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Chapter 1
Introduction: The Struggle for Happiness and
Autonomy in Cultural and Personal Contexts:
An Overview

Valery I. Chirkov, Kennon M. Sheldon, and Richard M. Ryan

Why Are We Writing This Book?

Despite the amazing advances in science, technology, and engineering to explain,
conquer, and transform nature, human bodies, and their brains, life in the modern
world has not become less challenging and problematic. Contrary to humanity’s
unending quest to lead happy and satisfying lives, only a proportion of people in the
world can state that they have attained this goal.1 People too often remain devastat-
ing and self-destructive, destroying not only the environment around them, but also
themselves and fellow citizens. Terrorism, genocide, hate crimes, and irresponsible
governmental and corporate actions have created disasters and problems for millions
of people around the world. On the personal level people do not care enough about
their own health and well-being, and scientists lack sufficient knowledge of why
people still suffer from obesity, unhealthy lifestyles, family and child abuse, drug
dependency, and criminal behavior. It is expected that modern social and human sci-
ences can provide at least some insights about where to look for the causes of and
remedies for these problems. In this work we examine what psychology can offer to
clarify the quandary of the problems we see in people’s lives around the globe.

The main thesis that we want to defend in this book is that people’s happiness
and well-being are inseparable from their experience of personal and motivational
autonomy in pursuing freely chosen life-goals, actions, and behaviors. We consider
this axiom to be universal and applicable to people from all cultural communities.
As we will argue, the feeling of autonomy and self-determination is what makes us
most fully human and thus most able to lead deeply satisfying lives – lives that are
meaningful and constructive – perhaps the only lives that are worth living.

In this chapter we will first present the thoughts of such contributors to this topic
as Socrates, Stoic philosophers, Spinoza, and Kant, and then try to reconcile their
ancient admonitions with the recommendations derived from the empirical tradition

V.I. Chirkov (B)
Department of Psychology, University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon, SK, Canada S7N 5A5
e-mail: v.chirkov@usask.ca
1To observe the distribution of happiness around the world visit www.mapofhappiness.com and
http://www.worldlifeexpectancy.com/world-happiness-map

1V.I. Chirkov et al. (eds.), Human Autonomy in Cross-Cultural Context, Cross-Cultural
Advancements in Positive Psychology 1, DOI 10.1007/978-90-481-9667-8_1,
C© Springer Science+Business Media B.V. 2011



2 V.I. Chirkov et al.

of modern psychology, represented mostly by self-determination theory (SDT). In
addition to a brief history of Western thoughts concerning the relations between
happiness and human autonomy, we will provide an account of how these relations
are reflected in the Confucian teaching in Ancient China and how they are accounted
for in modern South Asian societies. We will also take a look at the problems that
the issue of autonomy has experienced in mainstream psychology, and consider the
challenges to the notions of autonomy brought by the determinist and constructionist
approaches in social and cultural psychology. This introduction will conclude with
a summary of the subsequent chapters.

A Brief History of the Views Regarding the Importance
of Autonomy for Human Happiness

Starting with the Ancient thinkers, followed by the Christian theologians and then
by the Renaissance and later philosophers, scholars have responded differently to
the problem of how people should live in a world full of choices, and how to guide
them to experience the fullness of life, a life that could be recalled without shame on
one’s death bed. It is not a big stretch to say that for the majority of philosophical and
religious doctrines that have emerged in different countries and at different times,
the quest for happiness, in one form or another, is a dominant consideration. And at
least one universal commonality can be discovered in these many theories: as soon
as a discourse touches the topic of people’s happiness and a good life, the topic of
their autonomy and freedom inevitably emerges (McMahon, 2004). In this review,
we will try to demonstrate that for many of the great thinkers on this topic, human
happiness and personal autonomy are inseparable themes.

A historian, McMahon (2006), who provided an exhaustive account of the his-
tory of happiness in the Western world, stated that it was from Ancient Greece that
the first explicit theories of happiness emerged. At the dawn of this civilization,
people were mostly concerned with mere survival and, if the question of happiness
had ever been raised, happiness was treated as something that happens to people,
something over which they have no control. Happiness in early Greece was left to
gods and fortune. Socrates was the first thinker who announced that happiness can
be achievable, that it could be set up as a personal life goal. Even more, he stated
that people can reach it through their own efforts. These two statements were rev-
olutionary, bringing people’s hope to become masters of their own lives and even
of their happiness. “. . .It was Socrates who was the first to consider in detail what
would draw the ‘sleepless and laborious efforts’ of all subsequent philosophers: the
‘question of the necessary conditions for happiness,” (2006, p. 24). Socrates was
also the first to separate the desire for sensual pleasure, the mere enjoyment and
satisfaction of the senses and biological drives, from a much larger and more fun-
damental desire of people for some higher ends of their lives, accompanied by a
deep understanding of life and the place they occupy in it. This latter interpretation
of happiness was later labeled eudaimonia and was contrasted with pure hedonic
sensual and biological pleasures. Another word that Greeks used as a synonym of
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eudaimonia was makarios (μακάριoς ), which means blessed or happy (de Heer,
1969). An important observation made by McMahon is that it was a democratic style
of governance in Greece’s city-states that made this discourse about the achievable
happiness possible. “Although it would be reductive to say that Athenian democracy
was the cause of the emergence of happiness as a new and apparently realizable
human end, it was nevertheless in Athens, democratic Athens, that individuals first
put forth that great, seductive goal, daring to dream that they might pursue – and
capture – happiness for themselves (p. 23).” He elaborated further on the relations
between the nature of Greek society and ideas that its members produced and the
goals they exercised. “Surely we may admit some connection between context and
concept, between a society in which free men had grown accustomed, through ratio-
nal inquiry and open deliberation, to decide matters for themselves, and the efforts
to extend the sway of self-rule ever further, even to the long-standing domain of the
gods” (2006, p. 23). This conclusion is important for the point of view supported in
this volume that autonomy is an essential condition for striving for individual hap-
piness, but the emergence of autonomy depends on favorable and facilitating social
and cultural conditions; in this case the democratic political organization. Social
context is crucially important for people to discover, appreciate, and utilize their
capacity for autonomous actions based on self-determined rational reasoning. This
and related ideas about the facilitating or detrimental role the social-cultural milieu
may play in people’s personal and motivational autonomy are intensively elaborated
in the following chapters.

Aristotle extended Socrates’s teaching into a philosophical investigation of the
nature of eudaimonia, and his views have captured the minds of thinkers for cen-
turies (Engstrom & Whiting, 1996; May, 2010; Ryan, Huta, & Deci, 2008; Ryff
& Singer, 2008; Waterman, Schwartz, & Conti, 2008). He connected happiness
with living a life which is driven by reason, well-justified virtues, and moral values
(McMahon, 2004). But it was Stoic philosophers, following the ideas of Socrates
and starting with Zeno of Cytium, who actually paved the road for the practical
implementations of virtuous living (Strange & Zupko, 2004). They developed fur-
ther the ideas that happiness is an attainable life goal as well as the highest desire
of any human being; that the achievement of eudaimonic happiness brings people
satisfaction and contentment that are incomparable in their depth and pleasure with
the mere sensual pleasures; that it is people’s autonomy, meaning a self-governance
by rational reasoning in choosing goals, making decisions, and setting moral val-
ues, that lies at the core of people’s happy, virtuous, and tranquil lives; and that it
is people’s capability for rational thinking and reflective reasoning that makes both
autonomy and happiness possible.

It is fair to say that the Ancient Greeks stated and elaborated in considerable
detail several important theses that were picked up by the scholars of happiness
and well-being that followed them: The theses that happiness is a highly desirable
and achievable end of people’s lives; that real human happiness – eudaimonia – is
more than the sum of bodily and sensual pleasures, but rather it extends to moral
virtues and the exercise of rational reasoning in one’s life; that autonomy is a funda-
mental condition for happy living; and, finally, that social, political, economic, and
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cultural contexts play important roles in eliciting and promoting, or hindering, the
manifestation and functioning of autonomy and through it, happiness.

In the first millennium after the death of Christ, the Greek perspective on eudai-
monic living was gradually replaced by early and then medieval Christianity, both
of which offered very different perspectives on the nature of happiness. According
to the orthodox Christian doctrine, people cannot find happiness in this world, it
can be reached only in the afterworld and only if they devotedly served God dur-
ing their lives. Happiness became an unreachable (at least in this life) dream-like
passion for Christians (McMahon, 2006). As the idea of an achievable happy life
disappeared from the scholars’ and theologians’ discourses, the idea of personal
autonomy responsible for happiness’s achievement vanished also. If happiness is
not realistically achievable, then there is no necessity for personal autonomy or
freedom.2 The Christian’s prescription for happiness was to some extent unique:
this faith recommended embracing suffering, because those who suffer the most
in this life will be fully rewarded in their afterlife. There is also another aspect of
Christianity’s rejection of the link between autonomy and happiness. Christian the-
ologians professed that people fail to live happily by their own will and by their own
light; that they are incapable of governing their own lust, greed, and hatred. People
are incapable of being masters of their own selves. Thus, they are predestined to suf-
fer on the Earth, and only after that, if they serve God, they will be rewarded with
full happiness. Thus, human autonomy and freedom were sometimes considered
enemies of people’s salvation. Happiness was placed beyond people’s personal con-
trol: “God alone, through his grace, could transform and heal us” (McMahon, 2006,
p. 105). Thus, as was the case in Ancient Greece, happiness became receivable only
as a gift from God.

It was the Renaissance that brought back the notion of happiness and, together
with it, the idea of self-development through one’s own will. In the early fif-
teenth century, an Italian philosopher, Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, wrote his
famous “On the Dignity of Man.” This book is considered by many to be the
manifesto of the Renaissance. According to his view, human beings were “brim-
ming with possibility and potential, able to chart the course of their lives for
themselves without stumbling under the accumulated weight of Christian supersti-
tion” (McMahon, 2006, p. 145). Thus, humankind started moving in its thinking
and actions from misery and suffering to dignity and, from there, to happiness
on earth.

It was Spinoza in the seventeenth century who returned to the idea that there were
important connections between people’s earthly happiness and autonomy. Thus, as

2It is fair to acknowledge that the doctrines of Christianity are, of course, more multiple and com-
plex than this summary allows us to present it (Dumont, 1985; Hollis, 1985). For example, Lukes
(1973) claimed that it was St. Thomas Aquinas and later Martin Luther, who emphasized humans’
capability for personal autonomy. It was mediaeval Christianity with its substantia individua ratio-
nalis which was responsible for carving the fundamentals of the modern Western ideology of
individualism (Lukes, 1973) without which personal autonomy could not flourish. But it must
be noted: neither of these authors and doctrines linked human autonomy to happiness.
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in post-Socratic Greece, these two concepts appeared together again. Autonomy,
reason, virtue, and power are the main ingredients of Spinoza’s prescription for
happiness. Spinoza, actually, did not use the term “autonomy,” but employed the
concepts of “activity” and “human freedom” instead, which he contrasted with “pas-
sivity” and “servitude.” “For Spinoza, to be active is to be the source of our own
actions and not to be impelled by forces that are external to us” (Uyl, 2003, p. 38).
Activity (=autonomy), according to Spinoza, is determined by “adequate causes,”
the causes that are clearly understood by an actor with regard to their origin and
consequences. This understanding is reached through people’s reason and ratio-
nal thinking. Passivity (=being controlled) is determined by “inadequate causes,”
causes whose origin, mechanisms, and consequences are not fully understood and
reflected upon by an actor. People are passive if, in their lives and actions, they are
governed by forces that they do not fully understand and that predominantly come
from “outside” of their selves. Reason has several meanings in Spinoza’s writings:
it is an ability to explain events by logical thinking, as well as the knowledge of
the axioms that reflect the essence of things in the world, and lastly it is a cause of
actions. Reason is a fundamental human capacity that brings people power. “. . .True
virtue is nothing other than living solely in accordance with the guidance of reason”
(Spinoza, 2000, p. 253). A virtuous life, according to Spinoza, is driven not by
emotions that happen to people without their adequate understanding of them, and
not by unreflected external demands, but by a reason which is supplied by knowl-
edge about Nature and one’s place in the world order. By being autonomous and
through exercising their reason, people acquire power over their lives and this is a
“true virtue” worth living. Therefore, for Spinoza, by perfecting their reasoning and
rational thinking, people form adequate ideas about their lives that facilitate their
ability to be active, autonomous agents. This autonomy gives people the power to
live happy and virtuous lives.

Although Kant has rarely been considered a happiness theoretician, his
philosophical investigations also tapped into the problem of human happiness
(Engstrom & Whiting, 1996; Guyer, 2000). For Kant, as Guyer (2000) proposed,
happiness, both for individuals and for communities, is available only when peo-
ple’s lives and actions are products of freedom and autonomy. Kant also believed
that people achieve great pleasure in pursuing happiness through their own efforts.
For Kant, “it is only through our own freedom, rather than nature, that we may sys-
tematize and maximize human happiness” (Guyer, 2000, p. 98). And it is the free
use of reason that actually provides the conditions for happiness. In his essay “On
Practical Philosophy,” Kant said:

. . .the human being. . . is determined by nature to be himself the author of his happiness
and even of his own inclinations and skills, which make possible this happiness. From this
he infers, that he has to order his actions not in accordance with instincts but in accordance
with concepts of his happiness which he himself makes. . . . He will therefore have as his
foremost object himself as a freely acting being in accordance with this independence and
self-mastery, so that his desires will harmonize among themselves with the concept of hap-
piness and not with instincts, and in this form consists the conduct that is appropriate to the
freedom of a rational being. . . .In the same way he will become aware that his happiness
depends on the freedom of other rational beings. . . (cf. Guyer, 2000, p. 102–103).
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In this quotion Kant clearly articulated several points that are important for us. First,
that human beings can be the authors of their own happiness and that happiness is
achievable in people’s lives. Second, that people have to autonomously create their
own ideal of their happiness and to subordinate all their capacities, inclinations,
and desires to reach this goal of personal happiness. Kant also expressed another
fundamental idea: that people need to be aware that their happiness depends on
the freedom of other rational human beings. Therefore, in order to achieve univer-
sal happiness, people have to behave in such a way that will allow other people
to be the free creators of their own happiness too. This statement removes Kant’s
propositions from the conflict with egotistical individualism: Rational human beings
need to understand that their individual happiness is achievable only as a part of the
happiness of the larger collectivity of people. In conclusion, we may say that Kant
helped revive the ancient ideas that personal earthly happiness is achievable through
our own efforts as free and rational human beings. His most important new contri-
bution to the teaching of happiness was the idea that a person cannot reach this
happiness alone or at the expense of the happiness of other people. An individual
can achieve his or her own happiness only by providing the conditions for other
people’s autonomous pursuits of their happiness.

Above we presented a brief history of Western ideas concerning the relation of
autonomy and happy and good lives. But what about the Eastern world, which has
its own noteworthy truths and prescriptions for people’s lives and social actions? In
the next section we will look at just a few relevant ideas from China, another great
civilization of the Ancient times, as well as modern India.

Autonomy and the Good (Moral) Life in the Confucian Ethics

The role autonomy plays in the Confucian’s understanding of a good and moral
life has recently been a topic of considerable scholarly interest (Chan, 2002; Cheng,
2004; Elvin, 1985; Wong, 2008). Upon examining the discussions in the literature, a
few summary points seem clear. First, as in the Greek philosophy, happiness and the
nature of the good life were frequently considered and debated. In Confucianism,
similar to Aristotle‘s notions, a good life (this mostly means a moral life, and not so
much a happy one) is a virtuous one. The main virtues were “dao,” “ren,” and “lu.”
As Yu (2009) pointed out, dao plays a role in ancient Chinese ethics analogous to
the role played by eudaimonia or “flourishing” in ancient Greek ethics. Ren is trans-
lated as “goodness” and “benevolence” with the meaning of “a sensitive concern
for others” (Elvin, 1985, p. 165). This paramount moral virtue allows the establish-
ment of relational harmony, which is considered by the Confucian ethics to be one
of the most important aspects of the good/moral life. Second, the way of reaching
this goodness is by following lu–– rituals ––which, according to Confucius, carve
the moral goodness of a man, like a sculptor’s knife carves an image of a stone.
Placing ren and lu at the center of its ethics made the Confucian teaching a relational
one where maintaining harmonious relationships stands at the center of the good
life.
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The question of autonomy in this ethical system is a complex one. “The crucial
conflict that developed here [in Ancient China] was between those who emphasized
the relative autonomy of man’s inner being and those who thought that what was
significant in a personality was the creation of social forces working on it from out-
side, especially education and/or rewards and punishments” (Elvin, 1985, p. 164).
As Elvin stated, it was a philosopher Moh Dyi (fifth century BC) who was one of
the first to articulate the ideas that will be later labeled “vertical collectivism” (see
Chapter 4). The logic of his argument was the following: “Before the formation of
government there had been chaos, each person having his own particular morals
and his particular values for words” (Elvin, 1985, p. 165). In the context of our dis-
course, this means that ancient people failed to exercise their autonomy efficiently,
as pursuing personal moral values and goals created nothing but chaos. The rem-
edy for this problem was found in a centralized government: “It was the duty of the
head of each family, each community, and each state to unify the values of those
beneath him” (Elvin, 1985, p. 165). Thus, the vertical centralization of individuals’
values-making became one of the central ideas of the later Confucian’s teachings on
morality. It is fair to say that, at those Ancient times in China, individualistic ideas
also existed. According to Elvin, the philosophy of individualism was strongly elab-
orated by Yang Ju in the fourth century BC. “His doctrine was to act ‘for himself’.
Personal pleasure was real and fame inane. Social institutions were a form of tor-
ture” (Elvin, 1985, p. 165). Yang Ju compared people’s inability to pursue their
inclinations and to strive for true pleasure with being in a prison.

History shows that the vertical collectivistic ideas have won their primacy in
Chinese moral and ethical philosophy. It is fair to say that Chinese philosophers
and thinkers were well aware of the existence of human reflective consciousness
and the inner world of self-directed thoughts and actions, the phenomenon, factors
which belong to the domain of personal autonomy. The fact is that most of them
believed that human autonomy could not bring an orderly and good life to people. So
they created an ideological/moral system that de-emphasized the value of personal
autonomy and discouraged its intensive practice. But even this powerful collectivis-
tic ideology could not ignore people’s capability and need for autonomy completely.
Several modern interpreters of Confucianism (Chan, 2002; Cheng, 2004; Chong,
2003; Wong, 2008) accept the presence and the value of personal autonomy in this
teaching. They refer to the concept zhi which means “the will of the self” or “a
choice and decision the self makes in view or in recognition of an ideal value or a
potential reality that can be achieved through one’s efforts” (Cheng, 2004, p. 131).
The zhi, or the free will of the self, is based on people’s self-awareness and reflec-
tive reasoning. Following the argumentation of Chan (2002), we can provide the
following examples, which could be interpreted as manifestations of autonomy or
zhi within the Confucian ideological system.

Confucianism encourages its devotees to voluntarily endorse and willingly sub-
mit themselves to the matters of first importance, such as political authority, right
moral values, and traditions and rituals (Chan, 2002, p. 286). In the language
of psychology, this process of voluntarily endorsing external regulations is called
internalization (Wallis & Poulton, 2001), the process that plays a central role
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in the conceptual underpinning of many psychological theories including self-
determination theory (Grolnick, Ryan, & Deci, 1997). Both Confucius and his
famous follower Mencius (third century BC) distinguished people who endorsed
morality for its own sake and took delight in acting morally – sages and gentlemen –
and “honest village people” who “. . .follow no moral principle of their own, but
only the popular trend. They appear to be virtuous, but they are not really acting for
morality’s sake” (Chan, 2002, p. 286–287). Confucius despised such people, call-
ing them “the enemy of virtue.” This indicates that Confucianism “. . .understands
that a moral life has to be led from inside, by an agent who is voluntarily motivated
by morality” (Chan, 2002, p. 287). The phenomenon described here is conceptu-
alized in self-determination theory as the internalization of behavioral regulation
and the distinction between its autonomous and controlled forms (Ryan & Deci,
2000b). When people are controlled by external social forces in their following of
moral values and behaviors, they turn themselves into the puppets of these forces
and do not represent genuine moral individuals. Only the autonomous acceptance
of moral virtues and behavior through internalization makes people fully moral
human. Thus, Confucianism accepts that the truly moral (good) life is possible only
if people are autonomously motivated by their zhi to lead that kind of life, and this
is an obvious argument for the thesis that, even in vertically collectivistic China,
autonomy (in the above presented aspects) is a necessary condition for a good life
(Chong, 2003).

Another example of an implicit endorsement of the importance of autonomy
came from a Confucius suggestion to not follow various rites blindly just because
they are followed by the majority. Rather, as this sage suggested, “one should adopt
a reflective moral attitude to examine the ethical reason behind a rite and to deter-
mine whether that rite is appropriate” (Chan, 2002, p. 288). As Chan articulated,
Confucius was fully aware that “[R]ites as norms of conduct are often too general
to give precise guidance in the making of concrete moral decisions. There may be
novel situations, borderline cases, and hard cases (where some rites are in conflict
with others) that call for reflective judgment and moral discretion” (Chan, 2002,
p. 288). Western philosophers consider this reflective judgment and moral discre-
tion the core of human agentic autonomy. This example represents a fundamental
attribute of human autonomy: its reflective nature, in which people can reflect on the
conditions of their lives, their motivation behind their behaviors, and make choices
of what to do and why to do it. In SDT (Deci & Ryan, 2002), this highest form
of autonomy is conceptualized as the integrated form of motivational regulation.
Therefore, Confucianism does not deny the necessity and capacity of people to exer-
cise their autonomy through reflective reasoning, while being fully emerged into the
ideology of rituals and relational dependence.

The previous discussion is related to another example of the Confucianism
endorsement of autonomy as a basis of a moral, virtuous, and good life in a group.
This is how Chan presented it: “It is possible that what the agent regards as morally
right may not be shared by others. It is also possible that the agent may find other
people’s ways of doing things wrong” (p. 289). In this case, Confucians tell agents
to stand firm on the moral position that they reflectively endorse – to act on their
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independent will. “Confucius says, ‘The Three armies can be deprived of their com-
manding officers, but even a common man cannot be deprived of his will [zhi].’. . .
The idea of a great man having an independent will and sticking to it against all
odds presupposes the belief that one should act on one’s own best understanding of
morality. A great man is one who forms an independent moral will and takes control
of his own moral life. In moral life he follows nothing but the moral principles that
he reflectively endorses and the moral will that he develops” (Chan, 2002, pp. 289–
290). The ancient Greeks would likely agree that this is a description of personal
autonomy in its purest form. We may conclude that despite many controversies and
complexities surrounding the issue of personal autonomy in Chinese philosophy, the
ideas of personal autonomy and self-determination hold an important place in this
system of thinking.

But what about the relational ethics of Confucianism that are based on ren and li
and constitute the essence of the ideology of collectivism? The basic thesis of this
system, as it is often presented in modern cross-cultural research, is a subordina-
tion of individual interests, goals, and even identity to the collective interests and
goals. A more thorough analysis shows that there is a room for personal autonomy
even within this thesis. As Wong (2008) suggested, this ideology in its essence does
not require the complete subordination of individual interests to the collective ones
and relations between them are more dialectical. It emphasizes “the mutual depen-
dence between the individual and the group” and provides moral guidance for people
regarding where to direct their will. Specifically, it recommends that a person “make
the group’s interests part of his or her own interests,” but it also emphasizes that “the
group depends on the individual and must make that individual’s interests part of
the group’s interests” (Wong, 2008). Therefore, the complete implementation of this
ideology is impossible without people’s autonomous reflections and reasoning about
their own interests, the interests of their group, and the decisions based on these
reflections (see also Chong, 2003). Thus, as we may see, the idea of human auton-
omy can fairly comfortably coexist with Chinese collectivistic ideology, although
not in such explicit and easily recognizable forms as within Western individ-
ualism. Autonomy in this ideology is also an inseparable part of a moral and
virtuous life.

Autonomy, Agency, and Happiness in the South Asian
Cultural Context

Mauss stated that in his opinion, India was the first civilization to recognize the
self as an individual conscious entity (Sanderson, 1985). Later, as Sanderson (1985)
suggested, this self was rejected as an undesirable worldly consciousness. Because
of this it was not surprising to us to experience difficulties in discovering literary
sources on the views of Hinduism (not to mention Shaivism, Jainism, Vaishnavism,
and Sikhism) on self-determination and personal autonomy and their relations to
happiness and the good life. In this section, we will reflect more on the discus-
sions among cultural anthropologists, sociologists, practicing psychoanalysists, and
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psychologists who have studied Indian and other South Asian cultural contexts
regarding the role human autonomy plays in the lives of people in these countries
(Ali & Haq, 2006; Devine, Camfield, & Gough, 2008; Ewing, 1991; Mines, 1988;
Roland, 1988; Singer, 1972).

The starting point of these accounts is the conventionally accepted proposition
that personal autonomy and individualism are devalued in India, that individual is
subordinated to the caste and familial interests and guiding principles, and that indi-
viduals’ motivation can only be explained in terms of external forces in the form of
caste rules and kinship ideologies. The bottom line of the conventional understand-
ing is that the hierarchical organization of Indian society proscribes psychological
autonomy (see Mines, 1988). This thesis reflects the dominant and normative
ideologies of Indian society, but somehow it has been unjustifiably extended to
the understanding of motivation behind people’s individual lives and actions, the
domain where individual psychological autonomy actually exists and functions. Do
Indians reflect on their lives and behaviors? Do they choose their actions based only
on the ideological prescriptions, or can they exercise their own freedom of choice
and action? Do they have the ability to critically evaluate the existing normative
instructions and reason their own directions in life? Do they have the capacity to
feel themselves masters of their actions, to enjoy the intrinsic values of their self-
determination? These questions, because their explicit denial of the most essential
features of human rational consciousness, may even look offensive to represen-
tatives of the Indian civilization, but the sad fact is that, based on the modern
social science model, these questions are legitimate, and despite their counterin-
tuitive nature they should be answered in a systematic fashion. These questions
also imply that according to the above-mentioned collectivistic doctrine Indians’
behavior and motivation should be explained exclusively in terms of the social and
cultural systems of which the individual is a member, and this explanation is driven
by the assumptions “that (1) all the social cultural systems of which an individual
is a member, and all aspects of each system, are equally relevant for a particular
individual, and (2) the specific behavior of individual members of a “system” repli-
cates the generic characteristics of the system without significant variations or
nonsystematic traits” (Singer, 1972, p. 285).

To answer the above questions, some social scientists have analyzed individual
cases either in the context of Indians’ individual life histories (Mines, 1988), individ-
ual psychotherapy (Roland, 1988), in the family context (Ewing, 1991, in Pakistan),
or within the industrial entrepreneurial activity in India (Singer, 1972). The goal of
these analyses was to provide empirical evidence that “when Indians [and the rep-
resentatives of other familial and collectivistic societies] talk privately about their
lives they frequently depict themselves as active agents, pursuing private goals and
making personal decisions that affect the outcome of their lives” (Mines, 1988,
p. 568). Anthropologist Mines strongly argued against what he labeled ethnosocio-
logical and the social psychological approaches to understanding the Indian notion
of personhood, which de-emphasizes the role of individual autonomy and self-
determination in Indians’ highly hierarchical and collectivist culture. According to
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Mines, ethnosociologists believe that the individual is submerged in the social whole
and as a result of this “Individual happiness and the autonomy that produces it are
irrelevant; the emphasis is on the collective whole, on a collective man” (p. 569). The
socio-psychologists emphasize instead the consequences of “the psychological and
behavioral adjustments Indians must make because their hierarchical social system
rewards compliance and punishes autonomy” (p. 570). Indian social psychologists,
according to Mines, argued that, on the one hand, all humans experience themselves
as separate from others with their own unique needs, goals, and interests, but, on
the other hand, the Indian culture demands the fusion of an individual with family,
caste, and class. Because of this polarity, Indians face a dilemma of either “conform-
ing and giving up the individuality or with rebellion and receiving condemnation”
(p. 570). Both these approaches, in Mines’s opinion, have inherent weaknesses with
regard to understanding how Indians manage their personal responsibilities for their
lives, how they make and reflect upon their self-determined life decisions and the
actions that pursue their personal goals and interests. These weaknesses stems from
the inclination of both approaches to provide “cultural explanations of motivation
generated primarily by ideological interpretations” (p. 569) instead of idiosyncratic
accounts of personal motivation and the role of self-determination in it.

Based on an analysis of 23 life histories of Indians ranging from 23 to 83 years in
age, Mines concluded that the issue of personal autonomy is relevant and important
to Indians. He discovered that Hindu individuals develop personal goals separate
from the goals of their encompassing social groups. For some of his interviewees,
these goals were opposed by their families, whereas for others they were congruent.
They also reported acts of rebellion that went against the normative prescriptions
of family, caste, and/or hierarchy. One of the fundamental reasons for this rebellion
was “strongly felt dreams for autonomy” (Mines, p. 573). As Mines mentioned,
many of these rebels were “vitalized by their actions” and reported a feeling of
responsibility for their lives which was grounded “in a sense of being able to make
decisions that determine one’s life course in ways that the individual sees as impor-
tant” (Mines, p. 574). Thus, “they have become their own decision makers” (Mine,
p. 575), demonstrating one of the essential forms of personal autonomy. These
interviewees reported their concerns with their own needs, their personal circum-
stances, and their personal goals, which, when reflected upon, all together provided
them with the basis for their autonomous decisions. Mines reported an interest-
ing observation that most of the acts of autonomous agency were performed by
his interviewees at later stages of their lives, whereas young people were much
more strongly restricted by the cultural norms of obedience to hierarchy. Mines
rightfully concluded that “the hierarchical-collectivist view generated a distorted
picture of the person and of motivation, because the person is depicted as passively
trapped within the frame the model describes without any mechanism for generating
change” (Mine, p. 576). Contrary to this view, he defends the position that Indians
can clearly identify their self-interests and exercise control over life-important deci-
sions, thus they fight for their autonomy and the feeling of responsibility for their
lives.
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Psychoanalyst Roland (1988) treated Indian patients and, based on this expe-
rience, reflected on the role personal autonomy plays in Indians’ lives. He dis-
tinguished three aspects of the Indians’ psychological self: familial, spiritual, and
individualized, and stated that their selves consist of mostly familial and spiritual
components with only a small portion of the individualized component. He agreed
that the issue of autonomy was one of the most deeply rooted sources of prob-
lems and conflicts that urban middle-class men, whom he mostly treated, brought
to his office. He observed that these patients were habitually socialized to make
major life decisions only after consultations with extended family elders, and that
this upbringing nearly paralyzed his patients’ ability to make autonomous decisions
which was needed to manage their lives in a self-determined fashion. Issues of per-
sonal autonomy vs. compliance with their father’s expectations emerged saliently in
the cases of his male patients. Roland’s observations of and conversations with his
clients revealed to him the two layers of their inner functioning: personal and socio-
cultural levels. The personal level is the level where his clients’ reflections, meaning
making, and internal dialogs were happening. Some psychoanalysts label this level
the domain of “intrapsychic autonomy” (Ewing, 1991). A high socio-cultural level
of functioning required that individuals follow the rules of the familial-hierarchical
etiquette of obedience. As Roland discovered, the major conflicts that his clients
brought to his treatment room were based on a strong suppression of thoughts and
feelings, and especially the feelings of individual identity, autonomous strivings, and
unique creativity, at the personal level, and for the sake of the demands for submis-
sion and unquestionable respect for elders and superiors at the socio-cultural level.
These facts indicated that Indians have internal, private lives filled with needs for
individuation, autonomy, and personal identity that may come into a sharp conflict
with hierarchical-collectivistic ideology of their culture.

But to fully understand the specific Indian utilization of the human need for
autonomy, as Roland commented, one has to acknowledge the importance of nour-
ishing their spiritual selves. He understood the spiritual self as an experiential
striving to “be merged with the god, goddess, or incarnation . . . and in turn through
the merger [one] expects the reciprocity of divine bliss” (Roland, 1988, p. 295).
As he further mentioned, this “religious experience enables the person to become
increasingly individuated, differentiated, and separated from the intensely emo-
tional, familial involvements” (Roland, p. 296). In India, human autonomy is, first
of all, spiritual autonomy, autonomy to worship gods, to reflect on their lives,
and freedom to follow their divine teachings. Indian culture allows and facili-
tates individual’s increasing involvement in the realization of the spiritual self,
through which a person acquires relative independence of others in the fulfill-
ment of their ideals, personal growth, esteem, and other essential autonomy-related
capabilities (Shweder, Much, Mahapatra, & Park, 2003). Thus, we may say that,
based on Roland’s account, psychological autonomy is practiced in Indian soci-
ety in two forms: through the individualized self, similar to the individualized
self of Westerners, and through the spiritual self. Through the individualized self,
which is mostly related to real life events and accomplishments, Indians acknowl-
edge, reflect, and develop their personal proclivities, self-determination, emotional
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autonomy, and inner world of personal experience, whereas through the spiritual
self, which binds them with the divine world of the sacredness, they are able to
deepen their independence from others in the gratification of their spiritual needs
and the realization of their karma.

Psychological/cultural anthropologist Ewing (1991) extended the same line of
arguments about the relevance of psychological autonomy to the study of Pakistani
women within the context of their extended families. She started her investigation
with the same thesis that Western social scientists routinely treat South Asian cul-
tures as emphasizing “hierarchy and community” and valuing “interdependence”
“rather than individuality and autonomy” (Ewing, 1991, p. 132). She also cor-
rectly admited that this denial of psychological autonomy is nothing but confusion,
which is based on the failure to clearly differentiate among the cultural concepts
of personality, “behavioral patterns that are shaped by social expectations”, and the
intrapsychic organization of a person’s inner world of private thoughts, motivations,
and feelings (Ewing, 1991, p. 132). With regard to autonomy she found it useful
to differentiate interpersonal autonomy from intrapsychic autonomy. Summarizing
her conceptualization of these concepts, they can be defined the following way.
Intrapsychic autonomy is related to the existence of ego boundaries and the ability
to separate the external and internal sources of need fulfillment and self-esteem. An
intrapsychic autonomous person is less dependent on the environment in organizing
and managing his or her behavior, and takes responsibility for his or her own actions
and life. Interpersonal autonomy is definitionally, though not functionally, distinct
from the intrapsychic one. This form of autonomy characterizes the mode of social
relationships among members of a family or a community. The basic tenets of inter-
personal autonomy include the cultivation of personal individuality, having a high
demand for privacy, demonstrating relative independence from others in satisfying
one’s needs, and striving for self-sufficiency. Ewing’s major point is that Pakistani
women lack interpersonal autonomy, but their psychological health depends on the
presence of intrapsychic autonomy, because it provides a healthy outlet for their psy-
chological need for autonomy. Based on the analysis of several cases, she concluded
that “there is considerable evidence to suggest that in many South Asian families,
individual family members do in fact act in an autonomous fashion intrapsychically,
though they operate within a highly ‘engaged’ interpersonal network of family rela-
tions and expectations. Despite a high degree of interpersonal engagement, South
Asians often display a considerable ability to maintain their own perspective and
remain attuned to their own needs and to the needs of others while accepting the
demands for conformity within the family” (Ewing, p. 139).

These accounts of autonomy in the South Asian context convey several important
ideas for this book’s arguments. First, that it is crucially important to differentiate
the socio-cultural ideologies of personhood and interpersonal relations that direct
people’s behavior on the social level from the persons’ intrapsychological realm
of their private reflections, personal needs, goals, and feelings. This internal world
is the space for personal and motivational autonomy where people make decisions
about their own actions and life course, where they contemplate the societal pre-
scriptions for actions and decide whether to follow them or not. Second, there are
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conceptual confusions regarding various levels of human autonomy manifestations
and the theoretical differentiation of various forms of autonomy from related con-
cepts, such as interdependence, independence and individualism, collectivism, and
others. These confusions require more elaborated conceptual framing of the concept
of psychological autonomy. But probably the most important conclusion is that the
members of these restrictive and hierarchical cultures possess this undeniable capa-
bility and need for personal autonomy. Cultures, in our case the Indian one, may be
less restrictive to the personal autonomy of its members during their more mature
ages and may provide a special domain for its unrestricted exercise, such as pri-
vate spirituality. The individual’s psychological autonomy may be in conflict with
the dominant social prescriptions in these Eastern cultures, just as they are often so
within Western societies (see, e.g., Kasser, Cohn, Kanner, & Ryan, 2007). As a result
of this conflict, if human autonomy is either undeveloped or strongly suppressed,
then mental health problems could emerge. This conclusion means that psycholog-
ical autonomy is universally essential for people’s mental health and ultimately for
their happiness and the good life.

Happiness, Human Autonomy, and Self-Determination
in Modern Psychology

Modern psychology has always been split on the issues of human autonomy,
freedom, and happiness, directly or indirectly. We identify three major trends of
thoughts on this issue. One trend, which is comprised of Skinnerian (Skinner, 1971)
as well as modern cognitive psychologists (Bargh, 2004; Wegner, 2002, 2008), has
tried to follow the demand of scientific determinism to find the ultimate causes of
human behavior by precluding consideration of subjective experience and the inten-
tional nature of human reasoning as determinant of action. In other words, according
to this position, real determining causes of human behavior should be independent
of the consciousness of acting individuals and should explain both consciousness
and behavior. The idea of human happiness and the directions for a good life have
never been an issue within this trend of psychological thinking. The second trend is
represented by a variety of theories that could be linked to a postmodernist, social
constructionist movement wherein people’s psychological processes and states have
been presented as social constructions, as texts, or sets of discourses (Benson,
2001; Burr, 2003; Gergen, 1997; Harré, 1993). These socio-cultural constructions
or scripts are always relative, fluid, and fundamentally not essentialistic and, as a
result, they completely depend on their social cultural interpretation. And the third
trend that has been strongly devoted to the investigation and understanding of the
conditions for people’s happy and harmonious lives, including people’s autonomy,
agency, and freedom, is represented by humanistic psychoanalysis (Fromm, 1947,
1976; Horney, 1950), humanistic psychology (Maslow, 1968; Rogers, 1961, 1977),
existential psychology (Frankl, 1971, 1988; May, 1981, 1961), phenomenological
and hermeneutic psychology (Pfänder, 1908; Ricoeur, 1950; Sugarman & Martin,
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2004), and self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2004; Ryan & Deci, 2006; Ryan
et al., 2008). The representatives of this trend, although very diverse and different
in their philosophical and empirical backgrounds, find the determinants of good
lives for humans and their well-being in autonomous human consciousness, as well
as in people’s ability to reflect on their life conditions, both internal and external,
and, based on this ability, to be relatively independent builders of their own destiny,
happiness, and harmonious lives.

A Deterministic Trend in Modern Psychology

We find it appropriate to start this short review with the Skinnerian account of
people’s freedom and autonomy (Skinner, 1971). In his book Beyond Dignity and
Freedom, Skinner very explicitly expressed views that have shaped discussions
of this issue for decades. In this book, Skinner fought against any conception of
“an inner or autonomous man.” To him this conception is similar to a medieval
homunculus, which metaphorically represents a power of individual consciousness
to reflect on and guide one’s own behavior. This “autonomous man” was created,
according to Skinner, as an explanatory metaphor because of scholars’ ignorance
about the real and objective causes of behavior. These real causes of human behavior
can only be discovered by a scientific (meaning modeled from the natural sciences)
analysis of behavior. Together with the “autonomous man,” Skinner tried to refute
people’s attributes such as purposes, intentions, plans, and states of mind, portray-
ing them as mentalistic constructions that should be scientifically explained instead
of being used as explanatory categories per se. The main idea of the Skinnerian
scientific analysis of behavior is to search for the real causes of both the human
mental states and behavior, via contingencies of reinforcement. By replacing the
“autonomous man” with a set of externally crafted contingencies of reinforcement
(although he admitted that a man himself may be a creator of these contingencies),
behavioral scientists were expected to be able to develop “a technology of behavior”
that would change and control people’s behavior for the better. So, the ultimate
purpose of the Skinnerian scientific analysis of behavior is not people’s good and
moral lives, not their happiness, but the opportunity to control people and change
their behavior in desired directions.

These very ideas are still pervasive and strong in modern cognitive psychology.
Incredibly similar arguments against human self-determination and autonomy can
be found in works of modern cognitive psychologists such as Bargh (1999, 2000)
and Wegner (2002, 2008, 1999). Bargh, for instance, explicitly stated that “. . .the
contemporary cognitive perspective, in spirit as well as in practice, seeks to account
for psychological phenomena in terms of deterministic mechanisms” (1999, p. 463).
And further he explained these “deterministic mechanisms” using a similar logic
to Skinner. Bargh used the opinion of Neisser from his “Cognitive Psychology”
book who called the explanation of the “problem of the executive” by referring
to a “homunculus or ‘little person in the head’” non-scientific. And further, Bargh
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used the opinion that Barsalou expressed in his 1993 review of cognitive psychol-
ogy “in which he [Barsalou] too calls free will a homunculus, noting that, most
cognitive psychologists believe that the fundamental laws of the physical world
determine human behavior completely,” (Bargh, 1999, p. 463). Bargh’s own thesis
is that “most of a person’s everyday life is determined not by their conscious inten-
tions and deliberate choices, but by mental processes that are put into motion by
features of environment and that operate outside of conscious awareness and guid-
ance” (p. 462). (We are curious whether he wrote this and his other publications
driven not by “conscious intentions and deliberate choices”, but by the directions
of the “features of environment”, while being consciously unaware of what he was
doing and lacking rational guidance.) Bargh’s final verdict is that “free will (together
with autonomy and self-determination) is un-natural” (2008) and is not worth the
special attention of scientists.

The similar position, that human consciousness and related to it self-
determination and free will are epiphenomena of actual causal forces of human
behavior and consciousness itself, was expressed by Wegner (1999). He stated that
“. . . will is not a psychological force that causes action. Rather, as a perception that
results from interpretation, it is a conscious experience that may only map rather
weakly, or perhaps not at all, into the actual causal relationships between the per-
son’s cognition and action” (p. 481). In his book The Illusion of Conscious Will
(2002), Wegner elaborated these and related ideas, that self-determination is an illu-
sion or rather a reflection and interpretation by the individual mind of a real causal
dynamic streaming from the environment and the brain. For a critical analysis of
these ideas see Libet (1999), Mele (2009), Modell (2008), and Sternberg (2010).
Thus, we may say that Skinner, with his anti-autonomy ideas, is well and alive in
the works of modern psychologists. What is important for us here is that by remov-
ing self-determination and autonomy from the realm of the actual causal powers of
humans’ lives, these post-Skinnerian psychologists create more problems for human
and social sciences than they solve. If we accept this position, the issues of people’s
happiness and good lives, self-development, responsibility, creativity and innova-
tions, culture creation and change, and many other problems will remain unresolved,
because all of them depend on people’s self-determination, imagination, and ability
for autonomous functioning, which are impossible to study and understand from the
position of the post-Skinnerian determinism, where they are ruled out a priori.

Social Constructionism in Modern Psychology and the Question
of Human Agency and Happiness

Because of the high complexity of the concept of social constructionism (SC) in
modern philosophy and the social sciences, we will limit our analysis only to
those versions of social constructionism that exist in modern psychology (Burr,
2002, 2003; Gergen, 1985, 1997; Harré, 1983, 1993), and that are analyzed and
reviewed in the works of Polkinghorne (2001), Raskin (2002), and Schwandt (2000).
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The fundamental generic form of social constructionism states that everything that
comprises humanness in humans, their selves, motives, goals, values, emotions,
and thoughts, is socially constructed, meaning that these psychological states and
processes are the results of negotiations, interactions, and conversations among
the members of the community in which they happen to be born. Psychological
processes, according to this position, are inherently social and public, and social
interactions, conversations, and discourses are responsible for the emergence of the
“psychological.” Only through analysis of these social interaction-level processes
can psychologists study and understand psychological phenomena.

Two classifications of various forms of social constructionism (SC) are useful
for our analysis. The first was provided by Schawndt (2000), who differentiated
between a “weak” or “ordinary sense” constructionism and a “strong” social con-
structionism; the second was presented by Burr (2003) by differentiating “micro”
and “macro” forms of social constructionism. According to Schawnd, weak SC
is implicitly or explicitly embedded into both ordinary and scientific thinking of
modern people through the ideas that a researcher, with the help of a scientific com-
munity, actively constructs knowledge by generating data through theory-driven
observations. These observations are guided by particular conceptual frameworks
that demand paying attention to and select specific elements of a phenomenon at
issue and then shape the generated data as a representation of both a specific theoret-
ical point of view as well as an aspect of the reality under investigation. This form of
social constructionism is known as “scientific perspectivism” (Giere, 2006), which
has become a cornerstone of the post-positivistic movement (Polkinghorne, 1983).
Weak SC does not deny the existence of real social and psychological worlds, but
highlights an active, selective, and perspectival nature of our quest for understand-
ing and explaining them. Shwandt (2000) characterized the strong or radical form
of SC as the following. Based on Wittgenstein’s idea of language games, radical
constructionists state that representations of the world have nothing to do with the
real world itself because they are constructed within and depend upon the language
games and forms of life of a particular socio-cultural-linguistic community. As a
result of this dependence, radical constructionists argue that “all statements of the
true, the rational, and the good are the products of various particular communi-
ties of interpreters and thus to be regarded with suspicion”, and that “. . .it is only
within and with reference to a particular form of life that the meaning of an action
can be described and deciphered” (Schwandt, 2000, p. 200). Polkinghorn (2001)
worded this thesis of postmodernism in the following way: “people’s understand-
ing of the world, others, and themselves are a function of their different culturally
given interpretative schemes, and their thoughts and actions always are mediated and
constructed through the lens of these schemes” (p. 89). Polkinghorne also claimed
that social constructionists deny the existence of the personal self. For them, “the
concept of self is held to be a fictional creation of Western grammar and cognitive
schemes” (p. 88). If self, as a center of experience and actions from the point of view
of an experiencing and acting individual, disappears, then there is no place for self-
determination or self-regulation and consequently no place for human autonomy.
According to strong SC, if psychologists are willing to talk about these concepts,
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they should be “removed from the head and placed within the sphere of social
discourse” (Gergen, 1985, p. 271).

As stated by Burr (2003), micro SC “sees social construction taking place within
everyday discourse between people in interaction” (p. 21). This means that inter-
personal linguistic interactions are responsible for the construction of personal
identities, selves, and other psychological attributes of interacting people. On the
other hand, “macro social constructionism acknowledges the constructive power of
language, but sees this as derived from, or at least related to, material or social struc-
tures, social relations, and institutionalized practices” (p. 22). The representatives of
this form of SC seriously consider “the constructive force of culturally available dis-
courses” (p. 203). For the followers of Foucault within this approach, the concept of
power is at the heart of their analysis of social reality. In cultural and social anthro-
pology, which have gone through the interpretavist turn headed by Geertz (1998),
macro SC exists under the terms of the “cultural relativism” (Hatch, 1983) and/or
“cultural determinism” of psychological states and processes. In the social sciences
this approach was labeled a “standard social science model” (Tooby & Cosmides,
1992), which assumes a complete dependence of psychological characteristics of
people on social institutions, social arrangements, and roles. The common feature
of these approaches is that a person is treated as a derivate of social, cultural, linguis-
tic/discursive structures and as a result “the individual and self are seen as illusion
or at best constructions over which we have little control” (Burr, 2003, p. 183). With
regard to human flourishing, social constructionist/feminist social scientists stated,
“We maintain that the bounded, autonomous self that strides through a positive life
is an illusion, as the notion that human flourishing and happiness are readily avail-
able to all” (Becker & Marecek, 2008a, p. 1767). Thus, social constructionism, with
its denial of the essentialistic and a cultural understanding of person and self found
in mainstream psychology, swings to another extreme proposing that all psycholog-
ical features are public and social and should be treated as functions of cultural or
interpersonal practices and discourses.

What do all these systems of thinking have to do with the topic of this book –
human happiness and autonomy? There are several serious implications to con-
sider. First, as within the “deterministic approach”’ in cognitive psychology, self,
self-determination, and self-development have been declared to be illusions and
have been emptied of their deeply psychological, existential and, finally, human
content by replacing them with social discourses and cultural ideologies. Social
constructionism of all forms denies the existence of “our intra-psychic make-up
that forms the basis of our actions” (Burr, 2003, p. 24), including our values, moral
imperatives, desires, wants, hopes, and “our continuous sense of self” (Archer, 2000,
p. 3), and, as a result, our agency, autonomy, and self-determination. “Macro social
constructionism tends toward the ‘death of the subject’ where the person can be
conceptualized only as the outcome of discursive and societal structures” (Burr,
p. 23). Thus, within constructionistic accounts, a person has been transformed into
a puppet of social and conversational public forces that leaves no space for his or
her own internal world, psychological privacy, self-change, or self-development. It
is fair to say that many social constructionists are struggling to put human agency
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into the context of social constructions. Burr commented that the micro social con-
structionism “implicitly affords us personal agency” (p. 23). Kenwood (1996) stated
directly that “. . . it is precisely agency – indeed, voluntary agency – that puts
the ‘construction’ into ‘constructionism.’ Without the capacity to choose among
informed alternatives, that is, without the possibility of acting otherwise, people
could not meaningfully be said to ‘construct’ anything at all” (p. 534). Obviously
SC needs human autonomous agency, but for them it is the mystical agency of a
discourse-user, which has no explanatory power within this paradigm.

The issue of happiness and the good life is also a problematic topic for social
constructionists. The major representatives of this movement have hardly ever
addressed it in a direct manner, but we have still been capable of tracing this topic
through the works of critical cultural psychologists, who at some point turn their
attention to the analysis of the mainstream positive psychology.3 We extracted two
major ideas that some of the authors of that issue (see footnote 3) and corresponding
publications have made with regard to human happiness. The first idea, that the the-
sis that happiness and the good life are achievable by individual efforts, is “narrow
and ethnocentric” because it is built on the Western/American ideology of individ-
ualism, and, thus, is not universal, a priori biased and is wrong. The second idea is
that real happiness can only come from the ideology of collectivism and from a sub-
mergence of an individual to his or her collectivity. These scholars suggest that we
should dissolve the personal autonomous self together with its ability for reflection
and self-determination in sociality, and this depsychologization and deindividuation
of humans is presented as a standard of the good life for the majority of the world’s
population (Becker & Marecek, 2008a, 2008b; Christopher & Hickinbottom, 2008).
These authors argue that if people are unhappy, it is because they are submerged in a
bad sociality; to make them happy, this sociality must be changed. Individual efforts
of reflection, self-improvement, and self-development are rejected from the start as
narrow-minded and futile efforts informed by the wrong and ethnocentric ideology
of individualism. Thus, as in the more explicit forms of SC, these critical psychol-
ogists deny the experiencing and reflective self, and they deem as peripheral the
inner psychological world, where autonomous and private thoughts and reflections
unfold. There seems to be no place for human happiness and psychological freedom
here; this is only slavery in a social cage.

But there is still a question to ask: Are people’s eudaimonic happiness and the
good life strongly culturally relative, or despite socio-cultural influences are they
universal across cultures? Many scholars argue that there are near universal foun-
dation for people’s good lives across nations and cultures (Harrison, 2000; Hatch,
1983; Nussbaum, 2000). We agree with Nussbaum (2000) that there are univer-
sal “human capabilities, that is, what people are actually able to do and to be
[which is] informed by an intuitive idea of a life that is worthy of the dignity
of the human being” (p. 5). Thus, the good life is the life that allows people to

3See a special issue of the journal Theory & Psychology “Thinking through positive psychology”
2008, Vol. 8(5).
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exercise their capabilities, where being agents and thinking for themselves is a cen-
tral one. A similar idea is expressed by SDT researchers regarding the existence of
human basic psychological needs – needs for autonomy competence and related-
ness –– the satisfaction of which lies at the basis of psychological health, growth,
and development across cultures (Ryan & Deci, 2000a). This existence of funda-
mental human capabilities and psychological needs that build the psychological
background of a decent human life, which the Greeks’ labeled eudaimonia, pro-
vides a counter-relativistic basis for understanding people’s well-being and a life
of high quality across different cultures (Hatch, 1983). Indeed, this capabilities and
psychological needs approach gives us the opportunity to establish relatively uni-
versal and objective criteria for evaluating people’s wellness and goodness of life
and to avoid radical cultural relativism: the ability to exercise humans’ capabili-
ties and satisfy psychological fundamental needs are the standards to evaluate their
social and cultural environments and establish nearly universal criteria of people’s
flourishing.

The Humanistic Trend in Modern Psychology

Humanism in the social and human sciences generally means that human beings,
their dignity, well-being, and flourishing are considered to be yardsticks for evalu-
ating societies, cultures, and various political and ideological constructions (Hatch,
1983). “The humanistic movement in psychology has emphasized the search for a
philosophical and scientific understanding of human existence that does justice to
the highest reaches of human achievement and potential” (Moss, 2001, p. 5).

In the context of this book the following aspects of humanistic psychology are
important to highlight. One is fundamentally concerned with people’s flourishing,
personal growth and mature development, with those qualities of people’s lives that
relate to people’s self-actualization, optimal functioning, and happiness (Maslow,
1971; May, 1953, 1981). For Rogers (1961), for example, the concept of becoming
“the fully functioning person” constitutes the essence of living the good life. This is
how Rogers defined it: “The good life . . . is the process of movement in a direction
which the human organism selects when it is inwardly free to move in any direction,
and the general qualities of this selected direction appear to have a certain univer-
sality” (Rogers, 1961, p. 187). Along with such characteristics as having openness
to experience, trust in one’s organism, living in the present, a high congruence
among awareness, experience, and communication, and some others (see Rogers,
1961, p. 107), the fully functioning person, according to Rogers, has the feeling of
“the most complete and absolute freedom” (Rogers, p. 193) to make his or her own
choices, “. . . to become himself or to hide behind a façade; to move forward or to
retrogress; to behave in ways which are destructive of self and others; or in ways
which are enhancing; quite literally free to live or die, in both the physiological and
psychological meaning of those terms” (Rogers, p. 192). Thus, psychological free-
dom in Rogers’s theorizing appears to be the attribute of both ‘the good life’ and the
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person who lives this life through full and complete functioning. In a similar vein,
Maslow (1971) defined the goal of human growth as “the psychological health”
that he equated with “productiveness,” “self-actualization,” “authenticity,” “full-
humanness,” and some other qualities (p. 226). He understood self-actualization,
a core concept in his theory, as the “acceptance and expression of the inner core
or self, i.e., actualization of . . . latent capacities and potentialities, ‘full function-
ing,’ availability of the human and personal essence” (Maslow, 1971, p. 227). You
do not need to stretch your imagination too much to see the similarities between
these humanistic understandings of the good life and the ideas of eudaimonia and
happiness that follow in this volume.

Many humanistic psychologists believe that people’s motivation is a crucial
aspect of their lives that contributes to people’s optimal functioning and eudai-
monic happiness. In this context, human autonomy together with motivation toward
“self-actualization,” “being-motivation,” “meta-motivation,” and “meta-needs” are
continually present in the theorizing of humanistic psychologists. A psychologically
healthy individual, according to Maslow (1971), transcends “the deficiency-needs”
and is motivated by the “being-needs”; satisfaction of these needs leads to authentic-
ity, nondefensive perception of reality, constructive relationships with other people,
and creativity. Psychological autonomy, which he equates with the motivation of
the “being-needs,” allows fully functioning individuals not only to be free in pursu-
ing their potentialities and needs, but also to merge easily with a larger social whole.
Maslow, drawing from Angyal (1941), called this amalgamation with a social whole
“a state of homonomy.” He argued that only through full homonomy, when a person
experiences oneself as an organic part of a large social community, may a healthy
individual reach full autonomy. This means that, for Maslow, autonomy has nothing
to do with encapsulated selfishness and egotism. This is the same idea that we want
to entertain in this book. Almost all humanistic psychologists have spoken about
human autonomy and psychological freedom as a fundamental condition for growth
and maturity. May (1953/1973), for example, provided the following interpretation
of psychological freedom. “Freedom is man’s capacity to take a hand in his own
development. It is our capacity to mold ourselves. Freedom is the other side of con-
sciousness of self: if we were not able to be aware of ourselves, we would be pushed
along by instinct or the automatic march of history” (p. 160). This understanding
of freedom is very close to the definition of autonomy given by the Stoic philoso-
phers, Spinoza, and Kant. The authors of this volume endorse such an understanding
also.

A humanistic approach to human functioning is inevitably concerned with the
social conditions that promote or thwart the development of humans’ healthy moti-
vation as well as their ultimate happiness, flourishing, and the good life. For Rogers
(1961), interpersonal relations between a client and a therapist, and among peo-
ple in general, are the most important condition for clients to experience change
and for people to thrive. Based on his summary of “helping relationships” we
may conclude that only in relationships that are saturated with trust, respect, an
understanding of other people’s needs and attitudes, and support for the freedom to
make one’s own choices can clients experience the security and comfort to remove
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their defensiveness; similarly, given these conditions, ordinary people become
empowered to pursue their own happiness in the most unrestricted and uncompro-
mised way. This type of relationship has been identified by SDT researchers as
autonomy supportive (Ryan & Deci, 2000b).

Humanistic psychologists have always been interested in examining the complex
relations of a fully functioning healthy person with his or her socio-cultural envi-
ronment as well as the conditions in such an environment that facilitate or hinder
the actualization of people’s capacities and characteristics. This interest corresponds
with our concern to establish theoretical and empirical bases for understanding those
conditions in distal social environment that universally provide support and facilita-
tion of human psychological autonomy and people’s flourishing. In this context we
want to quote Maslow: “. . . a society or a culture can be either growth-fostering or
growth-inhibiting. . . . The ‘better’ culture gratifies all basic human needs and per-
mits self-actualization. The ‘poor’ cultures do not” (1971, p. 233). He also clearly
articulated dialectical relationships between an emergent autonomous person and
culture: culture is a condition without which the actualization of humanness is
impossible, but finally people must be relatively independent from culture to become
who they are. May (1953/1973) conveyed a very similar idea: “. . . our social and
economic ideal be that society which gives the maximum opportunity for each per-
son in it to realize himself, to develop and use his potentialities and to labor as a
human being of dignity giving to and receiving from fellow men. The good society
is, thus, the one which gives the greatest freedom to its people – freedom . . . as the
opportunity to realize ever greater human values. It follows that collectivism, as in
fascism and communism, is the denial of these values, and must be opposed at all
costs” (p. 160).

Ultimately, the topics of this volume are these three constituents: (1) fundamental
concern with people’s health, eudaimonic happiness, and optimal functioning across
different domains, (2) an emphasis on people’s healthy motivation as a condition for
this functioning and wellness to take place, and (3) the role social contexts plays in
the unfolding of these two ingredients. Human autonomy and self-determination are
considered to be fundamental factors that allow these three components to interact in
the most optimal way. The findings presented in this book, unlike much of orthodox
humanistic theorizing, are supported by empirical evidence, and yet in general are
in a full concordance with the insights and conclusions of the psychologists of
humanism.

A Short Review of the Chapters

Part I A Theoretical Context of Human Autonomy and People’s
Flourishing

The book starts with the chapter “Positive Psychology and Self-Determination
Theory: A Natural Marriage” by Kennon Sheldon and Richard Ryan. The goal of
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this chapter is to situate self-determination theory within the context of modern
positive psychology, which is the main framework for this book series. The chapter
discusses both the positive psychology movement and the self-determination the-
ory, arguing that self-determination theory is a prototypical example of a positive
psychology theory. Self-determination theory provides an integrated and scientifi-
cally supported framework for understanding people’s optimal functioning, while
also addressing “negative” conditions that can get in the way of this process.
Accusations that positive psychology is overly individualistic are considered from
the lens of self-determination theory, which has already faced and answered such
challenges. The authors suggest that the positive psychology movement can utilize
self-determination theory as a general framework within which to conduct many
types of well-being research.

In the third chapter, “A Self-Determination Theory Perspective on Social,
Institutional, Cultural, and Economic Supports for Autonomy and Their Importance
for Well-Being” Richard Ryan and Edward Deci discuss modern conceptions of
happiness, including hedonic and eudaimonic perspectives. They distinguish happi-
ness as a symptom rather than sine qua non of well-being, and they relate the latter
to the human capability for autonomous self-regulation. Using a self-determination
framework they define autonomy and detail its essential functional role in allowing
individuals within any culture to satisfy basic psychological needs for competence
and relatedness, and thus to attain psychological well-being and happiness. The
chapter also highlights how capacities for autonomous self-regulation, although
evolved and “natural” to all humans, are dependent on both proximal (e.g., famil-
ial, interpersonal) and distal (political, cultural, economic) supports, and how
need thwarting aspects of social environments can undermine autonomy and
wellness.

In the fourth chapter of the first part of the book, “Dialectical Relationships
Among Human Autonomy, the Brain, and Culture,” Valery Chirkov examines rela-
tionships among human psychological autonomy, the brain, and culture. Human
autonomy is presented as an evolved natural property of the Homo sapiens species
that has dialectical relations with people’s socio-cultural environments and is a
universal and necessary condition for people’ optimal functioning. The human
brain and culture are required for this capacity to evolve and be developed. The
author states that human autonomy is not a social construction and not an illu-
sion: It is a real psychological power behind people’s lives and actions but it
requires a socio-symbolic context to emerge. Autonomous people can overcome
their dependency on cultural norms and prescriptions by reflecting on social and
cultural influences and acting either with or against them. Human autonomy is
a universal condition for people to grow, flourish, and be happy. In this chapter
the author also identifies and discusses socio-cultural conditions that promote and
facilitate human autonomy. He labels them the culture of horizontality vs. the cul-
ture of verticality. The chapter ends with a review of the cross-cultural research
in self-determination and autonomous motivation that supports many of the stated
propositions.
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Part II Human Autonomy Across Cultures and Domains of Life:
Health, Education, Interpersonal Relationships, and Work

In the fifth chapter, “The Role of Autonomy in Promoting Healthy Dyadic, Familial,
and Parenting Relationships Across Cultures,” C. Raymond Knee and Ahmet Uysal
explain how autonomy facilitates closeness and healthy interpersonal relationships.
Based on rich empirical material, they demonstrate that among couples, relationship
autonomy and need fulfillment are associated with numerous positive processes that
facilitate and strengthen people’s ties, such as a deeper understanding of each other
and a more constructive approach to conflict management and resolution; among
families, parental autonomy support is associated with various indicators of positive
internalization, children’s self-development, and the relational health and well-being
of both parents and children. The authors come to the conclusion that autonomy
is important for healthy and optimally functioning personal relationships. Despite
the few cross-cultural studies on this topic the authors justifiably infer that this
conclusion may be extended to non-Western countries.

In the sixth chapter “Do Social Institutions Necessarily Suppress Individuals’
Need for Autonomy? The Possibility of Schools as Autonomy Promoting Contexts
Across the Globe,” Johnmarshall Reeve and Avi Assor discuss the organization of
education across the globe with regard to how autonomy promoting these organiza-
tions are. Recognizing that some social institutions attain seemingly harmonious
functioning by suppressing individuals’ autonomy, the first half of the chapter
argues that these hierarchical institutions do not have to be autonomy suppressive.
The second half of the chapter illustrates how schools can function as autonomy-
promoting cultural institutions, even when embedded within hierarchical societies
that contrast social hierarchy against individual autonomy. The authors state that to
be truly autonomy-promoting, schools should be designed in ways that (a) allow
students to shape important aspects of the school and support students’ attempts
to form authentic and direction-giving values, goals, and interests, and (b) offer
frequently recurring opportunities for students to experience autonomy during learn-
ing activities. The authors offer numerous examples of these two key features of
autonomy-promoting schools from different countries. Finally they ask the question
“How feasible is it to bring about autonomy-supportive schools around the world?”
The authors answer that although such schools are quite feasible in egalitarian coun-
tries with autonomy-conductive social norms, they are unlikely cultural products in
hierarchical countries with control-conducive social norms.

In the seventh chapter “Physical Wellness, Health Care, and Personal
Autonomy,” Geoffrey Williams, Pedro Teixeira, Eliana Carraca, and Ken Resnicow
review the self-determination theory perspective and current empirical evidence
linking personal autonomy with physical well-being within and across cultures.
Their main thesis is that a clear understanding of the relation between autonomy
and physical well-being is relevant in all cultures. They provide two reasons for this.
First, as SDT predicts, evidence suggests that higher levels of personal autonomy
universally result in better physical well-being, and, second, recent developments in
biomedical ethics and informed decision making have elevated respect for patient
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autonomy to be the explicit, highest level goal of health care. The authors emphasize
that together empirical evidence and these ethical mandates foretell an increas-
ing emphasis on the role personal autonomy should play in the delivery of health
care. In this chapter, they have systematically reviewed the literature for studies that
report the quantitative relations between different measures of personal autonomy
and physical health and autonomy and health-related behaviors. They discovered
that most studies occur within single cultures, and find consistent, positive rela-
tions between personal autonomy, or its change, and physical health. They discuss
these findings, their limitations and suggest future research that can more fully
establish and explore the causal linkages between personal autonomy and physical
well-being.

In the eighth chapter “Autonomy in the Workplace: An Essential Ingredient to
Employee Engagement and Well-Being in Every Culture,” Marylène Gagné and
Devasheesh Bhave address the role workers’ autonomy plays in the lives of mod-
ern organizations. They summarize an impressive amount of management research
which has investigated this problem from a wide variety of different perspectives. In
their review they specifically focus on evidence in the area of job design and man-
agement practices showing how various management choices and policies affect
worker autonomy. Organizational research guided by self-determination theory is
also described and shown to provide a theoretical background within which to
integrate different perspectives of this line of the analysis. Throughout this discus-
sion, they also evaluate the cross-cultural applicability of research and practice with
regard to enhancing workers, autonomy, engagement, and empowerment.

Part III. Human Autonomy in Modern Economy, Democracy
Development, and Sustainability

In the ninth chapter, “Capitalism and Autonomy,” Tim Kasser states that the means
by which a culture organizes itself economically has important implications for peo-
ple’s experience of autonomy. Despite claims that freedom is maximized under
the form of neo-liberal, laissez-fair capitalism which is practiced in many Anglo
nations, several types of evidence suggest that the values, ideologies, and institutions
of such economic systems can diminish people’s feelings of self-determination.
For example, new analyses presented in this chapter show that, compared to cit-
izens living in wealthy nations that place more restrictions on the activity of
the “free market,” citizens living in “economically free” wealthy nations more
highly value power and hierarchy, and view autonomy and self-direction as less
important. Other research reviewed here shows that some of the personal beliefs,
behaviors, and laws central to the smooth functioning of laissez-faire, consumer
capitalism do not provide people with optimal experiences of freedom and auton-
omy. This analysis thus demonstrates the potential usefulness of self-determination
theory for understanding economic systems in particular and cultural systems in
general.
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In the tenth chapter, “Economy, People’s Personal Autonomy, and Well-Being,”
Maurizio Pugno argues that the concept of personal autonomy helps explain
the gap between economic growth and people’s well-being, which is the phe-
nomenon that although we keep getting richer, we do not get happier. The
arguments, based on a variety of specific evidence drawn from psychology, espe-
cially self-determination theory, and from economics and sociology, run as follows.
First, people’s well-being has been negatively affected by the deterioration of
their autonomy, which is a basic psychological need, and by the compensatory
need for financial success and status. Secondly, some important factors that
appear to promote economic growth in advanced countries, and especially in the
US, also hamper the development of people’s personal autonomy. Conventional
explanations of the income/well-being gap based on social comparison, rising
expectations, and deteriorated social relationships can thus be integrated and
strengthened.

In the eleventh chapter, “The Development of Conceptions of Personal
Autonomy, Rights, and Democracy and Their Relation to Psychological Well-
Being,” Charles C. Helwig and Justin McNeil demonstrate that children in a variety
of cultural contexts have been shown to develop concerns with personal auton-
omy and rights, and these conceptions not only place limits on the forms of social
organization seen as legitimate but also have relevance for children’s psychological
well-being. Although many current psychological theories relegate freedoms, rights,
and democracy to products of Western intellectual traditions or cultural settings, a
body of new and emerging psychological evidence, conducted in a variety of cultural
settings, both Eastern and Western, and from a variety of theoretical perspectives,
including self-determination theory, suggests otherwise. Areas of personal jurisdic-
tion, choice, and participation are claimed by children and adolescents themselves
as they develop explicit conceptions of their own autonomy and reflect on the dif-
ferent types of social rules and structures that they experience in their daily lives.
These conceptions of autonomy and democracy have been shown to have functional
significance for the realization of individuals’ psychological well-being in diverse
cultural settings.

In the twelfth and final chapter “Personal Autonomy and Environmental
Sustainability”, Luc G. Pelletier et al. discuss personal autonomy in the context
of environmental sustainability, which is becoming an ever more important chal-
lenge for people around the world. This challenge is related to the increasing
concern about how we can meet the needs of the present without compromis-
ing the ability of future generations to meet their needs. The authors argue that
to achieve sustainability, people must not only attempt to reconcile growing con-
cerns about a full spectrum of environmental issues with socio-economic issues and
societal quality of life issues but they also have to achieve a substantial shift in
values, attitudes, and behaviors so that pro-environmental behaviors are sustained
and become a part of people’s lifestyles. In their chapter, the authors examine how
self-determination theory can provide an effective theoretical framework to guide
research and interventions on pro-environmental behavior and sustainable devel-
opment. Their analysis of recent research shows that, like the internalization of
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activities in other life domains, conditions that respect people’s needs for auton-
omy, competence, and relatedness, as well as their desire to be effective in dealing
with the challenges of the ecological situation, allow them to gradually internalize
socially valued PEBs and make them personally endorsed activities. In conclusion,
they state that the achievement of sustainability also provides a unique context to
advance our knowledge on how SDT can guide research on the impact of gov-
ernment policies, on the influence of media, and on how people deal with the
internal conflicts that result from simultaneously being aware of environmental
issues, socio-economic issues, and societal quality of life issues.

Together these chapters provide considerable evidence for the multiple linkages
between autonomous functioning and the well-being and integrity of individuals,
groups, nations, and the planet as a whole. They also highlight the social and politi-
cal obstacles, as well as the needed facilitating conditions, to supporting individuals
in their natural tendencies toward the optimization of health, wellness, and com-
munity. As we look ahead to the future of humanity, it is clear that the decisions
we make concerning how we organize ourselves and how we pursue “the good life”
will heavily impact the whole planet. In that regard we hope the perspectives offered
herein facilitate deeper inquiries into the social conditions that can best ensure our
collective safe passage and happiness.
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Part I
A Theoretical Context of Human
Autonomy, People’s Well-Being,

and Happiness



Chapter 2
Positive Psychology and Self-Determination
Theory: A Natural Interface

Kennon M. Sheldon and Richard M. Ryan

This book, which applies self-determination theory (SDT) to understand how posi-
tive social and environmental change may be promoted around the world, is part of
a whole series of books on positive psychology (PP). A natural question is, “how
does SDT relate to PP?” Is SDT an example of PP? Does SDT supply something
essential to PP, something that other “positive” theories do not?

In this chapter we will address these questions, showing that SDT is a prototyp-
ical example of a theory within the broader field of PP because SDT is designed to
explain optimal motivation thereby explaining a host of positive outcomes includ-
ing well-being, performance, resilience, and personal growth. However, we will also
show that SDT goes beyond most PP theories because it also provides a dialecti-
cal account of the “negative” factors and processes which can get in the way of
peoples’ optimal functioning. This account is important, because several commen-
tators have decried the seemingly one-sided focus of PP, PP’s failure to address
how negative psychological, interpersonal, and cultural processes operate, and PP’s
failure to address how negative events such as oppression, confusion, or rejec-
tion can serve as challenges that lead to more positive individual functioning in
the long run (Lazarus, 2003; Ryff, 2003; Young-Eisendrath, 2003). SDT also pro-
vides a universalist or trans-cultural account of optimal human functioning, based
on evolutionary-psychological or adaptationist reasoning. Thus, SDT shows at least
one way in which PP can supply constructs that cut across cultures and affect
wellness in all humans. Below we consider PP and SDT in more detail.

Positive Psychology

What is PP? It is a conceptual movement in both the research and applied arms of the
psychological community which seeks to rectify the “negative” biases of traditional
psychology so that a full accounting of human nature and behavior can emerge.
Prior negative biases include assumptions that humans are by nature prone to be
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selfish and self-centered more than to be prosocial and other-centered; assumptions
that humans are prone to errors and mistakes more than to successes and accura-
cies; assumptions that humans are prone to cowardice and corruption more than to
courage and elevation; and assumptions that humans are prone to selfish competition
more than to mutually beneficial cooperation (Sheldon & King, 2001). Put differ-
ently, because psychologists seek objectivity and are wary of self-serving biases
which might cloud their thought, there has been a predominant tendency to view
humans in unflattering or cynical terms, as creatures beset by problems, deficien-
cies, and self-serving motives. This tendency to view people and their experience
negatively or with suspicion began with Freud but continued to characterize the the-
orizing of many major schools of thought during the twentieth century, including
psychodynamic, behavioral, evolutionary, and clinical perspectives.

Of course, many humanist thinkers and writers in the past, including romantics
such as Rousseau and Keats, educators such as Dewey and Piaget, and psychologists
such as Rogers, Maslow, and May, have focused on the positive aspects of human
nature. However these positive perspectives have tended to be drowned out in “hard
core” and grant-funded research psychology by the more pessimistic and cynical
assumptions, in large part because many humanists rejected the notion that humans
could and should be studied by quantitative methods (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi,
2000). This left the field to those who were willing and able to experimentally test
their ideas—the skeptical scientists. Another influence on the negative bias devolves
from the fact that psychological research has often focused on finding the break-
down points in peoples’ social, emotional, and cognitive functioning. Of course,
studying when and how a system breaks down is an important way to understand
the underlying functioning of that system. But understanding how a system adapts
and evolves may be just as important. Many times, the latter understanding can
be increased just by adding another assessment point, subsequent to the original
breakdown.

Thus PP, in contrast to much prior research, is about uncovering the features
of human nature that work—understanding what goes right, how adaptive systems
function, and why the average person does well, such that most people live lives
of integrity and contentment (Sheldon & King, 2001). These questions certainly
existed in the research literature prior to PP, but they were often marginalized. PP
has provided an umbrella for such inquiries as well as a forum for like-minded
researchers to meet and collaborate with one another.

Importantly, PP has the potential to go beyond prior humanistic theorizing about
human nature because of its willingness to “get its hands dirty” in the muck of
quantitative data collection and interpretation. One of the core ideas of PP is to put
even the most humanistic of ideas to empirical test, and meet the most rigorous
standards and the most exacting levels of peer review. PP topics have, accord-
ingly, been increasingly funded by agencies such as NIMH and NSF. Thus positive
psychological perspectives are not just Pollyanna-style illusions, unsupported by
quantitative data; they aim at reliability, and warrant serious consideration and appli-
cation. Finally, PP is not a religion, although it sometimes seems that some people
think of it that way. Instead it is a direction or avenue of thought, whose claims and
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conclusions can be challenged and overthrown, just as can be any scientific theory
or paradigm.

Self-Determination Theory

What is SDT? Although other chapters will answer this question in greater detail,
suffice it here to say that SDT, which dates back several decades (e.g., Deci & Ryan,
1985, 1991, 2000; Deci, 1971), is an organismic-dialectic theory of human motiva-
tion that makes positive starting assumptions about default human nature—namely,
that people are naturally inclined to learn, to grow, to assimilate important cultural
values, and to connect and contribute to others. These “positive” assumptions are
surely consistent with PP’s focus on the often overlooked admirable characteris-
tics of human nature (Keltner, 2009). Indeed, the importance of starting with this
assumption can hardly be overstated: It is easier to bring about optimal states if
these need merely to be facilitated and encouraged within an already inclined human
nature than if they need to be somehow grafted onto a negative or resistant human
nature.

Importantly, SDT does not ignore that individuals can behave in “bad” ways
(e.g., selfish, cruel, dishonest) just as easily as they can behave in “good” ways
(prosocial, open, vital, and connected). However rather than seeing negative traits as
central characteristics of human nature, SDT sees them as an outcome of need frus-
trating conditions, in development and in the current context. Again, SDT suggests
that under typical conditions of nurturance and support humans are more inclined
toward growth and relatedness, explaining why such functioning is predominant
much more often than not. At the same time the theory suggests that non-supportive,
need thwarting conditions can result in compromised functioning and development,
as well as many of the more negative attributes so often attributed to “human nature.”

What is the data to support SDT’s claim that there is a predominantly or orig-
inally positive human nature, which can be demonstrated and enhanced through
scientific means? This is a complex question with no simple answers. However,
one type of supportive evidence was recently provided by Sheldon, Arndt, and
Houser-Marko (2003), who sought to demonstrate the existence of an “organismic
valuing process” which enables people (potentially) to detect what is foreign and
alien, versus what is congruent, and to use this information to choose and move
toward healthier modes of living. Of course, this does not always happen, but we
suggest it happens more often than not. Specifically, Sheldon et al. (2003) showed
that when people shift in their values, they tend to shift in “intrinsic” directions
(i.e., toward community, intimacy, and growth), and away from “extrinsic” goals
such as money, image, and appearance. Sheldon et al. interpreted this as indicative
of a built-in propensity to shift in healthy directions when given the opportunity
to reconsider one’s earlier choices. The intrinsic shift effect occurred at multiple
time scales and was not reducible to mere social desirability or self-presentational
concerns. Sheldon et al. (2004) found a similar intrinsic shift effect over the 4-year
college career; seniors had become less materialistic and image-conscious than their
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freshmen selves, a fact which explained their increased well-being over the 4 years
of college.

Weinstein and Ryan (2010) recently studied everyday helping behaviors, and
showed how SDT can explain such “positive inclinations” in human nature, and
how they can be 3naturally2 motivated. Using both experimental and experience-
sampling methods, they demonstrated that when people were autonomously helping
others they experienced personal autonomy, and feeling of competence and related-
ness, which in turn enhanced their well-being. When pressured to help, however,
they experienced not only lower autonomy, but less connection and efficacy as
well. That is, although helping had no external reward, it was inherently satisfy-
ing when done volitionally. Moreover this research also showed that the recipients
of help, even when naïve to helpers1 motives, benefited more when helpers were
autonomous.

Let us return to the question of what constitutes adequate, versus inadequate, con-
textual support for positive outcomes. SDT addresses this crucial question primarily
by focusing on authority–subordinate relations, in which one person (i.e., a parent,
teacher, boss, or coach) has power over another (i.e., a child, student, employee,
or athlete; Deci & Ryan, 1985). Of course, such power inequalities characterize a
large percentage of the role-relationships in which people find themselves. Over
the last three decades SDT has demonstrated the crucial importance of authority
autonomy-supportiveness (versus controllingness), for a wide variety of outcomes
including subordinate’s performance, motivational internalization, emotional tone,
and personal growth. This research indicates that when authorities support choice
and encourage self-regulation within their subordinates those subordinates are more
likely to thrive, perform well, and develop to the maximal extent. Supporting auton-
omy can be difficult to do, and indeed there are dynamics in which the very need
for autonomy generates a threat to authorities to which they respond by controlling
the subordinate. Yet this tends to backfire and thus paradoxically, controllers may
manage best by controlling least.

As we will show below, the SDT analysis (and its detailed supportive research
base) has important implications for many positive psychological interventions and
areas, such as life-coaching, well-being therapy, mentoring, leadership, and even
community organizing. SDT can be used to examine how any program, adminis-
tered by one person to a second person, can be delivered in order to maximize the
second person’s acceptance and benefit from that program. SDT also has important
implications for understanding the positive effects of successful programs. Consider
this question: How do we know a program is working? One answer is because it is
meeting peoples’ needs. According to SDT, properly designed action-contexts meet
or enhance peoples’ basic psychological needs and allow people to fully internalize
the motivation to engage in that context; as a result, they learn, thrive, and grow to
the maximal extent in that context. Thus, SDT provides an integrated temporal path
model specifying both distal context-level antecedents and proximal individual-level
mediators, as a means of understanding the production of optimal outcomes, at both
individual and contextual levels. We hope to show that SDT can provide a rich and
integrated causal account of the entire suite of positive processes that PP hopes to
promote.
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SDT in Application: An Empirical Example

Sheldon and Krieger (2007) presented data which well illustrate this integrated
causal sequence. These researchers sought to apply SDT to explain the declin-
ing well-being and increased mental health problems experienced by law students
during the course of law school, problems which were first documented in the
1980s by Benjamin and colleagues (Benjamin, Kaszniak, Sales, & Shanfield, 1986).
Based on Krieger’s experience and research as a clinical law professor (Krieger,
1998), Sheldon and Krieger (2004) predicted and found sharp declines in student
intrinsic motivation during the first year at a traditional law school, changes which
helped explain students’ increasing depression and distress. Students also evidenced
declining prosocial values and increasing image and appearance values during the
first year. These findings suggested that legal education as currently practiced may
undermine or coarsen student motivation, and be in need of some modification.

Sheldon and Krieger (2007) extended these findings by following two samples
of students through all 3 years of law school, one sample from a school with
a more traditional model of legal education, and one from a more progressively
oriented school. The traditional program emphasizes faculty scholarship, intellec-
tual status, and student competition, and offers relatively little practical training in
being a lawyer. The progressive program emphasizes egalitarian student–faculty and
student–student relations and offers much hands-on experience in learning to be a
lawyer.

Figure 2.1 contains the full temporal path model that was supported by the
data. Although students at the two schools started out equal in Law School
Aptitude Test (LSAT) scores, motivation, and well-being, by the middle of the
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second year significant school-level differences were observed in the perceived
autonomy-supportiveness (versus controllingness) of each school’s faculty, as
assessed by the Learning Climate Questionnaire (Black & Deci, 2000). These dif-
ferences in turn predicted reduced autonomy and competence need-satisfaction in
the traditional school students near the end of the third year. Relatedness need-
satisfaction was not affected by faculty autonomy-support, presumably because
students meet relatedness needs outside of school and student–faculty relations.
In the final step of the model, reductions in autonomy need-satisfaction from
Year 1 to 3 uniquely predicted reduced intrinsic and self-determined motivation
for the first law job after graduation, and also reduced subjective well-being in
general. Reductions in competence need-satisfaction also predicted reduced sub-
jective well-being, and uniquely predicted poorer academic performance. Thus, this
study provided strong new support for SDT’s basic causal model, given its tempo-
ral length, its applied importance, and the informative mix of between-group and
within-group processes observed.

Implications

Several further observations should be made concerning this data. First, signifi-
cant mediation occurred at every step. Thus, the school-level or between-school
differences in need-satisfaction (and in the three outcomes) were mediated by the
school-level mean differences in faculty autonomy-support (versus controllingness),
and the autonomy-support to outcome effects were mediated by changes in need-
satisfaction. This means that differences in the rated controllingness of the faculty
at the two schools could completely explain the differential effects of the two school
contexts upon their students. This supports the SDT strategy of focusing primarily
on autonomy-supportiveness (vs. controllingness) as the crucial social-contextual
variable.

Second, the observed results could not be explained by demographic differences
between students at the two schools (such as their initial age, gender composition,
or job experience, or their final loan balances). For example, although older stu-
dents felt more controlled by faculty within both samples, and although students at
the more progressive school were older, age differences between the schools could
not explain the school-level autonomy-support difference. This supports the quasi-
experimental design of the study and boosts the inference that actual differences in
the learning climate that students encounter upon arriving at the school can explain
the differential outcomes.

Third, students at both law schools experienced persistent significant declines
in motivation and well-being over the 3 years, just less so at the more progressive
school. This suggests that the more progressive school had not solved all problems,
but at least was making some headway! One limitation of this study is that we do
not yet know if graduate or professional students of other kinds also experience
problems. Perhaps the stress, low pay, and servitude of extended student-hood drags
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down graduate students everywhere—be it history, art, nursing, biology, medicine,
or psychology

Fourth, the findings went beyond mere self-report outcomes (i.e., job motiva-
tion, well-being, need-satisfaction). Sheldon and Krieger (2007) were able to obtain
multi-state bar exam data for the two schools (the multi-state section is taken by
all US examinees), and showed that students graduating from the more progressive
program score significantly higher on this exam. This was especially noteworthy
because the two entering classes in our study were identical (as noted before) in
undergraduate GPA and in LSAT scores. This tells us that the students at the more
traditional school under-achieved, a fact which should get the attention of Deans,
administrators, and regents alike! Alternatively, the students at the more progressive
school over-achieved—either way, the difference is important.

It is also important to point out that SDT propositions have been supported by
rigorous experimental research, and not just by correlational data as in the Sheldon
and Krieger (2007) example. Dozens of studies have experimentally manipulated
contextual autonomy-supportiveness (versus controllingness), finding strong causal
effects of this difference. Also, a few experimental studies have begun to simul-
taneously manipulate all three of the needs specified by SDT, not just autonomy.
As one example, Sheldon and Filak (2008) conducted a 2 × 2 × 2 factorial exper-
iment in which participants’ autonomy, competence, and relatedness needs were
either supported or denied by the experiment and experimenter, in the context of
learning to play the game “Boggle,” in which one tries to find as many words as
possible within a letter grid. Sheldon and Filak (2008) found that all three factors
had independent effects on participant’s mood, motivation, and objective perfor-
mance in playing the game. Thus, participants who received supports for all three
needs performed best in the task, and enjoyed it the most. There were no significant
interactions between three needs, further supporting the claim that each is singularly
important. Again, this is one of the few studies manipulating all three needs at once;
most SDT research focuses primarily on autonomy-support as the most important
variable for defusing unequal power relations and promoting full engagement by
subordinates, as in the Sheldon and Krieger (2007) study. Thus, autonomy support
receives further consideration below.

Relevance of the SDT Analysis for PP Theorists
and Practitioners I: Supporting Autonomy

We believe the SDT analysis has important implications for many positive psy-
chological interventions and areas, such as life-coaching, well-being therapy,
mentoring, leadership, and even community organizing. It appears vital that the
administrators of such programs attend carefully to the experience of those enrolled
in the program. Are enrollees enabled to feel that their perspectives are acknowl-
edged and respected, that self-regulation and self-direction within the context are
fostered, and that meaningful choices and options are provided? If these qual-
ities are present, it may almost not matter which type or content of program
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is administered—peoples’ natural problem-solving and happiness-finding abilities
will be engaged. In this vein, Sheldon, Joiner, and Williams (2003) argued that
autonomy-support is a mode, that can be employed to improve the effectiveness
of any therapy or treatment program (be it interpersonal, dynamic, cognitive-
behavioral, or even electro-shock). If it is delivered in a controlling way, the
program will likely fail, or produce weaker or non-lasting results; if it is delivered
in an autonomy-supportive way, it has a better chance of producing the desired
effects. Again, SDT is a dialectical theory of motivation which tries to explain
how motivation can be undermined or coarsened as well as how motivation can be
enhanced and elevated. Although people are engaged in a life-long quest to become
more self-determining and self-regulating, many factors can derail this somewhat
fragile process. SDT provides means for understanding both negative and positive
influences upon the process.

Might we surmise that, compared to a traditional law professor, a “positive
psychology” coach or practitioner would intuitively understand the importance of
being autonomy-supportive rather than controlling, or the importance of focusing
on intrinsic motivation rather than inducements, so that that these problems do not
arise in his or her practice? Perhaps—but in our experience, even progressively and
positively oriented practitioners can be over-controlling! The practitioner has the
power, the responsibility, and the need to be effective, for his or her own reasons;
this can make it very difficult to step back so that the client’s own self-regulatory
propensities can (often slowly) come to the fore. Often the client may feel hesitant,
looking for reasons not to invest full effort; an overly assertive practitioner may cue
precisely such reactance-based withdrawal. Or, the client may feel weak, dependent,
and desirous of strong structure and control; this also can pull controlling behavior
from the practitioner which is non-optimal in the long run.

In discussing these complex interpersonal dynamics, Sheldon et al. (2003) sug-
gested that autonomy-support is a difficult skill that can take a lifetime to develop.
Being a mentor who fully supports the self-determination of one’s charges takes
respect, patience, self-reflection, and genuine caring, and in an important sense,
autonomy support may represent the very essence of good teaching and nurturing.
Thus, just because a practitioner identifies him or herself as a positive psycholo-
gist (rather than some other kind of psychologist), does not mean that he or she has
already mastered this skill! Parenting provides a good example—parents all know
how difficult it can be to encourage responsibility and self-direction in a child, espe-
cially when we become impatient or disappointed and seek easier or more expedient
routes to the results we want. Those are the times when we can be most controlling,
or say the most hurtful things, to the ultimate detriment of our children.

Of course structure and discipline can be very helpful, but again, only if they
are delivered in an autonomy-supportive mode (Sheldon et al., 2003). In fact a
long tradition of research within SDT has differentiated structure vs. non-structure
(providing inputs that promote competence or not), from autonomy versus control
(which concerns whether those inputs are experienced as interesting and val-
ued, or as forced and resented; Grolnick & Ryan, 1989; Jang, Reeve & Deci, in
press). Structure and autonomy-support may sound paradoxical, but discipline and
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structure can be internalized and integrated by those adopting it, or simply exter-
nally regulated or pressured from the outside, with quite different consequences for
long-term persistence, performance and wellness.

Relevance of the SDT Analysis for PP Theorists and
Practitioners II: Assessing and Supporting Needs

Another implication of these findings for PP arises from the demonstrated impor-
tance of psychological need-satisfaction. SDT likens the psychological needs to the
biological needs of a plant. Just as a plant will thrive given adequate sun, soil, and
water, a human self will thrive to the extent its psychological needs are met (i.e.,
it will feel and do well). Conversely, just as a plant will wither without proper
nutrients, so will a human self (i.e., it will feel and do poorly; Ryan, 1995). In
the Sheldon and Krieger (2007) data, 3-year changes in autonomy and compe-
tence need-satisfaction, explainable by the particular school the student attended,
completely explained the negative effects of a controlling learning climate upon
the outcomes. The traditional school did not meet its students’ needs as well, and
students suffered as a result (i.e., they “withered”).

Thus, we argue that any helping, training, supporting, teaching, coaching, or
counseling context, “positive” psychology or otherwise, will serve its clients bet-
ter if it attends to clients’ levels of need-satisfaction. This might involve regular
assessments or discussions to detect positive or negative trends in clients’ need-
satisfaction, and the development of interventions, when necessary, to better tailor
mentoring styles and practices to meet student needs. For example, tweaking a grad-
ing system (i.e., turning it into a mastery rather than a performance based system, or
eliminating a mandatory curve) might revive competence needs; relaxing a stringent
but irrational program requirement might revive autonomy needs; and encouraging
student–faculty mixers might revive relatedness needs. All of these processes can
be measured and modified, as a basis for understanding and improving the effects
of interventions.

In sum, via its concepts of self-determined motivation, psychological needs, and
contextual autonomy-support, SDT supplies significant conceptual and practical
leverage for gaining new process understanding of why some programs work better
(or worse) than others. The SDT approach supplies a comparative framework that
could be applied not only to training and educational institutions, but to all human
organizations from companies to cultures.

Cross-Cultural Application of SDT

The importance of the latter point is worth further consideration. As was discussed
in the first chapter, important challenges to SDT have come from cultural relativists
who do not accept the universal importance of felt autonomy. Their argument is
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that autonomy is only emphasized or trained in certain cultures, particularly west-
ernized or individualistically oriented cultures. In collectivist or more traditional
cultures, autonomy is de-emphasized so that the group and social norms become the
more important determinants of behavior. Based on an underlying expectancy value
perspective, cultural relativists also assume therefore that autonomy would not be
associated with well-being in collectivist cultures (as it would in western cultures).
That is, if autonomy is not a universal need then differential associations should be
found, which will indicate that autonomy is a locally conditioned preference only.

A significant strength of SDT is that rather than ignoring this critique, researchers
have instead empirically examined the issue. Dozens of studies now demonstrate
that autonomy, defined and measured in the way prescribed by SDT, is predictive
of individual health and thriving in every culture examined. For example, Sheldon
et al. (2004) showed that the felt self-determination of personal goals predicted mul-
tiple indicators of well-being, to an equal extent in Turkey, China, South Korea,
Taiwan, and the USA. Feeling that one identifies and enjoys one’s goals, rather than
feeling pressured or compelled to do them, predicts better emotional tone in any
context. Cultural relativists often have “independence” in mind when they critique
autonomy, defined as a “go it alone and damn the consequences” mentality. SDT
agrees that such an independent or reactive interpersonal orientation is likely to be
problematic, both for individuals and their societies. There are also other corro-
sive forms of modern individualism, such as narcissism, materialism, and excessive
status-seeking, that some theorists link with excessive autonomy and permissive-
ness. However, much data now show that true autonomy—defined as feelings of
self-ownership, feelings of internally endorsing (rather than resisting) one’s behav-
ior, and feelings of following one’s own developing interests—is not the same as
independence, narcissism, materialism, hedonism, and the like. Furthermore, true
autonomy, does predict happiness and well-being in every cultural context examined
so far.

Thus, we suggest SDT can offer PP significant leverage for understanding the
common processes that produce positive thriving in any person and culture, by virtue
of basic human nature. In other words, SDT’s ultimately biological perspective,
based on the negentropic and self-organizational capabilities of life itself, provides
an important anchor for PP as it also seeks to develop proper understanding of
human variety and diversity. Obviously, for complete understanding it is essential
to know how people are the same as well as how they differ across cultural, polit-
ical, and economic settings. Consideration of basic human nature might also help
researchers avoid cultural or historical biases and myopias. If SDT is correct, sat-
isfaction of the basic psychological needs will remain demonstrably important for
people in any context, culture, or era. What may vary across contexts, cultures, and
eras is how the needs are satisfied, how much they are satisfied, and how much sat-
isfaction or dissatisfaction affects different types of outcomes. These are important
topics of contemporary research.

We hope this chapter has succeeded in its goal, of briefly introducing and com-
paring positive psychology and self-determination theory, and showing that the
two approaches have a “natural marriage.” We have argued that SDT can bring a
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variety of important assets to this marriage: An empirically grounded but broadly
focused theory of basic human nature that sees humans as inherently active and
health-seeking, until contextual and interpersonal conditions fail to support these
predispositions; an empirically backed theory of how program providers, coun-
selors, teachers, coaches, parents, and managers can best engage the growth and
creative capabilities of their subordinates; an empirically backed means of assess-
ing the effectiveness of a program or contextual design, by examining its effects
on basic need-satisfaction; and finally, a theoretical perspective that data suggest is
equally applicable in any context or culture. PP also brings important assets to the
Interface, from the SDT perspective: a potential forum in which the SDT message
and research findings can receive wider, and more widely funded, attention.

In sum, Self-determination theory provides a basic meta-theory and formal set of
mini-theories that can be readily applied to empirical investigations within positive
psychology. Nearly any positive psychology construct, intervention, or process, that
is, can be examined for its relations with autonomy, and with basic psychological
need-satisfactions more generally. Reciprocally, as research in PP unfolds on topics
such as gratitude, forgiveness, emotional intelligence training, or resilience focused
counseling, SDT research should be attempt to see how these phenomena relate to
its need-satisfaction models, and SDT researchers should strive to inform and refine
PP interventions using its motivational toolkits. SDT might, in this limited sense,
provide a common framework or “lingua franca” concerning positive change and its
internalization, whose skeleton can be further filled out by the fast growing body of
PP research.
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Chapter 3
A Self-Determination Theory Perspective on
Social, Institutional, Cultural, and Economic
Supports for Autonomy and Their Importance
for Well-Being

Richard M. Ryan and Edward L. Deci

Around the globe today people struggle both for freedom and for the good life. They
fight for freedom from oppressive external controls, and they struggle to be able to
express and autonomously pursue their abiding cultural, spiritual, and personal val-
ues. Everywhere, too, people also seek the good life. They work to realize culturally
sculpted aspirations and life goals that can to a greater or lesser extent fulfill their
promise for fostering happiness and well-being.

In this chapter we apply a self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985;
Ryan & Deci, 2000a, b) framework to explore two main questions. First, why, and
to what extent, is the promotion of autonomy necessary for the attainment of well-
being? Second, concerning visions of the good life, why are some lifestyles and
aspirations more wellness producing than others? In the first of these questions we
explore the importance of volition in the behaviors people undertake. In the second,
we consider not the “why,” but the “what,” of people’s behavior. In doing so, we
explore the contents of the goals or aspirations to which people allocate behavioral
resources, and relative yield of these goals in terms of happiness and well-being.

To anticipate our conclusions, people’s autonomous functioning and their attain-
ment of wellness are indeed deeply connected. Autonomous self-regulation is central
in allowing the individual to choose and most fully develop preferred ways of being,
and in doing so to satisfy basic psychological needs which in turn lead to vitality
and happiness. That is, when autonomous, people typically optimize the satisfac-
tion of their basic psychological needs, often through behaviors that have larger
social benefits. Thus, SDT suggests a link between autonomy and need fulfillment,
the feelings of wellness that derive from need fulfillment, and the productivity and
cultural enrichments autonomy-supportive environments so frequently yield.

Although autonomy is functionally important to wellness, the life goals and
lifestyles people pursue also differ in their capacity to produce happiness and well-
being. Our findings show that pursuit of some culturally constructed visions of the
“good life” yields, in a relatively direct way, the fundamental psychological need
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satisfactions that SDT hypothesizes underlie wellness. In contrast other life goals
distract from, or even thwart basic need satisfactions, and therefore fail to support
well-being. The evidence we review, in fact, gives strong credence to some well-
known “secrets of happiness” based on goals for intimate relationships, contributing
to community, and pursuing personal growth, and it dispels some popular myths that
the road to happiness entails garnering wealth, image, or fame.

Finally, when we look at social contextual effects we find that controlling envi-
ronments, whether they are familial, institutional, cultural, economic, or political,
interfere with wellness and happiness by undermining autonomous functioning. In
contrast, support for autonomy is associated with individual thriving, and national
quality of life.

Happiness and Well-Being Debated

Well-being and happiness: what defines them and what brings them about are peren-
nially debated topics, ones that have engaged many of the world’s great minds.
Without unveiling a ready list of quotes to prove it, many of our most revered
figures, both secular and non-secular, have grappled with the happiness issue, and
seem to agree on some essentials. For many—and here we include Jesus, Confucius,
Buddha, and Aristotle, among others—happiness is not fostered by selfishness or
over-consumption; it is instead fostered by reflective, purposive living in accord with
deeply held social values. In terms of contents it is typically said to lie in such things
as personal growth, loving relationships, and giving to one’s community rather than
the pursuit of vanity and image, riches and power, and other such worldly ideals.
Such are the well-known secrets of happiness according to those deemed our most
wise.

Despite the weightiness of these figures, there are clearly other opinions.
According to many contemporary cultural icons, from the USA’s Donald Trump
to today’s global Hip-Hop stars, the key to happiness is the psychology of more:
more money, more fame, more attractiveness. This image of the good life is contin-
uously reinforced by the media and advertising industry. They deliver this sermon:
Without having more and more one cannot be successful or happy. Furthermore, the
values corresponding to this message—namely, that money, image, and fame are
among the most important aims in life—are being widely internalized and practiced.
For example, a 2007 Pew research poll found that eight of ten US “gen-nexters”
(young adults) reported that being wealthy is the top or second most important life
goal in their peer group. More of these young adults would rather be a celebrity’s
assistant than a federal judge or a Harvard professor. In short, many in this gener-
ation (and in their parents’ before them) have accepted this idea of the good life.
Around the globe the message is similarly sinking in: consumerism is the new way
forward.

Whatever one thinks about these opposing views of happiness or their implica-
tions for the future, both sides of the debate represent opinions. That is, Aristotle
may have reasoned correctly that those who live a eudaimonic life (i.e., his good life
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of moderation, self-actualization, and reflective action) have the highest well-being
and are also the most likely to experience happiness. Yet, it might also be the case
that the “Donald Trump message” of finding the good life through wealth, consump-
tion, and image is more on target in today’s increasingly capitalistic, competitive,
and materialistic world. For us, however, which of these views fulfills its promise is
an empirical question, not a matter of opinion.

Self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000b) is
a research-based theory of motivation and personality development that has also
focused on happiness and well-being. As an empirical approach, SDT is interested
in getting evidence-based answers to questions about what makes people not only
motivated, but also what makes them thrive or flourish. It offers testable hypothe-
ses about what produces and sustains people’s fullest, healthiest functioning and
psychological wellness. In our research we look at wellness with an array of out-
comes, including subjective well-being, or happiness, as well as freedom from
stress, anxiety, and depressive symptoms, and experiencing vitality and integration
in functioning. But more importantly, the SDT framework allows one to go beyond
the compiling of outcomes, to an understanding of why and how social and cultural
conditions support or thwart happiness and wellness. In this chapter we examine the
theory and its assumptions, and we review some representative empirical findings
supporting its approach to wellness.

Happiness and Wellness Defined

Defining well-being and happiness seems clear enough—doesn’t everyone know
what it is? Yet the study of happiness and well-being is anything but straightforward.
In fact, something of a row got started when Kahneman, Diener, and Schwarz (1999)
introduced their “science of well-being” by defining wellness in strictly hedonic
terms. Somehow the stark and bold definition of well-being as merely the presence
of positive affect and the absence of negative affect rekindled the need of many
scholars to articulate a fuller conception of wellness, not just as happy feelings,
but also as a fully functioning human being (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 2008; Ryan &
Deci, 2001; Ryff & Singer, 2008; Waterman, Schwartz, & Conti, 2008). Many of
these rekindled conceptions draw heavily from Aristotle’s eudaimonic perspective
in which happiness is defined not in terms of feeling states, but in terms of a way
of living in which one’s human capacities are fully employed and realized (Ryan,
Huta, & Deci, 2008).

SDT has been vigorously involved in this discussion, (see, e.g., Kashdan, Biswas-
Diener, & King, 2008; Ryan & Huta, 2009). In contradistinction to purely hedonic
approaches, SDT distinguishes happiness, which is a subjective experience of posi-
tive versus negative mood, from wellness, which concerns full and vital functioning.
In the SDT view one can identify many means to happiness, only some of which
would be considered healthy or indicative of wellness (Huta & Ryan, in press).
Conversely within SDT the capacity to be unhappy, for example to be sad or
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distressed after a loss, and to allow authentic feelings to be in awareness, can often
be more indicative of wellness than an incongruent demeanor of happiness. SDT
thus specifically embraces the idea that wellness is not equivalent to happiness, pos-
itive affect, or an absence of negative affect. Wellness instead is open, engaged, and
healthy functioning. This full functioning conduces to happiness but does not guar-
antee it (Ryan & Deci, 2001), whereas happiness may be evident when people either
are or are not living well.

Basic Needs Underlying Wellness

Just as there are specific needs underlying physical health, psychological wellness
also requires specific supports and nutriments. A focus of SDT is thus on facilitat-
ing satisfaction of the basic psychological needs that lead to vitality and wellness,
where needs are defined as the necessary nutriments for thriving. According to SDT
there are three broad categories of such nutriments: supports for autonomy, for com-
petence, and for relatedness. Specifically, SDT suggests that people are most active,
thriving, and fully functioning in contexts where they can experience competence,
relatedness, and autonomy. As all three are considered basic psychological needs,
the neglect or thwarting of any is expected to lead to impoverished functioning and
ill-being. This prediction holds not only at the general (cross-domain or time) level,
but also within domains, and even within brief time periods.

For example, recently Ryan, Bernstein, and Brown (2010) followed the daily
moods and vitality levels of adult workers across their weekly lives. The mood
patterns in these adults showed a very robust weekend effect, with rising positive
affect and subjective vitality, and lower negative affect, and fewer physical symp-
toms reported on weekends. The data further showed that the weekend mood effects
were fully mediated by the lower experiences of autonomy and relatedness people
feel on workdays. Because most workers don’t feel much autonomy on their jobs
or connection to their work groups, they experience lower happiness. The study
proved evidence that on everyday-basis fluctuations in basic psychological need sat-
isfactions substantially account for relative happiness, and even feelings of physical
health.

A complementary study by Baard, Deci, and Ryan (2004) showed that employees
of banking firms who experienced greater satisfaction of the needs for autonomy,
competence, and relatedness while at work also displayed both better performance
and greater psychological wellness on the job than those who experienced lesser
satisfaction of the basic needs.

The relation between basic psychological need satisfaction and well-being has
also been documented in other life domains, and with regard to outcomes from rela-
tionship quality to psychopathology. We point to just a few examples. La Guardia,
Ryan, Couchman, and Deci (2000) found that individuals were more securely
attached and evidenced more relational well-being within those close relation-
ships where they experienced greater satisfaction of the three psychological needs.
Stated differently, satisfaction of each of the needs for autonomy, competence, and
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relatedness within a relationship contributed independently to the overall quality
of that relationship. Patrick, Knee, Canevello, and Lonsbary (2007) similarly doc-
umented the important links between need satisfaction and well-being in close
relationships. Further, in two studies of exercise, Wilson, Longley, Muon, Rodgers,
and Murray (2006) found that need satisfaction was positively associated with well-
being and also that changes in need satisfaction over time were also associated with
changes in well-being. Chirkov, Ryan, & Willness (2005) found that basic need
satisfaction predicted not only the well being but also the cultural integration (ver-
sus cultural estrangement) of both Brazilians and Canadians. Finally, Ryan, Deci,
Grolnick, and La Guardia (2006) reviewed substantial research showing that thwart-
ing of the basic psychological needs plays an important role in the development
of many psychopathologies ranging for example from rigid character disorders to
depression.

Autonomy as a Key to Wellness

SDT asserts not only that basic psychological need satisfactions are associated with
well-being, but also the theory highlights how autonomy is particularly relevant to
thriving. In this section we discuss the central role played by autonomy, or true
self-regulation, for living in a healthy, full-functioning way. Autonomy we argue is
central for allowing individuals to grow, and to choose and develop preferred ways
of being, which lead to both vitality and happiness. When autonomous, persons are
most likely to optimize satisfaction of the psychological needs. Thus, SDT suggests
a link from autonomy to need fulfillment, and to the feelings of happiness that derive
from need fulfillment.

Autonomy is first and foremost a characteristic of actions. To the extent an
action is autonomous it is characterized by feeling volitional or self-endorsed.
When people are acting autonomously they are fully behind their own actions—
they feel choiceful and integrated in behaving. Accordingly, not all intentional
actions are autonomous. Many in fact are motivated by external controls and are
experienced as heteronomously motivated. SDT in fact sees motivation as a dif-
ferentiated phenomenon: There are different types of motivation that vary in their
relative autonomy.

In terms of the most general types, SDT distinguishes intrinsic motivation, which
is characterized by behavior that is motivated by its inherent satisfactions, and
extrinsic motivation, which is evident in behaviors that are instrumental or done
for consequences separable from the activity itself (Ryan & Deci, 2000a). Within
the category of extrinsic motivations, SDT makes further differentiations based on
the phenomenal source of motivation. These span from externally regulated actions
(i.e., actions perceived to be controlled by others) that feel non-autonomous, all the
way up to integrated motivations that are experienced as stemming from the actor’s
most central and important values. We specify four types of extrinsic motivation and
emphasize that a person could potentially experience intrinsic motivation and each
of the four extrinsic motivations while doing a particular behavior.
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Intrinsic motivation. When intrinsically motivated, people engage their environ-
ments out of interest and for the sheer enjoyment and challenge in acting. This
interested engagement is accompanied by an experience of volition, because when
intrinsically motivated people are acting with full willingness. Indeed, any factors
in the environment that detract from a sense of volition or choice also undermine
intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Thus, in line with SDT, research has
shown that intrinsic motivation is supported by meaningful choice (Patall, Cooper,
& Robinson, 2008) and opportunities to experience competence (Vallerand & Reid,
1984), but it is also readily undermined by controlling rewards and other pressures
and inducements (Deci, Koestner, & Ryan, 1999).

Intrinsic motivation is especially important in the promotion of intellectual and
social development. In early development children learn by playing and exploring,
activities that are invariantly intrinsically motivated. Such behaviors do not need
to be reinforced or rewarded to occur, but they do require certain social supports
or contexts. When children have nurturing environments characterized by auton-
omy support and non-intrusive parental involvement they are more likely to be
robustly intrinsically motivated, whereas deprivations of either autonomy or relat-
edness inhibit this import inner resource (Grolnick & Seal, 2008). Despite its robust
relationships with growth and learning, unfortunately few schools capitalize enough
on this inner resource, instead attempting to promote development through exter-
nal controls and evaluations. Yet when educators do harness intrinsic motivation the
results in terms of persistence at and quality of learning can be profound (Ryan &
Deci, 2000a).

With increasing age people typically spend less time engaged in playful activ-
ities, in part because of socialization and the increasing responsibilities that come
with social development. Nonetheless, intrinsic motivation remains an important
source of both learning and vitality throughout the lifespan. In pursuing intrinsically
motivated activities, people experience intrinsic need satisfaction, and restoration
from ego-depletion due to external control (Ryan & Deci, 2008a). When intrinsi-
cally motivated people also tend to experience positive affect and enjoyment making
this kind of free pursuit important to overall happiness.

Extrinsic motivation. Technically the term “extrinsic motivation” refers to doing
an activity to obtain an outcome separate from the behavior itself (Ryan & Deci,
2000a). Originally, some theorists (e.g., de Charms, 1968; Harter, 1981) viewed
extrinsic motivation in opposition to intrinsic motivation and, thus extrinsic motiva-
tion was thought to be invariantly non-autonomous, whereas intrinsic motivation
was considered autonomous. SDT argues, however, that although it is true that
intrinsic motivation is autonomous, extrinsic motivations can vary in the degree
to which they are volitional (Ryan & Connell, 1989), with some being highly
autonomous and others being highly controlled. More specifically, SDT distin-
guishes four types of extrinsic motivation that fall along an underlying continuum
of autonomy.

The least autonomous type of extrinsic motivation is external regulation, in
which the behavior is done to obtain external rewards or to avoid punishments.
For example, a worker may produce items efficiently to obtain offered incentives
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or to avoid the threat of job loss. Such efficient work would likely be perceived
as being regulated by an external source and thus as being controlled. A some-
what more autonomous form of extrinsic motivation is introjected regulation, in
which the reason for the behavior lies in internal (rather than external) contingen-
cies. In introjection a person may act in order to avoid feelings of disapproval or
guilt, or, on the “approach side” of introjection, to feel more approval and/or self-
esteem. For example, a young musician may practice to avoid feeling guilty for
not having done so. Although introjection-based behaviors emanate from dynamic
forces inside the person (rather than the proximal social environment), introjected
regulation still has the phenomenal feel of forces acting on the self, as the person
feels compelled by “shoulds,” by projected evaluations, or by the imagined opin-
ions of others. Thus, like external regulation, behaviors motivated by introjects are
experienced as relatively non-autonomous.

A yet more autonomous form of extrinsic motivation is labeled identified regula-
tion. A person is identified with the regulation of action to the extent that the motives
or reasons for acting are personally valued and self-endorsed. There is thus a feel-
ing of ownership and willingness in identified regulation not found in introjection
or external regulation. Accordingly, such behaviors are self-congruent and expe-
rienced as relatively autonomous. It is noteworthy here that a person can identify
with obligations or duties, which even though they may originate “outside” the self
can be more or less self-endorsed and truly volitionally undertaken. The final, most
autonomous form of extrinsic motivation is integrated regulation, in which one iden-
tifies with the regulation of the behavior. The identification is then experienced as
authentically congruent, including in relation to other aspects of the person’s moti-
vations and practices. When integrated, people are mindfully behind their actions
and are volitional and wholehearted in carrying them out. Accordingly they display
the highest quality of action.

The importance of considering the degree of internalization and integration of
identities, values, and even self-concepts cannot be overstated. In connecting with
family and culture people adopt various identifications and behavioral “repertoires”
concerning school, morality, religion, politics, health, and all other salient issues and
domains. The individual adopts or internalizes these to various degrees and works
to integrate them. According to SDT, the less integrated a given identification the
less fully functioning the individual will be when enacting it, and the more defen-
siveness will be required to maintain the identification. SDT further assumes that
under typical, “good-enough” conditions people actively attempt to internalize and
integrate socially endorsed values, identities, and regulations (Ryan, 1995). These
norms, rules, and values will be more fully integrated to the self, and therefore more
relatively autonomous, to the extent that: (a) these rules and values are transmitted
in an autonomy supportive rather than controlling way; and (b) the rules, norms, or
values are themselves not antithetical to basic need fulfillment. In other words, both
the process and the content of socialization bear on the readiness of individuals to
internalize the regulation of any given behavior.

Internalization is also important with respect to organizational authority and
political adherence. The very concept of legitimacy is, on the psychological side,
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an issue of internalization. When authorities or their regulations are seen by their
constituents as not legitimate, this means they are not internalized: They are not
backed by the self of the individuals subjected to them. External regulation in the
form of force or direct control does not in itself convey legitimacy, and indeed, the
appearance of excessive external control can often undermine perceived legitimacy
(Bartlett, 2009). In fact, socialization that relies on less coercion is predicted by SDT
to facilitate greater internalization, other things being equal. Reciprocally the less-
value individuals experience in a regulation the more controlling authorities must
become in order to engender compliance. We see this dynamic often in coercive
organizations and regimes.

It is also important to see internalization in its complexity. Within the SDT model,
underlying most behaviors are multiple forms of regulation. For example, a behav-
ior may be both valued for its outcomes and enjoyable to do, in which case the
person might be motivated by both identified regulations and intrinsic motivation.
This is often the case in sport (e.g., Pelletier, Fortier, Vallerand, & Brière, 2001;
Reid, Vallerand, Poulin Crocker, & Farrell, 2009), but also for some individuals in
domains such as work, school, and community activities. Other behaviors, such as
certain prosocial acts, might be both based in introjections (one feels one should do
it) and identified regulations (one experiences personal value in doing it). Since each
of these different underlying forms of regulation has distinct properties, knowing the
configuration and relative strength of each can be important, as well as the overall
relative autonomy of behavior, when all motives are considered (Ryan & Connell,
1989).

Correlates of relative autonomy. The relative autonomy with which extrinsic
motivation is regulated is, according to SDT, differentially associated with full func-
tioning and organismic wellness. The reasons for this are clear: as people more
willingly pursue activities they do so with more energy, exhibit more vitality, and
have more positive experience. They also tend to perform better and get greater
competence satisfaction. Finally, because of people’s basic need for relatedness,
autonomously pursued activities are often relational, connecting people more deeply
with each other. The empirical evidence supporting this claim that relative autonomy
predicts both need satisfaction and wellness across settings and cultures is extensive.
In what follows we simply illustrate with a few examples.

There is a vast literature applying SDT to education (see Niemiec & Ryan, 2009).
In part this reflects the importance of autonomy in a domain where learning is
the central goal, because there cannot be quality learning without true volition.
Accordingly, autonomous self-regulation has been shown to promote greater con-
ceptual learning (e.g., Benware & Deci,1984; Grolnick & Ryan, 1987), performance
(e.g., Black & Deci, 2000), and behavioral adjustment (e.g., Grolnick, Ryan, & Deci,
1991). Autonomous self-regulation has also been associated with lower dropout
from school (Vallerand & Bissonnette, 1992). The positive role of autonomy support
in schools has been identified across a broad array of cultures (Chirkov, 2009).

In the realm of health care it is similarly the case that many health outcomes
are dependent on the patient’s willingness to engage in changes. In line with this,
autonomous self-regulation for health-behavior change has been shown to be a
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central predictor of outcomes (see Ryan, Williams, Patrick, & Deci, 2009). For
example, more autonomous motivations for smoking cessation predicted smok-
ers’ likelihood of maintaining long-term tobacco abstinence (Williams, Niemiec,
Patrick, Ryan, & Deci, 2009). Among patients with diabetes, Williams et al.
(2009) found that autonomous self-regulation for medication use predicted higher
perceived competence, greater medication adherence, and improved physiological
outcomes.

In the work domain, it is clear that every manager would like employees who
were identified with the values of work and interested in a job well done. Managerial
autonomy support appears to foster greater need satisfaction, including satisfac-
tion of the autonomy need, and is associated with both greater work engagement
and positive experience (Baard et al., 2004; Gagne & Deci, 2005). Interestingly,
autonomous self-regulation among unemployed individuals has been associated
with greater well-being and job-search intensity (Vansteenkiste, Lens, Dewitte, De
Witte, & Deci, 2004).

In the study of ill-being, disturbances of autonomy are highly salient. In fact
environments that actively thwart the development of autonomy are implicated
in a number of psychopathologies such as borderline personality disorders (e.g.,
Ryan, 2005). Additionally, in various disorders autonomous regulation is function-
ally disrupted, leading to compromised outcomes and ill-being (Ryan et al., 2006).
Accordingly, recent research on psychotherapy suggests that support for autonomy
is critical in ameliorating psychological distress, from depression to impulsive dis-
orders (Ryan & Deci, 2008b; Ryan, Lynch, Vansteenkiste, & Deci, in press; Zuroff
et al., 2007).

Although we could more extensively review additional domains, such as sport
and exercise (e.g., Pelletier et al., 2001; Standage & Ryan, in press), political
engagement (Koestner, Losier, Vallerand, & Carducci, 1996), religion (e.g., Ryan,
Rigby, & King, 1993), volunteer work (Gagne, 2003; Weinstein & Ryan, 2010),
and other areas of interest, our point is merely to illustrate that autonomy is indeed
critical to full functioning and wellness in and across contexts. The findings show
that autonomous self-regulation is associated with increased behavioral persistence;
improved task performance; and greater psychological, physical, and social well-
ness. Thus, the relative autonomy with which behavior is regulated appears to be an
important antecedent of “the good life” and the happiness that derives from it.

Autonomy and Relatedness: Their Dynamic Interplay

Thus far we have argued that autonomy is functionally critical for healthy develop-
ment, fulfilling engagement, and a satisfying life. However, for many scholars the
very concept of autonomy as a fundamental need is an anathema. In particular, many
psychologists view autonomy as being antithetical to the value of relatedness—
that is, to the need for being connected with others (e.g., Jordan, 1997; Markus,
Kitayama, & Heiman, 1996). This disparity comes about in part because the concept
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of autonomy is conflated with that of independence, selfishness, or individualism.
From the SDT perspective, autonomy is not synonymous with any of these concepts,
but instead is defined as volition, willingness, and endorsement.

SDT research has shown, for example, that in close friendships, feeling a sense of
autonomy is essential for a high-quality relationship, and further that experiencing
mutuality of autonomy support is related to relational and personal well-being (Deci,
La Guardia, Moller, Scheiner, & Ryan, 2006). Similarly, La Guardia et al. (2000)
found that the degree to which one experienced satisfaction of the autonomy need
within one’s closest relationships predicted the quality of those relationships. Of
course, if one were to interpret autonomy to mean selfishness and independence—
that is, if autonomy were understood to mean doing whatever one feels like doing
regardless of one’s partner—autonomy would not enhance the relational quality,
for people need to feel satisfaction of both the relatedness need and the autonomy
need to flourish within the relationship. Simply stated, autonomy, as we define it,
is not antagonistic to relatedness, for there is a synergy in the satisfaction of these
two needs. In fact people often feel highly autonomous when engaging in behaviors
done for their partners (Gaine & La Guardia, 2009). Acting in a way that thwarts
either a sense of autonomy or relatedness, however, will result in decrements in
interpersonal relational quality and well-being.

Similarly, some have argued that autonomy, while important in western cultures,
is not important in eastern cultures where collectivism rather than individualism is
the stronger cultural value (e.g., Markus et al., 1996). Yet, SDT argues that one
can be autonomous either when acting for a collective or when acting individu-
alistically. Further of course, one could be controlled when acting in the service
of either a collective or oneself. In support of this viewpoint, Chirkov, Ryan,
Kaplan, and Kim (2003) found that in both eastern and western cultures (viz.,
South Korea, Russia, Turkey, and the US) people who reported behaving more
autonomously also reported greater psychological well-being, an effect that was
not moderated by cultural context. Since then many studies have found similar
results.

It is critical then to see the importance of autonomy support across cultural con-
texts. For example Jang, Reeve, Ryan, and Kim (2009) recently showed how teacher
autonomy support enhanced, and teacher controllingness diminished, psychological
need satisfaction of Korean high school students, resulting in both more negative
academic and well-being outcomes. Here, in a collectivistic setting, autonomy sup-
port retains its positive functions in facilitating internalization, need satisfaction and
wellness.

This and other research indicates that the autonomy and relatedness needs go
hand-in-hand for optimal functioning in relationships and in general regardless of
one’s culture. Indeed, if the two needs are pitted against each other, as they are when
one offers conditional regard, the consequences are negative for the recipient of the
regard (e.g., Assor, Roth, & Deci, 2004). It is also interesting to note that, when
people feel autonomous, they will often also feel relatedness for they experience
the psychological freedom that allows them to pursue meaningful connections with
others.
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Differential Aspirations: Intrinsic and Extrinsic Life Goals

Focusing on the relative autonomy of goals is content-free as a prescription for
happiness. That is, to suggest that the affordance of autonomy leads to happiness is
to suggest that when given an opportunity to self-regulate people tend to optimize
need satisfactions and move in a direction of wellness and integrity. Indeed, SDT is
based on the assumption that support for autonomy conduces to wellness, implying
such a trust in the organismic process.

At the same time, this process-oriented approach concerning “why” people are
pursing some outcome does not preclude an “on average” analysis of the contents of
those desired outcomes—that is, of “what” individuals are pursuing. It is no doubt
the case that some goals or aims are more and some are less conducive to wellness
and happiness. Indeed, it also turns out to be the case that when people are acting
more autonomously they are more likely to pursue some types of goals rather than
others. Accordingly, in recent years within SDT there has been an active focus on
different types of goal contents and their impacts on well-being.

Beginning in the early 1990s Kasser and Ryan (e.g., 1993, 1996) began examin-
ing the aspirations people had for their futures and the relations of these life goals to
wellness. For example, Kasser and Ryan (1996) surveyed both college students and
urban adults concerning their life goals and identified two distinct goal complexes.
The first factor, labeled extrinsic aspirations, included values for wealth, fame, and
an appealing image, whereas the second, labeled intrinsic aspirations, included val-
ues for personal growth, close relationships, community contribution, and physical
health. The structural distinction between the intrinsic and extrinsic aspirations has
since been observed in multiple studies, including one that surveyed samples from
15 cultures throughout the world (Grouzet et al., 2005). As noted earlier, the extrin-
sic aspirations tend to be those associated with the consumer-oriented, self-centered
values that are frequently heralded in modern culture, whereas the intrinsic goals
focus on personal development, generative activities, and connections with others,
better reflecting a eudaimonic lifestyle Aristotle might have advocated (Ryan et al.,
2008). Therefore, it is important to ascertain whether the pursuit and attainment of
intrinsic (relative to extrinsic) aspirations differentially predict full functioning and
happiness.

In their early study Kasser and Ryan (1996) found that those who placed strong
importance on intrinsic (relative to extrinsic) aspirations reported higher well-being
and lower ill-being in both college students and adults. Subsequently Ryan et al.
(1999) found similar results in both the US and Russian samples. Sheldon et al.
(2004) showed this pattern across four cultural groups. Vansteenkiste, Neyrinck,
Niemiec, Soenens, de Witte, and Van den Broeck (2007) reported that adult employ-
ees in Belgium who held an extrinsic (relative to intrinsic) work value orientation
evidenced less work-related satisfaction, dedication, and vitality, and more work-
family conflict, emotional exhaustion, and turn-over intentions. The deleterious
consequences of holding an extrinsic (relative to intrinsic) work value orienta-
tion were mediated by need satisfaction experienced at work. In the exercise
domain, Sebire, Standage, and Vansteenkiste (2009) showed that intrinsic (relative
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to extrinsic) goals predicted cognitive, affective, and behavioral outcomes through
their associations with autonomy, competence, and relatedness. These studies exem-
plify the growing body of evidence supporting the differential impact of intrinsic
versus extrinsic aspirations on happiness and well-being outcomes. Sadly, in fact,
evidence amassed over the last seven decades points to a cultural trend within the
USA toward more extrinsic goals, which in turn has been linked to increased rates
of mental distress and psychopathology (Twenge et al., 2010). The question is how
far the extrinsic virus of consumption and self-focus will spread over these next
historically and environmentally critical decades.

Attainment of life goals. Other research in SDT has examined how attaining
intrinsic (relative to extrinsic) aspirations (as opposed to just pursuing them) affects
life outcomes, including happiness. In contrast to most expectancy-value theories,
which suggest that attainment of all valued goals is beneficial to well-being (e.g.,
Locke & Latham, 1990) regardless of their contents, SDT has a more differentiated
prediction. Specifically we suggest that the attainment of intrinsic goals enhances
wellness, whereas the attainment of extrinsic goals typically does not. That is,
because of their differential associations with the basic psychological needs, SDT
asserts that attainment of intrinsic aspirations is likely to promote wellness, whereas
attainment of extrinsic aspirations is unlikely to benefit well-being, and may at times
contribute to ill-being.

A number of studies have provided support for these hypotheses. Kasser and
Ryan (2001) found that attaining intrinsic (relative to extrinsic) aspirations was
positively associated with higher psychological health and quality of interpersonal
relationships. Similar results were also obtained in the Russian and US samples
reported by Ryan et al. (1999). In a sample of senior citizens, Van Hiel and
Vansteenkiste (2009) reported that attainment of intrinsic aspirations was associ-
ated with higher ego-integrity and death acceptance, whereas attainment of extrinsic
aspirations was associated with more despair. Niemiec, Ryan, and Deci (2009) used
a longitudinal design to examine young adults’ goal attainment from 1 to 2 years
post-college, an important period marked by transition into adult identities and
lifestyles. Results showed that whereas the attainment of intrinsic aspirations pro-
moted psychological health, the attainment of extrinsic aspirations was unrelated to
well-being and was positively associated with indicators of ill-being. In line with
SDT, the benefits of attaining intrinsic aspirations for psychological health were
mediated by satisfaction of the basic psychological needs.

In sum, research from SDT indicates that greater valuing of intrinsic relative
to extrinsic life goals is associated with enhancement of psychological wellness,
including traditional indicators of happiness. In addition, whereas the attainment of
intrinsic goals enhances wellness, attainments of extrinsic goals contribute little to
wellness once people are above poverty levels. Importantly, such associations have
been observed in numerous contexts, lending credibility to the postulate that basic
need satisfaction, which more readily accrues from the pursuit and attainment of
intrinsic aspirations, is a universal component of optimal functioning and wellness.
Thus, which “good life” people choose to pursue matters, as not all aspirations are
equally likely to foster need satisfaction and happiness.



3 A Self-Determination Theory 57

Social Contexts, Need Satisfaction, Autonomy, and Intrinsic
Aspirations

Thus far, we have argued and reviewed supportive research concerning: (1) a
strong relation between satisfaction of the basic needs for autonomy, compe-
tence, and relatedness and people’s experiences of full functioning and well-being;
(2) autonomous self-regulation (including both intrinsic motivation and well-
internalized extrinsic motivation) being a reliable predictor of need satisfaction,
effective performance, and eudaimonic living; and (3) the pursuit and attainment
of intrinsic goals being more likely when people are autonomously motivated and
being associated with greater well-being than the pursuit and attainment of extrinsic
goals.

We turn now to the role of social contexts in this network of relations. We
have argued that when people feel satisfaction of the basic psychological needs
they will maintain their intrinsic motivation, internalization extrinsic motivation,
and pursue and attain intrinsic goals. Accordingly, SDT has proposed that inter-
personal contexts that support satisfaction of the three basic psychological needs
represent an optimal context for promoting psychological wellness and effective
functioning. In fact, it is likely that more research has addressed the effects of social
contexts on motivation, performance, and well-being than any other component of
the theory. Accordingly, we will be able to review only a very small percentage of
that work.

Considerable research has examined the effects of autonomy-supportive ver-
sus controlling social contexts on a range of mediating and outcome variables.
For example, the first of these studies (Deci, Schwartz, Sheinman, & Ryan, 1981)
found that when classroom teachers of elementary students were more autonomy
supportive the students were more intrinsically motivated, perceived themselves
to be more competent at their schoolwork, and had higher self-esteem. Similarly,
when managers were more autonomy supportive, their employees were more trust-
ing of the organization and were more satisfied with various aspects of their work
lives (Deci, Connell, & Ryan, 1989). Parents who were judged by observers to
be more autonomy supportive had children who were more autonomous in doing
their schoolwork and were rated as more competent by their late-elementary-school
teachers (Grolnick & Ryan, 1989). A study by Pelletier et al. (2001) of elite
Canadian swimmers showed that those whose coaches were more autonomy sup-
portive were more autonomously motivated and persisted at their sport longer than
those whose coaches were less autonomous.

Similarly, studies have shown that autonomy supportive socializing contexts also
lead people to develop more intrinsic life goals. For example, Kasser, Ryan, Zax,
and Sameroff (1995) found that when mothers of 4-year old children were author-
itarian and cold (i.e., were low in autonomy support) their children tended to place
much stronger importance on extrinsic aspiration than on intrinsic aspirations when
they were in their late teens. Williams, Cox, Hedberg, and Deci (2000) found that
teenagers who experienced their parents as being more autonomy-supportive had
more intrinsic goals and were less likely to engage in high-risk behaviors such as
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using tobacco and alcohol and having early sexual intercourse. Finally, Sheldon and
Kasser (2008) found that college students who experienced psychological threats
tended to become more focused on extrinsic life goals.

The studies of social contextual influences, only a few of which we have men-
tioned, have been both developmental and social psychological in nature. That is,
some of them have examined the effects of socializing contexts on the develop-
ment of individual differences both with regard to domain-specific autonomy and
intrinsic aspirations, as well as on well-being and other positive outcomes. Other
studies have examined how autonomy-promoting factors in the immediate social
environment facilitate the states of autonomy and wellness. In reviewing most of
these studies we have spoken of autonomy-supportive versus controlling contexts,
yet some of the studies have been formulated more broadly in terms of need-
supportive versus need-thwarting environmental factors. Thus, some studies have
found that support for, rather than thwarting of, the autonomy, competence, and
relatedness needs promotes autonomous motivation and well-being (e.g., Jang et al.,
2009; La Guardia et al., 2000; Niemiec et al., 2006). It turns out that typically
when an environment is autonomy supportive, it tends also to support the com-
petence and relatedness needs, so some of the studies of autonomy support have
been de facto studies of need support. This makes sense because authority figures
who support autonomy will, because they consider the individual’s internal frame of
reference, often also provide active support for competence and relatedness or will
at least allow the target individuals to pursue their own competence and relatedness
satisfaction.

The various studies of need support we have reviewed examined the impacts of
relatively proximal factors in the lives of the target participants—parents of children,
teachers of students, managers of employees, and physicians of patients, for exam-
ple. SDT is, however, also concerned with the influence of more distal influences
shaped by institutional, cultural, and economic factors. For example, school-district
policies affect the motivation and well-being of students in the district, and top-
level corporate officers affect the lives of employees who are many levels below
them and who may live thousands of miles away. Similarly, insurance company
regulations affect the motivation and experiences of individual patients, in part by
affecting the behavior of health care professionals but perhaps in other more direct
ways as well.

At an even more distal, societal level, economic and political structures can affect
the motivation and well-being of individuals within the society, again, either directly
or mediated through other more proximal influences. SDT maintains that at each
level of proximity, the effects of environmental influences can be analyzed in terms
of the degree to which they tend to support versus thwart need satisfaction.

For example, the American corporate capitalist system of economics involves
the owners of capital (and their surrogates) using incentives to control individuals’
behavior. The advertising industry emphasizes extrinsic goals, such as accumulating
material goods and developing an image that will attract attention and recogni-
tion. Consequently this economic system does, through these and numerous other
pathways, set forth controlling influences that negatively affect the autonomy of
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individuals within the culture (Kasser, Cohn, Kanner, & Ryan, 2007). In addition
some of these influences, which emphasize individualism, competition, and some-
times selfishness, are likely to have the functional significance of thwarting people’s
relatedness as well, further yielding negative effects on their psychological health
and well-being (e.g., Kasser et al., 2007). At the same time that the capitalist system
has strong controlling and even amotivating elements, it simultaneously provides
substantial opportunities for exercising initiative and autonomy for those with skills
and/or resources. Unlike central planning economies there is more latitude in choos-
ing careers and locations to live (Deci et al., 2001). Entrepreneurs have opportunities
for a wide range of activities that are potentially lucrative and at the same time
allow for the experiences of autonomy and competence satisfaction. Thus, for dif-
ferent individuals the system can be experienced differently, providing far more or
far less support for their basic needs. Yet it is also important to keep in mind that
an abundance of research has shown that tangible rewards do tend on average to be
experienced as controlling and thus undermining of autonomy (Deci et al., 1999).
Thus it is not surprising that within the capitalist system many people lack auton-
omy on an everyday basis, a pattern which experiential data from average workers
has been supporting (e.g., Ryan et al., 2010).

Other economic systems can be similarly analyzed in terms of supports ver-
sus thwarts for basic needs. Political systems can also be so analyzed, as can laws
that exist within them. A democratic political system, for example, certainly allows
greater support for autonomy than does a totalitarian one (e.g., Downie, Koestner,
& Chua, 2007), yet small pockets of great wealth within a democratic system, as is
the case in the US, can wield undue control and influence over others in the system,
leaving many people feeling amotivated and helpless in relation to politics and the
resulting policies.

Our aim here is not to do a comprehensive analysis of economic or political sys-
tems, but instead to point out that contextual effects on people’s basic psychological
needs are a function of multiple interacting levels of influence. Political freedoms,
economic opportunities and security (which affords freedoms), and institutional
dynamics all impact a person’s autonomy, and his or her capacity to fulfill basic
needs.

Summary

The SDT approach to understanding happiness distinguishes between happiness that
is viewed solely as the relative presence of positive affect and the relative absence of
negative affect however those experiences are attained, and happiness that typically
results from the experience of what has been called full functioning—that is, of
using one’s capacities in an open, interested, and committed way, with a full sense
of endorsement and concurrence.

Autonomy, or true self-regulation, and intrinsic goals are critical elements for the
SDT approach to full functioning and to the happiness typically associated with it.
When people act autonomously, rather than being controlled or amotivated, they act
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with a sense of choice, are more mindful, think flexibly, and express their values and
interests. Such actions provide basic need satisfaction that results in psychological
health and well-being at both the state level and the more-enduring person level.
Further, pursuing and attaining intrinsic goals such as personal development, rela-
tionships, community, and health, rather than extrinsic goals such as material goods,
fame, and image have been found to be associated with greater need satisfaction and
enhanced wellness.

To be autonomous, to act from one’s intrinsic interests and from internalized
values and regulations are inherent human processes. Remarkably, these integrative
and need fulfilling tendencies lead people to connect with each other, and to identify
with people outside themselves and close kin. Autonomy is in this sense a key to true
community. Yet these natural processes require nutriments and supports, both prox-
imal and distal, to function effectively. As we know from evolutionary psychology
our human nature is contingent; what our genes provide is not a set of specific behav-
iors but a capacity to develop certain behaviors and sensibilities under specifiable
environmental conditions (Wilson, 1996). SDT specifically argues that for people to
manifest intrinsic motivation, healthy internalization, and need satisfying life-goals
they require social and cultural supports for the satisfaction of their basic psycholog-
ical needs. The availability of such supports is affected by social contexts ranging in
proximity from individual relationships to ambient cultural structures, to economic
and political systems. These all influence motivation and wellness by representing
either supports for or obstacles to satisfaction of these basic psychological needs. In
short, human thriving, full functioning, and the happiness that entails psychological
freedom and the life well-lived result when people act more autonomously, pursue
more intrinsic goals, and experience satisfaction of their basic psychological needs
for autonomy, competence, and relatedness.
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Chapter 4
Dialectical Relationships Among Human
Autonomy, the Brain, and Culture

Valery I. Chirkov

The objective of all the chapters in this volume is to demonstrate that human auton-
omy, when it is successfully executed in the different domains of people’s lives,
works nearly universally in promoting people’s optimal functioning, healthy living,
and well-being. This chapter will address debates about the cultural universality
vs. cultural relativity of human autonomy by considering autonomy’s relations with
psychological well-being in different cultural contexts. The main thesis that will
be defended is that human autonomy is an evolved natural property of Homo sapi-
ens that has dialectical relations with people’s socio-cultural environments and is a
universal and necessary condition for people to be come fully functioning individ-
uals. To defend this thesis, first, a relevant conceptual framework will be outlined.
Then, based on brain research and evolutionary and system-theories, I will argue that
human autonomy is a natural tendency that requires a brain of human-scale com-
plexity to emerge. Within the same line of arguments I will show that the existence
of human autonomy and self-determination does not violate the principle of deter-
minism. After that I will address the dialectical relations between human autonomy
and culture and highlight the factors and conditions that either facilitate or hinder
the functioning of autonomous people within a society. This chapter will conclude
with a review of empirical studies based on SDT propositions that support many of
the arguments stated in the first part of the chapter.

One of the reasons for writing this chapter is my strong belief that the thesis that
human autonomy is an illusion is not only mistaken, but is also dangerous for the
further development of our civilization. This is because this thesis moves one of
the fundamental conditions for people’s humanness and well-being into the domain
of relativity, social negotiation, and linguistic construction, leaving people without
solid grounding for their search for better lives. For me these are not purely aca-
demic arguments; rather, these are disputes about the very essence of human beings
and the future of humanity.
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The Nature of the Arguments Around Human Autonomy
and Happiness

Scholars who critique the idea of autonomy as an evolved natural human capacity
represent several perspectives in the current psychological and social sciences (See
the review in the Introduction). One of these perspectives follows the requirements
of scientific determinism that states that mental phenomena, including conscious-
ness, free will, autonomy, rational intentionality, and related mental processes,
cannot be the determining forces of human behaviour because they themselves
have their own determinants that ultimately explain the causal power of these high-
level mental capacities (for a more detailed discussion of this position see Baer,
Kaufman, & Baumeister, 2008). This position logically leads to the statements that
self-determination and self-governance are ‘illusions’ (Wegner, 2002) and even ‘un-
natural’ (Bargh, 2008) phenomena that should be avoided as the object of scientific
psychological research if scientists want to understand the real causal determi-
nants of people’s behaviours, thoughts, and feelings. Being too busy with finding
the ultimate determinants of mental states and behaviour, the representatives of
this ‘deterministic’ position have never addressed the questions of the relationships
between the nature of people’s feelings of self-determination and their psychological
well-being, optimal functioning, and happiness.

Another perspective on the issue of human autonomy and happiness can be
labeled here as ‘cultural relativism’. Representatives of this standpoint attack the
idea of human autonomy as a universal natural capability of human beings by stat-
ing that human autonomy, just as all other capabilities of human beings, is dependent
for its existence on the linguistic and symbolic tools provided by cultural commu-
nities. Based on this correct thesis they draw the controversial conclusion that the
nature of human autonomy is culturally constructed, meaning that autonomy only
exists to the extent that people in a particular community believe in it, and negoti-
ate its existence. Hence, autonomy exists as far as there are corresponding rules and
grammars of the communities’ linguistic and cultural ‘games’. According to this rel-
ativist position, human autonomy is not a natural evolved capacity but a constructed
socio-cultural entity that is based on negotiations and agreements among the mem-
bers of a cultural community. In this case, the relationships between autonomy and
well-being within a society depend on the constructed value of autonomy in that
society. If people’s personal values and practices, including autonomy, fit the values
structure of a society, then people experience high well-being; conversely, the misfit
of individuals’ and societal values regarding autonomy will lower individuals’ well-
being. The opposition to cultural relativism is often labelled ‘cultural universalism’.
Supporters of the universalist position state that autonomy is a human capacity that
brings people feelings of complete lives, deep eudaimonic happiness and high psy-
chological well-being in any cultural community regardless of the value that it has
within the ideologies of these societies.

The point of view presented in this chapter tries to reconcile these perspectives
by emphasizing the dialectical nature of the relationships between human autonomy,
the brain and culture. The phenomena of human autonomy and self-determination
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sound indeterministic and unscientific only if the scholars use the idea of a centuries-
old mechanistic, ‘bottom-up’ Cartesian determinism. It is stated here that in order
to understand the deterministic power of self-governance, researchers should use
a systems-theory-based notion of systemic emergent properties and the idea of
‘top-down’ causation of these properties on the components of the systems. It
is also argued that neither the relativist nor the universalist position reflects the
complexity of the relations between autonomous individuals and their cultural
communities. These relations are dialectical, meaning that culture is absolutely nec-
essary for human autonomy to develop from potentiality to actuality; but, when
autonomy has been fully developed, an autonomous person can reflect on the cul-
tural influences and prescriptions and either endorse or reject them, thus becoming
relatively independent of socio-cultural influences. With regard to people’s happi-
ness and well-being, this argument leads to the statement that as soon as people
have developed and started exercising their autonomous agency, they will experi-
ence eudaimonic happiness, the happiness of being rational, self-governed, and fully
functioning human beings. Experiencing this kind of happiness does not depend on
the ideology and value of autonomy within a community.

A Conceptual Framework

Philosophers, social scientists, and psychologists use various concepts to describe
the phenomenon which this book is devoted to: autonomy (Paul, Miller, & Paul,
2003; Ryan, Deci, Grolnick, & La Guardia, 2006; Taylor, 2005), freedom and free
will (Baer et al., 2008; Dennett, 1986, 2003; Pink, 1996), agency (Martin, Sugerman,
& Thompson, 2003; Mele, 2005; Taylor, 1985), psychological and autonomous
agency (Frie, 2008; Mele, 2001) and self-determination (Deci & Ryan, 2002). An
elaborated analysis of these concepts indicates that they all refer to the same very
complex psychological and socio-cultural phenomenon, each highlighting different
aspects of it.

Following the conceptual framework of the SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2004; Ryan et al.,
2006) and expanding it by using the works of philosophers, including the interpre-
tations of the Stoics (Cooper, 2003), Spinoza (Uyl, 2003) and Kant (Guyer, 2003),
as well as social scientists and the psychologists mentioned above, the follow-
ing conceptual network can be suggested. Human psychological autonomy,1 which
should be differentiated from biological (Varela, 1979) and political autonomy, can
be divided into at least two forms: personal autonomy and motivational auton-
omy. Personal autonomy2 is a condition of people’s lives when they are self-ruled,

1From Ancient Greek αÚτoνoμία (autonomia), from αÚτóνoμoς (autonomos) ‘having its own
laws’, from αÚτóς (autos-‘self’) + νóμoς (nomos-‘law’). (Concise Oxford English Dictionary,
Soanes & Stevenson, 2008).
2Philosophers have also labeled this form of autonomy global or dispositional autonomy (Oshana,
2003).
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self-directed, and self-governed3 by self-generated or freely internalized rules and
norms, that become their laws regarding the choices of the ends and directions of
their lives. The ‘laws’ of personal autonomy include moral norms, personal life-
goals and ways of life, and personal philosophies. These laws are built on the
awareness of one’s own needs and capacities, on the consideration of the needs,
goals, and personal autonomy of other people, as well as of the needs and goals of
communities and societies; they are governed by reflective and rational reasoning. In
order to rule one’s life, these laws should be developed in a self-determined manner
based on the adequate knowledge of how the world works, followed by reflections
on one’s own capacities, internal pressures from sensual and biological desires as
well as the demands and expectations of other people. When these ‘laws’ are fully
developed, the person must care about them. People are considered to be personally
autonomous if they use these ‘laws’ to govern their lives and if they stay true to
them regardless of their social disapproval or life hardships.

Motivational autonomy4 is a particular case of the self-regulation of people’s
actions and behaviours in specific contexts and situations, which is “characterized
by an open processing of possibilities and a matching of these with sensibili-
ties, needs and known constraints” (Ryan et al., 2006, p. 797). It is usually an
act of self-directedness when the agents experience authority over and ownership
of their specific behaviours: academic, work, physical exercises, health maintain-
ing, etc. (Ryan et al., 2006). Typically, personally autonomous individuals govern
their behaviours through autonomous motivation, but not always. Personally non-
autonomous individuals may also have episodes of motivational autonomy in their
activities but commonly this is not the case. Motivational autonomy is also built on
reflection and rational reasoning with regard to different pressures both internal –
biological urges, psychological wants and desires – and external – the demands
and expectations of other people regarding this particular behaviour. “Autonomy
concerns how various urges, pushes, desires, primes, habits, goals, and needs from
the brain, the body and the context are orchestrated within the individual” (Ryan
& Deci, 2004, p. 450). A special form of behavior motivation is represented by
the concept of intrinsic motivation, which is built on the emotions of curiosity,
enjoyment and interest toward a particular activity (Deci & Ryan, 1985). It is not
appropriate to label intrinsic motivation as autonomous, because it is not based on
reflections and rational considerations of different constrains and options. But both
of them – autonomous and intrinsic motivation – are self-determined, because they

3‘Self’ in this case is understood as a centre of experience, reasoning, and acting from the per-
spective of a functioning person (Gallagher, 2000; May, 1961). A more through definition of self
(perspectival) is provided by Martin et al (2009) which I fully endorse: “This is a self understood as
an embodied first-person perspective (an ‘I’), the worldly experience of which enable a constantly
evolving self-understanding (a ‘me’) with sufficient stability and coherence to permit generally
effective personal functioning in the biophysical and sociocultural world in which it develops”
(p. 110).
4Philosophers label this form of autonomy local autonomy (Oshana, 2003); SDT psychologists
call it autonomous motivation.
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both emanate from a person’s self, but through different psychological mechanisms.
Both personal and motivational autonomy can be conceptualized as a continuum
from autonomous to heteronomous or controlled forms of regulations (Ryan & Deci,
2000b). SDT considers human autonomy in both forms as a fundamental psycholog-
ical need (Ryan & Deci, 2000a) because, when fully exercised, it brings to people
feelings of deep satisfaction and eudaimonic pleasure that is incomparable with
the pleasure of gratified sensual or bodily desires. Together with this eudaimonic
pleasure comes deep happiness and full satisfaction with one’s life. Psychological
autonomy is a human potentiality that can become an actual power under directed
education and training within certain social conditions.

Both forms of autonomy provide a basis for freedom of choice and actions, which
is a person’s ability, as Locke worded it, “to think, or not to think; to move, or not to
move, according to the preference or direction of his own mind” (from Guyer, 2003,
p. 71). Agency, in a conventional sense, is the ability to act (Guyer, 2003, p. 74).
Although some scholars (Martin et al., 2003) equate this concept with the presented
understanding of autonomy,5 I will follow the conventional understanding of this
term – agency as an ability to act. The reason for this is that agency, as a person’s
capacity to initiate a particular behaviour, may stem from either autonomous or het-
eronomous sources, and therefore agency could be autonomous or heteronomous
(Ryan et al., 2006). This means that a person’s ability to act can be governed either
by his or her own self-generated laws, or it can be based on heteronomous inter-
nal or external forces. Self-determination is a general term that can be applied
to different aspects of human functioning, when they refer to self-initiation, self-
direction, and self-guidance of one’s actions. It may mean a self-determined
reasoning that creates personal laws for one’s behaviour or an ability to live accord-
ing one’s own laws (being a self-determined master of one’s own life-goals and
choices) or being a one’s own source of particular behaviours (self-determined
motivation).

Evolutionary and Biological Basis of Human Autonomy

From an ontological point of view, psychological autonomy, self-determination, and
the feeling of freedom are experiential subjective phenomena to which researchers
have access only through phenomenological descriptions (Ryan & Deci, 2004;
Ryan et al., 2006). On the other hand, they are real psychological phenomena that
exist independently of our own and other people’s beliefs or opinions about them,
and, thus, they can be the objects of an empirical scientific analysis. This fact of
the subjective and experiential nature of autonomy and self-determination makes

5“. . . Human agency is the deliberate, reflective activity of a human being in framing, choosing,
and executing his or her actions in a way that is not fully determined by factors and conditions
other than his or her own understanding and reasoning. Such other factors and conditions include
external constrains and coercions, as well as intentional constrains over which the person has no
conscious control.” (Martin et al., 2003, p. 82).
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the exploration of their biological and neurophysiological natures a very complex
and sophisticated endeavour. A new discipline – ‘neurophenomenology’6 (Varela,
Thomson, & Rosch, 1991) – has emerged to study the neurophysiological basis
of these and related mental phenomena (David, Newen, & Vogeley, 2008; Libet,
Freeman, & Sutherland, 1999; Schwabe & Blanke, 2007).

The proposition that autonomy exists as a real psychological capability implies
that it has evolved during evolution and that the human biological make-up should
support it. That is why it is not surprising that scholars have been trying to find
these evolutionary and biological roots of human autonomy and freedom (Dennett,
2003; Libet et al., 1999; Ryan, Kuhl, & Deci, 1997; Varela, 1979; Waller, 1998).
Dennett (2003) stated that an increase of the degrees of freedom of living creatures
has accompanied every step of their evolution: from bacteria to plants, to animals,
and, finally, to human beings. However, human freedom is fundamentally different
from animal freedom: although animals can enjoy many more degrees of freedom
than plants – birds may fly whenever they want – it is only human freedom that is
based on a language-shaped ability for conscious and rational reflection on the ends
and means of one’s everyday actions and life, including one’s own death. It is logical
to assume that this evolved psychological autonomy – when human beings are able
to reflect on their desires and urges, postpone them, and generate options for acting
by rationally evaluating these options before their execution – has brought humans
survival advantages that are incomparable in their benefits to the ones that animals
have.

Our body, including our brain, is equipped to exercise autonomy, free will, and
self-determination (Libet et al., 1999). ‘Is equipped’ does not mean a direct and
hard-wired neurophysiological determination of autonomy – there is no a centre for
autonomy in our brain; instead it means that the human brain is capable of pro-
ducing symbolic mental representations which, as I show later, lie at the basis of
human autonomy and self-determination. The emergence of psychological auton-
omy is a result of systemic organismic processes and is a fundamental characteristic
of the human species (Juarrero, 1999; Martin et al., 2003; Murphy & Brown, 2007;
Ryan et al., 1997). Our ability to have and to exercise autonomous agency is inher-
ited in our evolutionary based biological make-up as a potentiality, and it does not
automatically, click on when a child is born. It develops through the physical and
linguistic interactions of an active human organism, which is equipped with the spe-
cialized brain, with its social and symbolic environments (Martin, 2008). In order
to understand the organization of the biological and neurophysiological basis of
autonomy, scientists should stop contemplating this capability in terms of mech-
anistic determinism and should instead use systemic, organismic, and dialectical
thinking.

6Neurophenomenology is an academic discipline that mixes neuroscience and phenomenological
observation; this is also a science that studies the neurophysiological basis of human’s different
states of consciousness.
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The Systems and Organismic Approach to Autonomy
as an Emergent Property

The thesis that will be presented in this section can be formulated in the follow-
ing way. Human autonomy and self-determination are real psychological powers
of the conscious mind. They are emergent systemic qualities of a complex hier-
archical system of the human body embedded into physical and socio-cultural
worlds. The existence of these psychological powers does not contradict the idea
of determinism, as long as this idea is substantially upgraded from the centuries-old
Cartesian-Newtonian bottom-up mechanistic determinism to the modern conception
of the top-down determinism in complex hierarchical organismic systems (Juarrero,
1999; McDonough, 1997; Murphy & Brown, 2007; Sheldon, 2004).

According to the systems approach, humans’ brains, bodies, actions, and whole
lives could be represented as the systems that are made up of nested low-level
sub-systems that function through constant interactions with these systems’ envi-
ronments: physical, social, and symbolic. When these systems are in place and
functioning, new properties, including mental ones, emerge (Murphy & Stoeger,
2007). These emergent mental phenomena demonstrate new causal powers that are
not exhibited by the constituents of these systems and cannot be deduced from
the laws pertaining to them (Murphy & Brown, 2007; Murphy & Stoeger, 2007;
Sperry, 1991). Some systems theorists have also called these properties the ‘holis-
tic’ properties (Murphy, et al., 2007, p. 80). “The existence and relative autonomy
of holistic properties and of a kind of top-down influence over the properties and
dynamics of systems constituents remain both the key defining character and the
most criticized claim of arguments for emergence” (Murphy, et al., 2007, p. 80).
People’s consciousness, rationality, and autonomous agency are examples of these
emergent holistic mental phenomena (Juarrero, 1999). One of the fundamental
capacities of these mental properties is their ability to exert a top-down or down-
ward causation on the components of the system that produced them: emotions,
desires, behaviours, and thoughts. In the case of psychological autonomous agency,
this downward causation represents the self-determination of human behaviour.
This self-determination should not be interpreted as a mystical and undeterminis-
tic ‘divine’ power, or as an unscientific ‘homunculus’, but as a biologically-based
natural human capacity to exercise the power of downward causation. This down-
ward self-determinism of high-level systems is exerted through the constraints that
the systems impose on their parts by changing the probability of the components’
behavior. These constraints are not external material or energetic forces that coerce
the systems and their parts to change, but intra-systemic relational properties that
limit or close off alternatives for the components’ behavior based on the states of
other components, the history of the previous states of the systems, and because
of the context in which the systems are embedded (Juarrero, 1999; Murphy, et al.,
2007). In the case of human psychological autonomy this self-determination means
that a mindful person who functions in physical and socio-symbolic environments,
and who can be considered as a high-level system, acquires the emergent property
to impose limits on this system’s components: emotions, primary desires, images,
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thoughts, and actions. This property is a basis of human autonomy. Thus, self-
determination and autonomy are real and powerful forces and should be studied
as any other psychological phenomena. “. . .We are not merely products of envi-
ronment plus biology, but are causal players in our own right, and this in such a
way as (potentially) to be the most significant creator of ourselves. We are (some-
what) autonomous, self-directed shapers of our own future character and behaviour”
(Murphy, et al., 2007, p. 86).

It is important to note that, according to Juarrero (1999), the higher-level
neuro-socio- psychological systems, which produce emergent properties, have more
degrees of freedom and greater repertoires of actions than any of their constituent
components. This means that a person who exercises autonomous agency and self-
determination has an increased capability not only of constraining various emotional
reactions and motivational urges (which are the components of the low-level regula-
tory systems) that he or she considers inappropriate, but also of making choices that
would not have been available if this person were guided only by these emotions
and motivations. Therefore, such systems become self-maintaining and relatively
stable constructions with a dramatic increase of qualitatively new alternatives and
options on a systemic level. This systemic autonomy and self-regulation manifests
in people’s orientation toward their future and in their ability to impose constraints
on those interfering forces that may prevent their movement along this orientation.
Consequently, autonomous human beings have the capability not only of constrain-
ing their emotions and thoughts that do not meet the requirements of a current
situation, but they also acquire an increased opportunity to develop new and creative
ways of dealing with various circumstances that arise in life. It is logical to expect
that such systems will have a higher level of durability and stability over time that, in
psychological language, could be translated as high psychological strength, positive
well-being, and better mental health.

Applying the evolutionary principle to human actions, Murphy and Brown (2007,
pp. 110–131) suggested the following hierarchy of the regulation of the behaviours
of living beings. (1) Reflexive regulation behaviour is based on the mechanisms of
various visceral reflexes. In humans, this form of behaviour is represented in the
homeostatic responses of the autonomous nervous system, or in the stable patterns
of repetitive movements, such as walking, running, and similar habitual skills; (2)
Unreflective adaptable behaviour regulation is based on trial-and-error learning and
learning by imitation. In human beings, this type of behaviour is difficult to disen-
tangle from a chain of purposeful actions in which they are typically embedded. An
example of this is learning to ride a bicycle, where verbal instructions could do very
little above the pure trial-and-error way of acquiring a new feeling of the balancing a
body over a swinging base. There is a sub-category of this behaviour known as ‘post-
reflective – automatic’ behaviour, the actions that were reflective at the beginning
of their learning (driving, for example) eventually become automatic. Some modern
psychologists (Bargh & Ferguson, 2000; Bargh, 2008) have recently embossed these
types of behaviours on their shields as they fight against a more adequate under-
standing of reflective and deliberate freedom of rational thinking; (3) Reflective
adaptive regulation of actions represents an exclusively human form of behavioural



4 Dialectical Relationships Among Human Autonomy, the Brain, and Culture 73

adaptation. All its forms, both non-symbolic, which may also found in some ani-
mals, and symbolic “are mediated by. . .some form of neural/mental representation
of the situation and possibilities for action” (Murphy et al., 2007, p. 120).

The most relevant for our analysis are symbolic reflective actions, which are
regulated by language-based mental representations of external and internal states
of affairs. An important property of these symbolic representations is their ability
to reflect relations among other similar representations as well as among lower-
level mental representations. This capacity to signify relations and the relational
properties of the world allows human beings to construct abstract concepts and
associations among them; this power of abstraction gives people freedom from their
immediate environment and biological states. Consequently, this freedom from the
immediacy of a particular situation constitutes, according to Murphy and Brown
(2007), the first emancipating property of symbolic representations. The second one
is their ability to represent the minds of other individuals and, through developing
the mental representations of social relationships, to open unlimited opportunities
for social communication. The third emancipating attribute of humans’ symbolic
representations is their capacity to construct probable scenarios of potential actions
and, as a result, to mentally play out various alternatives of behaviours before
executing them. The fourth feature of these representations is their capability to
symbolize the process of a person’s own mental activity, including emotional, moti-
vational, and cognitive processes, and make them the objects of one’s attention,
reflective understanding, and contemplation. Thus, through the emergence of sym-
bolic representations, human beings acquire the ability to not only be aware of
their environment and mentally distance themselves from it, but also to reflect upon
the pattern of one’s own reactions to this environment and distance oneself from
them as well. With these symbolic representations in place, people’s autonomy
and self-determination acquire their foundation and substantiation. As philosopher
Deacon stated, “symbolic analysis is the basis for a remarkable new level of self-
determination that human beings alone have stumbled upon. The ability to use
virtual reference to build up elaborate internal models of possible futures, and to
hold these complex visions in mind with the force of the mnemonic glue of symbolic
inference and descriptive shorthand, gives us unprecedented capacity to generate
independent adaptive behaviours” (Deacon, 1997, p. 434). Thus, the emergence of
symbolic representations in the human species, as a new regulative medium, con-
stitutes a fundamental evolutionary break-through that makes human autonomy and
self-determination possible. The two fundamental constituents of emergent auton-
omy are the human brain and socio-cultural environment, which I will analyze in
the following sections.

The Brain, Frontal Lobes, and Human Autonomy

The neurophysiological evidence regarding the biological basis of human autonomy
came from studies of humans’ volitional acts and of the processes of decision mak-
ing while choosing different courses of actions (Libet et al., 1999). After evaluating
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several accounts of the neurophysiological correlates of human volition and free-
dom of will (David et al., 2008; Farrer & Frith, 2002; Koechlin, Ody, & Kouneiher,
2003; Libet et al., 1999; Spence & Frith, 1999), the following synopsis can be pro-
vided. According to these neuroscientists, several areas of the frontal lobes together
with various sub-cortical structures are associated with deciding when to act, which
actions to perform, and the feeling of ownership of these actions. These areas
include, but are not limited to, the Dorsolateral Prefrontal Cortex (DLPFC) with
its connections with another cortical area – the Posterior Parietal Cortex (PPC) –
together with their involvement with subcortical structures, such as the anterior cin-
gulae, the supplementary motor aria (SMA) and the basal ganglia. According to
Fuster (2002), the prefrontal lobes execute four main functions: (1) they conduct
the temporal integration of behaviour with regard to biological and cognitive goals;
(2) they organize working memory, that allows one to manipulate the information
that is directly involved in the execution of a volitional action; (3) they prepare the
organism for an action by creating a preparatory set; and, finally (4) they execute an
inhibitory control over the internal and external impulses that may interfere with the
planned action. This is how Spencer et al. describe the architectonics of volitional
actions: “Thinking about what we are going to do before we do it clearly requires
some form of mental representation of intended actions. . .. The parietal lobe proba-
bly contains representations of intended actions. . .. DLPFC seems to be involved in
keeping possible actions in mind before they are executed, and selecting which one
will be performed” (Spence & Frith, 1999, p. 27). PPC contributes to the program-
ming of movements in space, while the subcortical structures (SMA in particular)
participate in the planning of behavioural acts in time. It is likely that these struc-
tures also participate in the execution of movements, perhaps after the selection is
made by DLPFC, but before their ‘delegation’ to the motor cortex and spinal cord
(Spence & Frith, 1999, p. 22). The experiments of Koechlin and colleagues (2003)
demonstrated that the control that is executed by the frontal lobes is organized and
functions in a nested top-down manner, supporting the above presented proposi-
tions that human volitions can be found in the systemic organization of the brain’s
regulatory systems.

Despite this relatively elaborated picture of the neurophysiological mechanisms
of a free-chosen action, Spence and Frith (1999) rightly remarked that “even the
most simple motor procedures require complex (and distributed) neuronal activ-
ity. This serves to emphasize the prematurity of pondering the ‘localization of free
will!’” (p. 23). When extended to the execution of self-determined actions within
the course of one’s autonomous life, this comment sends an even clearer message:
that human autonomy is not a hard-wired neurologically function, rather it is an
emergent property of a healthy brain and healthy social conditions that, in its fullest
manifestation, could not be traced back to highly specialized regions of the brain.
Another implication of this message is that neurophysiology alone cannot be the pri-
mary source of our understanding of the nature and basis of autonomy. As Martin
et al. (2003) mentioned, the brain is required for autonomous agency to function,
but this does not mean that the brain determines it. Thus, although human autonomy
and self-determination are evolutionary evolved fundamental properties of each and
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every human being that are based on the functioning of the healthy human brain,
these functions are not the ultimate sources for our understanding of human auton-
omy. In order to do this, we need to examine the role socio-cultural conditions play
in the emergence and operation of human autonomy.

The Role of Culture and Society in Shaping Human Autonomy,
Well-Being, and Their Relations

The application of the systems approach to the role of culture in the emergence of
human autonomy requires dialectical thinking to understand the interactive dynam-
ics among all the constituents (Kagan, 2004; McCrone, 1999). The thesis to defend
here is: Culture7 – a cultural community of people who, through sharing language
and other symbolical features, negotiate the meanings and practices that govern their
lives – is absolutely important for the emergence of symbolic representations as
a necessary prerequisite for symbolic reflective actions. Any socio-cultural com-
munity and any language can serve this function of promoting the development of
symbolic capabilities. As soon as the symbolic representations are in place, they
start the realization of their four functions: (1) providing mental distance from
and mediating interactions with one’s immediate environment; (2) planning future
actions and constructing various potential arrangements of these actions before exe-
cuting them; (3) opening opportunities to reflect on the individual’s own regulative
activity: wants, desires, and thoughts; and (4) contributing to the understanding of
the minds of people with whom an individual interacts. These four functions of
the symbolic representations constitute the basis of people’s autonomous agency.
However, this agency can attain full capacity only if a person is trained in using
these functions properly and efficiently.

This is the second point where the socio-cultural environment plays a decisive
role in shaping human autonomy. This role is three-fold: to show young individuals
that they have this symbolic reflective capacity, to stress its importance, and to train
them in the appropriate use of it. This training could include learning the skills of
postponing reactions to immediate environmental and internal (bodily and psycho-
logical) demands, gaining competence in reflecting on one’s own reactions to these
demands, developing the habits of contemplating and planning further actions, and
taking into consideration the thoughts and feelings of other people in planning one’s
responses (Kagan, 2004; Martin, 2008). There is one more component that emerges
during this process of socialization through the appropriate usage of the symbolic
representations. In terms of systems theory, Murphy and Brown (2007) defined it

7By ‘Culture’ (capital ‘C’) I mean a fundamental capacity of human beings to construct a socio-
symbolic reality that constitutes the essence of their living environments. By ‘cultures’ (small ‘c’),
I mean particular representations of these symbolic arrangements of living environments in the
forms of ethnic and national cultures (Islamic cultures, the cultures of Aboriginal people, a culture
of middle-class urban citizens, etc.)
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a ‘supervisory system’ which consists of ‘meta-organizer’ and ‘meta-comparator’
(pp. 129–131). The function of this system is to guide a goal-setting process for
higher-order regulatory systems. In psychological terms this meta-supervisory sys-
tem is represented by values, life-goals, and world-views that people internalize
from their socio-cultural environments during their socialization and develop in
later years as an autonomous system of their own moral laws and values. People
use these life-values to inhibit their impulses and actions that do not correspond to
the attainment of these values and to set goals for future actions.

When this system of symbolic representations at different levels is in place and
all the relevant skills of using it are learned, a person has all the prerequisites to
exercise his or her autonomy and enjoy all the benefits it provides: the feeling of
freedom, the fullness of life, eudaimonic well-being, creativity, and many others.
Moreover, as soon as people develop and endorse an autonomous way of living and
acting, they become relatively free from the constraining demands of their socio-
cultural contexts that provided the conditions for the emergence of their autonomy,
as people now can reflect on these conditions, understand them, and act in accord or
against their prescriptions. This is how sociologist Riesman, in his highly influential
book “The Lonely Crowd” (2001/1961), described autonomous people and their
relations with their society. “Autonomous person. . . possessed clear-cut, internal-
ized goals. . ., was capable of choosing his goals and modulating his pace. The goals,
and the drive toward them, were rational, nonauthoritarian and noncompulsive. . .”
(p. 250). Autonomous individuals are “capable of transcending their culture”
(p. 245); they “. . .are free to choose whether to conform or not” (p. 242); their
“acceptance of social and political authority is always conditional” (p, 251); and
they “can cooperate with others in actions while maintaining the right of private
judgment” (p. 251). Thus, an autonomous person is a person who can understand
his or her culture and overrule it. Martin et al. (2003) labeled this condition as the
under determination of autonomous agents by culture, meaning that the determining
power of the cultural context, which was crucial in the emergence and development
of autonomous regulation, can now be overruled, resisted or even transformed. If
an autonomous agency is under determined by both brain and culture (Martin, et
al., 2003), then nothing is left to explain it except by referring to people’s self-
determination, the determination that is built on their own values, norms, and rules
for acting. This self-determination is accompanied by people’s reflections on exter-
nal and internal demands and processes and provides a deeply gratifying experience
of owing one’s actions and a feeling of being the master of one’s own behavior and
destiny.

This is where the third aspect of cultural influence comes into play. After
autonomous regulation has been developed in people, the socio-cultural commu-
nity may play a twofold role in influencing the functioning of this regulation. It may
facilitate the performance of autonomous agents by providing the means and con-
ditions under which they can exercise this emergent capacity to the fullest extent,
or the community may impede the realization of this ability and hinder its mani-
festation either partially or completely. A nearly complete obstruction of autonomy
and freedom is observed in totalitarian regimes. As Riesman noted, “. . . while it is
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possible to be autonomous no matter how tight the supervision of behaviour as
long as thoughts are free,. . . most men need the opportunity for some freedom of
behaviour if they are to develop and confirm their autonomy of character ” (p. 250).
The majority of restrictive societies allow their members to exercise autonomy and
freedom only in particular domains of their lives or at particular periods of their
lives. For example, married women in South Asian families acquire their autonomy
and a feeling of freedom when they have reached middle-age and have a fully-
functioning household (Shweder, Much, Mahapatra, & Park, 2003), while Indians
have a spiritual sphere to exercise their autonomy (Roland, 1988). But even in more
restrictive periods of their lives people still have the capability for psychological
autonomy, autonomy of thoughts, reflections and hopes (Ali & Haq, 2006; Devine,
Camfield, & Gough, 2008; Ewing, 1991).

Why autonomy is considered the fundamental prerequisite for people’s well-
being and happiness? Following Kant’s theorizing (Guyer, 2000, 2003), it is possible
to state that our deepest pleasure in life is activity itself and the promotion of life
through it. But the only human activity that can promote a full life is the activity that
we execute freely. Thus, according to Kant, autonomy is essential to the promotion
of life and the greatest pleasures that come with it (Guyer, 2000). Therefore, the
well-being and happiness of an autonomous person depends mostly on the deep-
est feeling of vitality that comes with this, as Kant said, “free and regular play of
all of the powers and faculties of the human being” (cited by Guyer, 2003, p. 84).
As soon as people reach the state of autonomy and self-determination, their well-
being becomes determined mostly by the life-force of their autonomy. In societies
that thwart this capability, the manifestation of this state will be less behaviourally
visible, but the autonomy of thoughts, reflections, and judgments may stay mostly
intact. Thus, autonomy will never go away and never become detrimental to a per-
son’s well-being; in this state of autonomous agency, people acquire such great
psychological strength and empowerment that no external circumstances can demol-
ish. An autonomous person, as the Stoics said, can be happy in any dire situation
and in any conditions (Irvine, 2009).

Cultures of Horizontality and Verticality in Promoting Autonomy
and Self-Determination

No existing society is completely autonomy supportive or autonomy thwarting. Real
communities have the elements of both tendencies, but in different proportions. In
this section I want to ask the following questions: What types of societal, communal,
and interpersonal relations are conducive toward the development and exercise of
human autonomy? And which ones hinder it?

Two of the greatest philosophers of autonomy, Spinoza and Kant, highlighted the
social conditions necessary for experiencing autonomy, freedom and the happiness
that depends on them. These conditions are cooperation, friendship, sympathy to
other human beings, and egalitarian associations (Guyer, 2003; Uyl, 2003). Based
on these insights, and following the arguments of the modern scholars presented
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below, I want to argue that those communities that guide their citizens’ social lives
by the values of trust, respect toward people’s privacy and individuality, tolerance to
differences among people, feelings of equality between people, and willingness to
share resources, ideas, feelings, and thoughts, are the communities that will be more
successful in promoting autonomy and good lives for their members. The contrast-
ing anti-egalitarian communities build their social relations around a hierarchical
distribution of power by endorsing the values of obedience and loyalty to those
in power and the practices of authoritarian control by powerful members of the
community over less powerful members. I hypothesise that the nature of these
hierarchical relationships works against supporting and facilitating human auton-
omy, self-determination and, correspondently, people’s happiness. Such hierarchical
communities will be much less conducive and, in the extreme forms of totalitarian
regimes, strongly detrimental to the development and realization of autonomy and
consequently to the promotion of people’s good lives and happiness.

Chirkov, Lebedeva, Molodtsova, and Tatarko (in press) labelled the first type of
societal arrangement as the culture of horizontality and the second one as the cul-
ture of verticality. Both cultures are multi-layered social arrangements that contain
a proximal circle of corresponding relations that includes family, school, workplace,
neighbourhood and similar communities/institutions wherein people usually inter-
act with each other face to face. These cultures also encompass distal circles of
social relationships, including governmental policies, systems of relations among
different social institutions and the relations of these institutions with the members
of a society. Important aspects of this distal circle are the political arrangements in
a society, society’s basic political values and the foundational principles of political
governance.

On a political level, the culture of horizontality is represented by democratic,
libertarian, and egalitarian systems of values and political arrangements. On a
social level, it is well grasped by the notion of social capital in its different
forms (Fukuyama, 2002; Grootaert & van Bastelaer, 2001; Portes, 1998), and on
a socio-psychological level horizontality corresponds to ‘authoritative/democratic
parenting’ (Baumrind, 1971), ‘autonomy supportive relations’ and ‘relations that
facilitate basic psychological needs satisfaction’ (Grolnick, Ryan, & Deci, 1997;
Ryan et al., 2006). The culture of verticality is comprised by autocratic politi-
cal values and relations, by the vertical components of social capital (Grootaert
& van Bastelaer, 2001), and by ‘authoritarian parenting’ (Baumrind, 1971) and
‘controlling relationships’ on a more proximal level of relations.

Following the conventional classification of cultures (Triandis, 1995), Chirkov
et al. discussed the collectivistic and individualistic aspects of both horizontality
and verticality. Horizontal collectivism is a set of norms and practices that are built
around the values of cooperation, interdependence, and solidarity and that are prac-
ticed on the background of the norms of equality and respect for each member of
a community regardless of his or her social status. People who endorse horizontal
collectivism on a psychological level take into account and acknowledge other peo-
ple’s needs and goals and attribute to them the same level of respect as one gives to
oneself. They mindfully listen to other people’s opinions and perspectives and take
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them into account when making their decisions. This type of interpersonal relation
has been labelled ‘dialogical’ (Bakhtin, 1984; Buber, 2002), ‘democratic’ (Lewin &
Lippitt, 1938) and ‘autonomy supportive’ (Ryan et al., 2006).

Lawrence Kohlberg (Kohlberg, Boyd, and Levine, 1990), a moral developmen-
tal psychologist, is famous for his defence of the widely discussed Stage 6 of
moral development. This stage, which could be labelled a stage of moral autonomy,
represents the ability of a mature person to develop and act upon self-generated
moral imperatives. When discussing the social conditions that facilitate the develop-
ment of this type of autonomy, this scholar and his colleagues (Kohlberg et al., 1990)
stressed such norms and practices as respect for another person, consisting of the
feelings of justice, benevolence, and active sympathy. These conditions could also
be accompanied by relations and attitudes of reciprocity and equality. According to
Kohlberg, these social relations are crucially important in order to maintain an indi-
vidual’s personal and ego identity’s integrity, which lies at the centre of the Stage
6 moral autonomy. Habermas (1990) complemented these conditions by emphasis-
ing solidarity as a necessary collectivistic component of horizontal relations. His
point was that in addition to maintaining the identity integrity of an individual, it
is crucially important to maintain one’s group integrity, otherwise there will be no
medium in which to exercise one’s autonomy:

Every autonomous morality has to serve two purposes at once: it brings to bear
the inviolability of socialized individuals by requiring equal treatment and thereby
equal respect for the dignity of each one [a horizontal component of the horizontal collec-
tivistic dimension –VC]; and it protects intersubjective relationships of mutual recognition
requiring solidarity of individual members of community, in which they have been social-
ized [the collectivistic component of the same dimension – VC]. Justice [another horizontal
component– VC] concerns the equal freedoms of unique and self-determining individuals
[an individualistic component of horizontal relations – VC], while solidarity concerns the
welfare of consociates who are intimately linked in an intersubjectively shared form of life
– thus also to the maintenance of the integrity of this form of life itself [underlined by me,
VC] (p. 244).

If we interpret this statement not in terms of the purposes of autonomous moral-
ity, but as a description of the conditions in a community that promote this form
of morality: respect, benevolence, justice, and solidarity, all of which facilitate and
promote human personal autonomy, we will get a presentation of horizontal col-
lectivism (and partially individualism) nearly in its purest form. Similar ideas have
recently been expressed by Sen (2009).

Another component of the culture of horizontality is horizontal individualism. A
full account of the ideology of horizontal individualism, as well as its antipode –
the culture of verticality – was presented by Lukes (1973). He identified four fun-
damental ideas of this ideology: value for human dignity, autonomy, privacy, and
self-development. Respect for human dignity is a paramount and fundamental moral
value of individualism: every human being is an end in him or herself and cannot
be a means for any other end. Value for human autonomy and privacy are two inter-
connected and pivotal concerns of the ideology of horizontal individualism. Lukes’s
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understanding of autonomy is in full concordance with the above provided con-
ceptualization of it.8 But he also stressed that autonomy “has. . . been widely held
as a moral value – a condition of the individual that should be increased or maxi-
mized. It is a value central to the morality of modern Western civilization, and it is
absent or understressed in others (such as many tribal moralities or that of orthodox
communism in Eastern Europe today [1973 – VC])” (p. 58). This statement is very
important as it differentiates autonomy as a psychological phenomenon – a state of
rational reflections – from autonomy as a value within the ideology of a society.
Privacy is “an area within which the individual is or should be left alone by others
and able to do and think whatever he chooses – to pursue his own good in his own
way, as Mill put it” (p. 59). Respect for privacy is a respect for a person’s right to
have the space and time to be oneself in an unrestricted and self-determined way.
The last value of individualism is the individual’s right for self-development with
regard to his or her uniqueness and individuality. To summarize the ideas of indi-
vidualism, Lukes used the words of Mill that “the only freedom which deserves
the name, is that of pursuing our own good in our own way, so long as we do
not attempt to deprive others of theirs, or impede their efforts to obtain it” (p. 64).
It is worth mentioning that Lukes warned against the dangers of overemphasizing
people’s embeddedness into sociality to the extent of washing out their right to be
autonomous. He mentioned numerous past and current attempts to dissolve these
four fundamental individualistic values in the embracing communalities of religion,
political parties, or professional associations. If people’s autonomy is shifted to the
higher order ‘social selves’ and from there to the complete identification with one’s
collectivity, then, as Lukes warned, freedom can be turned into servitude.

The culture of verticality is also built around the ideologies of collectivism and
individualism. Vertical collectivism is a dimension that emphasizes obedience and
sacrifice to one’s community (comparable to solidarity) and obedience and submis-
sion to authority figures (Lukes, 1973). Vertical individualism is represented by the
competitiveness of an individual against other people within the existing hierarchy
of power, wealth, and status (de Botton, 2004). People who endorse and exercise
vertical relations do this at the expense of their own and other people’s personal
autonomy and freedom. Lukes (1973) connected the presence of verticality with a
lack of horizontal individualism in all its four manifestations and with a lack of
support for personal autonomy:

We cease to respect someone when we fail to treat him as an agent and a chooser, as a
self from which actions and choices emanate, when we see him and consequently treat him
not as a person but as merely the bearer of a title or the player of a role, or as merely a
means of securing a certain end, or worse of all, as merely an object. We deny his sta-
tus as an autonomous person when we allowed our attitudes to him to be dictated solely
by some contingent and socially defined attribute of him, such as his place in the social

8“. . . an individual is autonomous (at the social level) to the degree to which he subjects the pres-
sures and norms with which he is confronted to conscious and critical evaluation, and forms
intentions and reaches practical decisions as the result of independent and rational reflection”
(Lukes, 1973, p. 52).
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order or his occupational role. . .. There are other ways of denying someone’s autonomy
and thereby failing to respect him. One way is simply to control or dominate his will;
another is unreasonably to restrict the range of alternatives between which he can choose;
but perhaps the most insidious and decisive way is to diminish, or restrict the opportunity
to increase, his consciousness of his situation and his activities. Secondly, one manifestly
fails to respect someone if one invades his private space and interferes, without good reason,
with the valued activities. . .. Finally, I claim that one also importantly fails to respect some-
one if one limits or restricts his opportunities to realize his capacities of self-development
(pp. 133–134).

Thus, it is logical to conclude that the culture of horizontality, especially in its
individualistic component, is a necessary condition for promoting people’s auton-
omy and consequently for cultivating their happy lives, whereas the culture of
verticality is detrimental to the development of these capacities. Current cross-
cultural quality-of-life surveys convincingly support this conclusion (Veenhoven,
1999). Some of the empirical SDT-based evidence detailing the role the culture of
horizontality plays in people’s functioning is reported in the following section and
also in other chapters.

To conclude this section, I want to state that human autonomy is a cross-culturally
universal human capability even though it is dependent on Culture (capital ‘C’) for
its emergence and complete functioning. Culture enables autonomy, but cultures
may almost kill it. Culture leads human autonomy from potentiality to actuality,
and people may exercise this capacity to different extents within their lives under
the conditions of their particular cultures. In the societies where the culture of hori-
zontality prevails over the culture of verticality and where horizontality is exercised
in the most important areas of a society’s functionings – parenting, education, work,
and politics – autonomous individuals flourish. Because hierarchical relations are
inevitable in any society, these horizontal societies exercise different measures to
control the manifestations of the verticality, thus limiting its detrimental influences
on human autonomy. But in the societies where the culture of verticality prevails
over the culture of horizontality, especially if it is strong in parenting, education,
work relations, and politics, the members of these societies have limited opportu-
nities for developing their capacity for autonomy and self-determination and, as
a result, to enjoy the benefits of it. As a result of the limits imposed on people’s
autonomy and freedom, these societies may suffer from poverty, corruption, low
productivity and many other social and political diseases.

The Empirical Support of the Cross-National Universality
of the Relations of Autonomy and Happiness

In this section I will provide some empirical evidence from various SDT-guided
research that supports the above-presented arguments regarding the facilitating
roles human autonomy and self-determination play in promoting people’s happiness
across cultures.

SDT is one of the few psychological theories that directly addresses the issue of
the autonomous regulation of people’s lives and behaviour and the consequences
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this type of regulation has for their health, well-being, and general functioning.
This theory’s operationalization of autonomy is based on above-presented defi-
nitions of motivational autonomy as a full endorsement of one’s actions based
on mindful reflections upon all internal and external forces of one’s motivation.
Following Heider’s attributional theorizing (Heider, 1982/1958), SDT researchers
have labelled the result of these reflections as the ‘Perceived Locus of Causality’
(PLOC) (Ryan et al., 2006). People may experience their motivations as coming
either from within or from outside their selves. The former type of experience has
been labelled ‘internal locus of causality’ and the corresponding motivational forces
have been called ‘autonomous or self-determined motivation’. If people experience
these forces streaming from outside their selves, this ‘external locus of causality’
is believed to be accompanied by ‘controlled motivation’. Consequently, people’s
experiences of these loci of causality and their reports about them are SDT’s oper-
ational ‘window’ into the phenomenological dynamics of motivational autonomy.
SDT researchers have standardized the experience of the autonomous and controlled
forms of motivation along four types of motivational regulations (Ryan & Connell,
1989): external – the experience of being forced to do something through rewards,
punishments or direct coercion; introjected – the experience of being driven by the
internalized expectations of others; identified – value-based acting; and integrated –
the decision to act in a certain way based on the reflections on one’s needs, goals,
values, and constraining circumstances. SDT researchers also distinguish intrinsic
motivation as another type of self-determined motivation. Intrinsic motivation is not
based on reasoning and reflections about being in a situation, but instead is generated
by unconditional curiosity, interest, and the enjoyment of the process of behaviour
regardless of the rewards and outcomes that may follow.

SDT is built upon the assumption that autonomous motivation can be experienced
by people all over the world. In order to test this thesis, SDT researchers took great
care to ensure that their operationalization of autonomous and controlled motivation
was unanimously understandable and usable across different countries and societies.
Several studies have directly addressed the statistical invariance of the SDT-based
scales of autonomous motivation across time, genders and cultures (Chirkov &
Ryan, 2001; Chirkov, Ryan, Kim, & Kaplan, 2003; Grouzet, Otis, & Pelletier, 2006;
Legault, Green-Demers, & Pelletier, 2005; Roth, Assor, Kanat-Maymon, & Kaplan,
2006). When accompanied by the examination of the linguistic invariance of these
scales across different languages, ethnicities, and nations (Hagger, Chatzisarantis,
Barkoukis, Wang, & Baranowski, 2005; Hayamizu, 1997; Rudy, Sheldon, Awong,
& Tan, 2007; Tanaka & Yamauchi, 2000; Vallerand, Blais, Brière, & Pelletier,
1989; Vansteenkiste, Zhou, Lens, & Soenens, 2005; Yamauchi & Tanaka, 1998),
these studies demonstrate that these SDT-based operationalizations of autonomy
are linguistically meaningful and applicable to participants from different nations,
societies and ethno-linguistic groups.

According to SDT scholars, motivational autonomy is a fundamental factor in
promoting people’s optimal functioning, creativity, and physical and psychologi-
cal well-being. Most of the chapters in this book deal with these topics, so I will
not repeat them. Instead I will highlight only the most important aspects of the
above thesis. As was mentioned above, the main argument of the psychologists who
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deny the universally beneficial role of autonomy in people’s functioning is that the
constructs of autonomy and self-determination, together with such cultural values
as individualism, liberalism, independence, self-reliance and many others, are the
socio-cultural constructions of the Western civilisation and are not (or are only par-
tially) applicable to the rest of the world that is depicted as less individualistic and
more collectivistic or group-oriented (Markus & Kitayama, 2003). According to
this view, autonomy is a socially constructed value, and its meaning is differently
negotiated in various socio-cultural contexts. Autonomy and self-determination are
seen as culturally relative virtues, and the endorsement of the universalist view with
regard to autonomy has been blamed as ethnocentric Western-based intellectual
colonialism. According to SDT, personal and motivation autonomy are not cultural
values but are fundamental conditions that must be in place for people’s optimal
functioning, and these conditions are universal across societies and cultures (see
also the Chapter 1).

One study that directly addressed these debates applied the SDT construct of
PLOC to various cultural practices that have been categorised in mainstream cross-
cultural psychology as individualistic vs. collectivistic and horizontal vs. vertical
(Chirkov et al., 2003; Chirkov, Ryan, & Willness, 2005). In these studies Chirkov
and his colleagues suggested that the concepts of autonomous vs. controlled moti-
vation could be applied to valued cultural practices the same way as to any other
forms of social behaviour. They hypothesised that people could reflect on these
practices and evaluate whether they fully endorse them or whether the motiva-
tion for these cultural practices is alien to their selves. Thus, the demarcation line
between autonomy as an experiential feature of our personal causation and auton-
omy as a cultural value of individualism and independence could be drawn. The
results supported the initial hypotheses. In particular, participants from six coun-
tries (Brazil, Canada, Russia, South Korea, Turkey and the USA) demonstrated that
various cultural practices could be autonomously or control motivated, meaning
that a person can be either autonomous or non-autonomous with regard to indi-
vidualistic or collectivistic horizontal or vertical cultural practices. These data also
demonstrated that higher levels of autonomous motivation were associated with bet-
ter well-being outcomes in all countries. The most recent studies from a number
of non-Western countries demonstrated the same pattern. Participants from South
Korea and China, for example, countries where autonomy is not valued highly and
is cultivated less than in Western nations, demonstrated the same understanding and
endorsement of autonomous motivation and demonstrated the same beneficial effect
on academic learning (Jang, Reeve, Ryan, & Kim, 2009; Vansteenkiste et al., 2005;
Chapter 6 by Reeve & Assor, this volume; Chapter 11 by Helwig, this volume)
work effectiveness (Chapter 8 by Gagné & Bhave, this volume), and physical health
(Chapter 7 by Williams et al., this volume) as in their Western counterparts. Based
on these and the numerous studies presented in other chapters of this volume, I
may conclude that there is enough empirical evidence to support the statements that
motivational autonomy constitutes a fundamental and universal condition for peo-
ple’s optimal functioning and well-being. This conclusion corresponds fully with
the philosophical and psychological accounts of autonomy as a paramount state of
human existence, a state in which people reach their highest point of understanding
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themselves in the world and which is accompanied by a full utilization of human
beings’ most prominent and distinguished capacities: reason, reflectivity, mindful-
ness, integrity, and concern for others. Without people who possess and exercise
these capacities, none of the existing societies could survive.

Another set of empirical evidence is concerned with the role that socio-cultural
environment – the culture of horizontality – plays in the development and func-
tioning of motivational autonomy and, consequently, of people’s well-being. Most
SDT-guided studies have addressed the culture of horizontality at the most proximal
levels of social psychological relations: relationships in families, schools, work set-
tings, and health-care institutions. These researchers call them autonomy-supportive
social relationships. The main argument of cultural determinists is that many
cultures highly value obedience to authority, strict discipline, and a hierarchical,
authoritarian style of parent–children, teacher–student or boss–employees rela-
tions. These scholars believe that in these societies supporting peoples’ autonomy,
providing them with choices, and acknowledging their feelings, thoughts, and opin-
ions will not be appreciated and, even more, will work against their efficient
functioning and optimal development (Miller, 1999). SDT researchers argue against
this position, instead suggesting that autonomy support is a necessary condition to
satisfy the need for autonomy to cultivate autonomous motivation, and it is univer-
sally beneficial, even within cultures in which parents or teachers do not endorse
this mode of social interaction (Ryan & Deci, 2003).

The area of strongest debate around this issue regards teacher–students rela-
tions (see also Chapter 6 by Reeve & Assor, this volume). To measure perceived
autonomy support, some SDT researchers have used modifications of the Teaching
Climate Questionnaire, which has been translated into various languages and tested
for cross-cultural validity and invariance (Chirkov & Ryan, 2001; Hagger et al.,
2007). Studies of the positive role of autonomy-supportive academic and familial
environments were conducted in some Western countries: Belgium (Soenens et al.,
2007), Britain (Ntoumanis, 2005); Canada (Legault et al., 2005), France (Trouilloud,
Sarrazin, Bressoux, & Bois, 2006), Germany (Levesque, Zuehlke, Stanek, & Ryan,
2004), Italy (Szadejko, 2003), Norway (Ommundsen & Kvalo, 2007), and the
United States (Reeve & Jang, 2006; Ryan et al., 2006). Similar research was also
done in many non-Western nations that strongly vary regarding collectivism, author-
itarianism, patriarchy and other cultural dimensions. These countries include: Brazil
(Chirkov et al., 2005), Israel (Assor, Kaplan, Kanat-Maymon, & Roth, 2005; Roth,
Assor, Kanat-Maymon, & Kaplan, 2007), South Korea (Jang et al., 2009), Greece,
Poland, and Singapore (Hagger et al., 2005), China (Vansteenkiste et al., 2005),
Pakistan (Stewart et al., 2000), Russia (Chirkov & Ryan, 2001), Taiwan (Hardre
et al., 2006); with multiethnic students in South Africa (Muller & Louw, 2004), and
varied samples of immigrants and sojourners in Canada (Downie et al., 2007). In
accord with the propositions of SDT, autonomy support from teachers and parents
has been associated with or has predicted (in longitudinal studies) more autonomous
motivation in students, higher academic outcomes, better psychological well-being,
less problem behaviours, higher self-esteem, less dropping out, and stronger per-
sistence in educational settings. These positive associations and predictions across a
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wide range of cultures that value autonomy support very differently provide substan-
tial cross-cultural validation of the SDT hypotheses concerning the fundamentally
important roles motivational autonomy and autonomy support play in students’
functioning.

Some SDT researchers addressed the role the culture of horizontality plays
in people’s autonomous motivation and well-being at a more distal social level.
Chirkov and his colleagues (Chirkov et al., in press) compared relations that indi-
cators of the culture of horizontality have with people’s motivation for health
behaviour as well as their well-being, frequencies of health-maintaining (physical
exercise and dieting) and health-risky (smoking and alcohol drinking) behaviours
and health attitudes. This study was conducted in Canada and Russia, two countries
that differ substantially with regard to the prevalence of the culture of horizontality
(Canada has a much higher level of this culture). These researchers were interested
in the role autonomous motivation plays in mediating the statistical predictions of
various well-being indicators as well as health-related behaviours and attitudes by
the indicators of horizontality and verticality. The measures of these cultures con-
sisted of such indicators as national identity, the perception of trust in communal
relations, the level of trust toward social institutions, and the perception of national
cultural contexts along such dimensions as horizontal and vertical individualism and
collectivism.

In summary, the perceived horizontal dimension of national cultures is positively
related with the beneficial behavioural and cognitive aspects of health attitudes
as well as with participants’ psychological well-being in countries with both high
(Canada) and low (Russia) levels of the culture of horizontality. These researchers
discovered such correlations in the Canadian sample, and they were stronger than in
the sample of Russian participants. Aspects of the culture of horizontality such as
national identity, perceived trust in one’s communities and perceived horizontal col-
lectivism were related positively with autonomous motivation for health-promoting
behaviours, whereas the vertical dimensions of the perceived national cultures were
associated with the more controlled forms of health-promoting motivation. Path
analysis revealed that in the Canadian sample both the culture of horizontality
and autonomous motivation for health promotion positively predicted participants’
psychological well-being, whereas the same indicator of horizontal social context
predicted the frequencies of health-promoting behaviours only through the corre-
sponding autonomous motivation. These data provided preliminary support for the
prediction that the culture of horizontality, even at the distal social level, works pos-
itively toward people’s healthy life-styles by promoting in them higher levels of
motivational autonomy.

Conclusion

The goal of this chapter was to settle the dispute regarding the issue of the cultur-
ally universal versus culturally relative nature of psychological autonomy and the
nature of its relations with people’s well-being. The evidence from biological and
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system-theory sciences supports the idea that human autonomy is a natural and bio-
logically based universal human capability. It encompasses the ability of people to
consciously reflect on their own motivations, to set their own rules and norms for
behaviour and to follow them in their actions and behaviours. There is no evidence
to suggest that this capacity’s existence depends on negotiations and agreements
among the members of cultural communities. The psychological reality of a human
autonomous capability is independent of its representation in the minds of people.
Human autonomy is not a social construction but a natural capability of any human
individual to be the master of one’s own life, actions, and behaviours. Another pow-
erful argument toward the same thesis stems from the philosophical, theoretical,
and empirical evidence that being autonomous is one the most fundamental condi-
tions for people to experience life in its fullest form and, because of this, to possess
the highest levels of functioning, creativity, well-being and happiness. As numerous
scholars argue, without autonomy and the feeling of freedom that accompanies it,
it is not possible to be a healthy and fully functioning person. Without autonomous
agency, the best qualities of humans cannot flourish. Autonomy and freedom are
universally fundamental conditions required for people to thrive.

This universalist thesis does not deny the crucial and constitutive role that the
cultural symbolic environments play in the emergence and development of human
autonomy from potentiality to actuality. Culture is required for autonomy to evolve.
Without a social, linguistic and cultural environment, the symbolic representations
that lie at the basis of humans’ reflective capacities cannot emerge, and human self-
determination and freedom would not be possible. But the fact that human autonomy
requires culture to emerge does not mean that culture determines autonomy. An
autonomous person can reflect on his or her socio-cultural influences, endorse them
or reject them, and act either along or against their prescriptions. Cultural communi-
ties negotiate the meaning and value of psychological autonomy in their members,
who may be either in favour of or against its development and manifestation. At this
stage, cultures play their important role in shaping the manifestation of autonomy,
designating the appropriate areas and times for its exercise and providing conditions
for it to flourish. Autonomy-restrictive cultural communities may strongly diminish
and hinder the functioning of autonomous individuals, but as soon as autonomy
emerges it will never go away and the beneficial role it plays in people’s well-being
and happiness will always be present, despite the suffering that striving for self-
determination and freedom can bring in these restrictive societies. The provided
empirical evidence based on SDT research supported the proposed propositions.
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Chapter 5
The Role of Autonomy in Promoting Healthy
Dyadic, Familial, and Parenting Relationships
Across Cultures

C. Raymond Knee and Ahmet Uysal

The quality of our close relationships has a major impact on our health and well-
being. When asked “What is it that makes your life meaningful?” or “What is
necessary for your happiness?” most people mention, before anything else, satisfy-
ing close relationships with friends, family, or romantic partners (Berscheid, 1985).
Indeed, relationships are one of the most important sources of life satisfaction and
emotional well-being (Berscheid & Reis, 1998). As noted by Reis and Gable (2003),
the weight of evidence is so compelling that one commentator referred to the asso-
ciation between relationships and well-being as a “deep truth” (Myers, 1992), and
virtually all reviews have drawn similar conclusions (e.g., Argyle, 1987; Berscheid
& Reis, 1998; Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999). People are also better adjusted
both physically and psychologically when they are in a close relationship than when
they are not (Burman & Margolin, 1992). That said, when relationships are not
going well, there can be substantial consequences. For example, relationship con-
flict and disruption has been shown to influence depression, the immune system,
and mortality rate, among other things (Kiecolt-Glaser & Newton, 2001; Stroebe &
Stroebe, 1987 In this way, close relationships can also be a major cause of emotional
distress when difficulties and challenges arise.

But by what criteria do we define quality close relationships? Further, what
factors promote versus thwart relational health and well-being? A motivational per-
spective on relational health emerges from self-determination theory (SDT; Deci
& Ryan, 2000; La Guardia & Patrick, 2008) and specifies what optimal relation-
ship development and functioning is likely to be. Whereas many close relationship
theories posit satisfaction, intimacy, and perceived partner responsiveness as opti-
mal outcomes, SDT argues that it is the motivational underpinnings of behavior
and interactions that determine optimal development and outcomes. For example,
one important relationship outcome is commitment, in which one feels determined
to remain in the relationship. This criterion is typically considered so important in
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close relationships, that one of the more influential theoretical models in this lit-
erature focuses almost exclusively on what predicts commitment (Rusbult, 1983).
But a motivational perspective derived from SDT would argue that not all forms
of commitment are created equal. Specifically, if one feels committed to remain in
a relationship because of perceived pressures from family and friends, the qual-
ity of this commitment will be significantly different than when commitment is
motivated by personal endorsement and identification with the relationship one-
self (Blais, Sabourin, Boucher, & Vallerand, 1990; Knee, Lonsbary, Canevello, &
Patrick, 2005).

Self-determination theory posits that optimal psychological health and well-
being emerge when basic psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and
relatedness are supported rather than thwarted (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Need for
autonomy reflects the need to feel that one’s behavior is personally endorsed and
self-initiated. Need for competence reflects the need to feel competent and effective
at what one does. Need for relatedness reflects the need for strong, stable, healthy
interpersonal bonds and attachments to others (e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 1995).
For close relationships, this basic psychological needs perspective means that qual-
ity close relationships are thought to involve more than simply feeling satisfied with
them. Relational well-being is thought to emerge as a function of the relationship
context supporting the basic needs of both partners, promoting more autonomous
motivation for being in the relationship, which in turn facilitates how the couple
approaches and manages disagreements and conflicts (Patrick, Knee, Canevello,
& Lonsbary, 2007). The SDT perspective on basic psychological needs is also
important because these needs can account for the motivational underpinnings of
relational well-being (La Guardia & Patrick, 2008). That is to say, a key reason
why having secure attachments and relying emotionally on close others predict bet-
ter relational outcomes is because these processes facilitate the fulfillment of basic
psychological needs within one’s relationships.

Autonomy and Openness Vs. Defensiveness

Autonomy benefits one’s relationships in several ways. For example, when
autonomously motivated, one is more open and receptive to events and information,
regardless of whether autonomy is measured as a general motivation orientation,
or whether it is experimentally induced (Hodgins & Knee, 2002; Hodgins, 2008;
Hodgins et al., (in press). In contrast, when motivated by control, one feels pres-
sured or guilty for one’s decisions and actions, and thus one tends to behave from a
defensive interpersonal stance, being less open and more reactive, displaying more
avoidance, denial, and behavioral disengagement (Hodgins, Yacko, & Gottlieb,
2006; Knee & Zuckerman, 1998). Among couples, autonomous motivation, in terms
of having more intrinsic reasons for being in the relationship, predicts less defen-
sive responses to disagreements, and, in turn, more relative satisfaction following
those disagreements (Knee et al., 2005, Study 3). Further, in another study of cou-
ples, those less defensive responses were observable in actual behaviors during a
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laboratory-induced conflict (Knee et al., 2005, Study 4). Why does autonomous
motivation promote openness rather than defensiveness in social interactions? One
reason is that autonomy reflects an integrated sense of self and authentic, or true,
self-esteem whereby one’s ego is not “on the line” and one is less concerned about
proving oneself or feeling pressured to believe or think about oneself in a partic-
ular way (Deci & Ryan, 1995; Kernis, 2003; Ryan, 1995). As Hodgins et al. (in
press) explained, “Integrated self-structures and stable, genuine self-esteem allow
individuals to be relatively more aware of what is happening in the current moment
and relatively less focused on proving themselves.” According to recent empiri-
cal research, one consequence of this is a higher threat threshold and a shift in
emotional regulation toward less avoidance, denial, and defensiveness (Hodgins
et al., in press), all of which can facilitate open, honest communication in times
of disagreement and conflict. This more recent research observes these effects from
experimentally induced (primed) autonomous motivation, relative to experimentally
induced (primed) controlled motivation. Thus, it appears that situationally induced
autonomous motivation promotes more openness and less defensiveness as does
more general autonomous motivation (measured as a trait or as reasons for engaging
in behavior), although further research is needed.

This more open, authentic stance that is promoted by autonomy is not limited
to romantic relationships. Autonomous motivation has also been found to predict
more satisfying and honest, naturally occurring interactions with family and friends
(Hodgins, Koestner, & Duncan, 1996), and fewer attempts to “save face,” blame
others, and aggravate the distress when awkward social events occur (Hodgins &
Liebeskind, 2003; Hodgins, Liebeskind, & Schwartz, 1996). The more open and
accepting orientation that autonomy promotes is not limited to only interpersonal
events, but also minimizes the typical defensive attributions when one attempts to
explain one’s own behavior. For example, when higher on autonomy, and lower on
controlled orientations (as measured by the General Causality Orientations scale,
Deci & Ryan, 1985), one tends to make similar attributions after success and
failure on a task, as opposed to the more typical acceptance of more responsi-
bility for success, but less responsibility for failure (Knee & Zuckerman, 1998).
When one’s ego is less “on the line” and one feels less pressured to think, feel, or
behave in a particular way, then as Rogers (1961) explained, “The facts are always
friendly.”

Another byproduct of autonomous motivation is less of a desire to present a
particular self-image to others (Hodgins & Knee, 2002). Although everyone gen-
erally monitors and adjusts their behavior to fit the demands and expectations of
specific environments and social settings, this tendency is likely to be weaker when
autonomously motivated. While flexibility is also a hallmark of being autonomously
motivated, the feeling that one must present a desirable (rather than authentic) image
of oneself is likely to be less of a “prime directive.” The ability to freely and
mutually share oneself with close others, disclosing and responding with honest,
emotionally relevant information, are major ingredients for the development of inti-
macy (Reis & Patrick, 1996). From an SDT perspective, genuine intimacy is less
likely to emerge if partners are merely projecting the image they think the other
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person wants to see. The most profound connections are likely to emerge when
two authentic selves are relating and responding to each others’ needs openly and
freely. That said, substantial research also indicates that people generally prefer to be
viewed favorably, and viewing one’s partner more favorably than the partner views
him or herself predicts satisfaction in both dating relationships and marriages, and
over time (e.g., Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 1996). Still, “positive illusions” about
one’s romantic partner are probably not necessary for high relationship quality when
one is autonomously motivated to be in one’s relationship. This has already been
shown for growth belief, a construct that is strongly associated with autonomous
motivation (Knee, Patrick, Vietor, & Neighbors, 2004).

Having more autonomous reasons for being in one’s relationship predicts more
adaptive couple behaviors and greater satisfaction with one’s relationship (Blais
et al., 1990). We now know that a key part of why this is so concerns how feel-
ing autonomous promotes more understanding and less defensive responses and
behaviors during conflicts and disagreements (Knee, Patrick, Vietor, Nanayakkara,
& Neighbors, 2002, 2005). Both those who are autonomous and, more specifi-
cally, those who are autonomously invested in a romantic relationship show less
defensiveness and more understanding behavioral responses in the context of
disagreements and in turn remain more satisfied with the relationship.

Thus far, most of this research has been conducted primarily on American and
Canadian samples, so the generalization of these findings to more collectivist cul-
tures is not yet proven. Still, when autonomy is defined in a manner similar to SDT,
it appears to be associated positively, rather than negatively, with relatedness and
predicts positive well-being in children and families in Turkish samples (Imamoglu,
2003; Kagitcibasi, 2005).

Need Fulfillment in Close Relationships

The concept of need fulfillment is central to why SDT is such a powerful theory of
close relationships (La Guardia & Patrick, 2008). As stated earlier, SDT posits that
optimal psychological health and well-being emerge from the satisfaction of basic
psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Other relationship
theories also tend to posit what produces high quality relationships and positive
outcomes. For example, one of the most prominent and empirically validated the-
ories on close relationships is attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969; see Simpson &
Rholes, 2004 for review), which views felt security and appropriate responsive-
ness as important for maintaining secure attachments to close others. In this way,
attachment theory spells out the processes whereby attachments to close others
develop and change over time, as a function of the relational context in which they
emerge. Attachment theory also allows for variation in how individuals become
attached to different close others. Thus, one can have a relatively secure attach-
ment to one’s spouse, but a relatively less secure attachment to one’s father, and so
forth. Presumably, the different attachments people develop with close others are
accounted for by different kinds of relational experiences across different contexts.
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SDT is an especially powerful theory because its concept of basic psychological
needs explicitly defines what kinds of experiences are needed for optimal devel-
opment. While attachment theory primarily relies on felt security and feelings of
relatedness in accounting for different attachments, SDT suggests that variations in
the fulfillment of all three needs (autonomy, competence, and relatedness) in the
relational context likely determine levels of felt security and qualities of attachment
to close others.

Along these lines, an important series of studies by La Guardia and her col-
leagues (2000) examined the role of need fulfillment within attachment security.
Across three studies, people tended to have different levels of attachment security in
different relationships (e.g., friends, parents, romantic partners). More importantly,
a significant degree of this within-person variation in attachments was predicted
by the degree of need fulfillment within those specific relationships. People were
more securely attached to those with whom they felt autonomous, competent, and
related. In this way, need fulfillment may indeed reflect the motivational underpin-
nings of quality close relationships. Indeed, later work also found that emotional
reliance can result in a similar way. Ryan, La Guardia, Solky-Butzel, Chirkov, and
Kim (2005) found substantial within-person variation in emotional reliance across
relationship partners. Importantly, the degree to which people’s needs for autonomy,
competence, and relatedness were met mediated the association between emotional
reliance and well-being.

Another line of evidence that need fulfillment is beneficial for relationship well-
being comes from studies that assessed the degree to which romantic partners felt
that their needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness were met, and tested
whether this fulfillment predicted various relationship outcomes (Patrick et al.,
2007). Just as research has shown that satisfaction of the three basic needs pre-
dicts positive health and well-being outcomes, it was hypothesized that satisfaction
of the three basic needs in the context of one’s close relationship would predict
positive relational health and well-being outcomes. Study 1 found that fulfillment
of autonomy uniquely predicted stronger relationship satisfaction and commitment,
less perceived conflict, and more understanding and less defensive responses to con-
flict, even beyond the degree to which competence and relatedness were met. Study
2 found that the need fulfillment of each member within romantic couples uniquely
predicts relationship outcomes such that one’s partner’s fulfillment of autonomy
uniquely predicts one’s own relationship outcomes. Thus, one’s own feelings of
autonomy in a relationship are not only important for how one feels about the
relationship, but also uniquely extend to how the partner feels about it as well.

Overall, then, SDT is a powerful theory of close relationships because it explic-
itly defines three basic psychological needs that are at the core of developing optimal
psychological well-being, and the satisfaction of these needs primarily occurs in
interpersonal contexts such as one’s close relationships with romantic partners,
family, and friends. Our interactions with others either support or thwart the sat-
isfaction of these basic needs. Whereas many relationship theories rely heavily on
relatedness-type needs such as perceived responsiveness, intimacy, or felt secu-
rity, SDT posits that more than the satisfaction of relatedness is at stake; without
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significant others supporting one’s autonomy and competence, as well as related-
ness, the quality of those relationships will be suboptimal. As La Guardia (2007)
noted, “. . . even the best partners will not always be need supportive, understand-
ing the regulation of needs—both their fulfillment and sacrifice in the service of the
relationship—will be vital to predicting personal and relational health outcomes in
the short and long term.”

Autonomy and Interpersonal Conflict

Does being autonomously motivated pose a problem when one wants to do some-
thing that a friend or partner does not? While this has been an issue of some debate
(see Ryan & Deci, 2000), the disagreement largely stems from confusion about what
autonomy is, according to SDT, and what it is in other literature (e.g., Freud, 1958;
Mahler, 1972; Murray, 1938). In SDT, autonomy is not akin to notions of indepen-
dence, detachment, avoidance, or rebelliousness. To the contrary, Deci and Ryan’s
construct of autonomy reflects a deep personal endorsement of one’s actions and
involvements with others, and is associated with better personal and social adjust-
ment (Hodgins et al., 1996; Koestner & Losier, 1996). Investigators have clarified
these constructs by distinguishing between reactive and reflective autonomy, with
the latter capturing the SDT notion (Koestner et al., 1999; Koestner & Losier, 1996).
Reactive autonomy involves resisting influence, defying authority and striving for
independence. On the other hand, reflective autonomy is about making informed
choices based on an awareness of one’s needs, interests, and values (Deci & Flaste,
1996). Similar theoretical approaches to autonomy have emerged elsewhere as well
(Angyal, 1951; Imamoglu, 2003; Kagitcibasi, 2005). To the extent that one freely
chooses to engage in behavior while considering one’s needs, interests, and goals,
one is fully autonomous. Autonomous behaviors result from a reflective evaluation
of options and a consideration of one’s interests and needs rather than from a reactive
opposition to others (Koestner et al., 1999; Ryan, 1993).

As explained above, autonomy also comes with an openness to information that
reduces defensiveness and promotes a full exploration and consideration of all the
various features of one’s situation, including the consideration of others’ needs
(Hodgins & Knee, 2002). It is perhaps this openness to information that most facili-
tates how conflicts are more successfully negotiated when autonomously motivated.
Indeed, research has shown that autonomous motivation predicts more relative sat-
isfaction after disagreements, and that this is accompanied by less defensive, more
understanding perceptions and observable behaviors (Knee et al., 2005).

In sum, considerable theory and research suggests that when autonomy is defined
as in SDT, it predicts a wealth of positive relationship processes and outcomes. This
is partly due to individuals’ basic need for autonomy (as well as competence and
relatedness) and also because of the more open and less defensive interpersonal
stance that feeling autonomous promotes. Results from studies employing a variety
of designs, methods, and analytical approaches appear to converge on the notion
that feeling autonomous, whether at the trait level, the relationship level, or the
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event-specific level, predicts more understanding and less defensive interpersonal
responses toward peers and romantic partners, and, in turn, more positive interaction
behaviors and relational outcomes.

Parental Autonomy Support

According to SDT, successful parenting hinges on the provision of autonomy sup-
port, structure, and involvement (for review, see Joussemet, Landry, & Koestner,
2008). These three qualities map onto the basic psychological needs of auton-
omy, competence, and relatedness rather nicely. A child’s need for autonomy is
fulfilled by the parents’ provision of autonomy support. A child’s need for com-
petence is fulfilled by parents providing optimal structure, challenges, and setting
reasonable and clear limits. A child’s need for relatedness is fulfilled by parents
being appropriately involved, caring for, and validating the child noncontingently.
Parental autonomy support refers to the active support of the child’s capacity to
be self-initiating and autonomous (Ryan, Deci, Grolnick, & La Guardia, 2006).
As with other forms of autonomy in the context of SDT, it is important to note
that parental autonomy support is not akin to promoting permissiveness, neglect, or
selfishness. Permissiveness would reflect a lack of structure rather than a lack of
autonomy support. Neglect would reflect a lack of involvement rather than a lack
of autonomy support. Supporting a child’s autonomy has been shown to promote
healthy internalization of behaviors and successful limit-setting (e.g., Joussemet,
Koestner, Lekes, & Houlfort, 2004; Koestner, Ryan, Bernieri, & Holt, 1984). For
example, in a classic experiment, Koestner and his colleagues operationalized
autonomy support according to four key ingredients: (1) providing rationale and
explanation for behavioral requests; (2) recognizing the feelings and perspectives
of the child; (3) offering choices and encouraging initiative; and (4) minimizing
controlling techniques. When limits were set with these principles in mind, chil-
dren’s intrinsic motivation was not affected whereas setting limits in a controlling
manner undermined intrinsic motivation. More recently, research has distinguished
clearly between autonomy support (the promotion of volition) and the promotion
of independence (Soenens et al., 2007). The researchers assessed adolescents’ per-
ceptions of their parents’ promotion of volition (e.g., “My parents let me make
my own plans for things I want to do”) versus independence (e.g., “My parents
encourage me to be independent from them”) their own perceived autonomy, and
their own psychosocial functioning. Results showed that promotion of volition
uniquely predicted psychosocial adjustment whereas promotion of independence
did not.

The benefits of parental autonomy support have emerged from studies using
a variety of methodologies. For example, observation studies have found that
parental autonomy support predicts better motivation and persistence in infants and
more complete internalization in toddlers (see Joussemet et al., 2008 for review).
Further, parental autonomy support has also been coded in interviews and found



102 C.R. Knee and A. Uysal

to predict children’s social and academic adjustment at school. Finally, adolescent
children who can report their perceptions of their parents’ autonomy support have
found psychosocial and academic benefits as well. Researchers have examined
the opposite of parental autonomy support as well, by focusing on consequences
of controlling parental styles. This work has been careful to distinguish between
psychological control and behavioral control. Psychological control involves pres-
suring a child to think, feel, or behave in certain ways through guilt induction,
love withdrawal, and invalidation of feelings (Assor, Roth, & Deci, 2004; Ryan,
1982). Behavioral control refers to communicating clear expectations about appro-
priate behavior and monitoring the relevant behavior. The structure in behavioral
control supports the child’s competence and is consistent with providing structure,
warmth, and democracy whereas the techniques employed in psychological control
undermine the child’s autonomy and competence, and predict detrimental outcomes
(Grolnick, 2003).

Another feature of parenting that has been examined from an SDT perspective is
parental conditional regard. Conditional regard involves providing love and affec-
tion when children execute specific behaviors and withholding love and affection
when they do not. Despite being a common parenting practice that can, from an
operant conditioning perspective teach kids what is expected fairly quickly, research
also indicates that it comes with significant costs. For example, Assor and his col-
leagues (Assor et al., 2004) found that, although perceived parental conditional
regard was related to behavioral enactment in several domains, it was also asso-
ciated with negative affective consequences such as feelings of internal compulsion,
short-lived satisfaction, shame after failure, fluctuations in self-esteem, poor coping
skills, low self-worth, a sense of being disapproved of by parents, and resentment
toward parents. Importantly, they also found evidence that the use of conditional
regard may be passed down from one generation to the next as those parents who
endorsed it tended to report that their own parents had done this as well.

More recent work has directly compared conditional positive regard (reward-
ing appropriate behaviors with love and affection) against conditional negative
regard (punishing inappropriate behaviors by withholding love and affection), and
parental autonomy support on a number of important developmental outcomes
such as emotional health and academic consequences (Roth, Assor, Niemiec, Ryan,
& Deci, 2009). Two sizeable samples of 9th-grade Israeli students provided data
from multiple reporters. The researchers tested whether the three parenting styles
(conditional negative regard, conditional positive regard, and autonomy support)
would map roughly onto three forms of emotion regulation: emotion dysregulation,
emotion suppression, and emotion integration, respectively. Their findings indeed
supported models in which (a) conditional negative regard predicted resentment
toward parents which in turn predicted emotion dysregulation and academic disen-
gagement; (b) conditional positive regard predicted feelings of internal compulsion
which then predicted emotion suppression and grade-focused academic engage-
ment; and (c) autonomy support predicted a sense of choice which in turn predicted
integrated emotion regulation and interest-focused academic engagement. Thus, it
appears to be not only conditional negative regard that has emotion and academic
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consequences, but also positive conditional regard, and these different emotional
and academic outcomes are easily distinguished and predicted by SDT.

Where do these controlling parenting styles originate? As mentioned above,
some evidence suggests that parenting styles may be transferred from one gener-
ation to the next (Assor et al., 2004). But there are also contextual factors that
can promote a controlling rather than supportive parental style. Grolnick (2003)
suggested that when parents experience pressure, they are more likely to employ
controlling behaviors because supporting autonomy may require more time and psy-
chological availability. The child’s behavior can also promote a controlling parental
style such that oppositional behavior may be especially challenging to manage in
an autonomy-supportive fashion, especially when the behavior is considered dan-
gerous. Finally, parents can become ego-involved in their child’s behaviors and
performances, feeling as if the child’s behavior reflects the parent’s worth, and thus
leading them to treat the child as they would treat their own controlled self. Grolnick,
Price, Beiswenger, and Sauck (2007) studied 4th grade children and their mothers,
some of whom were told that their children were to be evaluated by other children.
These ego-involved mothers ended up being the most controlling toward their chil-
dren. While this study demonstrated that evaluative pressure can lead to controlling
parental behaviors, other research has already suggested that controlling contexts
can promote intergenerational transmission of controlling behavior (e.g., Soenens,
Duriez, Vansteenkiste, & Goossens, 2007; Soenens et al., 2005).

In sum, parental contexts that promote autonomy and provide structure and
involvement are associated with more positive psychological, developmental, and
educational outcomes in children. In contrast, parental contexts that promote con-
tingent love, psychological control, permissiveness, and neglect are associated with
more negative psychological, developmental, and educational outcomes. These find-
ings have emerged from various research designs, in ages from young children to
late adolescents, and across different methodologies such as parent observation,
parent interviews, and children’s reports of parents’ behavior. Further, promot-
ing autonomy (volition) in these contexts uniquely predicts positive outcomes
whereas promoting independence does not. Moreover, behavioral control, which
involves communicating clear expectations about appropriate behavior and mon-
itoring the relevant behavior, has benefits whereas psychological control, which
involves coercing the child to behave by means of guilt induction, love withdrawal,
and invalidation of feelings, does not.

Autonomy and Relational Well-Being Across Cultures

We acknowledge that controversy exists regarding the importance of autonomy
across cultures. While some of this controversy stems from misrepresentations of
autonomy as independence, selfishness, avoidance, etc., more recent critiques have
emerged from a cultural relativist perspective (e.g., Cross & Gore, 2003; Markus
& Kitayama, 2003; Oishi & Diener, 2001). From this perspective, autonomy is
viewed as a primarily Western cultural ideal rather than a universal psychological
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need. In this way, cultures that emphasize family, hierarchy, and group-based norms
may have different ideals and may function just fine without feeling autonomous.
In these more collectivist cultures, subordination of one’s own will to the will of
important and valued others may be preferred, and autonomy would presumably
become less important for well-being (see Rudy, Sheldon, Awong, & Tan, 2007 for
review). Indeed, there appears to be evidence for both the SDT and cultural relativist
perspectives across cultures. Part of this puzzle may be in defining what exactly is
meant by “subordinating one’s will to others.” It is conceivable that there are more
autonomous and accepting ways to behave as important close others wish, and less
autonomous, less accepting ways to behave as others wish.

Other cross-cultural perspectives on autonomy have emerged as well, and these
offer creative synthesis of autonomy and relatedness dimensions, in a manner con-
sistent with SDT. For example, Kagitcibasi (1996, 2005) defined the “autonomous-
relational” self and reviewed cross-cultural evidence in support of this integration
derived from the developmental and family systems literatures. This conceptualiza-
tion recognizes that it is fully possible to parent in a manner that facilitates both
autonomy and relatedness. Kagitcibasi believes that individualistic societies have
recognized and nourished the need for autonomy at the cost of ignoring, even sup-
pressing the equally important need for relatedness, whereas collectivistic societies
have done the reverse.

With regard to whether fulfillment of relatedness predicts positive outcomes
across cultures, Ryan et al. (2005) focused on emotional reliance, which was defined
as people’s self-reported willingness to turn to others during emotionally salient
times. They found that while the degree of emotional reliance on others varied across
cultures, reliance on others always predicted better well-being, and was always
facilitated by autonomy support, as SDT would predict. In other cross-cultural
research, culture moderated associations between perceived autonomy support and
outcomes (Lynch, La Guardia, & Ryan, 2009). This study focused on discrepan-
cies between one’s ideal and actual self-concepts, and whether such discrepancies
would be smaller in the context of autonomy-supportive relationships. Relationship
partner was a within-participants variable such that participants rated their actual
and ideal selves on several fundamental personality dimensions in each of several
different relationships (i.e., mother, father, best friend, romantic partner, roommate,
teacher). Culture was defined as participant location in terms of China, Russia, or the
US. Results showed that culture moderated the degree to which partner autonomy
support predicted smaller actual-ideal self discrepancies, and varied on certain per-
sonality dimensions as well. That said, the expected negative association between
partner autonomy support and ideal-actual self discrepancies was significant and in
the same direction in all three cultures.

What does all of this mean for the issue of whether the benefits of autonomous
motivation in one’s close relationships generalize across cultures? While research
that specifically addresses this question is needed, we think that several points can be
made. First, one reason that autonomous motivation facilitates more understanding
and less defensive responses during interpersonal conflict is because of the increased
openness to information and others’ perspectives that it promotes. By openness,
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we mean a willingness to listen and hear another’s perspective completely, without
defending against it reactively; a reflective interest in another’s viewpoint, rather
than assuming that a viewpoint is wrong, reactively, and in order to defend one’s
own image or presentation.

Second, it is known that particular features of the social context can serve to
thwart individuals’ need for autonomy and thus be more likely to undermine intrin-
sic motivation and well-being (Deci & Ryan, 1987, 2000). To the extent that culture
can be considered part of one’s social context, and to also have more or fewer fea-
tures that could undermine autonomy, it is possible that basic psychological needs
could be more strongly thwarted in some places, in some people, at some times,
relative to other places, people, and times. Further, long-term thwarting of basic psy-
chological needs is thought to result in an “accommodative” process of devaluing
of those needs which could manifest itself as an “I don’t need it” type of reported
devaluing (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Indeed, a recent series of experiments examined
whether those low in satisfaction of the need for relatedness would experience less
value from an experience that temporarily increased relatedness (Moller, Deci, &
Elliot, in press). Results were consistent with a sensitization model in which those
who were already higher in felt relatedness both anticipated and gained more value
from an additional relatedness experience. Analogously, those who were lower in
felt relatedness, both anticipated and gained less additional value from a relatedness
experience. Thus, if there are cultural differences in reported need fulfillment, and
its association with well-being, those who report lower fulfillment and seem fine
with it, may have accommodated to the need-impoverished environment. In this
way, experiencing autonomy may sensitize those who have gone without it to desire
it and get more benefits from it.

Third, as stated earlier, the SDT definition of autonomy is not akin to indepen-
dence or rugged individualism. That would be reactive autonomy as opposed to
reflective autonomy (Koestner & Losier, 1996). It is relatively simple to think of
cases in which reactive autonomy could undermine adaptive conflict resolution, and
in many different cultures. It is much more difficult to think of convincing exam-
ples of how reflective awareness of and mindfulness of one’s needs and actions
in the context of all available information could actually exacerbate interpersonal
conflict with close others. If anything, mindful reflection (as opposed to reaction)
should make one more sensitive to and aware of others’ needs as well. For instance,
Koestner and colleagues (1999) found that highly reactive individuals rejected the
recommendations of experts, whereas highly reflective individuals followed them.
Thus even in some patriarchal cultures, where man is expected to make the final
decisions for his family (even decisions like arranged marriages), a highly reflective
husband would still make the final decisions but he would also take the suggestions
of the family members into consideration, which would make the family members
feel more valued. On the other hand, a highly reactive husband would disregard any
advice from his family members, which would make the family members feel deval-
ued. In both cases, the family members may feel controlled and less autonomous (as
in the case of an arranged marriage); however this would especially be the case for
the latter example.
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Fourth, there may be times when satisfaction of one’s need for autonomy and
satisfaction of one’s need for relatedness conflict, and this may seem more likely to
happen in cultures that value “fitting in” and “getting along” over doing what one
feels one wants to do. However, when this potential conflict occurs, it likely has
more to do with the particular context rather than a general cultural norm, as in the
research on contingent love and regard described above. Importantly, even if cultures
vary on the importance of “going along to get along,” the underlying dimension of
more autonomously going along versus less autonomously going along, seems cen-
tral in predicting what results in optimal outcomes (Chirkov, Ryan, Kim, & Kaplan,
2003; Rudy et al., 2007). In every case, more autonomously valuing one’s in-group,
family, or significant other should predict better individual and relational outcomes
than less autonomously doing so.

Fifth, one can feel a range of autonomous motivation toward one’s peer, family,
and romantic relationships. For example, one can feel choicefully, reflectively, and
authentically involved in a relationship; or one can feel coerced, pressured, and stuck
in that relationship; or one can even not know why one is involved in a relationship.
Cultures may vary in how socially acceptable and expected it is to feel coerced
and pressured to remain in a relationship, even when it is not particularly satis-
fying. Further, the social and personal consequences of leaving that relationship,
if it is even conceivable, could indeed vary considerably across cultures (Triandis,
McCusker, & Hui, 1990).

We would expect those who feel more autonomously involved (relative to
those who feel less autonomously involved) in their relationship to also generally
experience better relationship quality, across cultures. Further, we would expect
that on days in which one feels more autonomously involved (relative to days
in which one feels less autonomously involved), one would tend to also experi-
ence better relationship quality, across cultures. However, these predictions seem
to require an additional caveat. It is also important to consider the degree to
which important others are included in one’s self (Rudy et al., 2007), because
the consequences of autonomously valuing one’s relationship when one’s family
or an internalized cultural norm goes against it, could weaken that more general
association.

Finally, maintaining relationships autonomously might appear hedonistic, akin
to following one’s interests, ephemeral and transitory as they might be. However,
that is not what relationship autonomy means. According to SDT, not all forms of
commitment are equal. Just as one’s commitment to a task or job can be accepted
and personally endorsed to varying degrees, one’s commitment to a relationship can
vary the same way. The kind of personally endorsed commitment that autonomy
facilitates likely tends to be for the long haul, rather than ephemeral or transitory.
When autonomously committed, one tends to be fully engaged, actively involved,
and more likely to be invested with all of one’s awareness. Autonomous commit-
ment is akin to what health behavior therapists try to promote in patients and clients.
Behavioral changes that are enacted out of guilt or pressure or someone else’s expec-
tations are more likely to fail in the long term whereas behavioral changes that are
viewed as personally important and consistent with one’s needs and desires, are
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likely to be adopted and internalized more fully, made one’s own, and executed
more completely, and over a longer time (Ryan, Patrick, Deci, & Williams, 2008).
Thus, whereas controlled motivation and commitment likely promotes compliance,
in that people can coercively comply with recommended behavioral changes, it is
autonomous motivation that is needed for long-term adherence and self-regulated
behavioral changes.

We think that a parallel can be drawn between autonomous motivation and the
kind of personally endorsed commitment that emerges in the context of facilitat-
ing behavioral changes, and autonomous motivation and the kind of personally
endorsed commitment that can emerge in the context of one’s close relationships.
When autonomously motivated within one’s close relationships, one is more likely
to naturally include close others within one’s self-concept, and experience those
relationships as deep, profound, personally endorsed and accepted commitments
that are consistent and integrated with one’s self and identity, rather than as merely
obligations and promises to others.

In sum, whereas further research on cross-cultural generalization of the role and
importance of autonomy, as defined within SDT, is needed, we feel that extant
research and theory suggest that there is support for both universalist and cultural-
relativist perspectives. In particular, continued research and conceptual clarification
on the degree to which cultural norms and traditions are more autonomously versus
less autonomously internalized and accepted seems especially promising. When one
has autonomously included close others in one’s self-concept, relationships with
those close others probably benefit more than when one has less autonomously
incorporated close others into one’s self-concept.
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Chapter 6
Do Social Institutions Necessarily Suppress
Individuals’ Need for Autonomy? The Possibility
of Schools as Autonomy-Promoting Contexts
Across the Globe

Johnmarshall Reeve and Avi Assor

Self-determination theory (SDT) emphasizes the important role that the experience
of autonomy plays in a person’s positive functioning and social adjustment (Ryan &
Deci, 2000, 2002). Perceived autonomy is the subjective experience one feels dur-
ing behavior that one’s actions arise out of an internally locused, volitional sense
of causality (Reeve, Nix, & Hamm, 2003). That is, the experience of autonomy is
the inner endorsement of one’s behavior as one’s own. According to the theory, the
experience of autonomy depends on the satisfaction of basic psychological needs
(for autonomy, competence, and relatedness) and on the presence of environmental
affordances that support these needs. While the needs for competence and related-
ness have received considerable attention from other theories (Baumeister & Leary,
1995; Guisinger & Blatt, 1994; White, 1959), SDT is unique in its emphasis on and
empirical exploration of the need for autonomy. As a psychological need, auton-
omy is the striving to feel that one is not compelled by external or by intra-personal
forces to adopt goals and enact behaviors one does not fully identify with, as well
as the striving to construct, maintain, and realize goals, values, and interests which
can serve as an inner compass when choices are available (Assor, 2009a, 2010).

A core empirical finding is that people function positively in a variety of impor-
tant ways when environments nurture and support their need for autonomy, while
they function relatively poorly in terms of those same outcomes when their sur-
roundings frustrate their need for autonomy (Assor, Kaplan, & Roth, 2002; Assor,
Roth, & Deci, 2004; Black & Deci, 2000; Jang, Reeve, Ryan, & Kim, 2009;
Roth, Assor, Niemiec, Ryan, & Deci, 2009; Vallerand, Fortier, & Guay, 1997;
Vansteenkiste, Simons, Lens, Sheldon, & Deci, 2004). The practical implication
of this research is that the more social institutions are sensitive to and supportive
of individual’s need for autonomy, the better individuals in those social institutions
function.

A seemingly irreconcilable conflict with the aforementioned conclusion surfaces
when considering societies that characterized themselves by hierarchical values
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and structures (Kohn, 1993; Ryan & Brown, 2005; Ryan & Weinstein, 2009).
When societies and social institutions utilize a hierarchical structure to ensure
the smooth transmission and enactment of dominant values and goals to children
or employees and when that structure is paired with a carrot-and-stick approach
to motivating them, then the idea of supporting or nurturing a person’s need for
autonomy seems out of place. For instance, in many schools, smooth functioning
means (in part) that students are behaving well, acquiring valued skills, performing
well on achievement tests, and graduating in a timely fashion. If schools perceive
that such outcomes can best be attained by creating an authoritarian, evaluative,
pressure-inducing, and high-stakes social context, then sacrificing students’ need
for autonomy is often viewed as a necessary side effect of such practices. Some
school administrators even prioritize the use of shame-based motivators (publi-
cally and critically comparing one school to another) and threats of sanctions as
the means to attain their desired outcomes (Nichols & Berliner, 2007). The theme
that runs throughout this chapter is that this is a problem, and it is a problem because
empirical research shows that neglecting or discounting the importance of students’
need for autonomy is an administrative and curricular blunder—and this is true
in the classroom (Assor, Kaplan, Kanat-Maymon, & Roth, 2005), at the level of
the school (Kohn, 2000), and at the level of the culture more generally (Ryan &
La Guardia, 1999).

This same conflict between sacrificing individuals’ needs in favor of institutional
goals plays itself out across a range of institutional settings, including the family,
businesses, corporations, the military, religious institutions, sports teams, health care
settings, governmental agencies, and so forth. While the present paper does examine
social institutions in general, its specific focus will be on the social institution of the
school—and on addressing the following five questions in particular:

• What makes a social institution controlling?
• Do social institutions necessarily need to be controlling?
• Can hierarchical social institutions be both smooth functioning and noncontrol-

ling? Can they be both smooth functioning and autonomy-promoting?
• What would an autonomy-promoting school look like?
• Are autonomy-promoting schools cross-culturally feasible?

The present paper concerns the role that culturally embedded social institutions
play in nurturing versus suppressing individuals’ need for autonomy. Implied within
the first half of the paper’s title is the idea that social institutions often function in
ways that suppress individuals’ need for autonomy. The question of how and why
social institutions pursue their goals in autonomy-suppressing ways occupies the
first half of the chapter. Implied in the second half of the paper’s title is the idea that
social institutions—and schools in particular—can pursue societal goals in ways
that support and even nurture the individual’s need for autonomy. The question of
how and why schools might function as autonomy-promoting cultural institutions
occupies the second half of the chapter.
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What Makes a Social Institution Controlling?

What makes any entity—an individual, a school, a government, an organization,
a corporation, or a culture—controlling is that it intrudes into people’s naturally
occurring ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving to pressure them to change what
they think, feel, or do, and it does so without respecting and considering their con-
cerns or reasons for doing so. For instance, a teacher acts in a controlling way when
she tells a student to quit procrastinating and complete her assignment immedi-
ately without asking why the student is having trouble finishing the project in the
first place. Teachers vary in how controlling they are (Reeve, 2009), parents vary in
how controlling they are (Grolnick, 2009), schools vary in how controlling they are
(Moss, 2010), and it is also probably true that whole nations vary in how controlling
they are (though we are not aware of such comparative data).

What are the attributes which make institutions or people controlling? First, a
controlling entity adopts only its own perspective without considering or being sen-
sitive to the perspective of others. This means that the controlling entity prioritizes
its own needs and concerns over those of individuals, sometimes grossly so. Second,
the controlling entity utilizes insensitive and disrespectful influence attempts to
change the individual’s thoughts, feelings, and behaviors into something prescribed
by the social institution as more acceptable. This means that, rather than allow-
ing individuals to have thoughts, feelings, and actions of their own, the controlling
entity tells individuals what is right or what is desirable in terms of what to think,
feel, or do. Further, a controlling entity applies pressure until individuals relent
and change the way they think, feel, or behave (to be consistent with those of the
institution’s).

Research has explored why people adopt a controlling style toward others—that
is, why any one person or any one representative of a social institution might adopt
only his or her own perspective and why he or she might enact insensitive and disre-
spectful influence attempts (Grolnick, Price, Beiswenger, & Sauck, 2007; Pelletier
& Sharp, 2009; Pelletier, Seguin-Levesque, & Legault, 2002; Reeve, 2009; Taylor,
Ntoumanis, & Smith, 2009). Essentially, a controlling style becomes increasingly
probable when people are subjected to pressures from above, pressures from below,
and pressures from within (to borrow a framework first introduced by Pelletier and
colleagues, 2002).

In the case of teachers, pressures from above include those from school admin-
istrators who impose demands such as time constraints (cover curricular material
in a specific time), impose performance evaluations, pressure teachers to con-
form to certain teaching methods, and make teachers accountable and responsible
for their students’ level of performance (Pelletier & Sharp, 2009; Pelletier et al.,
2002). Such pressures can originate from school administrators, but they can
also originate from colleagues, departmental chairs, school boards, state legis-
lators, and parents that demand results. Pressures from below include teachers’
reactions to students’ poor-quality motivation, lackluster performance, or irre-
sponsible self-regulation (Pelletier et al., 2002). That is, teachers tend to adapt
their motivating style according to their perceptions of the autonomous quality
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of students’ motivation (i.e., they tend to become more controlling when they
believe students have poor quality motivation; Pelletier & Vallerand, 1996). Finally,
pressures from within include those that arise from within a teacher’s own per-
sonality, values, and beliefs about motivation. When teachers themselves possess
controlled motivations, are authoritarian and highly conservative, embrace a con-
trol causality orientation, and see utility in controlling motivational strategies
(rewards, pressuring-inducing language), they tend to relate to students in control-
ling ways (Boggiano, Barrett, Weiher, McClelland, & Lusk, 1987; Nachtscheim
& Hoy, 1976; Reeve, 1998; Roth, Assor, Kanat-Maymon, & Kaplan, 2007). This
trichotomous framework explains why any one particular person adopts a con-
trolling style toward others, but the question pursued in the present paper asks
why an entire social institution (or even nation) tends to adopt a controlling
style.

Do Social Institutions Necessarily Need to Be Controlling?

To understand the enactment of a controlling style at an institutional level, additional
sources of influence need to be added to the trichotomous framework offered above,
influences that explain how behavior arises from and reflects social norms as much
as it might arise from and reflect personal attitudes. To provide such a framework,
we apply the theory of planned behavior (TPB; Ajzen, 1988, 1991), as illustrated
graphically in Fig. 6.1.

The TPB seeks to explain people’s intentions to engage in a particular behavior
and their actual engagement (or not) in that behavior—for instance, whether peo-
ple intend to vote or exercise or quit smoking and then also whether they actually
vote, engage in exercise, or quit smoking. In the TPB, behavior is mostly determined
by the person’s intentions to engage in the behavior, and intentions are determined
by three sources. First, as shown in the three bold boxes in the center of Fig. 6.1,
intentions are predicted by the ease of performing that course of action (perceived
behavioral control), and that sense of ease is largely a function of how easy versus
difficult the successful performance on the behavior is likely to be (e.g., one’s inten-
tion to quit smoking will be low if quitting is perceived to be a very difficult thing to
do). Second, intentions are predicted by the person’s attitude toward the course of
action (positive attitude), and attitudes in the TPB are essentially the person’s beliefs
about the value, importance, and enjoyment of the behavior (e.g., one’s intention to
quit smoking will be low if the person really likes smoking). Third, intentions are
predicted by the person’s perceptions of the social norms governing the behavior
(subjective norm), and subjective norms involve the person’s sense of the social
pressure and the behavioral expectations of others that guide one in the direction of
behaving in a particular way (e.g., one’s intention to quit smoking will be high if the
person perceives that smoking cessation is something important others expect him
or her to do).

In trying to understand why a person (or people working within a social insti-
tution more specifically) might adopt an autonomy-supportive motivating style, we
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Fig. 6.1 (Modified) Theory of planned behavior to predict how likely it is that individuals will
engage in autonomy-supportive behaviors

argue that the likelihood that a person will endorse the intention to act in highly
autonomy-supportive ways toward others depends on (1) revising his or her expec-
tation away from the idea that supporting autonomy is difficult and toward the idea
that it is a relatively easy thing to do, (2) enhancing his or her positive attitude
toward autonomy support (enhancing its perceived value, importance, and enjoy-
ment), and (3) embedding the person’s daily experience within a culture that makes
autonomy support normative, expected, and unassociated with social costs (see
Fig. 6.1).

Enhancing perceived behavioral control: Intervention training to learn how to
support autonomy (source #1). In general, teachers rate an autonomy-supportive
approach to instruction as a harder thing to do than they rate a controlling approach
to instruction (Reeve et al., 2010). That is, teachers think that controlling others
is relatively easy, while supporting autonomy is relatively hard. Put another way,
teachers generally believe that taking students’ perspectives, vitalizing their inner
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motivational resources, communicating with noncontrolling language, and acknowl-
edging and accepting students’ negative affect during instruction is more difficult
than is simply telling students what to do and making sure they do it (i.e., a con-
trolling style). While it is not clear if autonomy support is objectively a more
difficult-to-apply approach to instruction, it does appear that teachers believe this
to be true. Hence, if teachers could gain knowledge, skill, and training in how to be
more autonomy-supportive toward students, then they might develop a greater inten-
tion to enact an autonomy-supportive style during instruction. Recognizing this, a
meta-analysis of 20 independent, experimentally designed training intervention pro-
grams showed that teachers (and parents, coaches, workplace managers, physicians,
and others) can learn how to be more autonomy-supportive (average effect size for
the training intervention, d = 0.63; Su & Reeve, in press). That is, with training,
autonomy support becomes easier to do (Reeve, Jang, Carrell, Barch, & Jeon, 2004).
Thus, one path to help people in organizations adopt a more autonomy-supportive
style would be to provide them with effective intervention training in how to do so
(to enhance perceived behavioral control; Fig. 6.1).

Enhancing positive attitude: Learning the benefits of autonomy support (source
#2). Empirical research affirms the validity of the conclusion that people benefit
from autonomy support but suffer from behavioral control (Ryan & Deci, 2000).
These benefits have been shown to be meaningful and wide spread, as support for
autonomy has been shown to causally increase others’ motivation (intrinsic motiva-
tion, perceived autonomy, perceived competence), engagement (effort, persistence,
class participation, class attendance), development (self-worth, creativity), learning
(deep processing of information, conceptual understanding, self-regulation strate-
gies), performance (grades, standardized test scores), and psychological well being
(vitality, positive affect, school satisfaction), as reviewed in Reeve (2009). As peo-
ple learn of the benefits of autonomy support, they tend to adopt a significantly
more positive attitude toward the practice (Reeve, 1998). Thus, a second path to
help people in organizations adopt a more autonomy-supportive style would be to
expose them to the wealth of evidence supporting the conclusion that people benefit
from autonomy support but suffer from behavioral control (to enhance a favorable
attitude; Fig. 6.1).

Enhancing subjective norm: Value support for autonomy (source #3). The values
embraced by institutions and cultures influence individuals’ capacity to satisfy their
need for autonomy in their daily decisions and behaviors. In particular, when peo-
ple rate the culture they live in as a relatively hierarchical one, they are less likely
to feel that a subjective norm for autonomy-supportive social interactions exists
within their culture and they are also less likely to feel autonomy in their daily lives
(Chirkov, Ryan, Kim, & Kaplan, 2003; Downie, Koestner, ElGeledi, & Cree, 2004).
Hence, social institutions that value hierarchy and social stratification pose a norma-
tive obstacle to its individual members’ capacity to act in autonomy-supportive ways
(Ryan & Sapp, 2007). On a more positive note, Downie, Koestner, and Chua (2007)
showed that citizens in countries that embraced values supportive of autonomy rel-
atively flourished and thrived (e.g., in terms of subjective and physical well-being),
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relative to citizens in countries that embraced values supportive of control. Thus, a
third path to help people in organizations adopt a more autonomy-supportive style
would be to move toward egalitarian values and therefore make autonomy support
a socially valued thing to do (to enhance subjective norm; Fig. 6.1).

Enhancing subjective norm: Political support for autonomy (source #4). Political
support for autonomy support has not been extensively studied in the SDT literature,
but the research that has been done examined political support at the national level
(Downie et al., 2007). National political support for autonomy is evidenced in soci-
eties rich in civil liberties and individual rights—that is, those that have governments
that are accountable to the people, prioritize equality between individuals, apply the
rule of law equally to all citizens, and enable citizens to exercise their right to vote in
fair democratic elections. Downie and colleagues showed rather impressively that
citizens in countries that provided high political support for daily autonomy rel-
atively flourished and thrived (e.g., in terms of citizens’ subjective and physical
well-being) relative to citizens in countries that provide them with little or no polit-
ical support for their autonomy. Thus, a fourth path to help people in organizations
adopt a more autonomy-supportive style would be to surround them with a culture
that highlighted the social importance of autonomy support and reduced fears that
it might produce social or material costs (to enhance subjective norm; Fig. 6.1).

Hierarchical values and social structure. The common denominator underly-
ing value- and politically-oriented influences on subjective norms for autonomy
versus control is the concept of hierarchy (versus egalitarianism). Hierarchical
organizations make salient and emphasize the legitimacy of authority, roles, social
stratification, and unequal allocation of resources (Schwartz, 1994).

Nations can be scored and even rank ordered in terms of the hierarchical values its
citizens embrace and depend upon for the culture’s smooth functioning (Schwartz,
1994). It makes sense to extend this idea to propose that social institutions might
similarly be scored and rank ordered on the extent to which they are hierarchical
and dependent on such a structure for their smooth functioning. For instance, social
institutions that would likely score as highly hierarchical (in most nations) would
be prisons, the military, courts, and corporations, because organizational outcomes
such as safety, the rule of law, and the bottom line (profit) are typically prioritized
over the concerns and needs of the individuals in those organizations. Social insti-
tutions that would likely score as relatively more egalitarian (i.e., less hierarchical)
might be hospitals, public services, and schools, as these social institutions gen-
erally value and serve the needs of both society and individuals in roughly equal
weightings.

The basis for scoring a nation as hierarchical versus egalitarian is the value sys-
tem that is internalized and endorsed by members of that nation, values that are
rooted in the nation’s historical, political, religious, and economic (e.g., seniority
system) traditions. For a social institution, the basis for determining whether it is
largely hierarchical or egalitarian is likely rooted in the purposes for which the social
institution was created and continues to be maintained. Prisons are highly hierar-
chical because their chief function is to maintain order and protect public safety.
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Individual rights of inmates are necessarily sacrificed to ensure that the valued insti-
tutional mission is accomplished. Of course, prisons could also serve the needs
of inmates, as through the offering of educational and job-promotion programs,
but the point here is that, generally speaking, hierarchical organizations prioritize
institutional goals over individual goals and, in their day to day practice, view sac-
rificing the individual’s concerns as acceptable if doing so helps them achieve their
sought-after outcomes.

Can Hierarchical Social Institutions Be Both Smooth
Functioning and Noncontrolling?

Social institutions have goals, priorities, and mission statements and they often use a
hierarchical structure to make sure they realize their goals with minimum resistance
and conflict. In that sense, then, hierarchical structures sometimes enhance smooth,
conflict-free functioning that is consistent with the organization’s goals. In many
ways, the mere presence of a social hierarchy orients social interactants toward a
controlling pattern of interaction that reflects influence, power, and control (Magee,
Galinsky, & Gruenfeld, 2007). Hence, social hierarchies often achieve their smooth,
conflict-free functioning through patterns of interaction that include controlling
individuals’ thoughts, feelings, and behaviors as a central element. Still, while a con-
trolling hierarchical structure might yield smooth functioning, it nevertheless carries
crucial risks to individuals’ autonomy, development, and psychological well-being
that simply cannot be ignored. So, a crucial question to ask is whether or not hierar-
chical social institutions can be smooth functioning and noncontrolling at the same
time.

Hierarchical social institutions can certainly be smooth functioning. That is, by
placing people into roles and by giving some roles the authority and legitimacy
to tell others what to do, then social institutions can make progress toward real-
izing their goals and solving their problems. As an example, a school might want
greater conformity from students and institute a dress code policy as a means toward
that goal. The school would then give teachers the power to deliver rewards and
sanctions to compliant and non-compliant students. The policy and its enforcement
might very well yield smooth functioning and a lack of overt resistance to the extent
that all students dress in a way that is desirable to the school authorities. But the
crucial question is whether or not the social institution—the school, in this case—
necessarily needs to be controlling to function in a harmonious way? That is, do
hierarchical social institutions necessarily have to pursue their goals and solve their
problems in ways that neglect or discount individuals’ perspective and voice and do
they necessarily have to pursue their goals and solve their problems in ways that
are insensitive and disrespectful to individuals’ needs and preferences? For a social
institution (such as the school) to place individuals’ perspective and ways of think-
ing, feeling, and behaving at the same level of importance as its own likely means it
runs the risk of losing its capacity for smooth functioning, at least from the point of
view of the social institution.
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One contribution this chapter seeks to make is to show how schools can be
structured to value and to meet the needs of both society and individuals. The
provision of a structured learning environment is essential to meeting the needs,
goals, and purposes of schools (e.g., preparing a skilled workforce, promoting the
internalization of cultural values), and it is largely through the provision of struc-
ture that students become aware of what the social institution (the school) expects
of them. The problem with structure, however, is that in many cases it is con-
fused and used interchangeably with coercive control. Control involves demands,
insistences, sanctions, and rigid rules; structure does not necessarily involve these
components.

Classroom research shows that teacher-provided structure and teacher-provided
autonomy support both contribute constructively to positive student outcomes,
such as students’ greater classroom engagement (Jang, Reeve, & Deci, 2010)
and students’ greater capacity for self-regulated learning (Sierens, Vansteenkiste,
Goossens, Soenens, & Dochy, 2009). The conclusion is that the optimal learning
environment for students is one that tends to be both structured and noncontrolling.
This is so, because structure (formulating [with students’ participation and input]
clear goals, communicating reasonable expectations, providing guidance, offering
feedback) is essential to meeting the needs, goals, and priorities of the school
as well as for supporting students’ sense of increased competence in mastering
important skills and knowledge, while noncontrolling means that the structure is
implemented in ways that value the students’ perspectives and respect their con-
cerns, needs, and preferences. So, potentially, hierarchical social institutions could
be smooth functioning, harmonious, and noncontrolling. But, noncontrolling is not
the same as autonomy supportive, a crucial distinction that leads us to ask whether
hierarchical social institutions can be both smooth-functioning and autonomy
supportive?

Can Hierarchical Schools Be Truly Autonomy Supportive?

Autonomy support means taking the perspective of the individual, welcoming
and inviting individuals’ thoughts, feelings, decisions, and actions, and support-
ing individuals’ personal development and capacity for autonomous self-regulation
(Reeve, 2009). In practice, autonomy support means creating (1) a structure and
an atmosphere that affords choice and supports students as they formulate their
inner compass—namely, direction-giving goals, values, and interests (Assor, 2009a,
2010), and (2) classroom conditions that allow students to experience autonomy
(Reeve, 2006).

From this understanding of what it means to be autonomy supportive, it is appar-
ent that hierarchical social institutions are structured in ways that work incompatibly
against the offering of an environment that is deeply autonomy supportive. That
is, by definition, hierarchical social institutions prioritize institutional (or societal)
goals, needs, and perspective over individuals’ goals, needs, and perspective. Also,
by definition, autonomy-supportive environments take the individual’s perspective,
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deeply value and honor that perspective, create opportunities to experience auton-
omy during action, and create opportunities for students to develop goals, values,
and interests which they experience as authentic. This emphasis on the development
of an authentic inner compass is a logical opposite to finding one’s dutiful place
within an imposed hierarchy.

The incompatibility between a hierarchical structure and full autonomy sup-
port increases when the hierarchical organization attempts to promote and transmit
extrinsic values such as prestige, competitiveness, wealth, or risking your health in
an attempt to abide by social conventions. According to SDT, such values do not
really help to satisfy basic psychological needs and often make it more difficult to
reach meaningful satisfaction of these needs. As a result, any institutional attempt
to promote extrinsic values is likely to be experienced as controlling.

While the support of students’ basic needs requires considerable material, emo-
tional, and intellectual resources, schools can meet this demanding challenge.
Autonomy-promoting schools would characterize themselves by two key features.
First, they would be designed in ways that nurtured and satisfied students’ need for
autonomy. Second, they would offer frequently recurring opportunities for students
to experience autonomy during learning activities.

What Would an Autonomy-Promoting School Look Like?

It Would Be Designed to Satisfy Students’ Psychological Need for
Autonomy

As discussed, the need for autonomy refers to a striving (a) to be able to choose and
not be controlled, and (b) to formulate and realize values, goals, and interests which
feel authentic and serve as an inner compass in one’s life, thus providing inner cri-
teria for making important decisions (when they are allowed to decide). It should
be noted that direction-giving goals, values, and interests also provide people with
internal criteria for evaluating others and themselves, provide a basis for feeling
that one’s actions are coherent and meaningful, and make one less dependent on
others’ evaluations (Assor, 2009a, 2010). SDT-based research has devoted consid-
erable attention to school and classroom features which support students’ striving
for choice and lack of coercion (e.g., Assor et al., 2002; Reeve & Jang, 2006).
However, the second propensity constituting the need for autonomy—the striving
to form an inner compass—has received only little attention to date. Yet, there is
some research on teacher and parent behaviors that do support the formation of
authentic, direction-giving values, goals, and interests. After briefly surveying this
research, we will describe the characteristics of schools supporting the formation of
an authentic inner compass in students, based both on the surveyed research and on
the larger educational literature.

Recent research by the Ben Gurion University motivation group (Assor, 2009b,
2010; Kanat-Maymon & Assor, 2010) suggests that there are two types of educators’
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behaviors which can support the formation of direction-giving values and goals. The
first is educators’ support of reflective value/goal exploration (SVE). SVE refers to
discussions and activities that enable students to examine the extent to which they
see various goals and values as worthy, desirable, and personally meaningful. The
second is educators’ support of the formation of integrated values, termed “Fostering
inner directed valuing processes” (FIV), a construct with three components: help-
ing students calm down before they have to make serious decisions, encouraging
the examination of one’s values and goals when faced with a difficult decision or
external pressures, and encouraging the consideration of alternatives and relevant
information before making a decision.

FIV differs from SVE in that it is a socializing practice that is used only when
the child faces difficult decisions and social pressures and, unlike SVE, it provides a
certain “training” in authentic and rational decision making under stress. In contrast,
SVE refers to general encouragement of reflective discussion. FIV is hypothe-
sized to contribute to the formation of integrated values and goals because it helps
youth develop the capacity to withstand the difficulties involved in value explo-
ration. Thus, youth who have often engaged in inner-directed valuing are assumed
to develop skills and tendencies that would enable them to seriously examine their
own thoughts, ideals, and inner feelings when they determine their important goals
and form commitments.

Adolescents’ perceptions of their parents as high on FIV predict identity-
exploration and the formation of commitments that are experienced as autonomous
(Assor, 2010; Assor, Eilot, & Roth, 2009). Moreover, FIV also predicts adolescents’
capacity to experience anger and anxiety without losing control or immediately sup-
pressing these feelings, as well as their tendency to try to understand the sources of
these feelings and their implications for one’s life and relationships.

Like parents, teachers too can support and guide youth’s reflective value forma-
tion (Assor, 2010; Kanat-Maymon & Assor, 2010). For example, Kanat-Maymon
and Assor (2010) showed, in three studies, that when teachers encourage students
to openly discuss and explore values and goals, students engage in school activities
with a strong sense of autonomy and volition, and they also report feeling well and
vital. Importantly, these studies also suggest that teachers’ SVE promotes not only
students’ sense of autonomy but students’ engagement and grades as well. Thus,
support for value and goal exploration might also have a salutary effect on positive
academic functioning and in this way might be consistent with the goals of many
hierarchical societies and schools.

The importance of SVE was demonstrated in research on modern-orthodox
Jewish religious families who encourage open dialogue and reflection on religious
principles. Thus, youth growing up in these families report feeling a higher level of
integrated religious motivation, perceived autonomy, purpose, and well-being, rela-
tive to youth growing in families not supporting reflection and dialogue on religious
principles (Assor, Cohen-Melayev, Kaplan, & Friedman, 2005).

The research surveyed makes it clear that schools aspiring to support the need for
autonomy should do more than allow choice and avoid controlling teaching meth-
ods. Additionally, it appears important to foster students’ capacity and inclination
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to engage in inner valuing (FIV), as well as create regular opportunities which sup-
port reflective discussion and exploration of goals and values (SVE). Therefore,
these two inter-related supports for authentic value and goal formation constitute an
essential element of the autonomy-promoting school. However, FIV and SVE might
not be enough to support students’ need for autonomy. To enable students to feel that
they can truly have choice and influence on their life in school and to support the
formation of authentic interests and values, additional school attributes are needed.
Below is a brief description of six attributes of an autonomy-promoting school to
supplement FIV and SVE.

(1) Each teacher is responsible for a small number of students with whom he or
she has regularly scheduled dialogues. The first and perhaps most important feature
of an autonomy-promoting school is the role-definition of teachers as growth-
promoting allies who maintain regular dialogues with students. This role definition
is not only one of the defining principles of the school, but more importantly, it is
shared and internalized by the teachers, and the school further offers organizational
supports, procedures, and regular in-service training to help teachers function and
develop as growth-promoting allies. The growth-promoting teacher strives, and is
expected, to create relationships with students which help them feel that the teacher
is really interested in their growth and basic needs. This is facilitated by regularly
scheduled and on-going teacher–student dialogues.

To become high-quality growth-promoting allies and to be able to conduct effec-
tive growth-promoting dialogues, most teachers have to go through training and
consultation meetings to develop their skills and capacities in this domain. These
meetings are most effective when they occur on a regular basis in small groups
in which teachers can share their difficulties, clarify professional dilemmas, and
plan ahead in a secure and accepting atmosphere that provides emotional and pro-
fessional support (Assor, Kaplan, Feinberg, & Tal, 2009; Feinberg, Kaplan, Assor,
& Kanat-Maymon, 2008; Kaplan & Assor, 2010). Such in-service support allows
teachers the training they need to become growth-promoting allies in that they,
first, decrease their own controlling behaviors, school violence decreases, and peer-
to-peer caring increases (Feinberg et al., 2008); second, enhance their capacities
to enact dialogue capable of enhancing students’ positive affect and perceptions
that their studies have relevance for students’ lives and suppress violence in school
(Kaplan & Assor, 2010), and; third, pave the wave for these teachers to find greater
fulfillment and satisfaction in the profession and to understand students better and
in ways that foster closer and less tense relationships (Assor, 2010; Feinberg et al.,
2008).

While the above programs do not directly focus on teachers’ ability to sup-
port the development of students’ values, goals, and interests, it appears that the
establishment of empathic, respectful, and trusting relations between teachers and
students is a necessary foundation for teachers’ ability to foster inner valuing
processes and value and interest exploration in students. The next five attributes
more directly support students’ strivings for choice and for value and interest
formation.
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(2) Students have considerable influence and responsibility (democratic partici-
pation). This feature refers to schools as democratic institutions in which students
take part as citizens who have considerable influence as well as responsibility.
Models of such schools and classrooms appear in Rogers and Freiberg (1994),
Freiberg (1996) and also in Kohlberg’s (1981) Just Community approach to moral
development. This attribute refers to an organizational structure in which students
are true partners in the determination of discipline laws, budget allocations, and
even the selection of learning contents, knowledge objectives, and assessment pro-
cedures. It is assumed that adults’ willingness to give students such influence and
responsibility causes students to feel that their need for choice and their competence
and inherent goodness are deeply respected. Moreover, the opportunity to participate
in the determination of various objectives, in making highly consequential decisions,
and the democratic deliberation procedures leading to various decisions enable stu-
dents to reflect on various goals, values, and moral principles and then internalize
them as integrated personal values and goals.

(3) Foster the development of individual interests. To allow the formation of indi-
vidual interests, the autonomy-promoting school would allocate considerable time
and resources to activities in which students’ explore various domains of potential
interest and then, with help and instruction from relevant people inside and out-
side of the school, they try to develop competence and skills which would enable
them to develop enduring intrinsic interest in the domain they found to be satisfy-
ing and personally meaningful. Educational psychologists offer excellent insights
into what relevant activities and structures help students develop individual inter-
ests (e.g., Hidi & Renninger, 2006). This feature of the autonomy-promoting school
becomes increasingly important as students mature, so that in high school it can be
expected to occupy a significant portion of the time students spend in school and
after school.

(4) Support exploration of and open reflection on important social and moral
identity-defining values and issues (SVE). Post-modern societies and the informa-
tion age are characterized by moral relativism, abundance of contradictory opinions,
a huge volume of information, and the availability (or apparent availability) of many
choice options in terms of life styles, world views, and careers. These circumstances,
and particularly the absence of widely accepted authorities, make it especially dif-
ficult for youth to develop clear goals and values that are authentic and reflection
based. To enable youth to develop such values and goals, it is important that schools
institute regular activities and discussions in which youth are able to discuss their
views on important social and moral issues. Such discussions should, of course,
be carried out in an atmosphere that is accepting and tolerant to different views.
Moreover, as part of such discussions, teachers should encourage skills and routines
that foster inner directed valuing processes (FIV). Thus, before students arrive at
a certain decision or make a commitment to some course of action (for example,
volunteering), teachers should help students feel that it is okay to take the time to
calm down, stay with the ambiguity for a while, avoid doing things as a result of
social pressure, and examine why they really want to make the commitment. While
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FIV can start in kindergarten, support for value exploration (SVE) likely becomes
most important in adolescence.

(5) Pro-social activities that are satisfying and choiceful. In almost all societies
children and youth are expected to internalize and enact pro-social and altruistic
values, such as helping the needy, caring for others, and showing social involve-
ment. Because such pro-social actions are not necessarily pleasant and often entail
significant personal costs, authentic and deep internalization of such values is diffi-
cult to attain. Autonomy-promoting schools may therefore need to institute specific
activities and structures that would allow students to discover the satisfactions that
can be derived from meaningful pro-social action and social involvement. It is
assumed that if students have satisfying experiences during these activities (e.g.,
while helping younger students in school, visiting the elderly, volunteering with
a community organization), then they are likely to internalize the importance of
pro-social activities and goals as an important aspect of their self and identity.

While youth identity includes interests, values, and goals other than pro-social
goals and values, there is a good reason to believe that pro-social and moral val-
ues may be an especially important component of a healthy identity in post-modern
societies, perhaps even form the unshakeable core of one’s inner compass. These
direction-giving goals and values may be a crucial source of a sense of autonomy
and therefore vitality. They also are highly important across cultures, yield consis-
tent psycho-social benefits, and appear to have at least a partly organismic (perhaps
even evolutionary) foundation (Weinstein & Ryan, 2010). However, to increase the
likelihood that pro-social activities will be satisfying and meaningful, it is impor-
tant to create a school structure that allows pro-social activities to be experienced
as need satisfying. That is, students need to feel that when they engage in helping
or volunteering, their needs for choice and a lack of coercion, for competence, and
for relatedness are being met. To insure such need satisfaction, it is important to
allow students to choose the activities they engage in, and it is essential to provide
guidance and support to help students cope with various difficulties in their pro-
social activities. Thus, schools who would like to help students develop authentic
pro-social goals and commitments cannot simply urge their students to get involved
in pro-social activities. Rather, they can provide a structure that would insure that
these involvements are need satisfying and therefore contribute constructively to the
formation of authentic, direction-giving, pro-social goals and values.

(6) Reduce the amount of information students are tested on and the fre-
quency of comparative achievement tests. Considerable research has shown that
tests producing scores that allow students, teachers, and schools to be compared
increase tension, create ego-involvement, and focus attention on ability demon-
stration rather than on ability improvement. Moreover, when schools and teachers
have to demonstrate success in mastering great amounts of information they
cannot devote sufficient time to participatory democratic procedures (including
time-consuming discussions of conduct problems and rule violations), to regu-
lar teacher–student dialogues, to supervised pro-social activities, and to activities
fostering the development of inner valuing, values, and interests.
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Importantly, numerous educators have emphasized that in the information age,
there is little sense in trying to transmit to children great amounts of information
(including very specific mathematical or scientific procedures and detailed infor-
mation in the social and biological sciences on which students are often tested).
Rather, it is more important to develop basic language and math knowledge, skills
allowing effective knowledge search and organization, and skills allowing logical
and critical thinking. It therefore appears that schools can reduce the amount of
information they test on and the frequency of comparative tests without harming
their students’ future ability to master difficult academic challenges or to obtain
high-tech jobs.

When considering these attributes of autonomy-promoting schools, it is impor-
tant not to view them simply as a list of separate components from which one can
randomly pick. Rather, the first two components and the last one (regular teacher–
student growth-promoting dialogues, students’ influence on major aspects of school
life, and reducing the amount of information to be tested on) appear to provide a
necessary foundation which cannot be discarded. Components 3–5 then contribute
to the construction of an authentic inner compass that includes goals, values, and
interests.

What Would an Autonomy-Promoting School Look Like?

It Would Create Frequently Recurring Opportunities for Students
to Experience Autonomy During Learning Activities

While the first key feature of autonomy-promoting schools is that they nurture
and satisfy students’ need for autonomy, the second is that they create on-
going opportunities for autonomy experiences during learning activities. Empirical,
classroom-based research has identified four sets of teaching behaviors that reliably
allow students to feel highly autonomous during learning activities: nurture inner
motivational resources, rely on noncontrolling and informational language, display
patience to allow for self-paced learning and personal development to occur, and
acknowledge and accept expressions of negative feelings. Each of these four ways of
relating to students will be discussed in the paragraphs below, but it is worth point-
ing out here that autonomy-supportive instructional behaviors (including those that
extend beyond the four highlighted here) are simply those which effectively promote
the subjective experience of autonomy—that is, feeling like an origin, engaging one-
self in volitional action, experiencing a sense of choice, and learning to trust an inner
voice.

(1) Nurture inner motivational resources. The first quality that makes a school
autonomy-promoting is that it nurtures students’ inner motivational resources during
instruction. An autonomy-supportive approach to instruction rests on the assump-
tion that students possess inner motivational resources that are fully capable of
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energizing and directing their classroom activity in productive ways. Autonomy-
promoting schools therefore strive to first gain awareness of what inner motivational
resources students possess and then second find or create opportunities to nurture
and develop those resources (Reeve & Halusic, 2009). What is meant by the term
inner motivational resources are vitalizing sources of motivation such as intrinsic
motivation, interests, self-set (intrinsic) goals, inner-directed valuing, among oth-
ers (see Reeve, Deci, & Ryan, 2004). The fundamental importance of nurturing
inner motivational resources during instruction becomes most obvious when teach-
ers introduce a new learning activity and request that students engage themselves in
it. To spark vitalized engagement, autonomy-promoting schools consistency involve
and nurture students’ inner resources that are too often latent (not activated) in stu-
dents’ classroom experiences, while controlling schools tend to just tell students
what to do and then use extrinsic motivators and controlling language to make sure
they do it. For instance, to vitalize an autonomy-rich learning experience, the teacher
might begin the lesson by asking a curiosity-inducing question (e.g., “Where did the
moon come from?”), pose an optimal challenge (e.g., “Here is a problem; see if you
can figure it out.”), or communicate that the learning activity represents an opportu-
nity to make progress toward an intrinsic goal (e.g., to become a good writer), rather
than artificially manufacture student initiative by telling them to obey a directive,
fulfill a request, or earn extra credit points.

(2) Rely on noncontrolling and informational language. The second quality that
makes a school autonomy-promoting is that it avoids controlling language and poli-
cies and, instead, relies on language and policies that are highly informational.
Schools and classrooms invariably have rules, procedures, behavioral requests, and
learning activities that are not inherently interesting and need-satisfying things for
students to do. This creates a motivational problem for students who understandably
have a difficult time generating the motivation they need to undertake such unap-
pealing endeavors. To support students’ volitional engagement in uninteresting (but
important) activities, autonomy-promoting schools provide explanatory rationales
that articulate clearly why the requested behavior is truly worth their effort, and they
make a special effort to provide such rationales when choice is constrained or unin-
teresting endeavors are necessary. Such schools also frame unappealing requests and
lessons (e.g., “You need to revise your paper again”) within the context of pursuing
and attaining intrinsic goals (“because it will help you become the writer you want to
become”). What autonomy-promoting schools do not do (that controlling school do)
is verbally push and pressure students toward predetermined answers, solutions, and
desired behaviors through rigid, evaluative, and pressure-inducing communications,
such as by uttering commands and directives (Assor et al., 2005), inducing feelings
of shame, guilt, or anxiety (Ryan, 1982), cultivating perfectionistic standards and
self-representations (Soenens, Vansteenkiste, Duriez, Luyten, & Goossens, 2005),
or by offering “conditional regard” more generally (Assor et al., 2004).

(3) Display patience to allow time for self-paced learning and personal devel-
opment to occur. The third quality that makes a school autonomy-promoting is that
it allows students the time and space they need for self-paced learning and per-
sonal development to occur. Learning and personal development take time, as a
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student who is trying to make sense of a learning activity or to understand and
resolve a personal issue needs both time and opportunity to explore and manipulate
materials and ideas, make plans, formulate and test hypotheses, evaluate evidence
and feedback, adjust problem-solving strategies, monitor the progress they are mak-
ing, revise their work, re-evaluate their goals, and so forth. In contrast, controlling
schools short-cut this learning process (or even by-pass it altogether) and, instead,
simply tell students answers and solutions before they have a chance to figure them
out for themselves, as if the outcome was more important than the learning itself.
So, instead of telling and showing students right answers and desired behaviors,
a teacher in an autonomy-promoting school would take the time to listen, provide
encouragement for initiative and effort, provide time and opportunities for students
to work in their own way, offer helpful hints when students seem stuck, and post-
pone advice until they first understand the students’ goals and perspective, though
they also provide expectations, guidance, scaffolding, and feedback (i.e., structure)
when it is needed and invited (Reeve & Jang, 2006).

(4) Acknowledge and accept expressions of negative feelings. The fourth quality
that makes a school autonomy promoting is that it adopts the students’ perspective
to acknowledge and accept negative feelings and expressions of resistance. Students
are bound to encounter motivational and behavioral problems in schools because
schools necessarily have rules, requirements, and agendas that are sometimes at
odds with their preferences and natural inclinations. The typical controlling reaction
to student problems such as listlessness, complaining, whining, sloppy work, and
irresponsible behavior is to counter students’ negative affect and problematic behav-
ior with power assertions designed to suppress these criticisms and complaints, or
turn them into something more acceptable to the teacher (e.g., “quit your complain-
ing and pay attention”; Assor et al., 2005). Such a reaction leaves students with the
impression that the teacher is insensitive to their concerns. In contrast, autonomy-
promoting schools acknowledge and accept such expressions of negative feelings
in a way that students get the impression that the teacher understands that they are
struggling and are in need of assistance and support. Acknowledging and accepting
students’ expressions of negative affect as a potentially valid reaction to an imposed
rule or requirement is not about being permissive or relinquishing a teacher’s author-
ity. Rather, it is about giving students a voice and understanding their perspective.
More proactively, it also means soliciting students’ opinions, allowing (even encour-
aging) students to voice their preferences and opinions, and basically being more
tolerant and appreciative of students’ autonomy (Assor et al., 2005).

Are Autonomy-Promoting Schools Cross-Culturally Feasible?

So far, we have taken the position that schools can function as autonomy-promoting
social institutions. We have further argued that we know what autonomy-promoting
schools can look like in practice. We now turn to the question of whether autonomy-
promoting schools are cross-culturally feasible. That is, autonomy-promoting
schools might work in the United States and Canada, but will they work in Brazil
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(Chirkov, Ryan, & Willness, 2005), Bulgaria (Deci et al., 2001), Korea (Jang et al.,
2009), or China (Vansteenkiste, Zhou, Lens, & Soenens, 2005)?

To explain when people in social institutions (e.g., teachers in schools) enact
autonomy-supportive or controlling behavior toward others, we offered Fig. 6.1,
based loosely (but not directly) on the theory of planned behavior. In this theory,
weights (weighted influence) are assigned to the three sources of influence—
perceived behavioral control, personal attitude, and subjective norm. The magnitude
of the weights is determined by the particulars of the behavior (e.g., how easy ver-
sus hard it is to do), the person’s evaluation of that behavior (e.g., how valuable or
enjoyable it has proven itself to be in the past), and the situational constraints and
social forces operative when enacting the behavior (e.g., flexibility or inflexibility
of school administrators).

In egalitarian countries where social norms expect and encourage autonomy and
autonomy support, relatively little cultural press to enact a controlling motivating
style is likely to exist. That is, in egalitarian countries, the subjective norm to engage
in controlling behaviors is not likely to be a dominating behavioral influence. Hence,
whether a school creates an autonomy-supportive climate for its students depends
largely on how valuable teachers believe autonomy support to be (positive atti-
tude) and how efficacious they perceive themselves to be when trying to teach in
autonomy-supportive ways (perceived behavioral control). Such attitudes and per-
ceptions of control can be (and have been) supported by professional developmental
opportunities, as discussed earlier. This means that autonomy-promoting schools are
quite feasible in egalitarian countries.

In hierarchical countries where social norms neither expect nor encourage auton-
omy and autonomy support, a relatively strong cultural press to enact a controlling
motivating style is likely to be a dominating behavioral influence. Hence, in hier-
archical countries, the offering of an autonomy-promoting school is not a likely
cultural product, assuming the prevailing social norms expect and encourage control
and discourage autonomy support. This means that autonomy-promoting schools
will be less feasible in hierarchical countries.

Why go through all the trouble to create an autonomy-promoting school, espe-
cially when that school is situated within a hierarchical cultural context? We argue
that an autonomy-promoting school is a social asset. This is so because the satisfac-
tion of the need for autonomy and offering of recurring classroom opportunities to
experience autonomy enable students to become more fully and more wholeheart-
edly immersed in the learning process. This, in turn, promotes optimal learning and
personal growth, as well as the inclinations to internalize cultural values, care for
others, and contribute to important social causes.
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Chapter 7
Physical Wellness, Health Care, and Personal
Autonomy

Geoffrey C. Williams, Pedro J. Teixeira, Eliana V. Carraça, and Ken Resnicow

In this chapter, we will review the self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan,
2000) perspective and the current empirical evidence linking personal autonomy
with physical wellness within and across cultures. We define physical wellness as
indicators of physical health, including health behaviors of tobacco use, nutrition,
physical activity, medication adherence, disease risk, and disease status. We will
also examine studies that have tested the relations between change in personal auton-
omy and physical wellness and interventions intended to change personal autonomy
and a health outcome. In addition, it is our thesis that a clear understanding of
the relation between autonomy and physical well-being is relevant for all cultures.
Moreover, respect for patient autonomy is now considered to be an explicit, highest
level goal of health care along with patient well-being and social justice (ABIM,
2002; Beauchamp & Childress, 2009). Personal autonomy and values are now rec-
ognized as important elements of informed decision making (Braddock, Edwards,
Hasenberg, Laidley, & Levinson, 1999; Woolf et al., 2005). Together these changes
foretell a potentially rapidly expanding role of personal autonomy in the delivery
of health care. Self-determination theory uniquely identifies autonomy as a psycho-
logical need and provides for several measures of autonomy that are appropriate for
workplace health and medical settings.

SDT posits that all humans are intrinsically oriented toward growth, psycholog-
ical well-being, and physical well-being. As described in Chapter 2, human’s need
for autonomy is considered to be universal, although its expression may differ across
cultures. The core component of this type of motivation relates to the quality of the
psychological energy that energizes the behavior and the direction (or target) of
the behavior. The fact that these tenets have been criticized as being Western or
American ideals and thus are not generalizable to other cultures has been addressed
in other chapters (see Chapter 3 and 4). In this chapter, and we will examine the
relation of perceived personal autonomy and physical health within individual and
across cultures, as the data allow. Multi-cultural studies (e.g., a study that included
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more than one culture) are expected to be few in number as SDT has only recently
been applied into heath care outside of the United States and Canada, and only
within these countries since around 1990.

Self-determination theory is a general theory of human motivation and behavior
which has guided a growing number of studies in health care and health promo-
tion settings. Many health care studies have now tested the link between personal
autonomy and health-related behaviors. Specifically, physical health and well-being
are predicted to be enhanced by SDT when people’s basic psychological needs of
autonomy, perceived competence, and relatedness are satisfied. Further, satisfaction
of these needs, and pursing intrinsically satisfying aspirations, facilitate the internal-
ization autonomous self-regulations for health behaviors and perceived competence
for desired healthy behaviors (e.g., not using drugs or tobacco, regular physi-
cal activity, healthy nutrition, maintained energy balance, and appropriate use of
medications). Figure 7.1 illustrates the self-determination theory Model for Health
Behavior. This model of need supportive-based health care delivery, although ini-
tially developed in the US (Williams et al., 2006), has been replicated in three other
Western countries (Canada, Fortier, Sweet, O’Sullivan, & Williams, 2007, Norway,
Munster Halvari & Halvari, 2006, and Portugal Silva et al., 2008). To the extent
to which it is generalizable to other cultures, including non-Western societies is
discussed below.

*  RCT of Intervention to increase autonomy

SDT Model of 
Health Behavior Change

Personality 
Differences in 

Autonomy 

Intrinsic vs. 
Extrinsic Values
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Relatedness
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Important others

Physical Health
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Fig. 7.1 Model SDT health behavior change



7 Physical Wellness, Health Care 135

Autonomy-related measures, as depicted in SDT, have been assessed with several
types of measures. These include: treatment self-regulation questionnaire (TSRQ);
general causality orientation scale (GCOS); locus of causality (LOC); intrinsic moti-
vation (IM); and the aspirations index (AI). Some measures are behavior specific,
such as the exercise self-regulation questionnaire (SRQ-E), the TSRQ, and the
Behavioral Regulation in Exercise Questionnaire (BREQ). Others refer to the per-
ception of need support by participants, or treatment climate measured, for instance
by the Health Care Climate Questionnaire (HCCQ). Vitality is a positive form of
life energy within the SDT framework.

As we review each study, we will refer to all the various measures of auton-
omy as “personal autonomy,” and also indicate the specific measure that was used
in that study. Treatment self-regulation is the measure of personal autonomy that
is most frequently used. It yields up to five subscale scores. Two autonomous lev-
els of self-regulation (1) identified (ID-TSRQ), (2) integrated (IN-TSRQ) and two
controlled forms of self-regulation, (3) introject (IJ-TSRQ), and (4) external control
(EX-TSRQ). Amotivation is the final category and it will be designated as AM-
TSRQ. Amotivation is the lowest form of self-regulation in that it is not volitional
and is not directed at achieving an outcome. Internalization is the proactive pro-
cess of change in personal autonomy and perceived competence within SDT. In the
remainder of the chapter, we will outline what is known about how personal auton-
omy relates to health behaviors and physical well-being, and how interventions to
promote personal autonomy may enhance physical well-being.

Systematic Search of the Literature

Inclusion Criteria

We searched Medline and PsychInfo through October of 2009 for manuscripts
that include self-determination theory and autonomy, and health (including phys-
ical health, and health behaviors) that allow for cross-cultural comparisons in
title, abstract, or key words. We accepted studies that provided quantitative mea-
sures of these relations within one culture, or in multiple cultures. We divided the
manuscripts according to the health topics that were studied (e.g., tobacco absti-
nence, nutrition, physical activity, medication taking, physical diseases, or physical
wellbeing) and then again within those outcomes by whether they provided data
from multiple cultures, single non-US cultures, and single US cultures.

Exclusion Criteria

We excluded manuscripts that reported only personal autonomy and well being
(well being, vitality, or quality of life) that were assessed in non-health care set-
tings (education, home, business) unless a specific health outcome (physical health,
functional incapacity, or health behavior) was also reported. We also excluded
non-quantitative papers and those studies with measures of autonomy that were not
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defined as volition and were inconsistent with self-determination theory. A total of
54 manuscripts were identified, and selected for review in this chapter.

We hypothesized that various forms of personal autonomy would be posi-
tively predictive of physical well-being and healthier behaviors and health behavior
change and that personal autonomy would be predictive of an increase in perceived
competence. Controlled and amotivated self-regulation would be neutral or nega-
tively predictive of physical well-being, healthier behaviors, and health behavior
change. We will first turn to the studies that linked autonomous self-regulation to
tobacco outcomes, and then other medical outcomes, before reviewing the physical
activity, weight loss, and nutrition studies. Most of the tobacco and medical studies
were conducted in the US. We now turn to the selected studies of personal autonomy
and tobacco dependence treatment, chronic disease management (e.g., diabetes reg-
ulation, and medication adherence), dental outcomes, substance abuse, and surgical
outcomes.

Personal Autonomy and Tobacco Outcomes

Abstinence from tobacco (e.g., smoking cessation without use of other tobacco
products) has been associated with personal autonomy in 7 studies that span 20
years. The initial association using a measure of intrinsic (IM—concerns about
health and desire for self-control) relative to extrinsic (EX—immediate reinforce-
ment and social influence) motivation for smoking cessation was tested in two
samples (ns = 1217 and 151) of smokers requesting smoking cessation mate-
rials in the Seattle, Washington area (Curry, Wagner, & Grothaus, 1991). They
found that higher relative intrinsic motivation was associated with greater likeli-
hood of abstinence. Further, a randomized trial with the larger sample found that
smokers receiving personalized feedback (intrinsic motivation intervention) versus
those receiving a monetary reward for completing a smoking cessation workbook
(extrinsic motivation intervention), and those receiving both interventions, and those
receiving neither intervention had significantly higher abstinence rates at 3 and 12
months (Curry et al., 1991). This was the first study indicating that higher levels of
personal autonomy were associated with health behavior change, and it replicated
Deci’s (1971) findings and a subsequent meta-analysis (Deci, Koestner, & Ryan,
1999) that rewards undermine autonomously motivated behaviors.

In Williams, Cox, Kouides, and Deci (1999) reported that the 2- and 4-month
change in personal autonomy (TSRQ) for not smoking was predictive of reduc-
tion in smoking for over 150 9–12th graders in upstate New York (Beta = 0.22, p
< 0.01, and Beta = 0.26, p < 0.001). These adolescents had been randomized to
receive an SDT intervention called “It’s your Choice” versus a “Fear and Demand”
(terror inducing intervention). Those in the choice intervention perceived greater
autonomy support, but were not found to have greater levels of personal auton-
omy. In this same sample, a second measure of personal autonomy was assessed
called relative intrinsic aspirations (IA) along with perceived parental autonomy
support (PAS). Both personal autonomy (AI—beta = 0.21, p < 0.001) and parental
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autonomy support (PAS—beta, p < 0.001) predicted lower levels of a composite of
health risk behaviors as well as each of the individual risk behaviors making up the
composite. The composite included smoking, alcohol use, marijuana use, and early
onset intercourse. These adolescents were predominantly white and of mid-level
socioeconomic status in a suburban high school. Thus, no racial or ethnic subgroups
were analyzed.

In a trial of adult smokers receiving a brief cessation intervention in two styles
(Williams, Gagné, Ryan, & Deci, 2002), personal autonomy (ID IN-TSRQ) mea-
sured within the week following the intervention predicted 6, 12, and 30 month
abstinence and continuous abstinence at all three times (parameter estimates =
0.12–0.14, p’s < 0.001). No racial or ethnic subgroups were analyzed in this study.
This study was the first to report that long-term maintenance of abstinence is
predicted by personal autonomy following an intervention.

In Williams et al. (2006) reported on a randomized trial of 1,006 adult smok-
ers that demonstrated that an intensive self-determination theory based intervention
for tobacco dependence increased 6 and 18 month prolonged abstinence by more
than 2.5 times compared to community care. This finding held independent of base-
line willingness to quit in the next 30 days. The effect of this intervention was
partially mediated by the change (internalization) in personal autonomy (ID IN-
TSRQ) and perceived competence during the intervention period. Internalization of
autonomy and perceived competence also explained abstinence in the community
care group, thus supporting the concept that internalization is an innate poten-
tial, independent of intervention. These findings are consistent with a hypothesized
causal relationship that changes in personal autonomy (ID IN-TSRQ) and perceived
competence play in abstinence from tobacco. There were no differences found
between the relation between personal autonomy and abstinence between whites
and African Americans in this trial. Thirty-two-month data from this study still
showed a between group effect on abstinence from tobacco, and found evidence
that the 6-month change in autonomy that occurred within the 6 months of the inter-
vention predicted 7 day point prevalence abstinence measured a full 24 months after
the intervention ended. This latter finding suggests that change in personal auton-
omy may motivate future abstinence attempts (Williams, Niemiec, Patrick, Ryan, &
Deci, 2009).

This study also provided initial evidence that the self-determination intervention
can enhance personal aspirations for health and that increases in the health intrin-
sic aspiration (AI) is associated with long-term abstinence from tobacco (Niemiec,
Ryan, Deci, & Williams, 2009). Vitality (psychological energy that is not directed at
a specific outcome) was also found to increase significantly with personal autonomy
(TSRQ—beta = 0.11, p < 0.001), and with decreased cigarette use over the time of
the intervention (Williams et al., 2009), and the change in personal autonomy (ID
IN-TSRQ) during the intervention increased vitality over the next 12 months (Beta
= 0.07, p < 0.05). While these results represent small effects that need replication,
they suggest that as smokers experience higher levels of personal autonomy they are
more likely to abstain from tobacco and they experience a greater level of vitality, or
well being. Also, this study found no differences for African Americans compared
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with whites in the relation of autonomous self-regulation and prolonged abstinence,
thus suggesting no cross-cultural differences exist between these two groups.

Finally, a small randomized trial measuring autonomy support (HCCQ) and
hypnosis (n = 48) conducted in England found that the autonomy support group
had significantly higher levels of personal autonomy (ID IN-TSRQ), but no
between group difference was found in abstinence from tobacco (Solloway, Joseph,
2006). Autonomous self-regulation accounted for 16% of the variance in smoking
abstinence (p < 0.01). There were no cross-cultural comparisons made in this study.

Overall, the results of these studies in the US and England consistently reported
weak to moderate effects of personal autonomy (ID IN-TSRQ) on tobacco absti-
nence or reduction in tobacco use, and improved well-being. Randomized controlled
trials indicate that internalization of autonomous self-regulation can be facilitated by
need supportive interventions, suggesting a causal relationship between autonomous
self-regulation and abstinence from tobacco. While not mentioned in this review, the
controlled forms of self-regulations (IJ, EX-TSRQ) were not significantly related to
tobacco outcomes in several of the tobacco studies (Williams et al., 1999, 2006,
2002, 2009), thus these relations were not reported in the papers or discussed
here. Only one study explicitly tested whites versus African Americans and found
no difference. Cross-culture tests of SDT-based interventions intended to increase
personal autonomy (ID IN-TSRQ or AI) and tobacco abstinence have not been
conducted.

Diabetes Self-Management

Diabetes is a common disease that lowers quality and length of life. Almost one-
third of Americans will be diagnosed with diabetes that are born after the year
2000 (Narayan, Boyle, Thompson, Sorenson, & Williamson, 2003). Further, it is
a disease that can be prevented (DPP, 2002) and if patients manage their glu-
cose control tightly, measured on hemoglobin A1c (HbA1c), they will experience
fewer complications (DCCT). Chronic conditions such as diabetes mellitus offer a
unique opportunity to examine the process of internalization of personal autonomy
(ID IN-TSRQ) and perceptions of competence. Motivation is particularly relevant
for people with chronic diseases because humans need energy for the day-to-day
effective management of their diseases. Internalization is expected to begin with
diagnosis and is expected to differ as a function of the need supportiveness of the
health care climate and important others in the diabetics life, as well as personal-
ity differences in causality orientation. Autonomous self-regulation is expected to
be important in long-term adherence to lifestyle and persistent use of medications.
Personal autonomy and perceived competence were predicted to energize diabetes
self-management behaviors and reducing disease complications such as blindness,
kidney failure, and numbness that affect quality of life. This is somewhat different
than motivation to prevent onset of a disease in that symptoms of a disease that
has set in are frequently experienced, and the complications can be monitored with
feedback for the patient. Several studies of motivation regarding diabetes mellitus
have been conducted.
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In a 12-month longitudinal study of 128 patients with diabetes (Williams,
Freedman, & Deci, 1998), personal autonomy (ID IN-TSRQ) was significantly cor-
related with HbA1c at baseline (r = −0.40), 4 months (r = −0.28) and 12 months
(r = −0.30, all p’s < 0.001). In a second study of 159 patients with diabetes
(Williams, McGregor, Zeldman, Freedman, & Deci, 2004), increase in personal
autonomy (TSRQ) over the initial 6 months in the study predicted improvement
in glycemic control (r = −0.24, p < 0.01). Life satisfaction was significantly cor-
related with personal autonomy (ID IN-TSRQ—beta = 0.34) even after controlling
for dietary self-efficacy in a study of 638 French Canadian patients with diabetes
(Senecal, Nouwen, & White, 2000). Personal autonomy (ID IN-TSRQ) for using
medication to control diabetes and cholesterol was positively correlated with quality
of life (r = 0.19, p < 0.01) measured on the Short-Form 12 Health Survey (SF-12v2;
Ware, Kosinski, & Keller, 1996) in a study of approximately 2,000 patients with
diabetes. In addition, personal autonomy (ID IN-TSRQ) predicted adherence to dia-
betes and cholesterol medications and diabetes control (r = −0.12, p < 0.01) and
healthier cholesterol (r = −0.09, p < 0.01). Nearly 40% of this sample was non-
white (36.5% African American, and 3.8% other), but when race was controlled for
it didn’t significantly effect the findings.

In summary, personal autonomy, in the form of autonomous self-regulation (ID
IN-TSRQ) for diabetes self-management behaviors, has been consistently associ-
ated with improved diabetes control, quality of life, and life satisfaction in Western
cultures. Non-white subgroups have participated in these studies and autonomous
self-regulation appears to have similar associations with disease outcomes in both
groups.

Medication Adherence and Use

Adherence is defined as the percentage of patient behavior/the “recommended”
amount of behavior. The “recommended” amount is usually from treatment guide-
lines or from health care practitioners, but it could also be based on what patients
agree to take. Adherence particularly to long-term regimens is an important outcome
because it is a motivated behavior that requires psychological energy to maintain
and it has a major effect on health outcomes (Osterberg & Blaschke, 2005). In the
clinical world (as opposed to within controlled research studies) as much as a third
of prescriptions are never filled and, only about 50% of prescriptions are taken as
prescribed once started.

In a US study (Williams, Rodin, Ryan, Grolnick, & Deci, 1998) of 30 differ-
ent long-term medications (mean time taken = 6.5 years) over a 14-day window
of time, personal autonomy (ID IN-TSRQ) accounted for nearly half the variation
in medication adherence (parameter estimate = 0.78, p < 0.001). A second study
examined the relations between personal autonomy (ID IN-TSRQ) for adherence to
more complex medication regimens prescribed for 205 HIV positive patients. These
patients had been HIV positive for over 7 years on average and needed to take these
HIV medications multiple times a day at specific intervals in order to suppress the
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virus. Personal autonomy (ID IN-TSRQ) was weakly but significantly correlated
with adherence over the 3-day assessment period (r = 0.15, p < 0.05).

In summary, both studies of medication adherence were in US samples and no
racial or cultural variables were reported. Both studies report moderate to strong
positive relations between personal autonomy and adherence.

Substance Use and Abuse

Several studies of substance abuse and its treatment have been conducted. Ryan,
Plant, and O’Malley (1995) found that personal autonomy (IJ ID-TSRQ; note that
in this study here internalized motivation was the sum of introjected + identified
self-regulation), and external motivation (EX-TSRQ; external control and pressure)
interacted to predict a composite treatment outcome (completing treatment and
number of the 8 planned therapy sessions attended) for alcohol-dependent clients
seeking treatment. Racial and cultural demographics were unrelated to personal
autonomy and the outcome variables, in this US sample of 100 clients (80% were
Caucasian). In another US study, drinking alcohol was predicted by extrinsic rea-
sons (EX IJ-TSRQ; introject + external control) in 78 undergraduates (r = 0.42, p <
0.01), and 53 members of college fraternities (r = 0.40, p < 0.01; Knee & Neighbors,
2002). While these studies included multiple ethnicities, the sample sizes didn’t
allow for subgroup analyses. Personal autonomy related to drinking or not drink-
ing was not assessed in this study. Personal autonomy (IJ ID-TSRQ) for treatment
in a methadone maintenance program for opioid dependence was reported for 74
clients, 52% of whom were white (Zeldman, Ryan, & Fiscella, 2004). Autonomous
self-regulation was significantly correlated with all three treatment outcomes; per-
cent of sessions missed (r = −0.28, p < 0.01), percent of positive urine tests (r =
−0.27, p < 0.05), and number of days between entering treatment and being allowed
to receive take-home doses of methadone (r = −0.25, p < 0.05). Racial differences
were not reported.

Wild, Cunningham, and Ryan (2006) assessed personal autonomy (ID-TSRQ)
for 300 addicts in Toronto Canada and found identified regulations predicted reduc-
tion in alcohol use (beta = 0.26, p < 0.001), alcohol use (beta = −0.28, p <
0.05), therapist ratings of client interest in treatment (beta = 0.18, p < 0.05), and
client perceived benefits of reducing drug use (beta = 0.31, p < 0.01). No racial
or ethnicity data are reported in this study. Finally, personal autonomy (GCOS
autonomy and controlled subscales) predicted average daily alcohol consumption
(r autonomy = −0.14 and r controlled = −0.10, p’s < 0.05) in 818 first year
college students who reported a heavy drinking episode in the previous month
(Chawla, Neighbors, Logan, Lewis, & Fossos, 2009). This sample was collected
online a large public US in the northwestern United States, and 65% were white,
24% Asian, and 11% other. Relations between personal autonomy (TSRQ) and
drinking behaviors for the different races and ethnicities were not reported in this
study.
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In summary, studies of substance abuse and its treatment showed weak to mod-
erate strength relations between various measure of autonomy, and control from
self-determination theory. Controlled self-regulations (EX IJ-TSRQ; introject is
typically unrelated and TSRQ external control is usually somewhat negatively
predictive of physical health outcomes) have typically been found to be unre-
lated to physical health outcomes, or they have been unreported in physical health
studies. All these studies were conducted in the US or Canada, and while some
samples had diverse racial and ethnic make up, few of these relations were
reported.

Autonomy and Other Medical, Surgical, and Dental Outcomes

One 5 country study of nurses offering information to 1,500 surgical patients found
that desire for input into decision making regarding their care predicted indepen-
dence level in daily activities (r = 0.24, p < 0.001) and subjective health status
(r = 0.12, p < 0.01). SDT informed the measurement model that was assessed, but
the construct representing autonomy (desire for input into decision making) was
based on biomedical ethics definition of autonomous decision making (Beauchamp
& Childress, 2009) and was not consistent with the SDT construct of autonomy.
The mean levels of the desire for input into decision making were reported for the
patients in Finland, Spain, Greece, Germany, and Scotland, and they were signif-
icantly different and ranged from 2.2 in Greece to 3.8 in Scotland (F = 75.8 df
= 4.1, p < 0.005). However, differences in parameter estimates by country are not
reported. Further, the IRB did not allow the assessment of race and ethnicity in
this study.

Personal autonomy (ID IN-TSRQ) was assessed in 50 residents of a nursing
home in upstate New York and found to be predictive of patient vitality (r = 0.36,
p < 0.05), mortality (r = −0.36, p < 0.05) and days lived (r = 0.31, p < 0.05) over
a 13-month period (Kasser, & Ryan, 1999). No assessment of ethnicity or race was
reported for the study participants. This study is notable for many reasons, but in
particular, the association found between personal autonomy and mortality (length
of life) is striking and calls for replication.

Personal autonomy (IM) related to the intrinsic motivational factors of job cre-
ativity, job autonomy, and job complexity were found to be similarly predictive
of functional incapacity in a 5 country study (Canada, China, Finland, France,
and Sweden) of 13,795 employees of a single global forest industry corporation
(Vaananen et al., 2005). Interestingly, the strength of associations between personal
autonomy (IM) and functional incapacity were the strongest among the Chinese
employees then in the “Western” countries. The authors suggest that “the Chinese,
as employees of an economy in transition, may particularly value intrinsic motiva-
tional factors of work in their cultural context.” They also note the studies limitation
of being cross-sectional, and call for longitudinal cross-national research. This study
supports the SDT assumption that autonomous and intrinsic motivations are present
in all humans, even those in Eastern cultures. These findings directly contradict the
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criticism that autonomy is a westernized concept, and suggests that the link between
personal autonomy and functional status and possibly physical health is stronger in
Eastern versus Western cultures.

Personal Autonomy and Testing for Coronary Artery Disease. Change in personal
autonomy (ID IN-TSRQ) for 252 patients being evaluated for coronary disease pre-
dicted healthier diet (r = 0.19, p < 0.01) and physical activity (r = 0.15, p < 0.05)
over a 3-year period of time (Williams, Gagne, Mushlin, & Deci, 2005). Three quar-
ters of this cohort were white and the study was conducted in upstate New York. No
racial or ethnicity data were analyzed in this study.

Personal Autonomy and Dental Health Behaviors. A randomized trial in Norway
with 86 social science and school of medicine students demonstrated a large
between group effect of an SDT intervention increasing autonomous self-regulation
for flossing and brushing which mediated the effect of the intervention on the reduc-
tion in gingivitis and dental plaque over 7 months (Munster Halvari & Halvari,
2006). The change in personal autonomy (ID IN-TSRQ) on improving self-reported
dental behaviors after controlling for change in perceived competence was signifi-
cant (parameter estimate = 0.20, p < 0.05), and personal autonomy (ID IN-TSRQ) at
7-month follow-up was strongly correlated with lower levels of plaque (r = −0.38,
p < 0.001). No racial or ethnicity data were analyzed in this trial. This trial pro-
vides strong evidence that change in autonomous self-regulation is associated with
positive dental outcomes in a westernized culture.

In summary, medical studies outside of tobacco and diabetes, a surgical and a
dental study have demonstrated consistent positive relationships between personal
autonomy and physical health. However, only one study related to job autonomy
assessed the strength of this relation in multiple cultures. This one study found
that job autonomy and intrinsic motivations were stronger negative predictors of
functional incapacity in Chinese workers than in four Western countries. We now
turn to studies of within and cross-cultural associations between personal autonomy,
physical activity, and physical well-being.

Personal Autonomy and Physical Activity/Exercise1

The relationship between perceptions of personal autonomy and exercise behaviors
(e.g., intentions to exercise, exercise stages of change, minutes of moderate and
vigorous physical activity, etc.) has been reported in several studies (e.g., Ryan,
Williams, Patrick, & Deci, 2009). To empirically test SDT’s tenets when applied
to exercise promotion several questions have been addressed by previous studies,
which can typically be included into one (or several) of the following categories:

1Although not strictly the same (“exercise” is typically considered a structured form of volun-
tary “physical activity”), we will use the terms “exercise” and “physical activity” indiscriminately
in this text. In most studies we reviewed, subjects were measured as to their level of leisure
time activity, often to improve health or fitness, or to control body weight (thus predominantly
“exercise”).
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(i) testing whether different behavioral regulations (or regulatory motives) distinctly
predict exercise behaviors; for instance, if autonomous regulations are stronger pre-
dictors than controlled motivations; (ii) evaluating whether reasons for exercising
(or participatory motives), namely more “intrinsic” (e.g. challenge, health) vs. more
“extrinsic” reasons/goals (e.g. social recognition), make a difference in the per-
ceived locus of causality of exercise behaviors; (iii) testing the extent to which basic
psychological needs are satisfied in exercise contexts and how that relates to the
development of exercise motivation; and (iv) testing if interventions are successful
in promoting personal autonomy by providing need-supportive contexts.

We identified 39 studies published since 1993 that address autonomy and exercise
behaviors, varying substantially in design (largely observational but also including
some experimental research), sample characteristics (healthy or presenting a clinical
condition), and measures used to assess exercise/PA. Because there are many more
studies in this area, it allows for more fine grained examination of the relations
between the various types of personal autonomy and exercise behaviors outlined
above. We will now briefly review those findings, drawing also on previous reviews
on this topic (Chatzisarantis, Hagger, Biddle, Smith, & Wang, 2003; Hagger &
Chatzisarantis, 2007; Wilson, Mack, & Grattan, 2008).

Overwhelmingly, evidence confirms that more self-determined regulations,
namely identified, integrated, and intrinsic forms of motivation are signifi-
cantly associated with increased physical activity adherence and related mea-
sures, such as intentions or stages of change (Brickell, Chatzisarantis, &
Pretty, 2006; Chatzisarantis & Biddle, 1998; Daley & Duda, 2006; Edmunds,
Ntoumanis, & Duda, 2006a; Edmunds, Ntoumanis, & Duda, 2008; Edmunds,
Ntoumanis, & Duda, 2006b; Hagger, Chatzisarantis, Culverhouse, & Biddle, 2003;
Hagger, Chatzisarantis, & Harris, 2006; Ingledew, Markland, & Ferguson, 2009;
Landry & Solmon, 2004; Markland, 2009; Matsumoto & Takenaka, 2004; McNeill,
Wyrwick, Brownson, Clarck, & Kreuter, 2006; Milne, Wallman, Guilfoyle,
Gordon, & Corneya, 2008; Mullan & Markland, 1997; Peddle, Plotnikoff, Wild,
Au, & Courneya, 2008; Rose, Parfitt, & Williams, 2005; Sebire, Standage, &
Vansteenkiste, 2009; Thogersen-Ntoumani & Ntoumanis, 2006; Wilson, Blanchard,
Nehl, & Baker, 2006; Wilson & Rodgers, 2004; Wilson, Rodgers, Blanchard, &
Gessell, 2003; Wilson, Rodgers, & Fraser, 2002; Wilson, Rodgers, Fraser, &
Murray, 2004; Wilson, Rodgers, Loitz, & Scime, 2006; Wininger, 2007). It is
presently unclear precisely which specific type(s) of self-determined regulations
is/are more closely associated with behavior outcomes. While many studies have
not included a measure of integrated motivation, most have shown slightly higher
association scores for identified motivation (for exercise) compared to intrinsic
motivation (e.g., Edmunds et al., 2006a; Ingledew et al., 2009; Standage, Sebire, &
Loney, 2008; Wilson & Rodgers, 2004). Although theoretically they are clearly
separable, in the exercise context identified and intrinsic measures have tended to
be collinear when tested in multivariate models (e.g., Standage et al., 2008). The
same point has been made about integrated and intrinsic regulations (Ingledew et al.,
2009). For this reason, some studies have chosen to use an autonomous scale instead
of separate scales for identified and intrinsic regulations (Ingledew & Markland,
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2007; Silva et al., 2010; Standage et al., 2008). In fact, some instruments do not
assess integrated regulations (e.g., BREQ-2, D. Markland & Tobin, 2004). In real
life, it is likely that people who have successfully integrated the regulation of exer-
cise behaviors (e.g., who have come to see physical activities as contributing to
highly valued outcomes or perceive a physically active lifestyle as an integral part
of their sense of self) also find the experience of exercise interesting and enjoyable
for its own sake. Likewise, individuals who have always enjoyed sports and exercise
(e.g., based on positive experiences as a physically active teenager) are very likely
to also identify with activity behaviors and/or value it highly during adulthood.

Regarding controlled motivations, while measures of external regulation are
clearly not associated, or are negatively associated with initial or continued exer-
cise participation (e.g., Ingledew & Markland, 2007), introjected regulations are
sometimes positively related to exercise/PA outcomes (e.g., Edmunds et al., 2006a;
Thogersen-Ntoumani & Ntoumanis, 2006; Wilson et al., 2003), although to a lesser
extent than autonomous regulations. One recent study using objective measures of
physical activity (accelerometry) showed no association between introjected moti-
vation and behavior (Standage et al., 2008) supporting other studies with self-report
measures (e.g., Ingledew & Markland, 2007; Ingledew et al., 2009). Since many
reports have been cross-sectional and short-term, and have generally used simple
self-reported measures to assess behavior, future studies, especially longitudinal,
should clarify the role of introjected motivation in short-term and especially sus-
tained exercise adherence. For instance, in a sport setting, introjected regulation
predicted short-term but not long-term behavioral persistence (Pelletier, Fortier,
Vallerand, & Brière, 2001). It should be noted that different regulations (more and
less autonomous) can and most likely do co-exist for any given behavior, especially
those involving complex tasks such as engaging in a regular exercise routine, which
can include multiple behaviors and be subject to various influences (e.g. time- and
job-related, access to facilities and other aspects of the built environment, weather,
social influences, etc.). Indeed, it is the relative preponderance of each form of reg-
ulation that should, in the end, determine behavioral outcomes such as persistence
vs. dropout. For instance, it is possible that some degree of introjection (e.g., feel-
ing internal pressure every time several days without exercise go by) may not be
detrimental to long-term adherence when in the presence of strong and concur-
rent regulations of a more autonomous nature, whether extrinsic (e.g., valuing the
opportunity for meaningful social interaction) or intrinsic.

Other variables which have been used in exercise studies include participatory
motives (or goal contents) in exercise (Ingledew & Markland, 2007; Ingledew et al.,
2009; Markland & Tobin, 2010; Sebire et al., 2009; Segar, Eccles, & Richardson,
2008; Vansteenkiste, Simons, Soenens, & Lens, 2004). Collectively, results appear
to concur with the tenets of self-determination, showing that more “intrinsic” goals
(e.g., health, affiliation, challenge, and social engagement) are associated with more
autonomous exercise self-regulation and/or with higher exercise adoption, when
compared with “extrinsic” goals (e.g. appearance/attractiveness, social recognition).
Two recent studies by Ingledew and Markland (2007, 2009) used mediation analy-
sis to show that nominally intrinsic goals predicted exercise participation indirectly
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through autonomous forms of self-regulation; health/fitness and stress manage-
ment goals predicted identified regulation whereas affiliation and challenge goals
predicted intrinsic motivation. Contrarily, as expected from theory, controlled par-
ticipatory motives (social recognition, appearance/weight) predicted external and/or
introjected regulations.

According to SDT, there is a link between endorsing more intrinsic goals and the
development of autonomous motivation through basic psychologic needs (Kasser &
Ryan, 1996). Studies have also investigated perceived need satisfaction in exercise
settings and the extent to which it contributed to motivation and behavioral outcomes
(Edmunds et al., 2006a; Hagger et al., 2006; Markland, 1999; Markland & Hardy,
1997; Markland & Tobin, 2010; Wilson et al., 2003). For example, Markland and
Tobin showed different pathways linking perceived need support (including auton-
omy, structure, and involvement), need satisfaction (autonomy, competence and
relatedness) and behavioral regulations, in exercise-referral participants. Confirming
previous studies (See Edmunds, Ntoumanis, & Duda, 2007b for a review), results
supported SDT propositions for the mediating role of need satisfaction, in particular
of autonomy, for the development of self-determined motivation.

Recently, in Portuguese women, perceived need support during an SDT-based
intervention was associated not only with more autonomous exercise self-regulation
but also with the development of introjected regulations (Silva, et al., 2010; See
Fig. 7.2 below). The authors commented on this unexpected finding by suggesting
that a cultural background where external approval is learned to be contingent on
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compliance and conformity (e.g. to God or expert opinion) could partially explain
how an autonomy-promoting treatment climate also led to increased introjected
regulations. Willing compliance could in fact be a common form of behavioral reg-
ulation in the Portuguese culture, strongly influenced by Catholic ethics and ideal.
Interestingly, there were significant associations between introjected and both iden-
tified and intrinsic motivations (IM), but no association between introjected and
external regulations. Additionally, in a subsequent analysis, we found no association
between controlled exercise regulations (external and introjected scales together)
and reduced psychological well-being in the same sample (Vieira, et al., in press),
suggesting that the intervention effects on introjected regulation were perhaps not
perceived as externally controlling and also not detrimental to well-being. This
notwithstanding, the positive association between need satisfaction and introjection
was not interpreted as supportive of using guilt or promoting contingent self-worth
to motivate Portuguese weight loss program participants. In fact, the same study
showed that introjected regulations failed to predict physical activity behaviors
across multiple time points (Silva et al., 2010; Silva, et al., in press).

To date, only a few interventions have been designed to specifically increase per-
sonal autonomy in the form of autonomous self-regulation for exercise in adults
(Edmunds et al., 2008; Fortier et al., 2007; Jolly et al., 2009; Silva et al., 2008).
Some of these studies are still ongoing and all have been conducted in Western cul-
tures. Fortier et al. (2007) tested an autonomy-promoting counseling protocol for
promoting physical activity in sedentary primary care patients, for 13 weeks. Results
showed that the intervention was successful in changing autonomous self-regulation
to reach activity goals (vs. a brief counseling protocol) and that higher autonomous
regulation for exercise mid-intervention predicted higher levels of physical activity
at the end of the intervention, in the intervention group. In an exercise on prescrip-
tion program, Edmunds et al. (2007a) showed increases in introjected and decreases
in autonomous motivation during the course of the 3 month study. In spite of this
fact, which authors attributed to the relative lack of contact with exercise special-
ists and low provision of structure during the program, relatedness need satisfaction
predict higher levels of exercise autonomous self-regulation and higher attendance,
while autonomous self-regulation predicted improved psychological well-being and
positive affect; conversely, introjected exercise regulations predicted less subject
vitality. At each time point, identified exercise regulation was associated with higher
adherence whereas introjected regulations predicted less participation.

The longest RCT to date that evaluated autonomy support and physical activity
behaviors was implemented in 239 overweight women, through 30 weekly group
sessions for about 1 year (Silva et al., 2008). Strategies used to promote per-
sonal autonomy and the development of intrinsic motivation for exercise in this
intervention are described in detail elsewhere (Silva et al., 2008, 2009). Results
showed that the intervention was successful in changing exercise participatory
motives, exercise autonomous self-regulation and exercise behavior (Silva et al.,
2009). Additionally, it also indicated that the motivational sequence proposed by
SDT (i.e., need-supportive health care climate need satisfaction for autonomy and
competence autonomous exercise regulation exercise behaviors) was empirically
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supported using structural equation modeling (Silva et al., 2009). Figure 7.2 shows
a Partial Least Squares model (and standardized coefficients) for predicting two dif-
ferent forms of exercise at intervention’s end. The role of the intervention through
perceived autonomy and competence support was particularly effective in increasing
intrinsic motivation (IM), which in turn significantly predicted minutes of moderate
and vigorous physical activity.

Collectively, available evidence supports the positive role of personal autonomy
in adopting and maintaining physical activity and exercise behaviors. Furthermore,
it appears that perceptions of autonomy need-support on the part of study partici-
pants significantly predict more autonomous self-regulation and improved behav-
ioral outcomes. However, because most studies have been cross-sectional, more
experimental data is needed to assess how manipulating social conditions (e.g.,
health care environments) can induce increases in personal autonomy and how, in
turn, this leads to short- and long-term behavior change. Virtually all studies in this
domain have been conducted in Western societies (mostly USA, UK, and Canada,
but also Greece (Mildestvedt, Meland, & Eide, 2008), Australia (Vlachopoulos,
Karageorghis, & Terry, 2000), Norway (Milne et al., 2008), and Portugal (e.g.
(Silva et al., 2008)) with one exception from Japan (Matsumoto & Takenaka, 2004),
a cross-sectional study of 486 men and women, where more advances stages of
changes were predicted by intrinsic (IM), identified (ID-TSRQ) and introjected
exercise regulation (IJ-TSRQ). Although no indication in the exercise domain exists
that would suggest that the relations between personal autonomy and behavioral
outcomes differs across cultures, the available evidence is clearly lacking in cultural
diversity for firmer conclusions to be drawn.

Autonomy and Weight Regulation

Only a few studies have tested personal autonomy or related constructs as predictors
of outcomes in obesity studies. Williams, Grow, Freedman, Ryan, and Deci (1996)
studied severely obese patients in the context of a 6-month medically supervised
very-low-calorie diet, where participants also received weekly group counseling, of
a general nature, intended to provide peer support, facilitate discussion, promote
self-monitoring, etc. Perceived autonomy support and treatment self-regulation
were assessed immediately after the intervention. Perceived need support predicted
autonomous reasons to continue to participate in treatment, which in turn predicted
higher attendance and improved weight loss. Path analysis supported these same
mediation paths for outcomes at treatment’s end. Autonomous regulations at 6
months also correlated with self-reported exercise and weight loss at a 20-month
follow-up (Williams et al., 1996). No cross-cultural analyses were reported in this
study.

Between 2005 and 2007, a randomized controlled trial based on self-
determination theory was implemented to identify mediating factors for long-term
weight control, in premenopausal overweight and mildly obese women (Silva et al.,
2008). Results thus far (Silva et al., 2009; Silva et al., 2010; Silva et al., (in press))
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support a mediation effect of need support and need satisfaction (of autonomy and
competence needs) for developing identified regulations and intrinsic motivation for
exercise, which in turn were found to predict 3-year weight control.

Within the same trial—the PESO study—an empirical test of a more diverse set
of psychological and behavioral variables showed that change in exercise motivation
variables during the 12-month program (self-efficacy, perceived barriers, and intrin-
sic motivation) were significant predictors of 2-year weight change. Self-efficacy
and flexible dietary restraint were found to partially mediate treatment effects on
2-year weight outcomes (Teixeira et al., 2009). A similar study had been conducted
in US women who participated in a 4-month behavior weight control trial (Teixeira
et al., 2006). In this analysis, changes in intrinsic motivation were found to be the
best predictor of 16-month weight changes (no mediation analyses were conducted
due to the absence of a control group).

Mata et al. (2009) analyzed whether, in overweight and obese women, treatment
and exercise self-regulations predicted successful eating behavior and mediated
the association between actual physical activity and eating behavior measures.
Results were consistent with the hierarchical model of motivation (Vallerand, 1997),
suggesting that the quality of motivation may be one mechanism through which
successful self-regulation in one area may affect (“spill-over”) into other behav-
ioral domains. If confirmed, this could help explain how autonomously-motivated
exercise behavior contributes to improved weight control; not only via the effects of
physical activity itself (e.g., Silva et al., 2009) but also positively influencing the reg-
ulation of other relevant behaviors such as eating. In fact, the same eating variables
studied in the Mata et al. report (flexible restraint, disinhibition, emotional eating,
eating self-efficacy) were, in a subsequent analysis from the same trial, shown to
predict weight change and partially mediate the effects of some forms of physical
activity on weight control (Andrade, et al., in press).

Recently, Gorin and colleagues (2008) explored whether baseline levels of
autonomous and controlled self-regulation, and changes in self-regulation over 6
months, were associated with 6-month weight outcomes in overweight women.
Higher controlled self-regulation at baseline was associated with worse weight
loss results. Conversely, increases in autonomous self-regulation and decreases in
controlled self-regulation over the 6-month period predicted improved weight loss
(Gorin, et al., 2008). Ongoing work from the same team appears supportive of auton-
omy support provided by other adults (Important Other Climate Questionnaire)
in the home environment leading to more autonomous self-regulation for weight
control, in turn predicting weight loss (Patrick, Gorin, & Williams, 2010).

In summary, although based on a somewhat limited set of studies, results to
date suggest a positive association between experiences of personal autonomy and
improved weight management in the short and long-term. In some studies, analy-
ses have highlighted potential causal mechanisms linking personal autonomy with
behavior change for exercise (e.g., Ingledew et al., 2009; (Silva, et al., in press) and
eating behavior (e.g., Pelletier & Dion, 2007; Pelletier, Dion, Slovinec-D’Angelo, &
Reid, 2004), in some cases leading to improved weight control. At the present time,
and notwithstanding the previous point about the impact of an autonomy-promoting
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intervention on introjected regulations (in Portuguese women), there is no evi-
dence upon which to discuss culture-specific issues regarding the impact of personal
autonomy on obesity-related health behaviors.

Personal Autonomy and Dietary Behavior

The TSRQ has been used in several studies to measure autonomous (ID IN-TSRQ)
and controlled self-regulation (EX IJ-TSRQ) of dietary behavior, each of which
was conducted with African Americans. In the Healthy Body Healthy Spirit trial
(Resnicow et al., 2005, 2002) our team (KR) recruited over 1,000 African American
participants from 16 black churches in Atlanta Georgia. Participants completed the
TSRQ at baseline and 1-year follow-up. Fruit and vegetable intake was assessed
with food frequency questionnaires and serum carotenoids (sum of lutein, cryptox-
anthin, carotene, and carotene) were obtained from most participants to supplement
self report. Self-efficacy to eat more F & V was assessed at baseline and 1-year
follow-up.

As shown in Table 7.1, autonomous regulation was moderately correlated with F
& V intake at baseline and posttest, r = 0.35 and r = 0.14, respectively. Interestingly,
controlled regulations (EX IJ TSRQ) was also significantly correlated with F & V
intake at baseline and posttest though the magnitude of the association was weaker,
r = 0.15 and r = 0.11 respectively. This pattern is consistent with other studies
in health care settings using the TSRQ, where some of the controlled regulations
(namely IJ-TSRQ) have been found to relate positively to health outcomes. In other
domains (e.g. education, parenting) external and introjected self-regulations (EX IJ-
TSRQ) typically relate negatively to outcomes in those domains. It is not yet known
how to intervene to change controlled levels of personal autonomy. Amotivation
(AM-TSRQ) was uncorrelated with intake.

Autonomous regulation (ID IN-TSRQ) was also related to serum carotenoids, an
unbiased measure of dietary intake, at baseline, r = 0.17, but not posttest. Neither
controlled regulation (EX IJ-TSRQ) nor amotivation (AM-TSRQ) were related to
carotenoid levels at either time point.

Table 7.1 Correlations of TSRQ scores with fruit and vegetable intake, serum carotenoids, and
self-efficacy in the healthy body trial

Baseline (n = 1,021) Post (n = 942)

FV Carot SE FV Carot SE

Autonomous intrinsic
motivation

0.35∗ 0.17∗ 0.29∗ 0.14∗ 0.06 0.29∗

Controlled extrinsic motivation 15∗ 0.01 0.02 0.11∗ 0.01 −0.07
Amotivation –0.06 −0.03 −0.12∗ −0.06 −0.04 −0.15∗

SE = Self Efficacy; Carot = Sum of total serum carotenoids.
∗p < 0.01.
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SDT posits that autonomous regulation will be more strongly associated with
self-efficacy than controlled regulation (Markland, Ryan, Tobin, & Rollnick, 2005;
Ryan & Deci, 2000; Williams et al., 1998). Individuals who have greater personal
autonomy (ID IN-TSRQ, IM) are predicted to, SDT suggests, express greater per-
sistence in their behavioral effort. Our findings strongly supported this assumption.
Autonomous regulation was correlated r = 0.29 with self-efficacy at baseline and
also at 1-year follow-up, whereas controlled regulation was uncorrelated with effi-
cacy. Interestingly, amotivation (AM-TSRQ) was significantly inversely associated
with efficacy, which also appears consistent with SDT assumptions, as amotivated
regulation represents the person feeling dissociated from the outcome, and self-
efficacy and perceived competence represent the extent to which the person feels
the outcome is achievable.

Another diet-related study that used the TSRQ to measure personal autonomy
was Body and Soul (B & S; Campbell, Resnicow, Carr, Wang, & Williams, 2007;
Fuemmeler et al., 2006; Resnicow et al., 2004). B & S was a randomized effec-
tiveness trial, testing the impact of a multi-component dietary intervention in 14
black churches recruited through local American Cancer Society (ACS) offices in
California and in the Southeast (Georgia, North Carolina, and South Carolina) and
Mid-Atlantic (Delaware and Virginia) regions of the US (Fuemmeler et al., 2006).
Baseline and 6-month follow-up data were obtained from self-report. Measures of
motivation (TSRQ), diet, efficacy, and social support were similar to those used in
Healthy Body Health Spirit and prior studies.

As shown above in Table 7.2, autonomous regulation (ID IN-TSRQ) was signif-
icantly correlated with both the 2-item and 19-item F & V measure at baseline and
6-month follow-up. Controlled regulation (EX IJ-TSRQ) was more weakly corre-
lated with intake at baseline and follow-up. Again, as in Healthy Body, autonomous
regulation but not controlled regulation was significantly correlated with efficacy
at both time points. In addition to cross sectional correlations of TSRQ with effi-
cacy and diet, mediating effects of SDT and other variables were also reported for
B & S.

Table 7.2 Correlations among study variables , reprinted with the permission from American
Psychological Association (Fuemmeler et al., 2006)

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. 2-items measures – 0.50∗∗ 0.23∗∗ 0.07∗ 0.31∗∗ 0.21∗∗
2. FV FFQ 0.53∗∗ – 0.20∗∗ 0.06 0.28∗∗ 0.19∗∗
3. Autonomous motivation 0.25∗∗ 0.19∗∗ – 0.25∗∗ 0.31∗∗ 0.23∗∗
4. Controlled motivation 0.12∗∗ 0.09∗ 0.28∗∗ – −0.04 0.26∗∗
5. Self-efficiency 0.28∗∗ 0.22∗∗ 0.33∗∗ 0.04 − 0.015∗∗
6. Social support 0.19∗∗ 0.09∗ 0.20∗∗ 0.26∗∗ 0.16∗∗ –

Note: Correlations displayed below the diagonal represent correlations at baseline and correla-
tion above the diagonal represent correlation at follow-up. FV FFQ – 19-items food frequency
questionnaire, excluding fried potatoes.
∗p < 0.05.
∗∗p < 0.01.
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Fig. 7.3 Association of psychosocial mediators in the Body and Soul trial, reprinted with the
permission from American Psychological Association (Fuemmeler et al., 2006)

As shown in the Fig. 7.3 the intervention had an impact on post test psychosocial
outcomes (autonomous regulation, efficacy, and social support) as well as F & V
intake, both prerequisites for mediation analyses. Moreover, change in autonomous
regulation, efficacy and social support were significantly related to change in F & V
intake. Not surprising, the intervention pathway was attenuated by the inclusion of
these mediating variables in the model (0.47; p = 0.01 without mediators vs. 0.34; p
< 0.01, with mediators). However, since the effect of the intervention on changes in
FV intake remained significant, the intervention effect was only partially mediated
by these variables.

One final diet study that included the TSRQ was the recently published Eat for
Life trial (Resnicow et al., 2008). This study was designed to test whether tai-
loring a print-based fruit and vegetable (F & V) intervention on constructs from
self-determination theory (SDT) and motivational interviewing (MI) increased inter-
vention impact. Another aim was to examine possible user characteristics that
may moderate intervention response. The primary user characteristic assessed was
preference for an expert recommendation.

For this study, African American adults were recruited from two integrated health
care delivery systems, one based in the Detroit Metro area and the other in the
Atlanta Metro area, and then randomized to receive three tailored newsletters over
3 months. One set of newsletters was tailored only on demographic and social cog-
nitive variables (control condition) whereas the other (experimental condition) was
tailored on SDT and MI principals and strategies. The primary focus of the newslet-
ters and the primary outcome for the study was fruit and vegetable intake, assessed
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with two brief self-report food frequency measures (FFQ) measures. Preference for
an expert recommendation was assessed at baseline with a single item: “In general,
when it comes to my health I would rather an expert just tell me what I should
do.” A total of 512 (31%) eligible participants, of 1,650 invited, were enrolled,
of which 423 provided complete 3-month follow-up data. Considering the entire
sample, there were no significant between-group differences in daily F & V intake
at 3-month follow-up. Both groups showed similar increases of around 1 serving
per day of F & V on the short form FFQ and half a serving per day on the long
form FFQ. There were however, significant interactions of intervention group with
preference for a recommendation. Specifically, individuals in the experimental inter-
vention who at baseline preferred an expert recommendation increased their F & V
intake by 1.07 servings compared to 0.43 servings among controls. See Fig. 7.4
below.

In this study, the TSRQ was also administered, which allowed us to examine the
association between preference for a recommendation and TSRQ values. We split
the expert recommendation preference variable above and below 6 (below 6 indi-
cating lower desire for a recommendation, or structure, from the practitioner), and
then looked at means of the three TSRQ variables. In this study, we split the con-
trolled regulation scale into its two subscales, i.e., introjected and external control.
As shown below, at baseline, individuals who expressed high preference for a rec-
ommendation (i.e., they agreed with the “tell me what to do” item), had significantly
higher introject and external control scores on the TSRQ than those indicating low
preference for an expert recommendation. As would be predicted by SDT, those
who suffer with higher levels of guilt and perceptions of being externally controlled
around these behaviors may feel uncomfortable in making their own decision. Thus,
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Table 7.3 Association of baseline TSRQ values and “preference for an expert recommendation
(ER)”: Eat for Life (n = 528)

Autonomous Introjected External others

Expert ≤ 5 (high preference for ER) 6.2 3.7 2.5
Expert > 5 (low preference for ER) 6.3 4.5∗ 3.0∗

Adjusted for age and gender.
∗p < 0.01.

high levels of introject and perceived external controls are associated with greater
dependence on external advice and direction. Variation in level of identified and
integrated regulation (autonomy-TSRQ) was unrelated to whether the patient pre-
ferred a recommendation to be made. See Table 7.3. This pattern is possible because
controlled regulations (EX IJ-TSRQ) are typically orthogonal (largely uncorrelated)
with autonomous regulations (ID IN-TSRQ) in the health care domain. The same
pattern of findings for the three subscales and preference for a recommendation was
evident using posttest TSRQ values as well.

Are There Subgroups Who Express Greater Preference for Expert
Recommendations?

In the EFL sample, there were several demographic characteristics associated with
differences in preferences for expert recommendations. Males as well as individuals
with income above $40 k, those under age 40, and those with higher educational
attainment all showed a lower preference for expert recommendation in their health
decisions. See Table 7.4. This suggests a potential benefit in tailoring the degree of
direct recommendations made according to individual or group differences. Perhaps
not all individuals want to be fully independent in their health care decision mak-
ing. Some may in fact respond better when practitioners use a more directive style of
communication. This raises some interesting questions about the difference between
the two main definitions of autonomy as independence (the non SDT definition of
personal autonomy—actions that are done without relation to others) and volition
(the SDT definition of personal autonomy—willingness to engage in the behav-
ior for oneself). Thus, the practitioner who provides an expert recommendation
would likely be perceived as autonomy supportive if a recommendation is desired
by the patient. Conversely, the practitioner would be more likely to be perceived as
controlling if he forces the patient to make the choice without him (e.g., indepen-
dently), if the patient desires practitioners input. When forced to make a decision
that the patient may not feel competent to make would be expected to resulting
lower energy for maintaining the behavior would be expected to lessen, may raise
the patient’s anxiety level and possibly to amotivation. If there is no evidence avail-
able on which the practitioner can base make a clear recommendation for treatment,
it is the responsibility of the practitioner to inform the patient of that, and then to
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Table 7.4 Preference for
recommendation by
demographic characteristics
in the Eat for Life trial

Prevalence of high preference for expert
recommendation (n = 562)

Gender
Male 50%
Female 40%

Income
<40 k 36%
>40 k 49%

Age
<40 53%
>40 40%

Education
<HS 38%
Some college 42%
Complete college 46%

Response 5 or lower on the 7-point item: “In gen-
eral, when it comes to my health I would rather an
expert just tell me what I should do.”

work with the patient to decide on the best direction for the patient to go given the
lack of evidence (Woolf, 2005), and to provide ongoing care.

Autonomy (e.g., volitionally) supportive practitioners offer a menu of known
effective options for treatment, and then provide their recommendation after explor-
ing the patients’ wishes about which option to pursue. If the practitioner reflects
the patient’s perspective back to the patient, and offers a rationale about why to
pursue a treatment, if the practitioner wants to check back with her patient to
elicit patients’ perspective on the advice, it is expected that personal autonomy is
increased (e.g., internalized). Thus, providing a menu of effective options for treat-
ment along with an option for not changing is part of the definition of autonomy
support.

Summary Personal Autonomy and Dietary Behavior

Across several studies, most of which were conducted among African Americans,
there was considerable consistency in the relationship between dietary behavior and
motivation. First, personal autonomy, most commonly measured with the TSRQ
(ID IN-TSRQ, and IM), was more strongly related to diet behavior than was con-
trolled regulations and amotivation (AM EX IJ-TSRQ). Second, only autonomous
regulation was related to self efficacy. Both of these findings are consistent with
suppositions of SDT.

However, although controlled regulation (EX IJ) was more weakly correlated
with diet behavior than was autonomous regulation, in several instances the asso-
ciation was nonetheless significant. Given that these studies comprised exclusively
African American participants, it is unclear if the moderately strong association
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between controlled regulations and diet is unique to this population. This pattern
was also found in Portuguese women in the PESO trial (Silva et al., 2009) who
are highly Catholic. Previous research has identified associations of religious self-
regulations and mental health (Ryan, Rigby, & King, 1993), and perhaps there are
common underlying regulations based on religious upbringing that account for these
relations. Future cross-cultural studies are needed to explore this issue.

A key issue from an SDT perspective is whether behavior change driven by con-
trolled regulation is less stable than that driven by more autonomous regulation.
SDT might, for at least two reasons, posit that changes driven by more controlled
regulation would be less enduring than those rooted in more autonomous regulation.
First, given that lack of association between controlled regulation and self-efficacy,
it is likely that the individual who is externally motivated by exhibit less behavioral
persistence in their efforts. Second, because behavior energized by controlled regu-
lations result in poorer well being as shown in many SDT studies described in other
chapters in this text, or may be motivated by a form of internal control used by the
patient to force himself to behave, or if the individual can learn to manage their
negative introjects, through for example a cognitive shift, or an affective shift, or
become less susceptible to social pressure, than the behavior from controlled forms
of regulation to behave would be attenuated. On the other hand, more autonomously
regulated behavior change, particularly when connected to one’s deeper values
and goals through internalization, would be more enduring. These are important
theoretical questions that merit future research.

Overall Summary

Our aim was to review the literature on the relation between personal autonomy and
physical well being and the extent to which the association of these constructs gener-
alizes across cultures. The within culture results demonstrate a clear and consistent
positive relation between personal autonomy and physical well being in westernized
cultures. Four of these studies are randomized clinical trials and provide causal level
evidence that interventions intending to facilitate internalization of personal auton-
omy and did so, and that change in personal autonomy mediated (at least partially)
the effect of the intervention on the outcomes of physical activity, abstinence from
tobacco, weight loss, dental outcomes and medication use. This pattern is consis-
tent with a causal relation between personal autonomy and health behavior change.
Other chapters in this book establish that personal autonomy is associated with
psychological well-being. Both improved physical and psychological well-being
are important individual outcomes in health care and become combined in impor-
tant outcomes such as quality adjusted life years used in comparative effectiveness
studies that will determine which interventions will be adopted into health care.
Thus, not only are interventions intending to increase personal autonomy consistent
with biomedical ethics and medical professionalism, evidence reviewed in this book
suggests that enhancing personal autonomy will also extend expect life years, and
that those life years will be of better quality.
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Limitation of our review includes that most of the research reviewed here
involved only a single nationality or ethnic group, typically, northern European,
and North American whites. A few studies, mostly involving dietary behavior, and
one in tobacco dependence treatment, demonstrated this same positive relation in
African Americans. Only one true cross cultural study was found linking personal
autonomy in the work place with lower levels of functional incapacitation, and this
provided evidence that this relation was stronger in China then in the Western coun-
tries. Clearly, much more research is needed to confirm that personal autonomy
has a stronger relation (or even the same) to physical health in Eastern cultures.
This finding is intriguing as it is in the opposite direction then most critics of self-
determination theory who consider “autonomy to be a western concept not relevant
in collectivist societies.” Perhaps, this stems from SDT’s critics’ confusion over
the distinction between volition and independence. In addition, cost-effectiveness
of interventions to increase personal autonomy has not been published.

In addition, we noted that introjected self-regulation, which is a less internalized
form of personal autonomy, has been found to positively predictive of greater lev-
els of physical activity and dietary intake, and lower levels of relapse in substance
abuse. Why this type of motivation may function differently across health behaviors
or cultures merits comments. In Portugal, a culture which is highly shaped by the
Catholic Church, introjects may be strong enough to energize some modest amount
of long-term health behavior. This pattern was also found in some North American
African American church-based samples as well, suggesting that physical health
related behaviors maybe weakly motivated by this less internalized form or personal
autonomy. We note that in these studies the simplex pattern is still intact, and that
only perceived external control is negatively associated with the health outcomes.
We do not know how long lasting introjected motivated behavior would be sus-
tained. This is important because SDT predicts that an introject is an impoverished
form of energy and isn’t expected to be sustained as long as more autonomous based
change. It is likely that some level of introject is internalized while higher levels of
self-regulation were internalized in these studies and that it was the autonomous lev-
els of self-regulation (identified, integrated and intrinsic) that sustained the behavior
change over time. Further, we would not recommend that clinicians of any type try
to motivate others by inducing guilt or shame in their patients as we would expect
that it would be associated with poorer emotional well-being as well as less positive
long term outcomes. Instead, clinicians are encouraged to facilitate greater levels
of autonomous levels self-regulations (identified, integrated, and intrinsic) for their
patients. We would also recommend that practitioners elicit patient preferences for
treatment, but be willing to provide expert advice in the form of a menu of effective
options, when the patient is open to the recommendations.

In conclusion, the evidence in this chapter indicates strong, perhaps causal, evi-
dence that increasing personal autonomy improves physical health. Other chapters
indicate that increase in personal autonomy increases psychological well-being.
Biomedical ethics has already established that personal autonomy and well-being
are the highest level outcomes for health related interventions. Thus, studies that
focus on increasing personal autonomy (at the identified, integrated and intrinsic
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levels) as the primary outcome are called for and are needed to guide clinical care,
medical decision making, and biomedical ethics in all cultures around the world.

References

ABIM Foundation. European Federation of Internal Medicine. (2002). Medical professionalism in
the new millennium: A physician charter. Annals of Internal Medicine, 136, 243–246.

Andrade, A. M., Coutinho, S. R., Silva, M. N., Mata, J., Vieira, P. N., Minderico, C. S.,
Melanson, K. J., Baptista, F., Sardinha, L. B., & Teixeira, P. J. (2010). The effect of physical
activity on weight loss is mediated by eating self-regulation. Patient Education and Counseling,
79, 320–326.

Beauchamp, T. L., & Childress, J. F. (2009). Principles of biomedical ethics (6th ed.). New York:
Oxford University Press.

Braddock, C. H., Edwards, K. A., Hasenberg, N. M., Laidley, T. L., & Levinson, W. (1999).
Informed decision making in outpatient practice: Time to get back to basics. Journal of the
American Medical Association, 282(24), 2313–2320.

Brickell, T., Chatzisarantis, N. L., & Pretty, G. M. (2006). Autonomy and control: Augmenting
the validity of the theory of planned behaviour in predicting exercise. Journal of Health
Psychology, 11, 51–63.

Campbell, M. K., Resnicow, K., Carr, C., Wang, T., & Williams, A. (2007). Process evaluation
of an effective church-based diet intervention: Body & Soul. Health Education and Behavior,
34(6), 864–880.

Chatzisarantis, N. L., & Biddle, S. J. (1998). Functional significance of psychological variables
that are included in the Theory of Planned Behaviour: A self-determination theory approach
to the study of attitudes, subjective norms, perceptions of control, and intentions. European
Journal of Social Psychology, 28, 303–322.

Chatzisarantis, N. L. D., Hagger, M. S., Biddle, S. J. H., Smith, B., & Wang, J. C. K. (2003).
A meta-analysis of perceived locus on causality in exercise, sport, and physical education
contexts. Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 25, 284–306.

Chawla, N., Neighbors, C., Logan, D., Lewis, M. A., & Fossos, N. (2009). Perceived approval of
friends and parents as mediators of the relationship between self-determination and drinking.
Journal of Studies on Alcohol and Drugs, 70(1), 92–100.

Curry, S., Wagner, E. H., & Grothaus, L. C. (1991). Evaluation of intrinsic and extrinsic moti-
vation interventions with a self-help cessation program. Journal of Consulting and Clinical
Psychology, 59(2), 318–324.

Daley, A. J., & Duda, J. (2006). Self-determination, stage of readiness to change for exercise,
and frequency of physical activity in young people. European Journal of Sport Sciences, 6,
231–243.

Deci, E. L. (1971). Effects of externally mediated rewards on intrinsic motivation. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 18, 105–115.

Deci, E. L., Koestner, R., & Ryan, R. M. (1999). A meta-analytic review of experiments examining
the effects of extrinsic rewards on intrinsic motivation. Psychological Bulletin, 125, 627–668.

Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (2000). The “what” and “why” of goal pursuits: Human needs and the
self-determination of behavior. Psychological Inquiry, 11, 227–268.

Diabetes Prevention Program Research Group. (2002). Reduction in the incidence of type 2
diabetes with lifestyle intervention. The New England Journal of Medicine, 346(6), 393–403.

Edmunds, J., Ntoumanis, N., & Duda, J. (2006a). A test of self-determination theory in exercise
domain. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 36, 2240–2265.

Edmunds, J., Ntoumanis, N., & Duda, J. L. (2006b). Examining exercise dependence symp-
tomatology from a self-determination perspective. Journal of Health Psychology, 11(6),
887–903.



158 G.C. Williams et al.

Edmunds, J., Ntoumanis, N., & Duda, J. (2007a). Adherence and well-being in overweight and
obese patients referred to an exercise on prescription scheme: A self-determination theory
perspective. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 8, 722–740.

Edmunds, J., Ntoumanis, N., & Duda, J. (2007b). Perceived autonomy support and psychological
need satisfaction in exercise. In M. S. Hagger & N. L. Chatzisarantis (Eds.), Intrinsic motivation
and self-determination in exercise and sport. Champaighn, IL: Human Kinetics.

Edmunds, J., Ntoumanis, N., & Duda, J. (2008a). Testing a self-determination theory-based teach-
ing style intervention in the exercise domain. European Journal of Social Psychology, 38,
375–388.

Fortier, M. S., Sweet, S., O’Sullivan, T. L., & Williams, G. C. (2007). A self-determination process
model of physical activity adoption in the context of a randomized controlled trial. Psychology
of Sport and Exercise, 8(5), 741–757.

Fuemmeler, B. F., Masse, L. C., Yaroch, A. L., Resnicow, K., Campbell, M. K., Carr, C., et al.
(2006). Psychosocial mediation of fruit and vegetable consumption in the Body and Soul
effectiveness trial. Health Psychology, 25(4), 474–483.

Gorin, A. A., Pinto, A., West, D., Niemeier, H., Fava, J., & Wing, R. R. (2008, October). Losing
weight because you want to rather than because you feel you have to: Motivational predictors of
weight loss outcomes. Poster presented at the annual meeting of the Obesity Society, Phoenix,
AZ. Obesity, 16(Supplement), S214.

Hagger, M. S., & Chatzisarantis, N. L. D. (2007). Advances in self-determination theory research
in sport and exercise (Editorial). Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 8, 597–599.

Hagger, M. S., Chatzisarantis, N. L., Culverhouse, T., & Biddle, S. J. (2003). The processes by
which perceived autonomy support in physical education promotes leisure-time physical activ-
ity intentions and behavior: A trans-contextual model. Journal of Educational Psychology, 95,
784–795.

Hagger, M. S., Chatzisarantis, N. L., & Harris, J. (2006). From psychological need satisfaction to
intentional behavior: Testing a motivational sequence in two behavioral contexts. Personality
and Social Psychology Bulletin, 32, 131–148.

Ingledew, D. K., & Markland, D. (2007). The role of motives in exercise participation. Psychology
and Health, 23, 807–828.

Ingledew, D. K., Markland, D., & Ferguson, E. (2009). Three levels of exercise motivation. Applied
Psychology: Health and Well-Being, 1, 336–355.

Jolly, K., Duda, J., Daley, A. J., Eves, F. F., Mutrie, N., Ntoumanis, N., et al. (2009). Evaluation
of a standard provision versus an autonomy promotive exercise referral programme: Rationaly
and study design. BMC Public Health, 9, 176.

Kasser, G. V., & Ryan, R. M. (1999). The Relation of Psychological Needs for Autonomy and
Relatedness to Vitality, Well-Being, and Mortality in a Nursing Home. Journal of Applied
Social Psycology. 29(5), 935–954.

Kasser, T., & Ryan, R. M. (1996). Further examining the American dream: Differential correlates
of intrinsic and extrinsic goals. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 22, 80–87.

Knee, C. R., & Neighbors, C. (2002). Self-determination, perception of peer pressure, and drinking
among college students. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 32, 522–543.

Landry, J. B., & Solmon, M. (2004). African American women’s Self-determination across the
stages of change for exercise. Journal of Sport and exercise Psychology, 26, 457–469.

Markland, D. (1999). Self-determination moderates the effects of perceived competence on
intrinsic motivation in an exercise setting. Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 21,
351–361.

Markland, D. A. (2009). The mediating role of behavioural regulations in the relationship between
perceived body size discrepanices and physical activity among adult women. Hellenic Journal
of Psychology. 6, 169–182.

Markland, D., & Hardy, L. (1997). On the factorial and construct validity of the Intrinsic Motivation
Inventory: Conceptual and operational concerns. Research Quarterly Exercise and Sport, 68(1),
20–32.



7 Physical Wellness, Health Care 159

Markland, D., Ryan, R. M., Tobin, V. J., & Rollnick, S. (2005). Motivational interviewing and
self-determination theory. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 24(6), 811–831.

Markland, D., & Tobin, V. (2004). A modification of the behavioural regulation in exercise ques-
tionnaire to include an assessment of amotivation. Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology,
26, 191–196.

Markland, D., & Tobin, V. (2010). Need support and behavioural regulation for exercise among
exercise referral scheme clients: The mediating role of psychological need satisfaction.
Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 11, 91–99.

Mata, J., Silva, M. N., Vieira, P. N., Carraca, E. V., Andrade, A. M., Coutinho, S. R., et al. (2009).
Motivational “spill-over” during weight control: Increased self-determination and exercise
intrinsic motivation predict eating self-regulation. Health Psychology, 28(6), 709–716.

Matsumoto, H., & Takenaka, K. (2004). Motivational profiles and stages of exercise behavior
change. International Journal of Sport and Health Science, 2, 89–96.

McNeill, L. H., Wyrwick, K. W., Brownson, R. C., Clarck, E. M., & Kreuter, M. W. (2006).
Individual, social environmental, and physical environmental influences in physical activity
among black and white adults: A structural equation analysis. Annals of Behavioral Medicine,
31, 36–44.

Mildestvedt, T., Meland, E., & Eide, G. E. (2008). How important are individual counseling,
expectancy beliefs and autonomy for the maintenance of exercise after cardiac rehabilitation?
Scandinavian Journal of Public Health, 36, 832–840.

Milne, H. M., Wallman, K. E., Guilfoyle, A., Gordon, S., & Corneya, K. S. (2008). Self-
determination theory and physical activity among breast cancer survivors. Journal of Sport
and exercise Psychology, 30, 23–38.

Mullan, E., & Markland, D. (1997). Variations in self-determination across the stages of change
for exercise in adults. Motivation and Emotion, 21, 349–362.

Munster Halvari, A. E., & Halvari, H. (2006). Motivational predictors of change in oral health: An
experimental test of self-determination theory. Motivation and Emotion, 30, 294–305.

Narayan, K. M. V., Boyle, J. P., Thompson, T. J., Sorenson, S. W., & Williamson, D. F. (2003).
Lifetime risk for diabetes mellitus in the United States. JAMA, 290, 1884–1890.

Niemiec, C. P., Ryan, R. M., Deci, E. L., & Williams, G. C. (2009). Aspiring to physical health:
The role of aspirations for physical health in facilitating long-term tobacco abstinence. Patient
Education and Counseling, 74(2), 250–257.

Osterberg, L., & Blaschke, T. (2005). Adherence to medications. New England Journal of
Medicine, 353, 487–497.

Patrick, H., Gorin, A. A., & Williams, G. C. (2010). Lifestyle change and maintenance in obesity
treatment and prevention: A self-determination theory perspective. In L. Dube, A. Bechara,
A. Dagher, A. Drewnowski, J. LeBel, P. James, and R. Y. Yada (Eds.), Obesity prevention: The
role of the brain and society on individual behavior, (pp. 365–374). New York: Academic Press.

Peddle, C. J., Plotnikoff, R. C., Wild, T. C., Au, J., & Courneya, K. S. (2008). Medical, demo-
graphic, and psychosocial correlates of exercise in colorectal cancer survivors: An application
of self-determination theory. Supportive Care in Cancer, 16, 9–17.

Pelletier, L. G., & Dion, S. C. (2007). An examination of general and specific motivational mech-
anisms for the relations between body dissatisfaction and eating behaviors. Journal of Social
and Clinical Psychology, 26, 303–333.

Pelletier, L. S., Dion, S., Slovinec-D’Angelo, M., & Reid, R. D. (2004). Why do you regulate
what you eat? Relationships between forms of regulation, eating behaviors, sustained dietary
behavior change, and psychological adjustment. Motivation Emotion, 28(3), 245–277.

Pelletier, L. G., Fortier, M. S., Vallerand, R. J., & Brière, N. M. (2001). Associations among
perceived autonomy support, forms of self-regulation, and persistence: A prospective study.
Motivation and Emotion, 25, 279–306.

Resnicow, K., Campbell, M. K., Carr, C., McCarty, F., Wang, T., Periasamy, S., et al. (2004). Body
and soul. A dietary intervention conducted through African-American churches. American
Journal Preventive Medicine, 27(2), 97–105.



160 G.C. Williams et al.

Resnicow, K., Davis, R. E., Zhang, G., Konkel, J., Strecher, V. J., Shaikh, A. R., et al. (2008).
Tailoring a fruit and vegetable intervention on novel motivational constructs: Results of a
randomized study. Annals of Behavioral Medicine, 35(2), 159–169.

Resnicow, K., Jackson, A., Blissett, D., Wang, T., McCarty, F., Rahotep, S., et al. (2005). Results
of the healthy body healthy spirit trial. Health Psychology, 24(4), 339–348.

Resnicow, K., Jackson, A., Braithwaite, R., DiIorio, C., Blisset, D., Rahotep, S., et al. (2002).
Healthy body/healthy spirit: A church-based nutrition and physical activity intervention. Health
Education Research, 17(5), 562–573.

Rose, E., Parfitt, G., & Williams, G. (2005). Exercise causality orientations, behavioral regulation
for exercise and stage of change for exercise: Exploring their relationships. Psychology Sport
Exercise, 6, 399–414.

Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2000). Self-determination theory and the facilitation of intrinsic
motivation, social development, and well-being. The American Psychology, 55(1), 68–78.

Ryan, R. M., Plant, R. W., & O’Malley, S. (1995). Initial motivations for alcohol treatment:
Relations with patient characteristics, treatment involvement and dropout. Addictive Behaviors,
20, 279–297.

Ryan, R. M., Rigby, S., & King, K. (1993). Two types of religious internalization and their relations
to religious orientation and mental health. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 65,
586–596.

Ryan, R. M., Williams, G. C., Patrick, H., & Deci, E. L. (2009). Self-determination theory and
physical activity: The dynamics of motivation in development and wellness. Hellenic Journal
of Psychology, 6(2), 107–124.

Sebire, S., Standage, M., & Vansteenkiste, M. (2009). Examining goal content in the exer-
cise domain: Intrinsic versus extrinsic goals and cognitive, affective, and behavioural out-
comes, and psychological need satisfaction. Journal of Sport and exercise Psychology, 31,
189–210.

Segar, M. L., Eccles, J. S., & Richardson, C. R. (2008). Type of physical activity goal influences
participation in healthy midlife women. Women’s Health Issues, 18, 281–291.

Senecal, C., Nouwen, A., & White, D. (2000). Motivation and dietary self-care in adults with
diabetes: Are self-efficacy and autonomous self-regulation complementary or competing
constructs? Health Psychology, 19, 452–457.

Silva M. N., Markland D., Carraça, E. V., Vieira P. N., Coutinho S. R., Minderico, C. S., et al.
Exercise autonomous motivation predicts 3-year weight loss in women. Medicine and Science
in Sports and Exercise (in press).

Silva, M. N., Markland, D., Minderico, C. S., Vieira, P. N., Castro, M. M., Coutinho, S. R.,
et al. (2008). A randomized controlled trial to evaluate self-determination theory for exercise
adherence and weight control: Rationale and intervention description. BMC Public Health,
8, 234.

Silva M. N., Markland D., Vieira P. N., Coutinho S. R., Palmeira A. L., et al. (2010). Helping
overweight women become more active: need support and motivational regulations for different
forms of physical activity. Psychology of Sport and Exercise 11, 591–601.

Silva, M. N., Vieira, P. N., Coutinho, S. R., Matos, M. G., Sardinha, L. B., and Teixeira, P. J. (2010).
Using self-determination theory to promote physical activity and weight control: a randomized
control trial in women. Journal of Behavioral Medicine. 33, 110–22.

Solloway, V., Solloway, K., & Joseph, A. (2006). A hypnotherapy for smoking intervention inves-
tigates the effects of autonomy support on motivation, perceived competence and smoking
abstinence. European Journal of Clinical Hypnosis. 7(2), 26–40.

Standage, M., Sebire, S., & Loney, T. (2008). Does exercise motivation predict engagement
in objectively assessed bouts of moderate-intensity exercise? A self-determination theory
perspective. Journal of Sport and exercise Psychology, 30, 337–352.

Teixeira, P. J., Going, S. B., Houtkooper, L. B., Cussler, E. C., Metcalfe, L. L., Blew, R. M., et al.
(2006). Exercise motivation, eating, and body image variables as predictors of weight control.
Medicine and Science in Sports and Exercise, 38(1), 179–188.



7 Physical Wellness, Health Care 161

Teixeira, P. J., Silva, M. N., Kiernan, M., Coutinho, S. R., Palmeira, A. L., Mata, J., Vieira, P. N.,
Carraça, E. V., Santos, T. C., Sardinha, L. B. (2010). Mediators of weight loss and weight loss
maintenance in middle-aged women. Obesity (Silver Spring) 18(4), 725–735.

Thogersen-Ntoumani, C., & Ntoumanis, N. (2006). The role of self-determined motivation in the
understanding of exercise-related behaviours, cognitions and physical self-evaluations. Journal
Sports Science, 24(4), 393–404.

Vaananen, A., Pahkin, K., Huuhtanen, P., Kivimaki, M., Vahtera, J., Theorell, T., et al. (2005). Are
intrinsic motivational factors of work associated with functional incapacity similarly regardless
of the country? Journal of Epidemiology and community Health, 59, 858–863.

Vallerand, R. J. (1997). Toward a hierarchical model of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. In
M. P. Zanna (Ed.), Advances in experimental social psychology (Vol. 29, pp. 271–360). London:
Academic Press.

Vansteenkiste, M., Simons, J., Soenens, B., & Lens, W. (2004). How to become a persevering
exerciser: The importance of providing clear, future goals in an autonomy-supportive way.
Journal of Sport and exercise Psychology, 26, 232–249.

Vieira, P. N., Mata, J., Silva, M. N., Coutinho, S. R., Santos, T. F., Minderico, C. S., Sardinha, L., &
Teixeira, P. J. Predictors of psychological well-being during behavioral obesity treatment in
women. Journal of Obesity (in press).

Vlachopoulos, S. P., Karageorghis, C. I., & Terry, P. C. (2000). Motivational profiles in
sport: A self-determination perspective. Research Quarterly for Exercise and Sport, 71,
387–397.

Ware, J., Jr., Kosinski, M., & Keller, S. D. (1996). A 12-item short form health survey: Construction
of scales and preliminary tests of reliability and validity. Medical Care, 34, 220–233.

Wild, T. C., Cunningham, J. A., & Ryan, R. M. (2006). Social pressure, coercion, and client
engagement at treatment entry: A self-determination theory perspective. Addictive Behaviors,
31, 1858–1872.

Williams, G. C., Cox, E. M., Kouides, R., & Deci, E. L. (1999). Presenting the facts about smok-
ing to adolescents: The effects of an autonomy supportive style. Archives of Pediatrics and
Adolescent Medicine, 153(9), 959–964.

Williams, G. C., Freedman, Z. R., & Deci, E. L. (1998). Supporting autonomy to motivate patients
with diabetes for glucose control. Diabetes Care, 21(10), 1644–1651.

Williams, G. C., Gagne, M., Mushlin, A. I., & Deci, E. L. (2005). Motivation for behavior change
in patients with chest pain. Health Education, 105(4), 304–321.

Williams, G. C., Gagné, M., Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2002). Facilitating autonomous motivation
for smoking cessation. Health Psychology, 21, 40–50.

Williams, G. C., Grow, V. M., Freedman, Z. R., Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (1996). Motivational
predictors of weight loss and weight-loss maintenance. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 70, 115–126.

Williams, G. C., McGregor, H. A., Sharp, D., Levesque, C., Kouides, R. W., Ryan, R. M., et al.
(2006). Testing a self-determination theory intervention for motivating tobacco cessation:
Supporting autonomy and competence in a clinical trial. Health Psychology, 25(1), 91–101.

Williams, G. C., McGregor, H. A., Zeldman, A., Freedman, Z. R., & Deci, E. L. (2004). Testing
a self-determination theory process model for promoting glycemic control through diabetes
self-management. Health Psychology, 23(1), 58–66.

Williams, G. C., Niemiec, C. P., Patrick, H., Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2009). The importance of
supporting autonomy and perceived competence in facilitating long-term tobacco abstinence.
Annals of Behavioral Medicine, 37(3), 315.

Williams, G. C., Rodin, G. C., Ryan, R. M., Grolnick, W. S., & Deci, E. L. (1998). Autonomous
regulation and long-term medication adherence in adult outpatients. Health Psychology, 17(3),
269–276.

Wilson, P. M., Blanchard, C. M., Nehl, E., & Baker, F. (2006). Predicting physical activity and
outcome expectations in cancer survivors: An application of self-determination theory. Psycho-
Oncology, 15, 567–578.



162 G.C. Williams et al.

Wilson, P., Mack, D., & Grattan, K. (2008). Understanding motivation for exercise: A self-
determination theory perspective. Canadian Psychology, 49, 3.

Wilson, P. M., & Rodgers, W. M. (2004). The relationship between perceived autonomy support,
exercise regulations and behavioral intentions in women. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 5,
229–242.

Wilson, P. M., Rodgers, W. M., Blanchard, C. M., & Gessell, J. (2003). The relationship
between psychological needs, self-determined motivation, exercise attitudes, and physical
fitness. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 33, 2373–2392.

Wilson, P. M., Rodgers, W. M., & Fraser, S. N. (2002). Examining the psychometric properties of
the behavioral regulation for exercise questionnaire. Measurement in Physical Education and
Exercise Science, 6, 1–21.

Wilson, P. M., Rodgers, W. M., Fraser, S. N., & Murray, T. C. (2004). The relationship between
exercise regulations and motivational consequences. Research Quarterly for Exercise and
Sport, 75, 81–91.

Wilson, P. M., Rodgers, W. M., Loitz, C. C., & Scime, G. (2006). “It’s who I am. . .really!”:
The importance of integrated regulation in exercise contexts. Journal of Applied Biobehavioral
Research, 11, 79–104.

Wininger, S. R. (2007). Self-determination theory and exercise behavior: An examination of the
psychometric properties of the exercise motivation scale. Journal of Applied Sport Psychology,
19, 471–486.

Woolf, S. H., Chan, E. C. Y., Harris, R., Sheridan, S. L., Braddock, C. H., Kaplan, R. M.,
et al. (2005). Promoting informed choice: Transforming health care to dispense knowledge
for decision making. Annals of Internal Medicine, 143(4), 293–300.

Zeldman, A., Ryan, R. M., & Fiscella, K. (2004). Motivation, autonomy support and entity beliefs:
Their role in methadone maintenance treatment. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 23,
675–696.



Chapter 8
Autonomy in the Workplace: An Essential
Ingredient to Employee Engagement and
Well-Being in Every Culture

Marylène Gagné and Devasheesh Bhave

Notions of autonomy underlie many old and new organizational practices. Japanese
quality practices, empowerment, autonomous work teams, and many more orga-
nizational practices are grounded in giving employees more discretion over their
work. Autonomy also captures the popular imagination: from the bumbling attempts
of Michael Scott to empower his employees in television series “The Office” to
the Dilbert comic strip’s sense of helplessness related to the workplace. Modern
Times, Charlie Chaplin’s epic 1930s movie on the modern workplace, poignantly
illustrates the travails of a workplace bereft of autonomy. Echoes of such work-
places are depicted in recent movies on call centers such as Call Center Movie and
Outsourced.

But autonomy in the workplace has lofty origins. For close to a century, the
International Labor Organization (ILO) has explicitly promoted the cause of free-
dom, equity, security, and dignity. Autonomy, after all, is how individual rights to
freedom and dignity, enshrined in the ILO constitution, manifest in the workplace.
Autonomy figured as key ingredient of modern organizations in the writings of
early management scholars including Chester Barnard (1938), Mary Parker Follett
(1926), and Elton Mayo (1933). Even Frederick Taylor (1911) considered the father
of scientific management, emphasized that scientific management was not an effi-
ciency fad but a “mental revolution” on part of workers that would come about
when management and worker interests were aligned. Through the years, therefore,
theorists have highlighted autonomy as a critical interest for employees that organi-
zations need to address (Budd, 2004; Hirschman, 1970). Evidence abounds for the
importance of autonomy to employees. Spector (1986) showed in a meta-analysis
of over a hundred North American samples that perceptions of job control, often
considered a form of work autonomy, were associated with higher job satisfaction,
commitment, involvement, performance, and motivation and with lower physical
symptoms, emotional distress, role stress, absenteeism, turnover intentions, and
actual turnover. Whether it is in discussions of job design or leadership, autonomy is
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often at the heart of heated debates in management—some researchers argue that it
is an essential ingredient to employee engagement, while others say it is peripheral.

In this chapter, we first review theories, primarily from industrial–organizational
psychology and organizational behavior perspectives that include autonomy as a key
construct. Next, we illustrate empirical results in support of these theories, drawing
particular attention to cross-cultural findings. To examine cross-cultural evidence,
we adopt Hofstede’s (2001) values framework because it has been the most popu-
lar one in management. When evaluating these cultural results, we try to take into
account the possible effects of organizational characteristics (e.g., industry, job type,
size) that could be confounded with cultural effects. We also draw on empirical
evidence based on self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Because I/O psy-
chology research has not drawn from self-determination theory much, our job here
is to integrate these independent literatures and attempt to find future avenues for I/O
psychology research based on self-determination theory. We next integrate empiri-
cal findings with the variety of organizational practices that draw upon concepts and
theories related to autonomy. Finally, we present an organizing framework based
on self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985) to guide future cross-cultural
research on autonomy in the workplace.

Conceptualizations of Autonomy

Organizational behavior research has studied autonomy by examining how work-
place practices that affect experienced autonomy, such as job design and participa-
tive management, influence the performance and engagement of employees (Evans
& Fischer, 1992). Conceptualizations of autonomy reflect the historical and eco-
nomic environment of organizations. For instance, in the 1970s most developed
economies were predominantly based on manufacturing with employees working on
traditional assembly lines. Hackman and Oldham’s (1975) job characteristics model
(discussed below) therefore conceptualized autonomy as the extent to which the
job provided employees with freedom and independence over their work schedules
and work processes. In the succeeding decades, the advent of new manufactur-
ing technologies such as flexible manufacturing systems, total quality management
practices, just-in-time inventory management, and others, highlighted that a more
nuanced view of autonomy was required—these new manufacturing technologies
relied increasingly on integration across work units and employees (Jackson, Wall,
Martin, & Davids, 1993). Considering this shift in manufacturing technologies,
Wall, Corbett, Clegg, Jackson, and Martin (1990) presented several forms of con-
trol (a term that represents one conceptualization of experienced autonomy) that can
be designed into manufacturing work, namely timing control (work schedules and
machine-pacing), method control (discretion in undertaking work tasks), and bound-
ary control (control over secondary activities, such as maintenance, modifications,
ordering supplies, and quality assurance).

Recent economic trends include globalization, increased competition, and the
transition to a services-based economy. Employee empowerment practices, centered
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on giving decision-making control to employees, spawned in such an environment
(Spreitzer, 1995). The current thinking in organizational behavior research draws
on these developments and considers three distinct but complimentary perspectives
on employee autonomy: work scheduling autonomy, work methods autonomy, and
decision-making autonomy (Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006).

There are other related conceptualizations of autonomy. For example, Breaugh
(1985) separated autonomy into several subcomponents, including method auton-
omy, scheduling autonomy, and criterion autonomy (i.e., choice in how to measure
job performance), all of which have been associated with positive work outcomes,
such as work satisfaction, job involvement, absenteeism, and performance quality.
Sadler-Smith, El-Kot, and Leat (2003) even found support for Breaugh’s multi-
dimensional work autonomy scale in an Egyptian sample of employees. Another
conceptualization of autonomy is the Maastricht Autonomy List, which purports
to assess actual job autonomy by examining opportunities to exercise control. It
differentiates autonomy into subcomponents of work tempo, work method, and
job evaluation (de Jonge, Landeweerd, & Van Breukelen, 1994). Finally, other
conceptualizations of autonomy include task-related and context-related autonomy
(Gomez-Mejia, 1986) and the High Involvement Work Practices model (Lawler,
1986), which includes the power to act and make decisions. The latter has been
positively related to organizational return on equity, employee commitment and
satisfaction, and also negatively related to turnover in a North American sample
of 3,500 employees (Vandenberg, Richardson, & Eastman, 1999). Gomez-Mejia
(1986) has shown the validity of his conceptualization in a sample of over 5,000
employees from 20 countries on the 5 continents.

In addition, and consistent with the broader theme of this book, research based
on self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985) has also provided strong evi-
dence of the importance of autonomy in the workplace. In self-determination
theory, autonomy means “to endorse one’s actions to the highest level of reflec-
tion” (Deci & Ryan, 2007, http://www.psych.rochester.edu/SDT/index.php). When
people feel autonomous, they feel free to choose to do things that are interesting or
personally meaningful to them. Self-determination theory argues for the existence of
three basic psychological needs, one of which is the need for autonomy. Compared
to the other conceptualizations of autonomy mentioned above, self-determination
theory makes a strong claim that autonomy is a need that must be satisfied in order
for humans to function optimally. It has been related to better work motivation,
productivity, and well-being (see Gagné & Deci, 2005 for a review).

We can see from the above review that autonomy has been discussed at great
lengths in the field of organizational behavior. In this chapter we use the term “job
autonomy” throughout except when referring to the specific forms of autonomy out-
lined above. Because autonomy has been examined from many more perspectives,
its effects in the domain of work have been studied in research about concrete orga-
nizational practices aimed at improving employee performance and engagement.
For this reason, the rest of the chapter focuses on research about these practices so
that we can extract what we know about the importance of autonomy in the work
domain. But first we turn to the theories that underlie these practices.
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Theoretical Frameworks

Because autonomy, as conceptualized above, is at the heart of how work is struc-
tured, organized, designed, and managed, we organize the review of empirical
research that pertains to autonomy in the workplace around theories of job design.
Job design is one of the most well-studied organizational behavior topics and has
generated a large body of literature from around the world. Therefore, it offers com-
pelling cross-cultural evidence for the importance of autonomy in the workplace.
Early views of job design came from a backlash against Taylorism, an early indus-
trial approach to structuring work in organizations that included job specialization
and standardization, and the use of performance-contingent pay systems (Taylor,
1911). This technique was soon found to create monotonous jobs where people
could not exercise any discretion, and where they felt dissatisfied and alienated (e.g.,
Fay & Kamps, 2006).

Early job design approaches recommended the use of job enlargement (giv-
ing people varied tasks) and job enrichment (decision-making power) to motivate
workers. Later on, more refined models of job design were developed. The most
popular one was developed by Hackman and Oldham (1975), and proposed five
core job characteristics to motivate employees: skill variety, task identity, task sig-
nificance, job autonomy, and feedback. According to these authors, job autonomy
is what makes employees feel responsible and accountable for work outcomes, and
has been linked to intrinsic motivation, job satisfaction performance, and employee
retention (Hackman & Oldham, 1975). Morgeson and Humphrey (2006) validated
a revised and expanded job characteristics scale where they exploded the job auton-
omy scale intro three subscales based on Breaugh’s (1985) typology discussed
earlier.

There is substantial evidence validating the Job Characteristics Model (e.g., Fried
& Ferris, 1987; Lawler & Hall, 1970). Employee perceptions of job characteristics
are related with objective measures of job complexity derived from the Dictionary
of Occupational Titles (Gerhart, 1988). In a comparative study of business own-
ers and employed workers, Prottas and Thompson (2006) reported that although
business owners experience greater stress than employed workers, they feel more
autonomous in their work. This can be explained through the enriched job design
of business owners relative to employed workers. Self-employed workers in the
UK (business owners and independent contractors) reported higher levels of job
autonomy than employees, but overall, perceptions of autonomy were equally asso-
ciated with positive outcomes in all three groups of workers (Prottas, 2008). Using a
repeated measures design in a South African organization, Orpen (1979) found that
clerical employees who underwent job enrichment showed increases in work moti-
vation, job satisfaction and involvement, lower absenteeism and turnover. In a recent
meta-analysis of over 250 publications, mostly with Western samples, job charac-
teristics explained between 24 and 34% of the variance in many work outcomes
(Humphrey, Nahrgang, & Morgeson, 2007).

The job characteristics model is totally compatible with self-determination the-
ory. Like the JCM, SDT argues that task design and job context can influence
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intrinsic motivation, and that this can be explained as the satisfaction of needs. While
the JCM argues for three psychological states as mediators, namely meaningfulness,
responsibility, and knowledge of results, SDT argues for the importance of satisfy-
ing needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness. Indeed, enriched job designs
have been associated with greater intrinsic work motivation in both employed and
voluntary Canadian workers (Gagné, Senécal, & Koestner, 1997; Millette & Gagné,
2008).

Autonomy in the design of jobs has been shown to be important in different
cultures. Vlerick and Goeminne (1994) found higher job autonomy in Belgian
nurses whose work was organized around patient cases than in nurses whose work
was organized around assigned tasks. In a study of 13,795 workers from Canada,
China, Finland, France, and Sweden, lack of job autonomy and work complexity
were related to functional incapacity, and this impact was stronger in China than
in less collectivistic countries (Vaananen et al., 2005). These findings contradict
what some authors have argued, which is that job autonomy is less important in
collectivitistic and high power-distance cultures than it is in individualistic and low
power-distance cultures (Iyengar & Lepper, 1999). Indeed, a study of Chinese and
US information technology recruits shows that they hold similar beliefs regarding
employer–employee obligations, including the obligation to provide job autonomy
(King & Bu, 2005). Discussions between Chinese senior managers working in
Chinese public organizations and the first author support this belief. These senior
managers argued that feeling autonomous is essential to employee engagement in
Chinese organizations.

There are still some contradictory findings related to job autonomy highlighted
in the broader job design literature. Among Indian textile mill workers, percep-
tions of job characteristics were not associated with job involvement (Naaz, 1999),
and in a Taiwanese sample working in high technology, job specialization (i.e., low
job enrichment) was positively associated with self-efficacy and negatively with
burnout (Hsieh & Chao, 2004). However, job design was associated with hotel per-
formance in India (Chand & Katou, 2007), and job autonomy was related to skill
utilization in Kuwait (Abdalla, 1988). More research is needed to understand these
discrepant findings and find some possible cultural or organizational moderators
(such as the type of work being done) of the relations between job autonomy and
outcomes.

Besides the Job Characteristics Model, other job design models have been devel-
oped. Campion and Thayer’s (1985) Multimethod Job Design Model includes
motivational subcomponents (including job autonomy), mechanistic subcompo-
nents, biological and perceptual/motor subcomponents. Campion (1988) showed
that motivational designs are linked to satisfaction outcomes, while mechanical
designs are linked to efficiency outcomes, biological designs are linked to com-
fort outcomes, and perceptual/motor designs are linked to reliability outcomes.
Some research has shown that it is not easy to have a design that is sound moti-
vationally and mechanically (Campion, 1988), and this is likely because designs
that are mechanically sound probably limit the amount of discretion employees
have in their job. Indeed, the introduction of just-in-time methods (which increases
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process control) has been shown to decrease individual autonomy (Klein, 1991).
The introduction of lean production practices (lean teams, assembly lines and
workflow formalization) is associated with decreased perceptions of job autonomy,
which in turn is associated with reduced organizational commitment, self-efficacy,
and depression (Parker, 2003). Hackman and Oldham’s (1975) job characteris-
tics differ significantly in jobs that use different technologies, and these design
differences impact satisfaction and motivation (Rousseau, 1977). However, more
recent research shows that there are ways to design jobs so that they are sound
both motivationally and mechanically (Morgeson & Campion, 2002). For instance,
Wall, Corbett, Martin, Clegg, and Jackson (1990) found that giving computer-
numerical-control machine operators in UK manufacturing environments control
over the maintenance and programming to rectify operational problems (in addition
to loading, monitoring and unloading tasks), improved their productivity, their job
satisfaction, and lowered perceived job pressure.

Warr’s Vitamin model (1995) proposes yet another framework for examining job
autonomy. Warr proposed that certain job attributes (for e.g., job autonomy, job
demands, etc.) function like “vitamins”—they are desirable up to specific levels but
are harmful or ineffective at excessive levels. Thus, Warr hypothesized curvilin-
ear relationships between the “vitamins” and employee outcomes. Some research
has shown curvilinear effects, but not always in the expected direction. Champoux
(1992) found that under different levels of supervisor satisfaction or growth need
strength, the curvilinear relationship could be U-shaped or inversely U-shaped.
However, Xie and Johns (1995) found U-shaped relationships between some of the
job characteristics and burnout, but the relationship with autonomy was linear. But
in two samples of Dutch healthcare workers, job autonomy was linearly related to
burnout (de Jonge & Schaufeli, 1998; Jeurissen & Nyklicek, 2001). Perhaps some
variables, such as expertise level or supervisor behaviors, moderate the positive
impact of job autonomy on outcomes, such that autonomy remains positive as long
as it is coupled with other support mechanisms, or has more impact coupled with
them.

The broader literature on job design has examined how certain contextual fac-
tors can impact the effect of job design on outcomes. Peters and O’Connors (1980)
argued that situational constraints, such as technology, budgets, and time, can limit
the impact of job redesign on employee motivation. However, Phillips and Freedman
(1984) found that although situational constraints lead to negative affective reac-
tions, they do not limit the effects of job design on outcomes. Organizational climate
has also been shown to enhance the effects of job design on the job satisfaction of
US nurses (Ferris & Gilmore, 1984). In a recent study drawing on self-determination
theory, Bellerose and Gagné (2009) found that a motivational job design can actually
compensate for poor leadership and help maintain motivation levels (the opposite
was also true). So, if employees feel in control of the situation (through job auton-
omy) constraints do not necessarily have debilitating effects on their motivation.
What remains to be tested in the cross-cultural generalizability of these findings?
Next, we examine the effects associated with job autonomy for important outcomes
for employees and organizations: employee engagement, employee performance,
and employee well-being.
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Employee Engagement

Employee engagement has been alternatively defined as involvement, commitment,
passion, enthusiasm, effort, and energy (Macey & Schneider, 2008). Engagement
has been operationalized both in cognitive terms, such as vitality, absorption,
involvement, commitment, and empowerment, and in behavioral terms, such as
extra-role behavior, proactivity, initiative, and adaptation. It has also been equated
with autonomous motivation (Meyer & Gagné, 2008). Employee engagement has
been shown in a meta-analysis to relate moderately to job autonomy (Brown, 1996).
Research based on self-determination theory also shows that satisfaction of the
need for autonomy is associated with greater work engagement (Baard, Deci, &
Ryan, 2004; Deci et al., 2001). One popular work engagement measure, the Utrecht
Work Engagement Scale, includes subscales for vigor, dedication, and absorp-
tion (Schaufeli, Martinez, Pinto, Salanova, & Bakker, 2002; Schaufeli, Salanova,
González-Romá, & Bakker, 2002), which have been related to the amount of control
one felt he or she had on the job (Schaufeli, Taris, & vanrhenen, 2008; Sonnentag,
2003). This model is highly compatible with Ryan and Frederick’s (1997) con-
ceptualization and empirical evidence for subjective vitality, which is based on
self-determination theory.

The concept of empowerment has also been used to examine employee engage-
ment. Structural empowerment, like job autonomy, refers to having decision-making
power and adequate resources to work autonomously. Kakabadse (1986) has shown
that centralized and formalized organizational structures lead employees to feel
powerless, which is related to job dissatisfaction, decreased organizational com-
mitment, and over time to a greater need for rule enforcement. Psychological
empowerment refers to the feelings associated with having power over one’s work
situation. Thomas and Velthouse (1990) put autonomy at the heart of the experience
of empowerment itself, by including it among the four key psychological fac-
tors associated with empowerment (along with meaning, competence, and impact).
Empowerment has been positively related to work effectiveness and satisfaction, and
negatively to strain (Spreitzer, Kizilos, & Nason, 1997). Similar results were found
in a large sample of Filipino service workers (Hechanova, Alampay, & Franco,
2006). The five core job characteristics from Hackman and Oldham’s theory have
been related to feelings of empowerment, which in turn were associated with intrin-
sic work motivation, in a sample of technicians and telemarketers of a Canadian
telecommunications company (Gagné et al., 1997).

Job autonomy has been linked to many other behavioral and attitudinal engage-
ment indicators. Job autonomy is positively related to role breadth (how broadly you
view your organizational role), self-efficacy, flexibility, organizational commitment,
and feelings of ownership (Aubé, Rousseau, & Morin, 2007; Morgeson, Delaney-
Klinger, & Hemingway, 2005; Parker & Axtell, 2001). Naus, van Iterson, and Roe
(2007) found that perceptions of job autonomy in a sample of Dutch workers were
associated with decreased organizational cynicism, and Parish, Cadwallader, and
Busch (2008) found that role autonomy was related to commitment to organizational
change. Because these findings are mostly from Western samples, cross-cultural
research is needed to validate them in non-Western cultures.
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The opposite of engagement has been studied under different labels: burnout and
powerlessness, for instance. González-Romá, Schaufeli, Bakker, and Lloret (2006)
argued that burnout is the opposite of work engagement. However, Schaufeli and
Bakker (2004), and Schaufeli, Taris and vanrhenen (2008) also found in samples of
Dutch workers that burnout and engagement are not always related to the same
antecedents and outcomes, although job autonomy was related to both (see the
section on well-being below for more results). Lack of engagement has also been
called powerlessness. For instance, Ashforth (1989) defined powerlessness as lack
of autonomy and participation, and found that it can generate reactance, helpless-
ness, and alienation. Powerlessness has also been associated with lowered efforts,
performance, and tardiness (Cummings & Manring, 1977).

Individual Performance

Job autonomy is related to individual performance and to other work behaviors.
Satisfaction of the need for autonomy has been related to US bankers’ perfor-
mance evaluation scores (Baard et al., 2004). Claessens, Van Eerde, Rutte, and Roe
(2004) found job autonomy to be a significant predictor of performance in a sam-
ple of Dutch employees. Interestingly, having high job autonomy also enhances the
relationship between one’s personality (as assessed through the Big 5) and job per-
formance (Barrick & Mount, 1993) and extra-role performance (Gellatly & Irving,
2001). Millette and Gagné (2008) found that the five core job characteristics were
associated with greater autonomous work motivation and better performance in a
sample of French Canadian volunteer workers. Parker, Axtell, and Turner (2001)
showed that job autonomy was positively associated with safe working behaviors
in a UK sample. Job autonomy has been an important factor for proactive work
behavior (proactive idea implementation and problem solving), and innovative work
behaviors (Parker, Williams, & Turner, 2006; Ramamoorthy, Flood, Slattery, &
Sardessai, 2005).

The satisfaction of the need for autonomy was related to positive training inten-
tions in a Spanish sample of workers (Roca & Gagné, 2008). Cabrera, Collins, and
Salgado (2006) found in a Spanish sample that job autonomy was essential to the
motivation of knowledge sharing in the workplace. Gagné (2009) argues that this
is because autonomy fosters the internalization of the value for sharing knowledge.
Would sharing these findings be even stronger in a collectivistic culture and would
autonomy be as important in this context? Morrison (2006) found that job auton-
omy was related to pro-social rule breaking (breaking a rule to promote the welfare
of an organization or a stakeholder) in a US sample. Would we find pro-social rule
breaking behavior in a culture high in power-distance or uncertainty avoidance?

Well-Being

Job autonomy has been linked to employee well-being across many cultures. Self-
determination theory research clearly shows such a link between satisfaction of the



8 Autonomy in the Workplace 171

need for autonomy and well-being (e.g., Baard et al., 2004; Deci et al., 2001). In
a US sample of over 3,000 workers, job autonomy was related to higher satisfac-
tion, and lower work–family conflict, turnover intentions and stress (Thompson
& Prottas, 2006). A study of over 9,000 Netherland workers in 28 professions
found that job autonomy was negatively related to burnout (Taris et al., 2002).
Several studies of service and welfare workers (many in the US but also some
from European countries and Japan) have found that the negative effect of work
autonomy on burnout because it buffers against job stress (Daniels & Guppy, 1994;
Grandey, Fisk, & Steiner, 2005; Hall et al., 2006; Lee & Ashforth, 1993; Peiro,
Gonzalez-Roma, & Lloret, 1994; Stalker, Mandell, Frensch, Harvey, & Wright,
2007; Van Yperen & Hagedoom, 2003). Karasek’s (1979) study of Swedish and
American employees showed that job control can buffer employees against stress-
caused high job demands. Interestingly, this effect was only found in people with
high autonomous motivation in a sample of French-Canadian university professors
(Fernet, Guay, & Senécal, 2004); and Tai and Liu (2007) found in a Taiwanese
sample that the buffering effects of job autonomy were particularly important for
neurotic people. Moreover, Van den Broeck, Vansteenkiste, De Witte, and Lens
(2008) found that the satisfaction of the need for autonomy was a strong mediator
of the effects of job control on burnout and engagement.

Are the effects of job autonomy limited to psychological health? Sprigg, Stride,
Wall, Holman, and Smith (2007) found no main or moderating effect of job auton-
omy on musculoskeletal disorders in call center employees (although they were
influenced by stress). However, Liu, Spector, and Jex (2005) found that US uni-
versity employees who reported high job autonomy also reported less frustration,
anxiety, turnover intentions, physical symptoms, and doctor visits. One question is
whether in some cultures where people express psychological distress more phys-
ically, and whether the effects of strain would be more highly related to physical
health in these groups. For example, in a German sample of male public service
workers, Rau (2004) found that high job scope was related to higher diastolic blood
pressure during work hours, and lower diastolic blood pressure during the night. The
author interprets these results to mean that high job scope is healthy to employees.
Would we find the same results in China or Latin countries?

Based on the above theoretical framework of job design, we next examine orga-
nizational practices, such as autonomous work groups and workplace monitoring,
and also new work arrangements such as telecommuting and workplace monitoring.

Organizational Practices

Autonomous Work Groups

Related research from the field of organizational development (out of which qual-
ity circles and sociotechnical systems became popular; Emery, 1959) also provide
much evidence for the importance of autonomy in the workplace. This work led
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to new ways of structuring and organizing work done by teams in organizations.
Wall et al. (1990) talk about 4 key constructs that define “advanced manufactur-
ing technology”: control, cognitive demands, production responsibility, and social
interaction, which they say can be promoted through the use of autonomous work
groups. Autonomous work groups typically do not have a supervisor and have the
following responsibilities: allocate jobs among themselves, reach production tar-
gets while meeting quality standards, solve production problems, record production
data, organize schedules, order raw materials, deliver finished goods to the client,
call for engineering support, and select and train new recruits (Kemp, Wall, Clegg, &
Cordery, 1983). These authors found that employees working in autonomous work
groups in a UK plant reported higher job satisfaction and also perceived greater
work role complexity compared to workers in another industrial organization using
traditional design. Similarly, in the US, Ward (1997) found that autonomous work
groups reported higher receptivity to change, trust in management, and organiza-
tional commitment. Parker, Wall, and Jackson (1997) undertook a rigorous study
comparing three types of work groups: work groups that were not redesigned, work
groups where Just-in-Time (JIT) and Total-Quality-Management (TQM) methods
were introduced, and work groups where JIT and TQM methods were introduced in
conjunction with establishing autonomous work groups. The authors observed that
the latter group cognitively redefined their role in the organization more than the
other two groups: employees in this group developed a more strategic orientation
(i.e., endorsing the organization’s key strategies) and a broader role orientation (i.e.,
changed views of their own work responsibilities). Parker et al. argued that it was
the addition of job autonomy in this group that made the difference. Other research
demonstrates that the positive effects of autonomous work groups are long-lasting,
especially on intrinsic work motivation (Wall, Kemp, Jackson, & Clegg, 1986).

Autonomous work groups arguably enrich the design of tasks (Campion,
Medsker, & Higgs, 1993; Campion, Papper, & Medsker, 1996; Griffin, Patterson,
& West, 2001). Some researchers have integrated notions from team and job design
research to develop, for example, a Team Characteristics Model (Strubler & York,
2007). Cohen, Ledford, and Spreitzer (1996) found in a US sample that autonomous
work groups demonstrated better group management, such as stability, clear norms,
better coordination, more expertise and innovation, because of the enriched design
this form of work organization creates. Members of these groups were also more
involved in their work and reported more job satisfaction, commitment, and trust.
Finally, they performed better (in terms of quality, productivity, costs, and safety)
and were less absent.

Although more research is needed to examine how autonomous work groups
would fare in other cultures, there is some cross-cultural research that addresses
this issue. For example, Jin (1993) demonstrated that teams that were voluntarily
formed in Chinese manufacturing plants evidenced higher motivation and perfor-
mance quality (but not quantity) than teams formed through assignments. Cordery,
Mueller, and Smith (1991) found that employees in autonomous work groups in a
minerals processing plant in Australia reported more positive attitudes than employ-
ees in traditionally designed jobs. In an Israeli sample, Meier (1984) found that a
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team approach to organizing work was related to feeling autonomous. Autonomous
work groups in the Netherlands evidenced more motivating task design, higher
quality relationships among team members, decreased work load, and increased
well-being (van Mierlo, Rutte, Seinen, & Kompier, 2000).

Participative Management

Early organizational behavior researchers discovered that when employees were
allowed to participate in decision-making, they seemed to be more engaged, to
put more effort into their work, and to feel less strain (Coch & French, 1948;
Kornhauser & Reid, 1965; Likert, 1967; Lowin, 1968). Participative management
can take many forms. Hackman (1986) discusses the implications of giving peo-
ple the authority to (1) execute their work the way they want to; (2) monitor and
manage the work process; (3) design and distribute work; and (4) set goals for the
unit or organization. Sashkin (1976) offers four forms of participative approaches,
including (1) participation in setting goals; (2) participation in decision-making;
(3) participation in solving problems; and (4) participation in the development and
implementation of change in the organization, and describes when each should
be used.

Cotton, Vollrath, Froggatt, Lengnick-Hall, and Jennings (1988) showed in their
meta-analysis how six forms of participation (i.e., work decisions, consultative,
short-term, informal, employee ownership, and representative) lead to different per-
formance and satisfaction outcomes. Scott-Ladd, Travaglione, and Marshall (2006)
found in an Australian sample that task variety fosters participation in decision mak-
ing, which in turn promotes job satisfaction and commitment. Cassar (1999) found
that participation is especially related to job satisfaction when used at a tactical level
(task decisions). Similarly, Sagie, Elizur, and Koslowsky (1995) found that strategic
change decisions made by management coupled with participation in tactical deci-
sions (how to conduct the change) increases acceptance of the change. Black and
Gregersen (1997) found in a US sample that participation in planning and evalua-
tion was related to satisfaction, while participation in planning was related only to
productivity.

Hodson (1996) found in US manufacturing firms that autonomy mediated the
effects of worker participation on job satisfaction and the willingness to train co-
workers (a form of prosocial behavior). Mikkelsen and Gundersen (2003) demon-
strated that a participative management implementation in a Norwegian postal
service yielded higher levels of perceived job autonomy, as well as improvements in
stress and subjective health. Meta-analyses show that the effect of participation on
satisfaction and performance is mediated by the experience of control and autonomy
(Miller & Monge, 1986; Sagie, 1994). This is supportive of the self-determination
theory perspective, which demonstrates that giving employees choice, a good ratio-
nale, and perspective taking is related to greater feelings of autonomy (Baard et al.,
2004; Deci, Connell, & Ryan, 1989; Deci et al., 2001). Coye and Belohlav (1995)
surveyed 326 US CEOs to find that the use of participative management was
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related to employee engagement. Overall, Western research shows that the posi-
tive effects of participative management are attributable to increased experienced
autonomy.

Given these favorable effects associated with participative management, some
researchers argue that employee participation is an ethical imperative (Sashkin,
1984). However, other researchers contend that too much importance is assigned
to participation for employee motivation (e.g., Locke, Schweiger, & Latham, 1986),
that it does not always yield desired productivity outcomes and is onerous to man-
age (Locke & Schweiger, 1979). For instance, Latham, Winters, and Locke (1994)
found in a lab study that subjects in participative goal setting conditions felt more
self-efficacious but did not perform better than subjects in assigned goal conditions.
However, Latham, Erez, and Locke (1988) found that it may not be the participa-
tion itself that leads to greater acceptance and performance. In a study where they
compared experimental subjects in a participatively set goals condition to those in a
condition where goals were assigned along with a strong rationale for the goal, there
were no performance differences. Deci, Eghrari, Patrick, and Leone (1994) indeed
showed that offering a good rationale for asking someone to work on a task can
lead to increased feelings of autonomy and greater internalization of the importance
of the task, leading to greater intrinsic motivation and performance. Therefore, par-
ticipative management may work because it increases experienced autonomy, but
there may be other ways to increase this experience. Sagie’s (1994) meta-analysis
supports this conclusion, showing that a “tell and sell” approach to goal setting is
as strongly associated with performance as is a participative method. Perhaps the
need for participative management (for engaging employees) may depend on task
and other structural characteristics.

The little cross-cultural research that exists shows that different forms of partici-
pative management are used in some non-western cultures with positive outcomes.
Deci et al. (2001) showed, for example, that support of the need for autonomy
was related to positive outcomes in both US and Bulgarian organizations. Sagie
and Aycan (2003) found that two cultural dimensions, individualism-collectivism
and power distance were predictively related to specific participative management
approaches, such as face-to-face participative management, collective participa-
tive management, pseudo-participative management, and paternalistic participative
management. In Europe, Cabrera, Ortega, and Cabrera (2003) found that two forms
of participative management prevail: consultative and delegative. Pradhan, Kumar,
Singh, and Mishra (2004) examined the types of prevailing organizational cli-
mates in Indian organizations, and concluded that public organizations emphasize
participative management. Vardi, Shirom, and Jacobson (1980) found that Israeli
managers have positive attitudes toward participative management, and Tzafrir
(2006) found in 104 Israeli firms that human resource management practices that
enhance employee decision-making power exhibit higher organizational perfor-
mance. Lam, Chen, and Schaubroeck (2002) found that perceived participative
decision making was equally related to employee performance in comparable sam-
ples of bank employees from Hong Kong and the US (controlling for the values of
allocentrism and idiocentrism).
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What is painfully lacking from the above review is more compelling cross-
cultural evidence of the effects of participative management on feelings of autonomy
and outcomes. Is participative management used at all in some cultures, such as
those high power-distance or uncertainty avoidance? Would participative manage-
ment yield the same positive outcomes in these cultures? These questions need to
be addressed by future research.

New Work Arrangements

A number of new work arrangements have recently appeared in organizational life.
These work arrangements reflect differences in job design and have been linked
to differential autonomy levels and differential outcomes. We discuss two of them,
namely telecommuting and electronic monitoring.

Telecommuting has been argued to increase job autonomy (Feldman & Gainey,
1997), and to require that employees be more self-regulated in their work behav-
ior (Raghuram, Wiesenfeld, & Garud, 2003). Although the use of telecommuting
has been linked to firm performance in Spain (Sánchez, Pérez, de Luis Carnicer, &
Jimenez, 2007), very little research actually tests whether telecommuting increases
job autonomy and requires more self-regulation than regular jobs. No research
to our knowledge even looks at the design of telecommuting jobs. Research on
telecommuting should compare the design of these types of jobs to the design
of more traditional and equivalent work arrangements (i.e., same job done on
organizational premises). Job autonomy may actually vary across different telecom-
muting jobs, depending on the rules that are established for these workers, the
technology they need to use, and the type of work they do from home. Golden,
Veiga, and Simsek (2006) found that job autonomy levels mitigate the nega-
tive impact that telecommuting sometimes has on work–family conflict. Similarly,
Senécal, Vallerand, and Guay (2001) found that management support of the
need for autonomy increased work autonomous motivation, and decreased work–
family conflict and the resulting exhaustion in a sample of physical therapists and
psychologists.

Workplace electronic monitoring is a relatively recent trend that often limits
job autonomy. Although supervisory micro-management may have been the way
to monitor employee behavior before, today this is also done through technology.
Employees often work from remote office locations, knowledge work is more preva-
lent and more difficult to monitor, and today’s managers are typically overwhelmed
with paperwork and meetings, preventing close monitoring of employee behavior.
The last decades have seen increases in the use of card swipe systems, physiological
monitoring equipment (eye and fingerprint detectors), location sensing technolo-
gies such as global positioning systems (GPS), as well as computer monitoring and
the use of cameras to monitor employee behaviors. A 2007 Electronic Monitoring
and Surveillance Survey (American Management Association, 2008) revealed that
66% of the surveyed US employers reported using Internet monitoring, 43%
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reported using email monitoring, 45% reported using telephone monitoring, 48%
reported using video surveillance, and 8% reported using GPS to monitor company
vehicles.

Besides concerns over invasion of privacy (Ambrose, Alder, & Noel, 1998),
early writings on performance monitoring argued that performance monitoring
increases stress levels and can lead to health problems (Aiello, 1993; Carayon, 1993;
Smith, Carayon, Sanders, Lim, & LeGrande, 1992). This perspective is compati-
ble with self-determination theory research on the negative effects of surveillance
on intrinsic motivation (Enzle & Anderson, 1993). Although some research shows
that employee monitoring increases work performance (Canoni, 2004; Komaki,
1986; Komaki, Desselles, & Bowman, 1989; Larson & Callahan, 1990), possibly
because of the social facilitation it causes (Aiello & Kolb, 1995), others have shown
that it can decrease performance on complex tasks (Aiello & Svec, 1993). These
decreases in performance and increases in stress have been argued to be caused
by the effect that monitoring systems have on job autonomy (Carayon, 1994). A
study indeed showed that a computer-based performance monitoring system was
less stressful when it was done in conjunction with increased job autonomy (Ball
& Wilson, 2000). Other research shows that using monitoring to give feedback
to employees leads to more positive outcomes (Aiello & Shao, 1993; Griffith,
1993; Wells, Moorman, & Werner, 2007). Stone and Stone (1990) argued that
these positive effects occur because such use of a monitoring system does not
decrease feelings of autonomy. Ways to restore feelings of autonomy have also
included employee input into the design of the monitoring system (De Tienne &
Abbott, 1993), and control over the monitoring system (Stanton & Barnes-Farrell,
1996). Spitzmuller and Stanton (2006) argue that control over monitoring enhances
the relationship between attitudes toward monitoring systems and intentions to
comply with it.

Research on monitoring, however, has not only concentrated on the mere usage
of these technologies, but also on company and managerial motives for their uti-
lization. Lyon (2006), for example, presented a model to show different types of
monitoring, ranging from soft (passive) to sharp (active utilization). Ambrose et al.
(1998) state that monitoring can range from work-related (e.g., computer monitor-
ing) to work and non-work related (e.g., video surveillance), and that non-work
related monitoring is perceived to be much more controlling and even unethical by
some employees. This was supported by a recent study (McNall & Roch, 2007).
It would be important for future research to further examine the impact of these
characteristics of monitoring systems and organizational motives on experienced
autonomy.

The use of these technologies is likely to increase globally. However, there is
limited research evaluating the role of autonomy and monitoring from a cross-
cultural perspective, and this should be one focus of future research in this
field. There is clearly a need for more cross-cultural research on autonomy and
its relationship with these particular new work arrangements and with other
ones not discussed herein, such as virtual teams, job sharing, and flexible work
schedules.
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Future Avenues

We can conclude from this review that autonomy is a crucial element of employee
motivation and engagement. We can also conclude that the empirical results
reviewed above strongly support self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985).
Autonomy in the workplace can take many forms that can be examined through the
study of specific organizational practices that influence it. Throughout the chapter,
we have shown how these practices create opportunities or barriers to experienced
autonomy. By focusing research on how practices influence autonomy, we can
use rigorous and systematic methods to examine the effects of these practices on
employee outcomes. Self-determination theory would serve as a useful framework
to explain many of these characteristics’ effects on employee motivation and out-
comes. Because self-determination theory predicts how situational and personal
factors influence the satisfaction of basic psychological needs, including auton-
omy, it can significantly help develop tests of different workplace practices. New
tools, such as the Need Satisfaction at Work Scale (Van den Broeck, Vansteenkiste,
De Witte, Soenens, & Lens, in press) and the Motivation at Work Scale (Forest
et al., 2010), both already available in multiple languages, will hopefully encourage
organizational behavior researchers to use self-determination theory to expand our
knowledge on job autonomy.

Many cross-cultural questions remain about job design. In an interesting study
of 7,000 jobs in 7 countries, similar jobs were found to carry different levels of job
autonomy (Dobbin & Boychuk, 1999). Although the authors argue that differences
were attributable to differences in national employment systems, could these dif-
ferences be caused by cultural values? In a study of over 4,000 companies from 14
European countries, national culture influenced the type of flexible work arrange-
ments chosen by companies (Raghuram, London, & Larsen, 2001). For example,
power distance and individualism were related to using part-time work; uncertainty
avoidance and individualism were related to using contract work and shift work;
feminity was related to using telecommuting. However, another study conducted
across 42 countries found that the intra-cultural variation in job autonomy was asso-
ciated with positive outcomes beyond mean differences in job autonomy across the
countries (Au & Cheung, 2004); although job autonomy may vary across countries,
there is still significant within-culture variation, and autonomy level has the same
impact across cultures.

What we know much less about is how to foster autonomy in the workplaces of
the world. Can we use the same practices in the same way in every culture? It is
doubtful. How should current practices be applied or adapted for different cultures?
Should new practices be developed for particular cultures? We clearly need more
research to answer these questions. We also need more research to examine other
work-related issues. For example, how can we enhance the experience of auton-
omy in simple/monotonous jobs if we cannot redesign these jobs? What are the
job design characteristics for people who work in virtual teams (i.e., people work-
ing remotely together)? In matrix structures, where people are managed by more
than one person? In unionized versus non-unionized environments? For example,
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one study showed that unionized US employees were found to have less job auton-
omy than non-unionized employees (Kirmeyer & Shirom, 1986). Finally, contingent
work (e.g., part-time temporary work, summer work, contract work) is becoming
more and more common. The conditions underlying these types of jobs can affect
their design, especially in the area of decision-making power, thereby affecting the
experience of autonomy.

We need to remember that examining cross-cultural generalizability of meth-
ods to improve feelings of autonomy in the workplace is not an easy feat. Several
contextual factors other than cultural values could influence the success or failure
of practices. Johns (2006) provides a useful framework to organize our research
methods and interpretation of results around categories of contextual variables,
including job design and culture. Moreover, when we conduct meta-analyses, we
should consider culture as a potential moderator.

In conclusion, discussions of autonomy in the workplace are as relevant as
ever. Complexity in organizational structures, changes in employment practices,
the globalization of business, among other trends, all make incorporating autonomy
in organizational practices increasingly critical. More rigorous research, especially
cross-cultural, is imperative to guide practitioners on the mechanisms to do so.
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Chapter 9
Capitalism and Autonomy

Tim Kasser

Since its inception, self-determination theory has insisted that the dynamics of
personal autonomy play out in a relational context because the extent to which
people can experience interest, enjoyment, and freedom depend mightily on how
well other people in their social surround support their efforts to be autonomous,
self-determined individuals. People’s feelings of autonomy can be undermined in a
multitude of ways by a variety of social actors: Experimenters giving rewards for
playing games, teachers providing gold stars and instructing on the basis of stan-
dardized tests, employers and managers making mandates to their workers, doctors
ignoring their patients’ perspectives, coaches focusing on wins at all costs, and par-
ents stifling their young child’s emerging imagination and vitality. These are among
the many ways that the empirical literature on self-determination theory has docu-
mented that authority figures often fail to support people’s autonomy, at the costs
of long-term motivation, optimal performance, and personal well-being (see Deci &
Ryan, 2002).

As can be gathered from this list of controlling social environments, the vast
majority of this research literature has focused on rather proximal interpersonal
interactions: The parent and the child; the teacher and the student; the boss and
the worker, etc. While such a research focus is not atypical of most psychological
approaches, and while such interpersonal interactions are certainly crucial deter-
minants of people’s experience of autonomy, it is important to note that such
interactions make up only a part of the social world which people inhabit. That
is, humans are not only relational creatures, but are also cultural creatures, existing
in broader social entities composed of political, religious, and economic systems.
As such, aspects of one’s culture can also affect people’s experience of autonomy,
and thus their motivation, performance, and well-being. For example, living under
a totalitarian dictatorship likely provides fewer opportunities for self-determination
than does living in a democracy, and being surrounded by religious fundamentalist
ideology that insists upon conformity to certain tenets and practices will similarly
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prove less autonomy-supportive than living among religious ideologies more open
to spiritual inquiry and variations in beliefs.

Just as cultures vary with regard to religious and political features, they also
vary economically, i.e., in how the material bases of life are produced, distributed,
and consumed. Indeed, a variety of forms of economic organization have existed
throughout humanity’s pre- and written history. Early humans seem to have lived
primarily in egalitarian bands that gathered, hunted, and shared most of their posses-
sions with other tribe members. A later economic system, feudalism, concentrated
most wealth in the hands of a relatively few landowners. The highly bureaucratic,
state-run economies of the late twentieth century Soviet Bloc placed most decision
making about economic issues in the hands of the government and claimed to dis-
tribute goods more or less equally across the people (though often times at rather
low levels).

In the twenty-first century, the vast majority of nations on Earth practice the
economic system of capitalism. This form of economic organization prioritizes pri-
vate ownership of property (as opposed to collective ownership) and attempts to
maximize people’s opportunity to use this property (i.e., capital) in the service of
purchasing what they desire (i.e., consuming) or of investing that capital (e.g., in the
stock market) in the hopes of attaining more capital (i.e., a profit). The particular
variety of capitalism that has taken strong hold in Anglo-cultures derives in large
part from the thinking of the eighteenth century moral philosopher Adam Smith
(1776/1976). Smith’s formulation of capitalism places front and center two concepts
particularly relevant to freedom and autonomy. The first concept is self-interest,
which concerns people’s desires to do what they want to do. The second concept
is the free market, which is the economic locale in which people pursue their self-
interest. Smith’s remarkably influential proposal was that the ideal economic system
maximizes individuals’ opportunities to pursue their own self-interest in a free mar-
ket largely unregulated by the government but instead guided by the “invisible” hand
of competition between and among individuals. Smith proposed that such systems
yield the most desirable psychological and material results. Psychologically, people
living under this form of capitalism should feel relatively free, for they can work
to get what they want, be it profit, widgets, or leisure, unencumbered by the dic-
tates of government. Materially, this system should produce the best products at the
lowest prices via the competition between and amongst entrepreneurs, laborers, and
consumers.

In terms of its material promises, capitalism can undoubtedly be said to have been
quite successful in generating remarkable wealth and in creating a vast panoply of
products and services; that said, a couple of billion people still languish in poverty
and squalor under capitalist economic systems, and the economic system’s mandate
for high levels of consumption threatens the ecological health of our only home
planet (Jackson, 2009; Speth, 2008). But the purpose of this essay is to focus not on
capitalism’s material promises, but on its psychological claim that freedom is maxi-
mized when people are encouraged to pursue their own self-interest and when social
actors compete with each other with minimal governmental restraint. Such ideol-
ogy has become enormously influential in the US and other Anglo-cultures since



9 Capitalism and Autonomy 193

Smith’s time, having captured the thought of many (if not most) Anglo-economists
and politicians. Like many other widely accepted cultural ideas, it can happen that
those living within the culture remain rather unaware of quite how much the notion
has become the water through which they swim. For this reason, let me briefly
describe how two of the most well-known advocates of capitalism suggest that it
promotes the optimal experience of autonomy.

First we can consider the Nobel-winning economist Milton Friedman (an
interesting surname in the context of this chapter), known of course for impor-
tant economic papers but also for his book Capitalism and Freedom (Friedman,
1962/2002) and his 1980 10-part television special Free to Choose. These works,
created to reach large popular audiences, insisted that maximum personal and
political freedom could be attained only through laissez-faire capitalism (i.e., the
minimum intervention of the government in the free market)—the polar opposite of
the state-run, hegemonic bureaucracies that ruled the Soviet Union and China at the
time these works were released. Consider, for example, the following three quotes
from Friedman:

History suggests that capitalism is a necessary condition for political freedom.

I think that nothing is so important for freedom as recognizing in the law each individual’s
natural right to property, and giving individuals a sense that they own something that they’re
responsible for, that they have control over, and that they can dispose of.

Underlying most arguments against the free market is a lack of belief in freedom itself.

Second, we have Ayn Rand, who wrote both philosophical works (on
Objectivism) and extremely popular novels (i.e., The Fountainhead and Atlas
Shrugged (Rand, 1943, 1957)) expounding the usefulness of free-market capitalism
for providing people with freedom. Consider for example Rand’s reply to a request
to summarize her philosophy while standing on one foot:

The ideal political-economic system is laissez-faire capitalism. It is a system where men
deal with one another, not as victims and executioners, nor as masters and slaves, but as
traders, by free, voluntary exchange to mutual benefit (emphasis in original). Copyright ©
1962 by Times-Mirror Co.

Or consider this description of a 2008 lecture by Yaron Brook, current president
of the Ayn Rand Institute:

Two centuries ago the Founding Fathers established a nation based on the individual’s
rights to life, liberty, property—and the selfish pursuit of his own happiness. But neither
the Founders nor their successors could properly defend self-interest and the profit motive
in the face of moral denunciation. The result has been a slow destruction of freedom in
America, leading us to today’s economic mess.

For both of these thinkers, as well as for many others, freedom is understood as
best occurring via the pursuit of self-interest in a free market. Given the enormous
influence this neo-liberal capitalist ideology has had on economic and governmental
policy both nationally (e.g., Ronald Reagan, Margaret Thatcher) and internationally
(e.g., NAFTA, WTO, the World Bank), it seems crucial for psychologists interested
in autonomy, motivation, and well-being to consider the merit of these claims. Said
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differently, in addition to examining the characteristics that lead children and stu-
dents and athletes to feel autonomous (or not) in their interactions with parents
and teachers and coaches, psychology can also begin to examine how well certain
forms of economic organizations support people’s autonomy. The kinds of claims
that have been summarized above clearly suggest that the experience of freedom is
maximized under the form of capitalism proposed by Smith, supported by Friedman
and Rand, and practiced by millions of economists, entrepreneurs, politicians, and
ordinary citizens. Is that actually the case?

Value Conflicts

Kasser, Cohn, Kanner, and Ryan (2007) recently set out to examine some of the
psychological dynamics that occur when people live under the highly competitive,
laissez-faire form of capitalism dominant in the United States. Their argument was
premised on the assumption that capitalism is like any other social system in that
it can only function smoothly if the people living under it care about and prioritize
the aims in life that are consistent with its ideology and institutions. That is, just as
a religious systems needs people to value spirituality so that they are more likely
to come to places of worship, to practice the tenets of the religion, and to behave
in ways consistent with the religion’s rules, economic systems such as capitalism
also depend on citizens caring about a particular set of values that will help to guide
their attitudes and behaviors. Different economic systems will of course require
different values to be prioritized by their citizens. Given the description of laissez-
faire capitalism provided above, it is hopefully clear that this form of capitalism
depends on people believing that it is important to pursue their own self-interest, that
economic activity should be ruled by the free market rather than by the government,
that the accumulation of capital and other forms of private property is a crucial
aim in life, and that competition between people is necessary and good. Beyond
these basic features are several other practices key to Anglo-capitalism that also
depend on people’s assent and values. These include the ideas that corporations
should attempt to maximize their profit in the service of shareholder interest; that
economic growth is a key goal of a nation; that globalization is beneficial because
it creates new markets for products to be bought and sold; and that advertising is an
important tool for informing consumers about goods and services which they may
desire to purchase in the pursuit of their own self-interest (see Kasser et al., 2007,
for a more in-depth description of these features of Anglo-capitalism).

As can be seen, Anglo-capitalism rests on a certain set of values that its cit-
izens must care about if it is to maintain itself. Kasser et al. (2007) argued that
this set of values is easily recognizable in psychological cross-cultural research
on people’s values and goals. Specifically, the primary values required by Anglo-
capitalism are quite consistent with certain values identified in the seminal research
of Shalom Schwartz (1992), conducted in dozens of nations around the world.
Schwartz’s work has demonstrated that one of the personal values that consistently
emerges across cultures is the self-enhancing value of Power (which involves
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“dominance over people and resources”), and that one of the basic cultural value
orientations is Hierarchy (an orientation that “relies on differential, hierarchical allo-
cation of roles and resources to groups and individuals as the legitimate, desirable
way to regulate interdependencies” (Schwartz, 2007, p. 54)). Both types of values
emphasize aims such as wealth, social power, and competition. Research from the
self-determination theory tradition similarly identifies a set of extrinsic aspirations
(Grouzet et al., 2005; Kasser & Ryan, 1996) consistent with these primary aims of
Anglo-capitalism. These aims in life are focused on the attainment of rewards and
praise, and include specific concerns for financial success, popularity/status, and
image.

These cross-cultural studies also make it clear that no particular value is an
island to itself within a person’s psyche. Instead, values are organized psychologi-
cally into systems, such that some values are psychologically consistent with each
other whereas others tend to stand in psychological conflict (Grouzet et al., 2005;
Schwartz, 1992). For example, it is relatively easy to simultaneously care about
one’s image and one’s status, for both of these aims require attitudes and behav-
iors that are similar to each other; liking and purchasing a Prada bag or a BMW
work both to enhance one’s image and one’s status in contemporary American con-
sumer culture. In contrast, it is typically difficult to simultaneously pursue the aims
of spirituality and hedonism, for they propose quite different attitudes toward a vari-
ety of social objects and quite different ways to spend one’s time; pursuing a life
of spiritual meaning tends not to be consistent with participation in alcohol-infused
orgies.

The extent of consistency or conflict between values has been statistically repre-
sented through the creation of circumplex models such as those shown in Figs. 9.1
and 9.2. In each of these models, which have together been validated on thousands
of people in dozens of nations, values that people experience as psychologically
compatible are adjacent to each other on the circle, whereas values that are in
psychological conflict are on opposite sides of the circle. Kasser et al. (2007)
noted that examination of these circumplex models suggests that the values and
goals most relevant to the aims of Anglo-capitalism lay across from the aims most
supportive of autonomy. Specifically, in Schwartz’s individual values circumplex
(Fig. 9.1), the value of Power stands in opposition to the value of Self-direction,
which includes specific aims such as “creativity,” “freedom,” and “choosing own
goals.” Similar results occur in Schwartz’s cultural values model (not pictured here),
where Hierarchy stands in relative opposition to Intellectual Autonomy, which is
a cultural orientation that “encourages individuals to pursue their own ideas and
intellectual directions independently” (Schwartz, 2007, p. 54). And in the Grouzet
et al. (2005) model (Fig. 9.2), the extrinsic goals stand in relative opposition to self-
acceptance goals, which include aims such as “I will choose what I do, instead of
being pushed along by life” and “I will feel free.”

Kasser et al. (2007) thus suggested that to the extent a culture encourages the
self-enhancing, hierarchical, extrinsic values required for the smooth functioning
of neo-liberal, highly competitive, laissez faire capitalist economic systems, it will
be relatively difficult for citizens to place a strong priority on values that promote
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Fig. 9.1 Circumplex model of values, from Schwartz (2006), reprinted with the permission of the
publisher

freedom and autonomy. The reason for this is that there tends to be an inherent
conflict between the two sets of aims, as attested to by the circumplex models pre-
sented in Figs. 9.1 and 9.2. In a commentary on the Kasser et al. (2007) piece,
Schwartz (2007) set out to test this hypothesis by correlating archival nation-level
value data with an economic index developed by Hall and Gingerich (2004) that
assessed the extent to which each of 20 wealthy capitalistic nations pursued a more
laissez-faire, “competitive” approach vs. a more governmental-involved “strategic”
approach in its particular variety of capitalism. (Notably, in support of the contention
that Anglo-forms of capitalism are particularly laissez-faire, the six Anglo nations
in the sample (USA, UK, Canada, New Zealand, Ireland, & Australia) scored as
the most competitively oriented of the 20 nations on Hall & Gingerich’s index).
Schwartz then correlated each nation’s score on this index with the extent to which
citizens in these nations rated a variety of cultural and individual values as impor-
tant. Regarding the results most relevant to the argument being developed here, the
correlations revealed that citizens living in nations more oriented toward the com-
petitive form of capitalism rated Hierarchy and Power values as relatively more
important; thus, it appears that such forms of capitalism do indeed encourage people
to prioritize such self-enhancing, extrinsic values at relatively high levels. What’s
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Fig. 9.2 Circumplex model of values, from Grouzet et al. (2005), reprinted with the permission
of the publisher

more, findings also revealed that people living under more competitive, laissez-
faire economic systems rated Intellectual Autonomy and Self-direction values as
relatively less important than did citizens living in nations with a more coopera-
tive, strategic form of capitalism. Thus, these Anglo-economic systems appear to
interfere with people’s autonomy and freedom values, supporting Kasser et al.’s
hypothesis.

For the purposes of this chapter, I attempted to conceptually replicate Schwartz’s
(2007) findings with a different measure of national economic organization.
Specifically, I used the Index of Economic Freedom, developed by the Wall Street
Journal and the Washington, DC think-tank, The Heritage Foundation. According
to its authors, this index “has brought Smith’s theories about liberty, prosperity and
economic freedom to life.” Economic freedom is defined by the authors of this
index as:

the fundamental right of every human to control his or her own labor and property. In an
economically free society, individuals are free to work, produce, consume, and invest in
any way they please, with that freedom both protected by the state and unconstrained by the
state. In economically free societies, governments allow labor, capital and goods to move
freely, and refrain from coercion or constraint of liberty beyond the extent necessary to
protect and maintain liberty itself. (http://www.heritage.org/index/FAQ.aspx)

In the current context, I used the 1998 index, a year that falls approximately mid-
way between the years during which Schwartz’s (2007) value data were collected.
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The 1998 version of the Index of Economic Freedom gives each of dozens of
nations a score ranging from 0 to 100 on nine different measures of economic
freedom: Business Freedom, Trade Freedom, Fiscal Freedom, Government Size,
Monetary Freedom, Investment Freedom, Financial Freedom, Property Rights, and
Freedom from Corruption. All of these nine scores are composed of numerous
sub-indicators, but they are ultimately averaged together to form a single Index
of Economic Freedom, with high scores indicate greater economic freedom, i.e. a
more free-market, neo-liberal, laissez-faire variety of capitalism. (As with the Hall
& Gingerich, 2004 measure used by Schwartz, 2007, Anglo-nations appear to be
among the most “economically free” of the 20 nations studied here, as five of the
Anglo-nations score among the six most economically free nations (the anomalies
being Switzerland coming in second and Canada missing the top six, being instead
in ninth position)).

I next computed correlations between the Index of Economic Freedom and the
four value variables derived from Schwartz’s (1992, 2007) work, controlling for
1998 national GDP. As expected, national economic freedom was positively corre-
lated with how much citizens valued Power (pr = 0.45, p = 0.05) and Hierarchy (pr
= 0.59, p < 0.01). In contrast, as national economic freedom increased, there were
significant declines in the extent to which citizens valued Intellectual Autonomy (pr
= −0.48, p < 0.05) and Self-direction (pr = −0.47, p < 0.05). (Degrees of freedom
for all analyses were 17).

Combined with Schwartz’s (2007) findings, these results provide strong support
for Kasser et al.’s (2007) analysis of value conflicts under Anglo-forms of capital-
ism, but are rather difficult to reconcile with the claims of Smith, Friedman, Rand,
and the many others who propose that neo-liberal, laissez-faire, Anglo forms of cap-
italism produce maximum individual freedom. For if freedom is something everyone
wants (a point upon which Rand, Friedman, and self-determination theory would of
course agree), why would citizens who live in wealthy nations that have the eco-
nomic system that supposedly maximizes freedom place relatively high value on
aims that emphasize the acceptance of status hierarchies and of social control, but
place relatively low emphasis on the expression of their own ideas, freedom, and
choice?

The answer, I think, lies in dynamics long described by self-determination the-
ory and reflected in the circumplex models of values and goals described above.
Self-interest under the laissez-faire, neo-liberal form of capitalism typical of Anglo-
nations has come to mean wealth and status and praise for one’s image, and the
free market has come to mean a system that prizes competition and economic
growth and profit and consumption. The result is an emphasis on self-enhancing,
extrinsic values and goals. And because such extrinsic motivations have the long-
documented power to undermine intrinsic motivations (Deci, Koestner, & Ryan,
1999) and because it is difficult to think about and pursue self-enhancing, extrin-
sic goals like financial success and power while also thinking about and pursuing
goals like self-direction and self-acceptance (Figs. 9.1 and 9.2), autonomy becomes
“crowded out,” to use Bruno Frey’s (Frey & Jegen, 2001) wonderfully descriptive
phrase.



9 Capitalism and Autonomy 199

Controlled, Non-autonomous Regulation of ACC’s Ideology

It is also worth mentioning a second set of findings based in self-determination
theory that supports the idea that the values dominant in Anglo-capitalism’s laissez-
faire ideology stand in opposition to the experience of autonomy. Specifically,
empirical research suggests that people have some difficulty freely choosing to
believe some of the key tenets of capitalistic ideology. Put into SDT parlance, some
of the beliefs central to Anglo-capitalism appear to be often regulated for con-
trolled, non-autonomous reasons (such as guilt, anxiety, or external coercion and
the promise of rewards) rather than for autonomous reasons (such as interest or
personal value).

For example, research typically finds that the importance people place on extrin-
sic, materialistic goals is positively correlated with controlled regulations and
negatively correlated with autonomous regulations for pursuing one’s goals (Carver
& Baird, 1998; Sheldon & Kasser, 1995, 1998, 2001; Sheldon, Ryan, Deci, &
Kasser, 2004; Srivastava, Locke, & Bortol, 2001). Similarly, it appears difficult for
people to autonomously internalize beliefs about the benefits of competition. For
example, Chirkov, Ryan, Kim, and Kaplan (2003) found that US, South Korean,
Russian, and Turkish subjects reported more controlled and less autonomous rea-
sons for “vertical individualistic” beliefs such as thinking it is important to strive
“to work in situations involving competition with others,” for wanting to express the
idea that “competition is the law of nature” and for believing that “without compe-
tition, it is impossible to have a good society.” Even beliefs about self-interest can
be difficult to internalize, as Miller (1999) and his colleagues have shown. When
people act under “the norm of self-interest,” placing their own concerns ahead of
others, they also often report feeling a sense of pressure to conform in situations
where they may otherwise want to act in a non-self-interested manner. This pres-
sure typically involves a worry about being censured or thought “strange” by others
for acting altruistically; such descriptions clearly reflect what SDT would consider
a controlled, non-autonomous type of regulation.

This body of findings suggests that beliefs in materialism, competition, and self-
interest (all core components of the ideology of laissez-faire, Anglo-capitalism) tend
to be associated with feelings of pressure and coercion rather than experienced as
freely chosen. Once again, then, such results suggest that people find it difficult to
reconcile autonomy with a strong endorsement of the values and beliefs that are key
to laissez-faire, Anglo-capitalism.

Behaviors and Institutions

In the preceding sections I have tried to establish that the experience of autonomy
can be undermined by the highly competitive, laissez-faire form of capitalism espe-
cially common in Anglo-cultures. Thus far, my arguments have primarily focused
on the ideological aspects of Anglo-capitalism. That is, I have primarily been
suggesting that the ideas, values, and beliefs necessary for the smooth functioning
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of Anglo-capitalism are (a) typically experienced as conflicting with values that
prioritize freedom; and (b) difficult to autonomously internalize.

Cultural systems, however, are more than ideology: They also include the behav-
iors that people emit and the institutions that they create. For example, a religion
requires not just a set of ideas about gods and the after life, but also a set of behaviors
(e.g., praying/meditating, reading holy books) and institutions (churches, training
institutions for religious leaders) in order to support the system. Or to take a polit-
ical example, consider a typical dictatorship in which a cult of personality is built
around the leader, with the support of citizen behaviors (e.g., writing songs uplift-
ing the leader) and institutions (e.g., laws restricting criticism of the leader). Such
behaviors and institutions should not be seen as separate from the cultural system’s
ideology, but instead as concrete manifestations of the ideology that help to rein-
force the cultural system. Essentially, as more and more people in a culture take
on the ideology of a particular social system, the relevant values and beliefs of the
ideology come to increasingly inform the ways that people work and consume and
interact and raise their children, as well as the types of institutions, laws, and policies
that people create and support or dismantle and oppose. Through such processes, we
can see both how culture influences people’s values and how people’s values help to
create the culture.

In the case of laissez-faire, neo-liberal capitalism, what this means is that once
people begin to prioritize the self-enhancing, extrinsic values required for the main-
tenance of the economic system, they become more likely to act in ways that bolster
the system and they become more likely to support the creation of the kinds of
social institutions (e.g., laws, governmental organizations) that perpetuate the sys-
tem. As we shall see next, it appears that the behaviors and institutions associated
with Anglo-capitalism can also interfere with people’s experience of autonomy.

Personal Behaviors

Many specific behaviors are encouraged by the self-enhancing, materialistic values
of Anglo-capitalism, but three in particular are especially noteworthy with regard to
autonomy. These are working, watching television, and shopping.

Individuals living under Anglo-capitalism enter the labor market in an attempt
to earn wages from employers. The logic of Anglo-capitalism suggests that it is in
the self-interest of both workers and employers for workers to work relatively long
hours: Doing so maximizes income that can be spent by the worker (purchasing
cell phones and corn chowder or paying the plumber and the massage therapist)
and profit for both the employer and for other businesses that sell the products and
services to the workers. Research suggests, however, that the long work hours typ-
ical of this form of capitalism (Schor, 1993) tend not to promote autonomy. For
example, people who work long hours and feel more “time poverty” report feel-
ing that their psychological needs (including for autonomy) are less well-satisfied,
with consequent reductions in their well-being (Kasser & Sheldon, 2009). What’s
more, people tend to report lower well-being on weekdays than weekends, largely
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because they experience lower levels of autonomy at work in comparison to dur-
ing their leisure time (Ryan, Bernstein, & Brown, 2010). Thus, in working the long
hours required for accumulating the wages so necessary to the smooth functioning
of Anglo-capitalism, people seem to give up some experience of autonomy.

When they aren’t working, people in consumer capitalist cultures spend many of
their hours in the conjoined activities of watching television and shopping. While
people may engage in these behaviors to de-stress after long work hours, both behav-
iors ultimately support the economic system: Watching television exposes people to
the advertising messages that entice them to spend their wages on products and
services (increasingly without even having to leave their homes). Neither watch-
ing television nor shopping seem to promote strong satisfaction of autonomy needs,
however. For example, Delle Fave and Bassi (2000) asked subjects to report the
experiences that provide feelings of “flow,” a psychological state characterized by
intrinsic motivation, challenge, and feelings of enjoyment. Very rarely were either
shopping or watching television mentioned (Delle Fave, 2000, Personal communi-
cation). Further, Kubey and Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) experience-sampling studies
document that when people are watching television, they typically report feeling
zoned out or apathetic, rather than in the highly challenged and engaged states
typical of the experience of autonomy.

Research also suggests that the more that people prioritize the self-enhancing,
materialistic values of Anglo-capitalism, the more likely they are to behave in ways
that undermine the autonomy of the people with whom they interact. For exam-
ple, stronger materialistic values are associated with being less empathic, nurturant,
and unconditionally accepting (Kasser, Ryan, Zax, & Sameroff, 1995; Sheldon &
Kasser, 1995), with acting in more competitive and less cooperative ways during
resource-dilemma games (Sheldon, Sheldon, & Osbaldiston, 2000), and with having
more Machiavellian, manipulative, and socially dominant attitudes toward interper-
sonal interactions (Duriez, Vansteenkiste, Soenens, & De Witte, 2007; McHoskey,
1999). Further, some research demonstrates that materialistic values are associated
with more authoritarian and racist attitudes (Duriez et al., 2007), and with engaging
in more antisocial activities that violate the rights of others (Cohen & Cohen, 1996;
Kasser & Ryan, 1993; McHoskey, 1999). Thus, it seems that self-enhancing, mate-
rialistic values seep into people’s social behaviors, coloring them in ways that likely
undermine other people’s experience of autonomy.

Institutional Dynamics

While people’s behaviors can be seen as individualized representations of the ide-
ology of a particular social system, institutions such as laws, customs, policies and
governmental, educational, and business organizations can be seen as the manifes-
tation of the ideologies in the social structures that compose a culture. For example,
in the case of Anglo-capitalism, laws have been passed that protect private property,
that give corporations the same rights as individual people, and that make money
spent on advertising a tax deduction; these influence the rules under which people
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live their lives. Organizations also exist to help keep the wheels of Anglo-capitalism
well oiled; these range from local Chambers of Commerce to national organiza-
tions such as the Treasury Department to pan-national organizations such as the
World Trade Organization and the International Monetary Fund; again, these orga-
nizations set policies, influence laws, and have powers that influence people’s actual
experience, including their experience of autonomy, as we shall see next.

For-pay work is one arena of life in which Anglo-capitalism has created a certain
set of laws, customs, and organizations that can influence people’s felt autonomy.
For example, while part of the reason that some people work long hours is no doubt
to make the money so valued under the economic system (see above), a variety
of laws also increase the likelihood that people must work relatively long hours.
For instance, the United States, one of the most laissez-faire of the Anglo-capitalist
nations, has no laws that mandate paid vacations or paid parental leave (whereas
most nations offer at least some of each) and relatively little recourse for workers if
their employer demands that they work over-time (see de Graaf, 2003). Such laws
(or lack of laws) not only limit people’s options with regards to work, but place
them in situations that force them to work more hours, often to the detriment of
their autonomy (as shown above).

Other aspects of work life under Anglo-capitalism can also interfere with peo-
ple’s experience of autonomy in the workplace. For example, under the dominant
approach to organizing people’s experience in the workplace, known as Taylorism
(Taylor, 1914), “expert” bosses and consultants, rather than the employees them-
selves, hold the ultimate power for deciding the specific activities of workers (e.g.,
physical motions on factory lines, scripts of telemarketers, protocols of lawyers and
paralegals). The goal, of course, is to shape workers’ behaviors in ways that max-
imize profit for the business, even if that interferes with workers’ sense of having
an influence on the way their job is constructed. Another example of how little
input most workers have in their workplaces is that the boards that run most large
corporations very rarely include representation from non-administrative employees
(see Kelly, 2001); as such, most workers are disenfranchised from the decision-
making processes that influence their work lives. Such institutional factors might
help explain why Deci et al. (2001) found that, compared to Bulgarian workers,
American workers reported less autonomy on the job, feeling that they have little
say in the workplace or input to supervisors.

Another type of institutional feature of Anglo-capitalism that can interfere with
people’s experience of autonomy includes the pan-national treaties and organiza-
tions that govern global capitalism. A classic example is the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA), which opened up “free trade” (note the ideology)
across the US, Canada, and Mexico. One result of this treaty has been the flood-
ing of inexpensive US corn (grown by huge, agricultural corporations) into Mexico,
depressing the price of Mexican corn so greatly that thousands of farmers have had
little choice but to leave the rural areas where their families have often lived for gen-
erations and to seek wages in the slums outside of large cities; it seems a stretch to
believe that all the affected farmers undertook this decision to abandon their home-
steads out of true choice. Or consider the power of the World Trade Organization
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(WTO), which can insist that laws passed by democratically elected legislatures of
participating nations be overturned if those laws are perceived as “barriers to free
trade,” i.e. if they interfere with the profit-making ability of a corporation (Danaher
& Burbach, 2000). Similarly, the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank
have the power to insist that nations applying for loans or attempting to enter into
trade agreements change the ways that they regulate industries, protect the envi-
ronment, and spend portions of their revenue on public services (Cavanagh, Welch,
& Retallack, 2001) if those practices are seen as interfering with opportunities to
enhance the nation’s economic growth or corporations’ profit-making ability. What
hopefully stands out to the reader from these examples is how the institutional
practices of capitalism, focused as they are on self-enhancing, extrinsic values, can
interfere with the ability of people to govern themselves, which of course is a key
expression of autonomy.

A final way that autonomy is limited by the institutions of Anglo-capitalism con-
cerns the fact that while a remarkable number of certain types of freedoms and
options do exist under the system, the system also limits particular options, espe-
cially those that are less consistent with the logic of capitalism. Kasser et al. (2007)
referred to this as the distinction between micro-options and macro-options. For
example, while people in the US can choose from a bewildering array of types
of used or new cars with seemingly limitless variations in features (multiple micro-
options), most Americans do not have a choice between private ownership of a vehi-
cle and using a sound, reliable, safe public transportation system (limited macro-
option). Or while Americans have thousands of choices of advertisements that they
can examine as they go about their day (multiple micro-options), they do not have
the option of avoiding advertisements (limited macro-option). Or while there are
hundreds of television channels one might watch (multiple micro-options), the vast
majority are owned by a handful of for-profit corporations (McChesney, 1997),
with non-commercial television quickly fading into oblivion (limited macro-option).
Like any social system, Anglo-capitalism delimits the types of choices that are avail-
able to people, supporting those options that are most consistent with the system and
restricting those that are either unsupportive of the system or opposed to it.

Perhaps the most insidious reflection of how macro-options can be limited under
Anglo-capitalism is the widely-cited acronym introduced by Margaret Thatcher,
prime minister of the UK during the 1980s: TINA, or There Is No Alternative
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/TINA). No alternative to Anglo-capitalism, that is.
Clearly, when people are told that they have no choice but to live under a partic-
ular economic system, and that no other options are feasible than the one that those
in authority endorse, feelings of autonomy are likely to be undermined.

Conclusion

This chapter has argued that just as people’s experience of autonomy can be affected
by their interactions with social actors in their homes, schools, and workplaces, it
can also be affected by the broader cultural environment in which they exist. While
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this observation could potentially be explored for a variety of aspects of broader
cultural environments, including their political or religious arrangements, in this
chapter I examined how people’s experience of autonomy is affected by a particular
form of economic organization, namely the kind of highly competitive, laissez-faire
capitalism found in Anglo-cultures. In contrast to the strong claims by some propo-
nents that such economic organizations are the best ways to promote autonomy and
freedom, I presented a variety of types of evidence suggesting that some features
of Anglo-capitalism stand in the way of people’s experience of autonomy and self-
determination; such evidence has clear implications for their optimal motivation,
performance, and well-being.

Such an analysis suggests that SDT can be useful in understanding and critiquing
various forms of economic organizations in particular, and of cultural systems in
general. That is, just as SDT has demonstrated can occur in the workplace, on the
sports field, and in the classroom, it appears that autonomy can be undermined by
Anglo-capitalism’s focus on the self-enhancing, extrinsic values embodied in the
priority this economic system places on profit, consumption, and economic growth.

And while it has not been the focus of this chapter, it seems to me that this lens
can also be used to inform the development of other types of economic systems
that might better support people’s need for autonomy, and thus their well-being.
Some hints about the directions these alternative systems might take are, I think,
provided by the analyses reported above suggesting that autonomy may be more
strongly valued in more co-operatively oriented economic systems that do not turn
most problems over to the free-market’s competitive, profit-making machine. Other
ways to help people and society shift from self-enhancing, extrinsic values include
encouraging lifestyles such as voluntary simplicity, more closely regulating adver-
tising messages (especially to children), and developing policies that promote time
affluence and other, less materialistic means of assessing national progress (Kasser,
2005, 2006, 2009).

Clearly, far more theoretical and empirical work is necessary to bring such ideas
to fruition, and many roadblocks stand in the way. But my hope nonetheless is that
the current chapter might spur others to begin to more deeply consider the various
ways that insights from SDT can be applied to economics so as to promote higher
levels of autonomy and well-being for citizens.
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Chapter 10
Economy, People’s Personal Autonomy,
and Well-Being

Maurizio Pugno

Introduction

The idea that the usual measures of welfare, such as national income or even indi-
vidual income, do not properly reflect people’s overall well-being has increasingly
gained consensus both within and outside the community of economists.1 In partic-
ular, it has been increasingly recognized that people’s command over resources is
not a sufficient metric with which to determine how well-off people are, because it
ignores the fact that people with different characteristics will have different capaci-
ties to transform income or wealth into actual well-being. People with fewer abilities
for achievement in valuable domains of life may be worse-off even if they command
more economic resources.

This problem has been recently approached in economics by studying the sub-
jective dimension in the evaluation of people’s well-being or “happiness,” including
self-reported life satisfaction. The new research field of “happiness economics” has
thus arisen on the basis of surveys of very large samples of people, and of countries,
and over fairly long periods of time; and it asks very simple questions with which
to self-score the level of happiness or life satisfaction.2

One of the main findings of happiness economics is that people’s well-being
does not necessarily grow with national income over time. In some countries it has

M. Pugno (B)
Department of Economic Sciences, University of Cassino, Cassino, FR I-03043, Italy
e-mail: m.pugno@unicas.it
1A notable example is the initiative by the President of the French Republic Nicholas Sarkozy to
create a Commission, including Joseph Stiglitz, Amartya Sen and Jean Paul Fitoussi, to identify
the limits of Gross Domestic Product as an indicator of economic performance and social progress,
and to consider what additional information might be required for a more satisfactory evaluation
of economic performance, quality of life, and the sustainability of development and environment
(www.stiglitz-sen-fitoussi.fr/documents/rapport_anglais.pdf).
2Typical questions, taken from the Word Value Survey, are: “All considered you would say that you
are very happy; pretty happy; not too happy; not at all happy?”; “All considered are you satisfied
or unsatisfied with your current life?”. The answer to this second question can be given on a scale
from 1 to 10.

207V.I. Chirkov et al. (eds.), Human Autonomy in Cross-Cultural Context, Cross-Cultural
Advancements in Positive Psychology 1, DOI 10.1007/978-90-481-9667-8_10,
C© Springer Science+Business Media B.V. 2011



208 M. Pugno

declined although national income has increased. The most striking example is the
USA since WWII, while the other advanced countries generally show a lagging or
no trend in happiness (Easterlin & Angelescu, 2009; Layard, Mayraz, & Nickell,
2009; Stevenson & Wolfers, 2008). In West Germany, for which country there is
one of the few data-sets available on happiness for a same sample of individuals who
have been followed for a fairly long time (since 1985), the happiness indicator shows
a slightly declining trend even if individual income, on average, has substantially
increased (Di Tella, Haisken-De New, & McCulloch, 2007).3

These findings, which regard trends over time, are surprising because they con-
trast with cross-sectional findings. In samples of countries at a given time, in
fact, happiness appears positively correlated to national income, and in samples
of individuals within the same country, happiness appears positively correlated to
household income (Easterlin, 1974, 1995).

This chapter intends to provide an original answer to why people’s well-being
may diverge from both national and individual income over time and thus not con-
form to the cross-sectional pattern. The arguments, which are based on psychology,
and especially self-determination theory, on economics and sociology, run as fol-
lows. First, people’s well-being has been negatively affected by the deterioration
of their autonomy, which is the basic psychological need to maintain volitional
control over one’s life, and by the compensatory need for financial success and
status (Koestner & Losier, 2006; Ryan & Deci, 2001). Secondly, some important
factors that promote economic growth in the advanced countries and especially in
the USA, also hamper the development of people’s personal autonomy. In fact,
the increasing competitions of production and commercialization on global mar-
kets on the one hand make people vulnerable to strain, insecurity, and stress, and
on the other, induce them to gain a momentary satisfaction by consuming market
goods.

This explanation of the income/well-being gap is composed of some analytical
components, each of them based on specific and often interdisciplinary evidence.
The concept of autonomy, which is a psychology concept, will be related to the
rational choice framework, which is conventional in economics, so that both very
micro dimensions, such as the individual’s motivations, and macro dimensions, such
as aggregate economic growth, can be considered.

The concept of well-being, also in the economic reformulation of happiness,
appears to be an hedonic concept, i.e. an affective state of mind. However, the
approach of this chapter is eudaimonic, since the analysis concentrates on what
matters most in people’s lives for their well-being (Ryan, Huta, & Deci, 2008).
In particular, it will be shown that income is important for well-being, but only if
conditioned by a variety of factors, while personal autonomy may be not less impor-
tant. For example, an economic study has found that the related concepts of locus of

3Studies on less developed countries show that these are not immune to this phenomenon. For
example, in Peru and Russia around half of the workers with the greatest upward income mobil-
ity reported that their economic situation was negative, or very negative, compared to 10 years
previously, with deteriorating effects on their perceived well-being (Graham & Pettinato, 2002).
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control and freedom to choose are the most important correlates with people’s self-
reported life satisfaction over a sample covering more than 20 years in 84 countries
(Verme, 2009).4

Furthermore, the explanation of the income/well-being gap as based on personal
autonomy both integrates and strengthens the explanations most popular in happi-
ness economics: the one based on comparing own income with that of others, which
links individuals’ behaviors to aggregate outcomes; the one based on hedonic adap-
tation to rising standards of income; and the one based on people’s deteriorating
social lives, which argues that an individual’s choice to relate with others is con-
strained by whether the others make similar choices, with the consequence that s/he
may prefer less satisfying options.

The chapter finally shows that the concept of personal autonomy paves the
way for some interesting forms of policy intervention. The explanations based on
income comparisons, in fact, leave little and questionable room for policy interven-
tion because incentives and taxes for redistribution are at risk of paternalism, and
of counterproductive consequences. Enhancing personal autonomy, instead, implies
interventions on skills formation, specifically through parenting and early education,
and on the removal of frustrating socio-economic conditions.

The chapter is organized as follows. Section “The Divergence Between
Economic Growth and People’s Well-Being” gives a brief account of both the
facts and the most popular explanations in economics concerning the divergence
between national income and people’s well-being over a long period of time. Section
“Personal Autonomy: Placing a Psychological Concept into Economics” introduces
the concept of personal autonomy into economics. Section “Economic Growth, the
Erosion of Personal Autonomy, and Well-Being” uses this concept to explain the
income/well-being divergence, also accounting for why people’s autonomy has been
deteriorating, and it discusses how these arguments integrate and strengthen the
other economic explanations of the income/well-being divergence. Section “Policy”
concludes by drawing some policy implications.

The Divergence Between Economic Growth and People’s
Well-Being

The Facts

The problem of the divergence between national income and people’s well-being
over time has been studied in happiness economics by using surveys on self-reported
well-being. Despite the apparent elusiveness of the survey question (see footnote 2),
people’s answers have proved to convey valuable information. A variety of studies,

4The exact wording of the survey questions is “how much freedom of choice and control [do] you
feel you have over the way your life turns out” (World Value Survey).
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in fact, have shown that self-reported well-being, or a similar measure, is signifi-
cantly correlated with the duration of so-called Duchenne smiles (Ekman, Davidson,
& Friesen, 1990), physical health indicators (Shedler, Mayman, & Manis, 1993),
measures of specific cerebral activity (Sutton & Davidson, 1997), and well-being
as reported by the interviewees’ friends and family members (see Diener & Lucas,
1999; Sandvik, Diener, & Seidlitz, 1993).

Different versions of the problem of divergence between income and people’s
well-being over time have been put forward. The most widely accepted version is
that the increase in well-being tends to substantially lag behind economic growth,
especially in the richest countries. This result is now entering basic economic text-
books, although the most frequently cited evidence concerns the cross-country
concave relationship between per-capita income and self-reported well-being (e.g.
Blanchard, 2005).

However, Easterlin (2005a) points out that cross-country evidence cannot be
used to predict change over time, and he states the second version of the problem
thus: “over time happiness does not increase when a country’s income increases
[although] at a point in time happiness varies directly with income” (Easterlin &
Angelescu, 2009, p. 2). This has been called the “Easterlin paradox” from his sem-
inal paper (Easterlin, 1974), and it has been at the centre of heated debate (Deaton,
2008; Stevenson & Wolfers, 2008). However, very recently the Easterlin paradox
has been confirmed by the insignificant relationship between the improvement in
happiness and the long-term rate of growth of GDP per capita for three groups
of countries: 17 developed, 9 developing, and 11 transition countries (Easterlin &
Angelescu, 2009).

The strongest version of the problem states that the trend of happiness has
decreased in the USA since WWII, although to a small extent (Blanchflower
& Oswald, 2004; Layard et al., 2009; Stevenson & Wolfers, 2008). Also other
advanced countries seem to exhibit a decreasing trend in happiness, but available
data are not sufficient to prove this fact.5

Note that the trend of happiness is usually studied in the economic literature as
a change of the proportion of the happiest people over large samples of interviews,
which are different from year to year but are controlled for demographic character-
istics. When the same samples of people are available, however, as in the case of the
German Socio-Economic Panel and the British Household Panel Study, the results
are similar (Clark & Oswald, 2002; Di Tella et al., 2007). Note, moreover, that the
problem of the divergence between national or individual income and people’s well-
being is considered here as a bivariate correlation over a long period of time. Only
in the next subsection will the impact of national income or individual income on
people’s well-being, while taking many other conditions as constant, be discussed.
Not surprisingly, the impact is usually found to be positive in this case.

5Easterlin and Angelescu’s (2009) graphs show that Belgium, Austria, Canada, Portugal, and
Greece have negative happiness trends. According to Layard et al.’s (2009) graph, Italy exhibits a
break in the trend, from positive until the early 1990s to negative or no trend afterwards. Di Tella
and McCulloch (2008) find a slightly negative trend for Europe as a whole. However, also some
developing countries, China and Chile, exhibit a negative trend in happiness (Layard et al., 2009).
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Objective measures of well-being seem to confirm the worst case of the USA.
High blood pressure, which is regarded as a good (inverted) proxy for well-being
(Blanchflower & Oswald, 2008; Mojon-Azzi & Sousa-Poza, 2007), rose in the
US adult population from 1988 to 2004 (Ostchega, Dillon, Hughes, Carroll, &
Yoon, 2007). The suicide rate increased in the USA from the mid-1960s until
the mid-1980s, then declined until the end-1990s. Since then it has been stable,
but at a greater rate than the initial one, despite the massive use of antidepres-
sants (Cutler, Glaeser, & Norberg, 2001; CDC; McKeown, Cuffe, & Schulz, 2006;
Kessler, Berglund, Borges, Nock, & Wang, 2005).

A variety of other evidence points in the same worrying direction for the USA
and other advanced countries. For example, the suicide rate also increased for
the EU and Japan from the mid-1960s until the 1980s (Chishti, Stone, Corcoran,
Williamson, & Petridou, 2003; Levi, La Vecchia, & Saraceno, 2003, p. 111),6 while
the suicide rate among adolescents and young adults rose even more dramatically
from the 1950s to the 1990s in all the developed nations except Japan (Eckersley
& Dear, 2002). Mental health in the UK is apparently gradually worsening, if mea-
sured with the General Health Questionnaire (Oswald & Powdthavee, 2007). Several
studies report that depression has significantly increased in the USA and other
major developed countries since WWII (Hodiamont, Rijnders, Mulder, & Furer,
2005; Klerman, 1988, 1993; Lavori, Warshaw, Klerman, & Mueller, 1993; Layard
& Dunn, 2009; Olfson, Marcus, Weissman, Jensen, & Peter, 2002; Rutter & Smith,
1995; Sacker & Wiggins, 2002). Again, the phenomenon is especially worrying in
the case of children and adolescents, who also record a rise in anxiety and neu-
roticism, even if they belong to the more affluent classes (Collishaw, Maughan, &
Goodman, 2004; Fombonne, Simmons, Meltzer, & Goodman, 2003; Luthar, 2003;
Maughan, Iervolino, & Collishaw, 2005; Twenge, 2000).7

These are dramatic facts from the human and social point of view, but they also
involve huge costs from the economic one. Quantitative evidence is very difficult
to provide in this regard. However, the European Commission (2004) has attempted
to estimate the economic costs of mental health for the EU, obtaining a figure of
2% of the total health care cost, which rises to 3–4% if the cost includes the effects

6Lester and Yang’s (1997) survey of several studies shows that the correlation between income per
head and suicide rates has been positively significant for the USA since WWII, and for a cross-
section of the European countries. They also regress suicide rates against the unemployment rate
and income per head for European countries, finding that only the latter variable is positively sig-
nificant. Similar findings have been obtained by Jungeilges and Kirchgaessner (2002) and Huang
(1996).
7Suicides and depression can be taken as reliable indicators of the well-being of the entire popu-
lation because they show a significant inverse correlation with self-reported well-being (Di Tella
et al., 2003, p. 812; van Hemert, van de Vijver, & Poortinga, 2002), because both suicides and
well-being appear to be statistically well-explained by the same variables (Helliwell, 2007), and
because the diffusion of clinical mental disorder is positively related to the mean number of the
related symptoms in the population (Huppert, 2005). According to the epidemiologists Eckersley
and Dear (2002), the tendencies of objective indicators of well-being like suicides and depres-
sion among young people are even more reliable than self-reported well-being, which in Europe
exhibits a rising trend (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2000; Pichler, 2006).
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on personal income, and on ability to work. Layard and Dunn (2009) report that a
child with a conduct disorder costs the taxpayer £70,000 in crime, social care, and
remedial costs by the time s/he is 28, compared to £7,000 for a child with no such
problems.

The interest of economists in this kind of problem, however, is not simply due
to these unexplored and unexpected huge economic costs; it is especially due to
the scant effectiveness of economic policies generally, which mostly take national
income as the key target variable. Even worse, pursuing economic growth as the
final goal—this chapter will argue—may have perverse effects on people’s well-
being.

The Explanations in the Happiness Economics

Besides furnishing a great deal of evidence, happiness economics also provides an
explanation as to why happiness tends to lag behind economic growth, or even
declines, while the links with the other objective measures of well-being are still
subject to careful study. More precisely, different explanations are proposed, but
they are complementary rather than alternative. This subsection will briefly review
this literature, while the explanation based on personal autonomy, and its integration
with the other ones will be presented and discussed in the next subsection.

The most investigated explanation cites the human tendency to compare one’s
own situation with that of others (Kahneman, Wakker, & Sarin, 1997; Michalos,
1985), and to evaluate it accordingly. The relative economic situations of individu-
als change much more slowly with respect to their absolute situations because the
benefits of economic growth are usually distributed over the population, although
to a variable and different extent from country to country. Therefore, the rise of the
incomes of all does not increase the happiness of all if relative income is what mat-
ters for happiness (Clark, Frijters, & Shields, 2008; Easterlin, 1995; Frank, 1999;
Senik, 2009).

The empirical evidence on the existence of this relative income effect on hap-
piness has been found to be robust (Ferrer-i-Carbonell, 2005; Luttmer, 2005).
However, it does not emerge as an exhaustive explanation of the Easterlin para-
dox, mainly because it is heavily conditioned by at least two factors. Firstly, the
chosen reference group for the income comparison changes the results, thus making
the reference group as endogenous (Barrington-Leight & Helliwell, 2008; Knight,
Song, & Gunatilaka, 2009). Secondly, the social context of income mobility may
even change the negative sign of the relative income effect, because envy may turn
into expectations of a possible future increase of income (Senik, 2008). Therefore,
although comparison appears to be a natural tendency of individuals, it is heavily
conditioned by their perception, and by the social context.8

8Consider, for example, the importance of the perception of immigrants in income comparisons
(Knight & Gunatilaka, 2009).
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The second popular explanation of the divergence between economic growth and
happiness addresses the psychological mechanism of hedonic adaptation, gener-
ally defined as “a reduction in the affective intensity of favorable and unfavorable
circumstances” (Frederick & Loewenstein, 1999, p. 302). A rise in income is a
favorable circumstance for people, but they perceive that the initial benefit slows
down as they become accustomed to the new level of income. A slightly differ-
ent version of this explanation refers to aspirations concerning the future level of
income (Easterlin, 2001). In this case, currently unrealized aspirations have a neg-
ative effect on individuals’ well-being, but grow in line with income. Therefore,
unrealized aspirations persist, and this negative effect may offset the positive effect
of the actual rise in income. Both hedonic adaptation and aspirations are also con-
sistent with the theory that personal traits fix the baseline for individuals’ happiness,
which may temporarily fluctuate because of external shocking events (Costa &
McCrae, 1980).

Empirical investigation on adaptation in economic studies has scaled down the
oft-cited results of Brickman, Coates, and Janoff-Bulman (1978), who found that
lottery winners, and even paraplegics, completely adapt to their situations. By con-
trast, a more accurate analysis shows that medium-sized lottery winners adapt only
partially (Gardner & Oswald, 2007), and large-sample longitudinal analyses also
show a partial adaptation to rising individual income (Ferrer-i-Carbonell & Van
Praag, 2008), although the adaptation may be substantial (Di Tella et al., 2007).
Also the negative effects of rising aspirations on happiness have been found to par-
tially offset the positive effects of rising individual income (Stutzer, 2004; Van de
Stadt, Kapteyn, & de Geer, 1985).

The third economic explanation of the divergence between economic growth and
people’s well-being has been proposed by arguing for deteriorating social relation-
ships. The idea is that income, whether of a country or an individual, maintains a
positive net effect on happiness, but social relationships, which are also of great
importance in people’s well-being, have deteriorated in recent decades. Since rela-
tionships need the participation of the partners, this constrains individuals’ actions,
thus eroding their well-being.

The importance of social relationships in people’s well-being has been widely
confirmed by both psychology studies (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) and by happiness
economics (Bruni & Stanca, 2008; Helliwell, 2006; Helliwell, Barringon-Leigh,
Harris, & Huang, 2009). The deterioration of social relationships has been con-
firmed for the USA by various indicators. Some of them are included in “social
capital,” as studied by sociologists, like trust and civic participation in volunteer
organizations (Bjørnskov, 2008; Costa & Kahn, 2003; McPherson, Smith-Lovin, &
Brashears, 2006; Paxton, 1999; Putnam, 2000; Robinson & Jackson, 2001). The
same worrying pattern is revealed by more specific indicators of family and social
life, such as marriages (and their quality) in the USA (Amato, Johnson, & Booth,
2003; Crawford, Houts, Huston, & George, 2002; Glenn & Weaver, 1998; Rogers
& Amato, 1997), cohabitations (Kamp Dush, Cohan, & Amato, 2003), infanticides
(Pritchard & Butler, 2003), and violence among adolescents (Merrick, Kandel, &
Vardi, 2003). Finally, a thorough test based on individual data has confirmed the
importance of social capital indicators for well-being, their deterioration, and their
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correlation with the decline of happiness in the USA, after controlling for the relative
income effect (Bartolini, Bilancini, & Pugno, 2008).

The dynamics of the quality of social relationships in other countries are much
more difficult to investigate because of the scarcity of data. However, trust in people
seems to have tendentially declined in the European countries, especially in the
UK, while participation in volunteer organizations seems to have risen only in the
Northern European countries (Sarracino, 2009).

According to this explanation, the deterioration of social relationships makes the
preference of an individual for an extended social life more difficult simply because
of a coordination problem with the partners in the relation (Bruni, 2005; Gui, 2005).
Hence, every individual will be induced to substitute time for relationships with
working time and time passed alone, thus substituting enjoyment from relationships
with consumerism (Antoci, Sacco, & Vanin, 2007, 2008; Corneo, 2005). Indeed,
the data on American households’ time allocation confirm the increase in working
time during the most recent decades (Alesina, Glaeser, & Sacerdote, 2005; Kuhn &
Lozano, 2008).

The deterioration of social relationships can be explained, rather than being
taken as exogenous, together with its effects on happiness, by recognizing that
the geographic organization of production exerts negative externalities on social
relationships. Cities are typically organized for production and consumption, rather
than for meeting people during leisure time (Bartolini & Bonatti, 2002, 2006, 2008;
Hirsch, 1976; Polanyi 1968). The production structure requires the geographical
mobility of individuals, thus disrupting social networks (Routledge & von Amsberg,
2003). Therefore, a vicious circle from economic growth to social relationships
through negative externalities, and from social relationships to economic growth
through substitution of time allocation, may explain both a growing material opu-
lence and social poverty, with the consequence that people’s happiness may change
little.

This explanation of the possible divergence between economic growth and peo-
ple’s well-being neatly clarifies the effect of the aggregation of individual decisions,
and, more precisely, how social constraints force individuals in their decision
making along a suboptimal path for their well-being.

Personal Autonomy: Placing a Psychological Concept
into Economics

This section introduces the concept of autonomy into economics so that the next
section can base the new explanation of the divergence between economic growth
and people’s well-being on the deterioration of their personal autonomy. A prelim-
inary theoretical discussion is necessary because the concept of autonomy, which
is commonly used in psychology—especially where it plays a key role in self-
determination theory—is completely ignored in economic theory. Psychology and
economics can thus contribute to an analysis which relates very micro dimensions,



10 Economy, People’s Personal Autonomy, and Well-Being 215

such as the individuals’ motivations, to macro dimensions, such as aggregate
economic growth.

The concept of autonomy in self-determination theory can be defined on the
basis of the following quotations. “The autonomy orientation is characterized by
the awareness of one’s organismic and integrated needs and feelings” (Deci & Ryan,
1985, p. 156). “Autonomy refers to volition—the organismic desire to self-organize
experience and behavior and to have activity be concordant with one’s integrated
sense of self” (Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 231). “Autonomy-oriented individuals dis-
played a strong positive relation among behaviors and self-reports of traits and
attitudes” (Deci & Ryan, 2000, pp. 241–242). “The very concept of well-being,
which has been associated with experiences of autonomy, competence, and related-
ness, bespeaks an evolved preferences for functioning in ways that are consistent
with the satisfaction of psychological needs” (Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 255), which is
conceived as a process of “extending, assimilating, bringing meaning and coherence
to life experiences” (Ryan & Brown, 2003, p. 71).

Autonomy thus implies a feeling of the body, an experience. Specifically, it is
an experience of volition, of concordance between what one has chosen to do, and
how one feels the self. Autonomous behavior appears to be the outcome of a per-
son’s preferences, since these are well-integrated with her/his self. Such experience
satisfies a basic psychological need, so that well-being ensues as a growing self.

By contrast, economics represents people’s behavior by means of the theoreti-
cal model of homo economicus, who is a processor of information and a producer
of solutions. Information consists of the available given resource constraints and
options, as well as preferences that characterize homo economicus. The solutions
are the options which maximize his utility drawn from given resources. Homo eco-
nomicus pursues maximization by learning from past errors of his own or of others,
by impartially updating information, and by improving his predictions about the
consequences of his decisions (see, e.g., McFadden, 1999).

Homo economicus thus does not know autonomy, because he cannot feel con-
cordance with the self, he cannot experience well-being and the process of the
growing self. He is a sophisticated goal achiever, but without really choosing,
because he does not experience the sense of freedom in his behavior (Deci & Ryan,
1985, p. 155).

This theoretical model has proved extremely powerful in economics when deal-
ing with a variety of problems of both interpretation and prediction. This model may
be useful in this chapter as well, but for a different reason, i.e. for studying the gap
between homo economicus’ behavior and people’s behavior as characterized by dif-
ferent degrees of autonomy. In fact, autonomy-oriented and non autonomy-oriented
individuals can be distinguished not only by their different type of motivations, but
also by the different patterns of their decisions over similar bundles of options.
Autonomy-oriented individuals place relatively more weight, by means of a mix-
ture of intuition and cognition, on the options that bring them more well-being.
Therefore, a special capacity to choose, i.e. to experience an enduring advantage
from given resources, can be identified in autonomy-oriented individuals, and it can
be evaluated against homo economicus’ decision-making (Pugno, 2008b).
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The first step in recognizing that people may have limits in drawing utility, or
personal advantage from given material resources has been taken by the economics
Nobel prize winner Amartya Sen, and by the capability approach more generally
(Alkire, 2008; Bruni, Comim, & Pugno, 2008; Nussbaum, 2000; Sen, 1985, 1999a).
Sen first criticized the conventional model of homo economicus because, among
other shortcomings, it ignores that real persons may have some internal constraint
on their decision making due to possible lacks in specific abilities. Sen’s typical
example refers to nutritional problems in less developed countries, where illnesses
thwart the absorption of nourishing substances from food. In this case, the availabil-
ity of material goods, and more generally of several options, does not necessarily
make individuals free to choose, because they are subject to an internal constraints,
in that they lack a bodily functioning. Physical health is a good example, but Sen
also extends these constraints to include the social and cultural pressure on individu-
als, and especially on women, deriving from communitarian and religious traditions
(Sen, 1999b).

Sen thus argues that each person is endowed with a variety of functionings and
capabilities. The former can be defined as a collection of the observable achieve-
ments, e.g. being able to digest properly; the latter is the person’s freedom to choose
and to exercise these functionings, e.g. fasting for religious reasons. Sen stresses
that an individual’s real advantage should be substantive or positive freedom, that is,
freedom to achieve valued outcomes. If the person lacks functionings or capabilities,
s/he has internal constraints on achieving advantage and well-being.

The philosopher Martha Nussbaum (2003) has even proposed a list of central
human capabilities. Some items on the list are psychological functionings and abil-
ities such as “being able to use the senses, to imagine, think and reason”, “to love
those who love and care for us,” “to show concern for other human beings,” “to
laugh and play,” and, finally, what most resembles personal autonomy, i.e. “con-
trol over one’s environment.” Nussbaum is especially concerned with defining the
requirements of human dignity and rights to construct a conception of social jus-
tice, while Sen has been more concerned with defining freedom and advantage in
opposition to the economic theory of rational choice.9

Sen comes close to the concept of personal autonomy as a special capability
when he cites the case of those individuals, who, after following some external
prescriptions or conventions, change their mind after reasoning and self-scrutiny,
realize that they have been externally constrained, and conclude that better lines of
conduct are possible. Sen relies on collective decision-making processes based on
public discussions and democratic participation in order to help these individuals

9Both Sen and Nussbaum stress the importance of the objective evaluation of individuals’ con-
ditions, rather than the self-evaluations of own well-being. Sen (1985), in particular, is generally
skeptical of the subjective evaluations of well-being, because adaptation would induce individuals
to be content with their current material state, thus biasing the evaluation of their real conditions
(see section “The Explanations in the Happiness Economics”). While empirical research shows
that adaptation does not completely deprive subjective information on well-being of valuable con-
tent, recent theoretical research attempts to find synergies between the capability approach with
happiness economics (Review of Social Economy 63(2), 2005; Bruni, Comim, & Pugno, 2008).
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change their minds and escape from the constraints of social and cultural backward
rules, thus increasing their personal autonomy (Pugno, 2008a; Sen, 1999a).

Self-determination theory goes a step further by arguing that “social controls,
evaluative pressures, rewards, and punishments can powerfully constrain or entrain
behavior, sometimes outside awareness,” so that “people can easily lose sight of
important values and needs,” among which is the basic psychological need of
autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2006, p. 1566).

The key point where self-determination theory departs from the homo economi-
cus model is that external constraints such as social controls, or even economic
incentives, may induce individuals to “lose sight” of something important for the
development of their self, for their personal growth (see also Ryff & Singer, 1998),
thus losing autonomy, and hence the ability to evaluate the available options. The
experience of those external constraints work as a prime on individuals which
may trigger negative self-reinforcing consequences on their inner functioning, and,
eventually, on their well-being.

The typical prime occurs during infancy and adolescence. Self-determination
theory and other psychology research show that family background, both eco-
nomic and educational, is of great importance in shaping personal autonomy during
childhood and adolescence (Kasser, Ryan, Zax, & Sameroff, 1995; Williams, Cox,
Hedberg, & Deci, 2000). In particular, inadequate parenting, such as the use of con-
ditional regard, which can be worsened by deteriorated socio-economic conditions,
may thwart children’s autonomy (Assor, Roth, & Deci, 2004; Gronlick, 2003; Roth,
Assor, Niemiec, Ryan, & Deci, 2009; Soenens, Vansteenkiste, Duriez, & Goossens,
2006).

Self-determination theory further departs from the homo economicus model by
providing an interesting argument against the assumption that people tend to resume
personal autonomy after the prime of controlling experiences. Instead of learning
how to increase their autonomy from others—the argument runs—people develop,
as a defensive reaction, need substitutes that do not really satisfy autonomy but
provide temporary compensating satisfaction.

As Deci and Ryan (1985, pp. 238–241) put it in an example: “when a child does
not receive adequate love, s/he may develop a need for food, one that is over and
above the organismic hunger need. The substitute need for food would be con-
scious, but the original need for love would be nonconscious and would be the
real motivator of the behavior.” In this example, the deprivation of a basic psy-
chological need induces the individual to seek an immediate gratification through
material means, thus failing to obtain nutriment for her/his psychological growth.
This failure may become even stronger over time because it is based on learning the
immediate effectiveness of substituting needs satisfaction, like money, material pos-
sessions, and image-oriented goals, so that substitute needs are preferred even when
options for satisfying basic psychological need become available (Deci & Ryan,
2000, p. 249).10

10This possible change of direction in the tastes for different kinds of needs is consistent with
studies in neuroscience which report the particular plasticity of the brain during infancy, childhood
and adolescence, with respect to adulthood (e.g. Siegel, 2001).
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This self-reinforcing change in the preferred option which diverts individuals
from the possibility to enjoy the best outcomes can be seen as a self-reinforcing bias
in decision making. Self-reinforcement springs from an updating of information
which is not impartial, since it draws from experiences of the immediate gratification
of substitute needs while “losing sight” of the possible experience of autonomy need
satisfaction.

This argument is consistent with the perspective put forward by the economist
Scitovsky in an oft-cited book (Scitovsky, 1976).11 He distinguished two main
sources of satisfaction for individuals: the stimulating and interesting activities
which can engage individuals in an ever-growing process of learning and developing
their faculties, and the comfort activities which provide the temporary satisfaction
of reducing excessive stimulations arising from inner needs, such as hunger and
the need for warmth and safety, or from external social pressures, such as the need
for status. The goods associated with comfort activities are also called “defensive
goods,” the purpose being to underline their compensatory role when the necessary
ability to appreciate stimulating and interesting activities is lacking.

Self-determination theory departs even further from the homo economicus model
by distinguishing between pursuing utility as the main goal and pursuing the full
functioning of one’s own potential, and specifically autonomy, as a process desirable
in itself and from which the experience of well-being emerges as a side effect (Ryan
et al., 2008). The difference between the two approaches lies primarily in the con-
cept of utility as an abstract quantity vs. the concept of well-being as the evaluation
of a feeling. A second difference is that ignoring autonomy impedes homo economi-
cus from considering the possible detrimental feedback effects from pursuing utility
as the main goal on autonomy and well-being itself.

Economic Growth, the Erosion of Personal Autonomy,
and Well-Being

The Explanation Based on the Deterioration of Personal Autonomy

The concept of personal autonomy can play a key role in an original explanation
of the divergence between economic growth and people’s well-being. This can be
shown by integrating some analytical components and references to the empirical
underpinnings available in both the psychology and the economic literature.

The first analytical components regard the individual level, as they were briefly
discussed in the previous section. According to self-determination theory, “individ-
ual differences in autonomy predict well-being,” and more precisely “controlling
contexts yield negative effects on wellness, whereas those that are autonomy sup-
portive enhance it” (Ryan & Deci, 2006, p. 1565). More precisely, the negative

11Scitovsky’s The Joyless Economy has been classified as one of “The Hundred Most Influential
Books Since World War II” (Times Literary Supplement, Oct. 6, l996).
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effect on self-reported well-being is due to the non-satisfaction of the basic psycho-
logical need for autonomy, which entails developing need substitutes like money
and material possessions (Deci & Ryan, 2000).12

It can thus be argued that if the context becomes more and more controlling,
then people’s autonomy may be expected to deteriorate, while people’s aspirations
for greater wealth may be expected to rise, with negative consequences for the
well-being of most individuals. This may help explain the fact discussed in sec-
tion “The Divergence Between Economic Growth and People’s Well-Being” that
the self-reported well-being of large samples of individuals in the USA and other
advanced countries has been slightly changing, if not declining, during the most
recent decades, despite economic growth.

Some empirical studies are consistent with this claim. Two meta-analyses on
college students and child samples of the USA between 1960 and 2002 find that
young people increasingly believe that their lives are controlled by outside forces
rather than by their own efforts (Twenge, Zhang, & Im, 2004). Another study on a
large sample of American college freshpersons has found that the importance as a
life goal of personal self-fulfilment declined sharply from the early seventies until
the eighties, while private materialism increased greatly (Easterlin & Crimmins,
1991), and it does not seem to have declined in the following two decades (Pryor,
Hurtado, Sharkness, & Korn, 2007). People’s orientation toward money and material
possessions, often called materialism, has also been found to have strengthened—
according to a number of works (Kasser, 2002; Putnam, 2000; Schor, 1998)—with
the expansion of the market production.

This link that goes from the deterioration of people’s autonomy to the strength-
ening of their materialistic orientation as a compensatory need at the individual
level can be complemented with reverse links that go from the expansion of market
economic activity to the deterioration of people’s autonomy at the aggregate level.
Adult individuals, in fact, express a demand for products and supply labor to finance
it, but they are conditioned at the aggregate level by both the quantity and the quality
of the supply of products and demand for labor.

Two main reverse links can in fact be identified. Both of them start from the
expansion of market competition and commercialization, and from the necessity of
persistent production reorganization. One link passes mainly through the product
market and the striving for higher sales, through the psychological pressure on the
family, to thwarting needs in children and adolescents. The other link mainly extends
through the labor market, and greater flexibility in hiring and firing, to inequality,
insecurity, and stress.

Market production and commercialization have raised unfair competition against
parents in their relating with children and adolescents. Usually, only the bright
side of the increase in economic production for children and adolescents is con-
sidered, i.e. more comfort, more technology, more market services. However, the

12It has also been found that experiential avoidance fully mediated the association between
materialistic values and emotional well-being (Kashdan & Breen, 2007).
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dark side of this production is its aim to give these very young consumers strong
but unhealthy sensations: from hyper-caloric and salted food, to thrilling and vio-
lent fictions and games. The debate on the effects of advertising and violent media
products on children and adolescents ranges from seriously negative to negligible
negative but usually very significant (Anderson and Bushman, 2001; Chamberlain,
Wang, & Robinson, 2006; Ferguson, 2007; Gentile, Saleem, & Anderson, 2007;
Robinson, Saphir, Kraemer, Varady, & Haydel, 2001; Schmitt, Wagner, & Kirch,
2007; Bhattacharya & Munasib, 2007). The bottom line of the debate is whether
advertising and violent media products causally affect actual behaviors like over-
eating and aggression, or only criminal aggression (Savage, 2004). However, the
autonomy of children and adolescents may be largely eroded without these specific
behavioral consequences through the diverting of their attention to models of con-
sumption and social competition (Schor, 2004), and, in the case of violence, through
desensitization (Carnagey, Anderson, & Bushman, 2007).

By contrast, parents are often ill-equipped to evaluate, anticipate, or even avoid
the undesirable effects of advertising and products for children and adolescents
(Buijzen & Valkenburg, 2003, 2005; Buijzen, van der Molen, & Sondij, 2007;
Weintraub, 2000). In fact, parents’ time is increasingly scarce, information is rela-
tively insufficient in a world which becomes ever more complex. But children must
put up with their parents and accept them as allocated to them by chance. Children
cannot choose their parents like they can choose market products. Nor can they
induce their parents to learn the necessary ability because they develop substitute
needs which are very easily satisfied with market goods.

Therefore, the competition of productive and commercial organizations with par-
ents in satisfying children’s needs is unfair because sales failures are sanctioned
by the market, whereas parenting inadequacies are not necessarily self-correcting.
Parents’ inadequacies can persist and even cumulate across generations.

Market production requires labor time, and economic growth requires increasing
skills that households must provide. Again, the bright side of the gender division
of labor in households, and of increased women’s education, undoubtedly lies in
their greater self-determination. However, reconciling the demands made by chil-
dren, marriage, and work requires greater ability, especially for women, with the
risk of increasing their stress and affecting their parenting ability (Ford, Heinen, &
Langkamer, 2007; Grönlund, 2007).

Moreover, also the context of the competition between parents and market pro-
duction in satisfying children’s needs tends to be unfair. Cities and, more generally,
space and mobility are organized around economic production and consumption
rather than around caring for children. Space is a scarce resource, and its scarcity
is signaled by a price which embodies rent. If space is employed for market pro-
duction, it yields a more immediate and certain reward than if it is employed for
children’s healthy development. Family mobility follows work requirements more
than community ties. Therefore, children have fewer open safe spaces in which to
gain autonomous experiences, while market production is able to equip their rooms
with amusing gadgets and high-tech consumption. This implies that children’s rela-
tions tend to shift from long-term friends to simple contacts through virtual social
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networks (Layard & Dunn, 2009). Their implicit demand for satisfaction of their
basic psychological needs is thus especially restricted to their parents, who may
even find themselves in a less socially friendly environment.

Public resources devoted to children are available in greater quantities in richer
countries, so that they may offset the negative effects of the “privatisation” of space
and time. However, an iron law of economic growth, also called “Baumol’s law,”
runs counter to this trend (Baumol, 1967). The law states that personal services,
or more generally labor-intensive products, are subject to lower labor productiv-
ity growth than the other market products. The music of a Mozart quartet requires
exactly the same time today as it did when it was originally performed, i.e. labor
productivity growth is zero. Consequently, whilst pay levels are similar among the
different lines of production, the costs of personal services relatively to the costs of
the other market products tend to rise. Childcare is a highly labor-time-consuming
activity, so that it is subject to Baumol’s law, and it becomes increasingly more
costly than, for example, public utilities, which are much more technology intensive.
Hence costs compression in education tends to ration the quantities of the services
offered, and to reduce the pay of the personnel, thereby deteriorating the quality of
education.

In conclusion, economic growth and the expansion of market activities make
parenting an increasingly difficult task. In fact, the ability required adequately to
satisfy children’s autonomy and their other basic psychological needs becomes ever
greater, and the market goods to satisfy their substitute needs increase in quantity
and quality. Social life outside the family, and at school in particular, does not seem
to offer a way out of this impasse, because children’s friendships appear to be more
superficial than they were in the past, and school less authoritative.

The other link between the expansion of market competition and the reduction
of people’s autonomy passes through the rise of inequality, insecurity, and stress in
the adult population.13

The expansion of the market on the international scale has increased income
inequality within many advanced countries (Borghesi & Vercelli, 2003; OECD,
2008). In the USA, for example, the Gini coefficient, which is a common measure
of income inequality, increased from 0.403 in 1980 to 0.469 in 2005 (Miringoff &
Opdyke, 2008, p. 234). One of the main reasons for this phenomenon is the fierce
competition raised by less developed but high-growth countries for medium-skilled
and unskilled labor (Jagannathan, Kapoor, & Schaumburg, 2009). It is thus unsur-
prising that job insecurity has been found to be significantly rising (Blanchflower &
Oswald, 1999), while working hours become longer (Bell & Freeman, 2001). A poll
conducted in 1982, when unemployment reached 10%, found that 12% of workers
were “frequently concerned about being laid off.” In 2005, with unemployment at
about 5%, over 30% expressed this concern (Hacker, 2006, p. 18).

13“Chronic stress can be defined as a pathologic state of prolonged threat to homeostasis by
persistent or frequently repeated stressors and is considered a significant contributing factor in
pathophysiology of manifestations that characterize a wide range of diseases and syndromes”
(Kyrou, Chrousos, & Tsigos, 2006, p. 78).
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Job insecurity has increased in Germany as well (Green & Tsitsianis, 2005),
together with a rise in work effort (Green & Gallie, 2002). Also in Britain work
effort has increased, while task discretion has diminished (Green, 2007).

Although these findings should be further deepened and confirmed, they are sur-
prising, because greater wealth, technical progress, and the shift to services would
instead predict improvements in the labor conditions. The often-cited prediction by
John Maynard Keynes was that working long hours would be unnecessary within
some decades.

The worsening of job security and other labor conditions are stressing fac-
tors. Some surveys have confirmed the increase in anxiety due to job insecurity
(Hertzenberg, Alic, & Wial, 1998; Mishel, Bernstein, & Schmitt, 1999). From a
biological point of view, “a considerable number of studies have shown that various
strains during work, particularly when demands are larger than decision latitude, and
in situations with monotonous type of work and lack of control, are followed by ele-
vated secretion of cortisol,” which is often called the “stress hormone” (Björntorp,
2001, p. 75).

Inequality, insecurity, and stress also involve social relationships. Income
inequality and trust are found to be inversely correlated in the USA (Kawachi,
Kennedy, Lochner, & Prothrow-Stith, 1997; Uslaner, 2002). Income inequal-
ity seems also correlated to homicides in the USA, both over time and across
states, after controlling for state income (Mellor & Milyo, 2001). More gener-
ally, income inequality and crime appear correlated across developed countries
(Fajnzylber, Lederman, & Loayza, 2000). The emergence of stress in social contexts
has been studied by biologists, who find that low-ranked positions in compar-
ison with others produce stress (McEwen, 1998; Sapolsky, 1993), while many
studies on the effects of inequality on health agree that social comparison and
social support play an important role in regulating stress-related diseases (Deaton,
2002).14

The rise of stress has also been found by specific studies. By using the GHQ
index, which includes questions on good sleeping, self-confidence, cheerfulness,
and other symptoms, it has been shown that stress has risen in the UK (Sacker &
Wiggins, 2002), in the Netherlands (Verhaak, Hoeymans, & Westert, 2005), and
even among 15-year-olds in Scotland (Sweeting, Young, & West, 2009).

Insecurity and stress make people passive and vulnerable to controlling con-
ditions, thus putting their autonomy under strain. In the case of adults in mod-
ern economies, this means vulnerability to commercial pressures and to social

14Inequality promotes [survival] strategies that are more self-interested, less affiliative, often
highly anti-social, more stressful and likely to give rise to higher levels of violence, poorer com-
munity relations, and worse health. In contrast, the less unequal societies tend to be much more
affiliative, less violent, more supportive and inclusive, and marked by better health. . ..more unequal
societies tend to have higher rates of violent crime and homicide, and . . .people living in them feel
more hostility, are less likely to be involved in community life, and are much less likely to trust
each other; in short, they have lower levels of social capital. (Wilkinson, 2005, p. 24).
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conformism, which make the substitute needs of consuming for its own sake and
social competition more and more attractive.

The increase in passivity in decision making can be detected by the diffu-
sion of mental depression, as mentioned in section “The Facts,” and by decline
in the locus of control in American students, as mentioned above (Twenge et al.,
2004). The pressure applied by advertisements for adults to consume more has been
widely documented (Kasser, Ryan, Couchman, & Sheldon, 2004; Schor, 1998).
Also the negative effects of a relatively strong consumption orientation on auton-
omy and well-being has been investigated in psychology (Kasser, 2002; Kasser,
Cohn, Kanner, & Ryan, 2007).

Economics still resists considering consumerism or materialism as a relevant
concept, because in this case the individual would be represented as choosing to
consume over and above what is worthwhile for her/him, which is not rational.
This case, however, seems to apply in one important instance investigated in the
economic literature. This is the case of overweight and obesity, which has been rec-
ognized as being very costly in terms not only of illnesses and unhappiness (Katsaiti,
2009; Oswald & Powdthavee, 2007) but also of lower earnings (Brunello, Michaud,
& Sanz-de-Galdeano, 2009; Cawley, 2004), and less skill accumulation (Cawley &
Spiess, 2008).

The economic debate on the causes of the increase in overweight and obesity
in recent decades, especially in the USA, recognizes that a lack of rationality
has played a role in individuals’ decision making, among other factors (Cutler,
Glaeser, & Shapiro, 2003) such as, in particular, externalities in the family
and among peers (e.g. Blanchflower, Oswald, & Van Landeghem, 2008). This
means that overweight and obese individuals are recognized as failing in an
autonomous decision because they fail to exercise self-control when consuming
food (Brunello et al., 2009; Downs, Loewenstein, & Wisdom, 2009; Stutzer, 2007)
because, in turn, their decision ability is eroded by stress (Offer, 2006; Wisman &
Capehart, 2010).

In conclusion, economic growth and the expansion of market activities put adult
people in difficult circumstances as far as exercising choice is concerned. On the one
hand, their ability to evaluate the options available is put under strain by insecurity
and stress; on the other, they are pressured to favor the options less conducive to
enduring well-being.

The Integration Among Explanations

The proposed explanation of the divergence between income and people’s well-
being over time, which is based on the lack of personal autonomy, integrates,
and at the same time strengthens, the other explanations reviewed in section “The
Explanations in the Happiness Economics”, which are based on relative income,
hedonic adaptation, and social constraints. These explanations, in fact, are partial,
and they reveal some weaknesses.
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The first explanation assumes that the income of others negatively affects individ-
uals’ well-being. The underlying justification is that this is a typical psychological
pattern of individuals (not only human individuals) that makes them rivals in social
relationships. The evolutionary perspective would suggest that rivalry increases the
survival probability in a scarce resources environment (Frank, 1999; Layard, 2005).
However, this explanation is restricted to only one dimension of social relationships.
Self-determination theory and other streams of research in psychology instead argue
that humans are naturally designed with a tendency toward relatedness so that they
can satisfy a need for social attachment (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Deci & Ryan,
2000). People can thus shift time and effort from the dark side of social competition
to the bright side of social relations, especially in the modern environment where
resources are not as scarce as they were in the times of our ancestors. But why have
people not sufficiently changed in that direction, with the consequence that they
have actually eroded the enjoyment derived from their incomes?

The answer follows straightforwardly from the lack of personal autonomy, and
the consequent onset of substitute needs. Since people may lack the ability to eval-
uate the capacity of available options to satisfy their basic psychological needs,
perhaps because they have been controlled against external target-behaviors, they
are induced to follow others, thus taking the others’ conditions as references for
comparison. The importance of relative income for appreciating own well-being is
thus not given and fixed; rather, it depends on people’s autonomy, and it may change
accordingly. A different level of autonomy may change the reference group, so that
this becomes, at least partly, endogenous. A greater level of autonomy may even
turn the sign of the relative income effect from negative to positive, if the future
realization of own possibilities thus appears more feasible.

The second explanation of the divergence between economic growth and people’s
well-being assumes hedonic adaptation, and the onset of the frustrating aspira-
tions gap with material conditions. However, in these cases too, the psychological
patterns considered are restricted. In fact, when hedonic adaptation is studied in
regard to events that do not directly concern income, such as marriage, divorce,
or unemployment, it emerges as being very partial, even when controlled for the
economic consequences (Zimmermann & Easterlin, 2006; Frey & Stutzer, 2006;
Clark, Georgellis, Lucas, & Diener, 2004; Ferrer-i-Carbonell & Van Praag, 2008).
Adaptation also differs across individuals, especially in regard to marital status
(Lucas, Clark, Georgellis, & Diener, 2003), and it is reduced if applied to posi-
tive activity rather than to positive circumstances (Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2009).
Also aspirations differ according to the domain. In particular, unrealized aspira-
tions are less frustrating if they are attached to social affiliation and personal growth
(Kasser, 2002). Aspirations also differ according to people’s mindfulness, which is
the human capacity to be receptively attentive to and aware of present events and
experience, so that it is associated with personal autonomy (Brown & Ryan, 2003).
In fact, people with greater mindfulness seem to perceive a smaller gap between
what they have and what they desire, and the gap they do perceive bothers them
less (Brown, Kasser, Ryan, Linley, & Orzech, 2009). Obvious questions thus arise:
why do people not devote more effort and time to experiences with more enduring
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effects? Why does the endeavor to increase income and consumption persist as a
primary activity? (Easterlin, 2005b)

The autonomy argument is able to answer these questions. The lack of auton-
omy hampers people in self-determining their goals, and in particular in pursuing
personal growth and affiliation. People are thus especially attracted by consumption
and material possessions. Empirical studies show that relatively greater autonomy,
less comparison striving, a narrower aspiration gap, and then higher well-being, are
not abstract possibilities for people (Brown et al., 2009).

Also the explanation of the divergence between economic growth and people’s
well-being as based on deteriorating social relationships shows a weakness. It in
fact assumes a uniform social constraint on all individuals. It is true that time and
space for relationships are necessary for all partners, but the constraint usually binds
them differently, because personal autonomy, and hence the ability to appreciate
social relationships, differ across individuals. Therefore, people can relax the social
constraint by properly allocating time across the preferred partners in relationships,
thus satisfying their autonomy needs differently. For example, it is an established
fact that more educated mothers spend more time with their children despite the fact
that they work more (Guryan, Hurst, & Kearney, 2008). By contrast, a recent study
shows that the reduction of working time in France due to the 1998 employment law
did not result in more time devoted to relationships, whereas human capital emerged
as much more important for relationships (Saffer & Lamiraud, 2008). Education,
which is a rough proxy for personal autonomy, and not time seems to be the binding
constraint.

In conclusion, considering the role of people’s personal autonomy in the problem
of the divergence between economic growth and people’s well-being strengthens
the existing explanations, besides proposing an original one. Moreover, integration
among all the approaches can account for the problem in all relevant dimensions:
from the individuals’ motivations, through the externalities from parents to children,
across peer relationships, and social competition, to the interaction between the pro-
ductive organization of the economy and individuals as consumers and as workers.
Therefore, a growth of individual income can have the expected positive effects on
individuals’ happiness, but other effects such as social comparison, expectation gap,
deteriorated social relationships, and a lack of autonomy can work in the opposite
direction, so that the final effect for some individuals, or for the whole community,
may be significantly changed.

Policy

Arguing for policies in support of people’s personal autonomy seems a novelty for
economists, but it will prove helpful in the debate on economic policies to close
the income/happiness gap. Economists usually think in terms of incentives and
costs, disregarding any problem of personal autonomy in decision making. However,
in the case of policies for happiness, the use of incentives and costs does not
appear very convincing because of the risk of paternalism and of counterproductive
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consequences.15 If instead autonomy is introduced into the analysis, not only the
role of incentives and costs but also the role of happiness as a policy target can be
considered in new light.

The discussion on the concept of autonomy in this and the previous chapters
suggests that supporting people’s autonomy implies improving their ability to eval-
uate and use information for more satisfactory choices, with a variety of positive
consequences, including well-being. People should be primarily able to properly
evaluate incentives and costs in order to draw advantage from material resources.
Sen would say that policies should enhance people’s capabilities to enjoy more
freedom to choose, while self-determination theory reminds us that the use of incen-
tives and costs may have perverse effects on autonomy (Sansone & Harackiewicz,
2000). Both Sen and self-determination theory share the eudaimonic approach to
well-being, which regards well-being as a side-effect of proper support for persons’
capabilities and need-satisfying ability (Ryan et al., 2008).

Policies should concentrate on the formation of people’s autonomy, especially
during their developmental ages, and on the removal of constraints on autonomy
when this is lacking. Policies for children and for adults can thus be distinguished.

The primary line of intervention regards parenting, early education, and its
socio-economic context. Economists have recently recognized that investing in chil-
dren, rather than, e.g., in post-secondary education, has very high returns (Cascio,
2009; Sylva, Melhuish, Sammons, Siraj-Blatchford, & Taggart, 2010),16 not only
because children’s abilities take longer to develop but also because the abilities
are self-productive, cross-fertilizing, and often develop effectively only in specific
ages (Berlinski, Galiani, & Manacorda, 2008, 2009; Blomeyer, Coneus, Laucht,
& Pfeiffer, 2008; Borghans, Duckworth, Heckman, & ter Weel, 2008; Cunha &
Heckman, 2009; Cunha, Heckman, Lochner, & Masterov, 2006; Frank & Meara,
2009; Huang, 2006). In particular, the Nobel prize winner Heckman and his co-
authors recognize that family environments and investments in children (mainly
represented by parental education and maternal ability) causally affect the devel-
opment of their abilities of both cognitive and socio-emotional type, which prove to
be crucial for a variety of outcomes, from dropping out of school to incarceration,
from smoking to teenage pregnancy.

Policy should be directed to alleviating the conditions of disadvantaged children.
But Heckman (2008, p. 16) warns that: “a substantial body of evidence suggests
that a major determinant of child disadvantage is the quality of the nurturing envi-
ronment rather than just financial resources available or presence or absence of
parents. This evidence is supported by the evidence on the effects of early parenting
enrichment programs.”

15See Layard (2005) and Frank (1999) for happiness policies based on incentives and costs, and
Sugden (2007) and Frey and Stutzer (2001) for skeptical views.
16Karoly, Kilburn, and Cannon (2003) estimate that early childhood interventions across the USA,
working with children and parents to improve readiness for school, yield a rate of return for each
dollar invested of 8.7 at age 27 and 17.1 at age 40.
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Intervention in favor of children should be a policy priority also because both
the material and human resources recently devoted to children are inadequate and
unequally distributed, especially in the USA and the UK. In fact, the poverty rate
among children in the early 2000s was 21.7% in the USA and 16.2% in the UK,
while it was 2.4% in Denmark and 3.6% in Sweden. In the USA it had even risen
since 1970, when it was 15.0%. Childcare fees, net of tax reductions, and of child-
care benefits in 2003 amounted to 12.6% of family net income in the USA, and
32.7% in the UK, but only 7.8% in Denmark, and 6.2% in Sweden. Also parental
leave varies greatly across countries. If its duration is multiplied by the percentage
of salary paid in the early 2000s, the figure for the USA is 0 and for the UK 23, while
for Denmark it is 53 and for Sweden 48. A similar pattern emerges for a dreadful
phenomenon that mainly occurs within families: child maltreatment deaths exhibit
the highest rate in the USA with respect to the other three countries considered,
while the child neglect victimization rate even increased in the USA from 1990 to
2006 (US Department of Health and Human Services, 2008).

This evidence, although descriptive, is also consistent with the explanation pro-
posed in this chapter concerning the divergence between economic growth and
people’s well-being. In fact, although the economies of the four above-mentioned
countries grew at about the same average rate from 1973 to 2006, during the same
period the USA exhibited a declining trend of self-reported well-being, the UK
exhibited no trend, whereas Denmark and Sweden exhibited substantially positive
ones.17

However, more abundant and more equally distributed material resources, both
private and public, for children are not sufficient for a healthy development of their
autonomy, since the type of parenting remains crucial. It is true that household
income and parents’ education may greatly improve the ability of parenting to sup-
port children’s autonomy, but this is not a necessary outcome (see e.g. Luthar, 2003).
Applying economic reasoning to parenting clarifies that it can remain indefinitely
of suboptimal quality because it is not tradable, even intertemporally, i.e. children
cannot exchange parenting on the market. This is well-known to commercial busi-
nesses, which in fact take children as one of their preferred targets in an attempt to
bypass parent’s educational monitoring.

The first policy suggested is to direct the focus of public opinion to the fact
that inadequate parenting entails serious problems for children and for the future of
everybody, that adequate parenting is under the threat of market economies, but also
that investing in good parenting is possible. A large body of studies on parenting pro-
grams and support is available, and some robust results and prescriptions are slowly
emerging (Layzer, Goodson, Bernstein, & Price, 2001; Mihalopoulos, Sanders,
Turner, Murphy-Brennan, & Carter, 2007; Moran, Ghate, & van der Merwe, 2004).
A policy that enlarged intervention to give more equal opportunities to children gen-
erally would have beneficial effects not only on well-being, but also on the aggregate

17The evidence in these paragraphs comes from different sources, mainly UNICEF, US-General
Social Survey and Eurobarometer. See Pugno (2009) for more details.
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efficiency of production, since more talented people would more easily reveal them-
selves on the market. This action would be also useful in the USA, which displays,
contrary to a widespread belief, very low income mobility (Jäntti et al., 2006).18

Good practices in early education can be inspired by solid results in psychol-
ogy research. “Attachment theory” (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978;
Bowlby, 1969) can be complemented with the recent results on how the infant
mind works, and in particular on how it needs an adequate response from adults
(Gopnik, Meltzoff, & Kuhl, 2000). Good practices in the education of children and
adolescents can be grounded on research into autonomy-supportive education (see
the reviews by Guay, Chanal, & Ratelle, 2008; Reeve, 2006). In particular, informa-
tion that gives structure to teacher’s expectations and feedbacks to students is crucial
for building self-confidence.

Families and schools are closely conditioned in their educational practices by
commercial pressure. However, policies on regulating advertising and media prod-
ucts to children have been debated for decades, but without finding a convincing
approach. Recognizing that advertising and media products are only potentially
harmful to children, since the mediating role of parenting with children has been
acknowledged as crucial, provides an easy escape from an awkward issue for gov-
ernments. A guideline for a convincing approach may be derived from applying
the informational role required of autonomy-supporting actions to advertising and
media products. Scientific research should aid understanding of the extent to which
advertising and media products exert control by diverting children’s attention from
the real content of the product advertised to sensation enjoyment. This should be
the basis for both regulatory norms and proper information to parents (Gentile et al.,
2007). This guideline, however imprecise, is distant from the current practice, which
tends to divert even the parents’ attention (Wooten, 2003).

The line of intervention in favor of adults should point to the aggravating socio-
economic causes underlying the lack of their autonomy. The primary cause seems
to be insecurity, which may stem from the labor market, and from society at large.

One of the strongest results of happiness economics is that the unemployed suffer
much more than a loss of earnings (Clark & Oswald, 1994; Di Tella, McCulloch,
& Oswald, 2003); a further result is that this effect persists, at least to some extent,
even after reemployment (Clark et al., 2004; Di Tella et al., 2007). These results can
be read as indicating an erosion of personal autonomy due to insecurity, because
unemployment is evidently an involuntary condition for both income insecurity and
identity insecurity in the social context. Economic policy should thus pay particular
attention to unemployment even in the short run.

But autonomy can also be eroded in the workplace if social and technological
conditions exert a control on workers under the threat of unemployment. A policy
that directly influences personnel management is hardly appropriate, but motiva-
tional research can do the job by making evident that more autonomous employees

18A study has even found that the locus of causality measured on the Rotter scale in the USA
persists from parents to offspring, and influences earnings in a significant way (Osborne, 2005).
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can be both more satisfied and more productive (Pugno & Depedri, 2010). In par-
ticular, self-determination theory shows that personal motivation and psychological
needs satisfaction are associated with job self-commitment and positive job atti-
tude (Baard, Deci, & Ryan, 2004; Lam & Gurland, 2008; Vansteenkiste et al.,
2007). An interesting outcome of self-determination seems to be also creativity
(Sheldon, 1995). Therefore, productive organizations may properly design job tasks,
compensation system, and interpersonal relations in order to enhance employees’
participation and empowerment (Gagné & Forest, 2008).

Insecurity in society generally derives from the scarcity of a key ingredient in
social life, namely generalized trust. This can be distinguished from strategic trust,
since it is a primary attitude or a preference, usually formed in the family, while
strategic trust arises from information about specific others accumulated from past
experience (Fehr, 2009; Uslaner, 2002, 2008). The segregation of social minorities
and corruption are typical phenomena that reveal a lack of generalized trust vis-à-vis
the possible consolidation of strategic trust within groups. Policies against segrega-
tion and corruption, and for universality and legality, are obviously to be welcomed.
Several economists and international organizations recommend strengthening the
role of institutions in the economy precisely to develop trust and relax social con-
straints, e.g. through coordinating actions (World Bank, 2001). It should be added,
however, that a certain amount of generalized trust is necessary for the effective
working of institutions, so that once again crucial is the role of the family (Uslaner,
2002).19

In conclusion, recognizing the importance of people’s autonomy for well-being
from the decision-making perspective yields policy implications which shed new
light on how to close the gap between economic growth and people’s well-being. In
particular, it seems more effective for enduring well-being to create the conditions
for people to improve their autonomy, rather than directly targeting policy on their
happiness, or even simply income. Targeting income growth, in fact, may have neg-
ative feedbacks, whereas personal autonomy ensures both well-being and favorable
conditions for economic growth, through motivation for personal growth and trust
in others.
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Chapter 11
The Development of Conceptions of Personal
Autonomy, Rights, and Democracy, and Their
Relation to Psychological Well-Being

Charles C. Helwig and Justin McNeil

Self-determination theory holds that people are rational, meaning-making agents
who are self-governing (autonomous) and who exercise their autonomy and develop
their competencies in relations with others. Because all individuals as seen as pos-
sessing autonomy as a universal psychological need, optimal social relations can
be conceived as those which are characterized by a respect for personal autonomy,
mutuality, and rationality (Ryan & Deci, 2001). This assumption of a self-governing
or autonomous agent as psychologically normative has much in common with the
view of the person inherent within modern philosophical theorizing about democ-
racy, freedoms, and rights (e.g., Dworkin, 1977; Gewirth, 1978; Larmore, 2008;
Rawls, 1971; Sen, 1999). Each of these contemporary moral philosophical perspec-
tives, in different ways, postulates that human beings are agents who act in the world
and pursue personal interests, and as such are the moral bearers of rights and free-
doms. At the same time, as social beings, people are entitled to equal respect in
their mutual relations with one another and with the social institutions in which
they participate. Social relationships of mutual respect and reciprocity are thus seen
as fostering the development of autonomy, and individual needs for autonomy cor-
respondingly place limits on the forms of social organization that are seen as just
(Nussbaum, 2000). Democratic social forms that are non-coercive and that permit
individuals to develop their own spheres of personal choice and to have a say in
how things are run are argued to be both more just and more promoting of psycho-
logical well-being than are social forms that are coercive, that intrude on spheres
of personal choice and autonomy, or that fail to provide individuals with a voice in
decisions that affect them (Sen, 1999).

Perhaps partly as a result of these shared assumptions with contemporary demo-
cratic perspectives and theorizing, self-determination theory recently has been
criticized for holding an allegedly “Western” or ethnocentric view of the self, and
thus for failing to account for the psychology and moral perspectives of individ-
uals throughout much of the non-Western world. For example, it has been argued
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by some cultural psychologists that the psychology of non-Western peoples is best
characterized in terms of an “interdependent self” for whom autonomy or per-
sonal choice has little or no significance (Heinrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010;
Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Correspondingly, in contrast to the emphasis on auton-
omy and rights found in the West, the thinking of non-Western peoples about social
relations and morality has been characterized as “duty-based” rather than “rights-
based” (Miller, 1994; Shweder, Mahapatra, & Miller, 1987), and thus focused on
obedience to authority, the maintenance of social harmony, and following the group
(Greenfield, Keller, Fuligni, & Maynard, 2003; Markus, 2008; Triandis, 1989).

Self-determination theory has typically approached this debate through an
emphasis on the consequences for psychological functioning associated with the sat-
isfaction or thwarting of basic needs such as autonomy in different cultural settings
(e.g., Ryan & Deci, 2001). However, as Roth and Deci (2009) point out, cognition
is an important foundation for autonomy as it provides the organizational structure
within which basic psychological needs are experienced. Recent research within
developmental psychology has examined directly the development of conceptions
of personal autonomy and rights and democratic understandings in both Western
and non-Western cultures, and has contributed some important findings that bear
directly on these issues. In this chapter, we will examine this new and emerg-
ing research and illustrate how its findings are compatible with many of the core
propositions of self-determination theory. It is hoped that, in bringing this body of
recent work in developmental psychology to light to self-determination theorists,
this discussion may provide the basis for a fruitful synthesis of social cognitive
developmental perspectives and self-determination theory. Such a synthesis may
provide a more comprehensive understanding of how psychological needs func-
tioning and social cognition may interact in development and in different cultural
settings.

Conceptions of Personal Autonomy, Freedoms, and Rights

The notion of personal freedom is one of the cornerstones of modern democratic
societies (Dworkin, 1977). Personal freedom implies the demarcation of a private
sphere, in which individuals may pursue their own projects or interests free from
interference by others, including societal agents such as religion or the state. This
private sphere is believed to assist individuals to develop as free and autonomous
agents who have control of key aspects of their lives, and help them to develop their
capacities as human beings (Nussbaum, 2000; Sen, 1999). Formally, within modern
liberal democratic societies, personal freedom takes the form of guarantees of civil
liberties and freedoms, such as free access to information, freedom of religion and
belief, and rights to basic privacy and freedom of association. In addition to serving
individual ends of self-development, personal autonomy is also viewed as essential
for the development of civic commitment (Hart, Atkins, & Donnelly, 2006; Youniss
& Yates, 1997). Democratic societies need citizens who will actively participate
in society’s institutions, including its political and civic organizations. Individuals
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who have the freedom of action to pursue their interests, to belong to diverse social
organizations and groups, and who are guaranteed access to information and oppor-
tunities to discuss public policy with like-minded others are more likely to develop
a sense of political agency and thereby to participate effectively in democratic social
institutions as citizens.

These features of democratic theorizing and practice bear important relations to
self-determination theory’s core propositions about universal psychological needs.
Most obvious in this context is the need for autonomy, conceptualized as individ-
uals’ need to regulate their own behavior (to be “self-determining”) in accordance
with their deeply held interests and values (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Autonomy, thus,
is different from “independence” or self-sufficiency, and is not the opposite of
relatedness, as it is often mistakenly conceived, since individuals may be either
autonomously independent or autonomously related (see Kagitcibasi, 2005, for a
discussion). Rather, autonomy in this perspective is conceived of as the opposite
of heteronomy, or being under the authority or rule of another (Piaget, 1932). To
the extent that democratic forms of social organization afford individuals the free-
dom to regulate their own behavior in accordance with their interests, and protect
this autonomy by formal guarantees of freedoms or rights, they are more likely to
be autonomy supportive than other forms of social organization that fail to protect
individual autonomy and personal choice (Chirkov, 2007). Thus, when social insti-
tutions are seen as limiting individuals’ autonomy, or compelling them to act in
ways that they would not endorse, such restrictions or dictates would be expected to
be experienced as coercive and therefore not fully internalized or endorsed.

Over the last few decades, developmental psychologists working within a per-
spective known as social domain theory (Turiel, 2006) have examined children’s
conceptions of different types of issues or “domains.” One of these domains involves
conceptions of “personal issues” or those issues over which people believe that they
should have personal jurisdiction and control. The personal domain is theorized
to be an important source of children’s emerging conceptions of autonomy and is
believed to aide in the construction of a unique self and identity (Nucci, 2001).
Children’s own conceptions of personal issues have been examined in research that
asks children to consider whether a variety of different types of acts should be reg-
ulated by authorities, and to provide justifications or reasons for these judgments
(Nucci & Weber, 1995; Nucci, 1981). This research has shown that even young
children consider some actions (e.g., recreational pursuits, choice of friends, what
they wear) as not legitimately regulated by authorities and as up to the individual to
decide. In their reasoning, children appeal to personal choice, the desires or needs of
individuals, and explicit references to freedoms in explaining why it would be wrong
for authorities to regulate these acts (e.g., “it’s your choice”; “it’s personal free-
dom”). Children also consider issues of identity and self-expression when reasoning
about the personal. For example, Lagatutta, Nucci, & Bosacki (2010) presented
4–8 year old children with hypothetical examples in which an authority prohibits
children from acting in various ways, including issues falling within the personal
domain (e.g., clothing, activity, friendship choice). Children of all ages predicted
that agents would be less likely to comply and feel good if the prohibited personal
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issue was strongly associated with the agent’s identity then if it was not. These
findings illustrate children’s emerging awareness of the psychological significance
of basic needs for autonomy and the consequences associated with heteronomous
control of the personal.

Importantly, children’s conceptions of personal autonomy do not reflect an unbri-
dled individualism or egoism, as children do acknowledge the legitimacy of social
control and authority commands for other kinds of social rules and issues. For exam-
ple, children accept the legitimacy of authorities such as parents or teachers over
moral issues involving harm to others, injustice, or violation of their rights, or social
conventional issues such as culturally relative customs or practices (e.g., forms of
address, etiquette). Authorities may legitimately make rules governing moral and
social conventional issues, and violations of these rules by children are judged to
be wrong (Turiel, 2006). In their reasoning about moral and social conventional
issues, children themselves appeal to concepts of harm, rights, or justice for moral
issues, and to the disruption of social organization or the presence of shared norms
or customs or explicit social rules in the case of social conventions (Smetana, 2006).
These findings show how the development and demarcation of a domain of personal
autonomy occurs alongside the development of simultaneous commitments to both
moral conceptions of justice or concern for others along with the construction of
concepts of shared social conventional rule systems to which children are also com-
mitted. Autonomy needs are therefore regulated and integrated with considerations
emerging out of children’s relatedness with others, such as reciprocity and justice or
commitment to cultural traditions and conventions.

The idea of a personal domain defining areas of autonomy that authorities may
not legitimately interfere with is not restricted to Western cultural settings but has
been found among children from a wide variety of cultures often characterized as
“collectivistic” or holding an interdependent view of the self, such as Colombia
(Ardilla-Rey & Killen, 2001), Brazil (Nucci & Camino-Sapiro, 1996), Hong Kong
(Yau & Smetana, 2003a), Korea (Kim & Turiel, 1996), and Japan (Yamada, 2009).
In each of these societies, children identify similar sorts of issues (e.g., recreational
pursuits, choice of friends) as beyond the boundaries of legitimate authority reg-
ulation, and violations of authority restrictions on these activities are judged by
children as acceptable. Although the boundaries of the personal may, of course,
vary in ways that show influences of culture (e.g., certain aspects of how one dresses
may not be up to personal choice in some cultures), children in a variety of cultural
contexts do believe that individuals should be given a space to enact their needs
for self-expression, personal choice, and identity formation that may not be arbi-
trarily infringed upon by authorities. These findings are not compatible with the
view that people in non-Western cultures generally value obedience over autonomy
or do not recognize autonomy as an important human need or good, as critics of
self-determination theory sometimes claim.

The particular issues that children see as part of their personal domain undergo
transformation throughout childhood and adolescence, as children’s competencies
develop and they increasingly assert their autonomy over expanding areas of per-
sonal jurisdiction and control. In early childhood, children’s conceptions of personal
autonomy are generally tied to concrete issues of control over their bodies and basic
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recreational pursuits such as play, choice of friends, or food preferences. Beginning
in middle childhood, areas of personal autonomy expand to include issues of privacy
and freedom of thought or other basic freedoms related to children’s exercise of
self-determination (Ruck, Abramovitch, & Keating, 1998). Research on children’s
developing conceptions of civil liberties such as freedom of speech and religion con-
ducted in North America indicates that by middle-childhood, children define these
areas as important to people’s needs for self-expression, and they judge arbitrary or
restrictive government laws restricting these civil liberties as wrong in all countries,
regardless of variations in local practices or laws (Helwig, 1995, 1998).

Although freedom of speech and religion are often thought of as uniquely
“Western” notions, endorsement of these rights as universal human rights by
adolescents has been found in several non-Western cultural settings, including
among the Druze of Israel (Turiel & Wainryb, 1998), among Muslim immi-
grants in the Netherlands (Verkuyten & Slooter, 2008, in Malaysia (Cherney
& Shing, 2008), and even in Mainland China (Lahat, Helwig, Yang, Tan, &
Liu, 2009). For example, Lahat et al. (2009) examined urban and rural Chinese
adolescents’ judgments about issues such as whether a school principal could
prohibit a high school student from publishing an article critical of the school’s
rules in the school newspaper, or whether parents who are atheists could pro-
hibit their child from belonging to a religion of the child’s choice. In both urban
and rural settings, the majority of Chinese adolescents supported these rights
and judged restrictions of children’s rights by authorities as wrong, although
rural adolescents supported freedoms in somewhat less proportions than urban
adolescents. In their reasoning, Chinese adolescents appealed to needs for self-
determination, autonomy, and personal choice in supporting children’s freedom
to make these choices. Interestingly, the same developmental pattern was found
across both urban and rural contexts within China, with older adolescents support-
ing freedoms and rights more strongly than younger adolescents. These findings
illustrate how the developmental tendency of children to assert greater auton-
omy as they get older is found in a non-Western cultural environment, even for
issues such as civil liberties that may not have strong support in certain cultural
settings.

Studies of direct observations of children’s interactions around violations of
social rules or other conflicts with authorities have provided insights into the com-
plex interactional processes involved in children’s construction of a domain of
personal autonomy (e.g., Nucci & Weber, 1995). Nucci and Weber (1995) exam-
ined the types of social interactions that surrounded 3- and 4-year-old children’s
violations of social rules or their attempts to assert their own autonomy, and how
their mothers responded. They found, first, that children tended to assert their
own personal autonomy or prerogative around personal issues (e.g., dress or recre-
ational pursuits), or those that combined a strong element of personal choice with
other issues, such as social-convention or prudence (i.e., acts with the potential for
harm to the self). Interestingly, children rarely asserted their personal prerogative
around moral issues (e.g., hurting or treating others unfairly) or in the context of
straightforward social conventional violations. Children’s assertions of their own
autonomy and personal choice in real-life interactions thus paralleled the types of
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distinctions found in their judgments of hypothetical rules and situations discussed
earlier.

Moreover, closer examination of children’s interactions with their mothers
around personal issues revealed several features associated with the process of
autonomy formation in early childhood. First, as might be expected, mothers do
grant children autonomy and provide them with opportunities for personal choice.
Importantly, however, autonomy development does not represent merely that which
is granted by adults or authorities. Rather, children themselves also actively claim
areas of personal jurisdiction in ways that frequently bring them into conflict with
adults. In these conflicts, parents themselves often acknowledge children’s emerg-
ing autonomy needs, and parents (and also children) sometimes compromise so as
to enable children to exercise their autonomy within the context of adult structure
or guidance (e.g., by permitting the expression of children’s personal desires or
choice but in a way that is safe for them). Thus, processes of autonomy granting
(by parents) and autonomy claiming (by children) both contribute to the formation
of children’s early notions of personal autonomy, and this process is often charac-
terized by moderate levels of conflict as children and parents mutually negotiate the
expression of children’s autonomy needs (Smetana, 2005).

Subsequent research with adolescents has shown that these sorts of processes
continue throughout development (Smetana, 1988, 1989). Conflicts between par-
ents and adolescents tend to be over issues that combine aspects of personal choice
and other domains, especially social convention or prudential issues, and not over
moral issues. Often, adolescents and parents would tend to define these issues dif-
ferently, leading to conflicts. For example, adolescents might see issues such as the
state of cleanliness of the child’s room as a personal issue and therefore adolescents’
own business, whereas parents might assert their social conventional authority to
determine matters “under their roof.” Similarly, parents may have concerns over
safety in regard to many issues that adolescents see as part of their personal juris-
diction (e.g., how late they stay out with friends or whom they may date). In general,
research indicates that moderate amounts of conflict are normal in adolescence, and
that these conflicts tend to subside beyond early or middle adolescence as adoles-
cents’ competences develop and as they claim and are given increasing autonomy
by parents (Smetana, 2005).

Research with adolescents from a variety of cultures, including Mainland China,
Chile, and the Philippines, has shown that relations between adolescents and parents
in these cultures are characterized by similar disputes about the legitimate bound-
aries of parental authority and its perceived implications for adolescents’ autonomy
(Darling, Cumsille, & Pena-Alampay, 2005; Yau & Smetana, 2003b). Typically,
such conflicts arose over issues that combined elements of personal issues and con-
cerns over prudence or social convention, as in the research conducted in the United
States. Furthermore, adolescents in all cultural contexts tended to assert or desire
greater autonomy at earlier ages than parents were willing (initially) to give them.
Cultures also tend to vary in the ages at which autonomy is granted, with some
cultures granting autonomy over many issues fairly early and other cultures granting
it fairly late in adolescence. The context of the Philippines is especially interesting,
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as parents in this culture tended to impose rules in a fairly constant fashion across
adolescence, whereas adolescents in this culture tended, with increasing age, to
see parentally imposed rules as illegitimate (Darling et al., 2005). Interestingly, the
greatest frequency of conflict in this culture occurred over those rules that adoles-
cents thought were illegitimate but that they felt they had to obey anyway. Thus,
it can be inferred that the motivation of these adolescents to obey these rules was
either heteronomous or introjected (Deci & Ryan, 2008). This motivational basis,
however, did not lead to obedience, as might be expected according to a cultur-
ally defined developmental pathway of interdependence and increasing harmony
between children and adults often claimed to hold in a strongly collectivist culture
such as the Philippines (Greenfield et al., 2003), but rather to higher levels of con-
flict with authority as adolescents resisted the internalization of adult expectations.
Taken together, the findings of this research, conducted within different kinds of
cultures, indicates that the leading edge of autonomy development is driven by ado-
lescents’ increasing claims for more autonomy—and by parents ultimately giving
in—and not simply by parental granting of autonomy at certain culturally defined
ages. These findings provide strong support for self-determination theory’s claim
that autonomy is a universal human need that underlies and drives the development
of a personal sphere of decision making, within the context of the child’s emerg-
ing capacities and capabilities and interactions with adults. Clearly, these findings
are not consistent with the idea that autonomy is an aspect of the self that may
or may not be constructed and transmitted at the cultural level by authorities or
other agents of socialization, in accordance with general cultural orientations or
ideologies (Shweder, 2003).

Research from the social domain perspective also has uncovered how conflicts
about autonomy may occur within cultures and may stem from variations in the
scope of the personal domain accorded to different classes of persons, including
among adults. Many of these variations revolve around different norms regarding
the rights and entitlements of men and women. For example, in many traditional
societies, males are conventionally accorded far greater entitlements to personal
choice and the freedom to pursue their desires and wishes than are females. Research
conducted in a several cultures, including among the Druze, a traditional Arab soci-
ety in Israel (Wainryb & Turiel, 1994), in India (Neff, 2001), and in Benin, Africa
(Conry-Murray, 2009), has shown that females in these societies are generally
more likely to perceive these practices as a restriction of women’s personal auton-
omy, and therefore as unfair, than are males. Nevertheless, in many circumstances,
females within these societies do endorse obedience to gender-related restrictions
on personal choice, largely out of concern with punishment or the negative social
consequences associated with their violation (Wainryb & Turiel, 1994). These find-
ings of diversity within cultures in judgments of freedoms and rights are difficult
to reconcile with global characterizations of traditional or non-Western societies in
terms of duty-based moralities and the acceptance of inequality by those in sub-
ordinate positions (Shweder et al., 1987). Further, they show how certain cultural
practices relating to issues of personal choice and autonomy may be critically eval-
uated by people within a culture, especially by those whose needs for autonomy
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are perceived as significantly restricted by certain cultural norms. These findings
also parallel research from self-determination theory showing that individuals from
diverse cultures (e.g., Korea, Turkey, Russia, and the United States) are much less
likely to internalize vertical cultural norms (or those emphasizing authority, power,
and obedience), when compared to more horizontal cultural norms characterized by
equality, autonomy, and mutual respect (Chirkov, Ryan, Kim, & Kaplan, 2003).

Democratic Participation and Voice

The preceding review of the development of autonomy and its relation to other moral
norms such as justice and fairness illustrates an important feature of autonomy that is
often misunderstood when autonomy is caricatured or reduced to simple individual-
ism or egoism (see Kacitcibasi, 2005, for a discussion of this issue). Psychological
needs for autonomy must be situated within a moral context that includes mutual
respect and regard for the situation of others, including the autonomy needs of
everyone. This idea corresponds to one of the defining features of morality—i.e.,
generalizability (Gewirth, 1978; Rawls, 1971)—or the idea that moral norms are
“impersonal” and hold for all individuals, regardless of one’s own purely personal
perspective. Within a democratic social organization, individuals are involved in
making the rules or otherwise participating with others in the creation and mainte-
nance of the social order, sometimes through processes of deliberation, discussion,
and even debate or disagreement. Because democratic social organization treats
people as equals who may all contribute to decision making, it can provide the
mutual respect on which true (moral) autonomy is based (Piaget, 1932). This point
corresponds to a key proposition within self-determination theory, essential for
understanding its relation to democratic social organization, and this is that auton-
omy and relatedness needs are intertwined and mutually supportive of one another
(Ryan & Deci, 2001). Social relationships of mutual respect and reciprocity foster
the experience of autonomy, and individual needs for autonomy correspondingly
place limits on the forms of social organization that can be rationally justified. Seen
in this way, autonomy is not a form of self-interest that is necessarily opposed to the
common good, but must include a wider perspective, based on reciprocity, that tran-
scends unbridled egoism. As many theorists of democracy have long argued (e.g.,
Dewey, 1916), personal autonomy and the common good are two related poles of
democratic consciousness that, although always in a delicate balance, should not be
seen as mutually exclusive.

This point may be illustrated by the findings of a study of a large-scale, real
world implementation of an educational program designed to foster children’s
understanding of their own rights. Covell, McNeil, and Howe (2009) assessed
the effects of a rights-consistent educational curriculum, entitled “Rights, Respect,
& Responsibility” (RRR) program, in Hampshire, England, over a 3-year period.
Whereas civic education in England was recommended for children from the age of
5 onward, it only became mandatory for children 11 years and older, and thus many
children between the ages of 5–11 were not adequately educated about civic issues
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such as rights and responsibilities. The RRR program was designed to implement
a rights-consistent curriculum in schools with students in this age range, and incor-
porated a broad change in the school ethos to give children at even these young
ages the ability to have meaningful input into how the schools were run, includ-
ing over issues such as hiring practices, school activities, and academic programs.
Interviews conducted with children from these schools indicated that children from
schools in which the program was fully implemented, i.e. in which children’s rights
were embedded within the school’s overall ethos, had more advanced reasoning
regarding rights, particularly their rights to education. However, the students also
tended to display more advanced understandings of their responsibilities as well,
especially with regard to respecting the rights of other students. Thus, children who
were educated about their rights were not only more cognizant of the rights afforded
to them, but also of their responsibilities to others.

Other research has directly examined children’s developing understandings
of democratic decision-making processes themselves in a variety of social con-
texts, such as the peer group, school, family, and government (Helwig & Kim,
1999; Helwig, 1998; Helwig, Arnold, Tan, & Boyd, 2003, 2007; Kinoshita, 2006;
Moessinger, 1981). This research has shown that children from a variety of cultures
(including Canada, Mainland China, Switzerland, and Japan) often endorse and
understand basic principles of democratic participation. For example, democratic
decision-making procedures that give children full input into making decisions, such
as majority rule or consensus, are endorsed for decisions over recreational pursuits
or for matters involving the coordination of conflicting personal preferences in a
group (Helwig & Kim, 1999). Specifically, children believe that they should decide
democratically what game a group of children would play or what television show
they would watch, or have input into family decisions such as where a family goes
on vacation, and they critically evaluate unilateral adult decision making that does
not take into account children’s own perspectives in these instances (Helwig & Kim,
1999). In justifying their judgments, children appeal directly to their need to have a
voice in decisions and to fairness principles based on majority rule. Moreover, chil-
dren sometimes extended this support for democratic decision making into social
contexts in which adults traditionally have decision-making authority, such as deci-
sions made by teachers within classrooms. For instance, when the decision to be
made was perceived as largely recreational in nature or as involving children’s own
personal interests, such as where a school class should go on a field trip, children
saw democratic decision making by children themselves as more fair than unilat-
eral decision making by teachers alone. However, at the same time, children ceded
decision-making autonomy to adults when the decision was seen as impacting chil-
dren’s welfare or when adults were perceived to be more competent to make better
decisions, as in decisions over school curriculum (Helwig & Kim, 1999). These
findings indicate that children are sensitive to issues of children’s competence and
developmental level in deciding the types of matters over which they should be given
decision-making autonomy.

Cross-cultural studies of evaluations of democratic versus authority-oriented
decision making in non-Western societies such as Mainland China have suggested
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that endorsements of democratic decision making do not always follow a simple
cultural pattern (e.g., Helwig et al., 2003, 2007). For instance, although the educa-
tional system in China is more hierarchical than in the West, with a standardized
curriculum in effect across the country and highly competitive nation-wide entrance
examinations at each level beginning with Junior High school, Chinese adolescents
tended not to endorse adult decision making over the curriculum and were more
positive about children’s own democratic involvement in curriculum decisions than
were Western adolescents, who presumably have more autonomy in general over
academic matters (Helwig et al., 2003). In their justifications, Chinese adolescents
often criticized adult decision making over the curriculum as leading to unfair out-
comes and as counterproductive because it may stifle children’s autonomy needs,
freedom, and initiative (see Helwig, 2005, for extended examples of justifications
given by Chinese adolescents).

In a subsequent study examining Chinese and Canadian adolescents’ reasoning
about various hypothetical forms of democratic and non-democratic government
(Helwig et al., 2007), both Chinese adolescents from rural and urban settings and
urban Canadian adolescents were found to prefer democratic forms of government,
such as a representative democracy (in which the people elect representatives to
govern for them), or a direct democracy (in which the people themselves directly
vote on policy decisions), over various forms of non-democratic government such as
a meritocracy or oligarchy. In justifying their responses, both Chinese and Canadian
adolescents appealed to the principle of voice or the people having a say, and to
the accountability afforded by elections that would allow for the removal of officials
who do not govern in the people’s interest, despite the fact that such opportunities for
citizen’s involvement in political decision making are highly limited or non-existent
within China’s current political system. Taken together, these findings indicate that
democratic principles are not restricted to Western, liberal democracies, and are
applied by adolescents in a variety of cultures to critically evaluate existing forms
of nondemocratic social organization that are perceived to be lacking in provision
for individuals’ autonomy needs.

Recent research in Western and non-Western cultures has shown that democratic
principles of group decision making, such as majority rule, are applied in ways
that also take into account individual freedom and autonomy (e.g., Helwig, Yang,
Tan, Liu, & Shao, in press; Kinoshita, 2006). This research, conducted with chil-
dren and adolescents in Canada, England, Mainland China, and Japan, examined the
issues over which democratic group decision making by majority rule (in a school
classroom) was judged as acceptable. Across all cultures, majority rule was judged
acceptable for deciding social-conventional or social-organizational issues, such as
how to organize a class party or what to paint on a class mural, but it was not seen
as acceptable for deciding personal issues such as what a class would eat for lunch
or with whom they would be friends. These findings reveal that, even in cultures
such as China and Japan that are often characterized as “group-oriented” and col-
lectivistic (Triandis, 1989), conceptions of areas of personal autonomy and freedom
constrain and define areas over which the group should not interfere in people’s
lives.
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Autonomy, Democratic Participation, and Well-Being

The findings of this emerging body of research indicate that notions of auton-
omy, personal freedoms, and democratic decision making are not uniquely Western
concepts but have general appeal across a wide variety of cultural contexts and
settings. One of the important questions raised by self-determination theory is
whether or not these aspects of democratic social organization themselves are pos-
itively related to human well-being. In the this section, we will examine some
recent cross-cultural research findings tracing the unique relations between demo-
cratic features of social organization, such as support for autonomy, personal
choice, and democratic involvement in decision making, and psychological out-
comes related to individual’s psychological health and well-being. Our aim is to
illustrate how children’s and adolescents’ autonomy needs are construed and con-
structed in accordance with children’s emerging notions of freedoms and democratic
conceptions. Accordingly, we will show how the thwarting of children’s needs to
exercise autonomy over democratic issues of freedom and participation has been
found to be associated with negative psychological outcomes across diverse cultural
settings.

As noted earlier, one of the important features of autonomy pertains to areas
of personal freedom over which individuals may exercise autonomous control, free
from unwanted intrusion. Recent research (Hasebe, Nucci, & Nucci, 2004; Helwig,
Yang, Nucci, & To, 2009; Qin, Pomerantz, & Wang, 2009) has examined the effects
on psychological well-being of adolescents’ (from the United States, Japan, and
China) perceptions of parental control over a variety of issues falling within different
social domains. This research has found that adolescents from all of these cul-
tural settings tend to accept parental control over social conventional or prudential
issues, but not over personal issues (or over issues in which adolescents’ personal
autonomy was perceived to overlap with other domains). When adolescents per-
ceived their parents as being overcontrolling with regard to personal issues (or those
overlapping with their autonomy), they tended to report internalizing symptoms of
psychopathology, such as anxiety and depression. However, adolescents did not tend
to report symptoms of psychopathology in relation to perceived parental control
over social conventional or prudential issues, where parental control was gener-
ally accepted as legitimate. These findings suggest that behavioral or psychological
control (Barber, Stolz, & Olsen, 2005), and its potential for negative psychological
effects, is mediated by adolescents’ emerging constructions of spheres of personal
autonomy and freedom. Thus, the harmful effects of parental control, when found,
appear not to be due to control per se, but to the mismatch between parental attempts
to intrude on or regulate areas over which adolescents perceive and claim personal
freedom and autonomy.

These similarities across cultures in the psychological outcomes of parental intru-
sion on the exercise of adolescents’ emerging freedoms and autonomy should not
be taken to suggest that this process may not also be culturally inflected or pat-
terned. Cultural differences have been found in the timetable and patterning of the
development of autonomy and associated outcomes for psychological well-being.
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For example, Qin et al. (2009), in a short-term cross-cultural longitudinal study
conducted over the 7th and 8th grades, found that American adolescents reported
greater gains in autonomy (mainly in the form of unilateral child decision making)
during this time than did Chinese children, who reported more joint decision mak-
ing between children and parents. American adolescents’ gains in autonomy were
associated with positive emotional outcomes, but the correspondingly more mod-
est gains in autonomy that Chinese adolescents experienced over this time period
did not similarly lead to more positive emotional functioning. However, in families
where unilateral parental decision making was predominant or continued over time,
there were negative effects on adolescents’ emotional functioning (e.g., depressive
symptoms, anxiety, lower self-esteem) in both cultures, although these effects were
somewhat stronger in the United States than in China. Thus, although Chinese and
American adolescents may claim autonomy in somewhat different ways and at dif-
ferent ages, overly restrictive parental control was detrimental to well-being in both
cultural settings.

Other research has begun to examine how aspects of the school environ-
ment (termed “school climate”) affect children’s well-being and adjustment. A
recent, large-scale longitudinal study (Way, Reddy, & Rhodes, 2007) of over 1,400
American adolescents in 6th–8th grades examined relations between a variety of
features of school climate, one of which was student perceptions of opportuni-
ties for autonomy (measured, for example, as having a say in how things worked
in school or having input into decisions and curriculum), and various health out-
comes such as depression, self-esteem, and behavioral problems. It was found that
perceptions of student autonomy became more negative over the 3-year period of
middle school, and that as students perceived fewer opportunities for involvement
in decision making, there were increases in depressive symptoms and behavioral
problems and decreases in reported self-esteem. Moreover, the researchers were
able to use path analyses to determine the direction of these effects; the direction
was found to be unidirectional and went from changes in perceptions of autonomy
to well-being, rather than in the opposite direction (students’ adjustment predict-
ing their perceptions of the school climate). It is probably unlikely that these
declines in student autonomy reported by adolescents represent actual declines in
the decision-making opportunities offered to them. More plausibly, adolescents’
increasing dissatisfaction with what the school provides may be driven by expan-
sions in their expectations for autonomy, as documented by the social cognitive
developmental research reviewed earlier (Helwig, 2006; Smetana, 2006). These
findings thus are fully consistent with the proposition that children and adoles-
cents increasingly internalize and define autonomy in democratic terms (e.g., as
necessitating an increasing say in decisions). These associations between the level
of decision-making autonomy granted to children in school settings and important
aspects of well-being (e.g., self-esteem and depression and anxiety) have been repli-
cated in a recent study of adolescents in the mainland Chinese city of Nanjing
(Jia et al., 2009), indicating that adolescents in a collectivistic culture also ben-
efit from enhanced decision-making opportunities in schools. Overall, these new
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lines of research suggest that children’s emerging perceptions of autonomy, rights,
and democratic decision making are essential pathways through which autonomy
needs may be satisfied in different cultural settings. Accordingly, understanding
these pathways is essential for illuminating the ways in which social institutions
may act to enhance or diminish children’s well-being.

Conclusions

Children in a variety of cultural contexts have been shown to develop concerns with
personal autonomy and rights, and these conceptions not only place limits on the
forms of social organization seen as legitimate but also have relevance for children’s
psychological well-being, consistent with self-determination theory. Although many
current psychological theories relegate freedoms, rights, and democracy to products
of Western intellectual traditions or cultural settings, a body of new and emerging
psychological evidence, conducted in a variety of cultural settings, both Eastern and
Western, and from a variety of theoretical perspectives, including self-determination
theory, suggests otherwise. Individuals in diverse cultural environments have been
found to define areas of personal jurisdiction or freedom that limit the forms of
social control that are perceived to be legitimately imposed on individuals. These
areas of personal jurisdiction are justified in terms of appeals to personal agency,
choice, and freedom, and are relevant to both children and to adults. Rather than
reflecting an unbridled egoism or individualism, as sometimes claimed, areas of per-
sonal jurisdiction are connected to beliefs about autonomy and personal choice and
exist alongside and in relation to equally important and equally internalized commit-
ments to social norms, traditions, and moral conceptions of justice and the avoidance
of harm to others. Individuals in diverse cultural settings sometimes extend their
needs for autonomy to embrace democratic social organization grounded on the
principle of voice and the need for individuals to participate in decision making,
in ways that may go beyond what is granted to them by their cultural environ-
ment or by powerful authorities. These democratic concepts are comprehended and
often claimed by children and adolescents themselves as they develop explicit con-
ceptions of their own autonomy and reflect on the different types of social rules
and structures that they experience in their daily lives. More than mere intellec-
tual constructions, conceptions of autonomy and democracy have been shown to
have functional psychological significance for the realization of individuals’ psy-
chological well-being. Social scientists need to pay attention to these emerging
findings as they have important implications for how conceptions of self, moral-
ity, and society are defined and studied. Beyond this, policy makers, governments,
and citizens alike need to ensure that the institutions in which children and adults
participate are structured to suitably respect individuals’ universal needs for per-
sonal autonomy, in order to foster human happiness and full participation in shared
social life.
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Chapter 12
Personal Autonomy and Environmental
Sustainability

Luc G. Pelletier, Daniel Baxter, and Veronika Huta

The Concept of Environmental Sustainability

The widespread rise of interest in the concept of environmental sustainability rep-
resents a significant shift in how people view the relationships between mounting
environmental problems, socio-economic growth, and humanity’s well-being. The
most recent major international scientific consensus is that human activities are
changing the climate at a planetary level, that many impacts of this climate change
are already evident, and that further effects are inevitable because both socio-
economic growth in developing countries and population growth are inevitable
(IPCC, 2007). Although predicting population and socio-economic growth is not an
exact science, the United Nation Population Fund (2009) reported that, after grow-
ing very slowly for most of human history, the world’s population has more than
doubled in the last half century to reach 6 billion in late 1999. In 2006, the world
population reached 6.7 billion, and it is expected to rise by 2.53 billion people to
reach a total of 9.1 billion in 2050. This increase alone is close to the total world
population in 1950. This dramatic growth in population will increase the number
of inhabitants competing for the world’s limited resources. In addition, the human
activities needed to reach a high quality of life in both developed and developing
countries will inevitably lead to an increase in global warming.

This serves to illustrate how complex the problem of sustainable development
is, and how closely tied it is to human activity. In fact, many other environmental
problems—such as the rise of air pollution, the reduction of clean water supplies,
the depletion of the Earth’s ozone layer, and the clearing of tropical rain forests—
are also the direct result of human activities that were initially designed to improve
humanity’s well-being, generate economic growth, and correct socio-economic dis-
parities like poverty and low quality of life (Gardner & Stern, 1996; Hopwood,
Mellor, & O’Brien, 2005).
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The process of bringing together environmental issues, socio-economic con-
cerns, and humanity’s well-being is the central idea encapsulated in the Brundtland
Report’s definition of environmental sustainability as meeting the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future generation to meet their needs
(World Commission on Economic Development, 1987). So far, the proposed
model for sustainable development is composed of three connected, interdependent
domains: the environment, society, and the economy. Although it is increasingly
clear that human activities cause climate change, the solutions that have thus far
been proposed simply involve trade-offs between environmental, economical, and
social concerns, such as whether it is acceptable to cause large scale pollution when
one’s country is using tar sands in order to produce energy, stimulate the economy
and increase growth, or whether the loss of jobs in the car industry is acceptable
for cleaner air. In other words, existing strategies ignore the fact that a sustainable
future can only be achieved through a substantial shift in the values, attitudes, and
behaviors of the individuals and institutions that caused the harm to the environ-
ment (McKenzie-Mohr & Oskamp, 1995). The field of psychology and the subfield
of motivation in particular provide crucial understanding of how such a shift could
take place. We have learned much about the psychological processes that would be
needed for individuals to learn new environmentally responsible behaviors, adopt
these behaviors, and more importantly, maintain them and integrate them into their
lifestyles.

The current environmental situation has made many people realize that sustain-
able development needs to be a central goal of society, even though the achievement
of this goal is extremely difficult and complex, as it is intertwined with competing
socio-economic and well-being goals. In order to make progress toward sustain-
able development, in this chapter we argue that a central target is the motivation of
individual people, whether they are private citizens, heads of industries, or leaders
of governments. Also, we propose that self-determination theory provides a useful
framework for organizing and understanding psychological science’s response to
environmental sustainability, and most importantly promoting pro-environmental
motivation and behavior. When a person is well integrated, pro-environmental,
socio-economic, and well-being goals work in harmony rather than competing with
each other.

Psychological Science’s Response to a Sustainable Environment

In the 20 or so attempts to synthesize the many studies on pro-environmental
behaviors (PEBs) done so far (more than 400), it is repeatedly emphasized that psy-
chological science should play a major role in addressing these problems (Kazdin,
2009; Swim et al., 2009). Some reviews focus on very specific potential theoret-
ical accounts or psychological processes that could predict or lead to change of
PEB (Eagly & Kulesa, 1997; Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002; Oskamp, 2000), while
other reviews include meta-analyses (Bamberg & Möser, 2007; Hines, Hungerford,
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& Tomera, 1987; Osbaldiston, 2004; Zelesny, 1999) or more traditional narra-
tive descriptions (Dwyer, Leeming, Cobern, Porter, & Jackson, 1993; Gifford,
2007; Stern, 2000) of the effects that different strategies or interventions have on
a variety of PEBs. In some of these reviews, the authors go a step further and
propose models that combine the diversity of topics, the multiple influences that
have been proposed, and the different types of interventions coming from dif-
ferent areas of psychology (Gardner & Stern, 2002; Gifford, 2007; Hines et al.,
1987). However, at best, these models provide lists of correlates that one could
take into account when designing an intervention. Nevertheless, let us review what
we have learned from this research. We will then examine how self-determination
theory could provide a more coherent framework for understanding and
promoting PEB.

Given the complexity of sustainable development, most of the research in this
field (Gardner & Stern, 2008; McKenzie-Morh, 2008) has focused on specific,
concrete behaviors like the consumption of bottled water, reusing hotel towels,
using special light bulbs, recycling, energy conservation, auto emissions inspection,
residential water conservation, or living more modestly. This has been combined
with interventions that focus on education and information strategies which pro-
vide information about specific environmental conditions (Gardner & Stern, 2002),
use social norms in message framing (Goldstein, Cialdini, & Griskevicius, 2008),
provide feedback or information on results (Darby, 2006), and/or employ motiva-
tional strategies that focus on incentives and disincentives (Clayton, 2009; Gardner
& Stern, 2002), social marketing, and the facilitation of behavior (McKenzie-Mohr
& Smith, 1999).

With regard to education and information strategies, research on PEB has typ-
ically examined the effects of providing information regarding specific topics
(e.g., specific environmental problems, health risks, environmental effects of cer-
tain behaviors), sometimes combined with information about the extent to which
people agree with these perceptions (i.e., social norms), or provision of feedback
(e.g., exact amount of electricity consumption). The outcome generally studied
has been environmental concern or dissatisfaction. A major limitation of using
this outcome, however, is that dissatisfaction and concern are rarely sufficient for
action. For one thing, individuals must know what to do and must believe that their
actions can change the situation; and even when these requirements are present,
people mainly make only specific, simple, and easy changes in their behavior.
When behaviors become more difficult or costly, the association between envi-
ronmental attitudes, knowledge, and pro-environmental behaviors is considerably
reduced.

Indeed, several studies and surveys have shown that there is generally a gap
between the extent to which people are aware of environmental conditions and
the PEB they display (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002; Wood, Tam, & Guerrero-
Witt, 2005). Several surveys indicate that people are aware of the ecological threats
that are around us, and that people understand that most of the threats are caused
by human activities and can be reversed by human behavior (Environics, 2007a).
However, most people continue to maintain the habits that cause harm to the
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environment, and most show low levels of PEB (Environics, 2007b). As we will
see later, it is not only important to understand why people remain relatively inac-
tive despite the large effort to make them aware of the importance of the situation,
we must also examine how communication strategies could be made more effective
to guide them in their attempts to adopt new PEBs.

The second broader intervention for promoting PEB has relied on incentives
and disincentives (Dwyer et al., 1993; Geller, 1989). Creating incentives is usu-
ally perceived as a powerful approach because it can make PEB attractive to a
person who lacks motivation to engage in PEB and does not otherwise feel con-
cerned by environmental conditions (e.g., recycles tin cans only to get a monetary
reward). Also, incentives can be used as barriers to actions that harm the envi-
ronment (e.g., increasing the cost of buying gasoline can be an incentive to buy a
smaller car).

But whether such an approach is truly effective remains to be sufficiently estab-
lished. For one thing, under some conditions, incentives can have unintended
consequences that are experienced as punishment (Gardner & Stern, 1996). For
example, an increase in the cost of energy might force low-income people to make
hard choices between heating their homes in winter and buying food or clothing.
Second, incentives can lead to short-term effects, but lose their appeal over time,
or are not adequate enough to instill much long-term change (Geller, Winett, &
Everett, 1982; Katzev & Johnson, 1984; Winett, Leckliter, Chinn, Stahl, & Love,
1985; Witmer & Geller, 1976). Third, and more importantly, several researchers
(e.g., Aronson & Gonzales, 1990; DeYoung, 1986; Wang & Katzev, 1990; Witmer
& Geller, 1976) have observed that when incentives were discontinued, the PEB that
was targeted returned to baseline levels, i.e. the level that existed before implemen-
tation of the intervention. This is precisely what is predicted by self-determination
theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 1987)—that rewards and incentives typically pro-
mote target behaviors only as long as they are given to reinforce these behaviors.
Moreover, in most circumstances, incentives aimed at changing the behavior of
individuals have been unsuccessful when the individuals felt that the costs of the
behavior change outweighed the benefits of the incentive, or when the larger social
system posed significant barriers to action. As a consequence, when protecting the
environment requires great effort or expense, behaviors become unlikely unless
interventions to reduce the barriers are present as well.

But even making a behavior easier, like providing access to a curbside recycling
program, has limitations. For example, close to 40% of citizens indicate that they
recycle at home where the recycling bin is immediately accessible; however, this
number drops to less than 10% when citizens are outside their homes, or do not
have access to a recycling program (Oskamp, 1995). Finally, because the facilita-
tion of recycling by providing access to a curbside recycling program targets only
that behavior, it does not lead individuals to do other PEBs. The use of incentives
does not generalize to all PEB, nor does it promote internalization of PEB into a sus-
tainable lifestyle. In sum, these results suggest that providing incentives, combined
with facilitating a specific behavior like recycling, may lead to a positive attitude
toward recycling and to more recycling behaviors as long as these behaviors are not
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too costly and/or there are no barriers present. Providing incentives for a behavior
or making a behavior easier does not seem to carry over to conditions where the
behavior is not reinforced anymore, where the behavior is more difficult, or to other
PEBs.

Thus, it appears that the overall response of psychological science to the prob-
lem of sustainable development has been eclectic and not very coherent. Although
strategies designed to encourage people to act have been growing at a rapid pace, we
might question the extent to which the field is moving forward. Research shows that
some of the strategies used to motivate people can lead to PEB (Bamberg & Möser,
2007); however, long-term maintenance of these behaviors remains a serious prob-
lem. People seem to react positively to the strategies initially, but their behavior
declines over time, and, more importantly, behavior returns to baseline if the source
of “motivation” is withdrawn (Lehman & Geller, 2004). In sum, the response of
psychological science combines different conclusions about the factors that could
lead to PEB (see Clayton, 2009; Gardner & Stern, 1996, 2008; Geller, 1995; Kazdin,
2009; Swim et al., 2009), but these various conclusions are scattered across domains
within psychology, and across theories within each domain. Having a plethora of
researchers doing isolated research will only provide scattered pieces of the puzzle.
In order for psychological science to truly make a difference with respect to envi-
ronmental destruction, research needs to be strongly guided by a comprehensive
theory that will address how we could conceptualize sustainability, how interven-
tions should be designed, and how information should be provided to the population
so that these strategies truly motivate people to act in a way that will lead to the inte-
gration of PEB into their lifestyles (i.e., to become “eco-citizens”). A theory-based
approach could represent a vital ingredient in explaining why some strategies or
interventions are more effective than others, and the type of psychological processes
that are at work.

SDT and the Motivation for Pro-environmental Behaviors

One theoretical perspective of human motivation that has received a great deal
of attention from researchers over the last decade—and also has implications for
the issues of maintenance and integration of change—is self-determination the-
ory (SDT), proposed by Deci and Ryan (1985, 2000, 2008). This theory holds the
potential to significantly contribute to our understanding of the issues related to
environmentally responsible behaviors for several reasons. To begin with, it distin-
guishes between different types of motivation that can have a distinct impact on
the maintenance and integration of behaviors. Second, it presents clear hypotheses
regarding the social, contextual, and interpersonal conditions that should hinder or
facilitate individuals’ motivation to adopt a new PEB. Furthermore, it outlines vari-
ous consequences (cognitive, affective, and behavioral) that are associated with the
different types of motivation. In addition, it addresses the issue of internalization,
the process by which changes that were initially reinforced by external sources (e.g.,
incentives or a significant other) become integrated within the individual to form a
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permanent part of his or her character. Lastly, it provides the reasoning for the pro-
cess by which people could internalize more than one PEB and truly become an
eco-citizen.

As illustrated in this volume, SDT is a broad theory of human motivation that
has been applied to a wide range of phenomena and a variety of life domains. The
theory explains how different conditions promote different qualities of motivation,
along a continuum from lesser to greater self-determination. SDT has also been
a useful theory to explain why some strategies are problematic or ineffective in
motivating behavior, and why some people may be motivated at first to do PEB, but
do not maintain these behaviors over time. An overview of the theory is provided
in the first chapter of this volume. For this reason, other than to briefly define the
key concept we will be discussing, self-determined motivation will not be reviewed
here. Instead, we will turn our attention first to the different ways SDT has been
applied in the environmental context; then, we will examine new possible avenues
for pivotal research.

Quality of Motivation and the Occurrence of PEB

Although the evidence that relates SDT to PEB is only beginning to appear, recent
studies have supported the existence of the different types of motivation proposed by
SDT in the environmental context (Osbaldiston & Sheldon, 2003; Pelletier, 2002;
Pelletier, Tuson, Green-Demers, Noels, & Beaton, 1998; Villacorta, Koestner, &
Lekes, 2003). In addition to these findings, other studies have examined how the
different types of motivation for PEB relate to several indicators of PEB.

One set of studies in particular have shown that different types of motivation
were related not only to pro-environmental concerns but also to several PEBs (such
as recycling, conserving energy, purchasing specific products, and others; Pelletier
et al., 1998; Villacorta et al., 2003) and environmental activism (Séguin, Pelletier,
& Hunsley, 1998) in a manner that is consistent with research in other life domains.
That is, the more that individuals report being self-determined for PEB, the more
likely they are to report a higher frequency of PEB. Pelletier and Sharp (2007)
have also reported that higher levels of self-determined motivation for PEB were
associated with higher maintenance of behavior over time (e.g., sustained recycling
over 2 months), along with behavioral patterns consistent with adopting not only
one behavior, but several behaviors (e.g., recycling, conserving energy, conserving
water, and buying biodegradable products) that are indicative of having integrated
the PEB into one’s lifestyle and becoming an eco-citizen.

Motivation for More and Less Difficult PEBs

Some authors have studied how self-determination relates to behaviors that have
been made more easily accessible, behaviors for which barriers have been removed,
or behaviors with different levels of difficulty. As mentioned before, environmental-
ists have previously proposed relying on strategies that reduce barriers by making
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an activity more accessible (e.g., a curbside recycling program), and therefore easier
to achieve.

A study by Green-Demers, Pelletier, and Ménard (1997) examined the impact
of the perceived level of difficulty of environmental behaviors on the magnitude
of the relationship between environmental self-determination and the occurrence
of three types of PEB with an increasing level of difficulty (recycling, purchas-
ing environmentally friendly products, and educating oneself about what can be
done for the environment). Results demonstrated that frequency of behaviors
was higher when self-determination was higher, and lower when behavioral dif-
ficulty was higher. Moreover, the decrease in the frequency of self-reported PEB
caused by the behavior’s difficulty was less pronounced when people were self-
determined. Third, the positive relationship between self-determination frequencies
of PEB was greater for more difficult PEBs. In other words, everyone was more
likely to do easier PEBs, but only self-determined people were likely to do more
difficult PEBs

In another study, Pelletier and Sharp (2007) were able to isolate differences in
the level of difficulty for the same behavior by examining the impact of the degree
of self-determination and three levels of difficulty for recycling behavior on the
amount of recycling. Residents of three municipalities were randomly selected to
participate in a survey on PEB. In one of the municipalities, residents had access
to a curbside recycling program (easy recycling); in the second municipality, resi-
dents had access to a recycling program, but had to bring their recyclables to one
of the available local municipal depots (moderate recycling); in the third munic-
ipality, residents did not have access to a local municipal recycling program, but
could dispose of their recyclables by driving 20 min to the next municipality that
had a local recycling program (difficult recycling). Results revealed that, for the
easy recycling condition, the quantity of recycling was not significantly different
for self-determined and non self-determined individuals; however, for the moder-
ate condition, the amount of recycling for self-determined and non self-determined
individuals became significantly different, although both groups recycled less than
participants in the easy condition. This trend held true for the difficult recycling
condition as well. Additional analyses revealed that the ease of access to recycling
had no relationship with the frequency of other PEBs, while peoples’ degree of
self-determination related positively to frequency of PEBs other than recycling.
Apparently, the benefits of making recycling easier or accessible did not transfer
to other PEB domains, while the benefits of self-determination did generalize to
various PEB domains.

The investigators also examined the effects of self-determination and diffi-
culty on the residents’ perceived satisfaction with local environmental conditions,
satisfaction with government environmental policy, and the importance of the
environment. Self-determined residents were less satisfied with current environ-
mental conditions and with government environmental policy, and considered the
ecological situation more important than non self-determined individuals. These
perceptions did not differ significantly as a function of the level of difficulty of
recycling behaviors.
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Finally, Aitken, Pelletier, and Baxter (2010) measured participants’ frequency of
PEBs and perceived difficulty of those PEBs in two contexts—at home and at one’s
school residence. Results indicated that for PEBs perceived as difficult, higher self-
determined motivation was associated with more frequent PEB. When the behavior
was perceived to be easy, degree of self-determined motivation had no influence
on behavior frequency. This pattern was consistent across context. Furthermore, a
mediation analysis showed that feeling competent regarding PEB had a positive
indirect relation with frequency of difficult PEBs (via self-determined motivation),
while the indirect effect of feeling competent on easy behaviors was not signifi-
cant. In sum, this study suggests that a sense of competence and self-determined
motivation regarding PEB are particularly effective at encouraging difficult PEBs,
potentially leading to a larger environmental impact.

Altogether, these studies suggest that PEBs could be encouraged either by mak-
ing them easier, or by fostering self-determination in people. Although it is possible
to decrease the difficulty of a PEB, thereby increasing its occurrence, this raises
questions about the extent to which the PEB will be maintained if the behavior
ceases to be easy, and the extent to which it will generalize to other PEBs. Studies
regarding SDT and PEB, however, suggest that PEB performed for self-determined
reasons have a better chance of becoming more frequent and being maintained
once they have been developed because as PEB become more integrated in the per-
son’s self-system and lifestyle, and the negative impact of the behavior’s perceived
difficulty diminishes.

The Search for Information About Health Risks

Another line of inquiry where motivation could play an important role is examining
how people could be pro-active by searching for information and educating them-
selves about environmental issues so that they could make informed decisions about
the PEB they may adopt. One class of specific determinants of PEB that has received
some attention and appears to be an important predictor of PEB is the perception of
health risks. Government and industry tend to use a different measurement of risk
than does the general public, and this difference can lead to significantly differ-
ent perceptions, with government and industry more prone to discount risk and the
general public more likely to perceive risk. These differences can lead the govern-
ment and industry to view the public as alarmist, while leading the public view the
government and industry as untrustworthy and driven only by financial factors.

Individuals’ perceptions of health risks can be affected by the specific infor-
mation they obtain from different sources like the media, governments agencies,
activist organizations, public groups, or scientists. In addition, the characteristics of
the sources of information (e.g., the type of information given, its trustworthiness
or credibility) could either amplify or attenuate the perceptions of environmental
health risks and consequently lead to more or less PEB (Kasperson et al., 1988;
Renn, Burns, Kasperson, Kasperson, & Slovic, 1992). The more confidence people
have in a particular source of information on environmental health risks, the more
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they should perceive health risks in the environment, and the more they should try
to correct a situation by becoming actively involved.

Séguin et al. (1998) proposed to test a model of environmental activism in which
the combined contribution of self-determined motivation for the environment and
perceptions of various environmental health risks would be examined. Participants
completed measures of perceptions of problems in the local environment, per-
ceptions of health risks related to environmental conditions, the information they
were obtaining from different sources (e.g., university scientists, medical doc-
tors, environmental groups, government officials), their perceptions of the level of
responsibility of specific organization to prevent health risks (e.g., the government,
private industry), and their personal level of environmental activism (e.g., partici-
pation in events organized by ecological groups, financial support to these groups,
circulation of petitions, writing letters to industries that manufacture harmful prod-
ucts). Results showed that the more individuals were self-determined, the more they
paid attention to information about health risks, to problems in their local environ-
ment, and to the responsibility of different organizations to prevent health risks. In
turn, individuals with a higher sensitivity to information about environmental health
risks, and individuals who were aware of possible problems in their environment,
reported higher levels of perceived health risks. Finally, the more individuals per-
ceived health risks in their environment, the more they engaged in environmental
activism.

An important aspect of these findings pertains to the role of self-determined
motivation as a factor leading individuals to be more proactive and to seek out
information on environmental health risks, the condition of their local environment,
and the organizations responsible for preventing health risks in the environment.
Interestingly, the more individuals perceived that various organizations had respon-
sibilities to prevent health risks in the environment, the higher was their perception
of risks to their health. In other words, self-determined motivation may represent
more than a reliable predictor of PEB, and may also be a predictor of the processes
leading individuals to be more proactive and to take steps to prevent damage to their
health or the environment.

In a second study, Séguin, Pelletier, and Hunsley (1999) more closely exam-
ined the above-mentioned relationships by asking participants to complete a survey
about their perceptions of environmental health risks, the extent to which they were
seeking information on health risks from different sources, their level of confi-
dence in these sources, their motivation, and their frequency of PEB. The sources of
information on health risks included federal government agencies, the government
itself, public interest groups, environmental groups, the media, scientists, and indus-
try. The authors observed that self-determination was associated with the amount
of information individuals sought from various sources of information on health
risks, which led to more confidence in these sources of information; in turn, the
level of confidence in the different sources of information was a significant predic-
tor of individuals’ perceptions of environmental health risks and these perceptions
were predictors of PEB. It is noteworthy that self-determination toward the envi-
ronment was a much stronger predictor of PEB than perceptions of health risks
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(twice as great), even after controlling for the effect of motivation on the search for
information on health risks.

In sum, the results of several studies reveal that people are not only engaging in
pro-environmental behaviors for different reasons, but it appears that these reasons
are related to important consequences. Consistent with SDT, the more individuals
indicate that they are self-determined toward the environment, the more they engage
in PEB, difficult PEB in particular, and mild activism, and the more they seek out
information about health risks. These studies also suggest that higher levels of self-
determined motivation for PEB are associated with higher maintenance of behavior
over time, as well as behavioral patterns consistent with the adoption of multiple
PEBs and thus indicative of being/becoming an eco-citizen.

Given the consequences linked to a more self-determined profile of motivation, it
becomes worthwhile to investigate possible factors that could either enhance or pos-
sibly impair the development of this motivational orientation. In the next section, we
turn our attention to studies that have examined the determinants of environmental
motivation.

Determinants of Motivation for PEB

According to SDT, individuals are inherently motivated to integrate within them-
selves the regulation of activities that are useful for effective functioning in the social
world, but that are not inherently interesting. Because our environment has impor-
tant implications for our economy, our health, and the quality of our lives, people’s
desire to be effective in dealing with the challenges posed by the ecological situa-
tion should prompt them to take in the regulation of PEBs that are not interesting
in their own right, but that they perceive to be important or valued. Like the inter-
nalization of activities in other life domains, the internalization of PEBs should be
an active process through which people gradually transform socially valued behav-
iors into personally endorsed activities. SDT proposes that the satisfaction of innate
psychological needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness, as well as social
contexts that support the satisfaction of these needs, promotes the internalization of
autonomous or functional forms of regulation, and well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000;
Ryan & Deci, 2000). Although internalization of PEB is facilitated by people in a
relatively close social environment (e.g., a spouse, friends, children, educators) that
could represent a daily source of influence on motivation, we think that the impact
that broader sources of influence, including the government, the media, and public
role models, is especially critical. Therefore, actions from these broader sources of
influence that are informative and support autonomy, such as providing a good ratio-
nale for PEB, pointing the way to being more effective in meetings environmental
challenges, and letting people freely choose among different options, could foster
the development of self-determined motivation. In contrast, actions that pressure
people toward specific outcomes or that represent attempts to control behaviors,
like financial incentives, punishments, or imposed rules, may produce temporary
compliance, but will not lead to lasting commitment or investment, nor will it lead
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one PEB to generalize to other PEBs. Finally, situations where no rationale for act-
ing is provided, where no guidance is provided about a solution to the perceived
problem, and where people perceive solutions to be out of their reach all create
a sense of helplessness that leads individuals to disengage from PEB (Pelletier,
Dion, Tuson, & Green-Demers, 1999). With respect to the environment, a critical
social-contextual factor is the government’s approach toward the implementation of
environmental programs and strategies that target PEB.

The Influence of Government Policies

As illustrated at the beginning of this chapter, citizens are increasingly aware of the
precarious state of our environment. For instance, in a recent survey, while many
Canadians (28.7%) recognize that they, as individuals, are primarily responsible
for the protection of the environment, even more (43.1%) believe that the govern-
ment is primarily responsible for implementing policies for the population in general
(Environics, 2005).

Although citizens assign an important role to their government in the pursuit of
environmental sustainability, little attention has been paid to the impact of the gov-
ernment’s approach toward environmental policy on the environmental behaviors
of individual citizens. Understanding this is important, as government environmen-
tal programs and policies are universally applied and, therefore, exert a systemic
influence on every citizen. Besides providing the infrastructure for the facilita-
tion of several large-scale PEBs such as curbside recycling programs or energy
conservation, government is responsible for the development and the implemen-
tation of several programs and policies aimed at motivating individuals to engage in
PEB (e.g., advertisements, transit pass tax credits, rebates for programmable ther-
mostats, discounts on insurance of hybrid vehicles, etc.) at a community through
to a national level. Yet, to date, few studies have examined the effects of the gov-
ernment’s approach toward the introduction and implementation of such programs
and policies on the motivation for PEB of individual citizens. Therefore, there is a
need to examine if and how government environmental regulation affects the moti-
vation for, and performance of, PEB at the level of the individual. There is also a
need to examine what individuals perceive to be the most efficient ways to motivate
people to act. That is, if the protection of the environment and climate change are
perceived as real threats, and there is sense of urgency to do something about it,
how do individuals believe the government should proceed to motivate people to
act? The answer to this question is important because it may explain what type of
government one chooses to support or vote for in a time of crisis.

By definition, environmental laws and policies are a form of control and, as SDT
claims (Deci & Ryan, 1987), they should lead to controlled form of motivation
and low levels of PEB integration in one’s lifestyle if they are not implemented
with an understanding of human needs and psychological functioning. In one study,
Lavergne, Sharp, Pelletier, and Holtby (2010) tested a motivational model of PEB
that used perception of government style in the implementation of environmen-
tal programs and policies as a predictor of motivation for PEB. As expected,
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autonomous motivation predicted a higher frequency of PEB, controlled motivation
did not predict frequency of PEB, and amotivation predicted lower frequency of
PEB. Congruent with previous studies, these findings lend support to the important
role of self-determined motivation for the promotion of PEB at an individual level.
In addition to these findings, the role of government support for the facilitation of
self-determined PEB was also confirmed. That is, perception of the government as
autonomy-supportive contributed to higher levels of self-determination, which was
evidenced by a direct positive effect on autonomous motivation and a direct negative
effect on amotivation. Perception of the government as controlling did not support
participants’ self-determination; instead, it had a strong direct positive effect on both
controlled motivation and amotivation. In sum, the way that the government is per-
ceived by the individual has a significant impact on that person’s PEB, either in a
positive direction if government is seen as autonomy-supportive, or in a negative
direction if government is perceived as controlling. Since autonomous motivation
is much more closely associated with PEB, the most valuable form of government
would be one that is autonomy supportive, and thus fosters the type of motivation
necessary to encourage the members of a society to become eco-citizens.

Lavergne et al. (in press) results provide a snapshot of the influence of perceived
government style on environmental motivation and self-determined PEB. Because it
is the perception of government as more or less autonomy-supportive or controlling
that influences a person’s motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1987), then one would expect
that these perceptions might differ from one country to another, or that they may
shift when governments change their leadership or when governments change their
ideologies.

Hence, research on the influence of government policies could significantly
contribute to the environmental literature in several ways. For instance, longi-
tudinal research could uncover the role of government in the internalization (or
diminution) of environmental motivation over the course of months or years. The
implementation of new environmental policies or changes in existing ones may
reveal fluctuations in the public’s perception of government, which could also be
associated with corresponding variations in environmental motivation. In addi-
tion, it would be fruitful to compare the effects of governments with different
environmental orientations in the same country and across different countries.

The Influence of Information on Environmental Issues

Substantial effort is devoted to shaping the public’s views on environmental condi-
tions through information campaigns in the media. One strategy consist of providing
extensive information about different ecological threats (e.g., global climate change,
toxic pollution of air and water supplies, etc.), urging individuals to prevent further
deterioration of the environment, and stressing the necessity of having individuals
directly participate in PEBs in order to address current environmental degradation.
These messages tend to focus on those behaviors that people do not commit on
a regular basis but that are known to effect positive changes in the environment.
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Describing the nature and the severity of a problem could make people more con-
scious of the situation. It can also make them aware that there is a discrepancy
between the importance they attribute to the environmental situation and their level
of activity to correct that situation. As a consequence, this may create discomfort or
cognitive dissonance.

In this section, we first examine how providing knowledge about the seriousness
of the situation can create discomfort or cognitive dissonance, but it can also lead
to paradoxical effects in people with different motivational orientations. Second,
we examine how information campaigns on the environment could take advantage
of recent principles of persuasive communication strategies, principles of behavior
change, and principles derived from SDT to make people aware of the importance
of environmental conditions and lead them to change their behavior.

Motivation and the Reduction of Cognitive Dissonance

The psychological discomfort (i.e., negative affect) induced by the presence of a
conflict (i.e., dissonance) between a cognition and a behavior has been shown to
motivate individuals to adopt a strategy to reduce the dissonance. Several studies
demonstrate that cognitive dissonance is an aversive state, and point toward an
alleviation of psychological discomfort as the motivation underlying dissonance-
induced attitude change (Higgins, Rhodewalt, & Zanna, 1978; Losch & Cacioppo,
1990; Zanna, Higgins, & Taves, 1976). However, Harmon-Jones (2000) conducted
a large literature review on dissonance studies and found that the means of disso-
nance reduction people use most often is to change their attitude to be consistent
with their behavior, rather than the other way around. In other words, when a person
becomes aware of a discrepancy between their belief that environmental degra-
dation has occurred and their lack of action to reduce that degradation, they may
well choose to downplay the seriousness of the environmental situation rather than
changing their behavior. This may occur because changing one’s attitude or percep-
tion is perceived as being easier than changing one’s behavior. This reinforces the
necessity of having a clear strategy when a message is communicated to the public.
It also raises questions about the effects of simply alarming the public about the
seriousness of the environmental situation without giving them clear and accessible
means to solve the situation or providing the psychological support needed to move
toward the solution.

Recently, Lavergne, Pelletier, and Aitken (2010) tried to shed some light on this
issue by examining whether people’s level of self-determined motivation plays a
role in the amount of dissonance people experience and in how they decide to reduce
(or not reduce) this dissonance. In an initial study they assessed how people react
when they detect dissonance about their perception of the importance of environ-
mental sustainability and their PEB. Four types of reactions were identified: doing
nothing, deflecting (i.e., thinking environmental problems are not their responsibil-
ity or hoping nobody notices their lack of action), self-bolstering (i.e., reminding
themselves that they try the best they can but sometimes make mistakes), or using
self-monitoring and bringing their behavior more in line with their beliefs (i.e.,
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reminding themselves to pay more attention in the future, or planning to do more
PEB). In a second study the authors examined how these four types of reactions
were related to self-determined motivation and dissonance. The results revealed
that a low level of self-determined motivation predicted the tendency to react to
dissonance by inaction or deflection, while a high level of self-determined motiva-
tion predicted the tendency to use self-bolstering and especially self-monitoring and
planning behavior change to address dissonance. In agreement with SDT, it appears
that when self-determined people experience dissonance regarding an issue impor-
tant to them, they reduce the dissonance by acting consistently with their values. In
contrast, inducing dissonance in people with a low level of self-determined motiva-
tion seems to backfire, pushing them in the opposite direction of the goal intended
by the message. In summary, the present program of research offers insight into
some promising possibilities for new research. More studies are needed to examine
the effects that messages which create discomfort have on people, and the long-
term effects of messages that do little more than constantly remind people of the
importance of dealing with environmental conditions.

The Use of Strategic Information

In response to the relatively low impact of information campaigns that have targeted
PEB, Pelletier and Sharp (2008) proposed a global strategy for improving mes-
sages devoted to shaping the public’s views on specific environmental issues, based
on recent principles of persuasive communication strategies, principles of behavior
change, and principles derived from SDT. First, the authors proposed that messages
should be tailored in terms of three phases of behavior change (Burkholder & Evers,
2002; Rosen, 2000; Rothman & Salovey, 2007)—that is detection of a problem,
decision to act on it, and implementation of the action. This should enhance self-
determined motivation for the behaviors that people adopt, since these phases of
behavior change represent a move from the absence of motivation, to motivation
where one decides to act, to a motivation where one sees the value in the behav-
ior. Once people are ready to act, progressively communicating information that
supports individuals’ basic needs by being framed in terms of intrinsic rather than
extrinsic goals, and information on how individuals could implement their goals and
intentions, could further enhance the internalization and maintenance of PEB.

More specifically, the detection phase is characterized by a state where people
are primarily sensitive to messages that help them gather and interpret informa-
tion needed to decide whether there is a problem. Once people have detected the
presence of a problem and determined that this problem is important, they are in
the decision phase where they are primarily sensitive to messages that help them
decide whether to take action, and how to take action (Rothman & Salovey, 2007;
Rothman, Baldwyn, & Hertel, 2004). Once people have decided to act, they become
primarily sensitive to information about how to implement a behavior, and possibly
how to maintain the behavior or integrate it in their lifestyle. Thus, one type of mes-
sage could be effective for some people to help them move toward behavior change,
while it could be ineffective for other people. For example, information about how
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to implement a behavior would not be helpful to somebody who is not aware that a
problem exists. Likewise, further information on the existence of a problem is not
likely to motivate people further once they are aware that a problem exists.

Once people are aware that a problem exists, messages should communicate
information on the important actions that could be done to reduce the risks asso-
ciated with a situation (i.e., to facilitate progress through the decision phase). The
information presented at this phase specifically serves the purpose of identifying
the specific behaviors that point the way to effectively meeting the challenges intro-
duced in the first phase. In agreement with SDT, to facilitate the internalization of
behaviors, the information should also provide a good rationale. That is, it should
not only indicate possible actions, it should also explain why and how these actions
improve the situation.

Finally, once people have decided to take action, they may become more inter-
ested in information about when, where, and how a specific behavior could be
implemented. This information helps individuals translate their intentions into
behavior (i.e., progress through the implementation phase). Whereas a goal that
results from the decision phase specifies what one wants to achieve, implementation
intentions involve specifying more precisely when, where, and how an action will
lead to goal achievement. In sum, implementation intentions represent an impor-
tant step to facilitate self-determined motivation because they help individuals set
the conditions that will determine when they get started and how they stay on track
(Koestner, Lekes, Powers, & Chicoine, 2002).

For these three phases of behavior change, principles derived from SDT research
on intrinsic versus extrinsic goal orientations should be applied. For instance, con-
sistent with the research on intrinsic vs. extrinsic goal framing (Vansteenkiste, Lens,
& Deci, 2006; Vansteenkiste, Simons, Lens, Sheldon, & Deci, 2004), framing mes-
sages systematically in terms of intrinsic goals (i.e., health, well-being, altruism),
as opposed to extrinsic goals (i.e., money, possessions, prestige, fame), should not
only enhance peoples’ self-determined motivation, it should also facilitate the main-
tenance of the behaviors that people adopt. The type of motive considered when
a goal is framed is important because message framing influences what people
attend to, what knowledge and attitudes become cognitively accessible, and what
behaviors are considered. As a consequence, when a goal is framed as a function of
extrinsic rather than intrinsic motives, it should lead to less self-determined motiva-
tion for an activity, less engagement in the activity, and less persistence. In fact, a
recent study by Osbaldiston and Sheldon (2003) examined the relationship between
autonomy support and goal performance with respect to PEB. The authors asked
participants to perform certain environmental goals, such as taking shorter showers
or saving electricity, in an autonomy-supportive manner (namely allowing choice,
providing rationale, and acknowledging the other’s perspective). Over the course
of a week, participants gave daily reports via email on how they were performing
with respect to their goal. Results demonstrated that, the more an individual per-
ceived the experimenter as autonomy supportive, the higher their initial level of
internalized motivation; this initial level of autonomous motivation, in turn, signifi-
cantly predicted goal performance, final levels of internalized motivation, and future
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intentions to perform goals during the following week. Thus, framing messages to
be autonomy supportive can have a significant impact on whether an individual will
achieve and persist at their environmental goals.

Finally, it is likely that goal framing for a particular phase will influence the way
that information is processed for the subsequent phase of behavior change (Rothman
& Salovey, 2007). For example, the emphasis on the financial costs of ecological
threats in the detection phase should raise the likelihood of goals and solutions that
have financial implications in the decision phase, and then, the maintenance of finan-
cial incentives to initiate behavior in the implementation phase. In contrast, putting
emphasis on the health risks of ecological threats in the detection phase should raise
the likelihood of goals and solutions that have health implications in the decision
phase, and then health related feedback to maintain behavior in the last phase. In
other words, we need to be careful about how we frame messages in an early stage,
because that angle tends to stay with that person for the stages that follow.

It is important to emphasize that very little research pertaining to PEB has exam-
ined the propositions that are described above. The test of these proposed principles
should shed some lights on the role that motivation plays in the perception and the
processing of persuasive messages, when individuals form judgments about risk,
when they evaluate potential solutions, or when they decide to implement a new
behavior. Finally, they should also help us determine if the different reasons for
changing behavior are equally effective.

Conclusion: Toward Sustainable Development

All the proponents of sustainable development agree that society and its constituents
(individual citizens) need to change, despite the fact that there are major debates
over the best way(s) to achieve this change. Keeping the debate at the level of
trade-offs between environmental issues and socio-economic issues, while generally
ignoring the interplay between governments, the media and the individuals who will
inevitably be the agents of change, may lead to counterproductive effects. To achieve
environmental sustainability we must address the processes that will lead individu-
als to learn new PEB, adopt these behaviors, and more importantly, integrate these
behaviors in their lifestyle. Self-determination theory offers a promising framework
for understanding the social factors that could lead to, or interfere with, such behav-
iors. Furthermore, the study of PEB represents a domain with its own challenging
characteristics that could further our knowledge on the causes, consequences, and
mechanisms of motivation.

In this chapter we focused our attention on the difference that the quality of moti-
vation makes when individuals deal with more or less difficult PEBs, as well as the
pro-active role that self-determined motivation plays when individuals search for
and process information on health risks. We also examined how government poli-
cies could affect motivation, we introduced a new avenue of research on the positive
and negative strategies people use to reduce their cognitive dissonance regarding
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PEB, and we examined how tailoring and framing messages could guide individuals
and help them become more self-determined. Although the studies described in this
chapter are consistent with SDT, more studies that use experimental methodolo-
gies are required to demonstrate causality. We also need more research that assesses
behavioral indicators of PEB, and, more importantly, indicators that PEB have been
integrated in one’s lifestyle. Like the research on SDT in other life domains, the
research on PEB should also examine how people from different countries and dif-
ferent cultures integrate PEB in their own lifestyle. Finally, we must find a way to
address what we may call the “elephant in the room” in PEB—the impact that the
growing population will have on the achievement of sustainability.

Motivating people to change behaviors that are harmful to the environment rep-
resents a challenging task. Below is a brief summary of the key lessons learned
from self-determination theory and related research regarding the optimal ways to
frame messages, implement local changes, implement government policies, educate
children and adults, train educators, and promote autonomous, comprehensive, and
enduring pro-environmental motivation and behavior:

• Be mindful of stages of change (detection, decision, and implementation), tailor
the intervention to the stage where the recipient of the intervention is located, and
aim to facilitate movement through the stage and transition to the next stage of
change:

• When providing information about an environmental problem, simultaneously
provide concrete steps for arriving at a solution;

• Act in a way that satisfies peoples’ needs for autonomy, competence, and related-
ness by providing them with good justification for their action, explaining how a
specific behavior could be helpful, helping them figure out how they could imple-
ment new actions, and being careful about the reasons we provide to justify these
changes;

• Give justifications in terms of intrinsic values and goals (i.e., health, well-being,
altruism) rather than extrinsic ones (i.e., money, possessions, prestige, fame);

• Provide step-by-step procedures (i.e., implementation goals and implementation
intentions), and means of tracking progress and providing feedback;

• Recognize that incentives are extrinsic motivators and thus double-edged swords,
and implement them in a context that promotes eventual internalization of pro-
environmental values.
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