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ABSTRACT 

 

 

Self-Determination theory is arguably the most prominent within current perspectives on 

wellbeing and psychological needs. Data supporting the theory tend to negate the 

importance of needs tied to survival and reify Self-Determination Theory’s needs of 

relatedness, autonomy and competence. However, most of the theory’s experimental 

support comes from privileged (white, young and affluent) participants, which do not 

represent the disadvantaged communities wherein survival needs are more prevalent. The 

current study aimed at testing Self-Determination Theory against other needs (e.g., 

economic security) with an ethnically and socioeconomically diverse non-college sample 

by replicating a previous paradigm (Sheldon, Elliot, Kim, & Kasser, 2001). Seventy-three 

whites (31 women) and 55 blacks (34 women) constituted the final sample. Because 

economic security is linked with survival needs and tends to be more prevalent among the 

disadvantaged, participants with lower income levels were expected to perceive 

economic security as a salient aspect of life satisfaction more than affluent participants 

who would instead endorse self-determination theory needs more than disadvantaged 

people. The qualitative data show that whites alluded to relatedness and competence 

more than blacks did. There were no significant differences across racial and economic 

groups in participants’ endorsement of self-determination theory needs within 

questionnaires. However, economic security was the most endorsed need overall and 

displayed a significant correlation with subjective wellbeing, independent of participants’ 

racial and economic backgrounds.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000; SDT) offers a perspective on 

fundamental needs and subjective wellbeing whereby the needs of relatedness, competence 

and autonomy are the only indispensable precursors for wellbeing. It dismisses needs 

advanced by other theories (e.g., stability) as derivative and originating from a perspective 

of deficiency. In addition, the theory claims universality and thus conceptualizes human 

experiences as homogenous. Given the myriad evidence highlighting the diversity of 

human developmental trajectories, the present study seeks to analyze the cultural plurality 

of SDT principles by implementing cross-cultural analyzes (comparing white and black 

Americans of affluent and economically disadvantaged backgrounds.) 

In particular, the purpose of the present study is to rediscover and reanalyze extant 

wellbeing principles that have originated from SDT. While the current research does not 

contest the validity nor the importance of the wellbeing data, it seeks to address some of the 

lacuna evident within the wellbeing literature which has derived from Ryan and Deci’s 

principles (2000). Therefore, this study aims to investigate the perspective of a 

marginalized American people: black Americans. While the latter constitute an integral 

component of American society, their voices are seldom heard through the dense obstacles 

inherent in their investigation. Hence, we seek to integrate their experiences and 

perspectives into the growing field of wellbeing research, which has generally comprised 

data emanating from privileged social entities. Thus, this study analyzed the 

generalizability of SDT tenets by assessing the perspectives of economically disadvantaged 

and affluent individuals (of black and white ethnicities) on wellbeing and fundamental 

needs.  
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Wellbeing 

The wellbeing and needs literature are replete with divergent perspectives on what 

human beings need to thrive and grow. While some researchers have emphasized basic 

needs pertinent to physiological domains (Hull, Felsinger, Gladstone, & Yamaguchi, 1947), 

others stress higher-order psychological needs (Deci & Ryan, 2000) and yet others 

prescribe a hierarchical model integrating both physiological and higher-order needs 

(Maslow, 1967). Ryan and Deci’s (2000) model of Self Determination Theory (SDT) 

stresses the three fundamental needs of relatedness, competence and autonomy. Their 

perspective is therefore arguably the most divergent from those emphasizing physical 

thriving. Despite these theoretical differences, the definition of subjective wellbeing (SWB) 

tends to remain constant across various schools of thought. 

SWB is composed of life satisfaction and affective balance (Camfield, Guillen-

Royo, &Velazco, 2010; Howell, Chenot, Hill, & Howell, 2011; Kuppens, Realo, & Diener, 

2008; Luhmann, Hofmann, Eid, &Lucas, 2012; Sheldon, Elliot, Kim, & Kasser, 2001). Life 

satisfaction (LS) is a subjective evaluation of one’s life. It is simply measured on a 

continuum from “very satisfied” to “very dissatisfied.” People rate their LS on this gradient 

to convey a general assessment of their contentment with their lives. Affective balance, on 

the other hand, refers to the interplay of negative and positive affect. These affective 

constructs are orthogonal, such that they can coexist within one person who may feel both 

sorrow and joy. Positive affect and life satisfaction are positively related to SWB, while 

negative affect is negatively related to SWB. 

Ryan and Deci’s (2000) approach to understanding SWB and self-actualization has 

recently gained the most clout. They propose that relatedness, competence and autonomy 
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are the three fundamental needs that all human beings (independent of their racial, ethnic 

and social backgrounds) should fulfill to attain wellbeing and self-actualization. However, 

their premises do not always hold true. In developing countries and in African American 

communities specifically, the wellbeing literature conveys a story that diverges from that 

told by Ryan and Deci (2000).  

SDT 

Self-determination theory holds that human beings are optimal organisms with an 

evolutionarily ascribed (“innate”) inclination toward self-actualization and integration. The 

theory maintains that humans seek to become coherent beings that are authentically attuned 

with their social environment. The challenges they must overcome are broadly derivative of 

the social pressures they encounter. SDT views the latter as a paradoxical force which 

carries potential tools for individuals’ growth while also constituting a barrier for it. People 

are molded by the ubiquity of social discourses, and these aid them to develop into optimal 

social beings. However, they may also succumb to social norms without personally 

adhering to them, leading them to live inauthentically. In order for people to live 

harmoniously with their surroundings, they must fulfill the needs of competence, autonomy 

and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Each of these needs is fundamental and facilitates the 

integration and growth of the self. 

According to SDT, relatedness refers to the need to feel connected to one’s social 

world, to feel affection and valued and to bestow affection and esteem onto close others. 

Competence alludes to the need to excel in one’s endeavors and to impact one’s 

environment. Autonomy is the need to feel volitional in one’s everyday undertakings, to act 

in ways that are authentic to one’s identity and feel agency in one’s life. SDT also holds 
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that fulfilling all three of these needs is indispensible to attaining wellbeing. Satisfying one 

or two of the three would not suffice: “each of these three needs plays a necessary part in 

optimal development so that none can be thwarted or neglected without significant negative 

consequences” (Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 229) 

For Ryan and Deci, environments which do no serve these three needs are adverse 

to the human condition. Moreover, they maintain that psychological models which stress 

different needs than their three derive from a “deficit” perspective (Ryan & Deci, 2000) 

wherein the organism departs from a sub-standard lifestyle. SDT researchers regard deficit 

motives as all needs proposed by alternate models and argue that, in those cases, 

suboptimal circumstances seem to generate the particular motivations (e.g., drive theory).  

In fact Deci and Ryan (2000) wrote: “if motives or goals were not related directly to [SDT] 

basic needs, their fulfillment versus thwarting would not be expected to result invariantly in 

the enhancement versus diminishment of… well-being… some desires are linked to or 

catalyzed by our psychological design [autonomy, relatedness and 

competence]…others…[are] derivative or compensatory…may even form the basis for 

further need thwarting” (p. 232). Hence, models such as that proposed by Maslow 

erroneously present “derivative” or “compensatory” motives as basic needs. The 

physiological and safety needs described as rudimentary by Maslow (and researchers such 

as Hull), according to Deci and Ryan (2000), do not constitute needs, but rather emanate 

from aversive SDT-need thwarting circumstances: “we consider safety–security not as a 

basic need, but as a deficit motive….so it is not a need in its own right but rather is a 

reaction to impoverished satisfaction of true [SDT] needs” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 325). 
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The Maslowian model which accounts for the most rudimentary requirements one 

needs to survive before acceding to “growth needs” (like those introduced by SDT) are 

dismissed as  “deficit motives” which “are derivative and [only] come into play following 

threats and thwarts to the basic [ SDT] needs” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 325). SDT thus 

suggests that competence, relatedness and autonomy are the only crucial needs that service 

wellbeing and self-actualization. The researchers also argue that these three needs are 

universal in that all of mankind (despite cultural or national distinctions) adhere to their 

model (Ryan & Deci, 2000). The quote “there are no instances of optimal healthy 

development in which a need for autonomy, relatedness or competence was neglected” 

illustrates their claim of universality and their dismissal of other need theories. They thus 

conceive of their framework as widely applicable, as it holds true for everyone, and as the 

only valid relation and assessment of wellbeing dynamics. 

Data Supporting SDT 

SDT claims have been substantiated by several researchers. In particular, Sheldon, 

Elliot, Kim, and Kasser (2001) designed an experiment in which the three SDT needs were 

supported by qualitative and quantitative data. These psychologists coded their 

participants’ written expressions of the most satisfying event they had experienced over the 

last month. They also administered questionnaires assessing the different needs participants 

perceived as being met during the event. Their findings indicated that the needs that 

emerged most often (relatedness, competence and autonomy) from respondents’ memories 

and questionnaire answers validated SDT premises. Indeed, Sheldon et al. (2001) found 

that their participants’ fulfillment of SDT needs were positively associated with life 

satisfaction, affective balance and subjective wellbeing scores.  



6 

 

Sheldon et al.’s (2001) studies are compelling due to their mixed methods and 

cross-cultural components. The qualitative methods and the inclusion of both South Korean 

and American college students confer ecological validity and cross-cultural applicability to 

their findings.  In fact, cross cultural researchers such as Camfield, Crivellow and 

Woodhead’s (2009) advocate investigative approaches that emphasize naturalistic 

expressions of psychological phenomena (e.g., written expressions of a satisfying event). 

These researchers argue that culture deeply impacts how people perceive and define 

psychological constructs. Hence, culture is inextricable from participants’ responses and 

encouraging fluid expressions of the germane phenomena may yield more valid results.  

Conversely, using rigid quantitative methods may be an obstacle for cross-cultural research 

endeavors: investigators introduce their ethnically-relevant measures into a foreign 

community, possibly bypassing the true essence of what they seek to assess (Camfield et 

al., 2009).  

Even though Sheldon et al.’s (2001) research solicits qualitative measures (which 

enhance ecological validity), their paradigm may have had different results had they 

included disadvantaged populations. As college students tend to be more affluent, their 

privilege may have precluded the emergence of non-SDT needs (perhaps Maslwoian) as 

important precursors to SWB. Hence, Sheldon et al.’s (2001) usage of qualitative methods 

here does not guarantee a more universal depiction of wellbeing, which was dressed in this 

study. 

Indeed, cross-cultural research on wellbeing has demonstrated that Western 

approaches to wellbeing do not apply in the majority world. Camfield, Guillen-Royo, and 

Velazco (2010) investigated needs in developing countries such as Thailand and 
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Bangladesh. The data they gathered contribute to a different portrayal of needs and 

wellbeing phenomena than what Western research suggests. Camfield et al. (2010) found 

that economic considerations play a big part in life satisfaction and affective balance (the 

subcomponents of subjective wellbeing) for Asian populations living more modest 

lifestyles than the traditional (Western) samples. Their data evidenced needs more 

reminiscent of Maslow’s model which underscores the importance of physiological needs 

(e.g., hunger, thirst).  

Cross-Cultural Research 

Maslow’s hierarchy (1943) is one of the well-known models of human needs. While 

he developed this theory within a Western tradition, it incorporates the more rudimentary 

needs (dismissed as “deficit motives” by SDT) pertaining to the body, its maintenance and 

protection. Maslow’s model places the needs for shelter, security and other physical needs 

at the base, making them fundamental for human growth. For him, men and women have to 

satisfy these basic needs before they can attempt to fulfill higher order needs such as 

belongingness (similar to SDT’s relatedness).  Therefore, needs like security are construed 

as fundamental, as they guarantee the vitality and proper functioning of men and women.  

Maslow’s model suggests that SDT needs cannot be attained until needs of a more 

pragmatic or physiological nature are fulfilled. His vision of human psychological 

“nutriments” is arguably more representative of most people’s (advantaged and 

disadvantaged) experiences, rendering it a more universal approach to the question of 

wellbeing.  These premises inspire some hypotheses of the present study (e.g., for 

economically disadvantaged people economic security needs would be more salient within 

their relations of most satisfying events.)        



8 

 

Maslow’s ideas are in keeping with the need phenomena observed in certain 

developing countries. For example, Camfield, Guillen-Royo, and Velazco’s (2010) findings 

demonstrate that needs (e.g., economic) outside of the SDT triad, that guarantee survival 

(and are reminiscent of the Maslowian model), conduce to wellbeing, contrary to SDT 

premises. SDT claims that other need theories advocate “deficit motives” that are not 

directly conducive to wellbeing, yet cross-cultural research would suggest that humans 

require elements outside of the SDT scope to thrive. The positive link between material 

welfare and wellbeing in Asian countries exemplifies this (Camfield et al., 2010).  

Camfield et al. (2010) also suggest that some cultures may discourage the manifestations 

(and even genesis) of some needs altogether. For example, Islamic traditions tend to 

proscribe expression of dissatisfactions that may be interpreted as discontentment with 

Allah. Hence, religion may also impact need expression and fulfillment. Much like 

religion, culture tends to qualify need dynamics in ways ignored by SDT. Not only does 

culture influence whether and which needs manifest, it also yields different 

conceptualizations of needs. While SDT tends to depict autonomy, relatedness and 

competence as discrete (although interdependent) needs, cross-cultural research shows that 

these needs tend to co-occur with and be dependent on others (e.g., economic security). In 

the Asian cases investigated by Camfield et al. (2010), material welfare was a crucial 

aspect of relatedness. For example, family members reported having roles that contributed 

to the sustenance of the family (e.g., working on the farm). Hence, each member of a social 

unit facilitates the attainment of a financial or material goal guaranteeing survival. The 

relatedness-economic security link is in fact reciprocal such that not only does relatedness 

conduce to financial stability, but financial stability enhances relatedness. Some families 
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reported that aspects of their home life could contribute to solidifying familial bonds. For 

example, having a television was important for some so that they could bond and entertain 

friends who came to visit, illustrating the interdependence between material welfare and 

relatedness.   

Other cross-cultural findings corroborate the impact of economic stability on 

subjective wellbeing (SWB). Inglehart, Foa, Peterson, and Wezel (2008) administered 

surveys in 52 countries over 26 years. They reported that economic prosperity has a 

positive link with life satisfaction while democratization (or “freedom”) is associated with 

happiness. Hence, the two components of SWB (LS and positive affect) are served by 

different elements of a society. While life satisfaction would seem heavily dependent on 

material circumstance, happiness is influenced by social ideologies that promote 

egalitarianism and self-expression. Here, there is a blend of SDT’s and Maslow’s tenets: 

economic prosperity (intimately tied with the satisfaction of physiological needs) is a 

precursor to life satisfaction and autonomy (freedom) is associated with happiness (or 

affective balance).  

Fischer and Van de Vliert’s (2011) research is comparable to Inglehart et al.’s 

(2008). They investigated the interactive effects of climate and economic status on ill-being 

(physiological and mental maladies: e.g., malaria and depression). They found that harsh 

climates and economic poverty positively predict ill-being and that this effect is mediated 

by SWB. Therefore, people who are wealthy and live in harsh climates tend to have lower 

levels of ill-being than do economically poor people. This dynamic operates partly by 

affecting SWB as well. Disadvantaged populations in arid climates are thus subject to a 

double threat: not only do they lack resources that would conduce to SWB under a 
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temperate climate, but their (economically bound) struggle to attain SWB is amplified by 

adverse natural circumstances. Hence, climatic variables and economic variables have 

interactive and amplifying effects that color wellbeing dynamics.  

Camfield et al. (2010), Inglehart et al. (2008), and Fischer et al. (2011) provide 

evidence that other needs are instrumental for wellbeing in less developed non-Western 

countries. In particular, their data convey the importance of economic security for life 

satisfaction (Inglehart et al., 2008), wellbeing (Camfield et al., 2010; Fischer et al., 2011) 

and ill-being (Fischer et al., 2011). Hence, their work suggests that needs dismissed as 

“deficit motives” incapable of directly influencing wellbeing by SDT can in fact be 

conceptualize as fundamental. 

The Role of Freedom 

Chirkov, Ryan, and Willness (2005) contribute to the cross-cultural wellbeing 

picture by investigating autonomy and its social precursors in Brazil and Canada. They 

analyzed the effect of participants’ ratings of their society’s individualism and horizontality 

(a measure of a society’s advocacy for equal rights) and of their personal social support on 

their autonomy and SWB scores. The research team found that reports of perceived 

horizontal practices were positively related to higher levels of autonomy as opposed to 

perceptions of vertical practices (endorsing authority and compliance). In addition, the 

more students perceived support (from parents) for their SDT needs, the greater their 

wellbeing and their autonomy scores were.     

This suggests that having social support (relatedness) facilitates the fulfillment of 

SDT needs, autonomy in particular, and the attainment of high SWB. These findings 

corroborate SDT principles which hold that one’s social network is an important factor in 
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internalizing ambient values, which lead to autonomy (Deci &Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 

2000). It would also seem that fulfilling SDT needs conduce toward higher SWB 

(relatedness and autonomy were found to be associated with SWB).  

However, Chirkov et al.’s (2005) concept of social horizontality, which is 

comparable to Inglehart et al.’s (2008) concept of social freedom, adds more nuance to 

SDT premises. Horizontality is positively related to individuals’ autonomy and SWB. 

Therefore, a society espousing egalitarian views also tends to endorse autonomy. This 

suggests that some cultures may be more apt than others at assisting their people in 

fulfilling SDT’s three needs.  

An alternative interpretation would be that autonomy is not a need inherent to all 

people and societies. Autonomy’s relative absence in members of vertical, or more 

authoritarian, countries may reflect these countries’ disdain for or indifference toward the 

concept. In fact Chirkov et al. (2005) showed that the extent to which their participants 

enacted the social values they personally endorsed (an index of autonomy) was positively 

related to SDT need fulfillment. Hence reports of autonomy may not be a reflection of 

volitional action, but simply an externalization of people’s internalized social scripts 

supporting autonomy. In fact, the authors speak of “cultural fit,” the extent to which a 

person acts in accordance with his/her environment’s norms. Cultural fit was found to be 

positively related to SDT needs, which demonstrates a strong correspondence between 

ambient social norms and SDT needs. This could mean that SDT needs are ubiquitous 

within those specific cultures’ discourses, leading participants to internalize them and act 

accordingly.  
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While the evidence reviewed above introduces nuance to the SDT concepts of 

relatedness and autonomy, competence would appear to manifest invariantly across many 

cultures. Scholz, Dona, Sud, and Scwarzer (2002) investigated self-efficacy, a concept 

comparable to SDT’s competence. The surveys they administered to adults in twenty-five 

countries, yielded results showing that self-efficacy (competence) exists internationally and 

is unvaryingly positively related to SWB. Nevertheless, they report that some cultures tend 

to espouse higher levels of self-efficacy than others (e.g., Costa Ricans scored higher on 

self-efficacy than Japanese participants). This finding implies that competence may thus be 

moderated by culture. Scholz et al. (2002) conjecture that some cultures (i.e., Asian 

cultures) may accord less value to competence, resulting in the disparities in self-efficacy 

reported. They also write that self-efficacy may be vicarious in nature: Scholz et al. (2002) 

hold that observing similar others who seem to overcome adversity (demonstrating 

competence) can elicit personal feelings of competence within the observer. The possibility 

of attaining self-efficacy through observation also speaks to the importance of the cultural 

environment. 

Cross-cultural research therefore demonstrates that the SDT framework may fail to 

be as universal as it claims. Camfield et al. (2010), Inglehart et al. (2008), and Fischer et al. 

(2011) have produced work attesting to the positive impact of economic prosperity on 

wellbeing and life satisfaction. SDT argues that needs outside of the triad it proposes are 

“derivate” “deficit motives” which do not constitute needs and do not conduce to higher 

wellbeing. Research conducted in varied cultures would seem to contest that idea. In 

addition, Camfield et al. (2010), Inglehart et al. (2008), Chirkov et al. (2005), and Scholz et 

al. (2002) imply that culture is a powerful moderator of need manifestation and fulfillment. 
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Camfield et al. (2010) determined that religion may impede the expression of certain needs. 

Similarly, Scholz et al. (2002) suggest tentative differences in the ways cultures espouse 

notions of competence. Moreover, Chirkov et al. (2005) and Inglehart et al. (2008) 

complement our understanding of autonomy dynamics. Their data suggest that social 

“horizontality” and “freedom” promote autonomy by disseminating egalitarian discourses 

that encourage the expression and acceptance of different groups.  

Cross-cultural research hence illuminates wellbeing phenomena and offers a 

broader understanding than that afforded by the SDT model. Its contribution brings to mind 

research on blacks in America. This latter population constitutes an interesting sphere of 

investigation because of its unique social and cultural position within the US. Even though 

blacks maintain a great deal of national identification with the (white) majority group, their 

ancestral and ethnic foundations distinguish them culturally. In addition, this population 

tends to be impoverished and marginalized for historical and racial reasons, which further 

dissociates them from other Americans. Data emanating from blacks may thus prove 

fruitful in filling the lacuna evident in wellbeing research guided by SDT premises.  

Research with Blacks in the US 

Studies previously conducted with African Americans add more nuance to the SDT 

model. Ellison (1990), for example, found that economic support is an integral element of 

the relatedness factor for blacks. His data suggest that an important aspect of how blacks 

construe social support is based on the financial assistance they receive from their network. 

SDT’s relatedness therefore tends to co-occur and be somewhat dependent on economic 

solidarity in this population. For blacks, SDT’s relatedness could be viewed as comprising 

material as well as emotional support. 
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Ellison (1999) also elucidates the different ramifications of relatedness on SWB, 

depending on the individual’s race, age and the nature of the social relationship. More 

particularly, he found that for older blacks there was a positive association between life 

satisfaction and closeness with family members, whereas this link was negligible for 

younger blacks. Moreover, he found that the availability of friends was important for the 

happiness of younger blacks, while this had a negative relationship with older blacks’ 

happiness. Hence, not all forms of relatedness conduce to SWB.  

Watkins, Walker and Griffith’s (2010) investigation of black men’s wellbeing 

suggests that relatedness tends to be neglected within that population. As urban black 

American males are often socialized to maintain some emotional distance from their peers 

and not cultivate very profound bonds, the relatedness need may not manifest at all or may 

be compensated for by fulfilling other needs. Their investigation highlights the importance 

of one’s social position for the construal of basic needs and their impact on SWB. 

Socioeconomic status emerges from Ellison’s (1990) and Watkins et al.’s (2010) 

research as an important predictor of SWB. Ellison (1990) found that blacks with higher 

income tend to report higher levels of SWB. Broman (1988) also identified family income, 

education, and gender as predictors of LS and happiness for blacks. Thus, it would seem 

that Maslow’s physiological and security needs are primary for disadvantaged populations 

within the US as well as for those in international communities (Inglehart et al., 2008).  

Whereas SDT conceptualizes relatedness as one discrete need taking precedence 

over economic security (and all other needs outside of the triad), research conducted with 

black people would suggest that this may be an oversimplification. Indeed, SDT fails to 

capture some of the subtleties that characterize need fulfillment as they exist in diverse 



15 

 

ethnic groups. Perhaps the role of relatedness in disadvantaged groups is partly to enable 

the satisfaction of basic needs. As research suggests that financial solidarity is how blacks 

construe relatedness (Ellison, 1990), this SDT need may be adaptive because of its 

proximity with survival needs in that group. For example, impoverished black people may 

seek economic support or shelter from their family members, blending relatedness and 

survival needs. 

In addition, research on relative deprivation and gratification indicates that 

comparisons made between an individual and his ingroup or between his ingroup and a 

comparable outgroup may moderate the relation between SWB and economic prosperity. 

Gibbs (1973) investigated the association between whites’ and blacks’ happiness (a subset 

of SWB) and material gains between 1946 and 1966. She found that among blacks, there 

was a negative trend between the two factors such that their happiness declined over the 

years, even though their objective social position had ameliorated (i.e., gains in education 

level, profession, income). Furthermore, she observed that this trend was more pronounced 

among members of higher position within each social layer. In other words, in all 

subgroups (ranging from lower class to higher class), those who were relatively more 

advantaged then their social ingroup members exhibited less happiness than their more 

disadvantaged counterparts. Hence, for blacks, there was a negative linear relationship 

between objective social and material gain and happiness which manifested across social 

strata and within them. This did not hold true for white participants. Rather there was a 

positive linear relation between happiness and economic gain over the years.  

Gibbs (1973) thus accentuates the importance of subjective affluence as a precursor 

to wellbeing. Her findings highlight the impact of social comparison on perceptions of 
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happiness. She maintains that though blacks objectively progressed relative to their 

previous social positions (in 1946), the gap between whites and blacks widened over the 

years, as whites also experienced economic gains over time. Hence, blacks who feel 

deprived relative to comparable white outgroups experience less happiness than blacks who 

find themselves equal to whites in terms of economic affluence (e.g., salary). These 

findings introduce the element of perceived social justice. Blacks’ designation as 

disadvantaged is thus not only embedded in their objectively difficult financial 

circumstances, but also in their awareness of inequality vis a vis whites.  

These findings further validate the belief that blacks are a crucial group to integrate 

into wellbeing research. Though their concrete environment and culture tend to overlap a 

great deal with those of the majority (whites), they endure a great deal of marginalization. 

This is reflected in the economic gap separating them from whites, but also in their 

perceptions of that gap. 

Given the findings that contest SDT, it is evident that more research should 

investigate the relation between need fulfillment and SWB. Utilizing diverse populations 

would seem a particularly efficacious avenue for this endeavor. Research with international 

and black participants would provide insights that research deriving from affluent Western 

populations does not. Still, data emanating from privileged groups tend to pervade 

psychology and wellbeing research (inspired by the SDT model in particular) illustrates 

this shortcoming. The present study seeks to address that by directly comparing people of 

different racial (black versus white) and socioeconomic backgrounds. More particularly, 

the present study will combine the strengths of qualitative and quantitative data, much like 

Sheldon et al.’s (2001) experiment, to analyze the impact of sociocultural identities on 
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needs-wellbeing linkages. It will specifically look at participants’ perceptions of SDT 

needs in comparison to needs advocated by other theorists (e.g., Maslow.) 

The wellbeing literature should comprise evidence from a wider array of subjects 

and employ methods of investigation tailored to these populations. As previously 

mentioned, psychologists like Camfield et al. (2009) have argued for the increased usage of 

qualitative data in investigating psychological phenomena cross-culturally. They believe 

that these approaches are more culturally attuned than quantitative methods as they would 

allow for greater participation from the people of interest. While quantitative methods tend 

to employ monolithic and rigid measures (which often derive from Western traditions), 

qualitative methods allow for more culturally and ecologically valid methods of 

investigation. Employing paradigms similar to that of Sheldon et al. (2001) could provide 

culturally sensitive data. Thus, in the present study, recruiting members of less affluent 

sub-American cultures (i.e., African Americans) and introducing qualitative methods 

reminiscent of Sheldon et al.’s (2001) should service the goal of producing a more holistic 

and culturally eclectic take on wellbeing.  

The Life Story 

McAdams’ (1995) and McAdams and Olson’s (2012) perspective on personality is 

indicative of the importance of qualitative data. Their theory stipulates a three layer model 

of personality comprised of traits, motives and the life story. Traits and motives are 

possibly the most representative of personality research as they are a very popular subject 

of investigation (Costa & McCrae, 1976; Deyoung, Quilty, & Peterson, 2007), but the life 

story is the construct of interest here, as it conveys information in the naturalistic manner 

prescribed by Camfield et al., 2009.  
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According to McAdams and Olson’s (2012) model, traits constitute the most 

rudimentary level of personality. These are individual propensities to act in ways reflective 

of one’s behavioral and cognitive style. The most popular conceptualization of traits holds 

that people tend to vary along five main trait dimensions: extraversion, neuroticism, 

openness, conscientiousness and agreeableness (Costa & McCrae, 1976). These traits 

capture different facets of human behavior. Extraversion, for example, has been subdivided 

into enthusiasm and gregariousness (Deyoung, Quilty, and Peterson, 2007).  People who 

are high on extraversion tend to be more social and energetic than those who are lower on 

it. 

 At the second level are motives, which are contextually contingent (McAdams, 

1995). They are what propel people to do what they do in certain environments. While they 

partially emanate from individual traits, they also vary according to the environment the 

individual is in. For example, one might be motivated to verbally participate in a class 

discussion if he or she is high on traits related to extraversion and openness. McAdams and 

Olson (2012) describe motives as guiding the manifestations of traits, such that some 

behavioral tendencies become more salient as the context demands or primes them. The 

classroom, for example, may be associated with the motive to excel academically, which in 

turn facilitates the individuals’ expression of openness and extraversion. Hence, motives 

subsume the aspects of personal tendencies (traits) and environmental characteristics that 

contribute to the production of behavioral patterns.  

At the highest echelon of personality is the life story. This is the most intimate and 

fluid dimension of personality. McAdams (1995) views the individual as an author who 

harmonizes and consolidates his or her life events to derive themes from and romanticize 
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his or her trajectory. Individuals seek to elaborate a coherent implicit personal narrative 

that contributes to their identity. People’s life stories capture the moments they regard as 

pivotal in their development and as representative of their existential “essence.” The life 

story can be considered as an aggregation of themes that unconsciously guide behavior by 

orchestrating motives and traits in idiosyncratic patterns. Hence, it lends coherence and 

personal explication to the individual’s behavioral style. 

McAdams (1995) argues that the life story is perhaps the most informative level of 

personality as it is the most attuned with individuals’ inner workings and it evokes the 

imagery of their personality profile. Its characteristics render the life story particularly 

germane to the current research’s aims. This layer of personality captures one’s identity 

and values, making it a possible gateway into need research. 

Another interesting aspect of life stories is their reflection of culture. Personal 

narratives are imbued with cultural messages that shape the individual and impact how he 

or she perceives his or her life and identity within the scheme of material existence. The 

literature on life stories’ relationship to personality is sparse. However, it suggests that 

culture leads to the emergence of themes commensurate with people’s socially constructed 

values. McAdams and Olson (2012) note that people who grow up in collectivistic cultures 

emphasize life lessons, whereas those who develop in individualistic traditions tend to 

stress ideation and exploration of their environments. This is one manifestation of 

autobiographical introspection: the human inclination to infer information about the self 

from autobiographical episodes. Hence, the imagery conveyed by the story is dependent on 

the cultural context. Culture determines what themes become salient to the authors in their 

elaboration of their identity and perception of their trajectory.  
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Pillemer (2003) investigated the role of autobiographical memories and determined 

that these serve social, directive and identity functions. The first reflects the relational 

aspect of memories: people tend to reminisce together to forge and solidify their 

relationships. The second is the informative or guiding quality of memories: individuals 

draw from past experiences in order to inform present and future behaviors. The last is 

reminiscent of McAdams’ views on the life story: memories contribute to the construction 

of personal identities (Pillemer, 2003). 

These three aspects of reminiscing correspond to some SDT tenets. Memories serve 

social purposes by solidifying relationships through collective reminiscing (Pillemer, 

2003). This reflects the relatedness aspect of the SDT triad. Memories are also informative 

for the individual as they inform future decision and behaviors. This perhaps services the 

competence element of the SDT triad. Lastly, memories serve identity functions. This 

notion of identity is at the core of SDT. Ryan and Deci (2000) hold that an individual’s 

ultimate goal is to self-actualize and become a coherent entity. Formulating a harmonious 

and integrative perception of oneself reflects this motive. Memories can thus serve as 

interesting conduits for wellbeing research, much like Sheldon et al. (2001) have 

demonstrated. 

While Pillemer (2003) demonstrates that memories are laden with need themes, the 

impact of culture identified by McAdams does not manifest in his research. Conversely,  

the cultural aspects of life stories are salient in Shellman, Ennis and Bailey-Addison’s 

(2011) study of reminiscence functions which solicited a population of older (over 60 years 

old) African Americans. Their sample reported that they viewed reminiscing as a) a 

problem solving tool, b) an instrument of closure, c) an illustration of the importance of 



21 

 

religious faith and social support, d) a means of disseminating wisdom and e) a source of 

self-knowledge. The researchers also assert that these functions have been shown to be 

positively associated with mental health and wellbeing in certain older adult populations. In 

addition, they tend to map onto some SDT tenets (e.g., the function of social support 

corresponds to relatedness). 

Analyzing life stories is therefore an efficacious way to study how people conceive 

of and fulfill their needs. The themes reviewed so far (Pillemer, 2003; Shellman et al., 

2011) reify SDT premises. However, these researchers do not afford much detail on the 

specific events that black participants report. Perhaps obtaining written relations of 

individuals’ stories can substantiate the inclination that SDT does not provide a complete 

assessment of needs and wellbeing. For example, what life domains are referenced when 

individuals look to their pasts for guidance (Pillemer, 2003; Shellman, 2011)? These past 

views may conjure themes that diverge from SDT, much like the cross-cultural research 

reviewed above has indicated.  

Employing a paradigm similar to Sheldon et al.’s (2001) with a more diverse 

sample and a larger time frame should prove efficacious for investigating needs. These 

researchers surmised that the needs of relatedness, competence and autonomy were 

fundamental because they were predominant in their sample’s ratings of recent memories. 

These participants were however white and affluent college students, which may bias the 

results in favor of SDT. Had Sheldon et al.’s (2001) method been applied to an ethnically 

and socioeconomically heterogeneous group, the themes salient in cross-cultural (e.g., 

Camfiel et al., 2010) and black research (e.g., Pillermer, 2003) may have emerged. Hence, 

appropriating Sheldon et al.’s (2001) mixed-methods paradigm, as qualitative methods 
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arguably yield more ecological validity, and recruiting ethnically diverse populations 

should greatly enhance scientific knowledge of wellbeing.  

Hence, the present research used a modified version of Sheldon et al.’s (2003) 

paradigm with a more diverse sample. Given the research reviewed here, soliciting the 

participation of black and white, affluent and impoverished Americans was expected to 

provide a more comprehensive picture of what fundamental needs are and which truly 

conduce to SWB.   Analyzing reports of their satisfying events and need ratings could 

complement the story told by Sheldon et al. (2001) by contributing the perspective of 

disadvantaged groups. In contrast to Sheldon et al. (2001) who used a smaller time frame, 

participants will be asked to select the most satisfying event they experienced in the last 

few years. This should be more harmonious with McAdams and Olson’s (2012) views. 

Accounts of such memories are particularly interesting because they should more readily 

capture the impact of cultural identity on one’s perception of wellbeing and its precursors. 

In addition, the data garnered from these memories will be complemented with 

questionnaires directly assessing the needs participants perceived as being fulfilled  during 

the event (using a modified version of Sheldon et al.’s questionnaire), a measure gauging 

the needs they perceive as instrumental for their life satisfaction, the life satisfaction 

inventory and the positive and negative affect schedule.   

Our first hypothesis was that affluent participants (black and white) would report 

more events laden with SDT needs, much like Sheldon et al. (2001) found. In contrast, less 

affluent individuals (white and black) would report needs that diverge from SDT and that 

connote aspects reminiscent of Maslow’s lower gradients (e.g., survival needs such as 

economic security). Thus, our second hypothesis was that white and black economically 
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disadvantaged people would report satisfying events that convey the satisfaction of material 

(economic) needs more than affluent participants (as these guarantee survival, like those  in 

the lower echelons of Maslow’s hierarchy). Third, black and white participants should 

diverge in their construal of relatedness: blacks should report relatedness themes that blend 

with economic security themes, while this association should be more tenuous for whites 

(affluent whites in particular).  Fourth, black individuals should exhibit a stronger 

correlation between material needs and SWB than whites.  

Also included is a measure of perceived ethnic discrimination and of cultural 

identification. While there were no a priori hypotheses about the relation between these 

measures and SWB, they may prove essential moderators of the anticipated effects (based 

on Gibbs, 1973). Data suggest that perceptions of discrimination and social injustice 

negatively impact happiness, a component of SWB (Gibbs, 1973). We therefore wanted to 

account for participants’ potential experiences of discrimination in analyzing wellbeing-

needs links. 

The hypotheses were tested by adopting a paradigm similar to that of Sheldon et al. 

(2001). We asked participants to write about a satisfying event and to complete an abridged 

and modified version of the scale developed by Sheldon et al. (2001) (heretofore referred to 

as the Needs Fulfilled Scale.) This scale tests ten needs (competence, autonomy, 

relatedness, self-esteem, money-luxury, physical health, pleasure-stimulation, stability-

predictability, popularity-influence, and self-actualization) emanating from Self-

Determination Theory (i.e., competence, autonomy, and relatedness) the Maslowian model 

(i.e., stability-security, physical health, self-esteem, self-actualization ), Epstein’s 

cognitive-experiential self-theory (i.e., pleasure stimulation) and lay theories of essential 
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needs (i.e., popularity-influence and money-luxury). In addition to these ten needs, items 

were introduced to assess the needs of compassion and economic security. Compassionate 

love has been tested by Robak and Nagda (2011) and found to be relevant for SWB.  

Therefore, items capturing that need were included. The items for economic security were 

introduced to test the notion that economically disadvantaged populations would report 

material needs instrumental to their wellbeing. Hence, the final version of the scale assesses 

twelve   needs. 

The version of the Needs Fulfilled Scale created for this study inspired another one 

created to study which needs participants would perceive as important for their life 

satisfaction: the Instrumental Needs Scale. The latter questionnaire comprises 12 items 

which assess participants’ beliefs about what needs are important for them to have life 

satisfaction.  

The other scales that were used, the PANAS and Life Satisfaction Inventory, are 

well-established measures that constitute the bases for creating SWB scores.  Demographic 

information (e.g., race of participant) was collected to test whether respondents’ perceived 

social location impacts their vision of SWB and its precursors.  
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METHOD 

Participants 

         Recruitment. Participants were recruited from Forsyth County, NC. They were 

contacted via email and word of mouth and invited to participate in a psychology study 

investigating wellbeing in adults. Their contact information was garnered through Wake 

Forest University’s alumni association, the Office of Multicultural Affairs,Wake Forest 

staff, and through local churches and the YMCA. The recruitment email briefly 

summarized the aims of the research (i.e., to investigate wellbeing) and specified that 

respondents should be at least 25 years old and residents of North Carolina. 

         Demographics. The final sample included 73 whites (31women), 55 blacks (34 

women), 2 Asian women, 1 Hispanic woman and 1 woman of mixed race. Only blacks and 

whites are included in the analyses. Participants were between the ages of 25 and 78.5 

years of age and their annual incomes ranged from lower than $24, 999 to $125, 000 or 

higher (more detail will be included in the results section, see tables 1 and 2) 

Materials          

Satisfying memories. Participants were asked to write about a memory they 

identified as the most satisfying event they experienced over the past five years. They were 

told that the memory should be of personal significance to them and capture how they view 

themselves (Sheldon et al., 2001). This slightly deviates from Sheldon et al.’s (2001) 

approach, as these researchers analyzed participants’ reports of events lived within the 

previous month (Study 1) or six months (Study 2.) The 5 year time frame selected in the 

present research was meant enhance the current approach’s compatibility with McAdams 

and Olson’s (2012) ideas on the importance of the life story. These two psychologists wrote 
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about the meaningfulness of the life story, which may be too extensive a time frame for the 

purposes of the current research. However, broadening the window from Sheldon et al.’s 

(2001) one or six months to the currently adopted five year time frame may help capture 

the cultural themes addressed by McAdams and Olson (2012). 

 Participants’ narratives were coded and analyzed by the research team in terms of 

needs emerging in the stories. For example, a memory connoting the satisfaction of the 

relatedness need (e.g., evoking family) was coded as “relatedness” (see Appendix A.)  

Needs Satisfied Scales (NSS). The Needs Satisfied Scale (Sheldon, Elliot, Kim, & 

Kasser, 2001) was used to assess the needs participants perceived as being fulfilled during 

the satisfying event they wrote about. The scale is composed of 36 items gauging the 

relevance of the 12 needs (e.g., “During this event I felt that my choices were based on my 

true interests and values” gauges autonomy) vis-à-vis the selected event. There were three 

items assessing each of the 12 needs. Participants indicated their responses on a 5 point 

Likert scale (1 =  not at all to 5  =  very much). Their scores were tabulated for each of the 

12 needs, producing 12 total scores. Each of the latter scores indicates the extent to which a 

specific need was perceived as being met during the satisfying event (see Appendix A). 

 Instrumental Needs Scale (INS). The Instrumental Needs Scale is a modified 

version of the Needs Satisfied Scale (described above). The questionnaire is comprised of 

12 items assessing the extent to which participants perceive each need as important for 

their life satisfaction (e.g., “In general I think that in order for me to feel satisfied with my 

life I need to feel that my choices are based on my true interests and values”). Participants 

indicated their responses on a 5 point Likert scale (1 =  not at all to 5  =  very much). Each 
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item corresponds to one of the 12 different needs and generates one of 12 total scores (see 

Appendix A).  

Positive & Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS). The Positive & Negative Affect 

Schedule (Watson, Clark & Tellegen, 1988) is a questionnaire assessing participants’ 

affective balance. The scale comprises 20 items measuring respondents’ experiences of 

recent positive and negative affect. Ten items gauge positive affect (e.g., “excited”) and the 

other 10 negative affect (e.g., “upset”). Participants indicated their responses to each item 

on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = very slightly or not at all to 5 = extremely). Affective balance 

was calculated by subtracting negative affect scores from positive affect scores. Affective 

balance is one component of their Subjective Wellbeing (SWB) scores (see Appendix A.)  

Demographics. Participants reported their ethnicity and gender by circling the 

option that best describes them. One question asked about race and provided seven options 

(e.g., “Black or African American”), the other asked about their gender and provided two 

options (e.g., “Male.”) They also reported their age (see Appendix A.)  

Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS). The Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener, 

Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985) is a questionnaire measuring people’s overall perceived 

satisfaction with their lives. The scale is comprised of five items assessing the respondent’s 

global level of contentment with his or her life (e.g., “I am satisfied with my life). 

Participants indicated their responses on a 7 point Likert scale (1 =  strongly disagree to 7 =  

strongly agree). Participants’ scores indicate their level of life satisfaction such that higher 

scores correspond to higher satisfaction. This is one component of their SWB scores which 

were computed by adding Life Satisfaction and Affective balance scores (see Appendix A). 
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Socioeconomic Status.  Two questions assessed participants’ income level and 

relative wealth level, respectively. Participants circled one of the five options that best 

represented their income level (from “less than $24, 999 a year” to “$125, 000 or more.”) 

The five options were created based on US census bureau information for North Carolina’s 

population income distribution. The second question gauged respondents’ perceptions of 

comparative wealth vis-à-vis their peers (i.e., “have less wealth than your peers,” “have 

more wealth than your peers” or “have about as much wealth as your peers.”) The income 

and relative wealth items reflect how and whether objective and relative social status 

moderates the relation between psychological needs and SWB (see Appendix A). 

Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM). The Multigroup Ethnic Identity 

Measure (Phinney & Rosenthal, 1992) assesses participants’ sense of ethnic identity (e.g., 

“I have spent time trying to find out more about my ethnic group, such as its history, 

traditions, and customs”). Participants indicated their responses to 12 items on a 4-point 

Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree). Participants’ scores were 

calculated by adding all of their responses. Higher scores indicate a stronger ethnic identity. 

This score is a potential moderator of the relation between need fulfillment and SWB (see 

Appendix A). 

Perceived Ethnic Discrimination (PED). The Perceived Ethnic Discrimination 

scale (Contrada, Ashmore, Gary, Coups, Egeth, Sewell, Ewell, & Goya, 2006) measures 

the extent to which participants have experienced ethnic discrimination. Participants rated 

how often over the previous 3 months they had endured such discriminatory behaviors 

(e.g., “someone implied you must be dishonest”). Participants indicated their responses to 

the 17 items on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = never to 7 = very often). Participants’ scores 
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were computed by adding all of their responses. Higher scores indicate more frequent 

experiences of ethnic discrimination. This score is also a potential moderator of the relation 

between need fulfillment and SWB (see Appendix A). 

Procedure 

Participants had the option of completing the survey online (through the Qualtrics 

survey software) or on paper. They first wrote about the most satisfying event they 

experienced over the past five years. Then, they completed the Needs Satisfied Scale 

(Sheldon, Elliot, Kim, & Kasser, 2001). Third, they completed the Instrumental Needs 

Scale. Fourth, they completed the Positive And Negative Affect Schedule (Watson, Clark, 

& Tellegen, 1988).  Then they answered the two demographic questions about race and 

gender. Fifth, they filled out the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & 

Griffin, 1985).  Subsequently, they answered the socioeconomic questions.  Then, they 

completed the MEIM (Phinney & Rosenthal, 1992) and finally, the PED (Contrada, 

Ashmore, Gary, Coups, Egeth, Sewell, Ewell, & Goya, 2006). They completed these scales 

in the order specified here to avoid biasing their stories with ethnicity primes. While we 

want to consider the potential impact of racial identity and discrimination on the satisfying 

events participants reported and on their SWB scores, we did not want these to bias their 

relation with or their selection of their significant life events (see Appendix A).  

Story Coding 

In order to code need themes from participants’ narratives, grounded theory- 

derived principles (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) were employed. This method of coding is 

conducted with no a priori categories meant to organize themes within the stories. In other 

words, themes were be derived from participants’ stories as research assistants encounter 
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them, in terms of what needs were evoked. One research assistant coded all of the 

responses and another coded 78 percent of them.  They were both blind to the hypotheses 

and were given definitions of each need to facilitate the coding process (see Appendix A 

for needs definitions and example stories). Each story was marked according to what needs 

were conveyed within it (the presence of a need was indicated with a “1” and the absence 

of a need was entered as a “0”). Each story could be marked as containing more than one 

need such that it could receive codes indicating the presence of multiple needs. Inter-rater 

reliability was good when considering SDT needs and economic security codes (k  =  .66), 

and moderate when looking at all twelve needs (k =  .41) (Landas & Koch, 1977). Research 

assistants then discussed discrepancies between their coding schemes and came to an 

agreement, which constituted the data to be analyzed for the story portion of the analyses.  
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RESULTS 

First, the gender, ethnicity, and income information for the sample are presented in 

Tables 1, 2 and 3 followed by an examination of the hypotheses.  These data indicate that 

there were slightly more White males and slightly fewer Black males than there were 

females in the two racial groups (see Table 1).   

 

Table 1 

 

Participant Demographic Information 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 Black White Hispanic Asian Mixed 

 Male 21 42 0 0 0 

 Female 34 31 1 2 1 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Table 2 

 

Personal Income Distribution 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 Less than 25000 - 45,000 - 75,000 - More than 

 24,999 44,999 74,999 124,999 125,000 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 Blacks 14 15 13 4 3 

 Whites 6 17 15 17 10 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Looking at the reported annual incomes in Table 2, there were more blacks in the lowest 

income group (less than $24,999) and more whites in the highest income group (more than 

$125,000.) 
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Looking at participants’s ages, most are in the middle aged  groups (Table 3). 

 

Table 3 

 

Age Distribution 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 Age 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 75-84 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 Frequency 15 15 26 17 7 2 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Note. Fifty three people did not report age information 

 

Most Satisfying memories 

It was hypothesized that affluent participants’ stories would report satisfying events 

laden with SDT needs (competence, relatedness and autonomy) and that economically 

disadvantaged people would report satisfying memories connoting more material needs 

(i.e., economic security). It was also anticipated that blacks’ stories would evoke 

relatedness events that blended with economic security. Therefore the stories were coded in 

terms of need themes and blacks’ and whites’ stories were compared using a chi-square 

gauging the differences across each of these four needs (autonomy, relatedness, 

competence and economic security). We did the same to compare affluent and 

economically disadvantaged people.       

Table 4 illustrates the need themes of interest evident within participant stories. 

Percentages for the presence of competence, relatedness, autonomy and economic security 

themes are reported for blacks and whites. Each N represents the number of times, for a 

particular racial group, each need was evoked. Example stories are included in Appendix A. 
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Table 4 

 

Percentages of Need Themes in Blacks’ and Whites’ Stories 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 Need Themes Blacks Whites 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 Competence 40% (N = 35) 63% (N = 35) 

 Relatedness 32%* (N = 38) 70%* (N = 43) 

 Autonomy N/A (N = 1) N/A (N = 0) 

 Economic Security 20% (N = 10) 50% (N = 6) 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Note. * denotes percentages which are significantly different across racial groups 
 a

N indicates the number of times the need was mentioned for each group. 

        
 

Ethnic differences in story themes. Blacks’ and whites’ stories were compared in 

terms of whether they evoked competence, relatedness, autonomy and economic security 

(N indicates the number of stories connoting a certain need). (see Table 4) 

Competence. The data gathered from participants’ stories indicated that whites 

tended to report satisfying memories evoking competence more than blacks did: 
2
(1)  =  

3.66, p  =  .056,  N  =  70. 

Relatedness. The results also show that whites tended to relate events associated 

with relatedness more than blacks did: 
2
(1)  =  11.784., p  =  .001, N  =  81. 

Autonomy.  Only one participant reported an event associated with autonomy. 

Therefore there was no need to test whether blacks and whites significantly differ in their 

tendency to find autonomy related events satisfying.  
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Economic Security.  Black and white participants’ stories did not significantly 

differ in their content of economic security elated themes. 
2
(1)  =  0.1.571, p  =  .21, N  =  

16. 

Economic status differences in memory themes.  The following analyses 

compare high versus low income participants’ stories to address the first hypothesis that 

affluent individuals would evoke SDT needs more often than economically disadvantaged 

participants (Table 4). In order to create these groups, we collapsed the highest income (i.e., 

“$75, 000 to $124, 999 a year” and “$125, 000 or more”) two and lowest two levels of 

income (i.e., “less than $24, 999” and “$25, 000 to $44, 999 a year.”) to create the affluent 

and economically disadvantaged groups, respectively. The affluent group comprises seven 

blacks (six women) and 27 whites (seven women) and the economically disadvantaged 

group comprises 29 blacks (18 women) and 23 whites (12 women).  

 

Table 5 

 

Frequency in Need Themes in Affluent and Disadvantaged Participants’ Stories 

________________________________________________________________________ 

   Economically 

 Need Themes Affluent Disadvantaged 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 Competence .55 (N = 20) .60 (N = 27) 

 Relatedness .52 (N = 21) .52 (N = 30) 

 Autonomy .00 (N = 0) 1.00 (N = 1) 

 Economic Security .20 (N = 5) .29 (N = 4) 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Note. N indicates the number of times the need was mentioned for each group. 
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Competence.  Participants of economically advantaged backgrounds did not 

significantly differ from their disadvantaged counterparts in their tendency to report 

competence related events: 
2
(1)  =  0.123, p  =  .72, N  =  50. This lends no supports to the 

hypothesis. 

Relatedness. Participants of different economic statutes did not significantly 

differed in their tendency to report relatedness themes: 
2
(1)  =  0.004, p  =  .951,  N  =  54.  

Autonomy. Only one person shared a story evoking autonomy, therefore this 

portion of the hypothesis could not be tested.  

Economic Security. Participants’ memories did not differ in their inclusion of 

economic security needs across economic status: 
2
(1)  =  0.114, p  =  .735, N  =  12.  

Blacks reports of relatedness and economic security. It was hypothesized that 

blacks’ memories would blend economic security and relatedness themes. This did not hold 

true, as no black participants reported stories evoking both needs. 

Questionnaire data 

Demographic differences in Needs Satisfied Scale (NSS) scores. In order to 

further assess participants’ perception of fundamental needs and to compare these 

perceptions across racial background, an independent samples t-test was conducted with 

NSS scores as a dependent variable. Results show that blacks and whites significantly 

differed in how they perceived the need of economic security (with whites scoring 

significantly higher than blacks), t(126)  =  -2.4, p  = .045, as being met during the related 

event. In addition, blacks and whites were significantly different in their perceptions of 

popularity- influence (blacks scored higher), t(55)  =  2.09, p =  .039, and self-actualization 

(whites scored higher), t(54)  =  1.81, p  = .007 (Table 6).      
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There was no evidence that blacks and whites differed in their espousal of SDT needs 

(autonomy, relatedness and competence) nor were there differences across economic 

groups (Table 7), leading us to surmise that economic background may be confounding the 

results. Indeed, there is a significant correlation between income and race, r (128)  =  .268, 

p = .004, suggesting that this variable should be accounted for when comparing need  

 

Table 6 

 

Mean Scores on Needs Satisfied Scale for Blacks and Whites 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 Need Themes Blacks Whites 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 Autonomy 11.65 (N = 55) 11.70 (N = 73) 

 Competence 12.09 (N = 54) 11.62 (N = 73) 

 Relatedness 11.76 (N = 55) 11.94 (N = 73) 

 Economic Security 12.29* (N = 55) 13.14* (N = 73) 

 Physical Health 10.40 (N = 55) 10.99 (N = 73) 

 Self-Esteem 12.46 (N = 55) 12.05 (N = 73) 

 Pleasure-Stimulation 10.75 (N = 55) 10.78 (N = 73) 

 Money-Luxury 8.94 (N = 54) 10.15 (N = 73) 

 Compassion 12.46 (N = 54) 12.08 (N = 73) 

 Self-Actualization 12.02* (N = 54) 11.07* (N = 72) 

 Stability 10.80 (N = 55) 11.04 (N = 73) 

 Popularity-Influence 11.93* (N = 55) 9.45* (N = 73) 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Note. * denotes scores which are significantly different across racial groups (p  <  .05) 

 a**denotes scores which are marginally significant across racial groups (p  < .5) 



37 

 

 

endorsement across the racial groups.  Thus, one-way ANCOVAs were conducted with 

ethnicity as an independent variable, each need as a dependent variable and income as a 

covariate. 

Economic Security.  The results from the ANOVA analyses suggest that the more 

affluent participants report economic security needs as being more fulfilled than  

 

Table 7 

 

Needs Satisfied Scale Scores for Affluent and Economically Disadvantaged Participants 

________________________________________________________________________ 

   Economically 

 Need Themes Affluent Disadvantaged 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 Autonomy 11.82 (N = 34) 11.47 (N = 55) 

 Competence 11.79 (N = 34) 12.05 (N = 55) 

 Relatedness 12.59 (N = 34) 11.35 (N = 56) 

 Economic Security 13.68 (N = 34) 12.16 (N = 55) 

 Physical Health 11.97 (N = 34) 12.11 (N = 55) 

 Self-Esteem 12.62 (N = 34) 12.11 (N = 55) 

 Pleasure-Stimulation 11.00 (N = 34) 10.29 (N = 55) 

 Money-Luxury 11.24 (N = 34) 8.75 (N = 55) 

 Compassion 12.18 (N = 34) 12.39 (N = 55) 

 Self-Actualization 11.00 (N = 34) 11.39 (N = 56) 

 Stability 11.00 (N = 34) 10.89 (N = 55) 

 Popularity-Influence 9.94 (N = 34) 10.13 (N = 55) 
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economically disadvantaged people do, F(1, 126)  =  11.632, p  =  .001.  There is also a 

marginally significant effect of race, such that whites tend to report more economic 

security need fulfillment than blacks do, F(1, 126)  =  3.34, p =  .07.   

Competence. The ANOVA revealed no significant differences across income, F(1, 

126)  =  .387, p =  .54, and racial groups, F(1, 126)  =  1.25, p =  .27, in participants’ 

ratings of competence need fulfillment. 

Autonomy. The ANOVA revealed no significant differences across income, F(1, 

126)  =  2.16, p =  .144, and racial groups, F(1, 126)  =  .011, p =  .92, in participants’ 

ratings of competence need fulfillment. 

Relatedness. The ANOVA revealed no significant differences across income, F(1, 

126)  =  2.11, p =  .149, and racial groups, F(1, 126)  =  .014,  p =  .91, in participants’ 

rating of competence need fulfillment. 

 These findings stand in contrast to the analyses of the most satisfying story themes. 

While the stories evidence racial differences in the participants’ espousal of relatedness and 

competence, the questionnaire data reveal differences across racial groups in perceptions of 

economic security needs. In order to further elucidate these findings correlational analyses 

with income were conducted. 

Economic differences. In order to test the relation of income to participants’ scores 

on the NSS, bivariate correlations were conducted. These revealed that higher income 

levels positively predict perception that physical health, r(118)  = .270, p = .003, money-

luxury, r(116)  = .313, p = .001, and economic security, r(116) = .351, p  < .001, needs 

were met at the time of the event.  
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Correlations were also used to assess the relation of participants’ relative income to 

NSS scores (see Table 8 for means according to relative wealth). These displayed patterns 

that corroborated the findings above: the more that people perceived themselves to be 

wealthier than their peers, the more they believed that physical health, r(118)  =  .259, p 

=  .005, money-luxury, r(118)  = .377, p  < .001, and economic security needs, r(118)  

= .305, p  < .001, were fulfilled during the satisfying event. In addition, relative income 

also positively predicted perceptions of self-esteem, r(118)  = .315, p = .001, and 

relatedness, r(118)  = .35, p  < .001, as being met at the time of the event.   

While these two sets of correlations provide an idea of how absolute and relative 

income impact perceptions of needs during the remembered event, it does not give a clear 

idea of how ethnicity impacts these relations. Therefore the same correlations were 

calculated separately for blacks and whites. These analyses displayed similar trends 

between both racial groups. However, among blacks there was a strong positive association 

between relative income and stability needs, r(49)  = .399, p = .004, and there was no 

association between absolute income and physical health, money-luxury, and economic 

security (ps >  .05), findings that were not evident in the previous set of correlations. 

 Conversely whites’ income did not display as strong an association with self-esteem, 

r(127)  =  .22, p  =  .077, while their relative income did, r(127)  =  .26, p =  .029. 

Including race in these correlational analyses therefore adds more details to the 

conceptualization of the instrumental needs- income linkage.  

 Demographic differences in Instrumental Needs Scale (INS) scores. Another 

construct of interest was individuals’ perceptions of which needs are instrumental for their 

life satisfaction in general. There were no formal a priori hypotheses about this portion  
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Table 8 

Mean Needs Satisfied Scores for Relative Income Groups 

________________________________________________________________________ 

  Relatively Relatively Equal Relatively Affluent 

 Needs Disadvantaged (N = 70) (N = 15) 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 Autonomy 10.79 (N = 33) 11.96 12.00 

 Competence 11.41 (N = 32) 11.93 11.73 

 Relatedness 10.09 (N = 33) 12.20 13.20 

 Self-Actualization 10.76 (N = 33) 11.87 10.73 

 Physical Health 9.76 (N = 33) 10.70 12.20 

 Pleasure-Stimulation 9.88 (N = 33) 11.00 9.93 

 Money-Luxury 8.09 (N = 33) 10.01 11.73 

 Stability 11.03 (N = 33) 10.56 11.40 

 Self-Esteem 11.06 (N = 33) 12.47 12.93 

 Popularity-Influence 8.91 (N = 33) 10.71 8.13 

 Compassion 11.56 (N = 32) 12.42 11.27 

 Economic Security 11.64 (N = 33) 12.97 13.40 

 

of data, however, these were expected to reveal that social distinctions such as race and 

economic status would impact individuals’ ratings. 

 Racial differences. In order to examine the differences between black and white 

participants, twelve t-tests were calculated on their INS scores. Because some the needs are 

intercorrelated, differences on individual needs could have potentially been masked if  a 

multivariate ANOVA had been employed. With this number of individual tests, one would 
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be expected to be significant by chance.  Results show that there are significant racial 

differences in perceptions of how important relatedness (whites scored higher than blacks), 

t(121)  =  -1.42, p =  .033, pleasure-stimulation (blacks rated this need higher than whites 

did), t(121)  =  2.75, p =  .012, and stability, t(121)  =  -.201, p =  .037, are to have life 

satisfaction. There was also a marginally significant difference in how blacks and whites 

perceive competence (with blacks scoring higher), t(121)  =  1.44, p =  .076. No other 

needs revealed significant racial differences (ps  >  .05).The mean INS scores for Black and 

Whites are shown in Table 9. 

 

Table 9 

Mean Instrumental Needs Scale Scores for Blacks and Whites 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 Needs Blacks Whites 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 Autonomy 4.28 4.31 

 Competence 4.46 4.27 

 Relatedness 4.14* 4.36* 

 Economic Security 4.04 3.99 

 Physical Health 4.16 3.82 

 Self-Esteem 4.08 3.87 

 Pleasure-Stimulation 3.66* 3.14* 

 Money-Luxury 3.32 2.61 

 Compassion 4.06 3.63 

 Self-Actualization 4.26 3.89 

 Stability 3.82* 3.84* 

Note. * denotes scores which are significantly different across racial groups 
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Economic differences. In order to further analyze the linkage between INS scores 

and race and income, correlations were calculated following the same logic previously 

implemented with correlations between NSS and income for each racial group separately. 

Means for each relative and absolute group are presented in Tables 10 and 11, respectively. 

For blacks, self-esteem was more likely to be rated as an important need for life satisfaction 

if participants perceived themselves as wealthier than their peers, r(49)  =  .316 p = .027. 

That same relation was not found when correlating absolute income and self-esteem (as 

opposed to the previous finding relating relative income and self-esteem). For whites, there 

were no significant associations between INS scores and income (absolute and relative.) 

Subjective wellbeing 

SDT proposes that the needs for relatedness, autonomy and competence are universal 

and indispensable psychological needs that guarantee high subjective wellbeing. So far, these 

needs, along with the needs for self-actualization, physical health, pleasure-stimulation, self-

esteem, money-luxury and economic security tend to be endorsed differently by people of 

different ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds. The following analyses test whether the 

twelve needs relate differently to SWB for different social groups as well. Following Sheldon 

et al.’s (2001) paradigm, the event-related need ratings (as opposed to the INS scores) were 

correlated with SWB scores.  Given the number of tests run, correlations significant at the 

probability level p  <  .05 will be reported but only those significant at the p  < .01 level 

should be considered reliable. 

Racial differences. Correlations were calculated to assess the linkages between the 

twelve needs and SWB for the whole sample, then separately for blacks and whites and 

separately for affluent and economically disadvantaged participants. These results provide 



43 

 

Table 10 

Mean Instrumental Needs Scale Scores for Different Relative Income Groups 

________________________________________________________________________ 

  Relatively Relatively Relatively 

  Disadvantaged Equal Affluent 

 Needs (N = 33) (N = 70) (N = 15) 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 Autonomy 4.18 4.33 4.33 

 Competence 4.36 4.29 4.53 

 Relatedness 4.03 4.33 4.40 

 Self-Actualization 3.82 4.08 4.13 

 Physical Health 3.91 4.00 3.80 

 Pleasure-Stimulation 3.39 3.36 3.07 

 Money-Luxury 3.09 2.76 3.07 

 Stability 3.91 3.70 4.07 

 Self-Esteem 3.85 3.99 3.93 

 Popularity-Influence 2.45 3.09 2.67 

 Compassion 3.76 3.87 3.53 

 Economic Security 4.12 3.86 4.47 

 

an indication of what needs predict wellbeing and how these effects are modulated by race 

and income. When considering the whole sample, competence, relatedness, autonomy , self-

esteem, physical health,  pleasure-stimulation, self-actualization, stability, money-luxury, 

economic security and compassion positively predicted SWB. No other needs significantly 

predicted SWB (ps  >  .05; see Table 12). 
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Table 11 

Mean INS Scores for AFfluent and Economically Disadvantaged Participants 

________________________________________________________________________ 

   Economically 

 Needs Affluent (N = 34) Disadvantaged (N = 52) 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 Autonomy 4.47 4.25 

 Competence 4.38 4.27 

 Relatedness 4.38 4.13 

 Self-Actualization 3.88 4.15 

 Physical Health 3.88 4.04 

 Pleasure-Stimulation 3.24 3.48 

 Money-Luxury 2.79 3.11 

 Stability 3.88 3.87 

 Self-Esteem 3.82 4.12 

 Popularity-Influence 2.74 3.02 

 Compassion 3.68 3.90 

 Economic Security 4.42 3.94 

 

When restricting our analyses to blacks only, competence, autonomy, self-esteem, physical 

health, pleasure stimulation, self-actualization, stability, money-luxury, and economic 

security remained significant predictors of SWB. However, compassion and relatedness did 

not manifest as significant predictors of SWB (ps  >  .05; see Table 12). 
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Considering whites’ event-related need ratings demonstrated that there were again 

positive associations between the needs of competence, autonomy, relatedness , self-esteem, 

physical health, pleasure stimulation, self-actualization and economic security  and SWB. 

However, there was no association between the needs of compassion, stability and money-

luxury and SWB (ps  >  .05; see table 12). 

 

Table 12 

Correlations Between Needs Satisfied Scale Scores and Subjective Wellbeing According to 

Ethnicity 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

 Needs Total Sample Blacks Whites 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

 Autonomy .417* (N = 112) .330* (N = 46) .447* (N = 66) 

 Competence .324* (N = 111) .439* (N = 45) .263* (N = 66) 

 Relatedness .302* (N = 112) .178 (N = 46) .371* (N = 66) 

 Economic Security .501* (N = 112) .530* (N = 46) .464* (N = 66) 

 Self-Actualization .286* (N = 112) .331* (N = 46) .282* (N = 66) 

 Stability .346* (N = 112) .527* (N = 46) .233 (N = 66) 

 Money-Luxury .346* (N = 112) .491* (N = 46) .184 (N = 66) 

 Physical Health .529* (N = 112) .483* (N = 46) .555* (N = 66) 

 Compassion .229* (N = 112) .458* (N = 46) .347 (N = 66) 

 Self-Esteem .406* (N = 112) .592* (N = 46) .282* (N = 66) 

 

Economic differences.  Correlations for the SWB scores and the event- related needs 

ratings were calculated separately for the affluent and the economically disadvantaged 
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groups. The bivariate correlations suggest that the more the needs of autonomy, competence, 

self-esteem, physical health, pleasure-stimulation, self-actualization, stability, and economic 

security are evoked in economically disadvantaged people’s stories, the higher their SWB 

tends to be. No other event related-needs significantly predicted SWB (ps  > .05; see Table 

13). 

 

 

Table 13 

Correlations Between Needs Satisfied Scale Scores and Subjective Wellbeing According to 

Absolute Income Level 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

    Economically 

 Needs Total Sample Affluent Disadvantaged 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

 Autonomy .417* (N = 112) .330* (N = 46) .302* (N = 49) 

 Competence .324* (N = 111) .439* (N = 45) .289* (N = 49) 

 Relatedness .302* (N = 112) .178 (N = 46) .017* (N = 52) 

 Economic Security .501* (N = 112) .530* (N = 46) .338* (N = 52) 

 Self-Actualization .286* (N = 112) .331* (N = 46) .382* (N = 52) 

 Stability .346* (N = 112) .527* (N = 46) .305* (N = 52) 

 Money-Luxury .346* (N = 112) .491* (N = 46) .214* (N = 52) 

 Physical Health .529* (N = 112) .483* (N = 46) .523* (N = 49) 

 Compassion .229* (N = 112) .263* (N = 46) .093 (N = 51) 

 Self-Esteem .406* (N = 112) .592* (N = 46) .491* (N = 52) 
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For the more affluent portion of the sample, the story-related needs that significantly 

positively predicted SWB were autonomy, physical health, pleasure-stimulation and 

economic security . This evidences some overlap between the advantaged and disadvantaged 

economical groups (see Table 13). Yet, there are also some interesting discrepancies. In 

particular, self-actualization and self-esteem would seem particularly beneficial for the lower 

economic tiers while the needs of autonomy, physical health, pleasure-stimulation and 

economic security benefit both groups’ SWB.  

 Interestingly, the SDT needs of relatedness and competence do not significantly 

predict SWB for the affluent group and relatedness is not associated with SWB for blacks. 

This is contrary to SDT premises. 

Comparative importance of needs 

The previous findings indicate that some needs conduce to wellbeing while others do 

not, and that individual’s social background also modulates those linkages: affluent and 

economically disadvantaged, black and white people display different associations between 

needs and SWB. It was therefore interesting to further compare SDT’s competence, 

autonomy and relatedness needs with the other needs which significantly predicted SWB 

(economic security, self-esteem, money-luxury, compassion, physical health, pleasure-

stimulation, self-actualization and stability). Paired t-tests for the sample as a whole were 

calculated (means shown in Table 14), as well as for black and white people separately 

(means shown in Table 6) and for economically advantaged and disadvantaged participants 

(means shown in Table 7) separately. Because of the large number of t-tests used, differences 

with probabilities p  < .05 will be reported but only differences with probabilities of p  <  .01 

should be considered reliable. 
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Whole sample. When comparing autonomy with the non-SDT needs that 

significantly predict SWB, the t-tests suggest that this need is more frequently fulfilled in 

participants’ stories than physical health, t(127)  =  3.59, p   <  .001, money-luxury, t(126)  =  

6.55, p   <  .001, and pleasure-stimulation, t(126)  =  3.8, p   <  .001. Conversely the need for 

autonomy is significantly less relevant to the memories as compared to economic security, 

t(127)  =  4.7, p   <  .001, and self-esteem, t(127)  =  2.74, p   <  .001. There were no 

significant differences between the presence of autonomy and compassion and stability in 

participants’ ratings (ps  >  .05).  

Comparing competence with the other needs that positively predicted SWB showed 

that this need was perceived as more present at the time of the memories than physical health, 

t(126)  =  3.57, p  =  .001, pleasure-stimulation, t(126)  =  3.92, p   <  .001, money-were. 

Competence was also marginally significantly more fulfilled than stability, t(126)  =  1.71, p  

=  .09. Conversely, competence was significantly less relevant than economic security, t(126)  

=  3.95, p   <  .001, and marginally less important than self-esteem, t(126)  =  -1.89, p  =  .06. 

The comparison between competence and self-actualization yielded no significant results (p 

>  .05). 

The differences between relatedness and physical health, t(126)  =  4.27, p   <  .001, 

pleasure stimulation, t(127)  =  3.94, p   <  .001, and money-luxury, t(125)  =  6.51, p   <  

.001, scores were significant such that relatedness was perceived as being more associated 

with the satisfying event. Economic security, however, was rated as more strongly connected 

to the satisfying memory than relatedness, t(127)  =  -3.62, p   <  .001. Comparisons between 

relatedness scores and other need scores were not significant (ps  > .05). 
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 Results from the paired t-tests comparing SDT needs to the other needs which were 

positively associated with SWB contribute nuances to Ryan and Deci’s (2000) narrative. 

Some needs (e.g., economic security) would seem more strongly connected to SWB than the 

SDT triad is. In the subsequent section, the impact of race on these findings is explored. 

The impact of race. Running the same set of analyses for blacks and whites 

separately adds more information to the wellbeing picture (Table 5 shows means for each 

group). For blacks, autonomy scores are more strongly associated with the satisfying event 

than physical health, t(54)  =  2.71,  p  =  .009, pleasure-stimulation, t(54)  =  5.43, p   <  .001, 

money-luxury, t(53)  =  5.78, p   <  .001, and stability, t(54)  =  2.39, p  = .02, are. Autonomy 

ratings were not significantly different than self-actualization (p >  .05) and were 

significantly lower than self-esteem, t(54)  =  2.81, p  =  .007, and compassion, t(53)  =  2.01, 

p  =  .05. Finally, autonomy was marginally less relevant to the satisfying memory than 

economic security, t(54)  =  1.78, p  =  .08.  

For white participants, autonomy was more relevant than physical health, t(72)  =  

2.36, p  =  .021, pleasure-stimulation, t(72)  =  2.87, p  =  .005, money-luxury, t(72)  =  3.78, 

p   <  .001, and self-actualization, t(72)  =  2.14, p  =  .036. There was no significant 

difference between participants’ scores on autonomy and their scores on self-esteem, 

compassion and stability (ps  >  .05). Lastly, autonomy was rated as significantly less 

relevant to the remembered event than economic security, t (72)  =  4.76, p   <  .00, and 

money-luxury, t(72)  =  3.78, p   <  .001. 

 For blacks, competence was rated significantly more fulfilled than the needs of 

physical health, t(53)  =  3.48, p  <  .001, pleasure-stimulation, t(53)  =  3.06, p  =   .003, 

stability, t(54)  =  2.83, p  =  .007, money-luxury, t(52)  =  6.18, p   <  .001, at the time of   
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Table 14 

Mean Needs Satisfied Scale Scores for all Participants 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 Needs Mean Scores 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 Autonomy 11.687 (N = 128) 

 Competence 11.82 (N = 127) 

 Relatedness 11.87 (N = 128) 

 Economic Security 12.77 (N = 128) 

 Physical Health 10.73 (N = 128) 

 Self-Esteem 12.21 (N = 128) 

 Pleasure-Stimulation 10.77 (N = 128) 

 Money-Luxury 9.64 (N = 127) 

 Compassion 12.24 (N = 127) 

 Self-Actualization 11.44 (N = 126) 

 Stability 10.91 (N = 128) 

 

the reported event. In addition, competence was rated by blacks as rather equal to economic 

security, self-actualization, compassion and self-esteem, ps  >  .05.  

 For whites, competence was found significantly more relevant than pleasure-

stimulation, t(72)  =  2.52, p  =  .014, and money luxury, t(72)  =  3.46, p  =  .001, to the 

satisfying memory. Competence was not perceived as differentially fulfilled than self-esteem, 

physical health, self-actualization, compassion and stability, ps  >  .05. Lastly competence 

was rated lower than economic security, t(72)  =  4.41, p   <  .001. 
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At the time of the shared event, blacks perceived relatedness as being significantly 

more fulfilled than physical health, t(54)  =  3.16, p  =  .003, pleasure stimulation, t(54)  =  

2.41, p  =  .019, stability, t(54)  =  2.83, p  =  .007, and  money-luxury, t(53)  =  6.78, p   <  

.001. Relatedness was not found significantly different than self-actualization, p  >  .05, in 

how much the needs were met for black. However, relatedness was found marginally 

significantly less relevant than compassion, t(54)  =  1.96, p  =  .055, and economic security, 

t(54)  =  1.68, p  =  .098, and significantly less relevant than self-esteem, t(54)  =  -2.03, p  =  

.048. 

Whites found relatedness more pertinent to the satisfying event than they rated 

physical health, t(72)  =  2.88, p  =  .005, pleasure stimulation, t(71)  =  3.1, p  =  .003, self-

actualization, t(71)  =  2.29, p  =  .025, and money-luxury, t(72)  =  3.89, p   <  .001. They 

further reported that relatedness was not different than stability, self-esteem and compassion 

in its relevance to the event, ps  >  .05, and that it was less relevant than economic security, 

t(72)  =  3.24, p   <  .001. 

The impact of economic status. In order to test whether affluent and economically 

disadvantaged people perceive the   needs as differentially related the satisfying event, 

paired-samples t-test separating the higher and lower economic strata of participants were ran 

(means shown in Table 6). The analyses ran on the economically disadvantaged group rated 

autonomy as more relevant than physical health, t(51)  =  2.99, p  =  .004, self-esteem, t(51)  

=  2.21, p  =  .031, and money-luxury, t(51)  =  6.04, p   <  .001. Moreover, economically 

disadvantaged people rated autonomy equally to economic security, self-actualization, 

compassion and stability, ps  >  .05, in its pertinence to the satisfying event. Lastly, they 
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rated autonomy as less fulfilled at the time of the event than they rated pleasure-stimulation, 

t(51)  =  3.28, p  =  .002. 

The data derived from the affluent group show that the latter did not perceive 

autonomy as significantly more relevant to the satisfying event than any other   need (ps 

>  .05). Autonomy was however found significantly less relevant to the event than economic 

security, t(33)  =  4.09, p   <  .001, and marginally less relevant than self-esteem, t(33)  =  

1.95, p  =  .059. 

 The economically disadvantaged group rated competence as significantly more 

fulfilled at the time of the event than physical health, t(50)  =  3.92, p   <  .001, pleasure-

stimulation, t(50)  =  3.64, p  =  .001, and money luxury, t(50)  =  6.42, p   <  .001. 

Competence was rated equally to self-esteem, economic security, self-actualization, 

compassion and stability, ps  >  .05 in terms of its relevance to the satisfying event.  

The affluent group rated competence as marginally significantly more fulfilled than 

pleasure-stimulation, t(33)  =  1.8, p   <  .08, and stability, t(33)  =  1.7, p   <  .099. They also 

rated competence as equally fulfilled to physical health, self-actualization, compassion and 

money-luxury, ps  >  .05. Finally they found competence marginally less relevant than self-

esteem, t(33)  =  1.76, p  =  .087, and significantly less relevant than economic security, t(33)  

=  3.38, p  =  .002. 

For the economically disadvantaged group, the need of relatedness was significantly 

more fulfilled than physical health, t(51)  =  2.52, p  =  .015, pleasure stimulation, t(51)  =  

2.13, p  =  .038, and  money-luxury, t(51)  =  5.1, p   <  .001. They rated relatedness equally 

to self-actualization, and stability, ps  >  .05. However they found compassion, t(50)  =  2.76, 
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p   <  .008, economic security, t(51)  =  6.42, p   <  .001, significantly more and self-esteem, 

t(51)  =  1.99, p  =  .053, marginally more present during the memory.         

  For the affluent group, relatedness was perceived as more fulfilled than pleasure-

stimulation, t(33)  =  3.18, p =   <  .003, self-actualization, t(33)  =  2.57, p  =  .015, money-

luxury, t(33)  =  2.47, p  =  .019, and stability, t(33)  =  3.49, p  = .001, at the time of the 

event. They also rated relatedness equally to compassion, self-esteem and physical health in 

its relevance to the event, ps  >  .05. Lastly, they found relatedness less fulfilled than 

economic security, t(33)  =  2.54, p  =  .016.  

The moderating effect of Ethnic Discrimination 

SWB scores were correlated with PED and MEIM scores so analyze the linkages 

between wellbeing and experiences of discrimination and ethnic identity, respectively. 

MEIM scores did not predict SWB (p  >  .05), but PED scores did, r(114) =  -.197, p = .037. 

Therefore further analyses testing the moderating impact of PED scores on the needs- SWB 

linkage were conducted, but there were no significant effects (ps  >  .05.) Experiences of 

discrimination do not modify the relation between needs and SWB. 
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DISCUSSION 

The present study contributes to the wellbeing literature by providing additional 

insights to SDT inspired theories. Deci and Ryan’s (2000) perspective on wellbeing 

maintains that autonomy, competence and relatedness are indispensible needs to SWB. These 

needs are also presented as universal as they apply to all men and women, regardless of their 

national, cultural and other social identities. The present findings show that while autonomy, 

relatedness and competence tend to transcend some socio-cultural distinctions, their 

importance to individual’s SWB varies. 

Sheldon et al. (2001) elaborated an experiment which substantiated SDT with 

participants’ reports of their most satisfying memories. Departing from Sheldon et al.’s 

(2001) logic, whereby satisfying memories should be laden with instrumental psychological 

needs, the current study evaluated the relation between SDT needs and SWB by employing a 

similar paradigm. However, an ethnically and socioeconomically diverse sample was 

included to test the universality claim of SDT. Moreover, the needs of compassion and 

economic security were tested in addition to Sheldon et al.’s ten needs. The initial focus was 

on the qualitative data (i.e., participants’ most satisfying events) as extant cross-cultural 

research on SWB advocates for fluid and culturally sensitive means of investigation 

(Camfield et al., 2009) and as Sheldon et al.’s (2001) model, which included participants’ 

stories, was the one emulated.  Questionnaires were also included to further analyze 

participants’ perceptions of need fulfillment based on twelve needs.  

In addition, while Sheldon et al. (2001) offer an element of cultural relativity (by 

including a South Korean sample and using stories as part of their methodology), their data 

emanated from college students, a group which tends to be younger and more privileged than 
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most citizens of the world. Therefore, the current study included participants between the 

ages of 24 and 78.5, adding a third element of diversity beyond race and socioeconomic 

status. The impact of age was not directly tested, but was believed to offer more ecological 

validity than studies using college samples. The current paradigm also diverged from 

Sheldon et al.’s (2001) in time frame emphasized. While Sheldon et al. (2001) asked 

participants to report needs within the previous month or six months, the current study 

wanted to consider a broader time frame to better capture McAdams and Olson’s (2012) 

views on the life story and its reflection of cultural differences. 

The hypotheses were that the more affluent the participants, the more the satisfying 

events they shared would convey autonomy, competence and relatedness, while 

economically disadvantaged people would be more likely to report stories conveying needs 

which are associated with survival and pertaining to the body’s preservation (i.e., economic 

security). In addition, blacks were predicted to report stories which would tend to blend 

economic security and relatedness themes, as the literature tends to emphasize material 

interdependence in black communities. Lastly, blacks were expected to display a stronger 

correlation between SWB and economic security than whites. These predictions are specific 

to the qualitative story data, however, they were also addressed by analyzing the 

questionnaire responses referencing the story. The NSS and INS were derived from Sheldon 

et al.’s (2001) measures to further analyze the linkages between the twelve needs investigated 

and SWB. 

SDT Needs and Economic Security 

The data gathered demonstrate some interesting and sometimes equivocal patterns 

such that the stories contribute one, fairly transparent, facet of the SWB picture while the 
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questionnaires add nuance and paradox to the SWB-needs narrative. Some analyses show 

that there were significant differences across racial and economic groups in how individuals 

perceive need fulfillment and its linkage to SWB. These differences also tended to vary 

between the contexts of a satisfying memory and that of general ideological perspectives on 

life satisfaction.  

Satisfying events. Comparing whites’ and blacks’ stories in terms of the needs they 

evoked revealed that whites tend to mention competence and relatedness more than blacks do. 

Only one person mentioned autonomy, precluding our ability to test for racial differences for 

the importance of that need. These findings suggest that SDT needs are more relevant to 

whites’ than they are to blacks’ conceptions of satisfying events whereas autonomy was the 

least relevant need. However, comparing the affluent and economically disadvantaged groups’ 

stories provided no evidence for our hypotheses: the two groups did not significantly differ in 

their stories’ need themes. Nevertheless, the apparent lack of socioeconomic status 

differences could be explained by the strong correlation between race and income which 

constituted the criteria for our affluent and economically disadvantaged categories, and may 

have masked the socioeconomic differences that were anticipated within the stories. This 

trend is in keeping with ideas from McAdams (1995, 2010) maintaining that culture impacts 

the themes salient within individuals’ personal narratives. 

The hypothesis that blacks should construe relatedness as subsuming economic 

security, and should therefore allude to relatedness in conjunction with economic security in 

their stories, was not substantiated. There were no stories in which relatedness and economic 

security needs co-occurred. These findings suggest that blacks may not significantly differ 

from whites in their definition of relatedness. Alternatively, these counter-hypothetical 
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results could reflect the inadequacy of these stories in capturing such an intricate 

phenomenon in that most participants shared brief stories. 

The approach adopted in this portion of the study contrasts with Sheldon et al.’s (2001) 

approach. While these researchers solely focused on questionnaires referencing participants’ 

satisfying events, in the present study these stories inherently constituted an important aspect 

of the data. This aimed at directly assessing the salience of needs within participants’ stories 

by means harmonious with Camfield et al.’s (2009) ideas. Camfield et al. (2009) advocate 

fluid manifestations and assessments of the phenomena under study to account for cultural 

influences that would seldom emerge in more rigid standard questionnaires. It also adopted a 

larger time frame in order to capture principles of the life story (McAdams & Olson, 2012.) 

One limitation of the analysis of the stories is that many participants gave very brief 

descriptions of the salient event.  Had participants been encouraged to give more detailed 

descriptions, perhaps additional needs would have been mentioned. 

Questionnaire data. Analyses of the NSS responses revealed no racial discrepancies 

in reports of SDT need fulfillment at the time of the event. There was also no correlation 

between absolute income and SDT needs’ relevance to the satisfying event. Furthermore, 

relative income only positively predicted relatedness.  These findings suggest that SDT needs 

were equally met across income and racial groups during the satisfying event. However, 

whites indicated higher perceived satisfaction of economic security needs during the 

remembered event.  

This stands in contrast to what the qualitative data suggest. As previously mentioned, 

there were racial differences in competence and relatedness story themes, such that whites 

evoked them more frequently than blacks, and there were no differences for economic 



58 

 

security themes, findings that are not evidenced in the NSS scores. Perhaps there is a 

discrepancy between what the memories intrinsically convey and participants’ holistic 

assessments of their needs at the time of the event. It is possible that while the events fulfilled 

some specific needs, individuals also rated needs that were fulfilled beyond the scope of the 

memory, but that temporally coincided with it. This may have occluded racial differences on 

the NSS scores. Relative income, however, showed a positive association with relatedness 

scores, suggesting that perceiving oneself as wealthier than one’s peers may be positively 

associated with perceptions of strong social support.  

INS scores displayed different patterns than those produced by NSS scores. There 

were differential trends across racial groups in ratings of the instrumentality of competence 

and relatedness for life satisfaction. Whites perceived relatedness as significantly more 

important for life satisfaction than blacks did. Conversely blacks rated competence as 

marginally more crucial to life satisfaction than whites did. However there were no race 

differences in perceptions of the instrumentality of autonomy and economic security. 

Moreover, affluent and economically disadvantaged individuals had similar INS scores for 

all needs. 

INS scores gauge individuals’ perceptions of which needs are crucial for life 

satisfaction, a component of SWB. They may therefore inform as to how SWB is 

conceptualized differentially across ethnic and socioeconomic communities. While the INS 

concept is interesting to study and provides a window into different cultural approaches to 

achieving and maintaining SWB, its relation to SWB may be more tenuous than that of NSS. 

NSS scores indicate which needs were met in actuality while INS scores indicate beliefs of 
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needs’ importance for life satisfaction. Hence NSS may have a stronger predictive quality 

than INS in studying participants’ actual SWB. 

Other Needs 

More ethnic differences manifested in NSS and INS scores when studying the other   

needs. Blacks and whites were significantly different on their pleasure-stimulation, physical 

health and self-actualization NSS scores. Whites scored higher on self-actualization and 

physical health while blacks scored higher on pleasure stimulation. There was also a positive 

correlation between absolute income and event-related (NSS) ratings of physical health, and 

money-luxury. Furthermore, correlations with relative income show a positive association 

with self-esteem in addition to physical health and money-luxury need fulfillment.  

When the income-NSS correlations were classified by race, whites maintained the 

same relations between NSS scores and income, while blacks displayed no connection 

between income and physical health, and displayed a positive linkage between relative 

income and stability. This suggests that race impacts the perceived fulfillment of stability, 

and physical health, much like the racial discrepancies in economic security NSS scores. This 

introduces some paradox to the wellbeing narrative as the advantaged (white and affluent) 

groups tend to stress economic security more than the disadvantaged groups (black and 

economically disadvantaged). This runs counter to the rationale that social disadvantage 

should entail more of an emphasis on survival and its material precursors.  

The results reviewed so far address perceptions of need fulfillment and 

instrumentality and they manifest some interesting effects of race and economic status. Still, 

they do not directly assess the needs- SWB linkage, the primary interest of this study. Some 

of the surprising results (e.g., whites’ endorsement of economic security) may be resolved by 
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addressing the analyses on SWB and its antecedents (needs). This will more directly evaluate 

the universality tenet of SDT.  

SWB. Correlational analyses suggest that eleven of the twelve   needs predict SWB. 

In other words, competence, relatedness, autonomy, stability, economic security, self-

actualization, self-esteem, pleasure-stimulation, physical health, money-luxury and 

compassion positively predict SWB for the sample as a whole. Popularity-influence is 

therefore the only need which was not related to SWB. Hence, there will be no further 

discussion of it.  

Interestingly, Sheldon et al. (2001) reported that money-luxury negatively predicted 

affective balance for their American sample. While we tested for linkages between needs and 

SWB, affective balance is one of two subcomponents of the wellbeing construct and may 

therefore represent a microcosm of overall SWB. It is thus surprising that Sheldon et al. 

(2001) report a negative association between money-luxury and affective balance (as 

opposed to the positive linkage we found between that need and SWB). This may be 

attributed to the ethnic and age diversity of the current sample. 

Accounting for race and socioeconomic status modulates the associations between the 

eleven needs mentioned above and SWB. For blacks, compassion and relatedness do not 

predict SWB while stability, compassion and money-luxury have no relation to SWB among 

whites. Relatedness, compassion, and competence do not predict SWB for affluent nor for 

economically disadvantaged people. In addition, self-esteem has no relation to SWB for 

affluent individuals.  

Analyzing gender and age may have yielded even more nuances. However, given the 

analyses already accounting for correlations between income, relative income and race, 
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controlling for gender may have reduced our ability to detect trends within the data. 

Factoring more variables out of our model may have occluded the characteristics 

distinguishing the racial and economic groups by removing potential factors of ingroup 

cohesion.  

The tenuous relation between relatedness and SWB for the black, affluent, and 

economically disadvantaged groups contests SDT and some of Sheldon et al.’s (2001) 

findings. The non-existent linkage between competence and SWB for both economic groups 

also runs counter to SDT premises. The theory holds that each of the three needs have a 

unique and independent contribution to SWB, a claim that was partly substantiated by 

Sheldon et al. (2001) with affective balance measures. The present study diverges from this 

model as relatedness, in particular, would seem the most dispensable for blacks and high and 

low income individuals.   

Comparative importance of SDT needs 

The present study also suggests that compared to needs like economic security, SDT 

needs are not the most indispensable to SWB. In fact, participants of all demographic groups 

tended to rate economic security higher than competence, relatedness and autonomy on the 

NSS. Self-esteem was also rated higher than autonomy on this measure for the sample as a 

whole and for blacks. Moreover, autonomy was rated equally to compassion and stability, 

relatedness equally to self-esteem, stability, compassion, and self-actualization and 

competence equally to self-actualization.  Conversely, autonomy, relatedness and 

competence were rated as more present than physical health, money-luxury, and pleasure-

stimulation at the time of the event. Relatedness was perceived as being more associated with 

the satisfying event than physical health, pleasure stimulation and money-luxury were. 
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Following Sheldon et al.’s (2001) rationale, these findings imply that economic 

security concerns tend to supersede concerns attached to SDT needs for all participants. 

Other needs such as compassion sometimes rival autonomy and relatedness in their perceived 

pertinence to satisfying events while self-actualization is equivalent to competence. Together, 

these findings constitute a caveat for SDT. Economic security is perceived as more linked 

with SDT needs while some others (e.g., self-esteem) are found equally related to SDT needs. 

However, SDT needs tend to receive higher scores than physical health, money-luxury and 

pleasure-stimulation needs, similarly to Sheldon et al.’s (2001) findings. More nuances 

emerge when accounting for race and socioeconomic status of participants.  

For blacks, autonomy scores were surpassed by compassion and self-esteem. A 

similar marginally significant trend was found when comparing autonomy and economic 

security scores. The needs of self-esteem, compassion, economic security and self-

actualization were rated equally to competence by blacks. This group also rated economic 

security as more important than self-esteem. An analogous trend was found between 

relatedness and compassion and economic security. 

Self-actualization was further found equal to relatedness and autonomy by this racial 

group. Conversely, blacks found autonomy more relevant than physical health, pleasure-

stimulation, money-luxury, and stability to the satisfying event. Competence was rated 

significantly more fulfilled than the needs of physical health, pleasure-stimulation, stability, 

money-luxury. Lastly blacks perceived relatedness as being significantly more fulfilled than 

physical health, pleasure stimulation, stability and money-luxury. 

While competence scores were commensurate with economic security among blacks, 

economic security emerged as more relevant to satisfying events than relatedness and 
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autonomy among this racial group.  Economic security therefore emerges as the most 

important needs for blacks. This is in keeping with the findings deriving from the whole 

sample. Only competence scores rival those of this need in terms of blacks’ perceptions of 

their pertinence to satisfying events. 

Among whites, economic security was regarded as more relevant to satisfying events 

than autonomy, competence and relatedness while money-luxury was rated more pertinent 

than autonomy.  Self-esteem, stability and compassion were perceived as equally fulfilled as 

autonomy, competence and relatedness were. Moreover, physical health and self-

actualization were rated equally to competence. White participants found autonomy, 

competence and relatedness more relevant to the satisfying event than pleasure-stimulation 

and money-luxury. Autonomy and relatedness were further rated as more fulfilled than 

physical health, and self-actualization at the time of the event. 

Economic security once again emerges as more pertinent to satisfying events than 

SDT needs. This finding reifies the initial conclusions based on the whole sample. Other 

needs such as self-esteem and compassion were found equally present at the time of the 

shared stories than SDT needs were.  

Following Sheldon et al.’s (2001) rationale, economic security is perceived as more 

associated with satisfying events than competence, autonomy and relatedness. Only blacks 

rated economic security equally to competence. This finding is of particular interest to the 

hypotheses. Economic security, and its theorized association with the Maslowian 

rudimentary need of survival, therefore emerges as the most universal in its perceived 

importance.  
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In addition, self-esteem and compassion sometimes manifested as more important 

than SDT needs (e.g., for blacks vis-à-vis relatedness and autonomy): SDT needs predict 

wellbeing, but are not the sole universal precursors of SWB. Organizing the data according to 

participants’ socioeconomic status produces some similar trends but also displays more 

convoluted patterns.  

For the economically disadvantaged group, economic security, compassion and self-

esteem were rated as more relevant to the satisfying event than was relatedness, while 

pleasure-stimulation was perceived as more fulfilled than autonomy. In addition, economic 

security, self-actualization, compassion and stability were found equally satisfied as 

autonomy; self-esteem, economic security, self-actualization, compassion and stability were 

rated as equally fulfilled as competence; self-actualization and stability were found equal to 

relatedness.  Lastly, this group rated autonomy, relatedness and competence as more relevant 

than physical health and money-luxury. They additionally found competence and relatedness 

as significantly more fulfilled at the time of the event than pleasure-stimulation and 

autonomy more than self-esteem. 

  Similarly to when the whole sample was considered, among the affluent group 

economic security was rated as more pertinent to the satisfying memories than autonomy, 

relatedness and competence. There was a similar trend for self-esteem vis-à-vis autonomy 

and competence. Autonomy was rated equally as all of the other needs by this advantaged 

group, while competence was found equal to self-actualization, compassion, money and 

physical health. Relatedness scores were commensurate with compassion, self-esteem, and 

physical health. Conversely, the affluent group did not perceive autonomy as more relevant 

to the satisfying event than any other need. They rated competence as slightly more fulfilled 
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than pleasure-stimulation and stability, and they perceived relatedness as significantly more 

fulfilled than pleasure-stimulation, self-actualization, money-luxury and stability.  

The data therefore suggest that economic security is generally paramount over SDT 

needs. Only blacks found it equal to competence in its association to satisfying events. In 

addition, needs like compassion and self-esteem often manifested as comparable to some 

SDT needs in their perceived importance to satisfaction. This modifies Sheldon et al.’s 

conclusions, which maintain that SDT needs are the most salient within the context of 

satisfying events, evidencing their importance for SWB. 

Some Paradoxes 

The data contribute some interesting information to the extant wellbeing narrative. 

Yet, while some conclusions are relatively transparent in their connection to established 

theories, others tend to be more nebulous and contradict intuitive and scientifically-

substantiated conceptions. In particular, affluent people’s endorsement of economic security 

needs and blacks’ non-endorsement of relatedness needs raise some interesting questions.  

Economic security. Affluent participants’ higher endorsement of economic security 

needs, as evidenced by their higher NSS scores and the positive correlation between these 

NSS scores and income, contradict one of the hypotheses. It was predicted that economic 

security would be more important for the economically disadvantaged. While this prediction 

holds true when considering the comparative analyses of each participants’ relative 

endorsements of needs (which showed that economic security was universally rated higher 

than SDT needs), it was not supported when comparing the two economic groups on their 

economic security INS and NSS scores (affluent people scored higher than disadvantaged 

people did). This counter-intuitive finding manifests again with the positive correlation 
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between the latter scores and income, suggesting that concerns for economic security tend to 

increase as affluence does.  

While the INS scores are particularly surprising as they assess respondents’ beliefs 

about needs’ instrumentality for life satisfaction, the NSS-related data may simply reflect 

discrepancies in need fulfillment. Particularly, economically disadvantaged people may not 

have experienced that need as being met, relative to their affluent counterparts, at the time of 

the satisfying event. This validates the stratification scheme used here to create the affluent 

and economically disadvantaged groups: the affluent tend to meet their rudimentary material 

needs more that the economically disadvantaged. 

Economic security’s positive correlations with SWB for all social groups may 

therefore be more informative as to this needs’ instrumentality for wellbeing across 

socioeconomic backgrounds. Indeed, this need manifested as an important predictor of SWB 

for all participants, regardless of socioeconomic status. This finding thus potentially resolves 

the apparent contradictions. 

Alternatively, the current economic climate may explain the predominance of 

concerns with economic security. The American economy has exhibited some downturns 

over the past few years, impacting most US citizens. This turmoil could potentially explain 

the salience of economic security as a fundamental need, indiscriminately of participants’ 

social backgrounds. Yet, the literature suggests the economic gap between racial groups 

tends to be exacerbated over time, negatively impacting minorities (Gibbs, 1973). Hence, the 

current economic conjuncture may not be driving the results found here. Instead, the 

privileged – underprivileged dichotomies explored are still representative of the dynamics 



67 

 

evident in more prosperous times and may not undermine the results regarding economic 

security. 

Relatedness. Another counterintuitive finding, which contests established theory, is 

blacks’ lack of endorsement of the relatedness need.  While this finding does not debunk the 

hypotheses, the scientific literature tends to suggest that blacks espouse communal outlooks 

on social interaction. Sutherland (2011) for example argues that blacks’ ancestral foundations 

tend to promote community over the individual. This implies that blacks should endorse 

relatedness needs more than whites should. 

Nevertheless, other studies stipulate the opposite of what Sutherland (2011) does. 

Watkins (2010), for instance, argues that black men are socialized to preserve and desire 

some emotional distance from their peers. This social-distance ideal may therefore dampen 

the perceived importance of relatedness and their beliefs about relatedness’ association to 

SWB. Moreover, other literature suggests a curvilinear association between social 

disadvantage and relatedness. Stephens and Cameron (2012) reconcile psychology findings 

that blacks should be more communal and materially interdependent with other data showing 

that lower social classes tend to assimilate the norms of their social context and may diverge 

from their racial community in their espousal of ancestral ideals. In fact, these researchers 

report that the poverty threshold is the junction at which the communal and individualist 

models of interpersonal relations are transposed. In other words, black people below the 

poverty line tend to be more socially isolated than their more affluent black peers. Stephens 

and Cameron (1973) found that impoverished black women are more distrustful of their 

peers and forge less effective and supportive social networks than their more advantaged 

female counterparts. 
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Stephens and Cameron (1973) and Watkins (2010) therefore offer some insight as to 

why the present study evidences counterintuitive dynamics in terms of blacks’ espousal of 

relatedness. Blacks’ social disadvantage may thus supersede their ancestral cultural 

foundations in its impact on relatedness styles. The current sample may therefore be more 

representative of the social phenomena existent within lower social strata, which promote 

more individualism than communalism (as most blacks included in our sample tended to self-

identify within the three lower income tiers,) than of their African cultural heritage.   

Conclusion     

The present study complements current notions of wellbeing and its precursors from a 

cultural standpoint. The data explored here enlightens certain subtleties that the more 

influential wellbeing theories (i.e., SDT) do not stress. In particular, individuals’ stories 

tended to diverge in the need themes they included, depending on the participant’s ethnic 

group. These findings are in keeping with research indicating that culture impacts the themes 

connoted in life stories and their derivatives, such as reminiscence (McAdams & Olson, 

2010). Indeed, analyzing participants’ stories yielded some indirect support for our 

hypotheses that more advantaged groups will share satisfying memories that include SDT 

needs: whites’ stories tended to be more harmonious with SDT principles than blacks’. While 

this particular finding does not directly address economic advantage, there is an intimate 

correspondence between race and income such that whites tend to be wealthier. Hence, the 

hypothesis that economic disadvantage would be reflected within satisfying memory themes 

may be addressed (and substantiated) by looking at the cross-racial differences in need 

themes. 
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Interestingly, there were no significant differences in NSS scores and INS scores 

when it came to participants’ SDT need ratings: differences only emerged for NSS economic 

security, physical health, pleasure -stimulation and self-actualization scores. This seemingly 

contradicts the first set of analyses on the qualitative data. However, it is possible that what 

the stories connote intrinsically diverges from what the more in-depth NSS questionnaire 

evidences. Perhaps the latter tends to reveal general need fulfillment at the time of the 

satisfying event, but does not assess event-generated need fulfillment. Alternatively, the lack 

of socioeconomic and racial discrepancies may be attributed to cultural conceptions of need 

satisfaction whereby each social group abides by a specific code of need perception (Kifer, 

Heller, Perunovic, & Galinsky, 2013). Hence what constitutes satisfaction for a disadvantage 

group may be different than how the advantaged conceive of satisfaction in objective terms, 

but these differences may not manifest through subjective measurements (i.e., participant 

ratings.) 

Paradoxically, there were positive correlations between individuals’ income and their 

endorsement of economic security needs. This is a counterintuitive finding as the premises 

guiding the present research suggest that economic security would be more prevalent within 

disadvantaged people’s scores. Economic security was also among the 11 needs that 

predicted SWB. Analyses further demonstrate that this need remained positively correlated 

with SWB when the sample was broken down into the demographic categories, as opposed to 

relatedness which did not predict SWB for blacks. 

In addition, economic security was shown to be prepotent over SDT needs when 

comparing it against them within each participant’s NSS scores. This held true when 

considering the sample as a whole, and when organizing the data by socioeconomic and 
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racial groups. This indicates that satisfaction and SWB may be more dependent on meeting 

rudimentary needs tied to survival than on higher-order SDT needs. 

The present study therefore contributes to the wellbeing and needs literature by 

elucidating the impact of race and affluence on need salience and perceived satisfaction. 

These social identity distinctions have been greatly overlooked by SDT which claims 

universality. The present study also highlights the importance of economic security for SWB, 

a need that is overlooked by SDT. Furthermore, all needs except popularity-influence 

predicted SWB and economic security tended to supersede SDT needs in its relevance to the 

event. This was occasionally true of compassion and self-esteem, depending on the social 

group considered.  

SDT may therefore lack the universality and the indispensability it claims: relatedness 

and competence were differentially represented across racial groups’ stories and relatedness 

did not predict SWB for blacks. Conversely, economic security, a need dismissed by SDT 

was unanimously espoused by the social groups and was perceived as the most important by 

participants. SDT therefore did not always hold true within this sample, suggesting that racial 

and socioeconomic diversity should be considered when investigating wellbeing and its need 

determinants. It would be interesting in the future to examine longer stories from respondents 

to analyze whether more need differences emerge across social groups. It would also be 

desirable to integrate more cultural relativity into a similar paradigm by adding more racial 

and or national/cultural groups. 
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APPENDIX A 

Instructions for writing about the Satisfying Event: 

Adapted from Sheldon, Elliot, Kim, & Kasser (2001) 

We ask you to consider the past five years of your life. Think back to the important events of 

this period of time. What we want you to do is bring to mind the single most personally 

satisfying event that you experienced during the five years. We are being vague about the 

definition of "satisfying event" on purpose because we want you to use your own definition. 

Think of "satisfying" in whatever way makes sense to you. Take a couple minutes to be sure 

to come up with a very important experience and write about it below:
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Need Definitions given to coders 

Autonomy: acting in accordance with one’s core values 

Competence: feeling like one can achieve his or her goals 

Relatedness: A sense of connection to and social support from close others 

Economic security: being able to meet basic survival needs 

Pleasure-Stimulation: an emphasis on fun and sensationalism 

Money-Luxury: this is different than economic security as it refers to more superfluous levels 

of wealth 

Popularity-Influence: a sense of clout over peers 

Self-Esteem: a sense of self-worth 

Compassion: displaying empathy toward others who one does not necessarily know well 

Physical health: sense of health mainly pertaining to the body 

Stability: a sense of predictability in daily routine and safety from uncertainties 

Self-actualization: an impression than one is become who he or she is meant to be 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Example Stories coded as Relatedness, Competence, Autonomy and Economic Stability  
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Relatedness: “Being proposed to by my best friend....planning the wedding of our dreams 

and knowing that I get to spend the rest of my life with an awesome man!” 

Competence: “My experience would have to be the completion of graduate school and 

accepting a job within the same two days of each other. Finished graduate school with a 

Master’s degree in exercise science/ health promotion and accepted a director vote with the 

YMCA. It felt like all my hard work had finally paid and that I was ready to venture into the 

next stage of my life.” 

Autonomy: “I personally have always lived a satisfying life the past 61 years. The most 

satisfying experience in the past five years involved retiring from work. This made it possible 

to be in control of my life.” 

Economic Security: “Being extended a job offer for my current job.” 

  



77 

 

Demographic questions 

 

 My ethnicity is (circle one option): 

  

(1) Asian or Asian American, including Chinese, Japanese, and others 

(2) Black or African American  

(3) Hispanic or Latino, including Mexican American, Central American, and others   

(4) White, Caucasian, Anglo, European American; not Hispanic 

(5) American Indian/Native American 

(6) Mixed; Parents are from two different groups 

(7) Other (write in): _____________________________________  

 

 

My gender is: 

(1) Female 

(2) Male 

 

My age is (write age below): 

  



78 

 

Needs Satisfied Scale 

Sheldon, Elliot, Kim, & Kasser (2001) 

Now you will rate the extent to which you agree with each of the following statements. 

Please indicate your responses to each item by selecting a response ranging from 1 (not at all) 

to 5 (very much) 

“During this event I felt…” 

  

 

 
Not at all   Somewhat  

Very 

Much 

1. That I was taking on and mastering 

challenges 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

2. That my living conditions were 

satisfactory 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

3. That I got enough exercise and was in 

excellent physical condition 
1 2 3 4 5 

4. That I was successfully completing 

difficult tasks and projects 
1 2 3 4 5 

5. Intense physical pleasure and enjoyment 1 2 3 4 5 

 

6. That I had many positive qualities 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

7. Close and connected with other people 

who are important to me 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

8. That I had found new sources and types 

of stimulation for myself 

1 2 3 4 5 

9. That I strongly influenced others’ beliefs 

and behavior  
1 2 3 4 5 

10. That my life was structured and 

predictable         
1 2 3 4 5 

11. That I was experiencing new sensations 

and activities 
1 2 3 4 5 
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12. That my family and I had enough to eat            1              2               3                4             5 

 

13. That I acted compassionately toward 

my peers 
        1    2         3 4 5 

14. A strong sense of self-respect 1 2 3 4 5 

15. That I had a strong impact on what 

other people did 
1 2 3 4 5 

16. Glad that I have comfortable set of 

routines and habits 
1 2 3    4 5 

17. That my body was getting just what it  

needed                                                                      1              2               3                4             5 

18. That my choices expressed “my true 

self” 
1 2 3 4 5 

19. That I cared for others’ wellbeing 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

20. Safe from threats and uncertainties 1 2 3 4 5 

21. That I provided social support to those  

around me                                                                 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

22. Free to do things my own way                           1              2               3              4               5 

 

23. That I got plenty of money 1 2 3 4 5 

24. That my choices were based on my true 

interests and values                                                  
1 2 3 4 5 

25. That I was “becoming who I really am” 1 2 3 4 5 

26. .A sense of contact with people who 

care for me, and whom I care for 
1 2 3 4 5 
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27. Quite satisfied with who I am                            1              2               3              4               5 

28. A strong sense of physical wellbeing 1 2 3 4 5 

29. Able to buy most of the things I want 1 2 3 4 5 

30. That I had the financial/ material needs 

necessary to survive 
1 2 3 4 5 

31. A deeper understanding of myself and 

my place in the universe 
1 2 3 4 5 

32.That I was a person whose advice others 

      seek out and follow                                            1              2               3                4             5 

33. That I had nice things and possessions 1 2 3 4 5 

34. A strong sense of intimacy with the 

people I spend time with 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

35. Very capable in what I did 1 2 3 4 5 

36. A sense of deeper purpose in life              1 2 3 4 5 
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Instrumental Needs Scale 

Adapted from Sheldon, Elliot, Kim, & Kasser (2001) 

Now you will rate the extent to which you agree with each of the following statements. 

Please indicate your responses to each item by selecting a response ranging from 1 (not at 

all) to 5 (very much) 

In general, I think that in order for me to feel satisfied with my life I need to feel... 

 

 

 

 
Not at all   Somewhat  

Very 

Much 

1. That my choices are based on my true 

interests and values 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

2. Very capable in what I do 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

3. Close and connected with other people 

who are important to me 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

4. A sense of deeper purpose in life 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

5. A strong sense of physical wellbeing 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

6. Intense physical pleasure and enjoyment 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

7. Able to buy most of the things I want 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

8. Safe from threats and uncertainties 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

9. That I have many positive qualities 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

10. That I strongly influence others’ beliefs 

and behavior 

 

1 2 3 4 5 
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11. That I provide social support to those 

around me 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

12. That I have the financial/ material needs  

necessary to survive                                                 1              2           3             4            5 
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Positive And Negative Affect Schedule 

Watson, Clark, & Tellegen (1988) 

 

Please tell us how much you experienced each of these feelings during the satisfying 

event you told us about earlier (1 = very slightly or not at all to 5 = extremely).  

 

 

 

Very 

slightly 
  Somewhat  Extremely 

1. Interested 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

2. Distressed 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

3. Excited 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

4. Upset 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

5. Strong 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

6. Guilty 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

7. Scared 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

8. Hostile 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

9. Enthusiastic 
1 2 3 4 5 

10. Proud 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

11. Irritable 1 2 3 4 5 
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     12. Alert                                                            1             2             3           4            5 

 

  13. Ashamed 

 

  1       2         3 4    5 

  14. Inspired 
1     2        3      4    5 

 

        15. Nervous                                                             1               2              3               4           5 

16. Determined 

 
1 2 3 4    5 

17. Attentive 1 2 3 4    5 

 

18. Jittery                                                                 1              2               3              4             5 

 

19. Active 

 

1 2 3     4   5 

20. Afraid 1 2 3     4   5 
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Satisfaction With Life Scale 

Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin (1985) 

Below are five statements with which you may agree or disagree. Using the 1-7 scale 

below, indicate your agreement with each by selecting the appropriate number. Please be 

open and honest in your responding. 

 

 

 1................2................3................4................5.............6................7 

          Strongly disagree                                 Neither Agree Strongly Agree 

                                                                         nor disagree 

 

 

 

1. In most ways, my life is close to my ideal .........1..........2..........3..........4..........5..........6..........7 

2. The conditions of my life are excellent ..............1..........2..........3..........4..........5..........6..........7 

3. I am satisfied with my life .................................1..........2..........3..........4..........5..........6..........7 

4. So far I have gotten the important things I want  

    in life      .............................................................1..........2..........3..........4..........5..........6..........7 

5. If I could live my life over, I would change       

    Almost nothing    ...............................................1..........2..........3..........4..........5..........6..........7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



86 

 

Absolute and Relative Income Questions 

 

 

 

Which of the following options best describes your income level (circle one option)? 

 

A. Less than 24, 999 a year 

 

B. 25, 000 to 44, 999 a year 

 

C. 45, 000 to 74, 999 a year 

 

D. 75, 000 to 124, 999 a year 

 

E. 125, 000 or more 

 

In general, do you feel like you (circle one): 

 

A. Have more wealth than your peers 

 

B. Have about as much wealth as your peers 

 

C. Have less wealth than your peers 
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Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure 

 

Phinney & Rosenthal (1992) 

 

Please fill in: In terms of ethnic group, I consider myself to be ____________________ 

 

Use the numbers below to indicate how much you agree or disagree with each statement. 

How well do the following statements describe you? Mark the box that best describes your 

preference based on this legend: 

 

 
Strongly 

Disagree 

 

Disagree 
Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 
 

1.I have spent time trying to find out more 

about my ethnic group, such as its history, 

traditions, and customs. 

1 2 3 4  

2. I am active in organizations or social 

groups that include mostly members of my 

own ethnic group. 

1 2 3 4  

3. I have a clear sense of my ethnic 

background and what it means for me. 
1 2 3 4  

4. I think a lot about how my life will be 

affected by my ethnic group membership. 
1 2 3 4  

5. I am happy that I am a member of the 

group I belong to. 
1 2 3 4  

6. I have a strong sense of belonging to my 

own ethnic group. 
1 2 3 4  

7. I understand pretty well what my ethnic 

group membership means to me. 
1 2 3 4  

8. In order to learn more about my ethnic 

background, I have often talked to other  

people about my ethnic group. 

1 2 3 4  

9. I have a lot of pride in my ethnic group. 1 2 3 4  

10. I participate in cultural practices of my 

own group, such as special food, music,  

or customs. 

1 2 3 4  

11. I feel a strong attachment towards my 

own ethnic group. 
1 2 3 4  

12. I feel good about my cultural or ethnic              1                  2               3             4 

                   background. 
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Perceived Ethnic Discrimination 

Contrada, Ashmore, Gary, Coups, Egeth, Sewell, Ewell, & Goya (2006) 

 

Please indicate how often over the past 3 months someone has done this to you because 

of your ethnicity 

 

 

 1................2................3................4................5.............6................7 

 Never Very Often 

 

 

 

 1. Implied you must be dangerous ....................1..........2..........3..........4..........5..........6..........7 

 2. Implied you must be dishonest .....................1..........2..........3..........4..........5..........6..........7 

 3. Implied you must be unintelligent ................1..........2..........3..........4..........5..........6..........7 

 4. Implied you must be lazy ..............................1..........2..........3..........4..........5..........6..........7 

 5. Had low expectations of you.........................1..........2..........3..........4..........5..........6..........7 

 6. Implied you must be dirty .............................1..........2..........3..........4..........5..........6..........7 

 7. Threatened to hurt you ..................................1..........2..........3..........4..........5..........6..........7 

 8. Damaged your property ................................1..........2..........3..........4..........5..........6..........7 

 9. Threatened to your damage property ............1..........2..........3..........4..........5..........6..........7 

 10. Physically hurt you .......................................1..........2..........3..........4..........5..........6..........7 

 11. Nonverbal harassment ...................................1..........2..........3..........4..........5..........6..........7 

 12. Offensive ethnic comments aimed at you .....1..........2..........3..........4..........5..........6..........7 

 13. Ethnic name calling.......................................1..........2..........3..........4..........5..........6..........7 

 14. Offensive comments about ethnic group ......1..........2..........3..........4..........5..........6..........7 

 15. Others avoided social contact with you ........1..........2..........3..........4..........5..........6..........7 

 16. Others avoided physical contact with you ....1..........2..........3..........4..........5..........6..........7 

 17. Made you feel you don't fit in .......................1..........2..........3..........4..........5..........6..........7 
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