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Abstract 

 

Background and Objectives. The current study is based on the Self-Determination Theory and 

the balance hypothesis. The Self-Determination Theory says that the three basic psychological 

needs autonomy, relatedness, and competence have to be satisfied to attain a good well-being. 

The balance hypothesis says that these three basic needs do not only have to be satisfied to 

achieve a good well-being, but they need to be balanced. Following this, the current study has 

the purpose of investigating whether a balanced need satisfaction of autonomy, relatedness, and 

competence positively relates to student´s well-being. This idea is taken further by deliberating 

whether a balance between contexts, in this case family and education, may also positively 

relate to student´s well-being.  

Research Design and Methods. In this cross-sectional study, 76 students (Mage = 21.47 years) 

took part by filling out an online survey. Through this study, relationships of the balance 

between autonomy, relatedness, and competence in both family and education on well-being 

were tested, and the relationship between these psychological needs across the contexts family 

and education on well-being. By calculating and summing absolute difference scores, balance 

scores of need satisfaction for both between the three needs and between the two contexts were 

created.  

Results. The three needs in both contexts were positively related to well-being. However, none 

of the balance scores showed significant positive relations to well-being. Considering the 

hypotheses, relations of these balance scores to well-being were then tested by three hierarchical 

multiple regressions in total. All regression analysis showed non-significant effects. Thus, both 

hypotheses were not supported. Still, some correlations, (i.e., between most psychological 

needs separately and well-being) were found.  

Discussion. The results did not show a relationship of the balance between the basic needs in 

education and family separately to well-being and no relationship of the balance between the 

needs across the two contexts to well-being. This may be explained by the current study´s focus 

on two contexts that were standardized for all participants without looking at individual 

differences on important life domains, or by differences in correlations between the 

psychological needs and well-being in both family and education. 

 

Keywords: Self-Determination Theory, Need Satisfaction, Balance, Well-Being, Students  
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Effects of the Balanced Satisfaction of the Need for Autonomy, Relatedness, 

and Competence Across Education and Family on Well-Being in Students 

 

Well-being is an important aspect of life. Especially in the ages between adolescence and 

adulthood, achieving and maintaining a good well-being is of high importance because of a 

high vulnerability to stress and mental illness in this period (e.g., Schulenberg, Sameroff, & 

Cicchetti, 2004). That is, for example, the case for students, on which this research will focus. 

Especially students are at risk for developing a lower well-being, which is highly due to the 

distress that they are confronted with, for instance, through their education (Adlaf, Gliksman, 

Demers & Newton-Taylor, 2001). When a good well-being is achieved, this may have further 

positive effects, such as on an individual´s educational performance (Edgar, Geare, Halhjem, 

Reese & Thoresen, 2015). Consequently, research focusing on students´ psychological health 

in terms of their education, and on reasons and theories that may predict their general well-

being is needed. While there are many different definitions of well-being, in this paper, it is 

referred to as the hedonistic tradition of subjective well-being, i.e., happiness in terms of the 

absence of any negative affect and presence of positive affect on the affective component, and 

satisfaction with the overall life at the cognitive-evaluative component (Diener, 2000).  

Based on earlier research about how well-being and the satisfaction with life might be 

achieved through fulfilling specific fundamental needs, Deci and Ryan (2000) entitled their 

associated theory as the Self-Determination Theory (SDT). This theory states that there are 

three fundamental psychological needs – namely, autonomy, relatedness, and competence – 

that have to be satisfied to achieve psychological health (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Autonomy refers 

to the need to own and control one´s behavior and to be able to act independently, which is 

satisfied when an individual can voluntarily introduce, execute, and control one´s own behavior. 

Relatedness is the need to establish relationships with others, to love others, to care for them, 

and simultaneously to receive the feeling of being loved and cared for. This need is satisfied 

through being part of a group or joining a group, and through having and building close 

relationships and maintaining them. Lastly, competence addresses the need to contribute to the 

environment and be able to control one´s own actions and be successful with these actions. The 

need for competence is satisfied when new skills are learned and mastered, when goals are set, 

and these goals are successfully reached. This positive relationship between the satisfaction of 

the three psychological needs and well-being was confirmed by other researchers (e.g., Reis, 

Sheldon, Gable, Roscoe & Ryan, 2000; Tian, Tian & Huebner, 2016). This is also universally 
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the case, as found by a study on eight different cultures by Church and his colleagues (2012). 

The happiest individuals are found to be those that strive and succeed to satisfy all the three 

needs. 

Following the Self-Determination Theory, research on this relation between basic 

psychological needs and well-being has been extended by the balance hypothesis, which was 

first introduced by Seldon and Niemiec (2006). This hypothesis argues that not only satisfying 

each of these needs separately is essential but also maintaining a balance between these needs. 

That means that it is not the sum of the satisfaction of the three basic needs that counts alone, 

but also the within-person balance of the satisfaction of these needs (Sheldon & Niemiec, 

2006). Consequently, this balanced need satisfaction positively affects well-being. This was 

confirmed by other research, such as through a study on Nigerian and Indian students (Sheldon, 

Abad & Omoile, 2009). As Sheldon and Niemiec (2006) found, this balance between the needs 

is essential for everyone, no matter if a person scores high or low on the overall satisfaction 

scale. Thus, even if a person has a low sum score but a balance between the single scores on 

each need, this person has a higher well-being than someone with a high sum score but an 

imbalance between single scores. That is why this hypothesis argues that the focus should not 

be put on the three individual needs, but on the overall balance of these. 

Research on these effects of a balanced need satisfaction on well-being was further 

expanded by Church et al. (2012), representing the same effects of the balance hypothesis in 

college students through multiple cultures – Australia, China, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, the 

Philippines, the United States, and Venezuela –, showing that this balance hypothesis holds true 

on a universal level. Recent research confirms this hypothesis in different studies and contexts, 

indicating that this hypothesis can be applied to different settings, such as to nursing homes 

(Kloos, Trompetter, Bohlmeijer, Westerhof, 2018) or volleyball players (Mack, Wilson, Oster, 

Kowalski, Crocker & Sylvester, 2011). 

Moreover, in connection with the Self-Determination theory, another kind of balance 

was found to affect well-being. This other necessary type of balance is the balance across 

different life domains, i.e., not a balance between the three basic psychological needs but across 

a person´s possible life domains is necessary to achieve a good well-being. Life domains in this 

paper are referred to as different contexts of an individual´s life. In the case of students, life 

domains such as family, education, physical activities, and friends are likely to be important 

contexts of their lives (Blais, Vallerand, Brière, Gagnon & Pelletier, 1990). So, for students, 

remaining a balance between the overall need satisfaction across all these life domains may be 

essential to achieve their well-being.  
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Indeed, the original theory does not take into account different contexts and, until now, 

existing research on the Self-Determination Theory that considers specific contexts, has often 

been conducted in single contexts separately, such as sports (e.g., Wallhead, Hagger & Smith, 

2010; Wilson, Mack, & Grattan, 2008), health care (e.g., Williams, Minicucci, Kouides, 

Levesque, Chirkov, Ryan & Deci, 2002; Kloos, Trompetter, Bohlmeijer, Westerhof, 2018), 

workplace (e.g., Chan & Hagger, 2012; Gómez-Baya & Lucia-Casademunt, 2018), and 

education (e.g., Guay, Ratelle, & Chanal, 2008; Hagger, Sultan, Hardcastle & Chatzisarantis, 

2015). Then, the higher the satisfaction of the basic psychological needs in a specific context 

is, the higher is the healthy adaption and development in this context (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 

Still, there are some contexts, e.g., family, for which only little research is existing.  

However, research that focused on more than one life domain similarly has given some 

significant insights. Results on a study of adolescents showed that not only high levels of need 

satisfaction in total in different contexts, e.g., friends, school, and home, are essential, but also 

the balance across these various contexts play a crucial role, which may characterize 

adolescents´ lives (Milyavskaya, Gingras, Mageau, Koestner, Gagnon, Fang & Boiché, 2009; 

Milyavskaya & Koestner, 2011). Thus, the original idea of the Self-Determination Theory has 

been expanded by saying that not only the psychological needs in general but also a balance 

across different life domains predicts a higher well-being than if there is an imbalance between 

these contexts, independent of how high the total satisfaction of the needs in each context is. 

Still, only a few studies about the balance across contexts focus on students specifically.  

 

The Current Study 

 

Besides the existing research discussed above, there is a lack of research on the relationship 

between the three psychological needs separately and well-being in students while also focusing 

on the balance across life domains. In this research, this is done by using the two life domains 

education and family. Here, family includes parents and siblings. This current study is the first 

one focusing on a balanced need satisfaction across these two contexts. The aim is to examine 

whether specific aspects may predict students´ well-being by using the Self-Determination 

Theory, the balance hypothesis, and the hypothesis stating that a balance across contexts affects 

well-being. Considering this, a research question has been formulated: 
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 Is the balance between the three basic psychological needs autonomy, relatedness, and 

competence across the life domains education and family related to well-being, independently 

of the amount of need satisfaction? 

 

Taking the discussed literature and knowledge into account, two hypotheses can be concluded. 

The first hypothesis is formulated to replicate the balance hypothesis of Sheldon and Niemiec 

(2006) specifically in family and education: 

 

 H1: There is a positive relationship between the balance of the three psychological 

needs and well-being in both education and family. 

 

The second hypothesis focuses on both types of balances (between needs and across contexts): 

 

 H2: There is a positive relationship between the balance between each of the 

psychological needs autonomy, relatedness, and competence across the life domains education 

and family and well-being. 

 

The hypotheses have been visualized in a conceptual model, which can be seen in Figure 1. 

Here, the green parts visualize specific characteristics of the first hypothesis and red visualizes 

particular characteristics of the second hypothesis.  
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Figure 1. The Conceptual Model 

 

Methods 

Design 

 

The current study had a quantitative, cross-sectional design in the form of an online survey. The 

questionnaire consisted of only one condition, i.e., every participant was supposed to answer 

the same questions. The methodology of the study was approved by the BMS ethics committee 

of the University of Twente (request-no. 190263). Additionally, this research was part of a 

bigger study in collaboration with another researcher. 

 

Participants 

 

In this study, 76 students participated. Participation was on an entirely voluntary basis with no 

compensation for collaboration. The age of the participants ranged from 18 to 26, with a mean 

age of 21.47 (SD = 1.86). Considering the gender distribution, 67.1% of the participants were 

female, 31.6% male, and 1.3% chose the option “other”. Further, 88.2% of the participants were 

German, 9.2% were Dutch, and 2.6% selected the option “other” with one participant being 
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from Taiwan and one from South Africa. Lastly, answers on the living arrangements of the 

participants showed that 19.7% lived alone, 15.8% at home with their family, and 64.5% 

together with roommates, friends, or partners.  

 

Procedure 

 

The sampling method was convenience sampling because participants were approached and 

requested to take part directly. Participants were obtained by sending the link to a questionnaire 

to students and requesting them to fill out that questionnaire. For developing the questionnaire 

and acquiring a link to that questionnaire, the online program “Qualtrics” was used, which was 

provided by the University of Twente. The survey started with the welcoming and the informed 

consent (see Appendix C). This gave information to the participants about the study, anonymity, 

the possibility to withdraw at any time, and whom to refer to or email with any questions. After 

reading the informed consent, participants could click on the further-button, which was an 

arrow at the end of the page, if they agreed to the informed consent and wanted to go on with 

the questionnaire. Then, the questionnaire followed with 95 items and one extra optional item, 

which asked the subjects to add any questions or remarks that they have left. After answering 

all items and the demographic questions, participants were thanked again for their participation, 

and the end of the procedure was reached. Participation took approximately 15 minutes.   

 

Materials 

 

To test the hypotheses, multiple scales were used testing well-being, need satisfaction in the 

domains family and education, and demographic information. Also, the domain “friends” was 

included in the questionnaire by the collaborating researcher, which will not be discussed in 

this research because it is not relevant here. To view the questionnaire and adjustments, see 

Appendix B. 

Well-Being. For measuring well-being, two scales have been used. To assess the 

cognitive-evaluative component, the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener, Emmons, 

Larsen & Griffin, 1985) was used. This scale measured the satisfaction with life through the 

overall judgment on five items, for example, “In most ways my life is close to my ideal”, with 

answers on a 7-point Likert-scale ranging from 1 (= strongly disagree) to 7 (= strongly agree). 

Considering the psychometric properties, the SWLS showed a good internal consistency, good 

test-retest correlations, and high temporal reliability (Diener et al., 1985; Pavot & Diener, 
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2008). The Cronbach´s Alpha of the SWLS in the current sample was α = 0.73, meaning that 

the reliability of the scale was good.  

Further, the Positive Affect Negative Affect Scale (PANAS) was used to measure the 

affective component of well-being. This scale contained 20 items asking the participants to 

indicate to what extent they had certain feelings over a specific time frame, e.g., “alert”, 

“strong” (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). In this case, the time frame was specified to the 

past month. From the 20 total items, ten items concerned positive affect, e.g., “proud”, and ten 

items concerned negative affect, e.g., “afraid”. Answers ranged from 1 (= very slightly or not 

at all) to 5 (= extremely). Previous tests on the psychometric properties showed high reliability, 

for example, test-retest reliability, and validity on various measures of the PANAS (e.g., 

Watson et al., 1988; Crawford & Henry, 2004). In the current sample, the reliability of the scale 

was good, with a Cronbach´s Alpha of α = 0.81. 

In order to receive one overall score for subjective well-being from the two separate 

scales, the scores of the items of positive affect from the PANAS and the scores on the SWLS 

items were added, and the scores of the items of negative affect from the PANAS were 

subtracted, based on the strategy of Sheldon and Niemiec (2006). The resulting scale score had 

a possible range between 7 and 35, with higher scores indicating higher well-being.  

Need Satisfaction. To measure the need satisfaction of the two contexts (i.e., autonomy, 

relatedness, and competence in both education and family contexts), an adjusted form of the 

Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction at Work Scale was used (Deci, Ryan, Gagné, Leone, 

Usunov & Kornazheva, 2001). The original scale was composed of 21 items with answers 

ranging from 1 (= not at all) to 7 (= very true). Seven items were used for measuring autonomy, 

six for competence, and eight for relatedness. Originally, it was used for measuring the subjects´ 

need satisfaction related to their work during the last year, for example, “I feel like I can make 

a lot of inputs to deciding how my job gets done”. In the current study, the items were adjusted 

in two different ways in order to fit the two contexts of family and education (e.g., “I feel like 

I can make a lot of inputs to deciding how things get done in my family” or “I feel like I can 

make a lot of inputs to deciding how things get done at my university”). Also, to each adjusted 

scale, one question was added, which measured the same as item 12. For the analysis, however, 

only one of these two similar items was included, which was decided by looking at which of 

these items resulted in a higher Cronbach´s alpha for the scales. In Appendix B, the excluded 

item is made visible through brackets. For the sub-parts of the adjusted scales of the need 

satisfaction scale, the Cronbach´s alphas in the current sample for family were α = 0.71 for 

autonomy, α = 0.81 for relatedness, and α = 0.85 for competence, meaning that the reliabilities 
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of these subscales were good. For education, it was α = 0.62 for autonomy, α = 0.70 for 

relatedness, and α = 0.68 for competence, meaning that the reliabilities of these subscales were 

acceptable.  

 

Data Analysis  

 

The data of all participants that were taken into consideration for the data analysis and the 

results were respondents that were students and filled out every item. From the original number 

of 93 participants, the data of 17 participants could not be included because they did not fit 

these inclusion criteria, i.e., were non-students (n = 3) or did not fill out the questionnaire until 

the end (n = 14). To analyze the data, IBM SPSS Version 24 was used. Since there was a missing 

value for one participant in the subscale of relatedness in the family context, the subscale score 

of this participant was computed by using the remaining seven items of that subscale. For the 

descriptive statistics, a correlation of r ≤ ±0.30 was considered weak, a correlation of r ≤ ±0.60 

was considered as being moderate, and a correlation of r ≥ ±0.70 was considered strong 

(Akoglu, 2018). An alpha level below 0.05 was assumed as being significant.  

Considering the first hypothesis, which was about the expectation of a positive relation 

to a balance between the three psychological needs and well-being in education and family, a 

balance of the need satisfaction in both education and family was calculated. This was done by 

computing three absolute difference scores between all possible pairs of the subscales (i.e., 

autonomy-relatedness, relatedness-competence, and competence-autonomy). After that, these 

three difference scores were summed up to one balance score, in accordance with the method 

of Sheldon and Niemiec (2006). Given the 7-point Likert-scale, 0 indicated a complete 

imbalance and 12 indicated a complete balance, after transforming the balance scores by 

subtracting them from the maximum possible score of 12. Once having computed the balance 

score for each participant, two hierarchical multiple regression analyses were conducted for 

each context with two steps. Here, well-being was the dependent variable. As a first step, the 

satisfaction of each of the three needs for the first context, which is family, was taken as the 

independent variable. As the second step, the balance scores of these needs within the context 

were added. This procedure was repeated for the second context of education.  

For the second hypothesis, which was about the expectation that there is a positive 

influence of the balance among each psychological need across the life domains education and 

family on well-being, balances between each of the needs in both family and education were 

calculated. This was done through computing the absolute difference scores of each subscale 
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in education and family, i.e., the absolute difference scores of autonomy in both contexts, 

relatedness in both contexts, and competence in both contexts. Given the 7-point Likert-scale, 

0 indicated a complete imbalance, and 6 indicated a total balance, after subtracting the balance 

scores from 6. An overall balance score was calculated by computing three absolute difference 

scores of all possible pairs between the contexts of each psychological need, namely, the 

difference score of autonomy, the difference score of relatedness, and the difference score of 

competence. Then, the three absolute difference scores were added to one overall balance score 

and were subtracted by 12. This score had a possible range from 0, indicating a complete 

imbalance, to 12, indicating a complete balance. As the next step, relations to well-being were 

tested by conducting one multiple regression analysis, hierarchically done in three steps. Here 

again, well-being was the dependent variable. As the first step, all six separate satisfaction 

scores (i.e., autonomy, relatedness, and competence in the context of family, and autonomy, 

relatedness, and competence in the context of education) were taken as the independent 

variables. Second, the three difference scores of the two contexts for each psychological need 

were added as additional independent variables, which were three scores in total. As the last 

step, the balance score of the three difference scores was added as one independent variable.  

 

Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

 

Numbers of the scale ranges, means, and standard deviations of the items and correlations of 

the need satisfaction scores, balance scores, and well-being can be seen in Table 1. Considering 

the subscale scores for family, the three needs were significantly correlated with each other 

with a strong positive correlation. The same holds for education with a moderate correlation. In 

the context of family, autonomy and competence had a positive but rather weak correlation to 

well-being. For education, all three basic needs showed a moderately positive correlation to 

well-being, with competence showing the highest correlation.  



   
 

11 
 

 

Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations of the Need Satisfaction and Balance Scores 

 Scale M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

Family                 

  1.Autonomy  1-7 5.01 0.90 -             

  2.Relatedness 1-7 5.64 0.85  0.65** -            

  3.Competence  1-7 5.24 1.13  0.67**  0.67** -           

  4.Family 0-12 9.84 1.22  0.41** -0.12 -0.36** -          

Education                 

  5.Autonomy 1-7 3.89 0.78 -0.05 -0.16 -0.11  0.09 -         

  6.Relatedness 1-7 4.81 0.72  0.05  0.06 -0.08 -0.08  0.52** -        

  7.Competence 1-7 4.79 0.84  0.20  0.10  0.16  0.05  0.48**  0.42** -       

  8.Education 0-12 9.28 1.26 -0.08 -0.20 -0.06  0.17  0.53** -0.21 -0.13 -      

Balances                 

  9.Autonomy 0-6 4.60 0.88 -0.42** -0.19 -0.32** -0.28*  0.64** -0.44**  0.29*  0.32** -     

  10.Relatedness 0-6 4.91 0.81 -0.16 -0.36** -0.22  0.18  0.45**  0.62**  0.35** -0.03  0.53** -    

  11.Competence 0-6 4.90 0.82 -0.11 -0.02 -0.01  0.10  0.17  0.19  0.24*  0.01  0.26*  0.25* -   

  12.Overall 0-12 9.67 1.29 -0.11 -0.02  0.12  0.20  0.17  0.19 -0.04  0.23  0.37**  0.27*  0.34** -  

Well-Being 7-35 33.43 13.42  0.30**  0.20  0.29*  0.18  0.35**  0.35**  0.46** -0.05  0.17  0.35**  0.09  0.05 - 

Note: *p < .05. **p < .01 (two-tailed). 
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Testing Hypothesis 1 

 

First, it was hypothesized that for both education and family, a balanced need satisfaction of 

autonomy, relatedness, and competence positively relates to well-being independent of the 

amount of need satisfaction. A hierarchical multiple regression was made for each context with 

well-being as the dependent variable. 

Family. As the table below shows (Table 2), all three predictors of the model in the first 

and the second step of the analysis were not significant. So, these predictors did not explain 

unique variance of well-being. Thus, this also means that the balance score of family did not 

have a significant relationship to the dependent variable of well-being (for numbers, see Table 

2). Further, the explained variance of the first step of the analysis of 14% showed significance, 

but the R² change score in the second step was not significant. This means that the regression 

analysis did not show significance of the balance score predicting well-being beyond autonomy, 

relatedness, and competence. 

Education. For this context, the predictor values in the current sample were only 

significant for competence in both steps. Again, the balance score was a non-significant 

predictor of the participant´s well-being, which can also be seen in Table 2. So, only 

competence explained unique variance of well-being. Moreover, the first step of the analysis 

significantly explained 29% of the variance, but the R² change score in the second step was not 

significant. Thus, the regression analysis did not show that the balance score was a significant 

predictor of well-being beyond the three psychological needs. These results do not support the 

first hypothesis for both contexts because the balances in both contexts did not show significant 

relations to well-being. For both contexts, adding the predictors of the second step to the model 

did not significantly change the model´s capacity of predicting well-being. 
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Table 2. Beta´s and Additional Explained Variance of the Hierarchical Multiple Regression 

Models (Hypothesis 1) 

 

 

Family 

Step 1 

 

Step 2 

Education 

Step 1 

 

Step 2 

Autonomy  0.19  0.18  0.06 -0.03 

Relatedness -0.06 -0.06  0.18  0.23 

Competence  0.26  0.26  0.40**  0.44** 

Balance  -0.00  -0.09 

R² Change  0.14*  0.00  0.29**  0.00 

Note: *p < .05. **p < .01 (two-tailed). 

 

Testing Hypothesis 2 

 

With the next hierarchical multiple regression analysis, the second hypothesis was tested, i.e., 

if the balance of each need across family and education and an overall balance positively 

influences the participant´s well-being. As visible in Table 3, none of the balance predictors 

alone significantly predicted well-being. However, effects of competence as a predictor value 

were significant in Step 1 for family and in Step 1 and 2 for education (for numbers, see Table 

3). This shows that competence in both contexts explained unique variance of well-being, and 

the balance scores did not. Further, only the R² change score of the first step of the analysis of 

40% showed significance, but the score on the second and the third step with 3% and 0% were 

not significant. So, the analysis did not show a significant capacity of the balance scores of each 

need to predict well-being beyond the three psychological needs in both contexts, and the 

overall balance score did not significantly predict well-being beyond the three needs and the 

other balance scores. The results do not support the second hypothesis because the relationship 

of the overall balance and the balances of each psychological need to well-being were not 

significant. 
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Table 3. Beta´s and Additional Explained Variance of the Hierarchical Multiple Regression 

Models (Hypothesis 2) 

 Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 

Autonomy Family  0.08  0.04  0.04 

Relatedness Family -0.04  0.13  0.11 

Competence Family  0.31*  0.27  0.31 

Autonomy Education  0.13  0.16  0.15 

Relatedness Education  0.20  0.04  0.05 

Competence Education  0.31**  0.27*  0.23 

Balance Autonomy   0.05  0.01 

Balance Relatedness  -0.29 -0.29 

Balance Competence  -0.01 -0.03 

Overall Balance    0.08 

R² Change  0.40**  0.03  0.00 

Note: *p < .05. **p < .01 (two-tailed). 

 

Discussion 

 

The aim of the research was testing whether a balance between the three basic psychological 

needs autonomy, relatedness, and competence in both family and education positively relate to 

well-being and whether there is a positive relation of the balance among each of these 

psychological needs across family and education to well-being. In this study, no relationships 

were found between the balances of the psychological needs and well-being in either of the 

contexts on well-being. Further, no relationships were found between the balance among each 

of the psychological needs across the two contexts and well-being. 

Considering the first hypothesis, finding no relationship of a balance between the three 

needs to well-being is surprisingly not in line with existing research, since the first hypothesis 

was a replication of the study of Sheldon and Niemiec (2006) with the important difference that 

the current research focused on specific contexts. This may be explained by a few reasons. First, 

although existing research did find such a relationship, this research only focused on the balance 

of needs in general and not in specific contexts (e.g., Sheldon & Niemiec, 2006; Church et al., 

2012). Thus, not finding such a relationship specifically in education and family may be the 

case because, in the current study, these two domains were separated from other life domains 

and not put together as one balance in general. Also, studies that found such a relationship could 
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only report results with small effects (e.g., Mack, Wilson, Oster, Kowalski, Crocker & 

Sylvester, 2011). So, it may be the case that a general balance between the needs and contexts 

is essential for well-being, but a balance within the two specific contexts may not. 

 Another possible reason considers the correlations that were found in the results of the 

current study and the models that were tested. The current results show varying correlations of 

the three needs in both contexts to well-being, and not all psychological needs in the tested 

models seemed to predict well-being. This means, for the context of family, that autonomy and 

competence were found to be related to well-being, but relatedness was not. Thus, it may be the 

case that autonomy and competence are much more substantial in the context of family than 

relatedness. These findings may be explained by other research stressing the importance of 

autonomy or competence alone. Several studies focused on autonomy solely, for example, by 

researching autonomy support from educational institutions or family members, and the effects 

on well-being. Since autonomy support was found to influence well-being and the associated 

motivation of students positively, it may mean that autonomy needs to have a high satisfaction 

independent of the other two psychological needs (e.g., Williams & Deci, 1996; Black & Deci, 

2000; Chirkov & Ryan, 2001; Joussemet, Landry & Koestner, 2008). Future research is needed 

to test the importance of competence alone and the effects on well-being in the family context. 

In the context of education, competence had a higher relation to well-being than 

autonomy and relatedness did and was the only need that uniquely related to well-being in the 

regression analysis. Therefore, it may be the case that competence in education has a higher 

value for students than autonomy and relatedness. In line with these results, a study of Tian, 

Chen, and Huebner (2014) showed that in education, especially competence is of high 

importance for student´s well-being and should be a key aim. Especially in terms of student´s 

educational motivation, competence was found to be a crucial need compared to autonomy and 

relatedness (e.g., Faye & Sharpe, 2008). On the other hand, other research, which is also in line 

with the current results, suggest that autonomy may not be as crucial for student´s well-being 

in their educational context and relatedness may only be necessary for student´s satisfaction 

with teachers but not with their educational courses generally (Filak & Sheldon, 2003; León & 

Núñez, 2013). 

 These possible reasons for not finding support for the first hypothesis can be combined 

by saying that a balance in these two specific life domains may not be as relevant as a balance 

between the needs autonomy, relatedness, and competence in someone´s general life, since 

some psychological needs in a specific context seem to be more important for a good well-

being than others. However, taking all possible life domains of an individual into consideration, 
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this may add up to a similar relevance for all psychological needs, leaving the balance in a 

student´s overall life with much higher importance. More specifically, if each need is the most 

important one in some life domain, each of these needs may be as important as the others in an 

overall picture of a student´s life. Still, more research is needed here to find out about the 

balance between the needs in specific contexts and requirements for the effects of this balance 

on well-being. 

 Considering the second hypothesis, not finding support for the balance between contexts 

was not in line with existing research that did support this theory (e.g., Milyavskaya et al., 2009; 

Milyavskaya & Koestner, 2011). Similar to the first hypothesis, a reason for this may be the 

differences in correlations of each psychological need in context to well-being. Correlations 

between the psychological needs and well-being vary across the contexts. Consequently, a 

balance between these contexts may not be necessary as long as the satisfaction is high for each 

need in those contexts, in which their satisfaction mostly predicts well-being, (e.g., satisfaction 

of competence mostly predicts well-being in education). Looking at the correlations that were 

found in existing studies on other contexts, these variations of the importance of the 

psychological needs for well-being are also visible, such as in cases of sports (Podlog, 

Lochbaum & Stevens, 2010) or work (Gomez-Baya & Lucia-Casademunt, 2018). An overall 

balance across family and education for all needs, then, may not be as important as having a 

high need satisfaction for those needs that most predict well-being in one specific context. This 

would be comparable to the mentioned possible explanations for not finding support for the 

first hypothesis.  

Additionally, it may be the case that the participants in this study did not personally 

consider the two used contexts family and education as the most important ones. In other words, 

it may be that for these students, other life domains than family and education may be more 

important in their lives and that a balance between these other important life domains may 

actually have effects on the student´s well-being, e.g., sports and music. Overall, it is indeed 

possible that the current two contexts are two of the most important contexts for students, but 

it still varies for each individual separately (Blais et al., 1990).  

In the current study, three limitations can be mentioned. The first limitation is the 

sample´s distribution. Since most participants were German and female, the results of this 

sample may not be generalizable to other cultures and all people independent of their gender. 

This may be the case due to differences of the effects of need satisfaction on well-being in 

culture (e.g., Vlachopoulos, Asci, Cid, Ersoz, González-Cutre, Moreno-Murcia & Moutão, 

2013) and gender (e.g., Gómez-Baya, Lucia-Casademunt & Salinas-Pérez, 2018). Therefore, 
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similar research is needed with another sample, that is more representative. Still, the current 

findings are useful when looking at need satisfaction in German women.  

 Secondly, there was a noteworthy final remark of a participant that was indicated in the 

optional space at the end of the questionnaire. The indication was that for the scale of need 

satisfaction in family, there was no explanation of whether only parents and siblings are meant 

by “family” or also more distant relatives, e.g., uncles or grandparents. Leaving this 

interpretation open for the participants may have altered the results in that the definition of 

family influences the participants´ answers. Thus, when replicating this study, a specific 

definition for family needs to be indicated at the beginning of the need satisfaction scale.  

 As the last limitation, this study was a cross-sectional one without testing longitudinal 

effects, which means that answers on this questionnaire are only indicated at a specific point in 

time without a follow-up questionnaire. Therefore, although this study was useful in that it 

tested the relationships of the concepts to well-being, there cannot be any conclusions drawn 

on the causation of these, i.e., whether need satisfaction affects well-being, because no direction 

of causation was tested and unknown third variables may cause or affect these relationships. 

Additionally, although the participants may have a good well-being without having a balanced 

need satisfaction, this may be due to short-term effects of heightened well-being after an 

increased satisfaction of only one psychological need (Sheldon & Niemiec, 2006). After having 

had a balanced need satisfaction, students may achieve higher well-being in the short-term, e.g., 

because of happiness about an increased competence at one point, but may make that student 

have a lowered well-being in the long run. To further test causality and long-term effects, future 

research is needed conducting a similar study in terms of a longitudinal study. 

Despite these mentioned limitations, the current results support the original statement 

of the Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The correlations showed that the three 

basic psychological needs are generally important for well-being. Thus, the results still suggest 

striving for high need satisfaction in order to remain a high well-being. Specifically, in the 

educational context, students´ need for competence should be mostly considered, and in the 

family context, students´ need for autonomy and competence should be mostly considered, 

when aiming for a high well-being. Additionally, even though balanced need satisfaction in 

either family or education or across these domains did not show to relate to well-being uniquely, 

this does not mean that such balances do not affect well-being in student´s general life, i.e., 

when it is not reduced to these two domains. The effects of these balances may still be supported 

if the limitations are considered and research focuses more on contexts that are subjectively 

important for students.  
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Next to the implications for future research that were already discussed above, another 

may be a combination of qualitative and quantitative research similar to the study conducted by 

Milyavskaya and Koestner (2011) but associated with the current findings and focused on 

students. The idea is that students are first individually asked to indicate all important personal 

life domains to later find out about students´ balanced need satisfaction in both within these 

personal life domains and across these. Such a semi-standardized study may give further 

insights into current results and discussions on whether individually relevant life domains may 

show other results for student´s well-being than standardized contexts such as family and 

education.   

 

Conclusion 

 

The current cross-sectional study did not find a relationship of a balance between the three basic 

psychological needs autonomy, relatedness, and competence in family or education to well-

being. Also, a relationship of a balance between the three needs across the two contexts family 

and education to well-being was not shown by the results. Thus, both hypotheses were not 

supported. The current correlational results suggest that autonomy and competence are most 

important for student´s well-being in family, and competence are most important for student´s 

well-being in education. Therefore, a balance between the needs in both family and education, 

and a balance across these domains may not be necessary as long as the most important needs 

of each context are satisfied independently. However, the results support the idea of the original 

Self-Determination Theory because it showed that the needs separately are important for well-

being, independent of balances and contexts. Concluding, the current research suggests that the 

three psychological needs should be considered independently of each other when looking at 

need satisfaction in family or education separately and in these specific contexts together.   
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Appendix B: Questionnaire 

 

Type Item Answers/Scale 

SWLS In most ways my life is close to my ideal. 

The conditions of my life are excellent. 

I am satisfied with my life. 

So far, I have gotten the important things I want in life. 

If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing. 

 

7-point Likert-scale 

(1 = strongly 

disagree; 7 = 

strongly agree) 

PANAS Interested 

Distressed 

Excited 

Upset 

Strong 

Guilty 

Scared 

Hostile 

Enthusiastic 

Proud 

Irritable 

Alert 

Ashamed 

Inspired 

Nervous 

Determined 

Attentive 

Jittery 

Active 

Afraid 

 

5-point Likert-scale 

(1 = very slightly or 

not at all; 5 = 

extremely) 

Basic 

Psychological 

Need 

Satisfaction 

Scale 

“Family” 

I feel like I can make a lot of inputs to deciding how things get done in my 

family. 

I really like my family. 

I do not feel very competent when I am with my family. 

People in my family tell me I am good at what I do. 

I fell pressured by my family. 

I get along with the people in my family. 

I pretty much keep to myself when I am with my family. 

I am free to express my ideas and opinions in my family. 

I consider the people in my family to be my friends. 

I have been able to learn interesting new skills from my family. 

When I am with my family, I have to do what I am told. 

(Most days I feel a sense of accomplishment with my family.) 

Most days I feel capable and effective with my family. 

My feelings are taken into consideration by my family. 

With my family, I do not get much of a chance to show how capable I am.  

My family cares about me. 

There are not many family members that I am close to. 

I feel like I can pretty much be myself with my family. 

The people in my family do not seem to like me much. 

When I am with my family, I often do not feel very capable. 

7-point Likert-scale 

(1 = not at all; 7 = 

very true) 
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There is not much opportunity for me to decide for myself how to go about 

something with my family. 

People in my family are pretty friendly towards me. 

 

Basic 

Psychological 

Need 

Satisfaction 

Scale 

“Friends” (not 

used in the 

current 

analysis) 

I feel like I can make a lot of inputs to deciding how things get done with my 

friends.  

I really like my friends 

I do not feel very competent when I am with my friends. 

My friends tell me I am good at what I do. 

 I feel pressured by my friends. 

I get along with my friends.  

I pretty much keep to myself when I am with my friends. 

I am free to express my ideas and opinions when I am with my friends. 

I consider the people I regularly interact with to be my friends. 

I have been able to learn interesting new skills from my friends. 

When I am with my friends, I have to do what I am told. 

Most days I feel a sense of accomplishment with my friends. 

Most days I feel capable and effective with my friends. 

With my friends, I do not get much of a chance to show how capable I am. 

My friends care about me. 

There are not many friends that I am close to. 

I feel like I can pretty much be myself with my friends. 

My friends do not seem to like me much. 

When I am with my friends, I often do not feel very capable. 

There is not much opportunity for me to decide for myself how to go about 

something with my friends.  

My friends are pretty friendly towards me. 

 

7-point Likert-scale 

(1 = not at all; 7 = 

very true) 

Basic 

Psychological 

Need 

Satisfaction 

Scale 

“Education” 

I feel like I can make a lot of inputs to deciding how my work gets done at my 

university. 

I really like the people at my university. 

I do not feel very competent when I am at my university. 

People at my university tell me I am good at what I do. 

I feel pressured at my university.  

I get along with the people at my university. 

I pretty much keep to myself when I am at my university. 

I am free to express my ideas and opinions at my university. 

I consider the people I work with at my university to be my friends. 

I have been able to learn interesting new skills at my university. 

When I am at my university, I have to do what I am told. 

(Most days I feel a sense of accomplishment from studying.) 

Most days I feel capable and effective when I am studying. 

My feelings are taken into consideration at my university. 

At my university I do not get much of a chance to show how capable I am. 

People at my university care about me. 

There are not many people at my university that I am close to. 

I feel like I can pretty much be myself at the university.  

The people at my university do not seem to like me much. 

When I am studying, I often do not feel very capable.  

There is not much opportunity for me to decide for myself how to go about my 

work at my university. 

People at the university are pretty friendly towards me. 

 

7-point Likert-scale 

(1 = not at all; 7 = 

very true) 

Demographics What is your nationality? German; Dutch; 

Other (text box) 

 

 What is your age? 

 

(text box) 
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 What is your gender? Male; Female; 

Other; Prefer not to 

answer 

 

 Are you currently enrolled at a university? If you are, for how many years 

have you been enrolled at that university? 

 

Yes (text box); No 

 What is the name of the University that you are currently enrolled at? 

(optional) 

 

(text box) 

 What degree do you expect to achieve from your current study program? Bachelor´s Degree; 

Master´s Degree; 

Staatsexamen; Other 

(text box) 

 

 Please indicate your current living arrangement. I live at home with 

my family; I live on 

my own; I live with 

roommates, frineds 

or a partner in a 

shared flat 

 

 In case you have some final remarks (for example, if you did not understand a 

question), you can write them down in the text box below. 

  

(text box) 

 You have reached the end of our questionnaire. Thank you again for 

participation. 

If you have any questions regarding the questionnaire or our research, don't 

hesitate to contact us or our supervisor. 

Furthermore, if you would like to learn about our study's result, you can 

write us an email as well. 

Alisa Kloppenborg (a.kloppenborg@student.utwente.nl) 

Carina Kühne (c.kuhne@student.utwente.nl) 

Noortje Kloos (supervisor) (n.kloos@utwente.nl) 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix C: Informed Consent 

 

Dear participants,     

Thank you for participating in our study! You are helping a lot with our graduation process! 

With this research we want to gather knowledge about how students perceive the choices that 

they have in life (autonomy), the connections they feel (relatedness), and how competent they 

feel (competence) in various areas of their life. Here, the contexts in life that are considered are 

family, education, and friends. Then, connections between this and well-being are tested.  

  

When answering the questions, there is no right or wrong. Do not think about the answers too 

much, but rather rely on your first intentions and thoughts. Your answers will be treated 
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confidential, and data will be used only in combination with the answers of all participants. The 

questionnaire will take approximately 15 minutes.      

The participation is fully voluntary, which means that you can withdraw from the study any 

time without consequences. Withdrawing means that your answers will not and cannot be used 

for the research. There are no probable consequences of you taking part in this study. The data 

and results of the study will only be published and stored anonymously and confidentially to 

third parties.  The data may also be used for other future research, but still anonymously. If you 

still have any questions left, you can either just ask us or write an email to 

a.kloppenborg@student.utwente.nl or c.kuhne@student.utwente.nl (or our supervisor 

n.kloos@utwente.nl).    

  

With clicking the “further”-button below, you ensure that you have read the informed consent 

and agree to what you read. You declare that you are informed about the nature, method, and 

target of the investigation. 


