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Abstract
Asian economies have experienced extraordinary growth in recent decades, and yet indi-
vidual employee happiness and satisfaction has remained relatively stagnant. This can be 
explained in part by a related shift toward materialist goal aspirations. Goal Contents The-
ory (GCT) suggests that not all goals are created equal: intrinsic goal orientations are more 
strongly related to subjective well-being, for example. Using one of the most comprehen-
sive surveys of Asia ever conducted, the current study examines the central tenets of GCT 
in several ways. Results show intrinsic (i.e., health, safety and security, affiliation, commu-
nity feeling, self-acceptance and growth) relative to extrinsic goal orientation (i.e., money 
and materialism) is more strongly related to higher levels of satisfaction with one’s income, 
job, life, and accomplishments. Additionally, results of linear and nonlinear modeling dis-
play the diminishing marginal utility of income (the most widely utilized extrinsic incen-
tive) on satisfaction. This curvilinear effect is exacerbated by extrinsic orientation. Finally, 
Multilevel Item Response Theory (MIRT) analysis confirmed a hierarchical ordering of 
intrinsic need strength and displayed the positive effect of national human development 
(i.e., Human Development Index) on individual intrinsic goal orientation. Results demon-
strate the importance of organizational and national policies that emphasize human as well 
as economic development.
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1 Introduction

Asia represents the largest continental economy in the world and is comprised of the largest 
potential workforce of any region (United Nations, 2014). Asian nations have experienced 
some of the greatest and longest economic booms of any in the global economy in recent 
decades (e.g., Cumings, 2005; Hane, 1996; “IMF Survey”, 2016). Substantive economic 
reforms and restructuring, such as in China and India, have bolstered the region (Brandt 
& Rawski, 2008; Di Lodovico et al., 2001), and consistent performance in its more devel-
oped market economies such as Hong Kong, South Korea, Singapore, and Taiwan have 
buoyed the economies of the more volatile nations (Page, 1994). Overall, the expansion of 
free trade agreements coupled with rapidly deployed Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) has 
facilitated sustained economic growth (Chang & Rhee, 2011; Samrat & Kumarjit, 2012).

Unfortunately this unrivaled economic growth has been not been synchronous with 
individual satisfaction, happiness, or self-reported well-being (each subsumed under 
the broader term subjective well-being throughout the manuscript) (Diener et  al., 1999). 
Early research pointed to a paradoxical effect of stagnant levels of happiness during peri-
ods of economic growth (Easterlin, 1974). More recent research suggests that, in general, 
improvements in national wealth lead to modest increases in levels of well-being, particu-
larly in poorer nations (Diener, & Diener, 1995). However even more paradoxical, a recent 
study suggests Chinese Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth was inversely related to 
levels of happiness (Brockmann et al., 2009). Therefore it is important to understand the 
mechanisms that account for the discordant relationship between economic growth and 
individual well-being.

One reason for the lagged, modest, or sometimes inverse trend in GDP and individ-
ual subjective well-being may be changes in individuals’ aspirations, or goal orientations. 
Global liberalization of market policy has been a driving force behind the aforementioned 
growth. Perhaps a natural byproduct of this economic growth was a shift in societal value 
systems. Free-market driven growth has typically been coupled with a change in societal 
values toward those more conducive to individual competition for resources (Schwartz, 
2006). Indeed, reports suggest Asian nations have seen an increase in individual financial 
and material aspirations in recent years (Durvasula & Lysonski, 2010; Gu & Hung, 2009; 
Podoshen et al., 2010; Zhan & He, 2011).

A series of studies suggest that there may be potential drawbacks to financial aspirations 
and that subsequent financial success is less beneficial to one’s well-being than intrinsically 
rewarding accomplishments (Dittmar et al., 2014; Kasser & Ryan, 1993, 1996). The major-
ity of research that supports the link between materialistic goals and lower well-being 
has been conducted in western nations, leading some to characterize this relationship as a 
largely American phenomenon (Kasser & Ryan, 1993; Tang et al., 2014). In short, it has 
been argued, American employees and consumers pursue a “goods life” instead of a good 
life—resulting in detriments to well-being (Kasser, 2004). Of the studies conducted outside 
of the United States (Deci et al., 2001; Ryan et al., 1999; Speck & Roy, 2008), very few 
have examined the relationship between relative extrinsic versus intrinsic orientation and 
well-being in Asia (Kim et al., 2003; Monnot, 2017; Wong et al., 2003). The current study 
offers the most comprehensive empirical examination of this phenomenon outside North 
America and Western Europe, and has the advantage of using a relatively comprehensive 
sample of Asian nations, where there are a variety of economic and cultural forms, many 
of them different from the West. In addition the current study examines the hierarchical 
ordering of intrinsic need satiation, which provides initial evidence for an Asia-specific 
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hierarchical ordering of needs. Finally, the link between human development at the national 
level and need satiation at the individual level are also examined.

2  Theoretical Background

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 2000) argues that there are specific 
human needs that when satiated enable positive human development and health, but when 
these needs are hindered then subsequent health and development decline. A micro-theory 
of SDT, Goal Contents Theory (GCT), extends this position to goal-directed behavior. Spe-
cifically, if goals are intrinsically oriented then they should be beneficial, and if they are 
extrinsically oriented then they should be less beneficial or even negative.

Empirical evidence for GCT has been proffered under the labels of intrinsic versus 
extrinsic aspirations (e.g., Dittmar et al., 2014; Kasser & Ryan, 1993, 1996), intrinsic ver-
sus extrinsic value orientation (e.g., Sheldon & Krieger, 2014; Sheldon et al., 2010), and 
intrinsic psychological needs (e.g., Tay & Diener, 2011; Vansteenkiste et al., 2007). While 
each of these research streams may use slightly different semantics, they are all focused on 
the study of goal contents as outlined by GCT. Additionally, each can be subsumed under 
the broader long-standing research agenda on the intrinsic versus extrinsic motivational 
dichotomy that has persisted in organizational psychology and behavior (Deci & Ryan, 
2000; Dyer & Parker, 1975; Herzberg et al., 1957; Maslow, 1943). The defining features 
of the intrinsic versus extrinsic dichotomy relate to both the source of behavior and the 
individual effects of those behaviors. Whereas intrinsically oriented motives are driven by 
one’s own volition to satisfy evolved needs, extrinsically oriented motives are driven by 
forces external to oneself (Brief & Aldag, 1977; deCharms, 1968).

Additionally, satiation of intrinsic motives is, according to GCT, theorized to support 
individual performance and well-being. Alternatively, GCT suggests that external motives 
are associated with lower levels of well-being and some researchers suggest that extrin-
sic incentives actually have the potential to decrease well-being and performance (Deci & 
Ryan, 2000; Vansteenkiste et al., 2010). There is extensive empirical evidence, particularly 
among college students, to support the claims of GCT. Those who value extrinsic (e.g., 
money) rather than intrinsic (e.g., personal growth) goals display greater levels of nega-
tive outcomes such as anxiety and depression (Kasser & Ryan, 1993, 1996; McHoskey, 
1999) and lower levels of positive outcomes such as self-esteem (Sheldon & Kasser, 1995) 
and performance (Vansteenkiste et al., 2004). Although these findings have been extended 
primarily to European countries (Martos & Kopp, 2012; Ryan et al., 1999; Schmuck et al., 
2000; Unanue et  al., 2014; Vansteenkiste et  al., 2007), only one study has examined an 
Asian nation (i.e., China) (Monnot, 2017).

2.1  Goal Contents Theory and Well‑Being

A central thesis of GCT is that intrinsic and extrinsic goals, or aspirations, have differential 
effects on individual well-being (Vansteenkiste et al., 2010). Previous motivational theo-
ries (e.g., Bandura, 1997; Locke & Latham, 2002; Vroom, 1964) suggest that the achieve-
ment of goals is conducive to psychological wellness as long as the goals are valued. GCT 
departs from these theories in the proposal that it is precisely the content of goals them-
selves, regardless of individual value orientation, that determines conduciveness to well-
ness. It may be, for example, that a strong goal is something the person values, so that 
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assessing values independently may be redundant. There is a growing body of literature to 
support the contention of GCT that universal evolved human needs can be defined broadly 
as those that are intrinsic, whereas extrinsic incentives are less endorsed and less inherently 
beneficial. Namely, a series of experiments offer support for the GCT contention that intrin-
sically oriented goals are more beneficial in terms of performance outcomes (Vansteenk-
iste et al., 2004; Vansteenkiste et al., 2006). Likewise matching individual aspirations with 
assigned goals did not prove beneficial (Vansteenkiste et al., 2008). Thus it appears consid-
eration of value orientation may not enhance beneficence of goal orientation.

The reason that intrinsic goals are positively related to individual performance and 
well-being is because they correspond with the satiation of universally evolved psycho-
logical needs. Intrinsic goals are, according to GCT, a manifestation of the common human 
growth tendency proposed by its parent theory, SDT (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Intrinsic goals 
represent needs that are naturally occurring in human beings, such as affiliation, commu-
nity, self-acceptance, and growth (Ryan & Deci, 2000a, 2000b). Extrinsic goals, on the 
other hand, are secondary in the sense that they are not natural and must be learned by 
humans. The prototype is economic goals, which are portrayed by wealth and material sta-
tus sometimes encouraged by and learned from one’s social and cultural surrounding (Ditt-
mar, 2007). Deprivation of intrinsic needs is associated with maladaptive identity forma-
tion, sometimes enhancing the pursuit of extrinsic goals, which then become a source of 
identity and self-worth (La Guardia, 2009). Unfortunately extrinsic goals do not provide 
the level of human fulfillment that is typically associated with intrinsic goals. We note the 
commonly observed lack of a strong correlation between wealth and well-being, for exam-
ple (e.g., Diener & Oishi, 2000). Therefore individuals who aspire to universally evolved 
intrinsic human goals will exhibit greater well-being.

Hypothesis 1: Employees’ intrinsic need strength will be positively related to their 
well-being (i.e., job satisfaction, income satisfaction, life satisfaction, feeling of 
accomplishment).

2.2  Goal Contents Theory and Income

Financial remuneration is central to incentive systems in the global marketplace, and some 
researchers argue that it is also the strongest incentive (Locke et al., 1980). Unsurprisingly 
and consistent with GCT, however, this most widely used incentive displays only a very 
modest positive relationship with job satisfaction (Judge et al., 2010). Research even shows 
that this type of incentive system tends to be related to some strain or ill health variables 
related to employees’ (poor) well-being (Ganster et  al., 2011). As noted earlier, similar 
evidence exists for the weak association between income and life satisfaction (Diener & 
Biswas-Diener, 2002; Diener & Oishi, 2000; Diener et al., 1993; Diener et al., 1999; Suh 
et al., 1998).

The linear relationship between income and life satisfaction, while positive, may be 
weak because it is also curvilinear when modeled with a quadratic function (Diener et al., 
1993; Kahneman & Deton, 2010). This curvilinear relationship has been extended to job 
satisfaction, confirming similar results across several Chinese samples (Monnot, 2017). 
The effect has been explained as a hedonic adaptation resulting from diminishing mar-
ginal utility—wherein financial wealth becomes of less perceived importance the more one 
has of it (Diener et al., 1993; Monnot, 2017; Veenhoven, 1991). Because that evidence is 
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limited however, the current study will examine this potentially curvilinear relationship in 
a large stratified sample of Asian nations.

Hypothesis 2: The relationship between income and job satisfaction is curvilinear.

While job satisfaction is an important outcome to understand (Judge et  al., 2001), a 
more empirically precise test of diminishing marginal utility would utilize satisfaction with 
the actual incentive itself—namely income satisfaction. Therefore the previous hypothesis 
is extended to income satisfaction in order to avoid criterion contamination (Austin & Vil-
lanova, 1992; Brogden & Taylor, 1950), more closely match the independent variable and 
criterion, and extend previous research (Monnot, 2017) across Asia.

Hypothesis 3: Income has a diminishing marginal utility that is exacerbated by extrinsic 
orientation (i.e., espoused income importance), such that the curvilinear relationship found 
in the previous hypothesis will be more pronounced for those who state that income is of 
importance.

2.3  The Hierarchical Structure of Intrinsic Needs

Much empirical research has been dedicated to understanding the direct effects of intrinsic 
needs on individual outcomes (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 2000). While GCT proposes that intrin-
sically oriented goals are more inherently beneficial than extrinsically oriented goals, there 
is no specification as to which intrinsic needs are more inherently desirable (or beneficial) 
than others. One theory of a hierarchy of needs is well-known in both academia and among 
the public at large (e.g., business managers). Maslow (1943) posited a hierarchical order-
ing of needs, including intrinsic needs based on his observations of students and others in 
his life and on reading about historical figures. While arguably an intuitive model, until 
recently empirical support has been quite limited. Utilizing popular frameworks (Csiksze-
ntmihalyi, 1988; Maslow, 1954; Ryan & Deci, 2000b; Ryff & Keyes, 1995) to compare 
relative effects of intrinsic need satisfaction, a large-scale study found general support for 
Maslow’s proposed hierarchy of lower and higher order needs. Maslow’s needs are pur-
ported to be basic human needs, as are the intrinsic needs in GCT. Specifically, his lower 
order needs (e.g., basic physiological, safety) tend to be fulfilled before moving to subse-
quent higher order (e.g., social, autonomy) needs (Tay & Diener, 2011).

There has long been a call for such fundamental Western management theories to be 
applied to other countries and cultures (Hofstede, 1980b) and not take for granted that they 
apply universally. Although humans’ basic intrinsic needs are purported to be universal 
and therefore independent of culture (Ryan et al., 1999; Schmuck et al., 2000; Vansteen-
kiste et al., 2007), the impact of culture on the order of needs has yet to be explored. One 
attempt at describing the culture-bound ordering of intrinsic needs has described a Chi-
nese hierarchy of needs (Nevis, 1983a). This reconceptualization of Maslow’s hierarchy 
adapts this structure to Asian culture, wherein self-esteem is excluded and others are re-
ordered. Using historical analysis and management theory, it argues that the highest Chi-
nese need is a form of self-actualizing in the service of others (rather than self-interested 
self-actualization). That is to say the submission to superordinate collective goals is expres-
sion of oneself. Additionally, affiliation is positioned at the bottom of the hierarchy below 
physiological needs. Initial limited empirical support was found for the Chinese structure 
of needs (Nevis, 1983b). It should also be noted that the Chinese hierarchy of needs was 
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proposed very shortly after China’s radical economic reforms that would eventually lead 
to such impressive economic growth and social change within the country (Nevis, 1983a, 
1983b). Additionally, much of the historical analysis utilized to create a profile of Chinese 
society relied on sacrifices that took place during the Cultural Revolution in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s. It might be argued that during this time period the enactment of the need 
for affiliation was placed before the need for physiological fulfillment. However the idea 
that the need for social affiliation is inherently more important than basic physiological 
self-preservation is counter to fundamental understanding of evolution and survival (Buss, 
2005).

In general, it is implausible to suggest that physiological need fulfillment is not the basic 
prerequisite for additional need fulfillment, at least to the extent that human life is sustain-
able. The current study borrows, and modifies, the Chinese need structure (Nevis, 1983a, 
1983b). Basic physiological needs (i.e., food, health) are expected to be of primary impor-
tance. Affiliation, however, is expected to follow basic physiological needs because col-
lectivism is a defining cultural value dimension of many Asian cultures (Hofstede, 1980a; 
House et  al., 2004). Higher order intrinsic needs (e.g., self-acceptance and growth) are 
expected to be sought only after lower order intrinsic needs (or top of the pyramid).

Hypothesis 4: Intrinsic needs in Asia are ordered hierarchically, such that basic physiolog-
ical needs are first, followed by need for affiliation, and then higher order needs (i.e., self-
acceptance and growth, community).

2.4  National Development and Intrinsic Need Strength

Macro-economic development of a country generally has a positive influence on health 
and subjective well-being of its citizens. Both individual (Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2002; 
Diener & Oishi, 2000) and national indices of wealth (Zagorski et  al., 2014) display a 
positive association with overall life satisfaction and well-being. While there are certainly 
many contingencies that influence the effect of national development on well-being (e.g., 
Kööts-Ausmees et al., 2013; Morrison et al., 2011), there is abundant evidence to suggest 
that nations’ GDPs (Gross Domestic Product) as well as GDP per capita, is a positive cor-
relate of well-being (Diener et  al., 2013). GDP is often used as an indicator of national 
economic development.

National financial resources and productivity, however, do not guarantee expenditures 
that benefit the general populace. The Human Development Index (HDI) is a more com-
prehensive measure introduced to more accurately approximate a nation’s level of devel-
opment. The idea behind the HDI can be summarized in a quote by the co-inventor of 
the index, who, in its initial inclusion in the United Nation’s Human Development Report 
stated, “People are the real wealth of a nation” (United Nations Development, 1990). 
Rather than a purely financial indicator, the HDI assesses those things that many people 
believe are the requisite antecedents of well-being: health, education, and income. Previ-
ous studies suggest that there is more likely to be a positive association of income and 
well-being when individual physical and material welfare increase in tandem, rather than 
income alone (Diener et al., 2013). This would suggest that a more holistic indicator such 
as HDI is more appropriate for studies regarding individual happiness and well-being.

Although previous studies have examined the direct and moderating effect of HDI on 
levels of well-being (Basabe et al., 2002; Kööts-Ausmees et al., 2013), the current study 
is concerned with the impact of HDI on intrinsic need strength. According to hierarchy of 
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needs theories, the human motivation to fulfill a specific need is a function of one’s level of 
individual development (Maslow, 1943), and this may hinge in large part on the resources 
available in one’s environment. Therefore the strength of intrinsic need should be condi-
tional on a nation’s HDI.

Hypothesis 5: A higher national level of human development (as defined by the HDI) is 
associated with higher individual intrinsic needs strength.

3  Methods

3.1  Sample

This current sample (Inoguchi, 2003–2007) represents one of the most comprehensive 
comparative surveys of Asia ever conducted. Data was collected using a multistage strati-
fied randomly sampling methodology (Additional methodological details can be found at 
www. asiab arome ter. org). Participants (n = 46,094) represent countries across the four pri-
mary regions of Asia, including Central (Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, Turkmeni-
stan, Uzbekistan), Eastern (China, Hong Kong, Japan, Korea, Mongolia, Taiwan), South 
Eastern (Brunei, Cambodia, Indo, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, Thai-
land, Vietnam), and Southern (Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, 
Pakistan, Sri Lanka). Using the United Nations geoscheme for regional classification, and 
excluding the Middle East (which is sometimes referred to as Western Asia), this data 
includes nearly every United Nations country (i.e., Iran, North Korea, and East Timor were 
not included) in these four respective Asian regions. All data was collected via a face-to-
face structured interview format.

The ratio of male (n = 22,518; 48.9%) to female (n = 23,576; 51.1%) respondents was 
approximately equal. The mean age was 38, with a range of 20 to 69  years of age. Of 
those who reported marital status, most respondents were married (72.1%), followed by 
single (22.2%), widowed (3%), and divorced or separated (2.6%). Of those who had com-
pleted some sort of educational program, a majority of respondents had completed educa-
tion at the high school level or below (51.3%), while the rest received an undergraduate 
college degree or higher (12.4%) or vocational or technical school training (10%). Occupa-
tional status varied, with more than half of respondents identified either as manual workers 
(13.9%), clerical workers (9.4%), professionals or specialists (6.3%), self-employed in agri-
culture, forestry or fisheries (6.1%), sales (6%), vendors or street traders (5.4%), or small 
retail business owners (3.1%).

3.2  Measures

3.2.1  Intrinsic and Extrinsic Goals Orientations

After being presented with a list of twenty-five items, respondents were asked, “Of the fol-
lowing lifestyle aspects or life circumstances, please select five that are important to you”. 
Six subsets of items were identified as relevant to the current study. Responses were coded 
as 1 (mentioned) or 0 (not mentioned) and then summed for each index. These item subsets 
include five intrinsic and one extrinsic goal. The intrinsic orientations were labeled Health 
Importance, Safety and Security Importance, Affiliation Importance, Community Feeling 
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Importance, and Self-Acceptance and Growth Importance. The other subset is an extrinsic 
goal orientation labeled Materialism Importance. These items were constructed, and des-
ignated as “relative aspiration indices,” in order to be similar to previous measures (e.g., 
Duriez, 2011; Grouzet et al., 2005; Kasser & Ahuvia, 2002; Kasser et al., 2014; Martos 
& Kopp, 2012; Monnot, 2017; Sheldon & Krieger, 2014; Sheldon et al., 2004, 2010; Van-
steenkiste et al., 2006).

Following previously developed methodology (Hinkin, 1998), an item pool was devel-
oped similar to previous scales (e.g., Grouzet et  al., 2005; Kasser et  al., 2014; Monnot, 
2017), after which several Industrial-Organizational (I-O) Psychologists confirmed content 
adequacy. Psychology graduate students rated each item to confirm the previously defined 
item categories. Brief definitions were provided to these subject matter experts for Health 
(“To feel healthy and be free of illness”), Safety and Security (“To ensure physical safety”), 
Affiliation (“To have satisfying relationships with family and friends”), Community Feel-
ing (“To improve the world”), Self-Acceptance and Growth (“To feel competent and auton-
omous”), and Materialism (“To be wealthy and materially successful”). Averages of rat-
ings were computed (ranging from 1—“does not apply at all” to 7—“applies completely”). 
The criterion of an average rating of 5 or higher was required to retain items.

Sample items from the final scale include five intrinsic goal orientations; “Being 
healthy” (Health), “Being able to live without fear of crime” (Safety and Security), 
“Spending time with your family” (Affiliation), “Contributing to your local community or 
to society” (Community Feeling), and “Expressing your personality or using your talents” 
(Self-Acceptance and Growth); and one extrinsic goal orientation, “Owning a lot of nice 
things,” (Materialism).

3.2.2  Income

Respondents reported their gross annual household income during the previous year in 
local currency. Responses comprised a list of discrete ranges.

3.2.3  Subjective Well‑Being

Several indices measuring individual subjective well-being were utilized in the current 
study. These included Income Satisfaction, Job Satisfaction, Life Satisfaction, and Life 
Accomplishment. These scales are described as follows: Income Satisfaction consists of a 
global single item: “Please tell me how satisfied or dissatisfied you are with the following 
aspect of your life: Household income.” Response options ranged from 1 (completely dis-
satisfied) to 5 (completely satisfied). Job Satisfaction is a single global item that has been 
shown to be an efficient and acceptable measure (Wanous et  al., 1997): “Please tell me 
how satisfied or dissatisfied you are with the following aspect of your life: Job.” Response 
options ranged from 1 (completely dissatisfied) to 5 (completely satisfied). Life Satisfac-
tion includes two items, one measuring magnitude and the other frequency: “All things 
considered, would you say that you are happy these days?” Response options ranged from 
1 (very unhappy) to 5 (very happy), and “How often do you feel you are really enjoying 
life these days?” Response options ranged from 1 (never) to 4 (often). Cronbach’s alpha 
for these items was 0.69. While 0.7 and higher has been offered as a rule of thumb for 
acceptable reliability (Nunnally, 1978), it should be noted that there is no hard rule reli-
ability coefficient acceptability, and Chronbach’s alpha for two-item scales may be a lower 
bound estimate (Eisinga et al., 2013). Finally, Life Accomplishment is a single global item 
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assessing one’s overall feeling of accomplishment in life: “How much do you feel you are 
accomplishing what you want out of your life?” Response options ranged from 1 (none) to 
4 (a great deal).

3.2.4  Income Importance

After being presented with a list of twenty-five items, respondents were asked, “Of the fol-
lowing lifestyle aspects or life circumstances, please select five that are important to you.” 
One of the response options was income. Responses were coded as 1 (mentioned) or 0 (not 
mentioned), similar to previous research (Kasser & Ryan, 1993, 1996).

3.3  Analyses

To assess the association of relative intrinsic versus extrinsic goal orientation with subjec-
tive well-being, the same t-test comparison methodology utilized in previous studies was 
applied (Kasser & Ryan, 1993, 1996). In accord with work by Kasser and colleagues (e.g., 
Grouzet et al., 2005; Kasser & Ryan, 1993, 1996), the mean-centered standardized scores 
were created for each index, after which relative importance groups were created. Relative 
importance was defined as being above the standardized mean on the intrinsic sale score 
(e.g., Affiliation Importance) and below the standardized mean of the extrinsic (i.e., Mate-
rialism) score.

To assess the hypothesized curvinlinear relationship between income and satisfaction 
(i.e., income and job) linear, quadratic, and cubic regressions were compared based on the 
amount of variance explained (Whetzel et al., 2010). The hypothesized moderating effect 
of income importance was assessed using step-down moderated regression, which is argu-
ably a more precise test of moderation compared to step-up moderated regression (Agu-
inis, 2004; Lautenschlager & Mendoza, 1986). This approach involves an overall test of 
moderation (using the full model), followed by successive model comparisons. The full 
regression model includes income, the dichotomous income importance variable, and 
the interaction term. The first step compares the variable of income with the full model, 
wherein a significant variance indicates an interaction effect. If the interaction is present 
then assessments of slope and intercept differences are conducted. Slope differences are 
assessed, which involves comparisons of the income variable plus the dichotomous income 
importance variable against the full model. If there was evidence of slope differences, then 
the intercept differences are tested by comparing the income variable plus the interaction 
term against the full model. If there was no evidence for difference in slopes, then the inter-
cept difference column is computed by comparing income alone with the income variable 
plus the dichotomous income importance variable (Lautenschlager & Mendoza, 1986).

A Multilevel Item Response Theory (MIRT) model was used to assess the ordering of 
intrinsic needs to model individual latent need strength while taking into account coun-
try level variance. While most researchers may acknowledge that individual level data is 
nested within various groups or clusters (e.g., individuals within teams, individuals within 
organizations, citizens within countries) many do not account for these dependencies. 
Recent developments in multilevel statistical modeling (see Aquinis et  al., 2013) allow 
researchers to account for dependence among observations. Unaccounted for covariation 
between higher order variables and lower order variables leads to errors in prediction of 
outcomes. Additionally, individual level variables may vary dependent by clusters whether 
they’re formally or informally defined. For instance, nation states formally cluster data, 
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however cultural groupings that aren’t defined by national borders have been shown to 
be useful in understanding data structures (e.g., Monnot, 2018). Thus, it’s important for 
researchers to be cognizant of potential dependencies. There are many excellent resources 
available to researchers to implement more accurate multilevel statistical approach (e.g., 
Bliese & Hanges, 2004; Snijders & Bosker, 2012).Therefore in the current study we utilize 
a multilevel approach within an IRT framework, which is most well-suited to categorial 
response options.

This MIRT model was constructed to both control for country level effects on the 
individual level need strength, and, to assess the cross-level effect of HDI on individual 
level intrinsic need strength. The parameters most central to the current study include the 
category response curves (CRC), discrimination (α), threshold (β), theta (θ), and stand-
ard error of measurement (SEM). The CRC displays the probability of responding to a 
particular response option or category given a conditional value of the underlying trait, θ. 
The β estimates indicate the level of θ at which there is a 50% probability of endorsing a 
particular intrinsic need, which will produce an ordering of needs based on θ level. The 
resulting model is a 1-parameter logistic (1PL), or Rasch, MIRT model (Baker & Kim, 
2004; Embretson & Reise, 2000). Using Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 2012). Each CRC was 
calculated as:

wherein the CRC is defined as the probability of an individual (j) within a country (k) 
reporting the importance of an intrinsic need (i), which is dependent on both the overall 
individual intrinsic need strength (θjk) and country level intrinsic need strength ( � k).

Lastly, HDI is modeled as a country level covariate with a direct effect on latent intrin-
sic need strength. Both the direct effect of HDI on latent need strength, and, the conditional 
probability of need strength endorsement across the range of HDI are computed to test 
the hypothesized relationship. The direct effect is represented by the item discrimination 
parameter, α, which is analogous to the slope of a curve in classical measurement theory. 
Conditional probability analysis allows for estimates of individual need strength β across 
the full range of the covariate HDI (Muthén & Muthén, 2012).

4  Results

Descriptive statistics and correlations between study variables are presented in Table 1.
Relative intrinsic need strength group comparisons are presented in Table  2. Results 

show that, aside from Central Asia, every relationship tested was significant and in the 
hypothesized direction, which provides support for Hypothesis 1. Those reporting the 
importance of health, safety and security, affiliation, community feeling, and self-accept-
ance and growth relative to materialism report greater well-being. Those who reported 
greater relative importance of materialism goal orientation to each of the separate intrin-
sic goal orientations displayed lower levels of well-being. Therefore, intrinsically oriented 
individuals reported higher levels of job satisfaction, income satisfaction, life satisfaction, 
and life accomplishment.

To test Hypothesis 2 job satisfaction was regressed on income. Linear, quadratic, and 
cubic regressions show positive relationships. Linear relationships ranged from R = 0.08 
(R2 = 0.01) to R = 0.40 (R2 = 0.16) with an mean of R = 0.20 (R2 = 0.05), whereas quad-
ratic relationships ranged from R = 0.09 (R2 = 0.01) to R = 0.41 (R2 = 0.17) with an mean of 

logit [P(yijk = 1|θjk, �k)] = β0iθ + β1θjk + β2�k
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R = 0.22 (R2 = 0.06), and cubic relationships ranged from R = 0.09 (R2 = 0.01) to R = 0.45 
(R2 = 0.20) with an mean of R = 0.23 (R2 = 0.06). The average increase in quadratic regres-
sion coefficient from linear coefficient was R = 0.02 (R2 = 0.01), with a maximum increase 
in R = 0.07 (R2 = 0.03) (India; Fig. 1).

The average increase in cubic regression coefficient from quadratic coefficient was 
R = 0.01 (R2 = 0.00), with a maximum increase in R = 0.04 (R2 = 0.03) (Sri Lanka). Of the 
relationships assessed, 78% of the quadratic relationships explained additional variance in 
job satisfaction, whereas only 33% of the cubic relationships explained additional variance 
in job satisfaction beyond quadratic. Likewise, on average, quadratic provided an improve-
ment in regression magnitude (ΔR = 0.02), albeit small according to conventional stand-
ards (e.g., Cohen, 1988; Whetzel et al., 2010). The trend in variance explained and slope 
shapes (Fig. 1) provide evidence for the hypothesized relationship, wherein income has a 
diminishing marginal utility on job satisfaction (Table 3).

Results of moderated regression show that, in general, individuals who reported income 
as important are less satisfied with their income (Table 4). Additionally, when slope differ-
ences were present, it was such that income importance attenuated the strength of the posi-
tive relationship. Separate columns in Table 4 show overall predictive interaction, intercept 
interaction, and slope interaction estimates. Moderation is present for 13 of 18 relation-
ships assessed. Of those relationships, 12 displayed intercept differences and 5 displayed 
slope differences. In those relationships displaying intercept differences, income satisfac-
tion was lower across the range of income categories for individuals reporting income as 

Fig. 1  Shape of linear, quadratic, and cubic relationship between indian income (in rupees) and job satis-
faction. Note Each nonlinear regression accounts for additional variance in Job Satisfaction. The shapes 
of slopes are representative of those relationships where curvilinear functions explained significantly more 
variance than the linear function (see Table 3). The quadratic regression equation in this figure (R = .20, 
p < .05) explains more variance in Job Satisfaction than linear regression (R = .13, p < .05) and the cubic 
regression equation (R = .22, p < .05) explains more variance in Job Satisfaction than the quadratic equation
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important. Relationships displaying significant direct effects and slope differences (Indo-
nesia, China, Thailand, and Malaysia) are plotted in Fig. 2. Slopes are displayed using the 
regression (i.e., linear, quadratic, or cubic) that explained the most variance in satisfaction. 

Table 3  Linear and non-linear regression results for the relationship between income and job satisfaction, 
and, income satisfaction

Regression coefficients in the first row represent the criterion of job satisfaction and the coefficients in the 
second row represent the criterion of income satisfaction

Region Country n Linear Quadratic Cubic

R R2 R R2 R R2

Central Uzbekistan 716 0.14 0.02 0.14 0.02 0.14 0.02
0.23 0.05 0.24 0.06 0.25 0.06

Eastern Japan 2097 0.20 0.04 0.20 0.04 0.21 0.04
0.33 0.11 0.34 0.11 0.34 0.11

Korea 1780 0.22 0.05 0.26 0.07 0.27 0.07
0.33 0.11 0.36 0.13 0.37 0.14

China 3727 0.24 0.06 0.27 0.07 0.27 0.07
0.30 0.09 0.32 0.10 0.32 0.10

Hong Kong 937 0.17 0.03 0.17 0.03 0.17 0.03
0.35 0.12 0.35 0.12 0.35 0.12

Taiwan 984 0.19 0.03 0.22 0.05 0.22 0.05
0.22 0.05 0.25 0.06 0.25 0.06

South-Eastern Malaysia 2406 0.19 0.04 0.19 0.04 0.20 0.04
0.15 0.02 0.16 0.03 0.17 0.03

Thailand 1799 0.21 0.04 0.25 0.06 0.25 0.06
0.31 0.09 0.32 0.10 0.33 0.11

Vietnam 2602 0.12 0.02 0.14 0.02 0.14 0.02
0.20 0.04 0.21 0.04 0.21 0.04

Myanmar 2600 0.08 0.01 0.09 0.01 0.11 0.01
0.19 0.03 0.19 0.03 0.19 0.03

Cambodia 1824 0.08 0.01 0.09 0.01 0.09 0.01
0.09 0.01 0.10 0.01 0.10 0.01

Indonesia 1804 0.21 0.04 0.21 0.04 0.21 0.04
0.27 0.07 0.27 0.07 0.27 0.07

Philippines 1508 0.10 0.01 0.13 0.02 0.13 0.02
0.12 0.02 0.14 0.02 0.14 0.02

Singapore 1732 0.19 0.04 0.25 0.06 0.27 0.07
0.26 0.07 0.28 0.08 0.28 0.08

Laos 996 0.12 0.01 0.12 0.02 0.12 0.02
0.17 0.03 0.17 0.03 0.19 0.03

Brunei 708 0.08 0.01 0.11 0.01 0.12 0.01
0.18 0.03 0.18 0.03 0.18 0.03

Southern India 819 0.13 0.02 0.20 0.04 0.22 0.05
0.21 0.05 0.28 0.08 0.29 0.08

Sri Lanka 783 0.38 0.15 0.41 0.17 0.45 0.20
0.40 0.16 0.41 0.17 0.42 0.18
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Unimportant

Important 

Fig. 2  Shape of significant slope bias moderating effects of importance of income on the relationship 
between income and satisfaction. Note The plots above represent only those moderated regressions wherein 
significant slope bias was present. Significant intercept bias plots are not shown. Curvilinear relationships 
are shown in cases were a quadratic equation added incremental variance (i.e., China, Thailand, and Malay-
sia). Indonesia (n = 1804) income response categories ranged from less than 6 million Rp to more than 
36 million Rp in 1.2 million increments, allowing for a total of 9 possible income range responses. China 
(n = 3727) income response categories ranged from less than ¥20,000 to more than ¥200,001 in ¥10,000 
increments, allowing for a total of 20 possible income range responses. Thailand (n = 1,799) income 
response categories ranged from less than ฿5000 to more than ฿60,000 in gradually increasing (starting 
at ฿999 and ending with ฿4999) increments, allowing for a total of 17 possible income range responses. 
Malaysia (n = 2406) income response categories ranged from less than RM5000 to more than RM500,000 
in gradually increasing (starting at RM5000 and ending with RM200,000) increments, allowing for a total 
of 12 possible income range responses
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Results show that individuals who reported income as important are less satisfied with 
income, and the diminishing marginal utility effect is greater for individuals who reported 
income as important (Fig. 2).

To assess the final hypotheses regarding the interaction between individual and country-
level variation in well-being, a MIRT model was constructed. As part of the multilevel 
model-building process it is prudent to determine nonindependence by way of cluster-level 
intraclass correlation coefficients (ICC) (Aguinis et al., 2013). Sizable ICCs have conven-
tionally been used as indicators of potential bias caused by cluster level variation. While 
multilevel studies typically report ICC values between 0.15 and 0.30 (Mathieu et al., 2012) 
or 0.05 and 0.20 (Peugh, 2010), depending on the field, there isn’t a convention for signifi-
cance. Empirical evidence suggests that it is more important to consider the design effect. 
Design effect can be approximated by 1 + (average cluster size − 1) * ICC, wherein a value 
of roughly 2 is considered significant (Muthén & Satorra, 1995). With an average cluster 
size of 1589 and an ICC of 0.15 for intrinsic need strength at the country level, the result-
ing design effect warrants a multilevel model.

To investigate the ordering of needs (Hypothesis 4), each need strength β and resulting 
CRC was investigated. Results provide general support for lower order needs (i.e., health, 
safety and security) being endorsed as important when intrinsic need strength is low, and 
higher order needs (i.e., community feeling, self-acceptance and growth) being endorsed at 
higher levels of intrinsic need strength (Fig. 3). Affiliation was considered important at low 
levels of intrinsic need strength. While this is contradictory to original hierarchical ordering 
(Maslow, 1943, 1954), it was expected given that the current sample is drawn from socie-
ties traditionally reporting high levels of collectivism. Final need ordering at the individual 
level included health (β = -1.9, SEM = 0.02), affiliation (β = − 0.09, SEM = 0.02), safety 
and security (β = − 0.01, SEM = 0.01), self-acceptance and growth (β = 0.70, SEM = 0.02), 
and community feeling (β = 0.95, SEM = 0.02), in succession. Need ordering displayed 
the same pattern at the country level, including health (β = − 1.53, SEM = 0.64), affilia-
tion (β = − 0.48, SEM = 0.63), safety and security (β = 0.06, SEM = 0.64), self-acceptance 

Fig. 3  Category response curves 
representing the ordering of 
individual intrinsic need strength. 
Note Variables represent relative 
intrinsic need strength, wherein 
materialism is controlled for in 
each individual intrinsic need. 
HE Health importance, SS 
Safety and security importance, 
AF Affiliation importance, CO 
Community feeling importance, 
SA Self-acceptance and growth 
importance. The individual-
level Category Response 
Curves (CRC) displayed above 
are the result of a Multilevel 
Item Response Theory (MIRT) 
model that controls for country 
level effects. The axis displays 
3 Standard Deviations across 
individual level need strength 
(i.e., θ)
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and growth (β = 1.16, SEM = 0.65), and community feeling (β = 1.27, SEM = 0.65). These 
results provide support for hypothesis 4. Next, conditional probabilities were estimated 
across the range of the covariate. Figure 4 shows a positive relationship between HDI and 
β each individual intrinsic need. Specifically, the probability of intrinsic need endorsement 
increases at higher levels of HDI. These results support Hypothesis 5.

5  Discussion

Findings of the current study provide strong support for the basic tenets of GCT that 
intrinsic need goal orientation is associated with greater levels of individual well-being as 
compared to extrinsic goal orientation. These results extend empirical findings of student 
samples and experimental settings (Kasser & Ryan, 1993, 1996; Sheldon & Kasser, 1995; 
Vansteenkiste et al., 2004) to the workplace. Additionally, the current study extends previ-
ous cross-cultural studies (Monnot, 2017; Ryan et  al., 1999; Schmuck et  al., 2000; Van-
steenkiste et al., 2007) to one of, if not the, most comprehensive survey of Asian societies.

Results confirm the small positive relationship between individual income and job sat-
isfaction (Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2002; Diener & Oishi, 2000; Diener et al., 1993, 1999; 
Suh et  al., 1998) and extend previous findings to demonstrate a curvilinear relationship. 
Specifically, the psychological effect of diminishing marginal utility is confirmed and then 
further explained by GCT. Support for this curvilinear relationship is followed by support 
for a moderating effect of extrinsic orientation. First, the curvilinear relationship between 
income importance and income satisfaction is exacerbated by perceived importance of 
wealth. This effect is demonstrated by calculation of intercept and slope bias (Table  4). 
Individuals who indicate income as being an important aspect of their life display lower 
levels of satisfaction (i.e., intercept bias), and in those cases where slope bias is pre-
sent, the convex relationship is generally more pronounced (Fig. 2). The positive impact 
of intrinsic goal orientation, on the other hand, is displayed in the mean level well-being 

Fig. 4  Conditional effect of 
human development index value 
on intrinsic need strength. Note 
The lines above display the con-
ditional probability of intrinsic 
need endorsement as a function 
of Human Development Index 
(HDI) value. Variables represent 
relative intrinsic need strength, 
wherein materialism is controlled 
for in each individual intrinsic 
need. HE Health importance, SS 
Safety and security importance, 
AF Affiliation importance, CO 
Community feeling importance, 
SA Self-acceptance and growth 
importance. Each need strength 
line symbol represents 1/5th 
Standard Deviation (SD), with 
the center symbol representing 
0 SD
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comparisons between groups. When categorizing individuals as intrinsically versus extrin-
sically focused, this impact appears that across virtually every region of Asia: Individuals 
who rank intrinsic needs as more important than materialism are more satisfied with their 
income, life, job, and general life accomplishment (Table 2).

GCT contends that not all goals are created equal—namely that intrinsic goals are more 
advantageous than those that are extrinsic. The current results extend this theory to suggest 
that intrinsic goals themselves are not ranked with equal importance. The current study 
extends previous support for Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs regarding the order of 
intrinsic need motivation (Tay & Diener, 2011). While previous work displayed general 
support for the ordering of need satiation (Tay & Diener, 2011), the current study exam-
ined relative need strength. The need hierarchy is a motivational model, and therefore it is 
important to understand the ordering of the strength, not just satiation, of needs. Therefore 
the current findings are closely attuned to motivation rather than need satisfaction, because 
need strength motivates behavior. Additionally, the current study revises a previously 
developed Chinese hierarchy of needs (Nevis, 1983a, 1983b) to generalize to all of Asia. 
This revised theoretical model is generally supported by the current data, placing affiliative 
motives close to basic physiological needs, wherein affiliation is sought after basic sur-
vival. Community-based prosocial motives closely align with self-acceptance and growth, 
suggesting that prosocial behavior may be a way for one to fully express and develop one-
self in more collectivist societies.

5.1  Implications

Recent market reforms, trade policy, and FDI have enabled Asian economies to experience 
some of the most abundant and continuous economic growth in modern times (Brandt & 
Rawski, 2008; Cumings, 2005; Di Lodovico et al., 2001; Hane, 1996). It is important to 
leverage these economic gains to enable human development and well-being. There are 
important implications from the current set of findings for individuals, organizations, and 
social policy. First, there is a common thread to each series of results that suggests individ-
uals experience greater well-being when they focus on the intrinsically satisfying good life 
and not the materialistic satisfying “goods life” (Kasser, 2004). Aspiring toward affiliation 
with friends and coworkers, prosocial community-oriented behavior, and the expression 
of one’s own personality and talents are associated with greater levels of satisfaction at 
work and in life in general. The current manuscript does not contend that it is necessary for 
employees to discard material aspirations, but rather to be cognizant of and balance these 
goal aspirations with those that are more central to the human experience (Diener et al., 
2010).

The current findings support the general tenets of GCT and demonstrate the applicability 
of this theory to a large Asian sample—namely one of the most comprehensive multistage 
stratified random sample of countries from the four regions of Asia (Inoguchi, 2003–2007). 
There are also several contributions to GCT beyond its cross-cultural applicability. First, 
while GCT purports that intrinsic needs are more beneficial than extrinsic incentives the 
current study specifies and tests specific types of intrinsic needs. Specifically, health, safety 
and security, affiliation, community feeling, and self-acceptance and growth were shown 
to be more beneficial to subjective well-being as compared to the specific extrinsic incen-
tive of income and material possessions. Second, while the aforementioned extrinsic incen-
tives are shown to be less beneficial to subjective well-being the results also suggest that 
espoused importance of extrinsic incentives can exacerbate this effect. Specifically, placing 
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a greater importance on income only serves to detract from income satisfaction. Third, 
while GCT distinguishes the importance of intrinsic needs relative to extrinsic incentives 
it does not specify differences between intrinsic needs themselves. The current study dem-
onstrates a hierarchical ordering of intrinsic needs such that lower order needs (e.g., health, 
safety and security) are deemed important at low levels of overall intrinsic need strength 
whereas higher order needs (e.g., community feeling, self-acceptance and growth) are 
deemed important at high levels of overall intrinsic need strength. We interpret this in a 
motivational context such that individuals are motivated to satisfy lower order needs before 
moving on to higher order needs. Finally, the current study suggests intrinsic need strength 
may interact with country development as the results show intrinsic need strength being 
greater in countries with a higher HDI.

In recent years many scholars have been interested in how organizations and macro-
level policy might intersect to enable greater individual well-being. There has been a push 
to conceptualize organizations as being part of an interconnected socioeconomic and polit-
ical network wherein people, firms, communities, and society have a shared interested in 
human development (Frederick, 1998). Human Capabilities Theory (HCT) (Sen, 1989) is 
one example of a macro-level framework that has been advanced to connect organizational 
and societal interests. Most adults spend a majority of their waking hours pursuing some 
type of employment. Therefore work life is an important indicant of how employees per-
ceive their lives in general. HCT conceptualizes national development as the expansion of 
human capability, rather than equating development with increases in GDP. Additionally, 
this theory is congruent with the tenets of GCT in that the greatest potential for human 
well-being rests upon universal motives to satisfy intrinsic needs. Human development 
is affected by a reciprocal relationship between business and government. Policy-making 
emphasis on advancing intrinsic goal-orientation and capabilities of the national workforce 
is integral to enhancing national development. Likewise business practices that recognize 
that supporting employees wholistically (not simply financially) are positively related to 
national development (Vogt, 2005).

The relative benefit of intrinsic need goal orientation and satiation is of importance to 
business leaders as organizational systems are devised. There are many examples of busi-
ness founders and leaders who’ve sought to advance intrinsic development of employees as 
an integral part of work and not simply in addition to work. Organizational leaders would 
do well to incorporate human development into their vision and mission. As one example, 
Masaru Ibuka, founder of Sony, stated the primary purpose of his new company is “To 
establish a place of work where engineers can feel the joy of technological innovation, 
be aware of their mission to society, and work to their heart’s content” (Csikszentmihalyi, 
2003, p.70). This vision aligns with some of the variables in the current study—job satis-
faction (“feel the joy of innovation”), community orientation (“be aware of their mission to 
society”), and self-acceptance and growth (“work to their heart’s content”). We argue that 
this statement conveys—in part—demonstrates an inherent understanding that workplaces 
can be places that nurture the intrinsic needs of employees.

Healthy workplaces, from the perspective of human development, would be defined by 
those that not only provide proper remuneration, but also encourage the satisfaction of both 
lower and higher order needs. Understanding the hierarchical ordering of intrinsic needs 
suggests that workplaces be designed from the bottom up so to speak, such that health 
and safety are seen as necessary constants so that employees can move toward fulfilling 
higher order needs of community, self-acceptance and growth. The specific work design 
and job characteristics that facilitate the intrinsic needs and goals of employees are beyond 
the scope of this paper. There are of course excellent reviews of job and work design as 
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they relate to employee well-being (see Parker & Wall, 1998) as well as design interven-
tions related to employee well-being (see Daniels et al., 2017).

5.2  Limitations

There are several limitations in the current study. Large-scale interview projects such as 
the series of data collections in the current study offer much in the way of generalizability, 
however there are certain tradeoffs that are often made during such efforts. Measurement 
variance is limited by the fact that some interview questions were coded categorically (i.e., 
mentioned versus not mentioned), and, most well-being indices were assessed with a single 
item. There are, however, a growing number of studies (e.g., Nichols & Webster, 2013; 
Postmes et al., 2013; Robins et al., 2001; Wanous et al., 1997) demonstrating the psycho-
metric soundness of single items to measure psychological constructs. Nonetheless inclu-
sion of more continuous rating scales and measures in future studies may actually enhance 
precision and magnitude of relationships. Likewise, while we used SME ratings to proffer 
content validity for our variables of intrinsic versus extrinsic goal orientations, we found 
it imprudent to compute internal consistency estimates because respondents were asked to 
select 5 items from a list of 20, which amounts partially rank-ordering ipsative task. While 
this is quite effective for dichotomizing groups it doesn’t bode well for classical test theory 
approaches to internal consistency estimation. Again, additional measurement variance 
will desirable in subsequent research.

Another potential limitation involves the way in which income was assessed in the 
current study. Assessing actual income continuously rather than in discrete ranges would 
allow for more continuity as well as log transformations, if necessary, that would enable 
corrections and more exact replication of previous findings (e.g., Tay & Diener, 2011). 
Finally, using archival datasets limits researchers to the variables available in those data-
sets. While we think our choose of needs and incentives was adequate, we also think that it 
would have been more ideal to have a broader range of theoretically defined intrinsic needs 
and extrinsic incentives. For instance including variables such as competence, autonomy, 
and others posited as basic psychological needs by SDT would have allowed a more robust 
test of hierarchical need strength and satiation.

5.3  Future research

The interplay between needs, goal importance, rewards, and individual outcomes is com-
plex. It would be beneficial to understand the multifaceted boundary conditions of the 
relationship between compensation and well-being. The current study examined the curvi-
linear relationship as well as an interaction with need importance. Future research should 
examine the specific point at which the linear relationship between income and satisfac-
tion becomes convex, so that any underlying psychological processes that account for this 
change in linearity might be determined. Likewise, the higher-order interaction effects 
between extrinsic incentives (i.e., income) and intrinsic (e.g., affiliation, growth) needs and 
need satisfaction on individual well-being should be explored. A more specific understand-
ing of the additive and interactive effects of need satisfaction will enable the more effective 
creation of total rewards systems for employees (Porter & Lawler, 1968).

While it is beyond the scope of this paper there has been considerable work scrutiniz-
ing Maslow’s hierarchy of needs since his original work was published (Maslow, 1943, 
1954). Researchers have approached the needs hierarchy from a variety of perspectives, 
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for example, historical reviews (e.g., Lussier, 2019), research reviews (e.g., Wahba & 
Bridwell, 1976), measurement (including reliability and validation studies) (e.g., Lol-
lar, 1974; Mitchell & Moudgill, 1976; Rauschenberger et al., 1980; Taormina & Gao, 
2013), and calls to revise or extend upon the hierarchy (e.g., Kenrick et al., 2010). We 
think an interesting area of research is that which delineates specific lower and higher 
order needs, the order of satiation, and satiation of needs with important outcomes such 
as well-being, human performance, as well as outcomes across different levels of meas-
urement (i.e., individual, organizational, and country). While the current study and pre-
vious research (Tay & Diener, 2011) offer broadly generalizable support for higher and 
lower order need satiation and subjective well-being there are still many avenues for 
subsequent research.

In the current review we posited that GCT offers a universally valid explanation of 
the impact of need satiation on well-being—an explanation that is similar across nations 
and regions. Our theoretical framework led us to hypothesize similarities. While the 
results do, for the most part, confirm our position there is still ample room for test-
ing theoretical differences across nations and regions. Our results suggest some regional 
(Table  2) cross-national (Table  4) differences (i.e., a minority of relationships were 
not significant as hypothesized). We did not test significance of differences between 
regions and nations as these potential differences were not part of our hypotheses. 
While national and geographical regional differences are potentially important the 
research on these differences is often equivocal (e.g., Matsumoto et al., 1997; Takano 
& Sogon, 2008). We think a more promising path of research involves clustering data 
according theory instead of physical border. Some of these approaches include cluster-
ing data according to linguistic attributes (Cattell, 1950), attitudes (Haire et al., 1966), 
work goals (Ronen & Kraut, 1977), espoused values (Hofstede, 1980a; House, 2004), 
and preferred leadership styles (House, 2004). Related to the current study, for example, 
empirical results utilizing the Global Leadership and Organizational Behavior Effec-
tiveness (GLOBE) (House, 2004) framework show cluster-level differences regarding 
the impact of intrinsic need satiation versus extrinsic incentives on employee attitudes 
(Monnot, 2018). It will be important for scholars to continue identifying cluster differ-
ences to aid international management, leadership, and organization effectiveness.

6  Conclusion

Globalization and growth in the last several decades, particularly among Asian nations, 
has spurred economic advancement and prosperity at both micro and macro levels. Prior 
research suggests that a subsequent shift in values, or goal orientation, appears to have 
followed suit. Yet levels of individual subjective well-being have remained stagnant. 
The current study displays the differing effects of intrinsic versus extrinsic goal orienta-
tion on satisfaction at work and in life. This implies that increased materialistic aspira-
tions may detract from the actual benefits of material wealth. It is particularly important 
to understand this effect in Asia given the region’s relative speed of economic growth 
and historical collectivist cultural (and thus intrinsic) value orientation. To enable more 
robust economic development the wealth of individuals, organizations, and nations must 
be revised to include a focus on both financial and intrinsically important metrics.
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