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Synonyms

Empowerment; Individual
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Definition

Self-determination theory (SDT; Ryan and Deci
2017) has become a highly influential theory of
human motivation and well-being with a vast
body of research evidence. It offers a blueprint
for understanding the motivational basis of per-
sonality and social behavior, and of the relation of
basic psychological needs to well-being, psycho-
logical flourishing, and high quality of life.
Diverging from most historical and contemporary
approaches to human motivation that have treated
motivation as a unitary concept — that is, one has
more or less motivation — SDT instead has
focused on varied forms of motivation (from
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autonomous to controlled motivation) to predict
outcomes such as performance, engagement,
vitality, and psychological health. The theory in
particular distinguishes between autonomous and
controlled motivations. To be autonomous
involves acting with a full sense of volition,
endorsement, and choice, whereas, to be con-
trolled involves feeling externally pressured or
compelled to behave whether by the promise of
a contingent reward, fear of punishment, ego-
involvement, or other external factors. Hundreds
of studies have shown that when people are auton-
omously motivated, either by intrinsic motivation
or well-internalized (thus autonomous) forms of
extrinsic motivation they display higher interest,
excitement, vitality, and confidence, resulting in
better performance, creativity, persistence, and
overall well-being (Ryan and Deci 2017).

SDT also postulates that there are basic psy-
chological needs that universally must be satisfied
for people to experience ongoing growth, integ-
rity, and wellness, namely needs for competence,
autonomy, and relatedness. Although there are a
vast number of human desires, goals and prefer-
ences, autonomy, competence, and relatedness
stand out as essential nutriments for these out-
comes. Social environments that support the sat-
isfaction of these psychological needs promote
capacities for self-regulation and social relation-
ships, and well-being whereas those that thwart
satisfaction of these needs lead to a broad array of
more impoverished individual and interpersonal
outcomes.
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Description

SDT begins with an organismic metatheory,
which refers to a set of philosophical assumptions
about the nature of people. The theory assumes
that human beings are inherently active, with lib-
erally evolved tendencies toward assimilation,
seeking and mastering challenges, and the inte-
gration of new experiences. Within SDT, the basic
psychological process through which this occurs
is referred to as organismic integration, which is a
manifestation of people’s proactive, synthetic
nature to become more differentiated and coherent
in functioning.

The theory recognizes that, although these
organizational processes are inherent to human
nature, they do not develop fully or operate effec-
tively without certain psychological nutrients.
Specifically, effective functioning of organismic
integration requires the ongoing satisfaction of
basic psychological needs for competence, auton-
omy, and relatedness. Supports for these need
satisfactions in the social context (both develop-
mentally and situationally) facilitate growth,
engagement, effectiveness, and well-being,
whereas contexts that interfere with or thwart the
satisfaction of these needs often catalyze defense,
rigidity, and various forms of ill-being and psy-
chopathology (Ryan et al. 2016).

As an organismic framework, SDT thus
embraces both the assumption of inherent integra-
tive or growth tendencies and an interest in the
elements within environments that support them.
In addition, it embraces empirical research strate-
gies for identifying these propensities and their
supports, at every level of analysis from physiol-
ogy and neuropsychology to macro-social struc-
tures such as economic and political systems
(Ryan et al. 2019). Although self-determination
theory (SDT) is a macro-theory, it is comprised of
six mini-theories that have been developed at
different times to explain a circumscribed set of
motivational phenomena emerging from pro-
grams of research in laboratory and.

applied settings. The first of the mini-theories
is cognitive evaluation theory, which was formu-
lated to explain the effects of social contexts on
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intrinsic motivation. The second, organismic inte-
gration theory, explains phenomena concerned
with the internalization and integration of extrin-
sic motivation. The third is causality orientations
theory, a theory of general individual differences
in motivational orientations. The fourth, basic
psychological needs theory, addresses the issue
of psychological well-being and serves to tie
together the first three mini-theories. The fifth is
goal content theory, which is concerned with the
“what” or content of people’s life goals and life-
styles, and the processes through which these
develop. Finally, the sixth is relationships motiva-
tion theory, which concerns the processes that
promote  high-quality close relationships.
Although the six mini-theories together do not
constitute the whole of SDT, most phenomena
elucidated within this theoretical tradition can be
located within one of these mini-theories (Ryan
and Deci 2019). We now address these in turn.

Cognitive evaluation theory (CET) explains a
set of phenomena related to intrinsic motivation
and the social contextual conditions that under-
mine, maintain, or enhance it. Intrinsic motivation
refers to the inherent motivation that energizes
people to do things they find interesting and
enjoyable. A prototypical example of intrinsic
motivation is the play of young children; play is
spontaneous, and although it spawns competen-
cies, it is done for its own sake. When people are
intrinsically motivated for an activity, they find it
interesting, derive personal rewards directly from
doing it, and are fully willing to do it even if they
receive no other reward or consequence.

Intrinsic motivation is the prototype of self-
determination, which is why the SDT research
began with the study of intrinsic motivation.
Such research has found, for example, that extrin-
sic rewards — the so-called “carrot and stick”
approach to motivation — as well as deadlines,
evaluations, and close supervision tend to dimin-
ish people’s intrinsic motivation for the activity
(e.g., Deci et al. 1999), whereas providing choice
and acknowledging people’s feelings tend to
enhance their intrinsic motivation. SDT explains
that external events such as rewards, punishments,
and evaluations can undermine people’s feelings
of  autonomy, whereas choice and
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acknowledgments tend to support their autonomy
satisfaction, thus affecting their intrinsic motiva-
tion accordingly. Other research has revealed that
positive feedback typically enhances intrinsic
motivation, whereas negative feedback tends to
undermine it. This is explained in terms of the
basic psychological need for competence: posi-
tive feedback satisfies the competence need,
whereas negative feedback thwarts it, thus having,
respectively, the positive and negative effects on
intrinsic motivation. Still, other research has
shown that the more intrinsically motivated peo-
ple are, the better they learn conceptual material,
the more effective they are in solving problems,
the more creative their work, and the more well-
being they display. Together, this research high-
lights the critical roles played by supports for
competence and autonomy in fostering intrinsic
motivation, which is critical in education, arts,
sport, and many other domains. For a review of
CET research see Ryan and Deci (2017); for
research on the neurological bases of intrinsic
motivation see Di Domenico and Ryan (2017)
and Reeve and Lee (2019).

Organismic integration theory (OIT) is a the-
ory about the various types of extrinsic motivation
that result from different degrees of internalization
and transformation of the value and regulation of a
behavior. OIT provides a taxonomy of different
sources or types of extrinsic motivations, each of
which has its own characteristics and dynamics,
but which also vary systematically in their relative
autonomy, with distinct advantages being associ-
ated with the more autonomous forms of extrinsic
motivation.

The classic type of extrinsic motivation, based
in the “carrot and stick” view of motivation, is
external regulation, which involves an externally
imposed contingency between a behavior and
some external consequence. External regulation
is the least autonomous type of extrinsic motiva-
tion. At times, extrinsic motivation is partially
internalized — it is taken in by people but not really
accepted as their own — and in such cases, the
behavior is regulated through introjected regula-
tion. When acting from introjects, a person is
engaged in behavior either to avoid guilt or disap-
proval or to gain esteem or approval. Introjected

actions are thus relatively low in autonomy,
because, even though the motivation is internal,
it is still pressuring or controlling in nature. Still
more autonomous is identified regulation, which
is the motivation that results when a person has
internalized and personally identified with the
value of an action. Here actions are consciously
endorsed as worthwhile and important. Further,
identifications can remain relatively isolated from
other aspects of oneself, or they can be well
assimilated with other values, needs, feelings,
beliefs, and regulations. The regulation in this
latter case is called integrated regulation, and it
represents the most autonomous form of extrinsic
motivation. It is important to note that when
extrinsic motivation has been fully internalized
and integrated, it does not become intrinsic moti-
vation but remains an autonomous form of extrin-
sic motivation. These two types of motivation do
share many characteristics and qualities, but
intrinsic motivation is based in being interested
in the activity, whereas integrated regulation is
based in believing that the activity is personally
important for one’s own values and goals. OIT
also addresses the development of more autono-
mous forms of regulation of people’s emotions,
with the most autonomous types involving aware-
ness of the feelings and choice about whether and
how to express or withhold emotions and emotion
energized behaviors (Roth et al. 2019). SDT also
recognizes that most intentional behaviors are
multiply motivated (e.g., see Litalien et al.
2017). People can, for example, be simulta-
neously intrinsically motivated and identified for
some actions, or both externally regulated and
introjected, etc. Thus, SDT researchers have
devised various ways of calculating overall rela-
tive autonomy scores (e.g., see Sheldon et al.
2017). There is also a growing interest in person-
centered analyses in which profiles of motivation
are generated (e.g., Wang et al. 2017).

An abundance of research has confirmed
(1) that social contexts that are more supportive
of satisfaction of the psychological needs for
autonomy, competence, and relatedness will con-
duce toward deeper internalization and more
autonomous regulation and (2) that the more
autonomous types of extrinsic motivation are



associated with more positive performance and
wellness outcomes than are the less autonomous
types (see Ryan and Deci 2000).

Causality orientations theory (COT) describes
individual differences in people’s tendencies to
orient toward environments and regulate their
behaviors based on their general orientations
toward the three loci of causality associated with
the three causality orientations (Ryan and Deci
2017). The stronger one’s autonomy orientation,
the more the person acts out of interest in and
valuing of what he or she is doing, has an internal
perceived locus of causality, and acts in an auton-
omous way across domains and contexts. The
controlled orientation indexes a person’s orienting
toward external or introjected cues; behaving to
attain rewards, having feelings of self-worth, or
approval from others; perceiving the locus of cau-
sality to be external; and being generally con-
trolled across situations. The impersonal
orientation is characterized by anxiety concerning
incompetence or unlovability, often involves
orienting toward cues that seem to confirm their
fears, entails a high degree of amotivation, and has
an impersonal perceived locus of causality asso-
ciated with feeling like they have no control over
outcomes that seem important to them. COT
maintains that all people have each orientation to
some degree, and also that different contexts can
prime one or another of the orientations, making it
more salient.

Research indicates that the autonomy orienta-
tion is strongly related to more effective perfor-
mance and to a stronger sense of psychological
well-being and health; that the controlled orienta-
tion is related to more rigidity and defensiveness
and to a lower wellness; and that the impersonal
orientation is associated with the poorest out-
comes, including significant ill-being.

The orientations are viewed as social-
developmental outcomes. To the degree that indi-
viduals have been in environments that support
the satisfaction of autonomy, competence, and
relatedness needs, they are likely to have a high
level of the autonomy orientation; to the degree
that they have been in environments that thwart
autonomy, they are likely to have a high level of
the controlled orientation; and to the degree that
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they have been in environments that thwart all
basic needs, they are likely to develop a higher
impersonal orientation.

Basic psychological needs theory (BPNT)
highlights and elaborates the nature of evolved
psychological needs and their relations to psycho-
logical health and well-being. BPNT formalized
the propositions that (1) there are three basic psy-
chological needs — the needs for competence,
autonomy, and relatedness, which are universal
and essential for the psychological well-being
and optimal functioning of all people —and (2) sat-
isfaction versus frustration of these needs will
impact wellness invariantly, so (3) social contexts
that support the three needs will promote well-
being and effectiveness, whereas those that inter-
fere with the needs will promote ill-being and less
effective functioning. The theory further argues
that all three needs are essential for wellness such
that if any are thwarted, there will be discernible
negative consequences. Because basic needs are
universal aspects of functioning, BPNT has pro-
mpted research across developmental epochs and
across many cultural settings. Such research has
been facilitated by the development of cross-
culturally validated instruments (e.g., see Chen
etal. 2015).

The specification of BPNT also completed the
functional specification of what need satisfaction
ultimately supports, when combined with CET,
OIT, and COT. Need satisfaction predicts greater
a) intrinsic motivation and perceived competence
(CET); b) internalization and integration of regu-
latory processes, including emotion regulation
(OIT), and c) development of the autonomous
motivational orientations (COT). As well, BPNT
shows how these motivations, regulations, and
orientations in turn result in greater wellness,
vitality, and healthier functioning.

Goal contents theory (GCT) began with a dis-
tinction between two categories of aspirations or
life goals that were empirically derived: intrinsic
goals such as personal growth, close relationships,
and community involvement that are gratifying in
their own right because they satisfy the basic
psychological needs, and extrinsic aspirations
such as accumulation of wealth, attractive appear-
ance, and popularity or fame that are less directly
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satisfying of basic needs and seem to gain their
importance from an underlying anxiety resulting
from developmental thwarting of the basic needs.
The theory was first formulated in terms of peo-
ple’s individual differences in the degree to which
they place importance on the goals in each of
these two categories (Kasser and Ryan 1996)
and the relations of these differences in goal
importance to types of motivation and to psycho-
logical health and well-being. It was then
extended to encompass the prompting of the dif-
ferent goals in specific situations (Vansteenkiste
et al. 2004), with intrinsic goal framing being
more positively related to learning and perfor-
mance than was extrinsic goal framing because
of the goals differentially affording basic need
satisfactions. More recently, researchers have
shown that the intrinsic/extrinsic aspiration dis-
tinction is dimensional, and that additionally life
goals such as self-expression (an intrinsic goal)
and power (an extrinsic goal) can be arrayed along
it (e.g., Martela et al. 2019).

Relationships motivation theory (RMT) con-
cerns interactions with others and the degree to
which they represent supports for our needs and
enhance our sense of self. RMT research has
shown that the need for relatedness inclines peo-
ple to develop satisfying relationships, but that
high-quality attachments and relationship satis-
faction also require satisfaction of the autonomy
need within the relationship (La Guardia et al.
2000). Importantly, SDT distinguishes between
autonomy and independence, such that people
could easily be autonomously dependent on their
partners. Further, studies have shown that there
tends to be mutuality of autonomy and autonomy
support within close relationships such that giving
autonomy support to one’s partner provides need
satisfaction to the giver as well as to the receiver
(Deci et al. 2006). RMT also addresses the phe-
nomena of altruism, by highlighting the evolved
satisfactions that volitional helping behaviors can
engender in both helper and recipient (e.g.,
Martela and Ryan 2019; Weinstein and Ryan
2010).

Other topics of interest have emerged as SDT
has expanded both theoretically and empirically
in its examination of personality integration,

effective functioning, and wellness. For example,
exploration of the role of mindfulness as a foun-
dation for being autonomously motivated has led
to refinement in both measurement and theorizing
about awareness and its relation to motivation and
coping (e.g., Weinstein et al. 2009). Study of the
social environmental factors that facilitate intrin-
sic motivation led to a theory and measurement
strategy regarding vitality (Ryan and Deci 2008),
which is an indicator of both mental and physical
wellness. Research on vitality in turn uncovered
the remarkably positive impact on well-being of
experiencing nature, showing how exposure to
natural environments can enhance energy (e.g.,
Ryan et al. 2010). Research within the SDT tradi-
tion has also examined two different types of
personal passions, with individuals being obses-
sively or harmoniously passionate as a function of
internalization processes (Vallerand 2015). And
cross-cultural tests of SDT have confirmed the
importance of the basic psychological needs
across many diverse cultures and have led to an
increased understanding of how economic, polit-
ical, and cultural forms impact autonomy and
thereby psychological wellness (e.g., Chirkov
et al. 2003; Yu et al. 2017). Research on well-
being has also led to a clearer understanding of
hedonic and eudaimonic well-being and forms of
living (Ryan et al. 2013). These are just a few
examples of how the generative framework of
SDT has enhanced research on a variety of pro-
cesses that interest scholars in multiple
disciplines.

Applications of SDT can be found across a
wide range of domains such as education, work
and organizations, religion, sport and physical
activity, health care, parenting, video games and
technology, and psychopathology and psycho-
therapy among others. Across these domains,
research has looked at how autonomy-supportive
environments can enhance persistence, perfor-
mance, social functioning, and wellness. Further,
relational and competence supports are seen as
interactive with supports for autonomy in foster-
ing engagement and value within domains of
activity. This body of research in applied areas
has led to a greater understanding of how to pro-
mote maintained, volitional motivation, active



engagement, high-quality performance, and psy-
chological wellness in people’s lives while also
highlighting the costs of controlling social con-
texts and need thwarting strategies and that inter-
fere with the wellness SDT describes as being
fully functioning. More information and resources
on SDT can be found online at www.
selfdeterminationtheory.org.
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