonomy motive and have been ob-
served to have a range of positive consequences, including 
improvements in well-being and performance (Kachanoff et 
al., 2019; Litt, 1988; Moller et al., 2006; Patall et al., 2008; 
Werner et al., 2018; Zuckerman et al., 1978). Moreover, 
these constructs are closely related. High (vs. low) choice 
has been found to increase experienced control (Barlas & 
Obhi, 2013; Beck et al., 2017; Borhani et al., 2017; Geers 
et al., 2013; Langer, 1975; Leotti et al., 2010). Furthermore, 
the absence of either choice or control cannot be compen-
sated for by an increase in the other component (Deci & 
Ryan, 1987; see also Patall et al., 2014; Radel et al., 2013). 

In line with this conceptualization of the autonomy mo-
tive, it is possible to define a psychological state of expe-
rienced autonomy as one in which actors both choose their 
actions and control the action execution. That is, for expe-
rienced autonomy to be high, actors need to believe that 
they freely choose the action (choice); and that they are 
able to perform the action (e.g., physically able and skilled), 
yielding the intended outcome (action control; Skinner, 
1996; see also Abramson et al., 1978; Bandura, 1977). Con-
versely, a state of low experienced autonomy prevails if at 
least one of these conditions is not fulfilled. That is, expe-
rienced autonomy is low if actors think they have no real 
choice of what to do (e.g., because of external pressure) 
or they are unable to perform the action successfully (e.g., 
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because they lack the necessary skills or because the out-
come is externally determined). Note that these conditions 
for autonomy states are defined by actors’ subjective expe-
rience and not by objective facts. 

This definition of autonomy is related to locus of control 
(Rotter, 1966), with high autonomy requiring an internal 
locus of control. However, while locus of control is defined 
as a dispositional tendency, we examine experienced au-
tonomy as varying between situations. Relatedly, self-de-
termination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1987, 2012) also stresses 
the significance of choice and freedom from external con-
trolling influences, as well as of the competence component 
of action control. However, self-determination theory also 
focuses on self-congruence and motivational states (Deci & 
Ryan, 1991; Ryan & Deci, 2017), which are not examined in 
the present work. 

In past research, autonomy has been observed to influ-
ence qualities of the content of cognitions or actions, such 
as whether actions are successful or what degree of moti-
vation underlies them. Here, we examine whether auton-
omy changes the mode of information processing. Auton-
omy might not only influence on what attention is focused, 
but also how information is represented. Given the basic 
nature of the autonomy motive and the pervasive influence 
of autonomy on psychological functioning, autonomy’s in-
fluence on information representation has implications for 
a broad set of psychological processes. In the present re-
search, we use Action Identification Theory to derive pre-
dictions about how experienced autonomy influences ab-
stractness of information representation. 

Action Identification Theory    

Action Identification Theory explains when people rep-
resent actions on different levels of abstraction (Vallacher 
& Wegner, 1987, 2012). Grabbing lunch, for example, can be 
seen as getting nutrition (an abstract identification) or as or-
dering and paying (a concrete identification). Different lev-
els of action identification are postulated to be useful for 
different purposes. High-level, abstract identifications fa-
cilitate a global understanding of an action, including its 
reasons and broader context, whereas low-level, concrete 
identifications facilitate detail-oriented action implemen-
tation (Vallacher & Wegner, 1987). Moreover, Action Iden-
tification Theory posits that action identifications change 
systematically (Vallacher & Wegner, 1987, 2012). First, if 
multiple identifications are available, people tend to 
choose the higher action identification (preference princi-
ple). Second, if obstacles or difficulties concerning the ac-
tion arise, people tend to switch to a lower action identifi-
cation (necessity principle; Vallacher & Wegner, 2012). 

Empirical support for Action Identification Theory 
comes mainly from experiments manipulating low-level 
features of actions. Making an action (e.g., drinking from 
a cup) more difficult or unfamiliar—thereby decreasing ac-
tion control—has been found to lead to lower action iden-
tification (Wegner et al., 1984). Moreover, a fit (vs. no fit) 
between task difficulty and action identification (i.e., high 
difficulty and low identification or low difficulty and high 
identification) increased performance (Vallacher et al., 

1989). Similar to difficulty, success has also been associated 
with high action identification and failure with low action 
identification (Vallacher et al., 1987; cf., Balconi & Crivelli, 
2010). In sum, compared to actions that run smoothly, ac-
tions that are hampered tend to be described on a lower, 
more concrete level. However, hitherto, no experimental 
studies exist that examine whether higher social influences, 
such as choice, also influence action identification. 

Dispositional studies suggest that there might be a con-
nection between control and action identification. Partic-
ipants who tended to perceive their actions as internally 
controlled tended also to describe actions on an abstract 
level (Vallacher & Wegner, 1987; see also Kim & Duhachek, 
2020; Pearce et al., 2020; Sweeney & Freitas, 2018). More-
over, when evaluating other people’s actions, attributing 
high intentionality and complex mental states to these 
people has been found to be correlated with abstractness of 
action identification (Kozak et al., 2006). Thus, intentional 
initiation and internal control over actions, both of which 
are related to experienced autonomy, have been found to 
correlate with abstractness of action identification. More-
over, there is evidence for an influence of abstractness of 
processing on goal pursuit, specifically on how autonomous 
compared to externally determined goal pursuit is (Davis et 
al., 2016). However, there is as yet no research examining 
the reverse causal influence, that is, examining the causal 
influence of experienced autonomy on action identifica-
tion. The present research seeks to address this gap. 

The Present Research    

In the present research, we combine the social construct 
of autonomy with the cognitively oriented Action Identifi-
cation Theory by examining whether autonomy influences 
action identification. Thus, for autonomy research, the pre-
sent experiments extend previous knowledge on how basic 
cognitive processes are influenced by experiencing (high or 
low) autonomy and, for Action Identification Theory, the 
present research extends the scope of application from ba-
sic skill-related domains to a socially important domain, 
namely autonomy. 

We expected that high (compared to low) autonomy will 
lead to more abstract (vs. concrete) action identification. 
According to the necessity principle, when actions are im-
peded, people tend to describe their actions on a low, con-
crete level. High experienced autonomy regarding an action 
(i.e., high action choice and control) entails high freedom 
and few restrictions, and therefore should enable abstract 
action identification. In contrast, low experienced auton-
omy regarding an action (i.e., low action choice or control) 
entails low freedom and the expectation of many restric-
tions, and therefore should lead to concrete action identi-
fication. Although there is no prior research linking action 
choice to abstractness of action identification, the concepts 
are connected in everyday life. Specifically, the lack of free-
dom to choose whether to perform an action implies im-
pediments to other possible actions. Put differently, con-
straints on the choice of action are in themselves likely 
to be perceived as obstacles to enacting behavior, which 
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should reduce abstractness in line with the necessity prin-
ciple. 

A related theory that can be used to make the same 
predictions is Construal Level Theory (Trope & Liberman, 
2010). According to Construal Level Theory, high (vs. low) 
psychological distance leads to abstract (vs. concrete) in-
formation processing and vice versa. Abstract information 
processing emphasizes enduring aspects, reasons, and de-
sirability concerns, whereas concrete information process-
ing emphasizes details, contextualized action steps, and 
feasibility concerns (e.g., Baskin et al., 2014; Liberman & 
Trope, 1998; Trope et al., 2021). High autonomy, by entail-
ing high choice and high action control, could facilitate fo-
cussing on desirability concerns. In contrast, for low au-
tonomy, desirability concerns matter less because there is 
either little choice or control concerning actions. Instead, 
concentrating on feasibility of actions seems useful in low 
autonomy situations. Thus, high (vs. low) autonomy might 
lead to a focus on desirability (vs. feasibility) concerns. As 
desirability is an aspect of abstract action identification 
whereas feasibility is an aspect of concrete action identifi-
cation, this prediction accords with the one made using Ac-
tion Identification Theory. 

In six studies, we manipulated autonomy and measured 
abstractness of action identification. Action identification 
was assessed by an action identification task, a personal-
ized version of the Behavior Identification Form (Vallacher 
& Wegner, 1989). This version consists of personalized ac-
tion descriptions (e.g., I am making a list), accompanied by 
two possible redescriptions, one of which is more abstract 
(e.g., I am getting organized) and the other more concrete 
(e.g., I am writing things down). For each action, partici-
pants were asked to choose the more appropriate redescrip-
tion. Some items were taken from the Behavior Identifica-
tion Form (Vallacher & Wegner, 1989; Experiment 1a–1b: 
10 out of 24 items; Experiment 2a: 7 of 24; Experiment 2b: 
11 of 24; Experiment 3: 2 of 10; Study 4: 12 of 14); these 
were complemented with similar new items that fit the ex-
perimental context. 

For the power analysis for Experiment 1a, we used an ef-
fect size estimate of dz = 0.4 (based on the average effect 
size in psychology, see Richard et al., 2003).1 Subsequently, 
we adapted this estimate according to the observed effect 
size in the previous experiments. Alpha was set to .05 and 
power to .90 for all studies. For the experiments using 
within-participants t-tests, these parameters resulted in a 
required sample size of 68 participants for Experiment 1a, 
and 48 participants (or fewer) for the following Experi-
ments. Final sample sizes for lab studies (Experiments 1-3) 
depended on participant show-up rates and the lab sched-
ule. All Experiments except for Study 4 exceeded the re-
quired sample size. For the between-participants experi-
ment (Experiment 3), we increased the sample size to 200. 
No participants who completed a study were excluded and 
we did not perform interim inferential data analyses. All 

data, analyses, and materials can be found at https://osf.io/
mqnav/. Experiment 1b (https://osf.io/72hsb/) was pre-reg-
istered, including the study design, sample size, inclusion/
exclusion criteria, and primary analyses. None of the other 
experiments were pre-registered. This research complies 
with the ethics code of conduct of the DGPs and the APA. 
We report how we determined our sample size, all data ex-
clusions (if any), all manipulations, and all measures. 

Experiment 1   

Experiment 1 tested whether abstractness of action 
identification is influenced by wanting to (high autonomy) 
compared to having to (low autonomy) perform an action 
(for research on how want-to vs. have-to relate to self-reg-
ulation, see Milyavskaya et al., 2015). In Experiment 1a, a 
neutral condition was added to the high and low auton-
omy conditions. That is, action identification was examined 
for actions where no reference to either high or low auton-
omy was made. Experiment 1b examined whether the pre-
sent finding results from the specific concrete and abstract 
action identifications provided. For this, participants could 
choose between three options, a concrete action descrip-
tion, an abstract action description, and thirdly, writing 
down their own action description. These participant-gen-
erated descriptions were then coded for abstractness of ac-
tion identification. We hypothesized that wanting (vs. hav-
ing) to perform an action would lead to more abstract (vs. 
concrete) action identification. 

Experiment 1a   

Method  

Seventy-eight people (65% female, aged 18–36, Mage = 
22 years, SDage = 3 years) participated in exchange for 
money or sweets. Each participant performed the action 
identification task for high autonomy, low autonomy, and 
neutral actions. 

For the action identification task, items from the Be-
havior Identification Form (Vallacher & Wegner, 1989) and 
similar newly created items were changed from an imper-
sonal wording (e.g., making a list) to first person perspective 
with auxiliary verbs that either indicated high (e.g., want to; 
am glad to) or low autonomy (e.g., have to; am forced to). 
The same modifications were made to the two redescrip-
tions (high autonomy: I want to make a list. Options: I want 
to write things down vs. I want to get organized. Low auton-
omy: I am required to make a list. Options: I am required to 
write things down vs. I am required to get organized). 

Participants were asked to imagine performing these ac-
tions and to choose one of two given redescriptions, specif-
ically, the one that they considered more appropriate. Each 
participant completed 24 action identifications in random 
order, 8 with high autonomy wording, 8 with low autonomy 

For a definition of dz see, for example, Lakens (2013). 1 
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Figure 1. Proportion of Abstract Action Identifications Depending on Autonomy in Experiment 1a.            
Note. The grey dots are individual participant means and the black dots with error bars represent cell means with 95% confidence intervals. 

wording, and 8 in the neutral condition (matching of au-
tonomy condition to item was counterbalanced across par-
ticipants). Specifically, participants performed the action 
identification task with personalized sentences without 
auxiliary words (e.g., I am locking the door. Options: I am 
securing the house. vs. I am putting the key in the lock.), sen-
tences with auxiliary words denoting low autonomy, and 
sentences with auxiliary words denoting high autonomy 
(e.g., I want/have to lock the door. Options: I want/have to 
secure the house. vs. I want/have to put the key in the lock.) 
in random order. The dependent measure consisted in the 
proportion of abstract redescriptions chosen depending on 
the autonomy condition. 

Results  

The proportion of abstract redescriptions was calculated 
for each participant and autonomy condition separately 
and entered into a three-level within participant ANOVA.2

Autonomy influenced action identification, F(2, 154) = 
14.85, p < .001, = .162, 90 % CI = [.078; .246], see Figure 
1. Specifically, high autonomy led to more abstract identi-
fications (M = 74.7%, SD = 20.0%) compared to low auton-
omy (M = 62.5%, SD = 21.2%), t(77) = 4.21, p < .001, dz = 
0.48, 95% CI [0.24, 0.71]. Moreover, high autonomy led also 
to more abstract action identifications compared to neu-
tral action framing (M = 59.5%, SD = 23.0%), t(77) = 4.85, p 
< .001, dz = 0.55, 95% CI [0.31, 0.79]. The neutral and the 
low autonomy conditions did not differ significantly, t(77) = 
1.08, p = .284, dz = 0.12, 95% CI [-0.10, 0.34]. Thus, we find 
that the influence of autonomy on abstractness of action 
identification is driven by high (instead of low) autonomy. 

Experiment 1b   

Method  

Eighty-four people (60% female, aged 18–68, Mage = 24 
years, SDage = 8 years) participated in exchange for sweets. 
Each participant performed the action identification task 
for high and low autonomy actions. 

The materials and procedure were similar to Experiment 
1a. The exceptions are that for each of the 24 actions (12 
per condition), participants were asked to choose between 
three options; in addition to the abstract and concrete re-
description, participants could choose “other description”, 
in which case they were to type in their own action descrip-
tion. Participants were asked to choose this third option 
(to provide their own description) whenever they felt that 
neither of the two provided options was apposite for how 
they would describe the action when performing it. Partici-
pant-generated descriptions were then coded by two people 
blind to our hypotheses and blind to condition (agreement 
between raters was moderate, Cohen’s κ = .55; differences 
were resolved by discussion with a third rater). 

Results  

Participants provided their own action descriptions for 
7.1% of all actions. Of these, 27.8% (2.0% of all actions) 
were not clearly more abstract or concrete than the basic 
action description and therefore were not included in the 
analysis.3 For the remaining trials, high compared to low 
autonomy again increased abstractness of action identifica-
tion, see Figure 2. Specifically, imagining wanting to per-

Generalized linear mixed model analyses for this as well as all following experiments yield qualitatively identical results, see 
https://osf.io/mqnav/ 

As we did not explain levels of action identification to participants but merely asked for an appropriate redescription of any given action, 
it is not surprising that a substantial number of redescriptions were not on a different level from the original description. Treating these 
neutral descriptions as half-way between abstract and concrete, instead of discarding them, leads to qualitatively identical results. 
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Figure 2. Proportion of Abstract Action Identifications      
Depending on Autonomy in Experiment 1b.       
Note. The grey dots are individual participant means and the black dots with error bars 
represent cell means with 95% confidence intervals. 

form an action led to more abstract identifications (M = 
71.7%, SD = 18.2%) compared to having to perform the ac-
tion (M = 59.5%, SD = 17.9%), t(83) = 5.76, p < .001, dz = 0.63, 
95% CI [0.39, 0.86].4 

Discussion Experiment 1    

Experiment 1 lends support to the hypothesis that high 
compared to low experienced autonomy increases abstract-
ness of action identification. In both Experiments, partici-
pants chose abstract action identifications more frequently 
when imagining wanting compared to having to perform 
actions. Moreover, the results of Experiment 1a indicate 
that high autonomy drives the effect, as high autonomy dif-
fered from both low autonomy and neutral action descrip-
tions, while there was no difference between low autonomy 
and neutral action descriptions. 

Additionally, Experiment 1b precludes a stimulus arte-
fact explanation of the present finding. When asked to 
choose between two options, participants might feel that 
neither option is a good description, which might lead to 
distorted results. By enabling participants to provide their 
own action description, Experiment 1b ensured that the 
present results are not driven by the specific identifications 
provided. Instead, even for participants’ self-generated ac-
tion descriptions, high compared to low autonomy led to 
more abstract action identifications, indicating that the 
present task adequately captures participants’ action iden-
tifications. Interrater agreement on participant-generated 
action descriptions was only moderate. However, several al-
ternative analyses to the pre-registered one yield identical 

results, so that the results were quite robust across differ-
ent coding decisions. 

A disadvantage of Experiment 1 is the conspicuousness 
of the manipulation. Each trial contained phrases like “I 
want to” or “I have to”, so that information about autonomy 
was very salient in each action description. We consider de-
mand effects unlikely because participants probably were 
neither aware that action identifications varied in abstract-
ness nor of how abstractness relates to autonomy in our 
hypothesis. Still, it is possible that autonomy influences 
action identification only when autonomy is very salient. 
To reduce the conspicuousness of the autonomy manipu-
lation, Experiment 2 used a different autonomy manipu-
lation. Specifically, in Experiment 2, we separated the au-
tonomy manipulation from the action identification task by 
embedding information about high or low autonomy in sit-
uation descriptions that participants read before the action 
identification task. 

Experiment 2   

In Experiment 2, participants read vignettes describing 
actors in high and low autonomy situations. Reading narra-
tive texts has been found to lead to readers’ spontaneously 
identifying with the described person, adopting their 
thoughts, goals, and traits (Kaufman & Libby, 2012). Ac-
cordingly, we assumed that when asked to adopt the per-
spective of a person in a short vignette, they would be able 
to do the action identification task from this person’s per-
spective. The action identification task was performed con-
cerning actions described in the vignettes (Experiment 2a) 
or concerning actions in different situations (Experiment 
2b). We hypothesized that high (vs. low) autonomy actors’ 
actions would be described more abstractly (vs. concretely). 

Experiment 2a   

Method  

Forty-six people from the local participant pool (80% fe-
male, aged 18–50, Mage = 23 years, SDage = 6 years) par-
ticipated in exchange for payment or partial course credit. 
Each participant performed action identifications for both 
high and low autonomy situations. 

Participants read six vignettes, each about 80–100 words 
long, describing a situation where a person performs a 
number of actions. There were two versions of each vi-
gnette, one high in autonomy (high freedom of choice and 
high action control) and the other low in autonomy (at 
least one of the two conditions, choice and action control, 
was described as low). For example, one vignette depicted 
Laura, a university student who does course work. She has 
either chosen the course herself (high choice) and feels in 
control of her studying for the course (high control) or has 

We reran this analysis with different action identification codings. Specifically using the coding from only one or the other rater, using 
only items where both raters agreed from the start, as well as discarding all items where participants provided an open answer; all these 
analyses yielded very similar results, with effect size estimates varying between dz = 0.58 and dz = 0.63; see https://osf.io/cbsxn. 
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been assigned to the course (low choice) and is controlled 
in her studying for the course by the professor’s require-
ments (low control). In another vignette, the protagonist 
is described as dealing with a cold. Either he is convinced 
that through a healthier lifestyle and avoiding germ-ridden 
places he could have avoided getting ill (high control) or 
he is convinced that catching viruses and bacteria is a mat-
ter of chance and cannot be influenced by his own behavior 
(low control). Participants read three vignettes in the high 
autonomy version and three in the low autonomy version 
(counterbalanced across participants). 

Each vignette was accompanied by four action identifi-
cation items. The actions that were to be redescribed were 
mentioned in the vignette or related to the described sit-
uation. In the preceding example, actions included attend-
ing class and preparing for class (e.g., Laura is preparing for 
class. Concrete option: Laura is reading a paper. Abstract 
option: Laura is practicing doing science). Participants were 
asked to identify with the person and perform the action 
identification task from this person’s perspective. Impor-
tantly, the action identification items were identical for 
both versions (high and low autonomy) of the vignette and 
thus did not contain information about autonomy. After 
completing all four action identifications, the next vignette 
and accompanying action identification items ensued. The 
dependent measure consisted in the proportion of abstract 
action identifications chosen for high compared to low au-
tonomy situations. 

Next, participants completed the first part of a funnelled 
debriefing in which they were asked to name recurring 
themes in the vignettes, to gauge whether they noticed any 
autonomy variation, and were asked to state a hypothe-
sis how the vignettes might influence action identification. 
No participants spontaneously mentioned any autonomy-
related concepts or a hypothesis similar to ours. 

Afterwards, as a manipulation check, participants rated 
the autonomy of each actor. Specifically, they read a one-
sentence reminder of the situation (without information 
about the actor’s autonomy; e.g., Laura is attending a 
course), and rated on a 7-point scale to what degree the 
person in this situation was autonomous (from 1 = com-
pletely restricted by others or the circumstances to 7 = com-
pletely self-determined). These evaluations were averaged 
separately for each autonomy level. Instead of defining au-
tonomy explicitly, we relied on participants’ untutored un-
derstanding of the term in all present experiments. 

Finally, we informed participants explicitly about the 
autonomy manipulation and asked how they thought au-
tonomy might influence action identification. Six partici-
pants (13%) were able to state the hypothesis in this second 
round. 

Figure 3. Proportion of Abstract Action Identifications      
Depending on Autonomy in Experiment 2a.       
Note. The grey dots are individual participant means and the black dots with error bars 
represent cell means with 95% confidence intervals. 

Results  

Persons in high autonomy situations were rated to be 
more autonomous (M = 5.50, SD = 0.90) compared to per-
sons in low autonomy situations (M = 2.99, SD = 1.09), t(45) 
= 10.88, p < .001, dz = 1.60, 95% CI [1.16, 2.04]. Thus, the 
manipulation succeeded. 

Supporting the hypothesis, high compared to low au-
tonomy increased abstract action identification, see Figure 
3. Specifically, reading high autonomy situations led the
choice of more abstract action identifications for the pro-
tagonists’ actions (M = 67.8%, SD = 16.1%) compared to low
autonomy situations (M = 47.1%, SD = 19.3%), t(45) = 5.95,
p < .001, dz = 0.88, 95% CI [0.53, 1.21].5 

Experiment 2b   

Method  

Fifty-four people from the local participant pool who 
had not participated in any of the previous experiments 
(85% female, aged 17–55, Mage = 21 years, SDage = 5 years) 
participated in exchange for payment or partial course 
credit. Each participant performed the action identification 
task for both high and low autonomy situations. 

Participants read the same vignettes as in Experiment 
2a (e.g., about Laura attending a course) and performed 
the action identification task for four actions per vignette. 
None of these actions were directly mentioned in the vi-
gnette, although some were related to the general situation 
(e.g., for Laura attending a course, the action identification 
items included Laura is applying for an internship and Laura 

Excluding the six participants who were able to state the hypothesis correctly (after being informed about the manipulation) led to simi-
lar results, t(39) = 4.96, p < .001, dz = 0.78, 95% CI [0.43, 1.14] 
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Figure 4. Proportion of Abstract Action Identifications      
Depending on Autonomy in Experiment 2b.       
Note. The grey dots are individual participant means and the black dots with error bars 
represent cell means with 95% confidence intervals. 

is taking a shower). The dependent measure, manipulation 
check, and funnelled debriefing were the same as in Exper-
iment 2a. 

Results  

Again, persons in high autonomy situations were rated 
to be more autonomous (M = 5.02, SD = 0.86) than persons 
in low autonomy situations (M = 3.16, SD = 1.06), t(53) = 
9.53, p < .001, dz = 1.30, 95% CI [0.93, 1.66], indicating that 
the autonomy manipulation was successful. 

Supporting our hypothesis, high compared to low au-
tonomy increased abstractness of action identification, see 
Figure 4. Specifically, for protagonists who were described 
as highly autonomous, more abstract action identifications 
were chosen (M = 59.6%, SD = 21.7%) compared to protag-
onists who were described as low in autonomy (M = 41.2%, 
SD = 24.6%), t(53) = 4.29, p < .001, dz = 0.58, 95% CI [0.29, 
0.87].6 

Discussion Experiment 2    

In Experiment 2a, we found that autonomy influenced 
action identification when high or low autonomy was im-
plied by a situation description. Thus, participants were 
able to identify with the described protagonist and do the 
action identification task from their perspective. Actions 
in a context for which autonomy was high (vs. low) were 
identified on a more abstract (vs. concrete) level. Exper-
iment 2b extended this result by examining actions that 
were not described in the vignette. For example, high au-
tonomy in studying not only led to higher action identifica-

tion for class-related activities, but also for bodily hygiene. 
A possible reason for this spill-over effect is that partici-
pants might make stable attributions concerning protago-
nists’ autonomy, that is, assuming that (low) autonomy in 
one situation predicts a greater likelihood of (low) auton-
omy in other situations (for a related finding on the in-
fluence of construal level on attribution, see Körner et al., 
2020). Thus, Experiment 2b generalized the influence of au-
tonomy on action identification from the immediate auton-
omy-influencing situation to other situations in a person’s 
life. 

Experiment 3   

Experiments 1–2 relied on hypothetical autonomy vari-
ations (by either imagining performing given actions or by 
adopting the perspective of other people in high or low au-
tonomy situations). To examine whether the influence of 
autonomy on action identifications generalizes to experi-
enced situations, Experiment 3 used a memory paradigm. 
Additionally, Experiment 3 examined whether the influence 
of autonomy on abstractness of action identification gen-
eralizes to a between-participants design or whether, con-
versely, a direct autonomy contrast is necessary. Partici-
pants were asked to remember a situation either in a work 
context (low autonomy) or in a leisure time context (high 
autonomy). As people generally have more autonomy in 
their leisure time compared to their occupational time (e.g., 
Sheldon et al., 1996), we predict action identification to be 
higher concerning leisure compared to work activities. 

Method  

Participants and Design    

Two hundred and two people participated through Pro-
lific Academic (69% female, aged 18–80, Mage = 35 years, 
SDage = 12 years) in exchange for payment and were ran-
domly assigned to remember either a work context (low au-
tonomy) or a leisure time context (high autonomy). Partic-
ipants were UK citizens and were pre-screened so that they 
regularly used technology at work. 

Procedure  

Participants were asked to remember either a situation 
where they worked at their computer or spent leisure time 
at their computer. They were asked to take some time to 
think back to a specific work/leisure situation. Then they 
were asked to perform the action identification task, choos-
ing the redescription that best suited how they remembered 
the action. The task consisted of ten items and actions were 
constructed to be both suitable for a typical office job and 
for leisure time; for example, I watched the screen with I 

Excluding the five participants who were able to state the hypothesis correctly (after being informed about the manipulation) led to sim-
ilar results, t(48) = 3.91, p < .001, dz = 0.56, 95% CI [0.25, 0.86] 
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Figure 5. Proportion of Abstract Action Identifications      
Depending on Autonomy (Memory of a Work vs.         
Leisure Situation) in Experiment 3.      
Note. The grey dots are individual participant means and the black dots with error bars 
represent cell means with 95% confidence intervals. 

looked at open windows as low-level redescription and I kept 
up with what was happening as high-level redescription. The 
action identification items were identical for both condi-
tions. The dependent measure consisted in the proportion 
of abstract action identifications chosen. 

Afterwards, as a manipulation check, participants rated 
the autonomy of each action. Specifically, they rated each 
action on a 7-point scale to what degree they had been au-
tonomous when performing it (from 1 = completely restricted 
by others or the circumstances to 7 = completely self-deter-
mined). 

Results and Discussion    

Participants in the leisure time condition remembered 
the actions as more autonomous (M = 5.55, SD = 1.04) com-
pared to participants in the work condition (M = 4.37, SD = 
1.31), t(190) = 7.13, p < .001, d = 1.00, 95% CI [0.71, 1.29], 
indicating a successful manipulation. 

Supporting the hypothesis, memory content influenced 
action identification, t(195) = 3.73, p < .001, d = 0.53, 95% 
CI [0.24, 0.81], see Figure 5. Specifically, remembering a 
leisure (high autonomy) situation led to more abstract ac-
tion identifications (M = 62.0%, SD = 16.7%) compared to a 
work (low autonomy) situation (M = 52.4%, SD = 19.7%). 

Thus, Experiment 3 indicates that autonomy influences 
actions not only in imagined but also remembered situa-
tions. Moreover, by using a between-participants design, 
Experiment 3 demonstrates that the influence of autonomy 
is not restricted to a direct comparison of high and low au-
tonomy actions but also occurs when participants focus on 
one situation. 

Study 4   

Experiments 1a–2b used hypothetical/imagined auton-
omy and Experiment 3 used remembered autonomy situa-
tions. Study 4 tests whether the effect of autonomy on ac-
tion identification generalizes to concurrently experienced 

autonomy by using an ecologically occurring autonomy 
variation. 

Building on the comparison of work and leisure settings 
(Experiment 3), we examined participants whose actions 
in occupational and private settings heavily overlap and 
who experience a particularly strong autonomy variation, 
namely assistants for people with bodily handicaps. As-
sistants regularly perform the same behaviors with high 
autonomy (in their private lives) and with low autonomy 
(when working for a client), for example, cooking, cleaning, 
or bodily hygiene. Moreover, assistants experience a partic-
ularly strong autonomy difference because when working, 
they do not decide what to do or how to do it, but always 
wait for instructions from their client to determine and ini-
tiate any behavior. In fact, the philosophy of the assistant 
system from which we recruited participants for Study 4 ex-
plicitly entails that assistants give up their own autonomy 
to maximize client autonomy. Thus, assistants’ daily lives 
contain an ecologically valid test of the hypothesis that au-
tonomy influences action identification. 

Method  

Participants and Design    

Twenty-nine assistants (62% female, aged 19–60, Mage = 
34 years, SDage = 12 years) were recruited via internet plat-
forms and participated in exchange for the chance of win-
ning a gift voucher. A sensitivity analysis indicates that this 
is sufficient to detect dz = 0.54 (with alpha = .05 and 80% 
power). Two of the previous studies observed smaller ef-
fects (Experiment 1a dz= 0.48 and Experiment 3 d = 0.53), 
the other three studies observed lager effects. Each partic-
ipant performed the action identification task in both the 
high and the low autonomy situation. 

Procedure  

Each participant received two links for online question-
naires with the instruction to fill in one of them while work-
ing at their client’s (low autonomy) and the other one at 
home during their leisure time (high autonomy). Embed-
ded in the questionnaires, among other tasks unrelated to 
the present study, the action identification task consisted 
of fourteen (seven per questionnaire) actions typical for as-
sistants to perform both for themselves and for a client. 
Which actions were used in the leisure compared to the 
work context was balanced across participants. To enforce 
the manipulation, the action descriptions contained a ref-
erence to themselves or their client (depending on con-
dition) whenever it seemed appropriate (e.g., I lock [the/
my client’s] door. Abstract redescription: I secure the house. 
Concrete redescription: I put a key in the lock). As in Experi-
ments 1–3, the proportion of abstract action identifications 
chosen for high compared to low autonomy constituted the 
dependent measure. 
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Figure 6. Proportion of Abstract Action Identifications      
Depending on Autonomy (Work vs. Leisure Situation)        
in Study 4.    
Note. The grey dots are individual participant means and the black dots with error bars 
represent cell means with 95% confidence intervals. 

Manipulation Check   

As a manipulation check, we asked a second, partially 
overlapping group of 28 assistants to rate their autonomy 
when performing the actions used in the main experiment. 
Specifically, the assistants rated autonomy once when per-
forming an action in their leisure time and once when per-
forming it in their work for a client (in counterbalanced or-
der). Answering the same autonomy question as in previous 
experiments, they rated for each action how autonomous 
they felt on a 7-point scale (from 1 = completely restricted by 
others or circumstances to 7 = completely self-determined). 

Results and Discussion    

The manipulation check confirmed that assistants expe-
rience more autonomy for the specified actions in their pri-
vate lives (M = 6.28, SD = 0.78) compared to their occupa-
tional lives (M = 2.51, SD = 1.16), t(27) = 13.34, p < .001, dz 
= 2.52, 95% CI [1.75, 3.28].7 

In the main experiment, assistants represented their ac-
tions more abstractly in high compared to low autonomy 
situations, t(28) = 2.83, p = .009, dz = 0.53, 95% CI [0.13, 
0.91]. Specifically, in their leisure time, assistants chose 
more abstract action descriptions (M = 67.5%, SD = 17.5%) 
compared to when working for a client (M = 51.2%, SD = 
29.7%), see Figure 6. Thus, Study 4 replicates the results 
from the previous experiments in an ecological setting. 

General Discussion   

Building on Action Identification Theory, we derived the 
hypothesis that autonomy influences abstractness of action 
identification. Six studies support the hypothesis that ex-
periencing high autonomy (freely choosing and controlling 
one’s actions) leads to focusing on the abstract goal and on 
the larger context of an action; by contrast, experiencing 
low autonomy (low choice or control) as well as neutral 
action descriptions (containing no information about au-
tonomy) led to focusing on the concrete, specific steps in-
volved in the action. Thus, the present work is the first to 
show that autonomy changes the way humans represent 
their actions. 

The present experiments observed that autonomy influ-
ences abstractness of action identification using four dif-
ferent manipulations of autonomy. In Experiments 1a–1b, 
participants were asked to think about actions as having 
to perform them (low autonomy) or wanting to perform 
them (high autonomy). Experiments 2a–2b used a variation 
through the situational context in vignettes. That is, partic-
ipants were asked to identify with a person whose situation 
was described as entailing high or low autonomy. Increas-
ing ecological validity, Experiment 3 used a memory-based 
manipulation, where participants remembered a work or 
leisure situation that they had experienced themselves, and 
Study 4 used a concurrent work compared to leisure time 
situation, showing that situationally experienced auton-
omy has the same effect on action identification as remem-
bered and imagined autonomy. We consistently observed 
that in high compared to low autonomy situations, partici-
pants chose more abstract action descriptions for their ac-
tions. Thus, autonomy influenced how abstractly actions 
were represented—both in the laboratory and in real life. 
Additionally, Experiment 1b tested whether the present re-
sults are driven by the specific abstract and concrete action 
identifications given to participants. By yielding the same 
effect when participants could generate their own action 
descriptions, Experiment 1b confirms that the influence of 
autonomy on abstraction is no mere stimulus selection ef-
fect. 

The Role of Autonomy in Power       

The present results may inform power research. Accord-
ing to the Social Distance Theory of Power, high (vs. low) 
power is postulated to increase (vs. decrease) social dis-
tance, which, in turn, should increase (vs. decrease) ab-
stractness of processing (Magee & Smith, 2013; Smith & 
Trope, 2006). Supporting this theory, high compared to low 
power has been found to lead to more abstract categoriza-
tion (Smith & Trope, 2006; see also Magee et al., 2010; Stel 
et al., 2012). Moreover, people primed with high (vs. low) 

The very high effect size might be driven by the blocked order of the questions (all high autonomy and all low autonomy items together) 
and by participants’ knowledge that the assistant system they work in explicitly requires them to be only the executing body of their 
client. Thus, participants’ judging their autonomy in work settings as very low fits their job description. 
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power have been found to make more abstract (vs. concrete) 
action identifications (Smith & Trope, 2006). Thus, power 
and autonomy seem to have comparable effects on action 
identification. 

This parallel between power and autonomy could result 
from autonomy’s being one component of power. Power 
is often defined as being able to control others’ resources 
while at the same time being independent from others’ 
control over one’s own resources—in short, having social 
control and being autonomous (Fiske & Dépret, 1996). Con-
ceptually, experiencing high (or low) autonomy regarding 
one’s own actions is independent from experiencing high 
(or low) social control over others. Indeed, autonomy and 
social control have been found to have partly distinct ef-
fects (Lammers et al., 2009). For some cognitive conse-
quences, autonomy has been found to be more important 
than social control. That is, some power effects seem to be 
driven by autonomy rather than social control (Lammers 
et al., 2016; Rucker & Galinsky, 2016; Van Dijke & Poppe, 
2006; see also Inesi et al., 2011). Although we did not ex-
amine social influence, the present results confirm the im-
portance of autonomy. For abstractness of action identifi-
cation, one aspect of power—autonomy—is sufficient, and 
the other aspect—social control—is not necessary. Thus, 
the present results indicate that power effects that are me-
diated by action identification could result from autonomy 
rather than social control. 

Applications for Employee Leadership     

The present results extend the application of Action 
Identification Theory. Previous research focused mainly on 
mechanical or basic cognitive determinants (e.g., Wegner et 
al., 1984). The present work indicates that Action Identifi-
cation Theory is also applicable in areas containing auton-
omy variations. In job settings with low autonomy, concrete 
action identification prevailed (see Studies 3 & 4), provid-
ing initial support for Action Identification Theory’s applic-
ability in occupational settings. The present results suggest 
that people occupying higher compared to lower positions 
in a corporate hierarchy should usually regard their actions 
more abstractly. This might explain why people at the bot-
tom of authoritarian organizational hierarchies more fre-
quently suffer from low employee engagement (Busse & 
Regenberg, 2019) or even alienation (Blauner, 1964; Mot-
taz, 1981). Abstract action representations are necessary to 
derive meaning from one’s actions (Michaels et al., 2013; 
see also Davis et al., 2016), so that low action identification 
could hinder experiencing actions as meaningful. In sum, 
for employees with low autonomy, the accompanying low 
action identification suggested by our findings might lead 
to a sense of meaninglessness of their actions, which might 
in turn might cause low employee engagement. 

Action Identification Theory makes predictions about 
the main functions of different action identifications. 
Specifically, high identification is postulated to facilitate 
comprehensive action understanding and low identification 
is postulated to facilitate effective action execution (Berson 
et al., 2015; Vallacher et al., 1989). According to the present 
results, autonomy could, by influencing action identifica-

tion, be used to optimize processing. When effective action 
execution is necessary, low autonomy should be helpful; 
and when a comprehensive understanding of the action is 
desirable, high autonomy should be adaptive. Our findings 
suggest that in circumstances where employees might need 
to understand the big picture (such as change management 
or in creative tasks), this could be facilitated by enhancing 
autonomy (e.g., via participative leadership styles). Con-
versely, when detail-oriented action execution is required, 
low autonomy (e.g., by temporarily not asking employees to 
participate in decision making) should be helpful. In many 
organizations, this is reflected by hierarchical structures in 
which leadership decides strategy while lower levels enact 
it. Our results indicate that a dynamic shift between dif-
ferent action identification levels is possible and temporary 
changes in autonomy might be used to adapt abstractness 
to different situational requirements. 

Caveats and Directions for Future Research       

It is not perfectly clear yet how far the influence of au-
tonomy on abstractness generalizes. In Experiments 1–2a 
and 3–4, the action identification task used actions con-
cerning which the person had (or imagined to have) high or 
low autonomy. Thus, autonomy concerning an action influ-
ences how abstractly this action is represented. Extending 
this finding in Experiment 2b, abstractness was measured 
for actions that were not mentioned. Thus, Experiment 2b 
provides initial evidence that the present results generalize 
across actions. However, whether autonomy influences ab-
stractness of processing beyond action identification—for 
example, whether autonomy influences how abstractly ob-
jects are processed—remains to be examined in future re-
search. 

Another limitation of the present research is that our 
autonomy manipulations are not entirely confound-free. 
Specifically, low compared to high autonomy is more liable 
to imply negative affect, which is also signalled by the aux-
iliary verbs employed in Experiment 1. To preclude the pre-
sent results being driven by stress or affect, we tried to 
make the vignettes in Experiments 2a and 2b as neutral 
as possible concerning these aspects. Still, future research 
could explicitly examine these and other psychological 
processes that are typically associated with variations in 
experienced autonomy. 

Experiment 3 and Study 4 extend the manipulation from 
imagined autonomy to remembered and currently experi-
enced autonomy by comparing actions in occupation and 
leisure context. In addition to autonomy, however, work 
and leisure contexts also differ in other respects (e.g., 
stress); while one might argue that these are reasonable 
covariates from an ecological point of view (e.g., high au-
tonomy frequently entails lower stress than low autonomy), 
future research should use a broader range of situational 
manipulations. 

Moreover, another confound in the manipulation in Ex-
periment 1 consists in varying uncertainty. Having (vs. 
wanting) to perform an action probably entails a higher cer-
tainty that one will perform the action. Thus, uncertainty 
was probably higher in the high than in the low autonomy 
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condition. As high (vs. low) uncertainty has been found to 
promote abstract construal (e.g., Grinfeld et al., 2021; Wak-
slak et al., 2006; however, see Calderon et al., 2020 for a 
non-replication), uncertainty differences could explain the 
results of Experiments 1a and 1b.8 However, this is not the 
case for the manipulations in any of the later studies as 
there, participants executed (or remembered or imagined 
executing) all actions so that there is no difference in ac-
tion execution probability in these studies. 

Similarly, while demand characteristics might well have 
influenced the results of Experiments 1a and 1b, this is 
not the case for the later experiments. Specifically, partici-
pants’ responses in the funnelled debriefing in Experiments 
2a and 2b indicate that they were not aware of the auton-
omy manipulation. Moreover, as the results were qualita-
tively identical when using a between-participants manip-
ulation, the overall pattern of results cannot be explained 
by demand characteristics. 

Additionally, in the present research, we did not sepa-
rately examine different components of autonomy. We con-
ceptualized autonomy as consisting of action control and 
choice and did not manipulate them separately. Future re-
search could systematically examine pure choice and pure 
action control manipulation to determine their influence 
on action identification. Similarly, future research should 
examine how increasing levels of self-determination influ-
ence action identification. According to self-determination 
theory, self-determination varies on a continuum, ranging 
from amotivation, over external and introjected regulation, 
to identified and integrated regulation, as the most self-de-
termined forms (Ryan & Deci, 2017). The present manipu-
lations were rather in the middle of this spectrum (having 
neither conditions of amotivation nor ones where self-con-
gruence is emphasized). Future research should examine 
the influence of autonomy on action identification across 
the full range of self-determination, examining whether 
stepwise increase in self-determination increases abstract-
ness of action identification across the whole continuum. 

Conclusion  

In sum, the present results extend the scope of Action 
Identification Theory from generally more cognitive deter-
minants to the social construct of autonomy. By showing 
that high compared to low autonomy leads to more abstract 
action identification, the present work unites the scope of 
the highly relevant social construct of experienced auton-
omy with the rigorous theorizing of Action Identification 
Theory. Autonomy altered information representation, a 
basic cognitive adaptation, which indicates that the present 
results could be very useful for both basic and applied re-
search. 
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