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This article presents a model of enjoyment rooted in self-determination theory (Deci &
Ryan, 1985) that includes the satisfaction of three needs related to psychological well-
being: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. In an experiment designed to validate this
conceptualization of enjoyment, we manipulate video game characteristics related to the
satisfaction of these needs and examine their relative effects on enjoyment. The validated
model explains 51% of the variance in enjoyment, even without including needs usually
studied in relation to enjoyment such as pleasure seeking. Results indicate the utility of
defining enjoyment as need satisfaction. These results are discussed in terms of a broader
conceptualization of enjoyment represented as the satisfaction of a comprehensive set of
functional needs.
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Although most scholars seem to agree that enjoyment is a pleasurable response
to media use (cf. Raney, 2003; Vorderer, Klimmt, & Ritterfield, 2004; Zillmann &
Bryant, 1994), researchers have defined it alternately as an emotion (Vorderer et al.,
2004), an attitude (Nabi & Krcmar, 2004), a combination of cognition and affect
(Raney & Bryant, 2002), or some other unspecified positive reaction to media content
(Miron, 2003; Tamborini, 2003). Within positive psychology research, Ryan, Rigby,
and Przybylski (2006) offer a perspective that implicitly defines enjoyment as the
satisfaction of three intrinsic needs related to psychological well-being: autonomy,
competence, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 1985). These needs are part of an
overarching theory of human self-determination (SDT: Ryan & Deci, 2000). Ryan
et al. provide compelling logic to suggest a link between psychological well-being
and the enjoyment of entertainment media. From this perspective, enjoyment is
understood in functional terms as need satisfaction and is not tied specifically to
pleasure seeking. Although past entertainment research has certainly been successful
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and useful in predicting a good portion of pleasure response to media entertainment,
we propose that focusing only on the hedonic elements of enjoyment has overlooked
important parts of the concept. Our article offers a conceptualization of enjoyment
as need satisfaction and is meant to complement hedonic conceptualizations of
enjoyment commonly used in entertainment research. We present and validate a
proposed model of enjoyment as the satisfaction of higher order needs and argue for
the inclusion of these needs along with the satisfaction of traditional hedonic needs
in research defining entertainment enjoyment.

The notion of enjoyment as need satisfaction is not novel. Indeed, research on
mood management (Zillmann & Bryant, 1985), disposition theory (Zillmann &
Cantor, 1976), uses and gratifications (U&G: Katz, Blumler, & Gurevitch, 1974),
and sensitivity theory (Reiss & Wiltz, 2004) has either implicitly or explicitly
defined enjoyment as such. In general, these approaches define enjoyment as a
pleasurable response to entertainment media, but they do not offer a clear definition
of the construct. Words such as enjoyment, appeal (Oliver & Sanders, 2004), liking
(Zillmann & Bryant, 1985), joy (Reiss & Wiltz, 2004), and pleasure (Grodal, 2000)
are all used to infer the same phenomenon. Although these concepts seem clearly
distinguished as preference for and response to media exposure, scholars use the
terms interchangeably. The differences are subtle, yet they hinder efforts to make
predictions related to the role of enjoyment in media uses and effects. One example
of the predictive difficulties is found in the research on negatively valenced media,
which shows that individuals enjoy seemingly abhorrent entertainment content,
such as tragedy, suspense, and horror (de Wied, Zillmann, & Ordman, 1995; Mills,
1993; Oliver, 1993; Tamborini & Stiff, 1987). We argue that this paradox and other
challenges to predictive efforts stem from the limited treatment of enjoyment as
serving solely hedonically rooted functional needs, implicating humans as mere
pleasure seekers (Zillmann, 2000).

Our article attempts to address some of the problems associated with the lack
of conceptual clarity regarding enjoyment of media entertainment by offering a
broader definition of enjoyment that includes the satisfaction of psychological needs
in addition to pleasure seeking. Notably, we limit our definition to include only a
response to or consequence of media exposure and eliminate preference from this
concept. We begin by acknowledging that the experience of and need for hedonic
pleasure is a central component of the enjoyment concept. That being said, the
purpose of this study is to examine a set of theoretically derived, higher order
needs related to enjoyment that are not specifically related to hedonic pleasure. By
offering a conceptualization of enjoyment that includes the satisfaction of autonomy,
competence, and relatedness needs stemming from SDT, this study is distinct from
entertainment research that is based solely on the pleasure response model of
enjoyment. Our hope is that this conceptualization will help entertainment scholars
avoid the conceptual confusion and paradoxical findings associated with definitions
of enjoyment limited to hedonic pleasure, while providing a broader understanding
of the construct. We begin with an overview of the extant literature on enjoyment

Journal of Communication 60 (2010) 758–777 © 2010 International Communication Association 759



Defining Media Enjoyment R. Tamborini et al.

and then discuss more recent work based on functional perspectives to explicate
enjoyment in part as need satisfaction. Following this, we provide an overview of SDT
with a specific focus on how the theory has been applied to entertainment. Finally,
we present and test a formal model of enjoyment as need satisfaction.

Defining enjoyment in entertainment research as need satisfaction
Although enjoyment has been broadly understood as a pleasurable response to
entertainment media, few researchers offer a clear definition of enjoyment, choosing
to identify its correlates instead of explicating the construct itself. Vorderer et al.
(2004) describe the diverse manifestations of enjoyment related to comedy, melo-
drama, and media aesthetics. Raney (2003) conceptualizes enjoyment generally as
the sense of pleasure derived from consuming media products but is careful to
note that the exact nature of enjoyment has yet to be fully determined. Moreover,
when researchers have made attempts to define the enjoyment construct, they have
paid little attention to its functional role. Nabi and Krcmar (2004) conceptualized
enjoyment as attitude toward an entertainment experience, complete with affective,
behavioral, and cognitive dimensions. Vorderer et al. defined enjoyment as a pleasant
experiential state that includes physiological, cognitive, and affective components
and Bosshart and Macconi (1998) define enjoyment as a pleasurable reception phe-
nomenon composed of the physical system, personality, emotions and cognition,
and the social system. Though these definitions go beyond pleasure response and
incorporate other elements of the experience—such as cognitive and behavioral
facets of the concept—they do not address the functional role of entertainment as
need satisfaction.

A number of media scholars have implicitly talked about the functional role of
enjoyment as the satisfaction of needs but have not included needs beyond those
associated with pleasure seeking. Two examples of this are mood management
(Zillmann & Bryant, 1985) and disposition theory (Zillmann & Cantor, 1976).
In mood management theory, enjoyment is understood as the pleasure resulting
from arousal regulation (Bryant & Zillmann, 1984), suggesting that individuals
expose themselves to entertainment as a way to control their environment in
pursuit of positive mood states. In disposition theory, enjoyment is understood
as pleasure resulting from the reinforcement of basal morality (Zillmann, 2000),
suggesting that audiences are constantly looking to see the worthy rewarded and
the unworthy punished. Although both theories suggest that enjoyment can stem
from the satisfaction of particular needs, neither theory suggests any understanding
of enjoyment beyond the pleasure response associated with some hedonic need
satisfaction (e.g., need for arousal regulation or retributive justice); in addition,
neither perspective offers an explicit definition of enjoyment as anything more than
pleasure response.

More recent entertainment research has begun to explicitly talk about enjoyment
as need satisfaction. Literature on both U&G (Katz et al., 1974) and sensitivity theory
(Reiss & Wiltz, 2004) has defined enjoyment more explicitly as the satisfaction of
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different needs. U&G identifies enjoyment specifically as an affective need distinct
from cognitive, personal integrative, social integrative, and tension release needs
(Katz, Gurevitch, & Haas, 1973), and although U&G explains enjoyment as need
satisfaction, it still limits enjoyment to a mere pleasure response. Sensitivity theory
(Reiss & Wiltz, 2004) differs from U&G in that it does not specify enjoyment as a
unique need to be satisfied in itself; instead, it defines the experience of joy (a proxy
for enjoyment) as the satisfaction of one or more of 16 disconnected needs. Although
this perspective is one of the first to include other, nonhedonic needs as representative
of the construct of enjoyment, the theory does not provide any organizing scheme
with which to understand the needs.

Despite the limitations with sensitivity theory and U&G, the notion of enjoyment
as need satisfaction has initiated discussion of the functional role of enjoyment as
serving both hedonic and nonhedonic needs. Recent work by Oliver (in press) has
proposed that the enjoyment of sad media is related to the satisfaction of eudaimonic
needs, such as introspection and expressiveness, which are conceptually distinct
from hedonic needs such as pleasure seeking. In a similar manner, both Hartmann,
Klimmt, and Vorderer (in press) and Vorderer and Ritterfield (in press) talk about
enjoyment defined by self-enhancement and personal growth needs as part of a
two-factor model of enjoyment, which distinguishes these types of eudaimonic needs
from the forms of physiological homeostasis that we refer to as a hedonic needs.1

Although these conceptualizations have yet to be formally applied in empirical
research, they do suggest a relationship between achieving psychological well-being
and enjoyment, something well rooted in the research on SDT and enjoyment (Ryan
et al., 2006).

Self-determination theory
SDT is a broad theory of human motivation that focuses on the degree to which
human behaviors are volitional or self-determined. The theory posits that individuals
are motivated to pursue activities that will satisfy basic psychological needs defined as
‘‘innate psychological nutriments that are essential for ongoing psychological growth,
integrity, and well-being’’ (Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 229). Past research specifies three
such needs: autonomy, a sense of volition or willingness when doing a task (Deci
& Ryan, 2000); competence, a need for challenge and feelings of effectance (Deci,
1975); and relatedness, a need to feel connected with others (Ryan & Deci, 2001).
Several outcomes can occur when these intrinsic motivations are met, including
increased interest in an activity, inherent satisfaction with an activity, and enjoyment
of an activity (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Most important to our study is the experience
of enjoyment, as SDT is particularly useful in explaining enjoyment associated with
recreational activities for which intrinsic rewards tend to be the primary motivating
factor, such as sports and play (Frederick & Ryan, 1995). Entertainment media, such
as video game play (Ryan et al., 2006), fall within this realm of activities that are
intrinsically rewarding regardless of whether extrinsic rewards are present or the need
for extrinsic reward is driving behavior.
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SDT and entertainment research
Evidence supporting the utility of defining enjoyment as the satisfaction of needs is
apparent in four studies by Ryan et al. (2006). Their research is the first to measure
media enjoyment as the satisfaction of needs related to psychological well-being,
using video games as stimulus material. Two specific sets of results from their study
help validate this approach: evidence showing relationships between video game
attributes and need satisfaction and evidence showing relationships between need
satisfaction and subsequent enjoyment. First, they focus on the ability of specific
video game attributes to satisfy needs. In each of four studies, they found evidence
showing that different video game characteristics—namely, game controls and social
play context—can satisfy different needs related to psychological well-being. The
first three studies showed that features of game controls were related to autonomy
and competence needs, and the fourth study showed that playing massive multiplayer
online games (MMOs) was correlated with relatedness need satisfaction. Second, they
found evidence suggesting a relationship between need satisfaction and enjoyment. In
all four studies, the satisfaction of autonomy, competence, and relatedness needs was
positively correlated with enjoyment. In their first three studies, they demonstrated
experimentally that the satisfaction of autonomy and competence needs observed
following video game play was associated with higher levels of enjoyment, and in the
fourth study, they reported survey data showing that relatedness satisfaction after
playing MMOs was correlated with higher enjoyment.

Though the evidence apparent in Ryan et al. (2006) is consistent with an implicit
definition of enjoyment as need satisfaction, it does not meet all the conventional
standards for convergent and discriminant validity as discussed by Campbell and
Fiske (1959). These criteria are discussed in the following sections.

Establishing convergent and discriminant validity
Campbell and Fiske (1959) discuss the necessity of establishing both convergent and
discriminant validity when offering an explication of a construct. Ryan et al. (2006)
presented evidence of convergent validity by demonstrating predicted positive rela-
tionships between game characteristics and need satisfaction. Their first three studies
showed convergence in the correlations reported between intuitive controls and the
satisfaction of autonomy and competence needs, and their fourth study established an
association between playing MMOs and the satisfaction of relatedness needs. Each of
the four studies reported positive relationships between the satisfaction of needs and
enjoyment. However, none of the studies offered evidence of discriminant validity.
In their experimental research, they omitted measures of relatedness, arguing that
the single-player nature of the video games used in their studies made relatedness
irrelevant to need satisfaction in this specific context. Although the role of relatedness
in single-player games can be debated, construct validation stipulates the need to
test for and demonstrate a zero correlation where one is expected to exist; it is not
sufficient to simply assume it exists and omit it from the investigation without test-
ing. In their fourth study, when the evidence necessary to demonstrate all predicted

762 Journal of Communication 60 (2010) 758–777 © 2010 International Communication Association



R. Tamborini et al. Defining Media Enjoyment

positive and zero relationships between exogenous and endogenous variables was
obtained, they simply reported correlations rather than presenting a complete model
identifying all variables and the predicted paths between them. Furthermore, their
research never demonstrated a complete test of convergent and discriminant validity
that included both game features (game controls and social play) as well as the
three specific needs.2 Thus, although Ryan et al. implicitly define enjoyment as need
satisfaction, their study does not offer a formal validation of this conception. We
explicitly define enjoyment in part as the satisfaction of autonomy, competence, and
relatedness needs by considering evidence consistent with a definition of enjoyment
as need satisfaction as well as areas where evidence is lacking.

A proposed model of enjoyment as need satisfaction
Our study builds on the work of Ryan et al. (2006) to offer evidence of a model of
enjoyment stemming from the satisfaction of autonomy, competence, and relatedness
needs using the convergent and discriminant validity using criteria established by
Campbell and Fiske (1959). It attempts to validate enjoyment defined in part as
the satisfaction of the three needs established by SDT as essential to psychological
well-being. The proposed model of enjoyment is tested in an experimental setting
that manipulates two characteristics of game play—game controls and social play
context—demonstrated in prior research to vary the ability of a game experience to
satisfy the stated needs. Based on the logic provided by Ryan et al., the model begins
with paths from game characteristics to need satisfaction that include (a) predicted
positive paths from game controls to both competence and autonomy, (b) a predicted
positive path from social play context to relatedness, (c) a predicted zero path from
game controls to relatedness, and (d) a predicted zero path from social play context
to both competence and autonomy. The model concludes with (e) predicted positive
paths from the satisfaction of autonomy, competence, and relatedness needs to
enjoyment (Figure 1).

Method

To test the validity of the proposed model of enjoyment specified in Figure 1,
a 2 × 2 between-subjects experiment varied game controls (traditional controller
vs. naturally mapped controller) and social play context (computer partner vs.
human partner). In order to control extraneous variance, the human partner was
a confederate. Participants were randomly assigned to one of four video game play
conditions and asked to play a bowling video game. After playing, measures of need
satisfaction and enjoyment were taken.

Participants
Participants (N = 129) were recruited from undergraduate communication research
classes at a large, public university in the Midwestern United States. This sample has
a large proportion of females (n = 100 or 78%) and Caucasians (n = 106 or 83%).
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Figure 1 Predicted model, with expected direction of path coefficients.

The average age of participants was 20.4 years. All participants received course credit
for their participation.

Procedure
A screening survey was distributed to participants a few weeks prior to the experiment
that contained measures of perceived video game skill and other demographic items.
All participants who completed the screening survey were randomly assigned to one
of four experimental conditions.3 Participants were given instructions on how to
play the bowling video game and asked to play a short practice session. Following
this, participants were asked to play one complete game of bowling with their human
or computer partner. Participants were told that their score would be summed with
their partner’s score and the top team from the study would be given a cash prize;
this was done to encourage cooperative play so that competition would not interfere
with the satisfaction of relatedness needs. The scores of both human and computer
partners were controlled to parallel participant performance in order to limit the
influence of comparatively poor participant performance on experimentally induced
satisfaction of competence. Finally, participants were asked to complete measures of
need satisfaction, perceived natural mapping of game controls, and enjoyment.

Materials
Video game
A bowling simulator video game, Brunswick Pro Bowling, was used in this study.
The game was similarly rated for both the PlayStation 2 (6.5/10) and Nintendo
Wii (6.0/10) by GameStop (www.gamestop.com). Differences between the two video
games are restricted only to the control inputs: the traditional toggle controller for
the PlayStation 2 and the naturally mapped controller for the Wii. The control device
for the Wii version was modified by encasing the Wiimote in a weighted plastic
bowling ball; this was done to enhance the controller’s natural mapping.
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Measures
Need satisfaction
The satisfaction of autonomy, competence, and relatedness was measured using
the proprietary Player Experience of Need Satisfaction (PENS) scale (Ryan et al.,
2006). The scales are derived from SDT and designed specifically to measure the
satisfaction of needs as a result from videogame play. For each of the three needs,
three Likert-style items were used. Sample items from this scale included ‘‘I did
things in the game because they interested me’’ and ‘‘I found the relationships I
formed while playing fulfilling.’’ Reliabilities for each dimension were: autonomy,
α = .67; competence, α = .76; and relatedness, α = .73.

Enjoyment
Enjoyment was measured using the interest/enjoyment subset of the Intrinsic Motiva-
tion Inventory (Ryan, 1982), which consisted of seven Likert-style items. This subset
is specifically designed to measure self-reported intrinsic motivation, theoretically
understood to result from the satisfaction of autonomy, competence, and relatedness
needs. Some items were modified to reflect playing video games specifically, such
as ‘‘I enjoyed playing this video game very much.’’ Two negatively coded items had
a detrimental effect on reliability and low-factor loadings with enjoyment (loadings
below .40) and were dropped from further analysis. The resulting five-item scale
had a reliability of α = .88. Previous versions of this scale have been validated in
prior research (McAuley, Duncan, & Tammen, 1989). Mean enjoyment across all
experimental conditions was M = 4.59, SD = 1.21 , on a 7-point scale.

Perceived video game skill
Participants’ perceptions of their video game skills were measured using the 10-item,
Likert-style Game Playing Skill scale (Bracken & Skalski, 2006). Sample items from
this scale were: ‘‘I am a good video game player’’ and ‘‘I often win when playing video
games against other people.’’ The scale had a reliability of α = .96.

Perceived natural mapping
The extent to which participants perceived their game controller to be natural was
measured using a six-item, Likert-style natural mapping scale validated by Skalski,
Lange, Tamborini, and Shelton (2007). Sample items include ‘‘The game controls
seemed natural’’ and ‘‘The actions used to interact with the game environment were
similar to the same actions in the real world.’’ These items were measured on a
7-point scale (ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree) and then summed to
create an index of perceived natural mapping. Three items had a detrimental effect on
reliability and low-factor loadings with perceived natural mapping (loadings below
.40) and were dropped from further analysis. The scale had a reliability of α = .73.

Experimental manipulations
Though Ryan et al. (2006) suggest that intuitive game controls and social play
context influenced need satisfaction, issues related to the operational definitions in
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their research limited confidence in the causal nature of findings. For game controls,
Ryan et al. report that intuitive control was correlated with both competence and
autonomy when playing video games. However, they simply measured perceptions of
intuitive control in respondents who played with a traditional video game controller.
Although the perceived intuitiveness of a video game’s controls may vary, this
variability cannot be attributed to the controls themselves if every participant used
the same game controller. Our study varies the actual game controls by having users
play with either a traditional game controller or a naturally mapped controller (see
Steuer, 1992, for a discussion of natural mapping, defined as the degree to which
video game controls resemble real-world motions). For social play context, Ryan
et al. report that motivation to play MMOs was correlated with relatedness; however,
tests on this association were reported only for their survey on MMOs. Because this
association was not reported for their experiments, we can neither confirm nor reject
that non-MMO video game play can satisfy relatedness needs. In addition, because
social play was not manipulated in any of their studies, we cannot determine the
relative effect of different social play conditions on the satisfaction of relatedness
needs. Thus, this study offers a manipulation of social playing by offering conditions
in which individuals play video games either with human others (coplaying) or
computer players (solo playing).

Game controls (natural mapping)
To vary natural mapping, participants were asked to play the bowling game using
either a traditional or naturally mapped game controller. The traditional con-
troller used in the study was a standard PlayStation 2 controller. Players controlled
the game using a combination of analog stick movements and button presses.
For the naturally mapped controller, a modified Nintendo Wiimote© controller
was designed specifically for this study. Unexpectedly, independent sample t-test
reported that participants found the traditional controller to be more naturally
mapped (M = 4.90, SD = 1.02) than the motion-sensor controller (M = 3.79, SD =
1.36), t(126) = 5.26, p < .001. To account for this, perceived natural mapping of
game controls was used as a proxy for the controller manipulation in data analysis.

Social play context (coplaying vs. solo playing)
To vary social play context, participants were asked to play the video game either with
a human partner confederate (the coplaying condition) or with a computer partner
(the solo-playing condition). As expected, an independent samples t-test confirmed
that participants in the coplaying condition (M = 3.91, SD = 1.12) felt significantly
higher levels of relatedness than participants in the solo-playing condition (M = 2.74,
SD = .871), t(127) = −6.66, p < .01.

Results

The proposed model in Figure 1 was tested using path analysis. In order for the data
to be considered consistent with our model, they needed to meet two criteria. First,
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path coefficients needed to be of the predicted direction and magnitude. Second,
model fit indices needed to fall within acceptable ranges. All path analyses were
performed using the AMOS 16.0 statistical package.

Predicted model
Figure 2 displays the standardized path coefficients for the predicted model. All path
coefficients are in line with predictions. This includes the expected positive associ-
ations for (a) natural mapping with autonomy (β = .43, p < .01) and competence
(β = .72, p < .001), (b) coplaying with relatedness (β = .44, p < .001), and (c) the
satisfaction of autonomy needs (β = .39, p < .001), competence needs (β = .44,
p < .001), and relatedness needs (β = .22, p < .01) with enjoyment. Similarly,
this includes the expected nonsignificant associations for (d) natural mapping with
relatedness (β = .09, p = .38) and for (e) coplaying with competence (β = −.03,
p = .73) and autonomy (β = −.03, p = .79). Thus, our first criterion that path
coefficients should be in the predicted direction and magnitude was met. How-
ever, model fit indices were not satisfactory. We began with criteria for model fit
that include a minimum discrepancy statistic Ĉ (CMIN) below 2.00 (Byrne, 1989),
root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) below .08 (Brown & Cudeck,
1993), and comparative fit index (CFI/df ) above .90 (Bentler, 1990). Although
the CMIN/df (= 1.83) and RMSEA (= .08) were acceptable, the CFI (= .89) was
not acceptable.4 The model explained 52% of variance in enjoyment (R2 = .52).
Note that dropping all nonsignificant paths had a negligible effect on model fit
(CMIN/df = 1.79, RMSEA = .08, CFI = .89) and a slightly detrimental effect on
variance explained in enjoyment (R2 = .51).

Natural
Mapping

Co-Playing

Competence

Autonomy

Relatedness

Enjoyment

.72*

.43*

.44*

.09

−.03

−.03

.39*

.44*

.22*

Figure 2 Predicted model with standardized path coefficients. ∗Path significant at the .05 level
or greater.

Note: Zero-order paths are included in this model for demonstration purposes only. These zero
paths provide evidence of discriminant validity between exogenous variables and theoretically
unrelated endogenous variables. As one might expect, excluding these zero paths improves
model fit albeit negligibly.
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Revised model
In an attempt to account for errors regarding the fit of our predicted model, gender,
and perceived video game skill—two variables identified a priori as important
exogenous variables omitted from previous work by Ryan et al. (2006)—were added
to the predicted model. Specifically, paths were drawn from gender and perceived
video game skill to autonomy, and significant bivariate correlations were found (r =
−.15, p < .05 and r = .20, p < .05, respectively). However, because these additions
did not improve model fit (CMIN/df = 1.67, RMSEA = .07, CFI = .89) and the
path coefficient from gender to autonomy was not significant, gender was dropped
from further analysis.

The final revised model included the intact predicted model with one addition: a
causal link from perceived video game skill to autonomy (Figure 3). We reasoned that
gamers with high levels of perceived game skill would feel more volition in the game
environment and thus would have more opportunity to satisfy autonomy needs.5

The revised model passed our first criterion, with predicted path coefficients repli-
cating those in the original model. Additionally, a positive path coefficient between
autonomy and game self-efficacy (β = .22, p < .05) was reported. The revised model
also met our second criterion, as model fit indices were within acceptable ranges:
CMIN/df = 1.55, RMSEA = .07, and CFI = .91. Thus, we conclude that the revised
model is consistent with the data. This revised model explains 51% of variance in
enjoyment (R2 = .51).

Discussion

Our discussion of our findings and their implications is divided into five parts. First,
we review evidence consistent with our assertion that enjoyment in entertainment
can be defined as the satisfaction of needs. Second, we argue that our use of SDT as
a foundation for defining enjoyment as the satisfaction of a set of interrelated needs

Natural
Mapping

Co-Playing

Competence

Autonomy

Relatedness

Enjoyment

Perceived
Game Skill 

.44*

−.03

−.03

.37*

.45*

.23*

.22*

.40*

.09

.72*

Figure 3 Revised model with standardized path coefficients. ∗Path significant at the .05 level
or greater.
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provides an advantage over prior explications that fail to clearly denote any of the
essential qualities of the construct and instead either (a) provide simple tautologi-
cal definitions of enjoyment as pleasure, (b) do not explicitly define enjoyment as
need satisfaction, or (c) define enjoyment as the satisfaction of needs that are not
theoretically linked. Third, we note that although our definition of enjoyment as
the satisfaction of autonomy, competence, and relatedness needs begins to specify
essential components of enjoyment, it is not comprehensive and denotes only some of
the key dimensions of the construct. We discuss other needs that should be included
in a comprehensive explication of enjoyment and reason that the addition and com-
bination of different needs may help resolve issues related to the appeal of negatively
valenced media such as tragedy, horror, and suspense. Fourth, we identify limitations
of our study emphasizing the need to test a broader conception of enjoyment as need
satisfaction. Finally, we discuss how a need-based understanding of enjoyment can
be improved through a more comprehensive perspective of need satisfaction.

Evidence of enjoyment as need satisfaction
Our findings suggest the appropriateness of defining enjoyment as need satisfaction.
The data show the potential for enjoyment to be explained in part by the satisfaction
of autonomy, competence, and relatedness needs. The revised model had acceptable
model fit indices (CMIN/df = 1.55, RMSEA = .07, CFI = .91) and explained nearly
51% of the variance in the construct, a sizeable portion of variance explained when
considering the needs included in the model are not typically used by entertainment
scholars to represent enjoyment. This study added to evidence from the work of
Ryan et al. (2006) in that it both (a) began with operational definitions of game
characteristics theoretically expected to influence need satisfaction, thus allowing us
to experimentally manipulate these characteristics, and (b) examined a full model
of need satisfaction that included each of the three needs identified by SDT in one
experiment. By manipulating game characteristics and including measures of all three
needs, we were able to demonstrate convergent and discriminant validity as further
evidence for the appropriateness of conceptualizing enjoyment as need satisfaction.

Advantages over prior models of enjoyment
Our proposed model of enjoyment as need satisfaction is an advantage over previous
explications. Prior understandings are entrenched in tautological definitions of
enjoyment as a pleasure response at the phenomenological level and are measured
as vaguely defined experiences such as liking, joy, or some other emotion or similar
construct (cf. Vorderer et al., 2006). In place of this circular method of measuring
enjoyment, we begin to explicate the concept by denoting some of its essential
qualities as the satisfaction of autonomy, competence, and relatedness needs. We
further provide empirical evidence that the combination of these dimensions is a
reliable indicator of the phenomenological experience that our respondents called
enjoyment. Thus, instead of relying on an implicit and ambiguous understanding of
enjoyment, we offer an explicit definition of enjoyment as the satisfaction of needs.
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Although the notion of need satisfaction in entertainment research is not unique
to our study, past research that has looked at enjoyment as need satisfaction has
failed to define it as a set of needs theoretically linked in any meaningful way.
Combining or grouping a set of needs that have no logical link to each other or
to pertinent corollaries (such as the superordinate construct of enjoyment) can
produce two undesirable outcomes. First, combining a set of disconnected needs
into a single construct of enjoyment suppresses the observation of relationships
that might exist between enjoyment and other variables. Any time a measure
inappropriately collapses unique variables into a single indicator, the resulting
measurement error introduced will attenuate its associations with other outcomes.
As such, attempts to observe the relationship of enjoyment measured this way
with any hypothesized construct will underrepresent the relationship’s strength.
Second, the lack of structural cohesion among a group of different needs said to
represent enjoyment may produce inconsistent and even conflicting findings in
research examining correlates of enjoyment across different studies. For example,
sensitivity theory (Reiss & Wiltz, 2004) defines joy (a proxy for enjoyment) as the
satisfaction of any one of 16 basic needs. Although they posit that these 16 needs
should not be related, they found strong, significant relationships between some
of them, and they have no organizing scheme that theoretically integrates all the
needs in a systematic fashion. Not surprisingly, some of the relationships between
these needs are inconsistent with their predictions. Our proposed model improves
upon past need satisfaction models by focusing on needs that are theoretically and
empirically linked both to each other and to the experience of enjoyment. The fact
that our findings are consistent with the proposed model adds weight to our position.

Limitations
Although our findings seem generally consistent with the contention that enjoyment
can be understood in part as the satisfaction of three needs related to psychological
well-being, we identify six limitations. The first limitation is related to the fact that
we made modifications to our proposed model. Our proposed model of enjoyment
had acceptable fit indices, but the model fit increased substantially when we added
perceived game skill as an exogenous variable. Although we recognize that post hoc
model modifications can produce potentially unreplicable findings, our modification
was limited to the inclusion of a single exogenous variable (perceived game skill)
identified a priori as a potentially important determinant of video game play’s
ability to satisfy autonomy and competence needs. The second limitation concerns
our manipulation of natural mapping. Though we expected the Wii motion-sensor
controller to be perceived as more naturally mapped than the PlayStation 2 controller,
this was not the case. Thus, instead of using the dummy-coded game control condition
as an exogenous variable in the model, we used perceived natural mapping as a proxy
for our game control manipulation. Notably, it is an individual’s perception of
natural mapping rather than features of the technology itself that is more relevant
theoretically to need satisfaction resulting from video game play. Third, Ryan
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et al. (2006) argue that an experimental setting may place artificial restrictions on
participants, which prevent them from experiencing autonomy. However, had this
occurred, we should have seen no variance in autonomy and should not have observed
the predicted relationships between autonomy and its correlates. Our observation
of these predicted relationships suggests that the experimental setting’s influence on
autonomy was not an issue. The fourth limitation is related to the relatively low
reliabilities of the PENS measures. Though low measurement reliability is always a
concern, the fact that our model fit was strong even under these circumstances is
encouraging. Notably, issues regarding the low reliability of the PENS measure have
been reported with prior research despite validation of the scale (Ryan et al., 2006) and
should be addressed in future research implementing the scale. The fifth limitation
we identify concerns the narrow array of needs included in our operational definition
of enjoyment. Our proposed model examines only the three needs identified by
SDT. Although we believe these needs have provided a good starting point in our
attempt to define enjoyment based on an understanding of needs, we realize that
other theoretically derived needs should be incorporated into our model in order to
develop a more comprehensive definition of enjoyment as need satisfaction. Finally,
the last limitation of this study that we would like to address is the use of video
game play as the stimulus material to test our model establishing the validity of
defining entertainment enjoyment as need satisfaction for all media types. Some
might argue that motivations for playing video games are qualitatively different from
noninteractive forms of media and question the applicability of our model to other
media. Clearly, there is a need to replicate our findings with other forms of media
entertainment. Still, we have no basis to believe that our definition of enjoyment as
the satisfaction of needs is limited to video games. Our reason for using video games
was that they provided the ability to vary competence need satisfaction, while at the
same time allowing us to use a protocol to vary relatedness need satisfaction (Ryan
et al., 2006). However, it is not hard to imagine how other media would be able to
satisfy or not to satisfy these needs. For example, research on parasocial interaction
(2003) suggests that watching certain types of television programming is motivated
by relatedness needs. Zillmann’s (1991) confirmation model of mystery enjoyment
argues that the enjoyment of certain forms of mystery is motivated by self-esteem
needs akin to competence. Finally, although some might argue that video games
satisfy autonomy needs better than other media because of the user’s control over
the media environment, any form of media activity that gives the user choice over
the media environment should satisfy autonomy needs. Cable television, an iPod, or
the Internet providing near-infinite choices for entertainment content all offer the
potential to satisfy autonomy needs. Future research should address this empirical
question.

Developing a comprehensive definition of enjoyment as need satisfaction
The set of needs used in the study—autonomy, competence, and relatedness—was
found to serve as a predictor of enjoyment. The model’s predictive strength draws
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particular attention to the value of incorporating needs associated with psychological
well-being in attempts to understand the functional role of enjoyment. Although
our model improves on prior need-based models, we note that defining enjoyment
as the satisfaction of these three needs is incomplete, as it denotes only some of the
essential qualities of the construct. This is evident in that the model left almost half
of the variance in enjoyment unexplained. Although we criticize explications that
focus simply on hedonic features of enjoyment, it would be foolish for us to assert
that hedonism has no role in enjoyment. In fact, we would reason that much of
the variance unaccounted for in our model can be explained by considering prior
models of enjoyment that have included, for example, the type of hedonic needs
found in disposition theory (Zillmann & Cantor, 1976) and mood management
theory (Zillmann & Bryant, 1985) as well as the type of nonhedonic needs found in
Oliver’s (in press) research on eudaimonia. Combining our model of enjoyment with
other existing need-based models should broaden our understanding of enjoyment
and may help us overcome some of the predictive pitfalls that have hindered
entertainment scholars, such as the struggle to explain the appeal of negatively
valenced entertainment. The appeal of such media seems logically inconsistent
within the context of a solely hedonic model that defines enjoyment as simply
pleasure response resulting from the satisfaction of lower order needs. Yet, a model
that defines enjoyment as need satisfaction does not suffer the same paradox. From
this perspective, the appeal of tragedy, suspense, and horror may be explained by
the satisfaction of related needs. In essence, this is consistent with Oliver’s (in press)
attempt to relate tragedy’s appeal to the need for introspection and expressiveness
or attempts to explain preference for suspense as attempts to alleviate fear through
behavior modification (Wakshlag, Vial, & Tamborini, 1983).

Conclusion

This study shows the value of defining enjoyment as need satisfaction. Even though
in this first attempt we began with a narrow operational definition of enjoyment
based on the limited set of needs represented in SDT, we were able to explain 51%
of the variance in enjoyment, with acceptable model fit indices, and path coefficients
in the predicted direction and magnitude. Although these results are promising, we
recognize that the tested model captures only part of the conceptual definition of
enjoyment as need satisfaction that we envisioned.

Our conception of enjoyment as need satisfaction can be understood better
by considering a broader range of needs than those offered by SDT or prior
entertainment theory. This is consistent with definitions that distinguish enjoyment
as the satisfaction of lower and higher order needs (Hartmann et al., in press; Vorderer
& Ritterfield, in press). Of course, there are preexisting hierarchal models that could
be applied in this area, such as Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs.6 Maslow’s
hierarchy presents an ordering of needs that can be understood on a continuum
that includes, in order from lowest to highest, physiological (basic human needs for
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survival), safety (need related to one’s desire for a predictable and orderly world),
social (needs related to love and belonging), esteem (needs related to one’s sense of
self-esteem), and finally self-actualization (needs related to one’s personal growth).

Inspection of Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy shows considerable overlap with both the
findings of this study and existing entertainment theory. Early research and theory on
entertainment focused on hedonic needs or what might be considered as lower order
needs in Maslow’s hierarchy than those identified in SDT. For example, selective
exposure theory examines actions performed to regulate arousal, a behavior that can
be linked to the satisfaction of physiological needs (cf. Bryant & Zillmann, 1984).
Disposition theory explains how basal morality leads us to seek justice restoration,
a behavior that can be linked to the satisfaction of safety needs (cf. Raney & Bryant,
2002). This study focused on nonhedonic needs, or what might be considered as
higher order needs in Maslow’s hierarchy, examining characteristics of media use
associated with autonomy, competence, and relatedness. It is not difficult to see how
relatedness can be linked to the satisfaction of social needs, how competence can be
linked to the satisfaction of esteem needs, and how autonomy can be linked to the
satisfaction of self-actualization needs. Other recent research addressing related issues
can also be understood in this manner. For example, Oliver’s (in press) treatment of
eudaimonia can be linked to the satisfaction of self-actualization needs.

Early research was extremely successful at accounting for variance in audience
self-reports of enjoyment associated with the satisfaction of hedonic needs. In fact,
these early perspectives were so successful that entertainment researchers seemed
to narrow their conceptualization of enjoyment to consider only the satisfaction of
such lower order needs. We think this limitation may be responsible in part for
problems found in entertainment theory such as the inability to explain the appeal
of negatively valenced media fare. Researchers have attempted to overcome this
problem by labeling the appeal of negatively valenced media as something other
than enjoyment. For example, in her discussion of the appeal of tragedy, Oliver (in
press) distinguishes hedonic pleasure from feelings of personal expressiveness and
introspection, which she calls eudaimonia. Oliver considers these as qualitatively
different, orthogonal experiences. We consider both hedonism and eudaimonia to
be part of a singular conceptualization of enjoyment as need satisfaction. In the case
of tragedy, eudaimonia is simply the satisfaction of higher order needs. Understood
in this way, we can define enjoyment of entertainment as the satisfaction of a cluster
of connected needs.

Although we have limited our consideration to autonomy, competence, and
relatedness, the ability of our model to account for substantial variance in enjoyment
despite using the narrow need set of SDT speaks to the value of such an approach. At
the same time, the fact that significant variance is still unaccounted for points to what
is missing from our model. If we are correct in our belief that enjoyment is better
understood in functional terms as the satisfaction of needs, our model should benefit
from a theoretical foundation that provides a more holistic perspective on needs.
Left unanswered by our study are questions regarding the whether there are different
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patterns of need satisfaction by media exposure that would constitute different
experiences of high or low levels of need satisfaction-based enjoyment. For example,
does less need satisfaction or fewer needs satisfied correspond with lower levels of
enjoyment? Does greater satisfaction of one need or the satisfaction of multiple needs
correspond to higher levels of enjoyment? Are some needs more important than
others in experiencing enjoyment? Is there threshold of need satisfaction that must
be met before any experience of enjoyment occurs or a limit to how much of the
enjoyment experience can be accounted for by need satisfaction? Our continued goal
is to work toward identifying different lower and higher order needs and specifying
their predicted relations both to one another and to the construct of enjoyment.
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Notes

1 Our understanding of enjoyment is based on a conceptualization that includes the
satisfaction of lower and higher order needs. This conceptualization is a result in part of
shared ideas and lengthy conversations with Dr Peter Vorderer on the dimensionality of
entertainment enjoyment. This has led to similarities in our approach to define the
enjoyment as a two-dimensional construct, including both hedonic and nonhedonic
elements.

2 It is important to note here that the stated goal of Ryan et al. (2006) was not to offer
evidence of the construct validity of enjoyment as need satisfaction. Rather, their study
was designed to identify correlates between video game play and need satisfaction. In
their study, enjoyment was one of several different outcome measures thought related to
video game play. Among others were preference for future play, vitality, self-esteem, and
mood.

3 Additional measures were gathered in both the screening survey and the experimental
session as part of another study. Included in the screening survey were trait measures of
need satisfaction, personality, self-esteem, empathy, and positive and negative affect
(PANAS). A state version of the PANAS scale was completed during the experimental
session.

4 The chi-square test of this model is not presented here, as test of the null hypotheses
stipulating that the specified model fits perfectly in the population has been questioned
in the literature (cf. Cochran, 1952).

5 Although we also reasoned a priori that gamers with high levels of perceived game skill
would feel more competent in the game environment, because no significant correlation
was observed between perceived game skill and competence, this path was not added to
the model.

6 We understand that the notion of a needs hierarchy is controversial, and Maslow’s
(1943) work has been challenged specifically on these grounds (cf. Wahba & Bridgewell,
1976). We do not suggest limiting future investigations to a hierarchal perspective.
Moreover, we do not argue that needs necessarily exist on a hierarchy, only that there are
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a number of dimensions of need satisfaction relevant to enjoyment and that prior
research has been limited in their consideration of these various dimensions.
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【摘要：】 

 

本文在自我决定理论(Deci & Ryan, 1985)的基础上提出了愉悦感模型。它提出心理上

的享受包括自治、能力和相关性这三种需要的满足。本文设计了一项试验来验证愉悦感的

概念。我们控制了与满足这三种需求相关的视频游戏的特色，并检验它们对愉悦感的相对

作用。即使是不包括通常研究的与愉悦感相关的需求，如寻求快乐,该通过验证的模型仍

可解释愉悦感 51%的变化。研究结果表明了将愉悦感定义为需求满足的有效性。本文也

讨论了由满足一整套的功能性需求所代表的愉悦感更广泛的定义。 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Définir l'appréciation des médias comme étant la satisfaction de besoins intrinsèques  
 
Ron Tamborini, Nicholas David Bowman, Allison Eden, Matthew Grizzard & Ashley Organ 
 
Cet article présente un modèle de l'appréciation qui se base sur la théorie de l'auto-détermination 
(Deci & Ryan, 1985) et qui inclut la satisfaction de trois besoins liés au bien-être psychologique : 
l'autonomie, la compétence et l'affinité. Dans une expérience élaborée pour valider cette 
conceptualisation de l'appréciation, nous avons manipulé des caractéristiques de jeux vidéo liées 
à la satisfaction de ces besoins et nous avons examiné leurs effets respectifs sur l'appréciation. Le 
modèle validé explique 51 % de la variance dans l'appréciation, sans même inclure les besoins 
généralement étudiés en lien avec l'appréciation, comme la recherche de plaisir. Les résultats 
indiquent l'utilité de définir l'appréciation comme étant la satisfaction d'un besoin. Ces résultats 
sont commentés dans le cadre d'une conceptualisation plus large de l'appréciation telle que 
représentée comme étant la satisfaction d'un ensemble global de besoins fonctionnels.  
 
Mots clés : appréciation, théorie de l'auto-détermination, hédonisme, médias de divertissement, 
bien-être psychologique. 



Enjoyment als Befriedigung intrinsischer Bedürfnisse 

Ron Tamborini, Nicholas David Bowman, Allison Eden, Matthew Grizzard & Ashley Organ 

Der vorliegende Artikel präsentiert ein Enjoyment-Modell, das seine Ursprünge in der 
Selbstbestimmungstheorie (Deci & Ryan, 1985) hat, und dabei die Befriedigung von drei 
Bedürfnissen betrachtet, die mit psychologischen Wohlbefinden zusammenhängen: Autonomie, 
Kompetenz und Verbundenheit. In einem Experiment zur Validierung dieses Enjoyment-
Konzepts manipulierten wir Eigenschaften von Videospielen hinsichtlich der Befriedigung dieser 
Bedürfnisse und untersuchten den relativen Effekt auf Enjoyment. Das validierte Modell erklärt 
51 Prozent der Varianz von Enjoyment, und das sogar ohne Bedürfnisse zu berücksichtigen, die 
sonst im Zusammenhang mit Enjoyment untersucht werden (z.B. Vergnügungssuche). Die 
Ergebnisse deuten darauf hin, dass die Definition von Enjoyment als Bedürfnisbefriedigung 
brauchbar ist. Die Ergebnisse werden in Bezug auf eine breitere Konzeptualisierung von 
Enjoyment als die Befriedigung eines umfassenden Sets von funktionellen Bedürfnissen 
diskutiert. 

Schlüsselbegriffe: Enjoyment, Selbstbestimmungstheorie, Hedonismus, Unterhaltungsmedien, 
psychologisches Wohlbefinden 
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요약 
 
 

본 논문은 심리적 복지와 연계되어 있는 3가지 필요성 (자치성, 유능성, 그리고 관계성)을 

충족시키는 것을 포함하는 자기결정이론 (Deci & Ryan, 1985)에 근거한 고용모델을 

보여주고 있다. 이러한 고용의 개념화를 유효화하기 위해 디자인된 실험에서, 우리는 

이러한 필요성의 만족과 관계되어 있는 비디어 게임 특성들을 조작하였으며, 고용에 

대한 그들의 상대적인 효과들을 조사하였다. 유효한 모델은 즐거움추구와 같은 고용과 

관계되어 일반적으로 연구되어 지는 필요성을 포함하지 않은 상태에서, 즐거움이라는 

측면에서 51%의 차이를 설명하고 있다. 결과들은 고용을 정의하는 유용성을 

필요만족으로 지칭하고 있다. 이러한 결과들은 일련의 포괄적인 기능적 필요성의 

만족으로서 나타내어지는 고용의 보다 광범위한 개념화라는 측면에서 논의되었다.  
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Resumen 
 
El ensayo siguiente presenta un modelo del placer basado en la teoría de la auto-determinación 

(Deci & Ryan, 1985) que incluye la satisfacción de 3 necesidades relacionadas con el bienestar 

sicológico de la persona: la autonomía, la competencia y el grado de relación. En un experimento 

diseñado para validar esta conceptualización del placer, manipulamos las características de video 

juegos relacionadas con la satisfacción de estas necesidades y examinamos sus efectos relativos 

sobre el placer. El modelo validado explica el 51 por ciento de la varianza del placer, aún sin 

incluir las necesidades usualmente estudiadas en relación al placer tales como la búsqueda de 

placer. Los resultados indican la utilidad de definir al placer como una necesidad de satisfacción. 

Estos resultados son discutidos en relación a una conceptualización más amplia del placer 

representado como la satisfacción de una serie comprensiva de necesidades funcionales.  
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