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Research on self-determination theory and clinical models such as acceptance and

commitment therapy has shown that behaving in line with our values is a key to

maintaining healthy well-being. Combining work on values and experimental studies on

moral hypocrisy and well-being, we experimentally tested how behaving incongruently

with values affects well-being. We hypothesized that discrepancies between how one

thinks one should have behaved and how one reported one did behave would be more

detrimental to well-being when the behaviors were value-expressive and motivationally

coherent compared to a control condition; greater perceived gaps between how

participants feel they should have acted and how they report they did act would be

associated with more negative well-being outcomes; the relationship between value

manipulation and well-being would be mediated by perceived behavioral gap; and that

personal values would interact with value manipulation to produce differential effects on

well-being. One-hundred and fifty-eight first-year psychology students participated in an

experiment designed to highlight discrepancies between how participants have behaved

in accordance with a certain value and how they think they should have behaved, before

reporting their well-being. As hypothesized, greater discrepancies between reported past

behavior and how participants thought they should have behaved was associated with

negative affect and decreased reports of positive well-being. We found no evidence for

differential effects of manipulated value-expressive behaviors on well-being, or for our

hypothesis that personal values and manipulated value-expressive behaviors interact.

Nevertheless, value content mattered in terms of inducing perceived behavioral gaps.

Our study suggests that perceived discrepancies between any value and reported past

behavior can have a negative impact on some aspects of well-being. We discuss how

the application of our methodology can be used in further studies to disentangle the

value-behavior nexus.
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FIGURE 2 | Mean scores of Positive Well-being, Negative Affect, and Meaning in Life Searching across each of the experimental conditions.

Testing Hypothesis 5: Personal Values’ and
Values Conditions’ Effect on Perceived
Behavioral Gap
To test whether value manipulations had a larger effect
on perceived behavioral gap when the value was personally
important to participants, regressions were performed in which

the perceived behavioral gap was regressed onto the interaction

between each condition with scores from each subscale of the

PVQ-RR. Value conditions were dummy coded and compared

to the control condition. Conditions and personal values
together explained a significant portion of the variance among

perceived behavioral gap scores, F(24, 133) = 1.93, p = 0.01,
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FIGURE 3 | Unstandardized regression coefficients for the relationships between the presence of a manipulation, perceived behavioral gap, and (A) Positive

Well-being, (B) Negative Affect, and (C) Meaning in Life Searching. The indirect effect is presented in square brackets; the total effect is presented in round brackets.

*p < 0.05.

adjusted R2 = 0.12. However, none of the individual regression
coefficients were significant, with the minimum p-value for
the main and interaction effects being p = 0.15. Our H5
was not supported because one’s personal values and the
value condition a person was assigned to did not interact to
produce unique effects on the perceived behavioral gap. Similar
regressions were performed for each well-being outcome which
also showed non-significant interaction results. These results
can be found in the regression tables in Appendix D of the
Supplementary Material.

DISCUSSION

We used an experimental design as well as correlational analyses
to examine the relationship between values, behavior, and well-
being. To do this, we adapted a paradigm previously used
in the study of religious hypocrisy to manipulate to what
extent participants felt they should have done more or less of
the behaviors expressive of a certain value. We measured a

comprehensive number of well-being aspects to see the effect
our manipulation and resulting perceived behavioral gaps had on
these outcomes. Our results show that while our manipulation
influenced perceived behavioral gaps for some values and
perceived behavioral gaps seem to negatively affect well-being,
the relationship between values, behavior, and well-being appears
more complex.

Our first hypothesis concerned whether the method used
by Yousaf and Gobet (2013) could induce greater perceived
discrepancies between ideal and reported value-expressive
behaviors compared to controls as it did in their studies using
religious behaviors. We found that manipulations of self-
transcendence and openness to change values increased
perceptions of behavioral gaps compared to a control
condition. However, there was no significant difference between
conservation and control behavioral gaps (even though it was in
the expected direction). Furthermore, the perceived behavioral
gap for self-enhancement relevant behaviors was significantly
smaller than controls. This suggests that value content matters.
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The different motivational content of the values affected the
extent to which participants felt they should have done behaviors.

One might expect that because self-enhancement and
conservation were the least important values for our participants
based on their responses to the PVQ-RR (Schwartz et al., 2012),
they may have been less motivated personally to perform these
behaviors compared to those they found more important. A
formal test of this was done in the context of Hypothesis
4. However, the interaction between PVQ-RR scores and
condition did not significantly affect behavioral gap scores. This
suggests that personally salient values did not interact with the
manipulations. Hence, normatively salient values seem to induce
perceptions of behavioral gap, but personally salient values do
not. How can we reconcile these conflicting findings?

Our manipulation may have activated social norms around
value content. We asked individuals to provide reasons of why
certain (value-related) behaviors are important for people to
do. This may have tapped into normatively sanctioned scripts
and perceptions of moral obligations that are relatively shared
within a cultural community (see also Fischer, 2006, for a
related approach to measure normative perceptions of cultural
values). It may be plausible that only those values that are
salient within a population (but not necessarily salient for an
individual) can activate feelings of behavioral gaps (e.g., not
performing normatively salient behaviors). In the same vein,
behaviors that are not normatively salient or are counter-
normative (e.g., self-enhancement values) in a population, can
decrease perceptions of behavioral gap. These findings are
interesting from a clinical perspective in that it suggests that
behaving in line with normatively salient value content may
have some relationship with well-being. It also adds nuance to
previously reported congruence effects between personal and
culturally salient values. Our findings may suggest that it is not
so much what individuals personally endorse that is important,
but whether they feel that they have acted in line with socially or
culturally salient values that may influence their well-being. An
interesting further observation is that even people in the control
condition, on average, felt as though they should have done more
of the neutral behaviors (the means for perceived behavioral gaps
were significantly above zero). The selected behaviors may have
still tapped into salient motives and values; for example, “How
many times have you chatted to someone before a lecture in the
last 7 days?” could be seen as desirable behavior which increases
social connectedness (e.g., self-transcendence value-expressive
behavior). During our planning stages, we found that it is difficult
to identify motivationally neutral behaviors. People may also
have a bias toward believing they should have done more of any
behavior even when the behavior is relatively neutral [as often
indicted by a preference for action over inaction, see McCulloch
et al. (2012)]. It is noteworthy that the currently used value-
behavior scales have not been tested for social desirability yet.
Furthermore, we currently have little objective information about
behavior base rates beyond self-report rating scales on scales that
already confound opportunities with frequencies. One option for
future studies is to pre-determine the desirability of the behaviors
in specific populations and use more objectively-informed base
rates for behavioral frequencies.

Our second hypothesis was that if perceived discrepancies
between ideal and reported value-expressive behaviors can
reduce well-being, then participants in the experimental
conditions should experience less well-being compared to
controls who did not experience such discrepancies. Our results
showed that being in an experimental group compared to a
control group was not associated with more Negative Affect. We
found a small effect size, which was not significant indicating
slightly lower Positive Well-being in the experimental compared
to the control condition. Individuals in the experimental
condition reported greater search for meaning in life (which was
not mediated by perceived behavioral gap). During the review
process, a reviewer commented that our method does not allow
testing to what extent any effects on well-being are related to
making value content salient, to perceived incongruences with
behavior, or an interaction of these two effects because the control
condition differed in both value content and whether the scales
were stretched or not. However, we think two observations
are worth noting. First, the perceived behavioral gaps were
comparable between the pooled value conditions group and
control group despite these differences (see footnote 2). Second,
Meaning in Life Searching was not significantly correlated with
perceived behavioral gap. Because of these patterns, we conclude
that the difference in Meaning in Life Searching between being
in a value condition or not was likely dependent on the value
content but not perceived behavioral gaps. In our exploratory
analysis comparing each condition to the control across the three
well-being measures, we did not find any significant differences.
However, Meaning in Life Searching trended toward being
highest for those in the self-enhancement condition compared
to the others. This further lends support to the idea that
value content contributed to the differences seen in Meaning in
Life Searching, as self-enhancement differed to the other value
conditions only in value content. We conclude that being asked
about value-expressive behaviors in our study was associated
with greater Meaning in Life Searching, particularly when asked
about self-enhancement. This may be because the acts of thinking
about value-expressive behaviors and why they are important,
especially behaviors that participants did not feel were culturally
important, induced greater levels of reflection on specific value-
expressive behaviors and therefore resulted in greater scores of
Meaning in Life Searching compared to controls.

In support of our third hypothesis, the perceived behavioral
gaps in engaging in value-expressive behaviors were associated
with lower Positive Well-being and greater Negative Affect.
This suggests overall that not behaving in a way consistent
with values (or inaction in general) is detrimental to our
well-being. While the relationship between behavioral gap and
Meaning in Life Searching was in the predicted direction, it
was not significant. It is notable that although this study used
only a brief manipulation to elicit relatively small perceived
behavioral gaps, these perceived gaps still predicted negative
well-being outcomes. The sizes of these effects were relatively
small (explaining 1–3% of the variance), however in real-world
situations, someone’s behavior may be consistently and more
dramatically incongruent with their values. Since we found an
effect of perceived behavioral gap across all conditions, our
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results would predict that this perceived discrepancy would have
a negative impact on their well-being in general. Our study
implies that lessening the perceived behavioral gap by acting
congruently with one’s expectations of oneself should improve
well-being, as the ACTmodel (Hayes et al., 1999) and Vowles and
McCracken’s (2008) study with chronic pain patients suggest. The
only variable for which we did not find a perceived behavioral
gap effect was Meaning in Life Searching. At the same time,
the only variable affected by being in a values condition was
Meaning in Life Searching. It is possible that the different aspects
of our study—the failure to live up to expectations and being
asked about values—affected different types of well-being such
as subjective and psychological, or hedonic and eudaimonic,
differently. Future studies could investigate this difference by
having outcomemeasures that clearly discriminate between types
of well-being.

Concerning our fourth hypothesis that our manipulation
would result in poorer well-being, and that this would be
mediated by behavioral gap, we did not find supporting
evidence for any of our well-being outcomes. Instead, perceived
behavioral gap alone was associated with Positive Well-being
and Negative Affect, and experimental condition alone led to
more Meaning in Life Searching. In addition to the points
outlined above, it is possible that each experimental condition
had different relationships to perceived behavioral gaps and well-
being outcomes and that these canceled each other out when
all experimental conditions were combined for the mediation
analysis. For example, the self-enhancement condition led to less
behavioral gap than the control, while self-transcendence led
to more. Although we combined the experimental conditions
to avoid the rate of error associated with what would have
otherwise been 12 different mediation analyses, doing so may
have masked the presence of mediations for some of our
experimental value conditions. We conducted an exploratory
analysis to examine whether manipulation of value-expressive
behavior (self-enhancement, self-transcendence, conservation,
and openness to change) compared to the control condition
affected the three well-being components of Positive Well-
being, Negative Affect, and Meaning in Life Searching. The
main effect of value condition on measures of well-being was
non-significant, showing no differential effect of experimental
conditions on well-being. This seems to lend some support
to clinical work that emphasizes that value content is less
relevant for well-being as long as the value is of importance
to the individual, but it does not fit with social psychological
research (e.g., Kasser and Ryan, 1996; Ryan and Deci, 2000).
Given the findings in social psychology research, it may be
possible that our expected effect size of f = 0.30 used in our
power analysis was an overestimation, considering that previous
research has found the direct effect of values to be relatively
small (e.g., Sagiv and Schwartz, 2000). For example, we found
a trend showing that the manipulation of self-enhancement
expressive behaviors increased Meaning in Life Searching. Other
weak effects might be present, but our study may not have
had enough power to pick up relatively weak value-specific
effects. This could be addressed in future research with larger
sample sizes.

Concerning our final hypothesis, we also hypothesized
that personal values and manipulation of value-expressive
behavior would interact to produce greater effects on behavior
gap when personal values and manipulated value-expressive
behaviors were complementary or aligned. Values are often seen
as strong motivational guides of behavior and therefore, we
expected a situational manipulation of a behavior that is aligned
with a value that someone finds personally important to have
a greater effect than a manipulation of value-expressive
behaviors that a person does not personally prioritize.
However, there was no evidence for this mechanism and
the effects on perceived behavioral gap were independent
of personal value priorities. As we discussed above, it
suggests that normatively salient values may drive well-
being effects in a healthy population. Overall, our findings
suggest that value content matters, but it is important to
distinguish between personally important values and socially
salient values.

A limitation of our study is how the experimental conditions
compared to controls differed in two ways simultaneously:
following the previous paradigm developed by Yousaf and
Gobet (2013), participants had to first provide reasons for the
importance of a particular value-expressive behavior (phase 1)
followed by rating each behavior on manipulated response scales
(phase 2). Therefore, we do not know whether an increase
in behavior gap was due to making the behaviors salient, the
manipulated response scales, or both. However, the fact that the
control group experienced perceptions of behavioral gaps similar
to those in the combined values group suggests that behavioral
gaps can be induced even without artificially stretching response
scales. Instead, the differences seen between these two groups in
Meaning in Life Searching seem to be more dependent on value
content. Future studies are needed to separate the two effects
experimentally to identify which mechanism is more important
for producing effects on well-being. For example, amore complex
design could cross the two conditions (e.g., one condition only
includes the salience manipulation, whereas the other condition
only includes the stretched response scales to induce perceived
behavioral gaps). Our study has demonstrated that the method
has some promise and that motivational content of values seems
to have an effect. Future studies can start disentangling these
mechanisms further.

Further improvements could be made to the method used
in our study. For example, phase 1 could relate values directly
to the participant by asking how important each of the
behaviors are for the participant. Alternatively, a researcher
could ask what behaviors express the respondent’s own values.
This could help ensure the manipulation relates to personal
values rather than implied social norms. Second, in phase 3,
participants could be asked how they think they should have
acted considering their own values. Currently, the instruction
could be interpreted as asking how participants should have
acted taking into consideration how others behave, which may
activate a sense of social norms instead of personal values. Last,
discrepancy between values and actual behavior could be induced
in different ways, for example, by preventing helping behavior in
an interaction for participants high in self-transcendence.
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In summary, we investigated the relationship between values,
behavior, and well-being, drawing upon diverse theoretical
perspectives and using a novel experimental manipulation. The
manipulation worked as intended for the self-transcendence
and openness to change related behaviors—these manipulations
increased perceived behavioral gap compared to the control
group. Our findings also suggest that future studies need
to disentangle personal value preferences from normative
salience, as implied by our complex findings. Therefore, our
method shows promise and could be refined and used in
future value-behavior studies. It may be particularly interesting
to use variations of this procedure to tease apart possible
differential effects of values on behaviors in different contexts.
For example, could not behaving on self-enhancement values
lead to greater perceived behavioral gaps in achievement
relevant contexts or among more career-oriented populations?
At the same time, our study has demonstrated that perceived
behavioral gaps (perceptions of not acting) can be detrimental
to well-being overall. In making these connections, we are
the first to conceptually link Schwartz’ value theory to
clinical models such as ACT (Hayes et al., 1999). There
is much potential for cross-fertilization: clinical models that
identify value-behavior congruence as a key factor in creating
a meaningful life and reducing emotional distress could
incorporate the different motivational goals as described by
Schwartz. Similarly, clinical research may provide novel insights
into how values play out in the day-to-day experience
of people.
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