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Abstract

Exploring Students’ Motivation for Attending College:
A Fundamental Needs Perspective
Lindsey Caola

Dissertation Chair: Dr. David Miele

This dissertation adopts a fundamental needs perspective to examine the associations
between first-year students’ reasons for attending college and their well-being. It extends Basic
Psychological Needs Theory (BPNT; Ryan & Deci, 2017), by proposing that (a) meaning, safety,
and status (in addition to autonomy, competence, and relatedness) are fundamental needs that
students aim to satisfy in college, and (b) the salience of particular needs influences students’
goal-directed behavior and well-being. The first phase of the dissertation involved the
development of three novel measures which were used in the second phase to explore different
profiles of salient needs and their associations with college students’ experiences of need
satisfaction, need conflict, and four outcome variables (GPA, intentions to persist toward
graduation, psychological distress, and overall well-being).

A latent profile analysis of the first wave of data (N= 512) identified three profiles based on
students’ reasons for attending college: Weaker Reasons, Balanced Reasons, and Stronger
Reasons. Subsequent analyses examined whether profile membership at Wave 1 predicted need
satisfaction, need conflict, and the student outcomes at Wave 2 (n = 219). Results indicated that
the Stronger Reasons profile was associated with higher levels of need satisfaction compared to
the other two profiles, whereas the Balanced Reasons profile was associated with lower GPA and

intentions to persist.



Next, structural equation models were estimated to examine the relations between need
satisfaction, need conflict, and the four outcomes. Results indicated that need satisfaction was
positively associated with intentions to persist and well-being, but negatively related to distress,
whereas need conflict positively predicted distress. Contrary to expectations, need conflict and
need satisfaction were not significantly associated.

Although additional research is needed to examine motivation profiles, findings from this
dissertation study suggest that students attend college with different patterns of need-based
motivations, and these profiles are related to important student outcomes. The dissertation also
adds to the literature examining the association between need satisfaction and well-being, and

suggests that need conflict is a construct worthy of additional inquiry.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Increasing rates of stress, depression, and anxiety among undergraduate students indicate
that mental health is a significant concern on many college campuses (Lipson et al., 2019; Xiao
et al., 2017). Students often feel stressed or anxious about academics, peer and romantic
relationships, financial issues, family dynamics, and their personal well-being, including sleeping
and eating habits (Acharya et al., 2018; Jones et al., 2018; Karaman et al., 2019). There has also
been an increase in reported depression, suicidality, insomnia, OCD, and panic attacks among
college students (Garlow et al., 2007; Oswalt et al., 2020). In addition to undermining students’
well-being, these mental health issues are known to negatively affect their class attendance,
retention, academic performance, and physical health (Baez, 2005; Nordstrom et al., 2014).
Although students’ willingness to seek counseling has perhaps increased in recent years (due to
lower levels of stigma associated with receiving mental health treatment; Lipson et al., 2019;
Oswalt et al., 2020), the demand for treatment exceeds the resources available on many
campuses (CCMH, 2018). While, in the near term, it is imperative for colleges to increase their
mental health resources in order to meet this demand, it is also important that they identify other
ways of supporting students’ well-being.

Well-being refers to one’s physical health, life satisfaction, and general psychological
health (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Diener, 2009) and is positively associated with academic
achievement (Yu et al., 2018), class engagement/participation in college (Carton & Goodboy,
2015), and physical health/vitality later in life (Ryff et al., 2015). When colleges are committed
to fostering students’ well-being through access to counseling resources, peer support programs,
reflective retreats, effective mentorship, first-year seminars, and other programs designed to meet

the needs of their students, the individual students and the college community can flourish.



Importantly, designing a campus environment that supports student flourishing goes beyond
supporting students who experience mental illnesses to include opportunities for all students to
experience optimal development and well-being (Pingree & Harward, 2014).

Research is needed that helps college administrators understand the ways in which they
can create environments that support the well-being of the diverse students they aim to serve.
One approach to developing such environments is to investigate students’ fundamental
psychological needs and the ways in which the college context can help students to satisfy these
needs. An important goal of this dissertation research (and subsequent studies) is to inform the
development and evaluation of student support programs. Using a fundamental needs
perspective, this study investigates students’ motivations for attending college, experiences of
need satisfaction and need conflict (i.e., having to decide to satisfy one need at the expense of
another need, due to limited resources), and the extent to which need satisfaction and conflict are
related to several student outcomes including well-being (i.e., life satisfaction, physical well-
being, and psychological well-being), psychological distress (i.e., stress and anxiety),
achievement, and intentions to persist toward graduation.

Addressing Student Well-Being from a Fundamental Needs Perspective

The current mental health crisis on college campuses highlights the importance of
moving away from academic achievement as the sole indicator of college success, and instead
broadening the conception of student success. Currently, many colleges use students’ grade point
averages (GPAs) to identify students who are academically “at risk.” These students are often
contacted by college staff who connect them with appropriate resources, including mental health
counseling (Valentine et al., 2011). Unfortunately, this model fails to identify students who

might not be struggling academically but are experiencing personal challenges that are thwarting



their development (e.g., struggling to form meaningful relationships on campus can make
students feel isolated and lonely). These students might benefit from counseling services or other
support programs but may not be aware of the recourses available on campus.

Keeping these students in mind, it is important for universities to develop programs that
are more proactive than reactive. That is, rather than waiting for students to fail a course or suffer
from a serious mental health problem, there should be support systems in place to help students
thrive personally and academically. One way to develop and evaluate such programs is to
consider how the institution can best support students’ satisfaction of their fundamental needs.
Fundamental Psychological Needs

Fundamental needs “specify innate psychological nutriments that are essential for
ongoing psychological growth, integrity, and well-being” (Ryan & Deci, 2017, p. 229). The
present dissertation research examines students’ fundamental needs for autonomy, competence,
relatedness, meaning, safety, and status in the college context. When applied to the college
context, a fundamental needs perspective allows us to consider the extent to which students are
able to fulfill their needs, and thus experience well-being, at their university. This framework
also allows us to consider the extent to which the college context supports or interferes with the
satisfaction of particular needs and can help college administrators identify specific aspects of
students’ experiences in college that can be enhanced.

The most prominent framework for studying fundamental needs in educational
psychology is the Basic Psychological Needs Theory (BPNT), which is a sub-theory of Self
Determination Theory (SDT). SDT is a broad motivation theory developed by Deci and Ryan
(2000) that describes the processes by which people are intrinsically motivated to explore, learn,

and grow. BPNT is one of several mini-theories that contribute to the broader SDT, which arose



out of decades of research examining the nature of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation (Deci &
Ryan, 2012). The central proposition of BPNT is that humans have innate needs for autonomy,
competence, and relatedness, and that these needs must be satisfied for an individual to
experience well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2017).

Guided by BPNT, numerous studies suggest that individuals experience relatively high
levels of well-being when their fundamental needs are satisfied and suffer physical and
psychological ill-effects when their needs go unfulfilled (see Deci & Ryan, 2000; Vansteenkiste
et al., 2020 for a review). In the college context, there is extensive literature that focuses
specifically on students’ need for relatedness and its association with achievement and other
positive outcomes (Walton & Brady, 2015). When students feel as though they belong to their
campus community (i.e., their need for relatedness is fulfilled), they report higher levels of
warmth, social acceptance, self-efficacy, and task value (Freeman et al., 2007). Additionally, the
needs for autonomy and competence have been studied at the classroom level and fulfillment of
these needs is associated with self-regulated learning, academic achievement, and well-being
(Niemiec & Ryan, 2009).

Although there are numerous empirical studies supporting this theory, there are some
potential limitations of BPNT that may be important to address when studying college students’
motivation. First, it seems possible that there are additional fundamental needs that account for
aspects of college students’ behavior that are not predicted by their needs for autonomy,
relatedness, or competence. For example, some students may be motivated to attend college, in
part, because they want to be able to provide safe living conditions for themselves and their
family. To fulfill this need for safety, the students may be more likely than their peers (including

those who are more motivated by their needs for autonomy, relatedness, or competence) to



choose a major that will prepare them for a financially stable or lucrative career. In addition to
the three needs posited by BPNT, the present dissertation research explores students’ needs for
meaning, safety, and status.

Second, BPNT posits that need satisfaction is the primary mechanism through which
fundamental psychological needs influence well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2017), but does little to
address need salience, or importance. These authors acknowledge that need satisfaction can be
influenced by how subjectively salient the needs are in a person’s life (p. 89): however, their
theory remains focused the extent to which the context is supportive of need satisfaction,
regardless of how salient the needs are to the individual. In contrast, I argue that need satisfaction
depends, in part, on whether the context is supportive of the needs that the individual is trying to
satisfy in that particular context. For instance, a student may experience low need satisfaction if a
particular need was not important to them in the college context, and therefore they did not
engage in many behaviors on campus aimed at satisfying the need (i.e., consider a student who is
commuting to campus from home might have a low need for relatedness in college because they
expect this need to be fulfilled by family and peers from high school). In this situation, the
student may have been pursuing the need for relatedness in home and peer contexts, but those
contexts were not supportive of need satisfaction for this student. Importantly, low need
satisfaction in this example is not reflective of the extent to which the college context was
supportive of need satisfaction, but, rather, suggests that other contexts did not support need
fulfillment. On the other hand, low need satisfaction can also be experienced when a need is
salient (i.e., important) to a student in the college context, but the context does not provide
adequate opportunities for need satisfaction. Considering this distinction, it seems important to

measure context-specific salience of students’ needs to best understand whether students are



fulfilling the needs they expected to satisfy in the college context. I propose that examining
students’ salient needs in college may help administrators identify which needs students are
struggling to satisfy on campus and encourage them to allocate resources to develop
opportunities for students to satisfy those needs.

Additionally, this dissertation study seeks to extend BPNT by placing greater emphasis
on the interactive nature of students’ fundamental needs, including how students attempt to
navigate the complexities associated with satisfying multiple needs within a college context.
That is, due to factors such as time constraints, social norms, peer pressure, parental
expectations, and having multiple ambitious goals, students cannot pursue a// of the goals or
activities that could help them satisfy their fundamental needs. They often must decide to engage
in one activity (such as studying), while foregoing other activities (such as exercising or
spending time with friends). In some situations, the decision to pursue satisfaction of one need
over another may result in a sense of internal conflict. Guided by goal systems theory
(Kruglanski et al., 2002) and the concept of motivation conflict (Hofer & Fries, 2016), this study
explores the inherent complexity of student motivation in college.

The Current Study

The current study addresses the limitations discussed above by positing a more
comprehensive model for students’ motivation for attending college. First, I extend BPNT by
drawing on additional research from the fundamental needs literature and positing that, in
addition to autonomy, competence, and relatedness, the needs for meaning, safety, and status are
fundamental human needs that can influence students’ decisions to attend college. Second, I used
this extended model to develop a novel questionnaire (the Motivations for Attending College

Scale; MACS) to assess which needs are most salient for students in the college context. This



questionnaire was administered to a large sample of incoming first-year students from a
selective, private university, as well as a smaller sample of incoming students from several
community colleges.

Using data from the MACS, latent profile analysis (LPA) was then used to identify
motivation profiles. The profiles each represent a common combination of the fundamental
needs that students seek to fulfill by attending college (i.e., the needs that are most salient to
them in this context). Person-centered analytic approaches (such as LPA) have been used to
identify a broad range of motivation profiles, including self-efficacy profiles in teachers and goal
orientation profiles in students (Perera et al., 2019; Shim & Finch, 2014; Tuominen-Soini et al.,
2011); but, to my knowledge, such approaches have not been used to identify profiles
representing students’ need-based motivations for attending college.

Additionally, to understand the associations between motivation profiles and student
outcomes, it is important to consider the extent to which students were successful at satisfying
particular needs in their college environment. Previous research suggests that need satisfaction is
positively associated with students’ self-reported well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000). In this study I
examine the extent to which the motivation profiles are related to need satisfaction (i.e., whether
particular profiles are associated with higher levels of need satisfaction compared others) and the
extent to which need satisfaction is related to several important student outcomes, including
well-being. Notably, this study included participants from community colleges and a selective
private university because [ wanted to explore whether different motivation profiles would be
identified in these different contexts, and consider the extent to which the contexts were
supportive of students’ salient needs. However, due to the small sample of community college

students, I was not able to test this research aim.



Because needs are often pursued in relation to one another (i.e., students must made
decisions about which needs to pursue at a given time, often at the expense of satisfying other
needs), [ also consider the extent to which the motivation profiles are related to need conflict and
the extent to which need conflict is related to student outcomes. It seems possible that varying
levels of need conflict might explain why some profiles are associated with higher levels of need
satisfaction compared to other profiles. Ultimately, this dissertation was designed to set the
groundwork for future research which will examine whether, in a particular college context,
certain motivation profiles are associated with higher levels of need fulfillment and well-being
because the salient needs in these profiles are well-supported in that context and less likely to
produce experiences of motivational conflict.

Research Aims

The specific research aims this study addresses are:

1) Using a basic psychological needs framework, develop questionnaires that assesses college
students’ (a) reasons for attending college, (b) experiences of need satisfaction, and (c)
experiences of need conflict.

2a) Using the questionnaire that assesses students’ reasons for attending college, identify
“motivation profiles” that represent common combinations of students’ reasons for attending
college, and examine whether the same profiles exist across two contexts: a community
college and a private four-year institution.

2b) Examine the extent to which these profiles are generally predictive of students’ need
satisfaction, need conflict, achievement, anxiety, intentions to persist toward graduation, life

satisfaction, stress, and psychological well-being.



3a) Examine the extent to which students’ experiences of need conflict and satisfaction generally
predict their achievement, intentions to persist toward graduation, psychological distress, and
well-being.

3b) Examine the extent to which need satisfaction mediates the associations between need
conflict and the dependent variables.

4) Begin to explore the possibility that need satisfaction and conflict partly mediate any effects
of students’ reasons for attending college on their achievement, anxiety, intentions to persist
toward graduation, life satisfaction, stress, and well-being.

Significance of the Study

In this study, I propose that students will experience positive outcomes if their college
environment is structured in a way that provides them with opportunities to satisfy the
fundamental needs that they want to fulfill by attending college. This is an important extension
of BPNT because focusing exclusively on overall need satisfaction can make it difficult to
identify which needs are not being properly supported in a particular context. Rather, a focus on
which needs are salient for students in the college context can indicate whether the college
environment is supportive of those needs in particular. I expect it might be useful for college
administrators to understand which need(s) students are trying, but are unable, to satisfy on
campus. This understanding can potentially inform the development or evaluation of student
support programs such as academic advising, peer tutoring, living-learning communities,
student-faculty mentoring programs, and other services designed to help students thrive in
college. Similarly, identification of motivation profiles can help college administrators create
environments that better support the fulfillment of common sets of needs students seek to fulfill

in college, ultimately supporting student development, well-being, and achievement.
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This study also contributes to the fundamental needs literature by examining how
students’ needs interact with one another, particularly, the extent to which students’ efforts to
satisfy one need may conflict with their efforts to satisfy their other needs. By identifying the
common need conflicts that different groups of students experience, college staff can create
opportunities for students to satisfy multiple needs at once, thereby helping students bring their
needs into alignment. For example, if a number of students report experiencing conflict when
pursuing their need for meaning (i.e., if their efforts to satisfy their need for meaning are often
disrupted by their pursuit of other needs, such as their need for relatedness), the college could
help students reestablish motivational alignment by offering weekend retreats or service-learning
opportunities (where they can satisfy their needs for meaning, competence, and relatedness at the
same time).

Ultimately this dissertation study contributes to the scholarly community by examining
students’ experiences of need conflict and by identifying need-based motivation profiles. The
profiles and reports of need conflict might also be informative to practitioners seeking to foster

students’ well-being in college.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
Generally, motivation researchers study what influences people to initiate and sustain

goal-directed behavior (Wigfield et al., 2015). One dominant approach in educational
psychology is to examine proximal predictors of students’ motivations to pursue their goals.
Constructs such as self-efficacy, mindsets, expectancies, and values have been found to influence
people’s behavior in particular contexts (for a review see Wigfield et al., 2015). These constructs
have explanatory power when predicting behavior related to specific goals (i.e., to earn a
particular grade in a class), but when examining students’ behavior related to a broad set of goals
in a broad context (i.e., to experience well-being in college), focusing on more distal
determinants of students’ motivation might be more useful. One historical approach to studying
motivation posits that behavior is guided by drives and needs, such that humans are motivated to
act in ways that satisfy these needs. The current study adopts this paradigm and argues that these
fundamental human needs help explain the why of students’ goal-directed behavior, which
ultimately can help us better understand behavior and predict outcomes, such as well-being.

More specifically, this study is guided by Self-Determination Theory (SDT), which posits
that humans have inherent capacities for psychological growth and wellness and focuses on the
social conditions that facilitate or thwart human flourishing (Ryan & Deci, 2017). One of the
sub-theories of SDT, Basic Psychological Needs Theory (BPNT), identifies autonomy,
competence, and relatedness as the three needs that humans must fulfill in order to experience
well-being. In this dissertation study I extend several tenets of BPNT in order to explore
students’ underlying motivations for attending college. Specifically, I argue that meaning, safety,
and status are also fundamental needs, and I propose that need salience and need conflict can

help researchers and practitioners better understand how students’ motivations for attending
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college might influence important student outcomes, such as well-being, psychological distress,
intentions to persist toward graduation, and achievement.
Studying Students’ Reasons for Attending College

In order to best predict whether students will be successful in college (i.e.,
academically, socially, emotionally), it is not enough to only examine the extent to which they
are motivated to attend, but we must also consider why they decided to pursue a college degree.
Previous research suggests that the effects of holding a goal on important outcomes is dependent,
in part, on the individual’s underlying reasons for adopting that goal (Sommet & Elliot, 2017).
These underlying reasons dictate the specific subgoals that students will pursue in college and
will influence goal-directed behavior. The extent to which students can successfully pursue their
goals in college, depends, in part, on the extent to which the college context supports or hinders
goal pursuit. Thus, knowing students’ reasons for attending college, and understanding which
reasons are associated with lower levels of success, can help administrators create environments
that best support student development and well-being.

Although research examining students’ reasons for attending college is somewhat
scarce, several studies have attempted to categorize these reasons and explored the extent to
which these categories predict students’ academic and socio-emotional outcomes. For example,
Coté and Levine (1997) developed the Student Motivation for Attending University Scale, which
was informed by the student development literature (i.e., Astin’s [1991] Input-Environment-
Output model). This measure includes twenty-two items that load onto five factors, or reasons,
for attending university: (a) career or materialism, where college attendance is viewed as a
means for making money or getting a good job, (b) personal-intellectual development, which

represents students’ desire for personal growth and learning, (¢) humanitarian, where attendance
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is motivated by students’ desire to help others, (d) expectation-driven, which reflects the
expectations and pressure imposed on students from significant others, including family and
friends, and (e) default, which represents students’ decision to attend college for lack of a better
option. Coté and Levine found that attending college in order to foster one’s personal-intellectual
development was associated with the acquisition of human capital skills (i.e., self-management
and self-motivation skills) and attending for humanitarian reasons was related to self-
management skills and grades.

In a similar study, van Herpen and colleagues (2017) developed 40 items to measure
students’ pre-university reasons for attending university. Item development was based on
questions such as “why do students attend university?” “why do they select a particular degree or
course?” and “what motivates their learning?”” Using exploratory and confirmatory factor
analysis and SDT (i.e., intrinsic and extrinsic motivation) as an interpretive lens, the authors
identified six reasons for attending university: career perspective, personal development,
compliance with the social environment, attractiveness of the institution, recommended by
others, and location. Interestingly, none of these reasons were found to significantly predict first
to second-year retention. This led the authors to suggest that, perhaps, “a more profound
conceptualization of the pre-university reasons by integrating, for example, orientations from the
SDT, may result in an instrument with more predictive power” (van Harpen et al., 2017, p. 66).
Although these authors used SDT to interpret the factors identified in their factor analysis (i.e.,
the career perspective reflects and extrinsic motivation for a good job or salary), the items they
developed were not clearly informed by the motivation literature. It seems possible that items
developed from a motivation framework would better predict students’ goals and behaviors in

college, and therefore, would be more predictive of student outcomes. The same critique can be
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applied to the Coté and Levine’s (1997) study as well; these researchers used the student
development literature to identify the student typologies listed above. However, it is unclear how
these typologies (i.e., the reasons for attending college) relate to motivation constructs, and thus,
to student outcomes.

Guided by SDT’s tenets of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, a study by Kennett and
colleagues (2013) examined students’ internal and external reasons for attending college. Internal
reasons (i.e., attending college because you want to discover life options, because you like
learning, because it is challenging, or because college attendance can lead to other educational
options) are expected to generally satisfy students’ psychological needs. In this study, internal
reasons were related to higher academic resourcefulness, which in turn was associated with
higher grades and better college adjustment. In contrast, the external reason “attending university
more for other people” was related to lower grades (Kennett et al., 2013), perhaps, because this
reason is not aimed at satisfying the basic needs. Similarly, another scale that is used to measure
students’ motivations for attending college and is informed by SDT is the Academic Motivation
Scale (AMS; Vallerand et al., 1992). This scale measures the extent to which students’
motivation is autonomous, (i.e., students engage in behaviors that are self-endorsed) or
controlled (i.e., students engage in behaviors because they feel pressed to do so). Using this
measure researchers have found autonomous forms of motivation to be positively related to
students’ achievement (Turner et al., 2009), effective coping strategies (Bonneville-Roussy et al.,
2017) and persistence (Ratelle et al., 2007), and negatively related to burnout (Pisarik, 2009).
Research utilizing this measure indicates positive patterns exist between autonomous forms of
student motivation and important outcomes, but this measure does not consider the specific

needs students are seeking to satisfy in college.
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One interpretation of these findings is that internal, or autonomous, reasons for attending
college leads to behaviors that help satisfy students’ needs for autonomy and competence,
whereas external, or controlled, reasons lead to behaviors that undermine students’ sense of
autonomy. The measures used in the studies discussed above categorize students’ reasons for
attending college based on whether they generally satisfy students’ needs (i.e., it is assumed that
if the student reports autonomous motivation for attending college, then their needs are generally
being met by attending college). An alternative approach, which is employed in this dissertation
study, is to categorize reasons based on their alignment with particular needs.

Categorizing students’ reasons for attending college based on the particular needs they
are aimed at satisfying may be more predictive of student outcomes than the methods discussed
above because fundamental needs are required for growth and well-being and motivate humans
to engage in behaviors aimed at satisfying those needs (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Thus, the specific
needs students are trying to fulfill in college can best predict what types of behaviors they might
engage in in this context. To contrast this approach with the measures administered in the studies
discussed above, consider students’ motivation to attend college for “career or materialism”
(Coté & Levine, 1997), “career perspective” (van Herpen et al., 2017) or “to secure a well-
paying job” (Kennett et al., 2013). The extent to which career-oriented reasons for attending
college are positively associated with students’ well-being should depend on whether these
reasons are aligned with students’ fundamental needs. For example, a student might want a
secure career or well-paying job because they expect the career will satisty their needs for
autonomy or safety. In this case, the reason for attending is aligned with their fundamental needs.
However, a student might want a well-paying job because they want to be able to afford several

materialistic goods, such as expensive cars or clothing. In this case, the reason is not aligned with
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their needs, but rather, is an external reason for attending college. I expect that students’ goals, or
reasons for attending college, may only be predictive of outcomes to the extent that they help
satisfy an underlying need.

One existing study has examined students’ reasons for attending college in terms of the
three needs posited by BPNT (Guiffrida et al., 2013). This study found that the extent to which
students attended college to satisfy their needs for autonomy and competence was positively
associated with their intentions to persist toward graduation and their grade point average (GPA).
Attending college to satisfy the need for relatedness, which was measured using four subscales
(i.e., relationships with college peers, faculty and staff, to maintain relationships with friends and
family from home, and to give back to others from home), had more nuanced relations with the
two outcomes. Specifically, GPA was negatively associated with attending college in order to
fulfill the need for relatedness with college peers, but positively associated with attending to
fulfill relatedness needs with faculty and staff. Attending for altruistic reasons (i.e., to give back
to others from home) was negatively related to GPA and attending college to fulfill relatedness
needs to maintain relations with people from home was not significantly associated with GPA.
One marginal negative association was identified between relatedness to faculty and staff and
intentions to persist. This study suggests that complex relations exist between the needs students
are trying to fulfill in college and important outcome variables, indicating a need for additional
research in this area.

With the exception of the Guiffrida and colleagues (2013) study, the studies reviewed
above are limited because they do not capture the complexity of students’ motivation to attend
college. No study, to my knowledge, accounts for how combinations of needs or reasons for

attending may lead to unique patterns of goal pursuit, some of which might be better supported
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by the college context. To address this limitation, this dissertation study examines need-based
motivation profiles to identify unique patterns of students’ motivation for attending college,
based on the needs they seek to satisfy in this context. I also examined relations between these
profiles and need conflict, need satisfaction, achievement, intentions to persist, well-being, and
psychological distress.

Basic Psychological Needs Theory (BPNT)

According to self-determination theory (SDT), fundamental human needs give
psychological meaning and potency to the goals that individuals pursue (Deci & Ryan, 2000). To
better understand how the needs that students’ hope to satisfy by attending college shape their
goal pursuit and quality of life, it is worth reviewing some of the central tenets of BPNT, which
is the sub-theory of SDT that “detail(s) how the dynamics of basic needs affect well-being and
vitality” (Ryan & Deci, 2017, p. 21).

The Universal Association Between Need Satisfaction and Well-Being

BPNT posits that satisfaction of the needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness
provides the nutrients for psychological growth and well-being. According to BPNT, if even one
of these needs is thwarted, a person will experience significant negative outcomes (Deci & Ryan,
2000). Decades of research across multiple domains, including work, school, and leisure
activities, has found need satisfaction to be positively associated with well-being (Ryan & Deci,
2017). For example, using an idiographic approach in which adult respondents listed life
domains that were important to them and then reported their need satisfaction and well-being in
each domain, need satisfaction predicted 51% of the within-participant variance in well-being

between domains. More specifically, participants reported greater well-being for the domains in
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which they experienced higher levels of autonomy-, competence-, and relatedness-satisfaction
(Milyavskaya & Koestner, 2011).

Importantly, BPNT posits that fundamental needs are universally experienced and, thus,
the association between need satisfaction and well-being is not learned or culturally dependent
(Ryan & Deci, 2017). Support for this claim comes from a study of individuals from over 100
countries across 8 regions in which need satisfaction was associated with higher levels of
positive feelings and need deprivation was associated with lower levels of positive feelings in all
regions (i.e., in Africa, East and South Asia, Former Soviet Union, Latin America, Middle East,
Northern Europe and Anglo nations, South East Asia, and Southern Europe; Tay & Diener,
2011). Additionally, in a study of college students from Belgium, China, Peru, and the U.S.,
satisfaction of the needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness was associated with well-
being across all four cultures (Chen, Vansteenkiste, et al., 2015).

The Role of Context in Satisfying Fundamental Needs

Another important tenet of BPNT is that social contexts vary in terms of how supportive
they are of people’s attempts to satisfy their basic needs; and the more supportive a context is
(particularly with respect to autonomy), the more likely people are to experience high levels of
well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Previous studies have provided support for this claim across a
range of contexts. For instance, in a home context, parents’ provision of autonomy support (e.g.,
offering their children choices and or taking their thoughts into consideration) was associated
with social and academic adjustment in elementary school children (Joussemet et al., 2005) and
with well-being in adolescents (Duineveld et al., 2017). Additionally, in a health context, a meta-

analysis found that practitioners’ support for patients’ autonomy (e.g., making patients feel
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understood and comfortable sharing their feelings) was positively associated with patients’ need
satisfaction, as well as with their mental and physical health (Ng et al., 2012).

Importantly, programs and institutions (and not just the individuals within a context) can
be characterized as supportive or unsupportive of individuals’ fundamental needs. For instance,
within a university context, some Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM)
programs have been described as “chilly” climates for female students. Because such climates
are characterized by masculine norms, lack of perceived peer support, and experiences of
discrimination (Simon et al., 2016), it can be assumed that women enrolled in these programs
may struggle to fulfill their need for relatedness. Similarly, on many college campuses, there are
numerous class-based markers (e.g., designer clothing, expensive smartphones, etc.) that may
lead students from lower socioeconomic status (SES) backgrounds to feel like they do not belong
and, thus, to experience low levels of relatedness satisfaction. Consistent with this possibility,
Ostrove and Long (2007) found that the class background of first-year college students was
positively associated with their sense of belonging on campus, which in turn predicted their
social and academic adjustment.

Although college contexts can undermine students’ attempts to satisfy their needs, they
can also provide important opportunities for need fulfillment. For example, STEM-oriented
colleges can support female students’ need for relatedness by sponsoring student organizations
such as Women Engineers or by providing single-sex (female) housing options (Blackburn,
2017; Szelényi et al., 2013). Additionally, in a series of intervention studies, Yeager and
colleagues (2016) found that teaching low SES students about common challenges during the
transition to college (highlighting that these struggles are not indicative of a permanent lack of

belonging at the institution) can increase students’ GPA and first-to-second year retention,
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compared to low SES students who did not receive the intervention. This suggests that helping
students to interpret their campus experiences in a less threatening way can buffer against fears
of isolation, thereby removing perceived obstacles and allowing students to fulfill their need for
relatedness. This, in turn, contributes to performance and well-being outcomes. In sum, when
examining students’ need fulfillment in college, it is important to consider the ways in which the
context both supports and undermines students’ attempts to fulfill particular needs.
Extending Basic Psychological Needs Theory

Although BPNT can explain why students’ underlying reasons for attending college may
predict their well-being in this context, it has relatively little to say about which combinations of
reasons are most likely to be related to positive student outcomes in particular college contexts.
The theory does not consider the extent to which the various needs are salient, or important, for
students to satisfy in this context. BPNT also does not address students’ experiences of need
conflict as they seek to satisfy multiple needs in college. Therefore, in the present section I
discuss how examining need salience and need conflict can help us better understand students’
motivation for attending college and inform the ways in which college environments can support
students’ satisfaction of their salient needs.
Need Salience

Although the needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness appear to be universal,
individuals may perceive one of these needs as more salient (and thus more important to satisfy)
than the others. Ryan and Deci (2017) acknowledge that the subjective salience of a particular
need may influence the extent to which people end up satisfying it; however, they argue that
need satisfaction is a more direct predictor of well-being than need salience and thus more

central to the SDT framework. That is, even if a person does not particularly care about
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satisfying one of the needs, they will experience relatively low levels of well-being if they allow
it to remain unfulfilled. Thus, if the primary aim of one’s research is to simply identify which
individuals are likely to experience low levels of well-being in a particular context, focusing on
their need satisfaction seems like a sensible approach.

On the other hand, if the goal of one’s research is to determine whether a context may be
preventing certain individuals from satisfying particular needs (as in the case of the present
dissertation), then it may make more sense to focus on need salience (i.e., the needs that
individuals care about satisfying in a particular context) in addition to need satisfaction. To
understand why this is, it is useful to consider two explanations for why a college student might
report experiencing low levels of relatedness. First, the need for relatedness may not be
particularly salient to the student within a college context because they mistakenly believe that
this need can be adequately fulfilled through their interactions with family and childhood friends.
In this case, the student may not actively seek out opportunities to form close relationships with
other students on campus (even though they find it difficult to maintain close relationships with
their childhood friends), in which case their low level of relatedness satisfaction cannot
necessarily be attributed to an unsupportive college context. On the other hand, the need for
relatedness might be salient to a student in the college context because they expect to form
meaningful relationships with people in college. In this case, the student would be motivated to
seek out opportunities to form relationships with peers, mentors, etc.. Low satisfaction of the
need for relatedness for this student might indicate that the college context did not afford the
student appropriate opportunities to satisfy this need. Considering these two possible

explanations for low need satisfaction, it seems important to examine which need(s) students
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identify as salient in the college context so we can ensure the context is supportive of those needs
or combination of needs.

In line with this example, a central purpose of my dissertation study is to identify the
needs students are trying to satisfy by attending college (i.e., the needs they perceive as salient)
and to examine the extent to which particular college contexts afford students opportunities to
satisfy these needs. I expect that need salience will guide students’ goal-directed behavior at
college, which will, in turn, influence their need satisfaction. For instance, a student with a
salient need for competence is expected to seek out opportunities to develop competence in
college (such as participating in job shadow or internship programs to gain desired skills or
knowledge). If such opportunities exist and the student is able to take advantage of them, they
should experience relatively high levels of need satisfaction and well-being. Thus, college
students’ need satisfaction should be shaped both by the efficacy of their goal-directed behavior
and the structure of the college environment (i.e., whether certain opportunities are made known
to students and whether their attempts to act on these opportunities are supported or
undermined). Importantly, I expect that each college context supports the satisfaction of certain
needs more than others; but, which needs are well-supported is likely to vary from context to
context. For example, at elite private universities, extensive efforts are often made to help
students feel connected to each other and to the community (i.e., to satisfy their need for
relatedness). But at community colleges, where students are more transitory (i.e., enrolled part-
time, commuting to campus only a couple of days per week, or possibly only enrolling in classes
for one semester), there might be greater emphasis on skill building and preparing students for

jobs or a 4-year university (i.e., to satisfy students’ needs for competence). Thus, my
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investigation of students’ salient needs in college can offer college administrators insight into
more effective ways to support their students’ need satisfaction, and, in turn, their well-being.
Motivational Conflict

Another limitation of BPNT is that is does not address what happens if or when an
individual experiences a conflict between two of their needs. As mentioned in Chapter 1, due to
limited resources (such as time and energy), students cannot engage in all of the need-supportive
activities that are available to them; consequently, they may end up (either deliberately or
unknowingly) engaging in behaviors that prioritize certain needs at the expense of others. For
example, by deciding to stay home on a Friday night in order to study for an upcoming exam
(which would help them fulfill their need for competence), a student may be forgoing the
opportunity to attend a party with their friends, which would help them to fulfill their need for
relatedness. Research suggests that decisions that prioritize one need at the expense of another
may lead to experiences of motivation conflict and undermine students’ well-being. For example,
Grund and colleagues (2014) found that when college students chose to work on an academic
task rather than attend a social event, they reported feelings of motivation conflict that were
positively associated with the experience of study strain during the task and negatively
associated with their academic adaptation.

Motivational conflict has also been found to predict broader outcomes, such as well-
being. For instance, an experience sampling study by Grund, Grunschel, and colleagues (2015)
examined motivation conflict related to ‘want conflicts’ (i.e., feeling that one wants to engage in
a different task) and ‘should conflicts’ (i.e., thinking that one should engage in a different task).
Results indicated that ‘want conflicts’ were related to lower affective well-being, and ‘should

conflicts’ were related to lower affective well-being and lower life satisfaction. Additionally, a
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qualitative study of first-year, first-generation Latinx college students found that many of the
participants experienced motivation conflicts between their family obligations and academic
achievement in college, and this conflict negatively impacted students’ academic achievement
and well-being (Vasquez-Salgado et al., 2015). Although the research on motivation conflict has
not connected students’ experiences of conflict back to their basic needs, it seems plausible that
experiences of conflict (e.g., study-leisure conflicts) are likely to undermine students’ well-being
because they indicate an attempt to fulfill one basic need at the expense of the other.

Although Ryan and Deci’s (2017) work on SDT acknowledges that people’s fundamental
needs are interconnected, there is little discussion of the potential conflicts that may arise as
individuals strive to fulfill these needs. In fact, SDT (and BPNT in particular) actually suggests
that the opposite tends to be the case; that is, “each need facilitates the satisfaction of the others
under most conditions” (Ryan & Deci, 2017, p. 248). In support of this claim, Ryan and Deci
(2017) point to factor analyses of need satisfaction scales that identify overall need satisfaction
as a higher-order factor. The presence of this factor (in addition to lower-order factors
representing each need) suggests that individuals tend to satisfy their basic needs to similar
extents (i.e., people who experience high levels of autonomy tend to also experience high levels
of competence and relatedness). Ryan and Deci argue that that his finding makes intuitive sense
if you consider that (for example) “it is hard to derive competence satisfaction from a domain in
which one is not autonomous or volitional, and, reciprocally, a person who feels little
competence at an activity will not likely have a great deal of interest or willingness to engage in
it" (pp. 248-249).

That being said, not all individuals experience similar or “balanced” levels of satisfaction

across their fundamental needs. In fact, in a series of studies, Sheldon and Niemiec (2006)
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demonstrated that among individuals who experienced the same amount of need satisfaction
(when summing across the three needs), there was significant variability in terms of the
satisfaction of each individual need (i.e., needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness).
People who experienced balanced need satisfaction (i.e., low variability across the three needs)
reported higher levels of well-being, compared to participants who reported greater variability in
need satisfaction, even when controlling for levels of need satisfaction. The authors suggested
that an imbalance of need satisfaction “reflects inappropriate allocations of resources across the
different domains of life, which may induce stresses and conflicts that ultimately detract from
well-being” (Sheldon & Niemiec, 2006, p. 332). Although these findings have been replicated in
diverse samples across life domains (i.e., Church et al., 2013; Milyavskaya et al., 2009), no work
to my knowledge has examined need conflict as a potential source of need imbalance. To address
this limitation, this dissertation study assesses students’ perceptions of need conflict in order to
determine whether high conflict is associated with low levels of need satisfaction and low levels
of well-being (or high levels of psychological distress).

To understand why some individuals may be more effective than others at minimizing
need conflicts and maintaining high levels of overall need satisfaction, I draw on an additional
motivation framework — goal systems theory (Kruglanski et al., 2002). Goal systems theory
posits that people’s goals are organized into a hierarchical system, such that each goal is
cognitively associated with a subgoal/means that the individual can carry out in order attain that
goal. Within a given goal system, several means may be linked to a particular goal, which
Kruglanski and colleagues (2002) term equifinality. On the other hand, a particular means may
be linked to more than one goal, which represents multifinality. These system properties are

useful for understanding how students strategically pursue different goals in order to satisfy their
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basic needs in a college context. In some instances, students will be faced with opportunities that
can help them fulfill multiple needs at one time. For example, joining the math club might fulfill
students’ need for relatedness while simultaneously fulfilling their need for competence (e.g.,
multifinality). But, equifinality is also possible, such that fulfilling a particular need (e.g., the
need for relatedness) can be accomplished through several different activities, such as joining a
student organization or bonding with roommates.

Importantly, goal systems theory suggests that the amount of multifinality that exists
between students’ needs and goals may determine the level of motivational conflict they are
likely to experiences as they attempt to satisfy their needs. Further, need conflict can occur when
there is low multifinality in a particular context (i.e., there are minimal means available that
ultimately satisfy more than one need). Experiences of low multifinality seem especially relevant
to need conflict when considering the multiple needs students are trying to satisfy in college. For
instance, some students might have salient needs for relatedness and competence, and the extent
to which the college environment provides opportunities to satisty these needs will influence
students’ overall well-being. Some colleges might offer opportunities such as student interest
groups (i.e., Finance Association, Engineers without Borders, etc.) or undergraduate research
assistantships that allow students to form relationships with peers or faculty while also
developing important skills (thereby satisfying needs for relatedness and competence), whereas
other college may not provide such opportunities. Ideally, to decrease the likelihood of need
conflict, colleges would identify which common combinations of salient needs students have in
college and provide multifinal opportunities for students to satisfy those needs.

Finally, when discussing how colleges can help students to fulfill multiple needs

simultaneously, it is important to note that the opportunities available for need satisfaction in a
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particular college environment may not be equally applicable to all students. For example,
students of color enrolled in a predominantly White institution (PWI) might find it difficult to
satisty their need for relatedness, despite university efforts to facilitate peer bonding. Moreover,
a student with a physical disability may struggle to satisfy their need for autonomy on a campus
that is difficult to navigate in a wheelchair, even if the college aims to support autonomy
satisfaction in other ways. Ultimately, the extent to which students are able to satisfy their needs
and experience less conflict in college is dependent on both individual characteristics (i.e.,
students’ salient needs and background characteristics) and the extent to which the college
context provides opportunities for need satisfaction.
Additional Fundamental Humans Needs

The proposed framework for this study suggests that the needs posited by BPNT (i.e.,
autonomy, competence, and relatedness) do not capture all of the fundamental needs that
students try to fulfill by attending college. Drawing on research from the broader needs literature,
I extend BPNT and posit that meaning, safety, and status may also represent fundamental needs
that motivate students’ behavior in college. Historically, scholars have considered numerous
needs as fundamental (e.g., Murray [1938] listed over 20 needs), but there is agreement that a
concise list of needs offers more utility and conceptual clarity (White, 1959). Of course, we
should not sacrifice thoroughness in an effort to be concise; it is important to strike a balance
between considering a long, comprehensive list of needs and settling for a short, more
manageable list. Accordingly, any potential fundamental need must be vetted to consider if it is
indeed fundamental, and only after careful consideration should a need be treated as fundamental
by researchers. In line with Anderson and colleagues (2015), I utilized a subset of Baumeister

and Leary’s (1995) criteria to justify treating meaning, safety, and status as fundamental needs in
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the present study. Notably, these criteria are also used to define needs, according to BPNT (Ryan
& Deci, 2017). However, I did not adopt Ryan and Deci’s criteria for psychological needs
because their definition of a need is restricted to growth needs (i.e., they do not consider safety a
psychological need because they argue it is salient only when one’s safety is threatened). The
criteria discussed below are utilized by several need researchers to define psychological needs,
but they are more flexible than the criteria established by BPNT, thereby allowing me to explore
the needs for meaning, safely and status, in addition to autonomy, competence, and relatedness.
Criteria

In a review of the motivation literature, Anderson and colleagues (2015) identified a set
of criteria that a psychological construct should satisfy to be considered a fundamental motive.
First, a fundamental human need is one that is universally experienced across individuals and
cultures (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Deci & Ryan, 2000). That being said, the strength of a
particular need may vary across individuals and cultures, and individuals and cultures can also
differ in how they prefer to express and fulfill their needs (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Secondly,
fulfillment of a fundamental need must affect both short- and long-term welfare (Baumeister &
Leary, 1995; Deci & Ryan, 2000), such that if the need is not fulfilled, the individual will
experience psychological distress or detriments to their physical health. The third criterion for
establishing fundamental human needs is that the constructs must induce goal-directed behavior
aimed at satisfying these needs (Deci & Ryan, 2000). This goal-directed behavior should be
evident across contexts and involves cognitive, motor, and affective processes. For each of the
human needs discussed in this paper (autonomy, competence, relatedness, meaning, safety, and
status), there is at least some evidence that they satisfy these criteria. This evidence

corresponding to the needs for meaning, safety, and status is discussed below, whereas the
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evidence for the three original needs proposed by BPNT (autonomy, competence, and
relatedness) is reviewed by Ryan and Deci (2017), as well as by Van den Broeck and colleagues
(2016).

Notably, a fourth criterion that is often mentioned in fundamental needs research is
irreducibility; a fundamental human motive must serve as an end goal such that it cannot be
reduced to another motive (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). However, empirical testing of this
criterion is challenging because claims about the irreducibility of a particular need are difficult
(if not impossible) to falsify. Thus, the evidence typically provided in support of this criterion is
more open to interpretation than the evidence provided for the other criteria. For this reason, I do
not discuss other researchers’ explanations for why the needs for meaning (Heine et al., 2006),
safety (Maslow, 1970) and status (Anderson et al., 2015) cannot be reduced to other motives.
Need for Meaning

Researchers who consider meaning to be a fundamental need argue that humans are
inherently motivated make sense of the world around them and to explain life in a coherent
manner (King et al., 2016). This meaning helps us link people, places, and ideas in predictable
ways. Notably, three separate facets of meaning have been posited: coherence (i.e., making sense
of the world and one’s life), purpose (i.e., having a sense of direction in life), and significance
(i.e., having a sense of life’s inherent value; Martela & Steger, 2016). For the purposes of this
study, I focus primarily on the coherence and purpose aspects of meaning. According to BPNT,
meaning is not a basic need because it is an outcome of satisfying one’s needs for autonomy,
competence, and relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2017). However, these authors refer to the need for
meaning exclusively as wanting to have a sense of purpose in one’s life, and do not consider

meaning as a need to form a coherent understanding of the world. In the current study, I propose
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that a need for meaning is an overarching need to understand the world and one’s place in it, and
it seems possible that some students may attend college in search of this understanding,
irrespective of whether they are also attending college to satisfy their needs for autonomy,
competence, or relatedness.

With respect to the first criterion that needs must meet to be considered fundamental (i.e.,
universality), the coherence facet of the need for meaning appears to motivate members of
various species to acquire knowledge that can be used to make predictions and guard against
potential threats (e.g., hide from predators), thus conferring a survival advantage. In support of
such arguments, Heintzelman and King (2014) reviewed neuroscience research suggesting that
the brain regions responsible for meaning making (i.e., the basal ganglia and orbitofrontal cortex)
are present in nonhuman animals, including primates, and thus may be evolutionarily primitive.

Support for universality also comes from developmental research showing that young
children engage in meaning making behavior before they have had much time to internalize
cultural preferences. For example, newborns have been found to quickly form an association
between a touch on their face and the delivery of liquid, which allows them to predict when they
will receive food (for a review, see Dweck, 2017). Meaning making behavior continues
throughout the lifespan, as children and adults work diligently to form a coherent view of the
world (Heine et al., 2006). This is evidenced by findings from autobiographical memory studies
suggesting that individuals consistently think about their experiences in the world and work to
develop a coherent understanding of themselves and their experiences over time (Pasupathi et al.,
2007).

Previous research has also found the need for meaning to be present in individuals from

different cultures. For example, in a meta-analysis, Jin and colleagues (2016) found that Chinese
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participants experienced a need for meaning, and satisfaction of this need was significantly
related to well-being outcomes. Similar patterns were identified in another meta-analysis that
examined data from 147 studies of participants from diverse cultural backgrounds and of various
ages (Li et al., 2020). Although the need for meaning may be universal, it is important to
reiterate that the ways in which we make meaning of ourselves and our environments are
culturally specific, and thus the meaning making process can differ across individuals, including
people from similar cultures.

With respect to the second criterion, people have been shown to experience life
satisfaction and positive emotions when their need for meaning is fulfilled, whereas they tend to
experience negative emotions and depression when the need is not fulfilled (Heine et al., 2006;
Steger et al., 2006). More specifically, in a study of active military personnel, experiences of
meaning (measured by items such as “I understand my life’s meaning”) were associated with
better functioning in the contexts of work, recreational activities, and personal relationships, as
well as lower levels of emotional distress and suicidal ideation (Bryan et al., 2013). A similar
pattern of findings was observed in a longitudinal study of college students (Mascaro & Rosen,
2008), which found that low levels of existential meaning were associated with increases in
depressive symptoms over time. One interpretation of these findings is that when people lack a
coherent understanding of the world and their place in it, they struggle to make sense of events or
stimuli that appear to be threatening and thus cope less effectively with stressors (Park, 2010).

Finally, regarding the third criterion, the need for meaning has been shown to stimulate
goal-directed behavior. In particular, the sense of incongruity or confusion that people
experience when confronted with new experiences or ideas motivates them to make meaning of

these experience in ways that re-establishes a sense of coherence (Heine et al., 2006). For
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instance, the coping literature suggests that individuals often attempt to find meaning in stressful
or traumatic experiences, and in some cases, such as experiences of violence or war, individuals
devote their lives to a related cause. After experiencing trauma or stress, one’s need for meaning
will direct their attention to the threat and motivate them to develop a non-threatening
understanding of that experience (see Park, 2010, for a review). Additionally, experimental
studies found that exposure to nonsensical stimuli led to superior performance on a subsequent
artificial grammar task that depended on pattern detection, suggesting that the stimuli increased
participants’ sensitivity to novel patterns (Heintzelman & King, 2014). Previous work has also
found that the need for meaning might motivate individuals to pursue broad, long-term goals. For
example, in the previously mentioned study by Co6té and Levine (1997), college students
considered the desire “to understand the complexities of the modern world” as a reason for
attending college.

In line with Coté and Levine (1997), I maintain that the need for meaning is an important
motivator of students’ behavior in college contexts. The college context might be a particularly
supportive environment for the satisfaction of the need for meaning because it affords students
multiple formal (e.g., coursework, study abroad, internships) and informal (e.g., co-curricular
activities, peer interactions, networking) opportunities to develop a greater understanding of the
world.

Need for Safety

The need for safety, which Maslow (1970) described as a need for security, stability, and
protection, has obvious evolutionary roots; individuals and species who are unable to keep
themselves safe from harm are less likely to survive than those who can ensure their own safety.

In the current study, the need for safety includes a desire for financial and food security, as
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hunger and unstable housing can be viewed as threats to one’s physical well-being. Notably,
Ryan and Deci (2017) do not include safety a basic need within their BPNT framework because
it represents a ‘deficit’ motive — that is, individuals only become aware of their need for safety
only once it has been threatened. However, it is not entirely clear why these authors believe that
only growth-oriented motives should be considered basic/fundamental needs. In addition, it is
not necessarily the case that one’s need for safety “operate(s) only when the organism has been
threatened or thwarted” (p. 251). There seem to be many instances when people are motivated to
maintain (rather than restore) the safety of their current environment. For example, when
searching for a new home, people typically consider the safety of the neighborhood they are
considering moving into, even if they happen to be moving from a neighborhood that they
perceive as safe. The need for safety was included in this study because, for some students, it
might represent a particularly important reason for attending college. For instance, students from
low SES or multigenerational homes who want to ensure that they are able to support themselves
and their families in the future might be motivated by the need for safety to attend college.

Regarding universality, the need for safety is evident throughout the lifespan and across
cultures. Maslow (1970) argued that safety-motivated behavior is most obvious in infants
because they express clear reactions to threatening stimuli, such as loud noises or fast
movements. Adults also exhibit a desire for safety, particularly when it comes to ensuring stable
living conditions and food security for themselves and their families (Bradley & Corwyn, 2004).
For example, in a study of individuals from over 100 countries (Tay & Diener, 2011),
satisfaction of the need for shelter and food explained more variance in the outcomes of interest
(i.e., life evaluation and emotions), than the other needs (e.g., needs for social connection,

respect, mastery, and autonomy) evaluated in the study.
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The need for safety also meets the second criterion, as a lack of perceived safety has clear
effects on people’s short- and long-term welfare. For example, in a study of employees in a
psychiatric hospital (Lynch et al., 2005), where threats to physical safety occur regularly,
participants’ perceptions of physical threat were negatively associated with their well-being at
work and the intrinsic job satisfaction, even when controlling for perceived autonomy-support,
competence, and relatedness. Another study (Odle-Dusseau et al., 2018) found that financial
insecurity (which represents a threat to one’s physical safety) was positively associated with
stress and negatively related to general well-being and physical health. In addition, various
studies have shown food insecurity to be associated with increased mental health problems and
hypertension (for a review see Gundersen & Ziliak, 2015). Conversely, individuals’ perceptions
of safety (e.g., they felt safe from physical threats) were found to be positively associated with
their well-being (Chen, Van Assche, et al., 2015), workplace productivity (Di Fabio, 2017), and
academic performance and mental health in school-aged children (for a review, see Huebner et
al., 2014; Roffey, 2017).

Finally, research has shown that the need for safety stimulates goal-directed behavior,
and thus meets the third criterion. For example, people tend to avoid contexts such as school
(Williams et al., 2018) and work (Mohanty & Mohanty, 2017), where they feel unsafe. In
addition, it is assumed that people are motivated to engage in paid work in order to provide food
and shelter for themselves and their family.

In sum, the safety appears to be a fundamental human need that is relevant for
understanding college students’ behavior. Some students may be motivated to attend college
because they view it as a means of providing themselves with a safe and stable future. This may

be particularly likely for students from low SES backgrounds who have actually experienced
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food insecurity, housing instability, or neighborhood violence, and are highly motivated to avoid
these conditions in the future.
Need for Status

The need for status has been defined as a fundamental desire for respect and voluntary
deference from others (Anderson et al., 2015). An individual is granted status from another
person if that person considers the individual as potentially helpful in their own goal pursuits.
Thus, to have status, one must be perceived as having both competence and a willingness to help
others (Anderson et al., 2015). Because attainment of a college degree is often considered to be
an indicator of competence in the U.S., some students may be motivated to attend college in
order to increase their social status. Notably, Ryan and Deci (2017) view status as an outcome
(i.e., something that is attained when the needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness are
satisfied) and therefore do not consider it to be a fundamental need. However, as discussed
below, status appears to meet the three criteria that I have adopted for identifying fundamental
needs (Anderson et al., 2015).

Regarding the first criterion (i.e., universality), an evolutionary argument can be made
that the need for status provides survival and reproductive benefits (Anderson et al., 2015;
Maslow, 1970). For example, men who are perceived as having higher status (i.e., as possessing
characteristics that can help others achieve their goals) are more likely than lower status men to
attract a worthy mate with whom they can reproduce (Ellis, 1992). In addition, having status in a
particular setting may lead to compliant behaviors from others in that setting. Thus, in the human
‘environment of evolutionary adaptedness,” people with status were likely to be protected by
others in physically threatening situations because protecting high status individuals likely had

survival benefits for the group (i.e., a high status leader who was a strategic thinker could help
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the group adapt to challenges in the environment; this person was likely protected in physically
threatening situations because without this leader, the group might not be able to successfully
respond to the ever-changing environment). Relatedly, research on primates points to status as a
need that may have emerged prior to the point at which humans diverged from other species.
Chimpanzees, for example, have status hierarchies, such that males who rank second or third in
the community will challenge the alpha male in attempts to gain status (see Chapais, 2015, for a
review). Chapais (2015) argues that chimps have a “context-dependent motivation to rise in rank
whenever opportunities arise” (p. 169).

Despite evidence suggesting that human species may have evolved a need for status,
relatively little research has examined whether this need is experienced across cultures
(Anderson et al., 2015). In one of the few cross-cultural investigations, Torelli and colleagues
(2014) found that participants from an individualistic culture (U.S. American) and those from a
collectivist culture (Latin Americans) reported engaging in behaviors “to gain respect and
admiration and to be highly regarded by their supervisor” (p. 38). But, importantly, the frequency
with which participants engaged in particular types of status-seeking behaviors differed between
the two cultures.

With respect to the second criterion, a number of studies have found that one’s perception
of their own status is positively associated with a number of well-being outcomes (for a review
see Anderson et al., 2015). For example, status was shown to be positively related to subjective
well-being, self-esteem, and positive affect (Anderson et al., 2012; Fournier, 2009; Tay &
Diener, 2011). There is also evidence to suggest that satisfaction and frustration of the need for
status is linked to health outcomes. Specifically, in an experimental study that manipulated

participants’ perceptions of their own social status, participants who experienced lower levels of
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subjective social status (SSS) after an induction exhibited stronger heart rate variability reactivity
compared to participants who experienced higher levels of status. According to the authors, these
results “support the causal role of SSS in the development of cardiovascular disease” (Pieritz et
al., 2016, p.5). Relatedly, researchers have found low social status to be a robust psychosocial
risk factor for coronary heart disease (Cundiff & Smith, 2017). Although the association between
status and heart disease is quite complex, a possible explanation for this finding is that
individuals with low social status experience higher levels of stress and lower levels of overall
well-being, which in turn leads to heart disease (when combined with the other effects of low
status, such as low social support and tense interactions with higher-status others).

Finally, regarding the third criterion, the need for status has been found to induce goal-
directed behavior. For example, in a study of graduate students (Flynn et al., 2006), the more that
participants were aware of the status hierarchies in their social group, the more likely they were
to offer help to their peers (presumably as means of attaining status). Other studies have shown
that individuals are willing to expend effort and resources in order to avoid losing status
(Bendersky & Pai, 2018). For instance, people make efforts to protect their status by avoiding
lower status behaviors, such as asking others for help (Flynn et al., 2006) and conforming to
others’ opinions (for a review see Anderson et al., 2015).

To my knowledge, the current study is the first to examine the need for status in relation
to students’ motivations for attending college. It seems likely that some students are motivated to
attend college because they believe that a college degree (or the skills, social connections, or
career prospects acquired while pursuing their degree) will garner respect from others. This

might be particularly true of students who gain entry into highly selective universities.
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Student Outcomes of Interest

A broad aim of my dissertation study was to examine motivational variables and
processes that influence students’ well-being in college. As discussed below, I assessed overall
well-being using three measures: psychological well-being, life satisfaction, and physical well-
being, and psychological distress using two measures: stress and anxiety. In order to assess
whether the motivational variables were also associated with academic achievement, I assessed
students’ grades and their intentions to persist toward graduation as dependent measures. Lastly,
I measured students’ sense of belonging on campus, but for reasons described below this
measure was not included in the dissertation analyses.
Well-being

Well-being had frequently been examined as a dependent variable in SDT and BPNT
research. As previously discussed, BPNT posits that if an individual’s fundamental needs are
fulfilled, they are likely to experience higher levels of well-being (compared to if one or more of
their needs remain unsatisfied). Importantly, well-being is a general term representing a person’s
overall psychological and physical wellness and has been measured in many different ways in
the research literature. For instance, some studies include a single well-being scale (e.g., Ryan &
Khan, 2015), such as the sub-scale measuring psychological well-being from the Inventory of
Depression and Anxiety Symptoms (IDAS; Watson et al., 2007). Another approach is to measure
multiple constructs that are viewed as components of well-being. For example, Ryan and
colleagues (2010) measured mood, subjective vitality (i.e., feelings of energy and vitality), and
physical well-being, whereas Chirkov and Ryan (2001) measured self-esteem, depressive

symptoms, self-actualization, and life satisfaction. In the present study, I measured psychological
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well-being, life satisfaction, perceptions of physical well-being, and sense of belonging on
campus.
Psychological well-being

Psychological well-being is characterized by high energy, vitality, and positive affect
(Watson et al., 2007) Numerous studies have found a positive relation between need satisfaction
and psychological well-being across a range of contexts and throughout the lifespan (for a
review, see Deci & Ryan, 2000). Psychological well-being is an important outcome because it
indicates that a person is mentally healthy and thriving. Additionally, longitudinal research has
found psychological well-being to be related to physical wellness (Ryff et al., 2015).
Satisfaction with Life

Within the positive psychology literature, researchers consider individuals’ self-reported
satisfaction with their lives to be in important indicator of their subjective well-being (Diener et
al., 2002). Life satisfaction is positively associated with social and professional advancement
(Diener & Diener, 1996), performance and commitment at work (Erdogan et al., 2012), and self-
esteem (Gimlan & Huebner, 2003); and it is negatively associated with stress (Weinstein &
Laverghetta, 2009). Life satisfaction has been found to be influenced by both acute life events
(i.e., death of a family member) and chronic experiences (i.e., ongoing stress in the home;
Gimlan & Huebner, 2003). Additionally, a recent meta-analysis found life satisfaction to be
positively associated with global need satisfaction (Tang et al., 2019).
Physical well-being

Physical well-being, or one’s physical health, is an important component of overall well-
being (CDC, 2018). Although there are numerous ways to define and measure physical well-

being, such as physical functioning, energy, fatigue, and physical pain, the present study asked
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students to report their perceptions of their overall health. Perceptions of physical health have
been found to mediate the relationship between context and overall well-being (Temane &
Wissing, 2006). Also, a meta-analysis found physical health to be positively associated with need
satisfaction (Ng et al., 2012).
Psychological Distress

As previously mentioned, experiences of stress and anxiety are pervasive in college
students (Acharya et al., 2018). Locke and colleagues (2016) reported that 51% of the over
200,000 students that were surveyed by the American College Health Association “felt
overwhelming anxiety” in college, and the top two self-reported issues affecting students’
academic performance were stress and anxiety. Previous research has found need satisfaction to
be negatively related to stress and anxiety in adult workers (Ryan et al., 2010; Rouse et al.,
2020). In this dissertation, measures of stress and anxiety were examined as separate dependent
measures in some analyses (i.e., those involving LPA), and as indicators of a general latent
variable, psychological distress, in others (i.e., the SEMs).
Achievement

Academic achievement, typically measured by students’ course grades or overall grade
point averages (GPAs), is a commonly examined outcome in motivation research. Achievement
is important to college administrators because it is predictive of graduation rates and post-
graduation opportunities, such as graduate school enrollment (Pascarella & Terrenzini, 2005;
Wintre & Bowers, 2007). Although the current study places greater emphasis on students’
overall well-being, it also examined the extent to which students’ motivation profiles, need
satisfaction, and need conflict predicted their academic achievement.

Intent to Persist
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Persistence toward graduation is an important outcome for college administrators because
it indicates that students are satisfied with their experiences at the institution (i.e., they feel
engaged in the campus community and generally perceive the environment as supportive of their
needs; Kuh et al., 2011). Persistence is also of interest to higher education researchers because
there are persistent differences in college completion rates across institutions and student
subpopulations (e.g., by race and socioeconomic status), which have long-term implications for
students’ career development and earning potential (NCES, 2018; OECD, 2015). Because it is
beyond the scope of this dissertation to measure students’ actual persistence to graduation, I
employed an intent to persist item, which is often used in motivation and higher education
research (e.g., Hausmann, et al., 2009) and has been found to be predictive of students’ actual
persistence (Cabrera, et al., 1993; Hausmann et al., 2009). Although there are numerous factors
that can influence students’ persistence, initial research in this area has found need satisfaction to
predict students’ intentions to persist (Travis & Bunde, 2020). Further, if students’ needs are not
satisfied, they may leave the institution in search of another environment that better meets their
needs.

Sense of Belonging

Sense of belonging is the extent to which a person feels socially connected to their
environment (Walton & Cohen, 2007). Studies have shown students’ belonging to be associated
with many positive outcomes in college students, such as self-efficacy, intrinsic motivation, and
intentions to persist toward graduation (Freeman et al., 2007; Hausmann et al., 2009).
Ultimately, a student’s sense of belonging likely reflects the degree to which their need for

relatedness is being satisfied in the college context.
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Importantly, sense of belonging was originally intended to be a dependent variable in this
study. However, as discussed below, some of the measures used to in the present dissertation
were revised based on pilot testing. During this revision process, I did not realize that my
changes to the relatedness satisfaction scale resulted in items that were similar to the items used
to assess sense of belonging. Because the correlation between the two measures ended up being
very high, 7(217) =.733, p <.001, I decided not to include sense of belonging in any of the
analyses reported in Chapter 5.

Historical Context of the Current Study

The primary dissertation study was conducted during the 2020-2021 academic year,
which was drastically impacted by the COVID 19 pandemic. As discussed below, the timing of
data collection should be taken into account when interpretating the findings of the current study.

In response to the pandemic, the colleges that participants attended transitioned from
almost exclusively teaching fully in-person classes in previous academic years to offering most
courses fully online or using a hybrid model (i.e., a combination of in-person and online). In
addition to significant changes to students’ academic experiences, the colleges also restricted co-
curricular opportunities, and social distancing guidelines are assumed to have influenced
students’ informal socialization on and off campus. As discussed in Chapter 5, these novel
college contexts limit the generalizability of the results of this study to more traditional contexts.
Interpretations and suggestions for future research related to need satisfaction and online learning

are reviewed in the Discussion section, below.
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Hypotheses

R1) Using a basic psychological needs framework, develop questionnaires that assesses college
students’ (a) reasons for attending college, (b) experiences of need satisfaction, and (c)
experiences of need conflict.

HI1) It was hypothesized that students’ responses to the Motivations for Attending College
Survey (MACS) and Need Satisfaction and Progress Scales would reliably load onto
six factors: the needs for autonomy, competence, relatedness, meaning, safety, and
status. Given the interrelatedness of the need conflict items (i.e., the conflict
associated with each need depends on students’ perceptions of that need in relation to
the other needs), and the lack of previous motivation conflict measures in the
literature, the factor structure of this measure was difficult to predict.

R2a) Using the questionnaire that assesses students’ reasons for attending college, identify
“motivation profiles” that represent common combination of students’ reasons for
attending college, and examine whether the same profiles exist across two contexts:
community colleges and a private four-year institution.

H2a) This research question was exploratory in nature. It was expected that motivation
profiles exist, but the precise nature of these profiles (i.e., the common combinations
of needs that motivate students to attend college) was difficult to predict. It was
possible that different sets of profiles would be identified at each type of institution
(i.e., 2-year versus 4-year institutions). However, it was also possible that the same

profiles would be identified across the two samples.
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R2b) Examine the extent to which these profiles are generally predictive of students’ need
satisfaction, need conflict, achievement, anxiety, intentions to persist toward graduation,
life satisfaction, stress, physical well-being, and psychological well-being.!

H2b) This research question was exploratory because fundamental need-based profiles
have not been used to examine students’ motivation for attending college. It was
difficult to predict which combinations of salient needs would be related to the
outcome variables of interest, although I expected that profiles that featured a salient
need for competence would be associated with high levels of achievement.

R3a) Examine the extent to which students’ experiences of need conflict and satisfaction
generally predict their achievement, intentions to persist toward graduation, psychological
distress, and well-being.

H3a) It was hypothesized that psychological distress would be positively associated with
need conflict and negatively associated with need satisfaction. Conversely, academic
achievement, intentions to persist to graduation, and well-being would be negatively
associated with need conflict and positively associated with need satisfaction.

R3b) Examine the extent to which need satisfaction mediates the associations between need
conflict and the dependent variables.

H3b) It was hypothesized that need conflict would be inversely correlated with need
satisfaction, and that need conflict would be indirectly associated with the various

academic and socio-emotional outcomes via need satisfaction.

! Originally, Research Aim 2b was also going to address whether relations between motivation profiles and the
outcomes of interest were moderated by school type (i.e., community college or private university). However, it
ended up being beyond the scope of this dissertation study to test this research aim empirically.

2 Originally, Research Aim 3a was also going to examine the extent to which school type (i.e., community college or
private university) moderated the effects of need satisfaction and need conflict on the dependent measures.
However, due to the low response rate from community college students, this moderation was not tested.
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R4) Begin to explore the possibility that need satisfaction and conflict partly mediate any
effects of students’ reasons for attending college on their achievement, anxiety, intentions
to persist toward graduation, life satisfaction, stress, physical well-being and psychological
well-being.

H4) It was hypothesized that both need conflict and need satisfaction would partly
mediate the observed relations between motivation profiles and the academic and
socio-emotional outcome variables. Importantly, it is beyond the scope of the current
study to test this hypothesis directly. As discussed in Chapter 6, I examined relations
between the profiles and each outcome measure and the associations between need
satisfaction and conflict with the dependent measures to begin to explore the
possibility of need conflict and satisfaction mediating associations between profiles

and outcomes.
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CHAPTER 3: PILOT STUDIES
The development of the Motivations for Attending College Scale (MACS) was a
significant component of my dissertation study. To develop this measure, I employed the best
practices outlined by Boateng and colleagues (2018): item development (i.e., identification of
constructs and item generation and exploration of items’ content validity), scale development
(i.e., pre-testing questions, sampling and survey administration, item reduction, and extraction of
factors), and preliminary scale evaluation (i.e., tests of dimensionality). As described below, I
conduced three pilot studies over the span of one year to develop and refine the MACS, as well
as the Need Satisfaction and Progress Scale, and the Need Conflict Scale.
Pilot Studies 1 and 2: Measure Development
Pilot Studies 1a and 1b: Item Development
Pilot Study 1 included semi-structured interviews (Pilot Study 1a) and open-response
survey questions (Pilot Study 1b) with a convenience sample of college students.
Pilot Study 1a: Semi-Structured Interviews
Sample. Participants were recruited via emails sent to student organization email
addresses and faculty email addresses that are publicly available on colleges’ websites.
Participants were enrolled in community colleges, public 4-year institutions, and private 4-year
institutions. Ten students participated in the interview portion of the study in return for a ten-
dollar Amazon gift card. Half of the interviewees identified as female and half as male, and their
racial identities were reported as follows: 3 Black, 2 Asian, 2 Latinx, | American Indian, and 2
White students. Three interviewees were first-year college students, four were sophomores, one

was a junior, and two were seniors.
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Methods. These one-on-one interviews were conducted via Skype and, with participants’
permission, audio recorded. One of the ten interviewees did not agree to the audio recording, so I
instead took notes throughout the interview. The script for the interviews is provided in
Appendix A.

Pilot Study 1b: Open-Response Survey

Sample. An additional thirty-six undergraduate students (recruited via the same set of
emails used in Pilot Study 1a) responded to a short-answer survey (the sample was 75% female;
16.7% Asian, 8.3% Black, and 75% White participants; 41.7% first-year students, 13.9%
sophomores, 27.8% juniors, and 16.7% seniors).

Methods. Participants were emailed a link to the open-response survey. The survey,
presented in Appendix A, asked students to report their motivations for attending college,
including what they hoped to gain from attending college and how they expected college would
help them achieve their life goals.

Results from Pilot Studies 1a and 1b

Along with my review of the literature, the analyses of the interviews and short-answer
responses informed the generation of 78 items for the Motivations for Attending College Scale
(MACS). Each item was intended to measure the extent to which students were seeking to fulfill
one of the needs (i.e., autonomy, competence, relatedness, meaning, safety, or status) in college.
At this phase of measure development between 10 and 16 items were generated for each need.

These items were then reviewed by a focus group comprised of two motivation
researchers, two graduate students, and one undergraduate student from Dr. Miele’s Motivation,
Metacognition, and Learning Laboratory. Participants in the focus group were presented with a

list of all 78 items as part of a Qualtrics survey and were asked to categorize each item based on
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which need they thought the item was intended to measure. For example, a participant might
have read the item “I decided to attend college because I wanted to feel included in a
community” and then “drag and drop” this the statement onto the Relatedness categorization box
in the Qualtrics survey. After participants finished categorizing the items, we discussed general
issues with the items, such as the possible presence of a ‘family obligation’ factor (which was
not represented by one of the categories in the survey), and the potential presence of two
‘meaning’ factors, as well as potential problems with specific items. I used this feedback to
refine the item list. Of the original 78 items, 37 were eliminated, and one item was changed. An
additional seven items were developed based on feedback from the focus group. Thus, 48 items
(i.e., seven to nine items per need) were used for the next stage of piloting. All items are listed in
Appendix A.
Pilot Studies 2a and 2b: Measure Development

Pilot Studies 2a and 2b served two purposes: (1) to obtain more feedback from
undergraduate students about the latest draft of the MACS, and (2) to test the need conflict
measure developed for my dissertation. Both Pilot Studies were conducted online, via a Qualtrics
survey. After consenting to the terms of the study, participants were randomly assigned to one of
two surveys; one third of the participants were assigned to Pilot Study 2a, which included the
categorization task, as described below, and two-thirds of the participants were assigned to Pilot
Study 2b, which included the Need Conflict Scale. The Need Conflict Scale, which aims to
assess the extent to which students experience motivational conflict when trying to fulfill their
fundamental needs in college, consists of two parts. In the first part, students reflect on each of
the six needs and write about behaviors they engage in in college to fulfill each need. The

purpose of this exercise is to encourage students to actively think about each need and how it
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influences their behavior in college. Then, in the second part, they respond to a set of conflict
items for each of the need. For example, on one screen, students are asked “how often does what
you to do find meaning get in the way of...” and then provide separate frequency ratings for each
of the remaining five needs. All MACS and Need Conflict items administered in Pilot Studies 2a
and 2b are presented in Appendix B.
Sample

Participants for both studies were recruited through a Psychology department participant
pool at a private , four-year university. Details regarding data cleaning for this pilot study are
discussed in Appendix B. The final sample size for Pilot Study 2 was 220 participants, with
approximately one third being randomly assigned to the online survey for Pilot Study 2a (N =
67) and the remaining two thirds being assigned to the online survey for Pilot Study 2b (N =
153). Across the two surveys, the sample was 84% female and 13% of the participants identified
as first-generation college students. The racial identities of participants were as follows: 1.8%
American Indian of Alaska Native, 20.0% Asian, 6.36% Black, 6.82% multiracial, 62% White,
and 1.36% of the sample identified as “other” (one participant did not report their racial identity).
Approximately half of the respondents (49%) were first-year students, 38% of participants were
sophomores, 8% were juniors, and 5% were seniors>.
Methods

Pilot Study 2a consisted of a categorization task, similar to the one used with the focus
group in Pilot Study 1. Participants were presented with 7 or 8 MACS items at a time and were
asked to categorize each item based on the need they thought the item would measure (i.e.,

autonomy, competence, meaning, relatedness, safety, status). Based on feedback from the focus

3 Percentages were calculated out of 220 participants.
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group, there was also a category labeled “Unsure” for items that participants did not think clearly
measured one of the needs listed. Following the categorization task, participants responded to the
48 MACS items (using a 6-point Likert-type scale; 1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree) and
several outcome measures were administered in a random order, including the 21-item
University Stress Scale (Stallman & Hurst, 2016), the three-item Sense of Belonging Scale
(which is a subscale from Bollen & Hoyle’s, 1990, Group Cohesion Scale), and the five-item
Satisfaction with Life Survey (Diener et al., 1985)*.

Pilot Study 2b consisted of the 48 MACS items, as well as the items developed to
measure need conflict. The study also included the following outcome measures, which were
administered in a random order: stress, belonging, and life satisfaction scales used in Pilot Study
2, as well as seven items from the Self-Efficacy for Self-Regulated Learning (Usher & Pajares,
2008), and the 7-item Self-Efficacy for Learning and Performance (adapted from Motivated
Strategies for Learning Questionnaire; Pintrich et al., 1991). Both surveys included demographic
questionnaires.

Results

Data from Pilot Studies 2a and 2b were used to select items for the next version of the
MACS.

Factor Structure. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy (KMO =
.62) and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity, ¥* (1128) =2693.16, p <.001, supported that the data set
was factorable (Mvududu & Sink, 2013). All EFAs discussed below were conducted using

Principal Axis Factoring (PAF) and a Promax (oblique) rotation. Details of the EFA and process

4 All items developed for this dissertation (i.e., the MACS, Need Conflict Scale, and Need Satisfaction and Progress
Scale items) are listed in the Appendix. The scales developed by other researchers (i.e., the dependent measures) are
listed with the authors’ names in the main text and in the Appendix and are available in the cited articles in the
reference list.
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by which items were removed from the analysis is discussed in Appendix B. After several
iterations of EFA, including many that forced a 6-factor solution to help identify problematic
items, [ removed a total of 15 items. The remaining 33 items were entered into an EFA that used
an eigenvalue threshold of 1 (i.e., did not force a 6-factor solution) to extract seven factors:
autonomy, competence, relatedness, meaning, status, and two safety/security factors. The
internal consistency reliability of the subscales corresponding to each factor ranged from o = .65
to .89. The items included in each subscale and Cronbach alpha for each subscale are presented
in Appendix B.

Regarding the two safety factors that were identified at this stage of development, five
out of the eight items loaded (factor loadings from pattern matrix > .5) on to a factor that seemed
to represent participants’ familial obligations. The remaining three items loaded onto a factor
second that more clearly represented my intended construct (i.e., a general need for security).
Because these subscales appeared to measure separate constructs, I examined them separately
when computing correlations with the outcome measures of interest. Importantly, my
conceptualization of this need evolved over the course of the pilot studies. At this stage, [ was
trying to measure a need for safety and security. As discussed below, data from Pilot Study 3
informed my decision to focus specifically on the need for physical safety (independent of one’s
sense of security) in the main dissertation study.

Additionally, because the focus group in Pilot Study 1 raised concerns that the meaning
subscale might include two factors (one measuring participants’ desire to find truth in the world
and another assessing their desire for a sense of purpose in life), I conducted an EFA with an
eigenvalue threshold of 1 that included only the meaning items. This analysis yielded a one-

factor solution, which was in line with my argument that people seek to develop an overarching



52

understanding of themselves, the external world, and relations between themselves and the
world.

Correlations Between MACS and Outcomes. To examine associations between the
subscales and outcome variables, I computed mean scores for each of the seven subscales and
correlated these scores with the mean scores on each of the dependent measures (i.e., sense of
belonging on campus, stress, life satisfaction, self-efficacy for self-regulated learning, and self-
efficacy for learning and performance). As a reminder, the scales measuring sense of belonging,
stress, and life satisfaction were administered in both Pilot Studies 2a and 2b, and therefore the
entire sample (NV=220) was included in the analyses of those variables. However, the scales
measuring self-regulated learning and self-efficacy for learning and performance were only
administered in Pilot Study 2b, so the sample size for those correlations was 153. As shown in
Table B1, presented in Appendix B, stress was significantly positively correlated with students’
needs for autonomy and the familial obligation subscale, and negatively correlated with the need
for relatedness. Life satisfaction was positively correlated with the needs for competence and
relatedness and negatively correlated with the familial obligation subscale. Both sense of
belonging and self-efficacy for self-regulated learning were positively correlated with the needs
for competence, relatedness and meaning, and self-efficacy for learning and performance was
positively correlated with the need for competence.

Correlations Between Need Conflict and Outcomes. I also examined students’ need
conflict and its relations to the dependent variables. As a reminder, in the second part of the
needs conflict measure (after they had reflected on the six needs and written about things they do
in college to fulfill each of them), each screen asked participants how often a particular need

conflicted with each of the five other needs. Using participants’ responses to the 30 items across
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the six screens, [ computed two different sets of needs conflict variables. First, [ averaged the
items from each screen to compute the mean level of conflict caused by the pursuit of each need
(i.e., how often do the things participants do to satisfy a particular need get in the way of the
things they do to fulfill the other needs). Second, to compute need disruption, 1 averaged (across
screens) the ratings of how frequently each need was disrupted by the five other needs. The
means, standard deviations, and internal reliability for all the need conflict and disrupted scales
are reported in Table B2. The need conflict and disruption scores for all of the needs were
significantly positively correlated with stress; however, they were not significantly correlated
with sense of belonging, life satisfaction, self-efficacy for self-regulated learning, or self-efficacy
for learning and performance.
Conclusions from Pilot Studies 2a and 2b

These results were presented to a group of motivation researchers and graduate students
to discuss the patterns in the data and next steps for the study. The most important feedback from
this focus group pertained to the autonomy and safety subscales. Although the autonomy items
all loaded onto the intended factor, they were not capturing the full construct of the need for
autonomy, so I revised this scale entirely for the next pilot study. We also decided that the first
(unintended) safety/security factor may have been tapping into familial relations and obligations
(as previously explained). The items in this subscale also included self-specific reference points
(e.g., “I wanted to provide my children with a better life than I had growing up”). Because this
type of item might be interpreted differently by participants, especially those from differing
upbringings (and therefore different reference points), I changed the wording of the items in this
scale to make the reference points more general and normative. For example, the previous item

was changed to “I wanted to be able to provide me and my family with stable living conditions.”



Several new items that were expected to better capture the need for safety were also added.
Sample items include “I never wanted to worry about feeding myself or my family” and “a
college education will allow me and my family to live in a safe neighborhood.” Lastly, while
conducting these pilot studies I was also continuing to read the SDT literature to refine my
research objectives for this study. To best address my evolving research aims, I decided to
develop a need satisfaction measure, to be administered in the next pilot study and the
dissertation study.
Pilot Study 3: Measure Refinement

Sample

Participants for Pilot Study 3 were recruited through the CDEP Participant Pool for

course credit and through a First-Year Experience (FYE) listserv, which includes faculty and
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staff from colleges across the country who work with first-year students (these individuals were

asked to forward a recruitment email to the students at their schools). Notably, the FYE listserv

yielded only 1 participant who completed the survey and 6 additional respondents with partial

data. Due to this low response rate, these responses were excluded from the analyses discussed

below.

In total 211 responses were collected from the participant pool. As discussed in greater

detail in Appendix C, two duplicate responses and ten additional responses were removed from

analyses, leaving a final sample size of 199 participants. Five of these participants were missing

data from one or measures, and therefore were excluded from any analysis that included the
measure(s) they were missing data on. The sample was predominantly female (86.4%) and

13.6% of participants identified as first-generation college students. The racial identities of

participants were: 69.9% White, 4.0% Black, 17.1% Asian, 1.5% American Indian or Alaskan
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Native, 6.0% multiracial, and three respondents (1.5%) selected “other” for their racial identity
and indicated that they identify as Hispanic. Approximately two-thirds of the respondents
(63.3%) were first-year students, 26.1% of participants were sophomores, 6.5% were juniors, and
4.0% were seniors.
Methods

In Pilot Study 3 the MACS (48 items) was administered first, followed in random order, by
either the Need Conflict Scale (i.e., the same measure that was administered in Pilot Study 2b) or
the Need Satisfaction Scale (which was developed for this Pilot Study, as discussed below), and
the following outcome measures that were administered in random order: the 21-item University
Stress Scale (Stallman & Hurst, 2016), the 5-item Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al.
1985), four items measuring perceptions of campus climate (adapted from Reid &
Radhakrishnan, 2003), an 8-item psychological well-being questionnaire (using the Well-being
subscale from the Inventory for Depression and Anxiety Symptoms [IDAS], Watson et al.,
2007), one item measuring perceived physical well-being (Ware & Sherbourne, 1992), and the 3-
item Sense of Belonging Scale (subscale from Bollen and Hoyle's, 1990, Group Cohesion Scale).
It is important to note that administration of this survey took place during the coronavirus
outbreak, which caused most students to move out of their college housing and transition to
online learning for the second half of the spring semester. As such, it was expected that
responses to some of the items on the survey were substantially influenced by this event,
particularly students’ reports of stress, anxiety, well-being, and life satisfaction.

The 12 items in this version of the need satisfaction scale assessing autonomy,

relatedness, and competence fulfillment were from the Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction

and Frustration Scale (BPNSFS; Chen, Vansteenkiste, et al., 2015). These items were modified
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to measure need fulfillment in college. For example, the item “I feel that my choices express who
I really am” was modified to “I feel that my choices in college reflect who I really am.” I
developed the items for the needs for meaning, safety, and status using the BPNSFS as a
template. For Pilot Study 3, the needs satisfaction scale included four items assessing fulfillment
of the needs for safety and status and five items assessing fulfillment of the need for meaning. At
the time of administration, I planned to use the results of the pilot study to select the three items
for each need that would be included in the final version of the measure for the dissertation
study, however, as discussed below, the scale required significant revision. The items
administered for the MACS, Need Conflict Scale, and Need Satisfaction Scale are listed in
Appendix C.
Results

Data from Pilot Study 3 were used to revise the MACS.

Factor Structure. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy (KMO =
0.915) and significant Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity, x2 (1081) = 6400.02, p<.001, suggested
excellent factorability of the MACS items (Mvududu & Sink, 2013). At this phase of measure
development my goal was to identify a 6-factor solution that included four items from each
intended subscale. After numerous iterations of EFA, the details of which are discussed in
Appendix C, a total of 24 items were removed from the analyses. When entered into an EFA
(with a promax rotation and an eigenvalue value threshold greater than 1) the remaining 24 items
loaded onto 6 factors. The factor loadings for all subscales except the competence subscale were
greater than .50, which is higher than the recommendation of .40, as suggested by Beavers and
colleagues (2013). As discussed in Appendix C, the intended competence subscale was

problematic, and ultimately included two items with cross-loadings onto other factors. This
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subscale underwent significant revisions prior to the next administration of the MACS. The final
pattern matrix for the MACS from Pilot Study 3 is presented in Table C1 and the means,
standard deviations, and internal reliability of each subscale are listed in Table C2. The MACS
items used in subsequent analyses are listed in Appendix C.

Correlations Between MACS and Outcomes. To examine associations between the
MACS subscales and outcome variables, I computed mean scores for each of the six subscales
and correlated these scores with the mean scores on each of the dependent measures (i.e.,
anxiety, intentions to persist toward graduation, life satisfaction, sense of belonging, stress, and
well-being.). As displayed in Table C2, the autonomy, competence, and status subscales were
each significantly positively correlated with sense of belonging, life satisfaction, perceptions of
campus climate, and physical well-being, and the autonomy and competence scales were also
significantly positively correlated with students’ intentions to persist to graduation. The
relatedness subscale was significantly positively correlated with sense of belonging, life
satisfaction, anxiety, perceptions of campus climate and intentions to persist, the meaning
subscale was significantly positively correlated with sense of belonging, stress, anxiety, and
intent to persist; and the safety subscale was significantly positively correlated with anxiety.
Notably, these patterns are slightly different