Chapter 4

Is Relatedness Enough? On the Importance
of Need Support in Different Types of Social
Experiences

Christopher P. Niemiec, Bart Soenens, and Maarten Vansteenkiste

Self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 2000, 2008; Niemiec, Ryan, & Deci,
2010; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Vansteenkiste, Niemiec, & Soenens, 2010) is an empiri-
cal approach to human motivation, emotion, and personality in social contexts. As
with other developmental (Bowlby, 1969), clinical (Maslow, 1968), and social
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995) perspectives in psychology, SDT recognizes the central
importance of interpersonal relationships in the human experience and is deeply
interested in how social dynamics can influence individuals’ thoughts, feelings, and
behaviors (La Guardia & Patrick, 2008). Humans are social beings, and therefore it
is important to consider whether the sense of relatedness that can be derived from
interpersonal experiences is enough to facilitate personal wellness and healthy
social functioning.

According to SDT, all individuals require satisfaction of three basic psychologi-
cal needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Thus, in response to the ques-
tion that was posed in the title, this chapter reviews recent research on the importance
of need support—and especially support for autonomy—in different types of social
experiences. Indeed, the importance of need support will be examined in non-
reciprocal relationships, which are characterized by a clear and defined differential
in authority between dyad members; in reciprocal relationships, which are charac-
terized by the lack of a clear and defined differential in authority between dyad
members; and in brief interactions, which involve two previously unacquainted
individuals who engage in a mutual activity for a small amount of time. As will
be discussed below, SDT assumes a universal perspective on the importance
and compatibility of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. As a result, support
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for basic psychological need satisfaction can be expected to confer benefits for
personal wellness and healthy social functioning across a variety of types of social
experiences.

The Meta-theoretical Underpinnings
of Self-Determination Theory

The philosophical starting point for SDT is its organismic-dialectic meta-theory
(Deci & Vansteenkiste, 2004; Ryan & Deci, 2002), which posits a specific set of
assumptions about the nature of human beings that is used to guide subsequent theo-
rizing about how social contexts can affect the natural developmental processes that
promote full functioning and organismic wellness (cf. Niemiec & Ryan, 2013).
From this perspective, humans are proactive (rather than passive) organisms who
are oriented toward integration at the intrapersonal (autonomy) and interpersonal
(homonomy) levels (Angyal, 1965). Such an organismic perspective on human
nature is found in other psychological traditions, including psychoanalytic (Freud,
1923/1960; Loevinger, 1976), humanistic (Rogers, 1963), and developmental
(Piaget, 1971) theories, and is echoed by thinkers from a wide range of other aca-
demic disciplines (Goldstein, 1963; Gottlieb, 2003; Kauffman & Clayton, 2006).
Yet SDT builds on these meta-theoretical views with its assertion that the natural
developmental tendencies toward psychological growth and adaptation to the
environment are supported by social contexts that afford opportunities for volition,
mastery, and connection with others. It follows, then, that humans are vulnerable to
passivity and control, incompetence, and alienation, particularly when social condi-
tions do not support (or actively thwart) their inherent propensities toward develop-
ment and synthesis. Hence, SDT assumes an organismic-dialectic perspective on
the nature of human beings.

The Psychological Content of Human Nature:
Autonomy, Competence, and Relatedness

This set of meta-theoretical considerations suggests that there is specific and identi-
fiable psychological content to human nature, which contrasts with the standard
social science model (Barkow, Cosmides, & Tooby, 1992) view that humans are
born tabula rasa and thus may take multiple, idiosyncratic routes to attain wellness.
From the perspective of SDT, all individuals require satisfaction of the basic
psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness to function in a
healthy, integrated way. These needs, which are defined as “innate psychological
nutriments that are essential for ongoing psychological growth, integrity, and well-
being” (Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 229), specify the psychological content of human
nature and are used within SDT to understand how personal experiences and social
interactions affect psychological, social, and physical well-being. The need for
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autonomy (de Charms, 1968) refers to the experience of behavior as choiceful,
owned, volitional, and self-endorsed at a high level of personal reflection. It is
important to note that the opposite of autonomy is not dependence but rather is het-
eronomy (Ryan & Deci, 2006), or the experience of behavior as pressured and con-
trolled. The need for competence (White, 1959) refers to the experience of behavior
as effective when interacting with the physical and social environment. The need for
relatedness (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Ryan, 1995) refers to the experience of
close, caring, and mutually supportive connections with others.

In line with its organismic-dialectic meta-theory, SDT assumes a universal
perspective on the importance of satisfaction of the basic psychological needs. In
other words, satisfaction of autonomy, competence, and relatedness is theorized to
confer benefits for the health and well-being of all individuals, regardless of gender,
age, culture, social status, or any other delimiting factor. Indeed, research supports
this theoretical tenet. For instance, Ryan, La Guardia, Solky-Butzel, Chirkov, and
Kim (2005) found that the relation of need satisfaction to a composite index of well-
being (indicated by subjective vitality, life satisfaction, self-esteem, and the reverse
of depressive symptoms and anxiety) was not moderated by gender, suggesting that
satisfaction of autonomy, competence, and relatedness is equally beneficial for the
psychological health of men and women. Need satisfaction has been shown to
predict psychological and social functioning across the lifespan, including among
adolescents (Curran, Hill, & Niemiec, 2013; Thggersen-Ntoumani, Ntoumanis, &
Nikitaras, 2010), young adults (Niemiec, Ryan, & Deci, 2009; Sheldon & Niemiec,
2006), and working adults (Van den Broeck, Vansteenkiste, De Witte, Soenens, &
Lens, 2010; Vansteenkiste et al., 2007), as well as across cultures, including in
Bulgaria (Deci et al., 2001) and China (Vansteenkiste, Lens, Soenens, & Luyckx,
2006). Finally, the relevance of need support for physical and psychological health
has been shown even in a sample of primarily poor and working-class Americans
(Niemiec, Ryan, Patrick, Deci, & Williams, 2010; Williams, Niemiec, Patrick,
Ryan, & Deci, 2009).

The specification of basic psychological needs as universal requirements for
wellness and optimal functioning follows directly from the organismic-dialectic
meta-theory of SDT, and data have supported this claim in a variety of life domains
and cultures (Deci & Ryan, 2008). Yet the idea that satisfaction of the basic psycho-
logical needs would facilitate psychological, social, and physical health among all
individuals is not without critics. Such debates have tended to focus on the impor-
tance of autonomy (rather than competence or relatedness) across several demo-
graphic groups. Speaking from a perspective of cultural relativism, Markus and
Kitayama (1991, 2003) have suggested that autonomy is a value that is prominent in
Western (but not Eastern) cultures and thus have questioned its relevance for
individuals from Eastern societies. Iyengar and DeVoe (2003) have made similar
arguments. Speaking from a feminist perspective, Jordan (1997) has suggested
that autonomy is primarily a male value and thus has questioned its importance
for women. Stephens, Markus, and Townsend (2007) have suggested that choice
and agency are considered to be important among individuals from higher socio-
economic strata and thus have questioned their relevance to the lives of the working
class. The common theme that underlies such criticisms is that autonomy is expected
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to have importance only for groups of individuals that espouse its value. Yet from
the perspective of SDT, autonomy does not refer to a culture-, gender-, or class-
specific value but rather reflects the inner endorsement of cognitive, affective, and
behavioral experiences and expressions. Accordingly, satisfaction of autonomy
(as well as competence and relatedness), regardless of whether it is valued, is
expected to promote personal and interpersonal wellness across demographic groups.

Another debate has focused on the dynamics among the basic psychological
needs rather than on their universal importance, and specifically has addressed the
compatibility of autonomy and relatedness. Indeed, some scholars outside SDT
have suggested that these experiences may be antagonistic rather than complemen-
tary. For instance, Peterson and Taylor (1980) argued that children’s progression
toward autonomy during adolescence requires that they sever ties with parents.
More recently, and with a focus on romantic relationships, Murray et al. (2009)
asserted that interdependence imposes inevitable costs on autonomy. Such criti-
cisms of autonomy, which focus on its universal importance and compatibility with
relatedness, may stem from the specific definition given to autonomy by scholars
outside SDT. As an example, within the developmental literature some theorists
(Blos, 1979; Levy-Warren, 1999) maintain that autonomy development involves
both the emotional and physical detachment from parents and the assumption of
more personal responsibility without reliance on parents. When defined as a process
of separation and individuation, autonomy may be viewed as antagonistic to a sense
of relatedness and, indeed, the aforementioned criticisms have conceptualized
autonomy as independence and distinction from others. It is interesting to note,
though, that both emotional separation and independence have been associated with
lower levels of adolescent functioning (Beyers & Goossens, 1999; Lopez, Campbell,
& Watkins, 1988; Ryan & Lynch, 1989). As well, Soenens et al. (2007) reported
that parental promotion of independence is empirically distinguishable from pro-
motion of volitional functioning, and only the latter conceptualization of autonomy
(which is aligned with SDT) was shown to predict unique variance in adolescents’
psychosocial functioning. Again, within SDT the concept of autonomy (versus het-
eronomy) refers to an experience of self-governance that is based on personally
endorsed interests, values, and goals, and is a construct that is distinct from indepen-
dence (versus dependence).

From the perspective of SDT, the basic psychological needs for autonomy, com-
petence, and relatedness are evolved experiential nutriments that are complemen-
tary and necessary for healthy functioning and wellness, and data have supported
this theoretical proposition. Using structural equation modeling, Niemiec et al.
(2006) demonstrated that supports for autonomy and relatedness from mothers and
fathers loaded onto common latent factors, thus underscoring the compatibility of
these two needs. Moreover, need support from both parents was found to predict
composite indexes of well-being (indicated by life satisfaction and positive affect)
and ill-being (indicated by depressive symptoms and negative affect) in theoreti-
cally consistent ways. Further highlighting the complementary nature of autonomy
and relatedness, Ryan, Stiller, and Lynch (1994) found that adolescents who had
stronger connections with their parents reported higher levels of volition and
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well-being. Using a cluster-analytic approach, Soenens, Vansteenkiste, and Sierens
(2009) reported that parents can support their children’s volitional functioning in a
way that is perceived as promoting either independence from or dependence on the
parents. Indeed, ratings of self-esteem and depressive symptoms did not differ
between children who belonged to the volitional independence cluster and those
who belonged to the volitional dependence cluster. These results speak to the com-
patibility of autonomy and relatedness, as volitional dependence on parents did not
have an adverse effect on children’s well-being. Taken together, this set of findings
stands in opposition to the suggestions of Peterson and Taylor (1980) and Murray
et al. (2009) that the experience of autonomy is antagonistic to interdependence in
close relationships and reliance on others.

It is interesting to note, as well, that the dynamic between these two needs is such
that their satisfaction can be pitted against one another. To illustrate, parental condi-
tional regard is a common socialization technique in which children must forgo
satisfaction of autonomy in order to gain the attention, affection, and approval of
their parent(s). The message that parents who use this strategy communicate to their
children is, “I will love you more if you do as I say” and/or “I will love you less if
you do not do as I say.” Of course, the conditional nature of their support for related-
ness is rarely communicated by parents in such explicit terms, yet children’s percep-
tion of this need conflict has been shown to yield deleterious consequences for their
self-regulation and well-being (Assor, Roth, & Deci, 2004; Roth, Assor, Niemiec,
Ryan, & Deci, 2009). In sum, the needs for autonomy and relatedness appear to be
complementary (Ryan & Powelson, 1991), yet their satisfaction can be placed into
conflict by controlling social contexts. This underscores the importance of an expe-
rience of relatedness that is marked by an absence of pressure and coercion for the
promotion of healthy relationships (Ryan, 1991).

The Tenets of Need Support: Autonomy, Competence,
and Relatedness in a Social Context

So far, the focus of this chapter has been on the definition and compatibility of
autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Indeed, for more than 40 years research
conducted within SDT has shown that experiences of need satisfaction are at the
very heart of what it means to live well and in accord with one’s nature (Ryan &
Deci, 2001; Ryan, Huta, & Deci, 2008). That being said, humans are social beings
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995) and, as a result, need satisfaction often occurs in a
social context. Accordingly, it is important to consider some specific ways in which
others in the social surround can provide support for satisfaction of autonomy, com-
petence, and relatedness. This integration of human motivation and interpersonal
relationships, in turn, will provide a context for a review of research on the impor-
tance of need support in different types of social experiences.

Support for basic psychological need satisfaction begins with an authority figure
(parent, teacher, manager, and so on) or peer (friend, romantic partner, colleague,
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Table 4.1 Strategies that can be used to provide support for autonomy, competence, and relatedness

Support for autonomy 1. Elicit, acknowledge, and accept the person’s thoughts and feelings
2. Explore values and how they relate to the situation being discussed
3. Encourage self-initiation and provide a desired amount of choice
4. Provide a meaningful rationale when limits are set and for other
relevant requests
. Minimize use of controlling language (“should”, “must
and “have to”)
. Maintain a positive attitude toward success
. Initiate a conversation to identify barriers to success
. Create optimal challenges in a context of autonomy support
. Assist the person with skills building and problem solving
. Provide immediate, accurate, and effectance-relevant feedback
. Provide structure through the communication of clear, consistent,
and reasonable guidelines
Support for relatedness 1. Assume a warm, empathic, and non-judgmental stance toward the
person
2. Provide a sense of unconditional positive regard
3. Communicate genuine care, interest, focus, and non-contingent
support toward the person

LEITS

, “ought”,

W

Support for competence

AN LB W N =

and so on) who takes the perspective of another person. Table 4.1 provides a brief
overview of several strategies that can be used to provide support for autonomy,
competence, and relatedness. Consider the following two hypothetical individuals
for the purpose of illustration. Marie is in her late-30s and is the mother of Juliette,
a young girl who recently has been having difficulties at school.

Support for Autonomy

To provide support for her daughter’s autonomy, Marie starts by eliciting and
acknowledging Juliette’s thoughts about her experiences at school. In doing so, it is
important for Marie to interact with Juliette in a direct, respectful, and non-
confrontational way. For instance, Marie may say, “There seems to be some diffi-
culty at school. How do you see the situation?” At the same time, Marie takes
interest in Juliette’s feelings around her experiences at school. Indeed, it is impor-
tant for Marie to remain non-judgmental toward and accepting of Juliette’s emo-
tions, regardless of their valence. Having a clear understanding of Juliette’s point of
view affords Marie an opportunity to begin to encourage active problem solving.
Thus, one component of autonomy support is to elicit, acknowledge, and accept all
of the person’s thoughts and feelings on a particular matter.

Another component of autonomy support is to explore values and how they
relate to the situation being discussed. Accordingly, Marie initiates a conversation
about the types of goals or aspirations that Juliette considers to be personally impor-
tant. This may involve a consideration of intrinsic values such as personal growth,
meaningful affiliation, community involvement, and physical health, and extrinsic
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values such as wealth, popularity, power, and an appealing image (Kasser & Ryan,
1996; Ryan et al., 1999). In doing so, it is important that Juliette be encouraged to
reflect on her values and to consider how what she does at school may help and/or
hinder her attaining those goals. Interestingly, Niemiec, Ryan, Deci, and Williams
(2009) demonstrated that a similar values exploration in the health care domain
predicted maintenance of health-behavior change over 2 years.

Another set of strategies that can be used to support autonomy focuses on self-
initiation and self-direction of behavior. With an understanding of Juliette’s per-
spective, Marie begins to encourage self-initiation around how Juliette might
address her difficulties at school, and is sure to provide a desired amount of choice.
Some scholars outside SDT have questioned the utility of choice and self-
determination, suggesting they may be demotivating (Iyengar & Lepper, 2000) or
even tyrannical (Schwartz, 2000). In contrast to such views, Patall, Cooper, and
Robinson (2008) conducted a meta-analysis on 42 studies and found that choice is
associated with higher levels of intrinsic motivation, which is an exemplar of voli-
tional functioning (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Of course, Marie may find it useful to
establish limits around Juliette’s school-related activities and, if so, then Marie is
sure to provide a meaningful rationale for those limits and for other relevant
requests. In support of this practice, Koestner, Ryan, Bernieri, and Holt (1984)
demonstrated that children’s intrinsic motivation is maintained when limits are set
in an autonomy-supportive way. As well, Marie minimizes her use of controlling
language (“should”, “must”, “ought”, and “have to”) while interacting with her
daughter, as such language has been shown to undermine intrinsic motivation
(Ryan, 1982; Ryan, Mims, & Koestner, 1983), depth of processing, performance,
and persistence (Vansteenkiste, Simons, Lens, Sheldon, & Deci, 2004).

Support for Competence

To provide support for her daughter’s competence, Marie starts with a positive
attitude toward Juliette’s success at school and initiates a conversation to identify
barriers to success, which is particularly important given her recent difficulties at
school. Another element of competence support is to create optimal challenges, or
experiences that are interesting and require resourcefulness for successful comple-
tion (Deci & Ryan, 1985). A core feature of optimal challenges is that the experi-
ence is neither too easy nor too difficult, which is conceptually similar to the state
of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990) in which personal skills are matched to situa-
tional demands. It is interesting to note that such preference has been observed
even among infants at 7 and 8 months of age, who were found to allocate attention
selectively to visual sequences that are neither too simple nor too complex, but
rather allow for an intermediate rate of information absorption (Kidd, Piantadosi,
& Aslin, 2012). It is also important that optimal challenges are pursued in a context
of autonomy support, as research has shown that children (Danner & Lonky, 1981)
and adults (Shapira, 1976) naturally select activities that stretch their capacities but
that contingent rewards undermine their preference for such challenges.
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Marie also attempts to assist her daughter with skills building and problem
solving, and gives Juliette immediate, accurate, and effectance-relevant feedback
along the way. Past research has shown that positive verbal feedback is conducive to
optimal experience (Deci, 1971) and that negative feedback is antithetical to such
experiences (Vallerand & Reid, 1984). Indeed, support for competence is aligned
with provision of structure, another important feature of need support that involves
the communication of clear, consistent, and reasonable guidelines to others (Reeve,
2002). It is interesting to note, as well, that structure has been associated with
satisfaction of all three needs (Taylor & Ntoumanis, 2007), and that the benefits of
structure are amplified under conditions of autonomy support (Jang, Reeve, & Deci,
2010; Sierens, Vansteenkiste, Goossens, Soenens, & Dochy, 2009).

Support for Relatedness

To provide support for her daughter’s relatedness, Marie is sure to assume a warm,
empathic, and non-judgmental stance toward Juliette in their interactions. Marie
also provides a sense of unconditional positive regard for her daughter (Rogers,
1957), especially when confronting additional setbacks and difficulties. Such an
interpersonal style is antagonistic to parental conditional regard and has been shown
to yield positive consequences for children’s self-regulation, emotion regulation,
and interest-focused engagement at school (Roth et al., 2009). Overall, then, sup-
port for relatedness involves a genuine communication of care, interest, focus, and
non-contingent support toward another person (La Guardia & Patrick, 2008).

A Call for Additional Research

Most, if not all, of these strategies have received either direct or indirect validation
from previous research within SDT. That being said, some of these strategies have
received no empirical attention in the domain of interpersonal relationships. Thus,
it is important for additional research to examine these strategies systematically in
different types of social contexts and interpersonal experiences.

On the Importance of Need Support in Different
Types of Social Experiences

From the perspective of SDT, social contexts and relational partners can either sup-
port or thwart satisfaction of the basic psychological needs. Attesting to the benefits
of need support for social wellness, relationship-specific levels of need satisfaction
have been systematically linked to within-person variations in attachment security



4 Is Relatedness Enough? On the Importance of Need Support... 85

(La Guardia, Ryan, Couchman, & Deci, 2000) and emotional reliance (Ryan et al.,
2005) across those relationships. Accordingly, it is important to consider the
importance of need support across various types of social experiences, namely, in
non-reciprocal relationships, in reciprocal relationships, and in brief interactions.

Evidence in Non-reciprocal Relationships

In non-reciprocal relationships, such as those that occur between parents and chil-
dren, managers and employees, teachers and students, doctors and patients, coaches
and athletes, or even God and believers (see Soenens et al., 2012), there is a clear
and defined differential in authority between dyad members. Indeed, most of the
research within SDT on the importance of need support has examined social inter-
actions that involve an authority differential, and several of the chapters in this vol-
ume have addressed these dynamics. To avoid too much overlap, this brief review of
evidence in non-reciprocal relationships focuses on the importance of need support
in parent-child interactions.

Interactions between parents and children have a central role in the human expe-
rience (van IJzendoorn, 1995), and thus it is useful to consider the correlates of need
support in this type of non-reciprocal relationship. In fact, the importance of paren-
tal support for satisfaction of children’s basic psychological needs has been noted
almost from the start of life, and has been observed in childhood, adolescence, and
early adulthood. For instance, controlling vocalization from mothers has been
shown to undermine the mastery motivation of infants at 12 months of age (Grolnick,
Frodi, & Bridges, 1984) and at 20 months of age (Frodi, Bridges, & Grolnick,
1985), and has been shown to undermine the intrinsic motivation of children at
6 and 7 years of age (Deci, Driver, Hotchkiss, Robbins, & Wilson, 1993). Controlling
parenting has been shown to be a risk factor for physical aggression among children
in day care (Hart, Nelson, Robinson, Olsen, & McNeilly-Choque, 1998) and during
childhood from 6 to 12 years of age (Joussemet et al., 2008). Such a parenting style
is antithetical to need support (Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 2010) and, indeed, provi-
sion of autonomy support from parents has been associated with higher levels of
executive functioning among infants at 18 months and at 26 months of age (Bernier,
Carlson, & Whipple, 2010), as well as higher levels of self-regulation and adjust-
ment among 8- to 12-year olds (Grolnick & Ryan, 1989). The results of these stud-
ies suggest that parental support for basic psychological need satisfaction is
conducive to intrinsic motivation, executive functioning, self-regulation, and
adjustment in infancy and throughout childhood.

Parental support for children’s satisfaction of autonomy, competence, and relat-
edness has been shown to promote psychological well-being, physical health, and
social functioning among adolescents and young adults as well. For instance, provi-
sion of autonomy support from parents has been associated with lower levels of
alcohol use among adolescents (Wong, 2008), as well as higher levels of a compos-
ite index of well-being (indicated by life satisfaction, self-esteem, self-actualization,



86 C.P. Niemiec et al.

and the reverse of depressive symptoms) among adolescents from Russia and the
United States (Chirkov & Ryan, 2001). This latter finding is particularly noteworthy
in that the importance of autonomy support was equivalent across these two nations,
even though Russian adolescents perceived lower levels of need support than their
counterparts in the United States. Addressing the importance of parental need sup-
port for healthy social functioning among adolescents, Soenens, Vansteenkiste, and
Niemiec (2009) proposed that parents can prohibit their children’s affiliation with
deviant peers either in an autonomy-supportive or in a controlling way. Indeed,
results suggested that autonomy-supportive prohibition is associated with lower lev-
els of deviant peer affiliation and involvement in problem behaviors, whereas con-
trolling prohibition is associated with higher levels of deviant peer affiliation and
involvement in problem behaviors. Among young adults, Kanat-Maymon and Assor
(2010) found that perceived maternal control is associated with lower levels of
empathic concern and empathic support, as well as higher levels of personal dis-
tress. Indeed, the adverse consequences of maternal control were amplified under
conditions of maternal responsiveness to distress, which again underscores the
importance of an experience of relatedness (represented by maternal responsive-
ness) that is marked by an absence of pressure and coercion (Ryan, 1991).

Another line of research that is relevant to SDT has examined the influence of
parental psychological control on adolescents’ psychosocial functioning. Psycho-
logical control involves the excessive use of parenting strategies that intrude upon
the child’s psychological experience (Barber & Harmon, 2002; Soenens &
Vansteenkiste, 2010), including guilt induction, shaming, instilling anxiety, invali-
dation, and love withdrawal. Such manipulative tactics are theorized to thwart the
child’s natural developmental tendencies toward volitional functioning and well-
ness. Indeed, past research has shown that psychological control from parents is
associated with lower levels of commitment making, identification with commit-
ment (Luyckx, Soenens, Vansteenkiste, Goossens, & Berzonsky, 2007), and self-
esteem (Soenens, Vansteenkiste, Luyten, Duriez, & Goossens, 2005), as well as
higher levels of depressive symptoms (Soenens et al., 2005), eating disorder symp-
toms and maladaptive perfectionism (Soenens et al., 2008), and relational aggres-
sion and loneliness (Soenens, Vansteenkiste, Goossens, Duriez, & Niemiec, 2008).
Together, the findings from these studies speak to the importance of parental need
support for their children’s psychological, physical, and social wellness.

Evidence in Reciprocal Relationships

In reciprocal (or peer) relationships, such as those that occur between close friends,
romantic partners, colleagues, or classmates, there is no clear and defined differen-
tial in authority between dyad members. Rather, these types of relationships are
more likely to involve a mutual sense of care, concern, and support. Although there
is a paucity of research on the importance of support for basic psychological needs
in reciprocal relationships, it is reasonable to posit a similar set of dynamics due to
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the universal importance of autonomy, competence, and relatedness for interpersonal
wellness. In fact, two sets of studies have examined the correlates of need support
and need satisfaction in peer relationships.

Deci, La Guardia, Moller, Scheiner, and Ryan (2006) conducted two studies to
examine mutuality of need support in close friendships. In a first study, results sug-
gested that the amount of need support received from a friend is associated with
higher levels of basic psychological need satisfaction, emotional reliance, security
of attachment, dyadic adjustment, and inclusion of the friend in the self. In a second
study, results suggested that the benefits of need support extend to indexes of psy-
chological health, including higher levels of self-esteem, vitality, positive affect,
and perceived ability to express positive and negative affect, as well as lower levels
of depressive symptoms, anxiety, and negative affect. Moreover, the amount of need
support given to a friend predicted independent variance in need satisfaction, rela-
tionship quality, and psychological well-being after controlling for the amount of
need support received from the friend. Indeed, a similar set of correlates was
observed among male-male and female-female dyads, thus highlighting the impor-
tance of need support in close friendships.

Patrick, Knee, Canevello, and Lonsbary (2007) conducted three studies to exam-
ine the role of need satisfaction in romantic relationship functioning and psycho-
logical health. In a first study, results of a meta-analysis conducted on eight samples
suggested that basic psychological need satisfaction in romantic relationships is
associated with higher levels of personal and dyadic well-being. In a second study,
results suggested that need satisfaction is associated with higher levels of satisfac-
tion and commitment to the relationship, as well as lower levels of perceived con-
flict and defensive responding to conflict. Of course, individuals in close relationships
often exert mutual influence on each other (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978). Bespeaking
the interdependent influence of autonomy, competence, and relatedness in romantic
relationships, one’s own need satisfaction predicted higher levels of satisfaction, as
well as lower levels of perceived conflict and defensive responding to conflict, in the
partner as well. In a third study, participants were tracked for 10 days and completed
adiary record after each disagreement that they had with their romantic partner dur-
ing that time. In line with the previous findings, results suggested that need satisfac-
tion is associated with higher levels of post-disagreement satisfaction and
commitment to the relationship. Therefore, given that need satisfaction is likely to
be experienced with relational partners who are need supportive (Deci et al., 2006;
see Ryan, 1995), the results of these studies underscore the importance of need
support in romantic relationships.

Evidence in Brief Interactions

Although the vicissitudes of need support are likely to be most salient and readily
apparent among individuals in established relationships, it is reasonable to posit a
similar set of dynamics between strangers at the beginning of a new interaction.
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In fact, two sets of experiments have examined the effects of contextual support for
need satisfaction on the interaction quality of previously unacquainted dyads.

Using several manipulations that previously have been shown to be autonomy
supportive or controlling, Niemiec and Deci (2012) conducted a set of five experi-
ments on the causal role of contextual support for autonomy in facilitating interac-
tion quality between strangers. In each of the studies, one naive participant and
confederate (Experiments 1-4) or two naive participants (Experiment 5) were told
that the study examined how personality styles affect the development of closeness
between strangers and then completed a task designed to generate self-disclosure
(see Aron, Melinat, Aron, Vallone, & Bator, 1997). After spending 20 min respond-
ing to the closeness-generating questions, the two individuals were moved to sepa-
rate rooms and the naive participants completed a series of dependent measures that
assessed their experiences during the self-disclosure task.

In Experiment 1, deprivation of autonomy was operationalized as receipt of a mon-
etary reward for engagement in the self-disclosure task. Past research has demon-
strated that contingent rewards undermine the experiences of autonomy (Houlfort,
Koestner, Joussemet, Nantel-Vivier, & Lekes, 2002) and intrinsic motivation (Deci,
Koestner, & Ryan, 1999) in children and adults, and that reminders of money prime a
self-sufficient orientation (Vohs, Mead, & Goode, 2006). In line with hypotheses, par-
ticipants in the reward condition reported lower levels of autonomy and relatedness,
emotional reliance, relationship satisfaction, and positive affect (marginal) compared
to those in the no-reward condition. In Experiment 2, provision of autonomy was
operationalized as autonomy support for engagement in the self-disclosure task.
Previous research has shown that elements of autonomy support such as choice, a
meaningful rationale, and acknowledgement of feelings are conducive to the experi-
ence of autonomy (Deci, Eghrari, Patrick, & Leone, 1994; Zuckerman, Porac, Lathin,
Smith, & Deci, 1978). Participants in the autonomy-support condition reported higher
levels of autonomy, emotional reliance, relationship satisfaction, positive affect, and
vitality (marginal) compared to those in the no-support condition.

In Experiment 3, deprivation of autonomy was operationalized as ego-
involvement and objective self-awareness, as both have been shown to undermine
intrinsic motivation (Plant & Ryan, 1985; Ryan, 1982). Also, a behavioral measure
of closeness was collected in this study, which was operationalized as the amount of
distance that participants placed between two chairs for a presumed final interaction
with the confederate (see Vohs et al., 2006). In parallel with the findings from the
previous experiments, participants in the ego-involvement condition reported lower
levels of autonomy and relatedness, emotional reliance, relationship satisfaction,
positive affect, and vitality, as well as higher levels of negative affect, compared to
those in the task-involvement condition. It is interesting to note that those in the
ego-involvement condition put more distance between their chairs for a presumed
final interaction. In Experiment 4, deprivation of autonomy was again operational-
ized as receipt of a monetary reward for engagement in the self-disclosure task, and
results were comparable to those of Experiment 1. As well, data that assessed con-
federates’ experiences during the self-disclosure task were collected to determine
whether the adverse effect of contingent rewards would radiate to the confederates,
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even though they were kept blind to experimental condition. Confederates who
interacted with participants in the reward condition reported lower levels of auton-
omy and relatedness, relationship satisfaction, positive affect, and vitality.

In Experiment 5, dyads that consisted of two naive participants completed a
scrambled sentence task (Hodgins, Brown, & Carver, 2007) intended to prime an
autonomy orientation, a controlled orientation, or a neutral orientation. Past research
has suggested that the autonomy orientation is associated with more positive social
experiences (Hodgins, Koestner, & Duncan, 1996). Aligned with the results of the
previous experiments, autonomy-primed dyads reported higher levels autonomy
and relatedness, emotional reliance, relationship satisfaction, positive affect, and
vitality compared to neutral-primed dyads. As well, autonomy-primed dyads put
less distance between their chairs for a presumed final interaction (the contrast
between autonomy- and control-primed dyads was not tested, although the means
and standard deviations for control-primed dyads were similar to the descriptive
statistics for neutral-primed dyads). Taken together, the results of these experiments
underscore the importance of social contexts that afford choice and minimize con-
trol for an experience of interaction quality in new, brief encounters.

Weinstein, Hodgins, and Ryan (2010) conducted two experiments to examine the
causal role of primed motivation orientations on interaction quality and joint creative
task performance. In a first study, previously unacquainted dyads received either an
autonomy orientation prime, a controlled orientation prime, or an orientation-free
neutral prime. Dyad members then completed the Remote Associates Task, a task that
requires verbal creativity for success. Results suggested that autonomy-primed dyads
reported higher levels of closeness, empathy, and positive affect, as well as lower
levels of negative affect, compared to neutral-primed dyads. The autonomy-primed
dyads also reported higher levels of engagement in the task and actually solved more
problems correctly than the neutral-primed dyads. Control-primed dyads showed the
opposite pattern. In a second study, previously unacquainted dyads received either an
autonomy orientation prime or a controlled orientation prime, and then completed the
Remote Associates Task and played a game of charades, which requires non-verbal
creativity for success. Results suggested that autonomy-primed dyads exhibited
higher levels of observer-coded closeness behavior, encouragement, and engagement.
The autonomy-primed dyads also reported higher levels of emotional and cognitive
attunement, empathy, and positive affect, as well as lower levels of negative affect,
and showed a higher level of performance on each task. Together, the findings from
these experiments suggest that contextual support for need satisfaction is conducive
both to interaction quality and to task performance in novel interactions.

Concluding Remarks

The concept of basic psychological needs is a unifying principle within SDT.
Autonomy, competence, and relatedness specify the psychological content of
human nature and can be used to understand how personal experiences and social
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interactions affect the natural developmental processes that promote full functioning
and organismic wellness. The purpose of this review was to highlight recent research
on the importance of support for basic psychological needs across a variety of types of
social experiences. Such evidence was noted in non-reciprocal relationships, in recipro-
cal relationships, and in brief interactions, which underscores the universal importance
of need support for the promotion of psychological, physical, and social wellness.

This prompts the question of why socializers and other relational partners may,
at times, be controlling, especially in light of the adverse consequences of such an
interpersonal style. Of course, some endorse attitudes toward controlling others’
behavior (Grolnick, Benjet, Kurowski, & Apostoleris, 1997), and these types of
attitudes can be transmitted intergenerationally (Assor et al., 2004). Yet it is also
important to note that experiences of pressure can induce controlling attitudes and
behaviors in socializers and other relational partners, as Grolnick (2003) suggested
that need support requires adequate time and psychological resources. For instance,
Grolnick, Gurland, DeCourcey, and Jacob (2002) found that mothers in an ego-
involving condition, which is marked by a high level of pressure, were more con-
trolling toward their children and, in fact, their children were shown to be less
creative on an experimental task.

As an alternative to a controlling style, socializers and other relational partners may
adopt an attitude of trust in organismic development (Landry et al., 2008), which is
marked by a belief that the natural developmental tendencies toward integration and
adaptation to the environment will operate most effectively in the absence of pressure
and coercion. Indeed, Landry et al. found that mothers who report higher levels of trust
make fewer social comparisons about their children and have more relaxed expecta-
tions for developmental milestones. As well, these mothers were observed to be more
autonomy supportive of their 1-year old child, as indicated by higher levels of flexibil-
ity, perspective taking, and following the infant’s pace. Such trust was associated with
fewer behavior problems over time. It would be quite interesting for future research to
examine the correlates of trust in organismic development in other interpersonal
domains, such as work, education, romantic relationships, health care, and athletics.

Is relatedness enough? In other words, is the sense of relatedness that can be
derived from interpersonal experiences enough to facilitate personal wellness
and healthy social functioning? As made clear within this review, the importance
of need support—and especially support for autonomy—for the promotion of
intrapersonal and interpersonal well-being is quite apparent.
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