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ABSTRACT

Autonomy has been proposed by Self-determination theory (SDT) as universally beneficial
to subjective well-being (SWB). This assumption is questioned, however, by cross-cultural
researchers who argue that autonomy is less central within collectivist societies. The thesis
addressed this controversy by conducting a mixed methods study with Ecuadorian and
British university students. In line with SDT, the results of questionnaires and focus groups
demonstrate that autonomy is likely to be conducive to SWB in both collectivist (Ecuador)
and individualist (the UK) societies. On the other hand, the findings suggest a cross-cultural
differentiation in ways in which various versions of autonomy correlate with SWB. Self-
generated or individual autonomy correlated positively with SWB in both cultural contexts,
whereas autonomy achieved by genuine self-endorsement/internalization of external
influences was only beneficial for participants from the collectivist culture. Furthermore, the
data point to higher levels of individual autonomy in the British sample. Finally, the findings
from focus groups indicate the higher importance and internalization of external influences
among Ecuadorian students. Overall, therefore, although the study reconfirms key tenets
within SDT, it also suggests that the studied variables and their relationships might be
mediated by cultural self-construal, which, in turn, can have implications for international

pedagogical practices.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Overview of the topic

The goal of this study is to analyze the concepts of educational motivation and autonomy
and their relationship to subjective well-being: a topic that has relevance for adult students,
their teachers as well as educational program providers (Levesque et al., 2004).
Understanding the reasons behind educational pursuit, and discovering what drives students
to pursue learning and how it affects their well-being are essential for ‘adult educators who
are interested in developing a program to meet public demands and increase participation in
their programs’ (Henry and Basile, 1994, p. 64). As Boshier (1971, p. 3) stated, ‘the nature
of the individual learner and his reasons for participation are an important starting point for
any research on adult education.’

Still, however, discovering what motivation really means and how it affects students
at an emotional level is not an easy task, especially in the case of post-secondary students.
For instance, educational motivation can be viewed as a manifestation of universal human
tendencies or, conversely, as an expression of a specific cultural self-construal. In regards to
these aspects, two different attitudes emerge. On one side, some cross-cultural researchers
argue that the cultural context in which students live is an important determinant of their
motivational orientation as well as the relationship between their motivational orientation
and their satisfaction with the learning process (Markus and Kitayama, 1991). The role of
culture might be especially crucial when one considers the differences between individualist
and collectivist self-construal. The former - predominant in Western democracies - places
emphasis on emotional independence and self-fulfillment or self-actualization. The

collectivist self-construal - predominant in Asian countries as well as many parts of South
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America and Africa — values, on the other hand, emotional dependence, collective identity,
group solidarity, and fulfilling societal and family obligations (Hofstede, 1980; Hui and
Triandis, 1986; Sinha and Verma, 1987; Kim et al., 1994).

This divide between cultural contexts, cross-cultural researchers point out, informs
students’ motivational orientation and the relationship between motivation and well-being
(Markus and Kitayama, 1991; lyengar and Lepper, 1999; Oishi, 2000). In individualist
countries, it is argued, motivational orientation that is based on the values of self-fulfillment
and autonomy in learning pursuits leads to emotional well-being, because those values are
championed within the individualist culture. In collectivist countries, however, autonomy,
independence and self-actualization are less emphasized and thus less crucial to achieving
well-being educational contexts. It is, instead, the desire to fulfill societal and family
obligations or wishes that motivates students and increases their well-being. In other words,
the congruence between a given student’s motivational orientation and the values
predominant in his or her cultures is associated with gains in well-being (Markus and
Kitayama, 1991; Oishi, 2000).

This line of argument has, however, been questioned by proponents of the highly
influential Self-determination theory (SDT) (Ryan and Deci, 2000) who argue that
autonomy and intrinsic interest in learning are beneficial to emotional well-being in all
cultural contexts. Autonomy is therefore positioned by these theorists as a universal human
need, albeit being manifest differently in individualist versus collectivist cultures. In
essence, autonomy is considered to remain universally pivotal, regardless of the cultural

self-construal to which particular students subscribe.



Both sides provide arguments to support their respective position, alongside the
wealth of research. Still, however, the debate continues and remains unresolved. It is, thus,
precisely my own desire to contribute to this debate through the collection and analysis of

quantitative and qualitative data that has led me to the present research topic.

1.2 Personal context

My interest in pursuing the topic of motivation and well-being has also developed as
the result of temporarily staying in Ecuador. | realized that in Ecuador, family and social
obligations tend to play a greater part in people’s everyday behaviour than in the case of
people born and brought up in Poland, Canada, and the United States; the countries where |
had previously lived and studied.

What | saw in Ecuador reminded me of my earlier experiences of teaching English as
a second language (ESL) in the United States and Canada. During this time, I noticed that
students from different cultures often presented dissimilar motivational orientations for
entering the classroom and for persisting in a given program. They also responded
differently to different methodological techniques. In a wide generalization, learners from
South America, Africa and some Asian countries appeared to favour a top-down
methodological approach - with a teacher being in charge of the learning process - over
having more independence and control of the learning process.

My own educational experiences from Canada, where | studied English literature at
the University of Toronto, also validated the role of culture in adult students’ responses to
the learning process.

The Canadian system seemed so different to me. In Poland, my native country, a

professor had an unquestioned authority, and learning mostly consisted of a passive
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memorization of a given material. Therefore, | was surprised to discover that in Canada my
own input and ideas were not only solicited but also appreciated. Students could disagree
with professors and they were encouraged to present their own arguments. At first, this
independent, creative, and self-determined learning process was not real learning for me. It
lacked authority and structure, and was not rooted in absolutes.

With time, however, | learned to appreciate this methodological approach, especially
in the context of adult education. | do not know, however, if my present convictions are
universally valid and beneficial to all cultural contexts. Indeed, describing views of some
cultural determinists, Chirkov (2009, p. 254) writes that they believe that ‘the construct of
autonomy or self-determination, together with such cultural values as individualism,
liberalism, independence, self-reliance and many others, are constructions of Western
civilization that are not (or are only partially) applicable to the rest of the world” (Chirkov,
2009, p.254). Perhaps, my ESL students’ expectations of the learning process as well as my
own initial animosity towards the Canadian educational system reflected this different
cultural reality underpinning the learning process.

Therefore, when | saw the same response to academic learning and professional tasks
in Ecuador as I had seen during my ESL teaching years and had experienced during my own
university studies, an interest in studying educational motivation and autonomy at greater
depth arose, and I was intrigued by a number of questions:

1. Is having autonomy in an educational or professional environment less important in
some cultural contexts, such as Ecuador, or are my observations simply anecdotal findings -

personal opinions unsubstantiated by any hard data?



2. Are individuals in some cultures more willing to embrace external influences in their
professional and academic life?

3. Is having control over one’s destiny and being intrinsically interested in goals that one
pursues equally important in all cultures?

4. Do subjective well-being and autonomy relate differently to each other in different
cultural contexts?

5. Is autonomy constructed and internalized in the same way in different cultural
contexts?

Pursuing those questions has led me to the previously mentioned Self-determination
theory. The theory’s core tenet that autonomy is a universal value and is equally important
and beneficial to all cultures caught me by surprise, as if contradicting what | had seen with
my own eyes (Ryan and Deci, 2000). Reading more about it has helped me, however,
appreciate the depth and subtlety of SDT’s position. What the proponents of SDT have been
saying is that autonomy is, indeed, equally crucial to all cultures but it can have culture-
specific forms and manifestations (Deci and Ryan, 1991). Some individuals, especially from
collectivist cultures, can internalize the influences of others to a point that those influences
do not feel external any more: they have rather become an indistinguishable part of the self.
Acting on those external influences does not clash with autonomy nor does it diminish well-
being because those influences are now fully incorporated into one’s autonomous
functioning (Deci and Ryan, 1991; Chirkov et al., 2003).

In other words, SDT proponents argue that the theory’s cross-cultural critics have
misunderstood its definition of autonomy, and have merged it with independence, even

though, for proponents of SDT, autonomy means only volition in action or genuine self-



endorsement of a given action. As long as following external pressures and influences feels
like following one’s own genuine wishes and desires, autonomy remains intact. This
‘autonomous interdependence’ might be easier to achieve in collectivist cultural contexts,
but this does not undermine the universal importance of educational autonomy for emotional
well-being (Deci and Ryan, 1991, p. 271).

Still, however, as already mentioned, the issue remains unresolved. Therefore,
incidentally, following my personal interests, | discovered one of the major controversies in
cross-cultural education: from this point on, | determined that | would like pursue this topic

in my doctoral thesis.

1.3 The importance of the study and its potential contribution

The thesis addresses a set of timely and widely debated issues. It is probably best to

illustrate the significance of the topic through a series of quotations from leading researchers

in the area. As Chirkov (2009, p. 257) writes, ‘the topic of human autonomy, agency, and

culture remains at the centre of the battle for the humanistic, empowering, and liberating

cultural psychology of academic motivation.” Indeed, SDT’s claim that autonomy is

universally important to well-being can have profound pedagogical implications:
*...distinguishing autonomy from the concept of individualism in cultural analyses
appears to be an important step both in more detailed and differentiated
understanding of cultural differences and for creating policies toward enhancing
mental health worldwide. However, should the claim of no functional value for
autonomy in collectivistic or vertical cultures (e.g. Miller, 1997; QOishi, 2000) prove
correct, the policy implications would also be manifold (Sen, 1999)’ (Chirkov et al.,
(2003, p.99).

For instance, if SDT proponents are right, then optimal pedagogical practices - regardless of

the cultural context - should always incorporate students’ intrinsic motivation and autonomy



in designing and supporting any educational experience. In essence, the Western principles
of student-centered classrooms should govern educational programs in every cultural
context (Knowles, 1980; Ryan and Deci, 2000). On the other hand, however, ‘should the
claim of no functional value of autonomy in collectivistic or vertical cultures prove correct’
(Chirkov et al., 2003, p. 99), then arguments in favour of student-centered classrooms,
intrinsic motivation, creativity, and self-direction in the learning process might be argued to
have only culture-specific significance. They might be of lesser importance in collectivist
countries because they depend on and are related to autonomy that has ‘no functional value’
in these countries (lyengar and Lepper, 1999; Markus and Kitayama, 2000).
This is an important debate because a lot is at stake. The proponents of SDT are
unabashed in attacking some cross-cultural researchers in highly charged language:
‘The denial that autonomy is a basic human need may even provide a justification for
stripping representatives of some nations from essential human competencies, or
casting them as puppets of social expectations and socio-cultural pressures...The
main argument of cultural determinists is that many cultures highly value obedience
to authority, strict discipline, and a hierarchical, authoritarian style of teacher-student
relations... The SDT researchers argue against this position, instead suggesting that
autonomy support is a necessary condition for the satisfaction of the need for
autonomy and cultivating autonomous motivation, and it is universally beneficial,
even within cultures in which parents or teachers do not endorse this mode of social
interaction (Ryan and Deci, 2003)’ (Chirkov, 2009, pp. 255-256).
The theoretical and practical importance of this area of study stems also from the fact that
educational and professional practices from Western societies are now being implemented in
collectivist cultural contexts (Kim et al., 1994; de Wit, 2005). Increasingly, ‘globalization of
education’ takes place, which, in reality, means that Western educational values are being
promoted as a norm, regardless of a given cultural context (de Wit et al., 2005, p. 5). What

needs to be determined, however, is whether the Western pedagogy based on the assertion of

autonomy in the learning process suits collectivist students brought up in an interdependent



cultural context (Markus and Kitayama, 1991). In other words, do self-directed learning and
following individual, entirely self-generated interests provide them with emotional benefits
similar to those achieved by students brought up in individualist Western societies?

Therefore, the present debate should be at the center of discussions about this
implementation process. For instance, if Western educational practices were to be deemed
relevant only to Western contexts — as cultural determinists claim (Markus and Kitayama,
1991) — then each international educational and professional development initiative would
require methodological re-evaluation.

The importance of the present study stems also from its partial focus on the South
American cultural context. SDT-related research in this part of the world is well overdue,
since most relevant studies in non-Western contexts have so far been conducted in Asia,
mainly Japan, China, and South Korea (Matsumoto, 1991). Although this is understandable
because of the continent’s economic importance, relevant research needs now to move to
other parts of the world. South America should be one of those places. This is crucial,
because of SDT’s claim of the universality of autonomy, and because this claim’s relevance
is most intensely debated in the context of collectivist cultures. South America represents
one of these cultures and thus needs to be studied. Chirkov et al., (2003, pp. 107-108) argue
this point in the conclusion to their research that analyzed the importance of autonomy in
four different cultures:

‘Despite the diversity of these four cultures, they do not begin to capture all cultural

forms. In particular, countries from South America, Africa, and other parts of the

world should be studied for their similarities and differences concerning the role of
autonomy and internalization within culture.’

Matsumoto (1999, p.293) goes along the same lines when he analyzes cross-cultural

researchers’ argument that autonomy is less important to collectivist cultures. Whether this



argument is valid or not can only be settled after it has been tested in all collectivist cultures.
This has not been done, however, because research ‘on Southeast Asia, South America, and
Africa...is almost non-existent in their presentation, because empirical work of the level of
quality and rigor that is acceptable to the field is almost nonexistent in these areas.’

The present study aims to redress this problem. If more research follows this thesis
or if its findings contribute to developing sound educational practices, | will have deemed

my work a success.

1.4 Research objectives

The study had a number of objectives that were addressed in the context of Self-
determination theory (Ryan and Deci, 2000). A rationale for the study and its practical and
theoretical importance are presented in-depth in the Literature Review Chapter of the study.
In general terms, | intended to do the following:

Objective 1: evaluate whether, how, and to what degree Ecuadorian and British university
students differ in their motivational approaches to higher education.

Obijective 2: assess and describe the factors that underlie any such motivational differences.
Objective 3: assess whether educational autonomy is differently perceived in the two
cultural contexts.

Objective 4: compare the importance of educational autonomy for students from the two
cultural contexts.

Objective 5: find out if educational autonomy relates differently to subjective well-being in

the two cultural contexts.



1.5 Study plan

The study employed a mixed methods approach to collect, analyze, and describe data. First,
I used the Academic Motivation Scale (Vallerand et al., 1992), Inclusive Motivation Scale
(Rudy et al., 2007), and Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985) to collect
quantitative data from Ecuadorian and British participants. | then conducted focus groups
with different participants in each country in order to obtain qualitative data related to
academic motivation and well-being. In the next step, the collected quantitative and
qualitative data were analyzed separately in the context of extant research questions and
objectives. Finally, all the collected findings were compared and analyzed together in the
context of some earlier research in hope of providing a comprehensive and multi-faceted

contribution to the research domain.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction
The first chapter defines the concept of subjective well-being and conceptual differences
between collectivism and individualism. It also provides an overview of the SDT theoretical

framework and analyzes research studies supportive as well as critical of this framework.

2.1 The concept of well-being

2.1.1 Different cultural concepts of well-being

Since emotional well-being is one of the studied phenomena in the present research, it
requires a thorough overview and consideration. This is especially important because the
concept of well-being might be differently defined and understood in various cultural
contexts (Diener and Diener 1995; Arrindell et al., 1997; Oishi et al., 1999; Kitayama et al.,
2000, Oishi and Diener, 2001). In general, the cultural perspective assumes that the nature
and experiences of well-being are culturally constituted and thus a Western concept of well-
being is inadequate to analyze well-being in collectivist cultures (Lu and Gilmour, 2004,
p.271). It is proposed that indigenous culture plays a major role in constructing the concept
of happiness and that particular ‘self views (e.g. independent self vs. interdependent self)
function as regulatory mechanisms when an individual attempts to judge his or her well-
being’ (Lu and Gilmour, 2004, p.272).

For instance, a Western concept of well-being is believed to emphasize a highly
individual self-definition (Geertz, 1975). An individualistic person strives to be ‘a bounded,
unique, more or less integrated motivational and cognitive universe, a dynamic center of
awareness, emotion, judgement, and action organized into a distinctive whole and set
contrastively both against other such wholes and against a social and natural
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background’(Geertz, 1975, p.48). According to some researchers, the Western concept of
well-being entails an active pursuit of self-directed goals and the realization of perceived
potentials (Lu and Gimour, 2000). Furthermore, there are certain factors such as personal
accomplishments (Emmons, 1991; Uchida et al., 2004) and self-esteem (Diener et al., 1985;
Diener et al., 1995) that have been showed to be strongly correlated with well-being in
Western cultures.

Well-being in collectivistic cultures might be, on the other hand, the result of
different causative factors. It is proposed that self-esteem is less important for members of
Eastern collectivistic cultures than it is for people living in Western societies (Diener et al.,
1995; Suh, 2000). In essence, in accordance with the main principles of collectivism, it is
speculated that the Asian concept of subjective well-being (SWB), contrary to the Western
concept of SWB, emphasizes mostly interdependent factors, such as ‘the creation and
maintenance of interdependent harmony’ Lu and Gilmour (2000, p.276).

Another issue related to SWB from a cross-cultural perspective has its root in
Maslow’s (1943) need-gratification theory. In his organization of universal human needs,
physiological needs are considered most essential, and are followed by safety needs, love
needs (affection, belonging), esteem needs (self-respect, freedom or autonomy), and self-
actualization needs. Furthermore, all needs are dependent on external conditions and
circumstances that might enhance or thwart their realization. Since some of those conditions
are economic in nature, physiological and safety needs are argued to be more salient in poor
countries than in rich countries (Oishi et al., 1999).

This line of theorizing has implications for cross-cultural views of well-being. First,

people living in wealthy nations should be more satisfied with their lives because, on
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average, they reach a higher level in Maslow’s need-gratification theory (McMahon, 2006).
Second, since physiological and safety needs are more easily attained in wealthy nations,
people living in those nations might base their life satisfaction judgments on higher level
needs, such as autonomy and self-actualization.

If empirically confirmed, these arguments would make the issue of well-being very
complex from a cross-cultural perspective. In addition to cultural differences, economic and
political conditions in particular countries would also bear on how well-being is defined and
attained. Access to food, housing or personal freedom might have a culturally different
impact on well-being, depending of the availability of the means toward satisfaction of these

needs in given societies.

2.1.2 Subjective well-being

Another problem related to well-being pertains not only to what influences and defines it
across nations, but also what its very definition consists of. Here, again, certain problems
arise. Happiness, well-being, and life satisfaction are not necessarily synonymous, although
they might be used interchangeably in everyday life and popular culture. This study, in its
analysis of well-being, uses only the concept of subjective well-being (SWB), which,
according to Diener et al. (1999, p. 277) is ‘a broad category of phenomena that includes
people’s emotional responses, domain satisfactions, and global judgments of life

satisfaction” (Diener et al., 1999, p. 277).

2.1.3 The cognitive dimension of subjective well-being

According to (Diener, 1994) subjective well-being (SWB) consists of two components: an

affective part and a cognitive part. The affective part is a hedonic evaluation guided by
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immediate emotions and feelings, while the cognitive part is an information-based appraisal
of one’s whole life, with people judging the extent to which their life so far measures up to
their expectations and resembles their envisioned ideal life (van Hoorn, 2007).

This thesis used only the cognitive dimension of SWB in its quantitative data
collection phase. Specific reasons guided this choice. There is a large body of research that
has studied the cognitive aspect, and this research will be analyzed in depth in Section
4.1.2.3 in relation to Satisfaction with Life Scale (the SWLS, Diener et al, 1985), a
measurement of subjective well-being in the present study. In general terms, the cognitive
dimension of SWB has been the most used concept in relation to well-being, and the most
popular view of happiness has been the one that is expressed through whole life satisfaction
(Feldman, 1998). The majority of the studies of the correlation between SWB and other
variables have used the concept of whole life satisfaction as one of the measurements and,
the SWLS, specifically, has been the most popular of all the scales applied in this type of
research (Gouveia et al., 2008). It is thus this practical aim of enabling the research
presented within the current thesis to be compared to previous research that partly motivated
me to choose the cognitive component of SWB in the data collection process.

Apart from its popularity, there is a lot to recommend about cognitive appraisal as an
estimation of well-being. The cognitive component of SWB elicits from an individual a
conscious and reflective estimation of his or her life in accordance with personal values and
goals. It is a distinguishing feature of the cognitive part that it focuses on a given
individual’s own judgments and values, rather than on criteria that are arbitrarily chosen by
others (Diener, 1984). For example, although health and energy may be universally

desirable, particular individuals can place different values on them (Diener et al., 1985).
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Furthermore, the cognitive dimension - by eliciting global judgments - concerns itself with
both overall life satisfaction and with satisfaction of specific domains. A given person
judges all that is good and bad in his or her life and, then, in accordance with his or her
beliefs, makes an overall judgment. As such, the cognitive component fulfils the
requirement of the philosopher Wladyslaw Tatarkiewicz (1976, p.8) who writes that
‘happiness requires total satisfaction, that is satisfaction with life as a whole.’

Freedom to choose one’s own criteria and the holistic nature of the life satisfaction
component of SWB explain its popularity in social and psychological research. There is
something deeply humanistic — at least in the eyes of this researcher — about overall life
satisfaction as a measure of well-being. It goes against our often premature judgments about
the happiness of disabled, sick or impoverished people. In doing so, it reminds us that we

should always seek and value the subjective perspective of other human beings.

2.2 Individualism and collectivism

2.2.1 Overview of the concepts

Ecuador and the United Kingdom are described in cross-cultural research as countries
predominantly characterized by, respectively, collectivist and individualist self-construal
(Hofstede, 1980; 2001). Therefore, given the context of the present study, it is important to
provide an overview of individualism and collectivism and describe how they have been
defined and studied in cross-cultural literature.

The interest in individualism and collectivist (I/C) started with the publication of
Culture’s Consequences (Hofstede, 1980; 2001), a vast cross-cultural study of work

motivation and organizational dynamics. In this book, Hofstede collected and analyzed data
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from more than 117,000 IBM employees working in 66 countries and proposed four
dimensions of cultural variation: power distance, masculinity, individualism, and uncertainty
avoidance. Although the author considered all the dimensions to be important, it was the
concept of individualism that captured the interest of cross-cultural researchers. As defined
by Hofstede, Western European countries, the United States and Canada correspond to
individualistic self-construal, whereas Asian countries as well countries in Latin America
and Africa correspond to collectivistic self-construal.

A number of potential influences have been suggested as implicated in cultural
differentiation, ranging from Confucianism versus Protestant beliefs, agrarian versus urban
economy, and cultural homogeneity versus diversity (Hui and Triandis, 1986, Kim et al.,
1994; Hofstede, 2001).

In terms of definitions, Hofstede (1991, p.51) distinguishes individualism from
collectivism by describing how people function in a given society:

‘...individualism pertains to societies in which the ties between individuals are loose:

everyone is expected to look after himself or herself and his or her immediate family.

Collectivism as its opposite pertains to societies in which people from birth onwards

are integrated into strong, cohesive in-groups, which throughout people’s lifetime
continue to protect them in exchange for unquestioning loyalty.’

The issue of identity and selfhood are central to distinguishing between individualistic and
collectivistic self-construal. Individualist societies, Hofstede (2001) says, put emphasis on
‘I’ consciousness, emotional independence, individual initiative, assertiveness, pleasure
seeking, and self-fulfillment or self-actualization. Collectivistic societies, on the other hand,
emphasize ‘we’ consciousness, collective identity, group solidarity, emotional dependence,
duties and obligations, and sharing (Hofstede, 1980; Hui and Triandis, 1986; Sinha and

Verma, 1987; Kim et al., 1994). Furthermore, in collectivist cultures, ‘one of the most
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important differentiations made about individuals is whether a person is part of an in-group
or an out-group. Collectivist cultures emphasize a ‘we’ versus ‘they’ distinction. However,
the emphasis on ‘collective welfare, harmony, and duties typically applies only to the in-
group and usually does not extend to out-groups’ (Kim et al., 1994, p. 32).

Furthermore, according to Hofstede (1980), the dimensions of individualism and
collectivism should be used only to describe nations at cultural level and should not be
applied to stereotype individual people living in those countries. He writes that cultures “are
wholes, and their internal logic cannot be understood in the terms used for the personality
dynamics of individuals’ (1980, p.31). In other words, societies and cultures are more than
the sum of the individual characteristics of people residing in those societies and they
‘constitute phenomena not reducible to the actions of individuals’ (Kim et al., 1994, p. 4).

Overall, the 1/C dimensions have had a profound impact on the field of cross-cultural
psychology. They have provided a useful structure for the construct of culture and allowed
for the linkage of psychological phenomena to cultural dimensions (Kim et al., 1994).
Indeed, I/C has provided an impetus for wide-ranging research. As Kim et al. (1994, p.2)
state:

‘...these constructs also allowed fruitful integration of knowledge within the

discipline of psychology (such as cognitive, developmental, social, organizational,

and clinical psychology) and across disciplines (such as anthropology, sociology,

economics, and management), and suggested convergence across different
methodologies (such as ethnographies, surveys, and experiments).’

2.2.2 The criticism of the concepts

The individualism/collectivism distinction remains, however, a controversial one: firstly,
questions of terminology emerge. As Kagitcibasi (1994, p.55) explains, ‘it is hard to create
value-free concepts and terminology, because these are not formed in a vacuum but emerge
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in a sociocultural-ideological context’. Collectivism, especially, might evoke some
pejorative connotations (Lawler, 1980). It is often associated with uniform thinking,
conformity, simplicity, crowd behaviour, and the lack of individuality. It might also bring
some negative political and economic connotations (e.g., collective farming) (Kagitcibasi,
1994).

Another potentially pejorative connotation inherent in the I/C dimensions has to do
with socio-economic progress and evolution. Explicitly or not, collectivism is often
described as the socio-cultural order of the past, while individualism is associated with
complexity and modernity (Triandis et al., 1988) and with an assumption that ‘individualism
rather than collectivism [is] compatible with social organization, economic development,
and cultural and social complexity’ (Kagitcibasi, 1994, p. 56). For example, Yang (1988)
points out that fourteen out of twenty common modernity traits reflect individualism.

However, despite these common connotations, the word individualism does not have
to describe a higher or more complex social order. For instance, the research conducted by
Billings and Majors (1989) with Melanesian Island cultures demonstrates the possibility of
the existence of both collectivist and individualist societies with similar modes of
subsistence. The researchers did not find any significant differences between the groups in
terms of stratification and hierarchy (Kagitcibasi, 1994). It is possible, therefore, that
collectivism/simple and individualism/complex associations are merely the reflections of the
predominantly Western mind-set rather than an adequate description of reality. Kagitcibasi
(1994, p. 60) writes the following, referring again to the research with Melanesian Island
cultures:

‘...i1f even at this preindustrial level there appears an uncertainty about the
relationship between complexity and 1/C, the connotation that higher levels of

18



complexity are associated with individualism stands on very shaky ground in
contemporary societies, which are all highly complex.’

A second charge against the I/C dimensions has to do with the issue of
generalizability (Kim et al., 1994). Once nations are defined as collectivist or individualist,
there is a risk that people living in those nations might lose their own personal
characteristics in the eyes of strangers. We all are - to a lesser or greater degree - prone to
stereotyping. It allows us to simplify reality as we go through life dividing the world
between us and them. Generalizing and stereotyping replace the hard work that is always
necessary to get to know another human being. Indeed, on some level, the 1/C dimensions
might be supportive of those tendencies: these constructs propose that Chinese people are
inherently different from British people and that Brazilians function differently than
Germans.

Cross-cultural literature goes to great lengths, however, to emphasize that the
distinction between individualism and collectivism is about generalities and overall
tendencies only (Kim et al., 1994; Triandis, Schwartz, 1994; Hofstede, 2001). In the same
ways that siblings differ from one another, so people living in collectivist countries differ
from one another. As Triandis (1994, p.42) says, we all carry ‘both individualist and
collectivist tendencies; the difference is that in some cultures the probability that
individualist selves, attitudes, norms, values, and behaviors will be sampled or used is higher
than in others.’

The distinction at the country level is about proportionality, and the classification
into an individualist or collectivist category is based on the cultural choices that the majority
of a given population makes. Although imperfect, such a classification can be useful. It
allows us to ‘make prediction about behavior in a culture, because most predictions in social
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psychology concern samples of individuals in a culture, rather than the behavior of one
specific individual’ (Triandis, 1994, p. 42).

Finally, some researchers question the fundamental assumption behind the 1I/C
constructs. In other words, is the individualism/collectivism distinction even valid at the
cultural level? Hofstede’s influential study was conducted, after all, in 1980 and a lot has
changed since that time. The collapse of communism and the emergence of diverse
economic models in Asia and Latin America might have had profound social and cultural
consequences. Even Western nations have been described as moving from materialist to
post-materialist values (Inglehardt, 1977). Furthermore, Hofstede obtained all the data from
highly skilled professionals working for the single multinational corporation. It is plausible
to assume that they differed from the general population, and that those potential differences
were of different magnitude in different nations. As Schwartz (1994, p.91) notices, the level
of divergence ‘was probably greater, for example, in Third World nations (e.g., El Salvador,
Pakistan) than in industrialized Western nations (e.g., Switzerland, United States). Such
variability would affect the order of the nations on the dimensions and might even affect

which dimensions emerge.’

2.2.3 More recent research and concluding summary

It is thus important look at more recent large scale research that deals with cultural
diversity. The largest and most wide-ranging work in this area was reported by the Israeli
psychologist Shalom Schwartz (1994). The researcher obtained data from elementary
school teachers and college students in over 50 countries. During a four-year period, 86
samples were drawn from 41 cultural groups in 38 nations. About 80 percent of the samples

included between 150 and 300 respondents, with 4 smaller samples (minimum 76
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respondents) and 11 larger samples (maximum 1,868 respondents) (Schwartz, 1994,
Schwartz and Bardi, 2001). The choice of teachers as participants was not accidental.
According to the authors, teachers are ‘the best available group when one is trying to
characterize cultural priorities. They play an explicit role in value socialization, they are
presumably key carriers of culture, and they are probably close to the broad value consensus
in a society’ (Schwartz, 1994, p. 91).

Instead of Hofstede’s four dimensions, Schwartz (1994) distinguished seven
dimensions: Conservatism, Hierarchy, Mastery, Affective autonomy, Intellectual autonomy,
Egalitarian commitment and Harmony. He then measured them using a list of 56 values. The
data analysis was mostly supportive of Hofstede’s earlier research. Country scores in
Schwartz’s (1994) study were strongly correlated with IBM findings for Individualism
(IDV), Masculinity (MAS), Power Distance (PD) and Uncertainty Avoidance (UA)
(Hofstede, 2001, p. 265). Comparing his research with that of Hofstede, Schwartz (1994, p.
117) says the following:

‘The substantial correlations of IDV and PD with the Autonomy and Conservatism

value types indicate similarity in the rankings of nations in the two studies. This is

striking in light of the passage of some 20 years between the studies and the use of
different empirical measures and different samples of respondents...The value types
show a reasonable pattern of associations with Hofstede’s dimensions, and they
show the theoretically predicted pattern of conceptual relations with the individual-
level value types.’
The 1/C constructs, as originally conceptualized and researched by Hofstede, appear thus to
retain their broad application value in the changing world. Schwartz’s (1994) study, despite

its different methodology, provided a strong supportive argument for the validity of these

dimensions and their use in cross-cultural research. As Schwartz (1994, p. 117) states,
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‘Considering all of these differences, the fact that a dimension similar — though far
from identical — to Hofstede’s individualism was found speaks powerfully to the
usefulness of this basic idea for comparing cultures. It is not surprising that so many
researchers have found I/C an appealing rubric for thinking about cultures.’

Of course, the world continues to change and it has changed a lot even from the time of
Schwartz’s study. Furthermore, as with other latent phenomena, more empirical research is
needed in order to get a better grasp at how culture manifests itself in different nations. Still,
for over 25 years, the I/C constructs have proven themselves to align with a useful - though

imperfect — methodological approach to compare nations and societies at the cultural level.

2.3 Self-determination theory
2.3.1 Motivation research preceding Self-determination theory and the Self-

determination theory framework

Since the present research looks at the relationship between motivation and well-being in a
collectivist versus individualist cultural contexts through the prism of Self-determination
theory (SDT), it is important to overview some motivational theories that led to the creation
of SDT. Arguably the most famous of these is the already mentioned hierarchy of needs
theory (Maslow, 1943). As explained earlier (Section 2.1.1), this theory identifies five levels
of needs, from the lowest to the highest: physiological, safety needs, belonging and love
needs, esteem needs, and need for self actualization. According to Maslow, humans have to
have lower needs fulfilled before they can move to higher level needs, and thus particular
needs turn into powerful motivational factors.

Important pioneering work related to cognitive theories of motivation was also done
by Tolman (1959) and Lewin (1951). Both of these researchers proposed that internal
energy sources (drive stimulations, tensions) led to the formulation of goals, with the
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expectations that the fulfillment of those goals would ‘reduce the drive stimulation or
tension’ (Deci and Ryan, 1985, p. 213). In other words, energy sources lead to goals and
goals lead to behaviour. What is crucial about this early work is the introduction of
‘cognitive purpose’ into the concept of human motivation. The research ‘introduced the
concept of purposiveness suggesting that people (and rats) behave with purposes, and that
these cognitive factors represent the central elements in the motivation of behavior’ (Deci
and Ryan, 1985, p. 214).

The works of Maslow, Lewin, Tolman and others (Vroom and MacCrimmon, 1968;
Bandura, 1997) influenced the formulation Self-determination theory (SDT) (Deci and
Ryan, 1985). This theory of human behaviour and motivation studies human beings’
inherent growth tendencies and their innate psychological needs. It has been proposed as an
alternative explanatory paradigm and research approach in such fields as medicine (disease
prevention, obesity, addiction research), exercise and sport, management studies, and
education (Deci and Ryan, 2008).

In terms of its theoretical underpinnings, SDT posits three needs that are considered
universal to the human condition. The proponents of SDT have identified perceived
competence (Harter, 1978; White, 1963), relatedness (Reis, 1994; Baumeister and Leary,
1995) and autonomy (deCharms, 1968; Deci, 1975) as essential for ensuring optimal
personal growth and integration.

What is, however, necessary to create conditions in which these three basic human
needs will be met and the person will flourish? For SDT researchers, an answer to this

question lies in the distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation (Figure 2.1).
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Human motivation, SDT supporters write, can be intrinsic or it can reflect different shades

or degrees of extrinsic motivation (Ryan and Deci, 2000; Kagitcibasi, 2005).

Figure 2.1 The Self-Determination Continuum (modified from Ryan and Deci, 2000)

Extrinsic Motivation Intrinsic Motivation
External Integrated
regulation ; . regulation
Introjected Identified
regulation regulation
\ 4 l A 4 \ 4 v >
Entirely - motivational continuum + Entirely
externally-determined self-determined
behaviour behaviour

Intrinsic motivation - as in the case when a student studies solely because he or she
truly enjoys the learning process and is stimulated by it - is viewed as superior to extrinsic
motivation, since it directly nourishes the three basic needs of competence, relatedness and
autonomy. Extrinsic motivation, on the other hand, is considered to undermine these basic
needs and thus impede personal growth and well-being. This type of motivation is likely to
be invoked when an individual is prompted into action by external sources such as teachers,
parents, the prospects of financial security or professional career advancement.

Furthermore, according to SDT, extrinsic motivation comprises four experientially
and functionally distinct types of motivation (Ryan and Deci, 2000). The type of motivation
most removed from intrinsic motivation and by definition least identifiable with autonomous

behaviour is called external regulation. It covers such external motivational forces as
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tangible rewards, punishments, demands, and threats or fear of admonition. A second,
somehow less alienating type of extrinsic motivation, is referred to as introjected regulation.
As with external regulation, a given behaviour is not motivated by internal needs. This time,
however, it is a desire to avoid guilt and shame or to achieve ego enhancement that prompts
individuals into action: essentially, the individual has internalized or introjected the
demands, expectations, values and norms of ‘significant others’, and so, from a person-
centred perspective, may have lost sight of the personal values, goals and endeveaours
whose realization would truly support self-actualization. A third, still more autonomous kind
of extrinsic motivation, is labelled identified regulation. Individuals who are receptive to
identified regulation genuinely value a particular behaviour and consider it personally
important. They choose to act not because of fear of punishment or hopes for external
rewards and not because they fear losing their self-esteem. They do not, however, genuinely
enjoy the action in which they are involved. Finally, the last and the least external type of
extrinsic motivation is called integrated motivation. Here, actions are fully integrated into
the self and reflect participants’ own beliefs and needs. Yet, even this motivation is not fully
intrinsic, because it is still outcome-oriented: a given learner is not involved in the
educational process solely because of enjoyment or need for stimulation (Ryan and Deci,
2000).

As already stated, according to SDT, a greater amount of intrinsic versus extrinsic
motivation in a given behaviour will lead to greater emotional gains due to a positive
relationship between intrinsic motivation and the three basic human needs (autonomy,
relatedness and competence). Therefore, within an extrinsic motivation framework,

identified regulation would be superior - in terms of fostering the three universal needs and
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optimal emotional functioning - to introjected regulation, while introjected regulation
would, in turn, be superior to external regulation (Kuhl and Furhmann, 1998). All of them,

however, would be less conducive to well-being than intrinsic motivation.

2.3.2 SDT in the context of positivist and interpretivist epistemology

Self-determination theory’s perspective embraces both positivist and interpretivist
epistemology. On the one hand, the theory’s relationship to positivism reveals itself in its
alliance with natural sciences and explicit references to objective physiological phenomena:

‘Like physical needs, psychological needs are argued to be objective rather than

merely subjective phenomena...This is analogous to the idea that, regardless of

whether or not one subjectively values nutrition, deprivation of it will lead to ill

health’ (Ryan & Niemiec, 2009, p.268).

On the other hand, however, SDT also aligns itself with intepretivist epistemology.
As Ryan and Niemiec (2009, p.267) state, “in the SDT view it is the individual meaning or
experience that has functional significance in behavioural events (Deci and Ryan, 2000), and
this focuses us on the embedded meanings and perceptions of individuals as the
determinants of behavior.” Elsewhere, in the same article, the authors write that ‘SDT is
allied with qualitative and critical theories in understanding the situational nature of learning
and growth, the importance of individual’s frame of reference in shaping meanings and the
behaviors that follow them (p.268).’

In essence, therefore, SDT accepts individual frames of reference, while remaining
non-relativistic in terms of its overriding principles. It concedes that the universal basic
needs (e.g. autonomy) can be differently generated and manifest, depending on the

individual’s frame of reference. It is SDT’s only concession to relativism. Individual

experiences dictate only how the basic needs are achieved and enhanced in a given context
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or culture and not how valuable they are to individuals. This beneficial value of conditions
within which the basic needs can be satisfied is considered invariably universal, cutting

across all cultures and societies.

2.3.3 A summary of main arguments against SDT’s assumptions

2.3.3.1 Theoretical argument: Markus and Kitayama’s (1991) paper

Of the three basic needs, it is autonomy and its proposed universal contribution to well-
being — achieved through enhancing intrinsic motivation - that have caused most of the
controversy around SDT (Chirkov et al., 2003). For instance, Markus and Kitamaya (1991)
in “arguably one of the most influential works in the past decade in culture and psychology’
(Matsumoso, 1999, p.291) propose self-system theory which states that autonomy support is
crucial to self-construal of North Americans, but is of lesser importance to self-construal of
individuals from collectivist cultures.

The self, the authors suggest, is perceived differently across cultures, and this
difference is especially striking between Western and Eastern societies. While Asians
perceive other individuals as mutually interdependent, Americans and Western Europeans
see them as independent. Asians, for example, pay closer attention to context, while
Americans focus their attention on the problem itself. The goal for independent construal is
to achieve self-actualization, self-efficacy and self-enhancement. On the other hand,
individuals oriented toward more interdependent construal strive to maintain connectedness
and approval of others (Markus and Kitayama, 1991; Heine et al., 1999; Kitayama and
Markus, 1999; Kitayama and Uchida, 2003).

As a result, Markus and Kitayama (1991) write, numerous psychological processes —

motivation among them - are filtered, reinforced or undermined through participating in
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diverse cultural environments and, because of this, these processes are culturally contingent
rather than universal. Therefore, achieving autonomy, according to this line of thought, is
not a prerequisite for well-being in cultures that downplay self-actualization and praise
connectedness, such as Asian collectivist cultures.

Miller (1997) reiterated the arguments of culture-dependent importance of autonomy
by pointing to the Hindu culture. Hindus, she writes, do not clearly differentiate between the
individual and the collective. Acting in accordance with one’s dharma, which means
performing one’s social duties, is the surest way to attain life satisfaction. The conflict
between internal desires and external norms ceases to exist. In the collective Hindu culture,
Miller argues, it is striving to fulfill one’s collective responsibilities that leads to self-
actualization. Paradoxically, therefore, accepting those external pressures defines self-
actualization instead of undermining it. The distinction between ‘I’ and ‘we’ becomes

blurred, and the choice between social duties and autonomy disappears.

2.3.3.2 Empirical research critical of the SDT view of autonomy

Empirical data supporting the culturally-relative importance of autonomy have also
emerged. In lyengar and Lepper’s (1999) study, children were asked to play games that they
had chosen by themselves and also games that had been chosen by their parents. The
researchers demonstrated that, contrary to American children, Asian children displayed
greatest interest and motivation in activities when the choice of these activities had been
made by their mothers rather than by themselves. Therefore, the choice made by significant
others did not clash with level of involvement or enjoyment for the members of collectivistic

societies. On the contrary, this was a preferred form of social interaction. The study would
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thus appear to indicate that autonomy is not universally essential to fostering genuine
enjoyment.

Oishi (2000) also looked at the relationship between autonomy and happiness and
concluded that, apart from a few highly individualistic countries, fully autonomous people
were no happier or more satisfied with their lives than less autonomous people. One of the
questions posed by Oishi (2000, p.95) was:

‘Do autonomous individuals perceive their life as better than dependent individuals in all
cultures?’

The collected data revealed that the degree of positive correlation between autonomy
and life satisfaction was much higher in individualistic nations than was the case in
collectivistic cultures. In other words, the study undermines the fundamental principle
governing Self-determination theory. Not only is autonomy less important for members of
collectivistic societies, but it also fails positively to correlate with subjective well-being in
these cultural contexts.

In some ways, this study mirrors the findings of Oishi and Diener (2001) which
showed that, compared to European Americans, Asian students did not achieve greater well-
being by pursuing goals for ‘fun and enjoyment’. In this study, the participants were
presented with the following statements:

1. ‘I pursue this goal because | want to make my parents and friends happy.’

2. ‘I pursue this goal for myself and not for others.”

3. ‘I pursue this goal to meet expectations of others.’

The results of the research indicated that progress toward goals was especially beneficial

for the well-being of those Japanese students who engaged in a given activity to make their

29



friends and family happy and to meet expectations of others. Contrary to European
Americans, independent goal pursuit did not enhance the well-being of Japanese students.
Therefore, those empirical studies, as well as the previously described famous paper
of Markus and Kitayama (1991), put forward an argument of cultural relativism; the role of
autonomy as an ingredient of well-being is culturally-dependent rather than universal. In the
case of interdependent-construal prevalent in Asian countries, it is precisely this

interdependence and not self-actualization that constitutes a base for life satisfaction.

2.3.4 In depth analysis of the above research studies: arguments against SDT

2.3.4.1 Autonomy equals independence

Is autonomy, indeed, of lesser importance to collectivist than to individualist societies? An
answer to this question requires a much more thorough analysis of the cross-cultural studies
summarized above.

Firstly, questions of definition emerge. It appears that the cross-cultural research
described above equates autonomy with independence. In some ways this is understandable,
given the typical definition of autonomy in research literature that barely differentiates
between choice, autonomy and independence. For instance, Zimmer-Gembeck (2001, p.1) in
a book entitled Adolescence in America: An Encyclopedia writes the following:

‘Stand on your own two feet. “Pull yourself up by your own bootstraps.” “If your

friends jumped off a bridge, would you jump, to0?” When one thinks of all the

slogans that reflect the importance of personal choice and independence in the
United States, it is obvious that autonomy is highly valued.’

Along the same lines, the seminar article by Markus and Kitayama (1991, p.226) explicitly

identifies autonomy with independence: ‘...the essential aspect of [independent construal]
involves a conception of the self as an autonomous, independent person.” Autonomy thus
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goes hand in hand with independence and is not essential in the construction of the
collectivist self-construal. As Markus and Kitayama (1991, p.227) write, ‘understanding of
one’s autonomy as secondary to, and constrained by, the primary task of interdependence
distinguishes interdependent selves from independent selves, for whom autonomy and its
expression are often afforded primary significance.’
Indeed, it is the culturally-dependent role of autonomy, Markus and Kitayama (1991,
p.227) write, that distinguishes interdependent individuals from independent individuals:
‘Such voluntary control of the inner attributes constitutes the core of the cultural
ideal of become mature. The understanding of one’s autonomy as secondary to, and
constrained by, the primary task of interdependence distinguishes interdependent
selves from independent selves, for whom autonomy and its expression is often
afforded primary significance.’
Words such as ‘control’, ‘constrained’ and ‘secondary’ define the optimal dealing with
autonomy in collectivist societies. Furthermore, the authors place autonomy in the context of
adjectives that suggest separation and even selfishness. The independent construal of the self
can be defined by labels such as ‘individualistic, egocentric, separate, autonomous,
idiocentric, and self-contained’ (p.226). In their later work, Markus and Kitayama (2003,
p.2) elaborate more on this issue:
‘...the predominant behavior of individualist societies reflects an implicit cultural
model of agency — normatively good actions originate in an independent,
autonomous self, and actions of this self are disjoint, that is, in some ways separate
and distinct for the actions of others. By contract the Asian and Asian American
examples reflect another cultural model of agency — normative and good actions
originate in an interdependent self, and the actions of this self are conjoint, that is, in
some ways impelled by others, in relationship and interaction with others.’
The same authors also state that ‘in collectivistic societies the pressure is not to become

separate and autonomous from others, but to fit in with others’ (Markus and Kitayama 1994,

p.97). What is very telling about this sentence is that in order to be autonomous, one needs
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to be ‘autonomous from others’. Individuals are perceived as autonomous only when they
separate themselves in their actions and behaviour from external social pressures. Since, in
collectivistic societies, this separation is not necessary to foster well-being, autonomy is also
argued to be of lesser importance.

lyengar and Lepper (1999), in the previously described article, similarly equate
autonomy with independence or individuality. The authors (1999, p.3540) say that their
findings ‘appear to challenge a fundamental assumption of traditional American social
psychological research that a lack of individual choice or personal control and autonomy
will necessarily be linked to negative consequences, such as decreases in intrinsic
motivation.” Enjoying activities chosen by their mothers implies that for Asian American
children, ‘a lack of individual choice or personal control and autonomy’ is not that
important.

Similarly, Oishi (2000) takes autonomy to be synonymous with independence. As
described earlier, one of the questions posed by his study was whether ‘autonomous
individuals perceive their lives as better than dependent individuals in all cultures (Oishi,
2000, p.95).” It is evident therefore that for this researcher - just as for Markus and
Kitayama, and lyengar and Lepper — autonomy resembles independence.

This particular definition of autonomy reflects those researchers’ tendency to follow
an individualistic view of autonomy. As mentioned, this is understandable because some of
the earlier psychological research emphasized the importance of emotional separation in the
process of formation of adolescent autonomy. According (Kagitcibasi (2005, p. 406), Freud
(1958), Blos (1979) and Steinberg and Silverberg (1986) view the *‘psychoanalytical

conceptualization of adolescent autonomy in terms of a second separation-individuation
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process.” Hoffman (1984) and Kroger (1998) also stress ‘the importance of distancing and
disengaging of the adolescent from parents as a significant phase of healthy development’

(Kagitcibasi, 2005, p. 406).

2.3.4.2 Autonomy clashes with the interdependent cultural construal

A second issue worth considering in regard to the cross-cultural researchers’ view of
autonomy is why autonomy — understood as independence — is not crucial for well-being in
collectivistic cultures. It is, in their opinion, autonomy’s clash with the dominant cultural
feature of interdependence that renders autonomous individuals who live in collectivistic
contexts less satisfied with their lives. Happiness, in those cultures, stems not from fulfilling
self-generated goals but from submitting oneself to external pressures. Oishi (2000, p.94)
states:
‘...the degree to which one is living a life close to external standards is a better
indicator of life satisfaction in collectivistic nations. Such external contrasts present a
sharp contrast with self-determination model of psychological well-being (Ryan,
1996) which posits that individuals are “well” to the extent that they live a life

congruent with their internal standards.’

A few pages later, he continues (2000, p.104):

‘...Children living in individualistic countries learn that being independent is good,
and being dependent is bad. Adults living in the individualistic cultures therefore
tend to strive for independence. Similarly children living in collectivistic cultures
learn that being cooperative with others and being responsible for their roles are
crucial. To the extent that societal goals and individuals’ goals are congruent,
striving for individuals’ goals manifest itself as normative behaviour.’

Therefore, paraphrasing the author, Self-determination theory’s concept of autonomy
(internal standards) as a universal value does not apply to collectivistic cultures because it
goes against these cultures’ adherence to external standards. It is, instead, the level of

congruence with the predominant features of a given cultural model that determines
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individual happiness. In a sense, a high level of well-being comes from following cultural
patterns and beliefs. Because in individualistic societies, autonomy is cherished, being
autonomous enhances well-being in those cultural contexts. On the other hand, since the
collectivist construal gives preference to external standards, conforming to those standards
results in greater life satisfaction in the case of interdependent individuals.

As Markus and Kitayama (1991, p.224) say: “...in America, “the squeaky wheel gets
the grease’. In Japan, on the other hand, ‘the nail that stands out gets pounded down’. Then,
in relation to well-being and self-esteem, they write the following (1991, p.242):

‘For those with independent selves, feeling good about oneself typically requires

fulfilling the tasks associated with being an independent self; that is, being unique,

expressing one’s inner attributes, and asserting oneself... Instead, [for interdependent
selves] feeling good about the self should derive from fulfilling the tasks associated
with being interdependent with relevant others: belonging, fitting in, occupying
one’s proper place, engaging in appropriate action, promoting others’ goals, and
maintaining harmony ...Second, self-esteem among those with interdependent selves
may be based in large measure on their capacity to exert control over their own
desires and needs so that they can indeed belong and fit it.”
Therefore, according to this interpretation, feeling good and having high self-esteem result
from following the culturally valued norms in which one lives rather than from asserting
individual, self-generated preferences. This rule applies to interdependent individuals even if
it requires ‘the capacity to exert control over their own desires and needs.” lyengar and
Lepper (1999, p.350) go along the same lines when they state that:

‘...In some situations the exercise of personal choice might even pose a threat to

individuals whose personal preferences could prove to be at variance with those of

their reference group. Interdependent selves, therefore, might sometimes prefer to

submit themselves to choices expressed by others if the situation enables them to
fulfill the superordinate cultural goal of belongingness.’

Conformity or submitting to choices expressed by others leads to emotional gains because it

corresponds to the collectivistic cultural model. Exercising personal choices, on the other
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hand, might pose a threat to an individual and thus thwart his or her well-being because it

clashes with the predominant cultural model.

2.3.5 The response to the critical cross-cultural research from SDT perspective

Overall, therefore, two issues have pitted cross-cultural researchers against the supporters of
SDT:
1. Autonomy - conceived as independence from external standards — is not important in
collective cultures.
2. Achieving higher well-being in collective cultures requires unconditional
conforming to these external standards.
Consequently, SDT researchers have attempted to defend their theory by addressing
precisely these two issues.

Firstly, according to SDT, autonomy does not equal independence, even though it
was presented as such by the cross-cultural researchers. Those researchers chose to follow
the previously described individualistic definition of autonomy, rather than the definition
that SDT proposes. Chirkov et al. (2003, p.272) make this distinction clear by stating that ‘a
person is autonomous when his or her behaviour is experienced as willingly enacted and
when he or she fully endorses the actions in which he or she is engaged and/or values
expressed by them’. Deci and Ryan (1991, p.272) even coin a term for this: ‘autonomous
interdependence.’

It is an inner endorsement of a given action or its internalization that defines
autonomy from the perspective of SDT. The theory argues that autonomy ‘concerns the

extent to which people genuinely concur with the forces that do influence their behavior’
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(Ryan and Deci, 2000, p. 330). People are driven by autonomous needs when, in an
authentic way, they stand behind and support their endeavors. Therefore, from the SDT
standpoint, the opposite of autonomy is not dependence but, heteronomy, a concept that
implies explicit external control over individuals regardless of those individuals’ own values
or beliefs.

The previously described research by Oishi (2000) can be challenged on those terms.
Oishi interpreted his findings as indicating that individualism was less important for life
satisfaction in collectivist cultures than in individualist cultures and, by extension, so was
autonomy. What his data might indicate, however, is that individualism (separateness or
independence) not autonomy has less value in collectivist cultures.

This is the crucial difference. Since, within the SDT framework (Deci and Ryan,
1991), it is the inner endorsement of an action or its genuine internalization that defines
autonomy, an autonomous motivation can be external (coming from outside) or internal
(self-generated) in its origin. It does not really matter because it is the full and voluntary
identification with a given action that makes all the difference in distinguishing autonomous
from non-autonomous behaviour. For instance, our voluntary endorsement of traffic lights,
seat belts, and rules of non-violent behaviour points to the possibility of maintaining
autonomy, despite external expectations and regulatory forces.

Similarly, Oishi and Diener (2001, p.1680) - in the previously described article
which, on the surface, argues against the universal importance of autonomy — point to the
genuine internalization of external influences or ‘autonomous interdependence:’

‘Interestingly, intrinsic goal pursuit (i.e., for fun and enjoyment) was positively

correlated [for the Japanese] participants with goal pursuit to make friends and

family happy and to meet the expectations of others. Thus, the descriptive statistics
and patterns of correlations among goal motives reveal an interesting picture of the
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Japanese participants. On one hand, these Japanese showed that they pursued their

goals for independent reasons. On the other hand, the goals they pursued to make

friends and family happy and to meet the expectations of others were the goals that

were fun and enjoyable. Here, one can see that so-called extrinsic goal motives (e.g.,

Sheldon & Kasser, 1998) are highly internalized among the Japanese participants.’

What Oishi and Diener find ‘interesting’ constitutes for Deci, Ryan, Chirkov, and
other proponents of SDT the very essence of autonomy from a universal perspective.
Contrary to European American participants, for Japanese participants, ‘intrinsic goal
pursuit (i.e., for fun and enjoyment)’ was positively correlated with goal pursuit ‘to meet the
expectations of others’ because they were able to internalize those ‘expectations of others’
into their own system of beliefs and preferences. External influences ceased to be perceived
as solely external influences, and they became, instead, aspirations which these participants
had been intrinsically motivated to attain. In other words, those Japanese participants
experienced ‘autonomous interdependence’ or genuine self-endorsement of external
influences, an equally valid - but more easily attainable in collectivist cultures - form of
autonomy (Ryan and Deci, 1991, p. 271)

Viewed from the perspective of internalization or intrinsic identification with
external pressures, the data obtained by lyengar and Lepper (1999) can also lead to different
conclusions. It is possible that the Asian children in this study found greatest motivation and
enjoyment in activities chosen by their mothers not because autonomy was not important for
them but because the decisions of significant others felt like autonomous decisions to them.
It is this greater facility to internalize external pressures - and not the value of autonomy

itself - that differentiates independent from interdependent selves according to Self-

determination theory (Chirkov et al., 2003).
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A similar interpretation applies also to the famous article by Markus and Kitayama
(1991). The writers say that Asians achieve greater satisfaction by submitting themselves to
external pressures and by exerting control over their desires. Furthermore, an interdependent
self wants to ‘adjust one’s own demands and desires.” The words ‘submitting’, ‘exerting
control over desires’, and ‘adjusting’ (Markus and Kitayama, 1991, p. 242) might not,
reflect, however, how extrinsic motivation is negotiated in collectivistic cultures. In reality,
in accordance with SDT’s principle of internalization, there might be little to submit to,
exert control over or adjust to. Through a subconscious process, external influences enter
one’s intrinsic motivation and become an indistinguishable part of it (Ryan and Deci, 1991).
In fact, Markus and Kitayama (1991, p.229) admit as much by saying that ‘the goals of
others may become so focal in consciousness that the goals of others may be experienced as

personal goals.’

2.3.6 SDT-related research: Support for SDT’s view of human autonomy

It is possible, therefore, that the conflict between the proponents of SDT and some cross-
cultural researchers is more about how autonomy manifests itself in different cultural
contexts than about autonomy as a universal value. If so, there is a need for research that
demonstrates the possibility of attaining autonomy through a voluntary internalization of

external pressures and influences.

2.3.6.1 Research with children

In this context, the study by Bao and Lam (2008) provides some important data. In response

to lyengar and Lepper (1999), the researchers directly addressed the possibility of there
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being a difference between autonomy obtained though a voluntary acceptance of external
pressures and controlled behaviour. In line with SDT, they proposed that choice and
autonomy were not synonymous, because an individual might follow others and still feel
autonomous as long as he or she fully endorses the choices of others. Furthermore, they add,
freedom to choose does not always entail autonomy. Indeed, ‘it is possible for individuals
not to feel autonomous when they are offered a choice but none of the options is preferred’
(Bao and Lam, 2008, p. 270).

To further illuminate differences between choice and autonomy and to test the
importance of autonomy in collectivist societies, the researchers conducted a study that, on
the surface, mirrored the often-quoted research conducted by lyengar and Lepper (1999).
What Bao and Lam (2008, p. 270) hoped to demonstrate was that once ‘socioemotional
relatedness is high, lack of choice will not decrease motivation because internalization may
leave the sense of autonomy intact.” On the other hand, however, ‘when socioemotional
relatedness is low, lack of choice will result in low motivation because internalization does
not take place and the sense of autonomy is jeopardized’ (2008, p. 270).

The four-part study, of which only Part 1 will be examined here, involved 60
participants from fourth, fifth, and sixth grade from two elementary schools in Hong Kong.
In Part 1 of the Study, the children indicated who had chosen the extracurricular course that
they were attending. Thirty-three children reported that they had made their own choice,
whereas 23 reported that their mothers had made the choice for them. The children also
answered three questions related to motivation (2008, p.271):

(@) “How willing are you to attend this course?’ (b) “‘How interesting is this course to you?’

and (¢) ‘How much do you like this course?’
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Finally, the researchers measured the children’s perceived relatedness with their
mothers, using the Parental Acceptance — Rejection Questionnaire (Rohner and Rohner,
1980). This questionnaire has 24 items that are divided into four subscales: (a)
warmth/affection, for example, ‘my mother says nice things about me’; (b)
hostility/aggression, for example, ‘my mother goes out of her way to hurt my feelings’; (c)
indifference/neglect, for example, ‘my mother ignores me as long as | do not do anything to
bother her’; and (d) undifferentiated/rejection, for example, ‘my mother does not really love
me’ (2008, p.275). The participants indicated the degree of agreement with each of the items
on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (disagree strongly) to 6 (agree strongly). Internal
consistency was .81 for this study.

The data analysis supported the claim that the effect of freedom of choice on
motivation depends on the degree of mother — child relatedness. When this degree of
relatedness was high, freedom of choice did not play an important role, and a child was still
highly motivated to participate in the activities because he or she was able to internalize
external pressures to the point of experiencing ‘autonomous interdependence.” The
distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation disappeared, and a child experienced
autonomy despite the seeming lack of choice.

On the other hand, when the mother — child relationship was not close, freedom of
choice played a decisive role in children’s motivation. They were significantly less willing
to take part in the activities because, in the context of low relatedness and internalization,
they felt forced to participate. In contrast to the first scenario, autonomy and external

pressures clashed, and the sense of autonomy was jeopardized.
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Therefore, the study confirms SDT’s stand that autonomy understood as a genuine
self-endorsement of a given action is universally beneficial for optimum functioning (Ryan
and Deci, 2000). Possibly, this self-endorsement or internalization of parental pressures — an
alternative route to autonomy - might be easier to achieve for Asian than for American
children (lyengar and Lepper, 1999): a view that is not inconsistent with Self-determination
theory (Chirkov et al., 2003). However, when this self-endorsement or internalization of
external pressures does not take place, emotional well-being suffers, even in the case of
Asian collectivist selves. That is why, although Asians may ascribe lesser importance to
following solely self-generated decisions and they might have greater ability to internalize
the choices of others than Western individuals, this does not mean that collectivistic
societies value autonomy any less than do individualistic societies.

Despite its importance, Bao and Lam’s (2008) study has one crucial limitation.
Contrary to the research conducted by lyengar and Lepper (1999), the researchers included
only Chinese participants in their analysis. It is an important shortcoming. An overall goal of
this line of research is to see if the benefits of autonomy apply to all cultures, and if the
difference between freedom of choice and autonomy is moderated by country membership.
That is why, to obtain a more comprehensive picture about these issues, it is necessary to
include individualistic samples as well as samples from other collectivistic countries in
relevant research.

The psychological benefits of autonomy — an essential premise of SDT - were also
investigated in a research study conducted with South Korean high school students (Jang et

al., 2009). The researchers were concerned with two questions:
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What underlies a productive, satisfying learning experience for collectivistic Korean
students?

Can basic needs theory (SDT) account for Korean students’ productive and satisfying
learning outcomes?

The research comprised two studies. In Part la of Study 1, participants were
instructed to write a short essay describing a recent satisfying learning experience and then
to complete two measures to elaborate on the nature of this experience. The first measure
asked them to make ratings about the satisfying learning experience by describing to what
degree they agreed with 24 items adapted from Sheldon et al.’s (2004) Need Satisfaction
Questionnaire. The measure began with ‘During my highly satisfying experience, | felt...’
and then provided participants with three items for each of eight different psychological
needs. Each item had a scale ranging from 1 (not at all true) to 7 (very true). High autonomy
was one of eight psychological needs that were tested. A second measure sought to
determine to what degree participants had experienced each of 10 positive feelings during
their satisfying learning experience. The items were selected from the Positive and Negative
Affect Schedule (Watson et al., 1988).

The data analysis revealed that high autonomy, apart from relatedness and
competence, was important for the satisfying learning experience and was significantly
associated with positive emotion. These positive correlations demonstrated thus that, in
accordance with SDT, autonomy and other basic human needs ‘were salient within Korean
students’ highly satisfying learning experiences and were associated with positive affect’

(Jang et al., 2009, p. 656).
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In Part 1b of Study 1, students were asked about an unsatisfying learning experience.
Again, autonomy emerged as an important factor. Data analysis showed that autonomy
frustration was significantly associated with both a negative learning experience and high
negative affect. These findings, the authors (2009, p. 656) state, support the SDT’s position
that autonomy is important in collectivist contexts. On the other hand, they go against the
views of some cross-cultural researchers, ‘because it might not be expected within some
frameworks (e.g., Markus & Kitayama, 1991) that the frustration of autonomy would be
salient among Koreans.’

Study 2 measured, among other things, the importance of autonomous support versus
external control and the importance of the fulfillment of psychological needs for positive
educational outcomes. To assess perceived teachers’ support for autonomy, the researchers
used the Learning Climate Questionnaire (LCQ; Williams et al., 1996). This questionnaire
includes eight items, such as ‘My teacher provides me with choices and options’ and ‘When
I offer suggestions to my teacher, he or she listens carefully and considers my suggestions
seriously’. The LCQ had high internal consistency (.88). Perceived external control was
assessed, on the other hand, by means of the Teacher Control Questionnaire (TCQ); Jeon,
2004). The questionnaire includes four items, such as ‘My teacher tries to control everything
I do’ and ‘My teacher puts a lot of pressure on me.” It also had high internal consistency
(.87). Psychological needs, meanwhile, were assessed using the Activity-Feelings States
Scale (Reeve and Sickenius, 1994). Three items of the scale measure perceived autonomy:
‘During class | feel a) free, b) I’m doing what | want to be doing, c) free to decide for myself

what to do’. Finally, in order to test positive learning outcomes, the researchers used a
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variety of measures) Engagement Questionnaire, Self-Regulation Questionnaire (Ryan and
Connell, 1989) and the Mood Rating Scale (Diener and Emmons, 1984).

Data analysis again demonstrated the importance of autonomy for a satisfying
learning experience. Autonomy support correlated positively with perceived autonomy, and
perceived autonomy correlated in the expected direction with each educational outcome. As
Jang et al. (2009, p. 656) conclude, ‘the psychological needs collectively explained
substantial variance in all four indicators of productive (high engagement and high
achievement) and satisfying (high intrinsic motivation and low proneness to negative affect)
learning experiences.’

The study appears to reiterate, therefore, the importance of autonomy for optimal
functioning in educational contexts. More importantly, it relates the issue to collectivistic
societies, strengthening thus SDT’s claim of universality.

The obtained findings need to be interpreted with some caution, however. In Study 2,
for example, both the information about teachers’ instructional styles and students’ own
classroom functioning was obtained solely by asking students. It is thus possible that
participants’ own intrinsic motivation had colored their evaluation of teachers and their

reporting of psychological need satisfaction.

2.3.6.2 Research with university students

A different approach to study autonomy comes from the research focusing on autonomy and
relatedness. Vansteenkiste et al. (2005) conducted a research study with two groups of
Chinese students. The majority of these students lived and studied in Belgium (sojourners),

whereas a smaller percentage of students were still living in China but applying to study in
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Belgium (applicants). The study attempted to test three hypotheses. Firstly, the researchers
wanted to see if autonomy and relatedness or dependence were conflicting needs, as
proposed by cross-cultural researchers (Markus and Kitayama, 1991). Secondly, the
importance of autonomy on students’ adjustment was analyzed. Finally, the study attempted
to find out if the positive effect of autonomy would be absent in respondents characterized
by high relatedness.

Sixty-six male and fifty-three female students took part in the study and the
participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 42 years, with an average of 23 years. A basic need
satisfaction questionnaire was used to measure participants’ levels of autonomy, relatedness,
and competence (Reis et al., 2000; Deci et al., 2001).

Subjective well-being was measured using The Positive Affect Negative Affect
Schedule (PANAS), (Watson et al., 1988) and The Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLYS),
(Diener et al., 1985). The study also assessed participants’ levels of vitality using a seven-
item scale, (Ryan and Frederick, 1997) and depression (20-item Centre for Epidemiological
Studies-Depression (CES-D) scale, (Radloff, 1977). Internal consistency for the well-being
composite score and for the vitality and depression scales was, respectively .87, .84, and .92.

The results of the study appear to have confirmed SDT’s universal needs model.
Autonomy and relatedness were not found to be conflicting strivings but were, instead,
positively correlated, and explained independent variance in participants’ well-being, vitality
and depression. In other words, it is possible, especially in collectivist contexts, to be
autonomous and dependent on others at the same time.

Furthermore, the study confirmed the cross-cultural importance of autonomy.

Satisfaction with the level of autonomy was significantly negatively related to depression,
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under conditions of both low and high relatedness satisfaction, although this relationship
was stronger in case of low relatedness.

Finally, the study examined whether the effects of autonomy and relatedness
(dependence) satisfaction would be different for Chinese participants residing in China (i.e.
applicants) compared to Chinese participants living in Belgium (i.e. sojourners). However,
none of the interactions reached statistical significance. Therefore, it appears that autonomy
and relatedness similarly affect Chinese participants living in the collectivist society as well
as those living in the individualist society, again strengthening SDT’s claim of universality.

Despite the significance of these findings, the study had a number of limitations, the
most important of which is related to the choice of participants. Although the researchers
wanted to see if the basic need satisfaction model applied to collectivistic individuals, they
chose participants from a collectivist culture with potentially greater levels of individualistic
tendencies. All the participants were studying or were applying to study in a different
country. Although Chinese by birth, they had left, or intended to leave their native country
in order to reside in a predominantly individualistic cultural context. It is therefore plausible

to infer that they were more individualistically inclined than their peers studying in China.

2.3.6.3 Research comparing individualist and collectivist cultures

SDT-related research with university students

An important contribution of the concept of internalization of external influences that lies at
the core of SDT (Deci and Ryan, 1991) comes from a study by Bontempo et al. (1990). The
researchers asked students from Brazil - another collectivistic society (Oyserman et al.,

2002) - and U.S. students to rate how likely they would be to participate in certain activities.
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These activities were time consuming but expected by the in-group and included visiting a
friend in hospital when this would require a lot of time and effort.

Participants were randomly assigned to either a public or a private condition. When
they provided their responses in the public condition, they had to give their full name and
contact information and were told that some of them might be asked to come to the
laboratory later to discuss their responses with a group of friends. Participants from the
private condition were promised anonymity and assured that their responses would not be
shared with anybody.

The analysis of the data revealed significant differences between the participants
from individualist and collectivist culture. The U.S. participants in the public condition
responded that they were willing to perform the expected behaviour to a greater extent
(M=64.30, SD=18.72) than those in the anonymous condition (M=36.74, SD=26.89),
t=7.26. The Brazilian participants, on the other hand, expressed very similar intent to engage
in the pro-social behaviour in both the public and private condition (M=71.00, SD=25.20
and M=70.04, SD=25.41).

These data confirm SDT’s contention that expectations of others can become
internalized to the point that they no longer clash with autonomous behaviour. Furthermore,
this process is more easily attainable in collectivist cultures. While for the American
participants, a very definite line separates intrinsic from extrinsic motivation, for the
Brazilian participants, this line largely disappears. External social expectations have become
internalized, and the Brazilian students were ‘responding not out fear of reprisal, but in

consonance with their values’ (Bontempo et al., 1990, p.208).

47



Chirkov et al. (2003) also analyzed the issue of autonomy and its psychological
consequences by studying university students from both individualist and collectivist
cultures (Hoestefe, 2000). Participants came from South Korea, Russia, Turkey, and the
United States: 159 from two universities in Russia, 195 from a northwestern U.S. university,
94 from a university in Turkey, and 111 from a South Korean university.

In terms of procedure, it was explained to the students that the goal of the activity
was to measure everyday behaviours, values, and life attitudes. The level of internalization
was assessed using the Self-Regulatory Questionnaire of Cultural Practices (Ryan and
Connell, 1989; Vallerand, 1997; Sheldon and Houser-Marko, 2001). For each belief or
feeling, a question “Why do or would you do [feel, believe] this?” was posed. Four possible
explanations that reflect different levels of internalization were provided: external
regulation, introjection, identification, and integration. The authors calculated the
participants’ relative autonomy using a formula based on Ryan and Connell’s (1989)
formulations. To obtain final results, external regulation was multiplied by (-2), introjection
by (-1), identification by (1), and integration by (2). All the scores were added and divided
by 4. The larger the index, the greater the relative autonomy associated with motivation
behind a given belief, attitude or value.

Psychological well-being was measured, on the other hand, using various scales: the
Satisfaction With Life Scale (Diener et al.,, 1985), six items from the Center for
Epidemiological Studies-Depression Inventory (Radloff, 1977), the Short Index of Self-
Actualization (Jones and Crandal, 1896), a 15-item measure of growth and self-

actualization, and the 10-item Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965). The rationale behind
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using these different scales was to reflect hedonistic (happiness) and self-fulfillment aspects
of well-being (Ryan and Deci, 2001).

The analysis of the collected data demonstrated that relative autonomy had a positive
correlation with the indices of well-being in all four cultural contexts. Therefore, the fact
that more autonomous behaviour was associated with greater well-being regardless of the
cultural self-construal appears to reconfirm SDT’s claim that ‘autonomy is a basic human
concern’ (Chirkov et al., 2003, p.103).

In a more recent study, Sheldon et al., (2004) asked students from South Korea,
China, Taiwan, and the USA to rate the extent to which they undertake certain actions,
rating reasons ranging from controlled to autonomous. Over 500 students participated in the
research. All of them filled out a personal-strivings assessment (Emmons, 1989). The
researchers explained that they wanted to find out what the students were typically trying to
do in their everyday behaviour. Participants were provided with examples of strivings and
were also asked to write eight personal strivings on their own.

Next, all the participants were instructed to rate the extent to which they pursued
these strivings for reasons ranging from controlled to autonomous. The researchers again
followed SDT-based model of internalization. External motivation and introjected
motivation corresponded to more controlled motivation, whereas identified motivation and
intrinsic motivation corresponded to autonomous motivation. To rate their answers, students
used a Likert-type scale that ranged from 1 (not at all for this reason) to 7 (completely for
this reason).

Subjective well-being was measured by Positive Affect Negative Affect Schedule

(Watson et al., 1988) which estimates how much participants felt each emotion in the past
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month and asks them to rate 20 mood adjectives in so far as each is true for them. The
students also completed the Satisfaction With Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985). An aggregate
measure of subjective well-being was obtained by standardizing all scores and subtracting
negative affect from the sum of positive affect and life satisfaction (Diener, 1994).

The results of the study were consistent with Self-determination theory, indicating
that more autonomous motivation correlated significantly and positively with aggregate
well-being in each studied sample. More externally directed motivation, on the other hand,
displayed negative correlations with aggregate well-being in all four countries. The US
sample had the following correlations: external (-0.39), introjected (-0.7), identified (0.8)
and intrinsic (0.19), while in the Chinese sample, these correlations were: external (-0.7),
introjected (-0.4), identified (0.26 and intrinsic (0.46). The South Korean sample and
Taiwanese sample were characterized by correlations pointing in the same direction. They
were, respectively: external (-0.14/-0.27), introjected (-0.23/-0.18), identified (0.5/0.6) and
intrinsic (0.13/0.25). These findings, the researchers write, ‘suggest that it is possible for
people to own their goals everywhere, regardless of their cultural membership, their income,
family education, and the concrete focus of the goals’ (p. 219).

Chirkov et al., (2005) also analyzed the relationship between autonomy and well-
being in different cultures by, again, comparing participants from a more individualistic
country (Canada) with those from a more collectivistic country (Brazil) (Hofstede, 2001).
The researchers focused on the extent to which different behaviours and attitudes are present
in each country and measured to what degree these behaviours and attitudes were
internalized by the study’s participants. Finally, the relationship between the level of

internalization and well-being was calculated.
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In terms of measurement instruments, the perceived cultural context (PCC; Chirkov
et al., 2003) was used to measure the perceived importance and frequency of behaviours and
attitudes in both countries; 24-items were rated on 5-point Likert scales. Then, in order to
measure the level of autonomy, for each item the participants rated the extent to which they
participated in a given behaviour for reasons ranging from external, introjected, identified or
integrated. Again, a 5-point Likert scale was used. Finally, the assessment of well-being was
achieved by using 5-item Satisfaction With Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985), the 15-item
Short Index of Self-Actualization (Jones and Crandal, 1986), the 10-item Self-Esteem Scale
(Rosenberg, 1965), and 6 items from the CES-Depression Inventory (Radloff, 1977).

The results of the study indicated that, in both countries, the more cultural practices
were ‘internalized or autonomously regulated, the higher the psychological well-being of the
participants’ (Chirkov et al., 2005, p. 438). Therefore, as in the case in the previously quoted
research, autonomy was shown to be a universal need that, where satisfied, correlates
positively with well-being in different cultural contexts.

SDT and Rogers’s self-concept prediction

An innovative attempt to validate the universal value of autonomy was made by placing this
need in the context of Rogers’ (1961) self-concept prediction (Lynch et al., 2009). Carl
Rogers, an influential American psychologist, proposed that people had an ideal view of
themselves, and that the gap between the perceived reality (self-concept) and this ideal self
was an important indicator and determinant of self-esteem and well-being. In essence, the
smaller is the gap between the actual view of self and the ideal view of self, the greater is a

given person’s subjective well-being (Rogers and Dymond, 1954; Rogers, 1961).
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Lynch et al. (2009) argued that SDT and Rogers share a common perspective on
human functioning. Autonomy, according to SDT, means being able to pursue goals and
ideas with which one genuinely identifies. It is thus logical, the researchers say, that an
environment supportive of autonomy would allow for a greater self-fulfilment of personal
wishes and desires, which, in turn, might lead to narrowing the gap between the ideal view
of self and the current view of self. To put this differently, ideal/actual self concept
discrepancies would be smaller in autonomy-supportive environments or relationships.

To test this hypothesis, the researchers conducted a study with 642 college students
from three countries: 205 from an American university, 192 from a university in European
Russia, and 245 from a university in China. The researchers’ main prediction was that, in
accordance with SDT, ‘country membership would not moderate the relation between
autonomy support and self-concept discrepancies, that is, that autonomy support (autonomy
in close relationships) would be negatively associated with ideal/actual self-concept
discrepancies, regardless of country membership’ (Lynch et al., 2009, p. 292).

The study used ‘Big Five’ traits to measure participants’ personality characteristics.
The Big Five Model contains five broad core domains or dimensions that have been
proposed to define human personality (John and Srivastava, 1999). These five dimensions
are Extraversion, Neuroticism, Agreeableness, Openness to Experiences, and
Conscientiousness. The model’s application to cross-cultural studies has been validated by a
considerable amount of empirical research (e.g., McCrae and Allik, 2002; McCrae et al.,
2004).

In their own study, Lynch et al. (2009) measured participants’ ideal Big Five self-

concept and actual Big Five self-concept using a set of 30 trait adjectives (Sheldon et al.,
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1997) on a scale of 1 (Not at all) to 7 (Very much). Participants rated each adjective in terms
of how they really saw themselves (self-concept) and then contrasted it with how they would
like to see themselves (ideal self). Perceived autonomy support was, on the other hand,
measured using 7 items adopted from two scales: the Basic Need Satisfaction in
Relationships Scale (BPNS-R) (La Guardia et al., 2000) and the Health Care Climate
Questionnaire (HCCQ) that was validated by Williams and Deci (2001). Furthermore, to test
the assumption that ideal/actual discrepancies would be inversely related to well-being
within relationships, four indicators of well-being were used: satisfaction, vitality, and
positive and negative affect.

The data analysis confirmed the researchers’ expectations. First, a greater
discrepancy between the actual and ideal self-concept was associated with lower well-being.
In other words, regardless of country membership, larger self-concept/ideal self
discrepancies were associated with lower well-being. The second prediction of the study was
also confirmed. In line with SDT, being with autonomy supportive partners was associated
with smaller ideal/actual discrepancies in all three countries. Finally, the results of the data
analysis indicated that support for autonomy was associated with greater well-being for
American, Russian as well as for Chinese participants.

In general, the study provided a strong support for SDT’s argument regarding the
universality of basic psychological needs, including the need for autonomy. Although there
was some moderation by country membership - reflecting the continuing importance of the
individualism/collectivism divide - the expected direction was seen in all three countries,

suggesting thus that the need for autonomy as a motivating force whose satisfaction has
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wide-reaching social and emotional benefits applies within both individualistic and
collectivistic cultural contexts.

Still, despite these results, it is too early to draw definitive conclusions. As with most
of the other research conducted so far, Lynch et al.’s study limited the generalizability of its
findings by not including participants from less studied collectivist contexts such as Africa

or South America.

2.3.6.4 Autonomy as a need containing two separate dimensions

In light of the presented research studies and their findings, it appears that autonomy is an
important emotional need in both individualist and collectivist cultural contexts. This view is
convincing, however, only when the concept of autonomy also reflects - especially in
collectivist contexts — a genuine self-endorsement of external influences. In other words, in
order to be considered an emotionally beneficial need in collectivist contexts, autonomy
cannot undermine high relatedness or high dependence that those cultures highly value.

Proponents of SDT have always maintained that it is, indeed, the case and autonomy
does not have to come into conflict with dependence or relatedness. Still their disputes with
cross-cultural researchers appear to prolong confusion, instead of resolving it (lyengar and
Lepper, 1999; lyengar and DeVoe, 2003). Nor did the research presented above managed to
reconcile the two positions

Therefore, in this context, an innovative approach to the concept of autonomy
proposed by Kagitcibasi (2005) offers a more refined platform for reconciling the positions
of SDT proponents and their cross-cultural critics. The difference between the two traditions

- this new line of thought suggests - results from referring to subtly different features of
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human motivation. In line with this argument, Kagitcibasi (2005) proposes a multi-level
concept of autonomy that is compatible with interdependence. The author states that the
concept of autonomy combines two distinct dimensions. The first called ‘the interpersonal
distance’ dimension is defined by the degree of distancing of self from others and can extend
from ‘separateness’ to ‘relatedness’ poles. This dimension describes how closely one is
connected with others: ...separate selves are distanced from others with well-defined self-
boundaries, whereas the boundaries of connected selves may be fused with others’
(Kagitcibasi, 2005, p. 404). The second dimension, called ‘agency’, describes the degree of
autonomous functioning and extends from autonomy to heteronomy. Autonomous behaviour
means that one follows his or her own rules, whereas heteronymous behaviour reflects
passively subjecting oneself to another’s rule. It is only this second dimension that
corresponds to SDT’s definition of autonomy because it explicitly deals with volition.

The two dimensions underlie self and self-other relations, and a given person’s
‘standing on the interpersonal distance dimension may or may not affect one’s standing on
the agency dimension’ (Kagitcibasi, 2005, p. 404). Indeed, ‘becoming an autonomous
individual and maintaining an interdependent relationship with one’s parents are not
mutually exclusive’ (Daniels, 1990, p. 107). This is a finding that some of the cross-cultural
research presented before had failed to notice. As Kagitcibasi (2005, p. 405) says, ‘in the
individualistic view of autonomy, reflected in much theorizing on the topic, these two
distinct dimensions [interpersonal distance and agency] are often seen to overlap and are
even used interchangeably’.

What Kagitcibasi proposes, instead, is the construct of autonomous-related self,

where being autonomous does not impact on interdependence or relatedness. This concept,
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the author writes, is the reflection of *a global pattern of urbanization and socioeconomic
development in the “majority world” with collectivistic cultures of relatedness’ (Kagitcibasi,
2005, p. 410). In essence, the concept of autonomous-related self takes issue with the view
that urbanization and economic development create ‘a global shift from the family model of
interdependence to the family model of independence’ (Kagitcibasi, 2005, p. 411).
Kagitciabasi regards this view as too simplistic because it fails to differentiate between
material and psychological interdependencies in the family. She argues that rather different
dynamics take place, instead (2005, p. 441):
‘What seems to happen is that with urban lifestyles and increasing affluence,
material interdependence between generations decreases, because elderly parents do
not need any longer to depend on the economic support of their adult offspring
(Astone, Nathanson, Schoen, & Kim, 1999; Caldwell, 2001; Fawcett, 1983;
Hoffman, 1987; Nauck & Kohlman, 1999). Nevertheless, psychological
interdependence, as closely-knit selves, continues, because it is ingrained in the
culture of relatedness (collectivism) and is not incompatible with changing
lifestyles.’
This ‘weakening of intergenerational material interdependences’ in the context of
continuous psychological interdependence allows for the formation of autonomy that does
not conflict with interdependence. It is the model of family — more prevalent in collectivistic
cultures - that simultaneously encourages relatedness and autonomy. It reflects, Kagitcibasi
(2005, p.412) says, the changing world:
‘This is because with the greater prevalence of schooling, and increasing
specialization in the workplace, capacity for individual decision making emerges as a
new asset. Thus, beyond tolerating autonomy, parents may come to value it.
Nevertheless, even though autonomy is now valued, separation is not the goal;

relatedness continues to be valued, given the enduring influence of the cultures of
relatedness (Nauck & Kohlman, 1999; Phalet & Schonpflug, 2001).’

This line of reasoning brings the reader back to the family model that proposes the

distinctness of the two dimensions of interpersonal distance (relatedness-separateness) and
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agency (autonomy-heteronomy). Since only the second dimension matches SDT’s definition
of autonomy, it is possible to have the autonomous-separate self that is high in autonomy
and low in relatedness or dependence. It is also possible to have the autonomous-related self
that is high in relatedness and high autonomy, as some of the recent research has
demonstrated (Vansteenkiste et al., 2006; Bao and Lam, 2008). The first version is, in
general, more prevalent in individualistic cultural contexts, whereas the second version is
more applicable to collectivistic cultural contexts (Markus and Kitayama, 1991). In both
versions, however, autonomy is present because how well-defined the boundary of
dependence is does not necessarily impact on the perceived level of autonomy. Failure to
distinguish these two, equally valid, forms of autonomy might be at the heart of the

continuing conflict between cross-cultural researchers and the proponents of SDT.

2.3.6.5 Research influenced by Kagitcibasi’s (2005) concept of autonomy

The theoretical perspective proposed by Kagitcibasi has been influential in informing both
the theoretical and methodological approach of a recent comparative study on the
relationship between autonomy and well-being. Building upon her work, Rudy et al. (2007)
propose to distinguish between the subject of motivation, for instance, ‘me’ or ‘my family
and I’ (a distinction corresponding to Kagitcibasi’s interpersonal distance dimension) and
the type of motivation, ranging from external to intrinsic on the relative autonomy
continuum (a distinction corresponding to Kagitcibasi’s agency dimension). Referring to the
dispute about the universal importance of autonomy, Rudy et al. (2007) argue that SDT
proponents have focused on the reasons for behaviour, whereas cross-cultural researchers

have been preoccupied with who is behaving. To put this differently, the latter concerned
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themselves with interdependent versus independent self-construal, whereas the former
analyzed autonomous versus controlled reasons for behaviour.

In reality, however, what happens to a larger degree in collective societies is an
extension of ‘I’ as a subject to include important others rather than its negation. ‘I’ turns into
‘we’ and this ‘we’ includes now the person in question as well as his or her important others.
Instead of autonomy or lack of autonomy, Rudy et al. (2007) state, we have individual
autonomy and inclusive autonomy coexisting within the same individual. Such a re-
definition of a subject is especially pertinent to collectivist cultures, since, as the previously
analyzed research indicates, the inclusion of others into one’s intrinsic motivation is more
readily attainable in those cultural contexts (Bontempo et al., 1990; lyengar and Lepper,
1999).

Still, Rudy et al. (2007) argue, in accordance with SDT, even in these collectivist
cultures there has to be a genuine and voluntary inclusion of others to bring about positive
emotional outcomes (Bao and Lam, 2008). The fact that collectivist cultures value
dependence and group solidarity does not automatically make external influences
emotionally beneficial. What makes a positive difference in emotional well-being in
collectivist cultures is not operating under external pressures but, instead, operating under
external pressures that have been fully self-endorsed by an individual and with which he or
she fully identifies. As Rudy et al. (2007, p.987) write, ‘behaving with a feeling of being
more controlled than autonomous should be problematic in any culture, even if it is an
interdependent self that has this feeling.’

Apart from revisiting, in theoretical terms, the debate between proponents of SDT

and their cross-cultural critics, Rudy et al. (2007) also addressed empirically the relationship
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between different types of autonomy and well-being by conducting a quantitative study with
Singaporean, European Canadians and Chinese Canadian university students. This research
is of special interest to the present investigation because it approaches the problem of
autonomy and well-being from an individualist versus collectivist perspective and relates it
to subjective well-being.

In their quantitative study, the researchers presented Chinese Canadians and
European Canadians - and then separately Singaporean students - with two versions of an
academic motivation questionnaire. In the first version, which measured individual relative
autonomy (Individual RALI), the self was the subject (‘I’), whereas in the second version,
which measured inclusive relative autonomy (Inclusive RAI), the self and the family were
the subject (‘we’ or ‘our family’). For example, an item asking for reasons to study hard
(‘because that’s what I’m supposed to do’) changes in the second version into ‘because in
my family, we think it’s what you’re supposed to do.’

Despite its similarities to earlier research (Vansteenkiste et al., 2006; Bao and Lam,
2008), Rudy et al.’s study is the first to test explicitly the relationship between two versions
of autonomy (individual and inclusive) and well-being. The rationale for conducting the
study came from the authors’ expectations (2007, p.987) that ‘the measures might have
different correlates in different cultural groups [with well-being], because the explicit
reference to family and groups that was contained within the inclusive autonomy measure
fits better with the more explicit allocentrism of collectivistic groups.’

In terms of one of their hypotheses, and given the fact that inclusive autonomy is
more congruent with collectivist cultural contexts (lyengar and Lepper, 1999; Sagiv and

Schwartz, 2000), the researchers expected that the inclusive relative autonomy index (RAI)
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would have a stronger positive correlation with well-being for Asian students than for
European Canadians.

In order to compare their study to the previous research, Rudy et al. (2007)
calculated separate relative autonomy indices (RAIs) for the individual and inclusive items.
The creation of the RAI involved weighing the external, introjected, identified, and intrinsic
scales by -2, -1, 1, and 2 respectively and averaging them (Chirkov et al., 2003; Chirkov et
al., 2005; Grolnick and Ryan, 1989). Psychological well-being was measured, in turn, by
having the participants fill out the Center for Epidemiological Studies-Depression scale
(CES-D; Radloff, 1977), Rosenberg’s (1979) measure of self-esteem as well as some other
previously used instruments.

The analysis of the data confirmed the authors’ hypotheses. Firstly, in all the groups the
individual RAI was positively correlated with well-being. This finding is consistent with the
previous SDT research that measured only individual (‘I as a subject) autonomy in
individualistic as well as in collectivistic cultural contexts (Chirkov et al. 2003; Sheldon et
al., 2004; Chirkov et al., 2005; Ryan et al., 2005).

Next, the analysis of the correlations also indicated that the inclusive RAI was
positively associated with well-being in collectivist cultures, but not in the case of European
Canadians. For the Chinese Canadians, the well-being composite had a .25 correlation with
inclusive autonomy, whereas for the Europeans Canadians this correlation was insignificant
at .01. Furthermore, considering individual indicators of well-being, the inclusive RAI was
negatively correlated with depression and positively correlated with self-actualization for the

Chinese Canadians but not so, again, for the European Canadians.
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The results obtained from the European Canadian sample raise some important
questions. The high level of the inclusive RAI corresponds to what SDT proponents would
call autonomously interdependent motivation or relational autonomy. In the words of Ryan
and Deci (1991, p. 271), it indicates that a person is ‘autonomously interdependent’.
Therefore, the data obtained by Rudy et al. (2007) suggest that the process of internalization
— an alternative route to attain autonomous motivation, according to SDT - enhances
subjective well-being only in collectivistic cultural contexts.

It is a finding that is not accounted for within Self-determination theory. Although
the proponents of SDT acknowledge that internalization might be more readily achieved in
collectivist societies (Bontempo et al., 1990; Chirkov, 2003), its positive impact on emotions
is not explicitly proposed to be limited to those societies only. The argument that SDT has
against some cross-cultural researchers is solely related to those researchers’ tendency to
confuse autonomy with independence (Ryan and Deci, 2000). Still, regardless how it is
conceived and regardless which subtype of autonomy is more prevalent in a given culture,
individualistic and inclusive autonomy should be, in theory, positively correlated with well-
being in all cultures. What SDT argues for is the expansion of the definition of autonomy
and the diversity of its cultural manifestations, and not the relativity of its emotional
benefits.

Furthermore, going back to the Rudy et al. (2007) study, once the inclusive and
individual RAIs were entered as predictors of well-being in the same regression equation,
the correlations between the inclusive RAI and well-being became insignificant for the
Asian participants, and negative for the European Canadians. The results obtained for the

Chinese Canadians and Singaporeans partially support the arguments of both SDT
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researchers and some cross-cultural scientists. As mentioned before, both groups - though
from different perspectives - have argued that the influences of significant others can enter
into the motivational makeup of an individual to such a degree that they become
indistinguishable from self-generated intrinsic motivation. The behaviour they engender
might feel entirely autonomous. This is what Markus and Kitayama (1991, p.229) mean
when they say that ‘the goals of others may become so focal in consciousness that the goals
of others may be experienced as personal goals’.

Similarly, the findings from the Asian students align with what Deci and Ryan
(1991) refer to when they use a term ‘autonomous interdependence’ (p.272). In other words,
in the case of strong internalization a person who says ‘I do it because I enjoy it is also like
to say ‘I do it because in my family we enjoy it’. Through the process of internalization, a
wider ‘I’ emerges. Therefore, a commonly understood ‘I’ is now only a subset of a larger ‘I’,
and ‘the RAI referenced to ‘I’ should often account for the variation in WB associated with
the RAI referenced by ‘my family and I.” (Rudy et al., 2007, p.1000).

The question remains, however, of how to interpret ‘the negative association
between the inclusive RAI and WB for the the European Canadians, when controlling for
scores on the individual RAI (Rudy et al., 2007, p. 1002). In the study, European Canadians
who scored high on the individual RAI but low on the inclusive RAI showed higher levels
of well-being than those European Canadians who scored high on both indices. The authors
provide some possible explanations for these findings. They propose that in cultures where
individualism is sanctioned as a self-construal, family-centrism may put individuals outside
of the cultural mainstreams. A given person’s inclusive strivings are undermined by the

predominant cultural values, and this clash erodes subjective well-being. This is an
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interpretation, Rudy et al. (2007, p. 1002) write, which requires more empirical data before
it can be sufficiently validated. However, if it is confirmed by further research, it can,

indeed, point to the culturally-dependent importance of the inclusive autonomy.

2.4 A rationale for the current study

2.4.1 A need for more research of the studied variables

2.4.1.1 Theoretical implications

Although many of the recent empirical studies suggest that autonomy is beneficial to
optimal human functioning and well-being, regardless of a cultural context, some important
questions persist. Firstly, in light of SDT’s assertion that autonomy is a universal human
need — an assertion still questioned by some cross-cultural researchers - more studies
conducted in less researched societies are necessary (Deci and Ryan, 1991; lyengar and
Lepper, 1999; Ryan and Deci, 2000; lyengar and DeVoe, 2003; Bao and Lam, 2008). Only a
wide ranging body of empirical evidence can strengthen or undermine SDT’s position.

The focus of Asia and North America — predominant in the recent research — is not
enough, given the socio-cultural diversity of both individualist and collectivist contexts. As
Chirkov et al. (2003, p. 107) argue at the conclusion of their own research, ‘countries from
South America, Africa, and other parts of the world should be studied for their similarities
and differences concerning the role of autonomy and internalization within culture.”
Matsumoto (1999, p. 293) also calls for more studies in various under-researched cultures,
such as South America, because ‘empirical work on the level of quality and rigor that is
acceptable to the field is almost nonexistent in these areas.” Still, despite these repeated
calls, little empirical work has been done in those regions (Nunez et al., 2005; Gouveia et

al., 2008).

63



Furthermore, such wide-ranging studies can shed more light on some recent
questions concerning the relationship between various forms of autonomy and well-being
that have been raised as the result of the research conducted in the Asian and North
American cultural contexts. For instance, the different relationships between inclusive
(internalized) autonomy and well-being in collectivist versus individualist cultural contexts
require more research (Rudy et al., 2007). What is more, the surprising negative association
between the inclusive relative autonomy index and well-being for the European Canadians
in Rudy et al.’s (2007) study directly point to the importance of conducting more SDT-
research not only in collectivist contexts — an argument usually put forward (Matsumoto,
1999; Chirkov et al., 2003) — but in different individualist countries as well. As Rudy et al.
(2007) state, since ‘the results were found in only one sample of European Canadians, the
results must be replicated in other individualist samples...Obviously, future research will be
required to test these ideas’ (p. 1002).

Apart from inclusive (internalized) autonomy, individual or self-generated autonomy
also deserves further analysis. This form of autonomy appears to be, on the surface,
incompatible with the concept of collectivism because it is based on self-assertion, self-
actualization, and pursuing individually generated goals. Therefore, its benefits to well-
being found in the recent research studies conducted in collectivist cultures (e.g., Rudy et al.,
2007) could be argued to run counter to the theory that only behaviour that is congruent with
a prevailing cultural self-construal is emotionally beneficial (Markus and Kitayama, 1991;
Miller, 1997; Iyengar and DeVoe, 2003). Indeed, such benefits of autonomy to well-being
contradict the view of some cross-cultural researchers that, in the case of collectivist cultures

‘supporting students’ autonomy, providing them with choices, and acknowledging their
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feelings, thoughts and opinions will not be appreciated’ (Chirkov, 2009, p. 255). Since
empirical work researching this topic in South American collectivist context is lacking, the
present study offers an important contribution to the debate.

The need for more research is also justified by the recent line of thought concerning
the concept of human autonomy. Kagitcibasi’s (2005) theoretical work pointing to the two
separate dimensions of autonomy promises to reconcile or, at least, clarify the perspectives
of SDT proponents and their cross-cultural critics. Therefore, empirical research studies that
incorporate Kagitcibasi’s ideas into their methodology design are necessary. Rudy et al.
(2007) conducted such research with Canadian (individualist) and Asian (collectivist)
student populations. The present research intends to employ a similar theoretical background
and methodological stand in its quantitative component but will collect data from students
representing very cultural contexts (Hofstede, 1980; 2001). In this way, the study will offer
new data to the debate surrounding the multi-faceted concept of autonomy and its

contribution to optimal human functioning.

2.4.1.2 Practical implications

Finally, the findings of the present study might offer a contribution to the design and
implementation of international programs and initiatives. As Chirkov et al. (2003, p. 5)
write, ‘distinguishing autonomy from the concept of individualism in cultural analyses
appears to be an important step both in more detailed and differentiated understanding of
cultural differences and for creating policies toward enhancing mental health worldwide.’
Indeed, understanding how autonomy — in its various versions — relates to well-being across
cultures will help in creating education programs that take into account the characteristics of

a given cultural self-construal.
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It is an important research area with practical pedagogical implications, especially in
light of “‘globalization of education’ (Chirkov et al., 2003, de Wit et al., 2005, p. 6). Since, in
reality, globalization of education means promoting Western educational principles based on
individualism and assertion of autonomy in other cultures, there is a need to determine if
those principles do apply to non-individualist cultures (Markus and Kitayama, 1991; de Wit
et al., 2005). Western-educated teachers and program developers are, after all, inclined to
follow instructional methodologies that reflect their own cultural context and learning. As Li
(2003, p. 76) writes, ‘teachers enact pedagogies based on their epistemological beliefs,
professional ideology and interpretative systems. The accuracy of their perception and
interpretation of the contexts are generally shaped by their cultural perspective.’

Are, however, self-directed learning, following self-generated interests, and being
motivated to learn for learning’s sake emotionally beneficial to students brought up in the
interdependent cultural context? Is providing collectivist students with a less structured
teaching environmental beneficial to their well-being?

In the context of this study, determining whether autonomy and intrinsic motivation
are conducive to students’ well-being - as appears to be the case in Western and Asian
students (Rudy et al., 2007; Bao and Lam, 2008;) — might have profound implications for
higher education planning in Ecuador and Latin America, in general. Research data indicate
that “in recent years foreign providers have entered the market for higher education in Latin
America. European and U.S.-based institutions provide learning opportunities or are setting
up institutions in Latin America, and universities in the region are developing strategic
alliances with sister institutions abroad’ (de Wit et al., 2005, p. 63). Furthermore, in terms of

education, “for the poorer countries, including most of Central America, Bolivia, Ecuador,
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and Peru, international cooperation is still primarily vertical’ (de Wit et al., 2005, p. 367).
Increasingly, therefore, Western educational models that reflect the SDT framework and are
based on class discussions, greater autonomy in learning, and independent studying are
being implemented in those countries.

The implementation of the Western educational models is also promoted by
international financial institutions and is thus indirectly linked to financial assistance in
some underdeveloped regions (Gentili, 2005). An extensive report on the state of higher
education in Latin America published by the World Bank states that Latin American
countries should “fully adopt a pedagogical model that involves student participation and an
emphasis on “learning to learn” methodologies’ and that places more emphasis on
‘cultivating skills such as creativity, reflection, and entrepreneurship.’” (de Wit et al., 2005,
p. 47). Even if these principles sound fine, they first have to be determined to be culturally
appropriate, especially in light of cross-cultural researchers’ arguments against the
application of Western individualist models in collectivist societies (Markus and Kitayama,
1991; lyengar and Lepper, 1999). Even the authors of the World Bank report admit that
‘risks are inherent in internationalization, particularly when it is implemented without regard
to — or even in opposition to — national values and traditions’ (de Wit et al., 2005, p. 281).

A lot is therefore at stake. Certainly, if autonomy in learning is proven to be
beneficial to well-being also in South American collectivist contexts, then the arguments for
adopting Western methodological approaches based on SDT premises will gain strength
(Ryan and Deci, 2000; EI Commercio, May 11, 2009;). If, on the other hand, given the
specificity of the South American culture, it turns out that autonomy has ‘no functional

value’ (lvengar and Lepper, 1999; Chirkov et al., 2003, p. 99) in the studied collectivist
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culture, and, indeed, as Li (2003, p. 76) writes, ‘teaching and learning are culture-dependent’,
then the cross-cultural argument in favour of congruence between students’ emotional needs
and a dominant self-construal might prevail (Miller, 1997; Oishi, 2000). Therefore, the
importance of the topic in terms of practical pedagogical implications in collectivist contexts

contributes to the rationale for conducting the present study.

2.4.2 Researching the topic in a different individualist cultural context

By choosing UK students as an individualistic sample, the present study moves beyond the
American and European Canadian contexts of recent research. This is important because the
UK’s score on the Individualism dimension (89) is the third highest internationally and the
highest in Europe. It is only slightly lower than the United States (91) but it is higher than
Canada (80) (Hofstede, 1980; 2001). Therefore, the UK’s high standing on the Individualism
dimension combined with significant differences between the UK’s and the United States’ or
Canada’s historical and cultural background, social structure, and geographic location
provides a strong rationale for including it in the present research (Roberts, 2003; Harman,
2008; Higgins et al., 2010). This rationale reflects the frequently stated goal of including a

wide range of socio-cultural contexts in SDT-related research (Matsumoto, 1999).

2.4.2.1 Differences between the American and the British university education

Moreover, this research study will focus on university students. This is an important factor
to consider because the differences between higher education in North America and the UK
are considerable. On the one hand, the American education system is similar to the Canadian
education system in terms of structure, methodological approach, and student participation

and completion rates (Skolnik and