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Article Synopsis and Review

By Raymond Lemay

Maddux, J.E. (2002).  Self-Efficacy :  The Power of Believing You Can.  In C. R. Snyder, & S. J. Lopez (Eds.).  Handbook of Positive Psychology. New York: Oxford University Press, pp. 277-287.
“The basic premise of self-efficacy theory is that “people’s beliefs in their capabilities to produce desired effects by their own actions” are the most important determinants of the behaviors people choose to engage in and how much they persevere in their efforts in the face of obstacles and challenges.  Self-efficacy theory also maintains that these efficacy beliefs play a crucial role in psychological adjustment, psychological problems, and physical health, as well as professionally guided and self-guided behavioral change strategies” (p. 277).

Albert Bandura’s self-efficacy theory is one of the most researched and indeed ubiquitous theories in psychology.  There are articles about self-efficacy in journals of psychology, sociology, kinesiology, public health, medicine, nursing, and other fields.  The author tells us that there is really nothing new about self-efficacy, there has always been a great deal of interest in the concepts of will, motivation, social learning, and helplessness.  However, Bandura has brought to it empirical rigor which allows the idea to be studied, examined, and developed.

Defining Self-Efficacy

Self-efficacy is “what I believe I can do with my skills under certain conditions” (p. 270).

“Self-efficacy beliefs are my beliefs about what I am capable of doing.  Self-efficacy is not self-esteem.  Self-esteem is what I believe about myself, and how I feel about what I believe about myself.  Efficacy beliefs in a given domain will contribute to my self-esteem only in direct proportion to the importance I place on that domain.  A self-efficacy belief, simply put, is the belief that I can perform the behavior that produces the outcome.  Self-efficacy is not a personality trait.  Most conceptions of competence and control – including self-esteem, locus of control, optimism, hope, hardiness, and learned resourcefulness – are conceived as traits or traitlike.  Self-efficacy is defined and measured not as a trait but as beliefs about the ability to coordinate skills and abilities to attain desired goals in particular domains and circumstances” (p. 278).

“Self-efficacy is not a genetically endowed trait.  Instead, self-efficacy beliefs develop over time and through experience” (p. 279).

Maddux tells us that self-efficacy “is best understood in the context of social cognitive theory and  … that we are active shapers of rather than simply passive reactors to our environments” (p. 279).

There are four basic premises to social cognitive theory.

1) “We have powerful cognitive or symbolizing capabilities that allow for the creation of internal models of experience, the development of innovative courses of action, the hypothetical testing of such courses of action through the prediction of outcomes, and the communication of complex ideas and experiences to others” (p.279).

2) “Environmental events, inner personal factors (cognition, emotion, and biological events), and behaviors are reciprocal influences” (p. 279).

3) “Self and personality are socially embedded” (p. 279).

4) “We are capable of self-regulation” (p. 279).

Thus, from social cognitive theory, we get two assumptions about the development of self-efficacy.  Self-efficacy is thus “influenced by the development of the capacity for symbolic thought, particularly the capacity for understanding cause-and-effect relationships and the capacity for self-observation and self-reflection” (p. 279).

“Second, the development of efficacy beliefs is influenced by the responsiveness of environments, especially social environments, to the infant’s or child’s attempts at manipulation and control” (p. 279).

There are five primary sources for efficacy beliefs.

1) Performance Experiences – Thus, our experience at attempting to control the environment is one of the most powerful sources of self-efficacy information.

2) Vicarious Experiences – Observing others as they attempt to control their environments and the consequences of such behaviors.

3) Imaginal Experiences – “We can influence self-efficacy beliefs by imagining ourselves or others behaving effectively or ineffectively in hypothetical situations” (p. 280).

4) Verbal Persuasion – Others can use words to persuade us about our self-efficacy in a given situation.  Importantly, we are told that the persuasiveness of the person is influenced by his perceived expertness, his trustworthiness, and his attractiveness as a source.

5) Physiological and Emotional States – Being calm or exited, distressed or confident, will undoubtedly have some impact on the self-efficacy beliefs.  We are told that self-efficacy is very important because it has a direct impact on a psychological adjustment:  being in control of our behavior, our environment, our thoughts and feelings is essential for happiness and a sense of well-being.

Self-Efficacy and Physical Health

Self-efficacy leads to the adoption of healthy behaviors and stopping unhealthy ones.  Moreover, self-efficacy beliefs can impact biological processes such as our immune system where our bodies respond to stress which in turn influence health and disease.

And there is the impact self-regulation.  Our self-efficacy beliefs will lead us to have more or less control over ourselves, our capacity to change and attain goals.  There are three components of this to self-regulation.

1) Goal setting,

2) Self-evaluative reactions where we assess how well we are doing in a given situation, and

3) Self-efficacy beliefs which has a direct impact on our capacity to persevere.  People with high self-efficacy beliefs tend to diagnose tasks completion where as people with low self-efficacy beliefs tend to self-diagnose and thus view task in completion as personal inadequacy.

The author goes on to relate self-efficacy to psychotherapies suggesting that the goal of psychotherapy is to assist an individual to gain a fair amount of confidence and self-regulation.  However, the author goes on to state that “self-efficacy theory emphasizes the importance of arranging experiences designed to increase the person’s sense of efficacy for specific behaviors in specific problematic and challenging situations.  Self-efficacy theory suggests that formal interventions should not simply resolve specific problems but should 

provide people with the skills and sense of efficacy for solving problems themselves.  Some basic strategies for enhancing self-efficacy are based on the four sources of self-efficacy previously noted” (p. 282).

There are six ways of helping an individual develop self-efficacy beliefs.

1) Through performance experience.   Thus, seeing/experiencing is believing.

2) Through verbal persuasion and thus encouraging the person to take small step-by-step risk that may lead to small successes.

3) Through vicarious experience, setting before the person models who show the way.

4) Through imaginal experiences or what the author calls covert modeling.

5) Through the management of physiological and emotional states.

6) Finally, by enhancing the impact of successes.  The author suggests that success is often subjective. Accomplishments that are judged successful by observers are not always judged so by the performer.  To enhance the impact of success, the author suggests that success needs to be interpreted in three ways.

a) First, our competence must be viewed as incremental.

b) Secondly, one must change causal attributions so that we give ourselves credit for the efficacy of our actions.

c) Thirdly, even encouraging minor distortions by encouraging people to believe “that they are more competent than they think they are (based on their own observations) may prompt them into action and lead to efficacy-enhancing success” (p. 284).

The author ends by talking about collective efficacy, saying that the same processes that concern individuals can concern groups.  He reminds us that individuals are socially embedded and are rarely alone in facing problems, difficulties, or challenges.  “Simply stated, collective efficacy is the extent to which we believe that we can work together effectively to accomplish our shared goals” (p. 284).

However, the author quotes Bandura as reminding us that “a collection of inveterate self-doubters is not easily forged into a collectively efficacious force” (p. 285).

The author concludes that self-efficacy theory is clearly within the realm of positive psychology.  He tells us that two decades of research into self-efficacy shows that “when equipped with an unshakable belief in one’s ideas, goals, and capacity for achievement, there are few limits to what one can accomplish.  As Bandura has stated, “People see the extraordinary feats of others but not the unwavering commitment and countless hours of perseverant effort that produced them.”  They then overestimate the role of “talent” in these accomplishments, while underestimating the role of self-regulation.  The timeless message of research on self-efficacy is the simple, powerful truth that confidence, effort, and persistence are more potent than innate ability.  In this sense, self-efficacy is concerned with human potential and possibilities, not limitations, thus making it a truly positive psychology” (p. 285).
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