What Makes for a Good Day? Competence and
Autonomy in the Day and in the Person

Kennon M. Sheldon
Richard Ryan
Harry T. Reis
University of Rochester

This diary study examined the proposal that satisfaction of two
psychological needs, competence and autonomy, leads to daily
well-being. Between-subjects analyses indicated that partici-
pants higher in trait compelence and trait autonomy tended to
have “better” days on average. Independently, within-subject
analyses showed that good days were those in which participants
Jelt more competent and autonomous in their daily activities,
relative to their own baselines. Other predictors of daily well-be-
ing included gender, whether the day fell on a weekend, and the
amount of negative affect and physical symptomatology felt the
day before. Although past diary studies have tended to focus on
threats to daily well-being, the authors suggest that psychological
need concepts offer promise for understanding its positive sources.

What are the roots of day-to-day happiness and well-
being? Many psychologists have addressed this perennial
question by studying stable traits such as optimism
(Scheier & Carver, 1993; Taylor, 1989), self-esteem
(Rosenberg, 1965), or personality integration (Seeman,
1983; Sheldon & Kasser, 1995) that predict a person’s
general level of psychological health. From a trait per-
spective, daily fluctuations in mood and well-being tend
to be considered error variance, because they are merely
deviations from what is to be predicted—that is, the
person’s average level of well-being.

Yet life is not lived merely “as a trait,” and each of us
has salient experiences of good and bad days, relative to
our own baselines. This fact can have profound implica-
tions when, for example, we face an important task or
opportunity on a particular day. Accordingly, another
research tradition has developed that considers daily
fluctuations in well-being not as secondary issues but,
rather, as the focus of research. For example, diary
studies have found that daily mood and well-being are
negatively affected by contextual factors such as unpleas-

ant events (Rehm, 1978), stressors (Affleck, Tennen,
Urrows, & Higgins, 1994; Bolger, DeLongis, Kessler, &
Schilling, 1989; Caspi, Bolger, & Eckenrode, 1987; De-
Longis, Folkman, & Lazarus, 1988; Marco & Suls, 1993;
Stone & Neale, 1984), daily hassles (Rowlison & Felner,
1988), and major life disruptions (Felner, Rowlison, &
Terre, 1986). Note that studies in this tradition have
concentrated primarily on what makes for “bad” days
(Langston, 1994).

In this article, we extend existing research by examin-
ing two primary contentions. First, we argue that to best
understand and predict positive outcomes on a given
day, itis necessary to consider both who the person is and
the quality of the particular day, relative to the person’s
other days (Bolger & Schilling, 1991; Feist, Bodner, Jacobs,
Miles, & Tan, 1995). In developing this thesis, we draw
on both the research traditions described above. Second,
we argue that in studying the quality of a particular day,
it is valuable to consider factors that lift our spirits and
keep us going (Kanner, Coyne, Schaefer, & Lazarus,
1981), as well as factors (such as hassles or unpleasant
events) that may drag us down. Put differently, we argue
that it is worth asking, “What makes for a good day?”

We propose that “good days” are those in which fun-
damental psychological needs are met. Specifically, we
postulate that when a day’s primary activities are congru-
entwith presumed organismic needs (Sheldon & Kasser,
1995, 1996; Sheldon, Ryan, Rawsthorne, & Ilardi, 1996),
one experiences greater well-being on that day. The idea
thatwell-being results when needs are satisfied hasalong
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