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Abstract

The significance of this study stems from the need to understand the psychological mechanisms and influencing factors behind personal
self-development. This research aimed to examine the factors that shape students’ choices of self-improvement strategies—namely
acquisition, rejection, transformation, and restriction—in relation to their levels of personal agency. The study sample included 271
university students from Russia and Kazakhstan, aged between 17 and 27, predominantly female, with an average age of 19.5 years (SD
= 1.5). To collect data, researchers used a custom-developed method called the “Square of Self-Improvement” and the “Level of Personal
Autonomy Development” questionnaire by M.A. Shchukina. Data analysis was conducted using Fisher’s angular transformation (¢*
criterion).

Findings revealed that students with high agency levels predominantly chose acquisition, rejection, and transformation strategies. In
contrast, among those with low agency levels, fewer opted for transformation, while a greater number selected the acquisition strategy.
This preference appears to be linked to intrinsic value, which serves as an indicator of agency. Importantly, the way students apply the
acquisition strategy differs qualitatively between high and low agency groups. Overall, the study concludes that a student’s level of
agency significantly influences their choice of self-improvement strategy, reflecting their ability to take control of and actively direct
their personal development. These findings have practical implications for educational settings, particularly in designing individualized
development plans during professional training and offering psychological support within universities.
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Introduction

The connection between personal agency and self-development remains a pertinent, though contested, topic in contemporary
psychology [1-3]. Its significance lies in the need to understand the psychological mechanisms that contribute to the formation
of individuals as autonomous agents in their own lives. Diverging perspectives on how agency and self-development
interrelate have fueled ongoing academic debate.

Agency encompasses a set of characteristics that can manifest differently in each individual, contributing to the unique
expression of their personal agency. While some traits are widely accepted as integral components of agency, others are more
disputed—among them is self-development, often defined as an internally driven process of personality transformation that
depends on life goals and contextual factors.
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The structure of agency has been explored extensively in the psychological literature. Some scholars define agency through
broad personality traits that enable a person to act independently and purposefully. For example, A.V. Brushlinsky (1996)
emphasized characteristics such as activity, autonomy, creativity, and integrity [4]. In A. Bandura’s (1989) theory of self-
efficacy, agency is characterized by activity, autonomy, self-reflection, and self-regulation [5].

L.V. Alekseeva's conceptualization of agency, later elaborated by M.A. Shchukina (2015), identifies six paired dimensions
[6]: activity—passivity, autonomy—dependence, integrity—fragmentation, mediated—immediate action, creativity—
reproductivity, and intrinsic—low personal value.

Other theorists incorporate self-development or self-improvement into the framework of agency alongside these established
traits. For instance, S.L. Rubinstein (2003) highlighted activity, self-determination, development, self-regulation, and self-
improvement as core elements of agency. Similarly, A. Serykh (2006) includes self-determination, self-organization, and self-
development as essential agency components [7, §].

The authors of this article align with the perspective of V.I. Slobodchikov [9], who suggests that individuals only become
active participants (subjects) in their own self-development after achieving a certain developmental stage. Typically, this
occurs during adolescence, when young individuals begin to take ownership of their lives. However, due to various reasons,
some individuals may never reach this point and, consequently, do not become subjects of self-development. Additionally,
the process of self-development is not always positive or aligned with social norms; it can sometimes follow an asocial path.
Another significant point worth discussing is that self-development, as a process of changing oneself, takes on several key
forms: self-affirmation, self-improvement, self-actualization, and self-realization. Self-affirmation involves the individual’s
need to have their sense of value or insignificance validated either by others or by themselves. According to Nikitin and
Kharlamenkova (2000), self-affirmation can follow different strategies, including constructive approaches, dominance, and
self-suppression [10].

Self-improvement typically refers to two main concepts: the aspiration for excellence and the process of self-change, usually
aimed at becoming better. Self-actualization is the act of discovering and expressing one’s potential, while self-realization
refers to putting that potential into practical use. These forms are interrelated and often operate simultaneously.

In relation to the current research topic, our primary interest lies in self-improvement as a distinct type of self-development.
Modern psychology approaches this topic from various angles. A. Adler [11] was one of the pioneers in identifying the drive
for self-improvement (or striving for excellence) as a core motivational element in self-development. The motivation for self-
improvement can stem from multiple sources, such as achieving life goals, striving toward an ideal self-image, or the need
for feedback, particularly when such feedback leads to positive emotional experiences [12].

Both self-improvement and self-affirmation rely on specific strategies. However, there is no universal agreement in the
literature about what these strategies entail. Some scholars describe them broadly as conditions or mechanisms of self-
improvement. For instance, A.K. Schaffner [13] identifies elements such as self-awareness, self-control, and self-education
as crucial. Other researchers focus on more specific expressions of self-affirmation and self-improvement, including self-
elevation and self-defense. Hepper and colleagues [14] list defensiveness (a tendency to avoid or defend), positive acceptance,
constructive self-perceptions, and self-affirming reasoning as part of these strategies.

In some studies, self-improvement strategies are described as general approaches to self-change. These include strategies of
acquisition, rejection, transformation, and limitation [15]. The strategy of acquisition refers to gaining something new—
whether knowledge, skills, or personal attributes—that the individual previously lacked.

The rejection strategy refers to a person's intention to eliminate traits or behaviors they find unsatisfactory, such as certain
habits or aspects of their character. Transformation can occur in two ways: it may involve a qualitative enhancement of
oneself, or a more radical change, such as turning resentment into forgiveness or converting laziness into diligence. The
limitation strategy, as the name suggests, involves placing restrictions on specific behaviors—for example, limiting the
number of cigarettes smoked or managing expressions of irritability toward close others.

Studies have shown that the selection of a particular strategy depends on the strength of an individual's motivation for self-
development. When motivation is high, people are more likely to prefer the acquisition strategy. In contrast, when motivation
is low, they tend to choose strategies of limitation and rejection [16].

The focus now turns to the relationship between students' agency and self-development, with special attention to self-
improvement as a key form of it.

The issue of agency in students and schoolchildren is frequently addressed in modern psychology. For example, M. Vaughn
[17] describes student agency as the willingness, capacity, and authority to direct one's own actions. P. Jaaskela and colleagues
[18] identify individual, relational, and contextual elements of agency. Likewise, K. Geikhman and V.S. Kabanov [19] outline
several dimensions of agency—motivational, evaluative, regulatory, cognitive, and practical—that evolve through different
stages of professional development: from zero suitability to full competence, agency, and eventually mastery.

A. Bandura [20] proposed that self-efficacy is the foundation of agency. As a result, much of the research has explored the
connection between self-development (especially self-improvement) and self-efficacy rather than agency itself [21-23].
However, some studies do explore a direct link between agency and self-development. For example, in research involving
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Cameroonian students, J.L. Lo-oh and D.E. Neba [24] found strong evidence that features of agency—such as foresight, self-
reactivity, self-efficacy, self-reflection, and self-esteem—are positively correlated with self-development.

From this perspective, it is evident that most existing research focuses on the internal traits or motivational factors behind
self-improvement, rather than the actual strategies or actions used in the self-development process. This leaves a significant
gap in understanding how individuals—specifically students—approach self-affirmation, self-improvement, self-
actualization, and self-realization as active agents of change.

This leads to several important questions, including how students with different levels of agency choose among strategies for
self-development. The current study focuses on one aspect of this broader issue: identifying the strategies students with
varying degrees of agency use for self-improvement. The general hypothesis is that students with higher agency levels will
tend to choose acquisition and transformation strategies, while those with lower levels of agency are more likely to adopt
rejection or limitation strategies.

People often try to improve themselves by using different personal strategies. One such approach is rejection, where a person
decides to eliminate certain habits or personality traits they find unhelpful or negative. Another method is transformation,
which can take the form of either gradual personal growth or a more significant internal shift—for instance, changing
bitterness into the ability to forgive, or replacing laziness with a strong work ethic. A third approach is limitation, which
involves setting boundaries—for example, reducing daily cigarette consumption or controlling irritability in interactions with
family and friends.

Research shows that the choice of strategy depends largely on how motivated a person is to grow. Those with a strong drive
for self-improvement often favor acquisition-oriented strategies, while those with weaker motivation are more likely to adopt
strategies like rejection or limitation [16].

This leads to a deeper look at how student agency connects with self-development, especially when viewed through the lens
of self-improvement.

Modern psychological studies often explore how agency appears in young people. For example, M. Vaughn [17] describes
agency as a student’s willingness, ability, and right to shape their own actions. Jaaskela ef al. [18] point out that agency
includes personal, social, and environmental components. Similarly, Geikhman and Kabanov [19] emphasize that agency
involves motivation, evaluation, regulation, thinking, and action—all of which evolve across different stages of professional
growth, from early incompetence to full mastery.

A well-known perspective from A. Bandura [20] suggests that self-efficacy is at the heart of agency. Following this idea,
many studies have explored how self-development—especially self-improvement—relates more to self-efficacy than to
agency itself [21-23]. Still, some researchers have directly linked agency to personal growth. For instance, Lo-oh and Neba
[24], studying students in Cameroon, found strong correlations between self-development and aspects of agency such as
planning ahead, self-monitoring, belief in one’s capabilities, self-awareness, and self-respect.

What many of these studies overlook, however, are the actual choices and behaviors students use to improve themselves.
Much attention has been given to internal qualities and motivation, but less is known about the specific steps students take to
pursue goals like self-actualization or personal achievement.

This gap in knowledge raises important questions about how students with different levels of agency make decisions about
self-improvement. The present study focuses on this issue by examining the types of strategies students choose based on how
much agency they exhibit. Our central hypothesis is that students with higher agency are more likely to use acquisition and
transformation strategies, while those with lower agency tend to rely on rejection or limitation strategies.

Results and Discussion

This section presents the key findings from our study. We begin with a general overview of the sample based on the primary
variables examined. Table 1 displays the frequency and percentage of students’ preferences for various self-improvement
strategies.
Table 1. Preferences for Self-Improvement Strategies Among Students
(Self-reported primary choice)*

Strategy n %
Acquisition 117 43.17%
Rejection 83 30.63%
Transformation 49 18.08%
Limitation 22 8.12%
Total 271 100%

*Note: Only students’ first-choice strategies are included.
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As seen in Table 1, acquisition is the most commonly selected strategy, chosen by 117 students, accounting for 43.17% of
the sample. Rejection follows with 30.63% (83 students), and transformation ranks third, selected by 18.08% (49 students).
The limitation strategy was the least preferred, with only 8.12% (22 participants) identifying it as their top choice.

Specific preferences within each strategy

Students who prioritized acquisition were most interested in gaining qualities and skills such as self-confidence, patience,
perseverance, openness to criticism, public speaking, assertiveness, interpersonal communication, foreign language
proficiency, and creative abilities like drawing or playing a musical instrument.

Those who selected rejection typically aimed to eliminate traits they viewed as obstacles, including laziness, procrastination,
low self-esteem, shyness, irritability, a lack of willpower, over-reliance on others' opinions, and various unhealthy habits.
The transformation strategy, which reflects a more nuanced approach, involves developing already existing traits or
converting weaknesses into strengths—such as turning laziness into diligence. Students in this group expressed a desire to
strengthen skills like memory, logical thinking, stress management, academic efficiency, and time organization. Some also
reported goals related to language improvement, cooking, and athletic performance.

Students who opted for limitation sought to place boundaries on behaviors rather than eliminate them entirely. Common
examples included reducing time on social media, limiting swearing, smoking, overeating, or cutting down on tendencies such
as irresponsibility, passivity, irritability, or pessimism.

In the next section, Table 2 presents the mean values of overall agency levels among the participants, alongside standard
deviations for each metric. This will help contextualize the connection between students’ agency and their preferred self-
improvement strategies.

Table 2. Medium values and standard deviations for the agency factor and its manifestations

Agency Mean values Standard deviations
Overall agency 6.59 1.32
Activity — reactivity 6.54 1.45
Autonomy — dependency 6.75 1.33
Integrity — non-integration 6.74 1.32
Indirectness — immediacy 6.73 1.50
Creativity — reproductivity 5.92 1.55
Intrinsic value — low value 6.92 1.12

Table 3. Strategies for self-improvement among students with different levels of agency, overall data, and specific

indicators
o 1 d i Self-improvement strategies
Ver.a flgency and specilic Acquisition Rejection Transformation Limitation Total:
indicators (levels)
n % n % n % n % n %
High 16 33.33 12 25 18 37,5 2 4.17 48 100
Medium 79 43.64 57 31.49 31 17.13 14 7.74 181 100
Low 22 52.38 14 33.33 2 4.76 4 9.53 42 100
Significance of differences of 0.87 101
extreme groups (¢* — Fisher's 1.79, p< .05 ) 4.14, p<.001 )
. non-significant non-significant
angular transformation)
Activity 692 1.12
High 24 37.5 17 26.56 18 28.13 5 7.81 64 100
Medium 74 45.96 49 30.43 27 16.77 11 6.84 161 100
Low 20 43.48 17 36.96 6 13.04 3 6.52 46 100
Significance of dlfferen.ces of 134, 115, 0.25,
extreme groups (¢* — Fisher's .. .. 1.94, p<.05 ..
. non-significant ~ non-significant non-significant
angular transformation)
Autonomy
High 34 37.36 28 30.77 25 2747 4 4.4 91 100
Medium 60 49.18 27 22.13 21 17.21 14 11.48 122 100
Low 27 46.55 21 36.22 8 13.79 2 3.44 58 100
Significance of differences of 1.11,
. 0.67, 0.30
extreme groups (¢* — Fisher's non- . 2.04, p< .05 L
. .. non-significant non-significant
angular transformation) significant,
Integrity
High 29 40.85 17 23.94 18 25.35 7 9.86 71 100
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Medium 68 43.87 48 30.97 29 18.71 10 6,45 155 100
Low 18 40 18 40 4 8.89 5 11.11 45 100
Significance of differences of 0.04 011
extreme groups (¢* — Fisher's o 1.82, p<0,05 2.36, p<0,01 )
. non-significant non-significant
angular transformation)
Indirectness
High 26 34,21 23 30,26 22 28,95 5 6,58 76 100
Medium 66 47,48 38 27,33 24 17,27 11 7,92 139 100
Low 26 46,43 23 41,07 4 7,14 3 5,36 56 100
Significance of dlfferen.ces of 1.41, 127, 0.29,
extreme groups (¢* — Fisher's . .. 3,39, p<0,001 L.
. non-significant ~ non-significant non-significant
angular transformation)
Creativity
High 17 38.64 17 38.64 8 18.18 2 4.54 44 100
Medium 50 44.64 33 29.46 21 18,75 8 7,15 112 100
Low 51 4435 33 28.7 22 19,13 9 7,82 115 100
Significance of differen.ces of 0.66. 118, 0.13. 077,
extreme groups (¢* — Fisher's .. . . Lo
. non-significant  non-significant non-significant non-significant
angular transformation)
Intrinsic value
High 35 35.71 25 25.51 30 30.61 8 8.17 98 100
Medium 54 45.76 41 34.74 17 14.41 6 5.09 118 100
Low 29 52.72 17 3091 4 7.27 5 9.1 55 100
Significance of differences of 071 0.19
extreme groups (¢* — Fisher's 2.04. p<.05 o 3.71. p<.001 e

non-significant non-significant

angular transformation)

The data presented in Table 3 indicate that the selection of self-improvement strategies varies notably among students with
differing levels of agency. Among students with high agency, the most commonly selected strategies were transformation
(37.5%; 18 students), acquisition (33.33%; 16 students), and rejection (25%; 12 students). The limitation strategy was the
least chosen in this group (4.17%; 2 students), suggesting that students with strong agency are more inclined toward
constructive or developmental approaches rather than restrictive ones.

In the medium agency group, the use of the acquisition strategy increased to 43.64% (79 students), while rejection remained
similarly high at 31.49% (57 students). However, the preference for transformation dropped to 17.13% (31 students), and use
of the limitation strategy saw a slight rise to 7.74% (14 students). This shift may reflect a tendency among students with
average agency to favor more immediate or tangible forms of self-regulation.

For students classified as having low agency, reliance on the acquisition strategy further increased to 52.38% (22 students).
Use of the rejection strategy remained relatively stable (33.33%; 14 students), while preference for transformation
significantly declined (4.76%; 2 students). Notably, adoption of the limitation strategy rose to 9.53% (4 students), indicating
a modest but meaningful shift toward behavioral restriction in the absence of high internal agency resources.

An analysis of individual agency components revealed that lower levels of directness, integrity, autonomy, and activity were
linked with reduced use of the transformation strategy. Moreover, students with a low sense of intrinsic value not only showed
less interest in transformational growth but also demonstrated a higher tendency to choose the acquisition strategy. Similarly,
a weakened sense of self-integrity was associated with increased reliance on avoidance-based strategies, such as rejection or
limitation—reaching up to 40% usage compared to just 23.94% among students with high integrity.

From this, we can draw a general conclusion: students with higher levels of agency tend to adopt a broader range of
constructive strategies—namely, acquisition, rejection, and transformation—that align with their aspirations for personal
growth. In contrast, students with lower agency levels show limited use of transformation strategies and greater dependence
on acquisition, particularly when motivated by deficiencies in self-worth or personal autonomy. A low sense of integrity
appears to steer students toward strategies that focus on eliminating or avoiding undesirable traits, rather than cultivating new
capabilities.

A closer examination of acquisition strategies further highlights qualitative differences based on agency level. Students with
high agency tend to pursue qualities such as perseverance, time management, assertiveness, and emotional self-regulation.
Their goals often include learning new skills like public speaking, drawing, or mastering a foreign language—reflecting a
proactive approach to self-development.
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In contrast, students with lower agency focus more on building self-confidence and independence, often starting from a sense
of lacking these attributes. While they, too, aim to acquire specific skills, their efforts are typically framed within a more
foundational need for personal empowerment rather than performance optimization.

The above findings are further supported by a qualitative analysis of the avoidance strategy employed by students across
different agency levels. Students with higher levels of agency often express a desire to eliminate traits such as laziness,
adherence to imposed standards, stubbornness, irritability, and poor time management. Interestingly, students with lower
agency levels report similar goals. They, too, aim to overcome characteristics like laziness, shyness, weak will, emotional
dependence, anger, resentment, and association with "toxic" social circles. In both cases, the motivation appears rooted in the
pursuit of positive self-acceptance and the clear expression of personal independence.

In summary, the study's hypothesis was only partially confirmed. While the transformation strategy demonstrated a
meaningful correlation with higher agency levels, the other three self-improvement strategies did not align with the initial
expectations. In particular, the acquisition strategy was more frequently used by students with lower agency levels, which
directly contradicts the original assumption.

Comparing these results with existing literature in psychology reveals several points of alignment and contrast. Contemporary
psychological research emphasizes the motivational aspects of self-development, including self-improvement as one of its
forms. It is also well-established that the motivation for professional self-improvement evolves with personal maturity and
develops through professional experience. However, this process remains underdeveloped among young professionals [25],
underscoring the importance of introducing targeted developmental programs during undergraduate studies [26].

Moreover, various factors have been identified as facilitators of self-improvement. These include experiencing gratitude [27],
recognizing personal failures [28], practicing self-compassion and attending to one's own needs [29], and fostering self-
efficacy, especially in contexts such as health recovery [30]. Self-improvement may also be stimulated through competitive
interaction with others [31], as well as through structured training, such as emotional self-regulation strategies [32]. Finally,
a stable disposition toward self-improvement has been shown to positively influence interpersonal attitudes and increase
altruistic behavior [33].

The study conducted demonstrates that an individual's inclination toward self-improvement is reflected not only in
motivational components but also in the selection of specific self-improvement strategies. The novelty of this research lies in
identifying the role of personal agency in shaping students’ preferences for such strategies. It was found that a lower level of
agency and its constituent components tends to limit the range and intensity of self-improvement strategies employed. At
present, two strategies—acquisition and rejection—are used most frequently. Both are oriented toward enhancing the value
of the self.

Students with high levels of agency tend to choose self-improvement strategies based on actual personal development needs
rather than a desire to compensate for low self-esteem or a lack of self-acceptance, which they already possess to a sufficient
degree. As a result, the transformation strategy is more commonly observed in this group. Meanwhile, the limitation strategy
remains the least used across all agency levels.

Conclusion

In summarizing the findings, it can be concluded that self-improvement is a critical dimension of personal self-development.
It is an active and intentional process aimed at cultivating desirable traits and eliminating negative ones. As a distinct form of
self-development, self-improvement is implemented through specific strategies, including acquisition, rejection,
transformation, and limitation.

This study has shown that the choice of these strategies is significantly influenced by the level of personal agency. Agency,
understood as the individual's capacity to act as an agent of their own development, serves as a key factor in determining self-
improvement behavior. Students with higher agency levels most frequently employed the strategies of acquisition, rejection,
and transformation. Conversely, students with lower levels of agency favored the acquisition strategy, a preference particularly
linked to a diminished sense of intrinsic value—a core component of agency. When agency was low in terms of self-integrity,
the rejection strategy became more pronounced. The limitation strategy, however, was infrequent among both groups.

Limitations and directions for future research
The primary limitation of the present study lies in the demographic composition of the sample, which predominantly consisted
of female students. This reflects the gender distribution typical of pedagogical and psychology departments at teacher training
universities in Russia and Kazakhstan. While this does not compromise the internal validity of the findings, it does limit their
generalizability across gender lines.
Future research should consider:

e Replicating this study among male student populations to validate the identified patterns.

o Investigating the role of psychological and human capital in shaping preferences for self-improvement strategies.
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The findings from this study offer practical implications. They can be integrated into the professional training of future
educators and psychologists, as well as into programs aimed at guiding students in constructing personalized self-development
pathways. Furthermore, these insights may be valuable in university-based psychological counseling services, supporting
students in making informed and effective self-improvement choices.
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