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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history in subjective well-being research (Diener, 1984)
but has received little attention at the day-to-day level.
We focused in this study on two specific needs, compe-
tence and autonomy, that have often been viewed as
fundamentat (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Using a diary meth-
odology, we tested the hypothesis that these two qualities
of experience would independently contribute to the
prediction of well-being in both person-level and day-
level analyses. We discuss these hypotheses below.

COMPETENCE AND AUTONOMY NEEDS

Research from a variety of perspectives has demon-
strated that psychological health depends on ongoing
feelings of effectance or competence. White (1963) ar-
gued that the need to feel competence is a basic organ-
ismic propensity that underlies self-esteem and
self-confidence. More recently, Bandura (1977) showed
that self-efficacy, the feeling that one can bring about
desired outcomes, is an important determinant of psy-
chological health. Similarly, Carver and Scheier (1990)
asserted that health benefits accrue when people feel
they are progressing quickly enough toward their goals
or when they have a sense of optimism regarding their
goals (Scheier, Weintraub, & Carver, 1986). In contrast,
feeling that behavior and desired outcomes are non-
contingent may lead to a feeling of pervasive helpless-
ness or hopelessness (Abramson, Metalsky, & Alloy, 1989;
Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdale, 1978), with many
negative consequences.

Less widely acknowledged is the view that people must
also feel autonomous and self-determined in their lives
for optimal psychological health to ensue (Deci & Ryan,
1985, 1991; Ryan, 1995). This idea is expressed in
deCharms’s (1968) distinction between psychological
“origins” and “pawns.” Pawns may feel quite effective at
what they are doing without feeling fully engaged in or
choosing of their actions. Lacking a sense of being the
authors of their own behavior, they may experience less
satisfaction and more frustration with their lives (Deci &
Ryan, 1991; Ryan, 1995; Sheldon & Kasser, 1995). Sup-
porting this idea, people who act for more intrinsic or
identified (“autonomous”) reasons in religious (Ryan,
Rigby, & King, 1993), academic (Ryan & Connell, 1989;
Vallerand & Bissonnette, 1992), and close relationship
(Blais, Sabourin, Boucher, & Vallerand, 1990) domains
have been shown to be better adjusted than people who
act for more external or introjected (“controlled”) reasons
in those domains. At the daily level, Csikszentmihalyi and
Figurski (1982) showed that the lack of felt voluntariness
in everyday activities predicts negative emotions.

We presumed that competence and autonomy needs,
when satisfied, offer two different kinds of psychological
rewards. Whereas competence involves feeling that one
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can act effectively and bring about goals, autonomy
involves feeling that one’s activities and goals are self-
chosen and are concordant with intrinsic interests
(Deci & Ryan, 1985) and values (Kasser & Ryan, 1996). To
illustrate the distinction, consider that a person may feel
quite competent at an activity that he or she does only out
of a sense of compulsion, such as an onerous work assign-
ment, and that a person may feel a strong sense of volition
in performing an activity at which he or she feels little
competence, such as learning to play racquetball. Al-
though some have claimed that autonomy has no legiti-
mate place within a theory of healthy agency (Bandura,
1989), we hypothesized that autonomy and competence
are both important and that greater well- being occurs
when both qualities are present within a day.

As noted above, we examined these issues at two levels
of analysis. That is, we asked both “What kind of person
has the best days, on average?” and also “What makes for
a good day, regardless of who has it?” Figure 1 illustrates
the distinction by tracking the daily well-being of two hypo-
thetical persons. As can be seen, persons A and B differ
in their mean levels of well-being. In a typical persono-
logical study, as alluded to earlier, these mean differ-
ences are predicted from trait measures of personality.
The assumption in this approach is that “good days” are
determined by stable, enduring qualities of the person.

However, Figure 1 also illustrates that A and B fluctu-
ate around their own means. On Day 5, for example,
person A felt better than usual, whereas person B felt
worse than usual. Accordingly, another approach to un-
derstanding daily well-being, alluded to in the second
paragraph of this article is to try to predict such within-
subject fluctuations using day-specific measures. The
assumption here is that good days are determined by
transient qualities of the day, relative to the person’s
other days. In other words, regardless of who one is,
some days are more satisfying than others.

When appropriate procedures are used, between-and
within-subject effects are statistically independent. They
can also be conceptually and functionally independent,
as illustrated by the fact that different patterns are often
found at the two levels of analysis (Epstein, 1983; Marco
& Suls, 1993). That is, relations among variables aggre-
gated across subjects may not be the same as relations
among the same variables tracked over time within sub-
jects (Emmons, 1991), presumably because somewhat
different processes may operate in the two realms (Ep-
stein, 1983; Lazarus, 1994). Because of this potential for
divergent results, finding that experiences of autonomy
and competence matter in both person- and day-level
analyses would strengthen our assumption that these
represent two distinct and important psychological needs.

In addition to competence and autonomy, we also
assessed the impact of four other factors on the quality
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Figure 1 TIllustrating between-subject and between-day effects: Two hypothetical subjects’ overall means and daily fluctuations.
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ine the “intensity” of motivated behavior on a given day,
as it relates to well-being outcomes.

METHOD

Participants

Participants were 60 students in a psychology class at
the University of Rochester (15 men and 44 women;
gender information was missing for 1 participant) who
participated for extra class credit.

Procedure

As partofasemester-long data collection, participants
came to group testing sessions and completed question-
naire packets. The traitlevel measures were adminis-
tered during these group sessions. The sessions were run
by trained research assistants, and four questionnaire
packets were available; at each session, participants com-
pleted the packet next in sequence for them.

Students who had completed at least two packets were
given the option of participating in the 2-week diary
study, which occurred during October. Interested stu-
dents were given the first week’s diary forms in class and
were instructed to complete each day’s form near the
end of the day. One week later, they turned in this set of
forms and received a set for the second week. Partici-
pantswho did not complete both setswere dropped from
the study.

Person-Level Measures

Autonomy. In their first group testing session, partici-
pants completed the Self-Determination Scale (Sheldon
& Deci, 1996), which we chose to represent the construct
of trait autonomy. This 10-item scale has two factors,

- Self-Contact and Choicefulness. Items ask participants to
estimate which of two statements feels more true of
them. For example, “My emotions sometimes seem alien
to me” versus “My emotions always seem to belong to me”
is a self-contact item, and “What I do is often not what
I'd choose to do” versus “I am free to do whatever I decide
to do” is a choicefulness item. The scale hasgood inter-
nal consistency (alphas ranging from .85 to .93 in numer-
ous samples) and adequate test-retest reliability (r=.77
over an 8week period) and has been shown to be a
strong predictor of a wide variety of psychological health
outcomes, including self-actualization, empathy, and life
satisfaction (Sheldon & Deci, 1996), creativity (Sheldon,
1995), and resistance to peer pressure (Grow, Sheldon, &
Ryan, 1994).

Competence. In their third group testing session, par-
ticipants completed the Multidimensional Self-Esteem
Inventory (MSEI; O’Brien & Epstein, 1988). Of specific
interest for the current study was the competence

subscale, which measures the perception that one is
effective, able to learn quickly, capable of mastering new
tasks, and able to do well at most activities. The nine-item
scale has published internal consistency and test-retest
reliability coefficients of .86 (O’Brien & Epstein, 1988).
Example items include “I am usually able to demonstrate
my competence when I am being evaluated” and “I am
usually able to learn new things very quickly.”

Daily Diary Measures

Well-being outcome measures. On each day, participants
completed a nine-item mood checklist, indicating how
much of four positive (joyful, happy, pleased, enjoyment/
fun) and five negative (depressed, worried/anxious, frustraled,
angry/hostile, and unhappy) mood adjectives they had
experienced during that day (Emmons, 1991). The scale
ranged from 1 = not at all to 7 = extremely. Separate scores
for positive and negative mood were computed for each
day by summing across appropriate items.

On each day, participants also completed a seven-item
“state” Psychological Vitality Scale, designed to assess “an
animating energy, manifest in both physical and mental
domains, that is characterized by the experience of alive-
ness and vigor” (Ryan & Frederick, in press). One item
is “At this moment, I feel alive and vital”; another item is
“I don’t feel very energetic right now” (reverse-coded).
Participants also completed a nine-item physical symp-
tom checklist (Emmons, 1991) that includes symptoms
such as runny nose, difficulty in breathing, and soreness.
Both measures also employed 7-point scales, and indexes
of vitality and symptomatology were computed by sum-
ming across appropriate items. Thus there were four
outcomes for each day, two desirable (positive mood and
vitality) and two undesirable (negative mood and symp-
tomatology). We also created a fifth variable called daily
well-being by standardizing the four outcomes and then
subtracting negative affect and symptomatology from
the sum of positive affect and vitality.

We computed aggregate negative affect, positive af-
fect, vitality, and symptomatology variables by taking the
average score on each variable across the 14 days of the
study. Because of scattered missing data for a few partici-
pants, some of these averages were based on fewer than
14 observations. However, in no case were they based on
fewer than 12 observations. We also computed an aggre-
gate well-being score by combining the four aggregate
outcome measures in the same way as described above.

Daily activity measures. For each day, participants were
asked to describe the three activities they had spent the
most time doing, excluding sleeping, and to note how
much time (in minutes) they spent at each activity. Actual
examples of activities are “practicing my cello,” “studying
at the library,” “talking with friends,” and “attending
classes.” For each of these three activities, participants
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TABLE 1: Correlations and Semipartial Correlations of Trait Autonomy and Trait Competence With Averaged Daily Well-Being Variables (N=60)

Total Well-Being Negative Affect Positive Affect Vitality Symptomatology
r B r B r B r B r B
Trait autonomy 364 30+ -18 -.09 .28* .26% B4xx .29* —.27* —24"
Trait competence .30* 22% -33%  _31* 15 07 25% .16 -17 -.10
7% 2% .09* 14% ’ .08

T <.10. *p < .05. **p < .01.

rated (a) how effective they felt at that activity, (b) how
important the activity was to them, and (c) why they did
the activity. In accord with past research on the perceived
locus of causality for action (Ryan & Connell, 1989; Ryan
et al., 1993), the “why” question asked participants to
rate how much they did each activity for each of four
different reasons (also using a 1-7 scale). External rea-
sons were defined as “something about your external
situation forced you to do it.” Introjected reasons were
defined as “you made yourself do it, to avoid anxiety or
guilt.” Identified reasons were defined as “interesting or
not, you felt that it expressed your true values.” Intrinsic
reasons were defined as “you did it purely for the interest
and enjoyment in doing it.”

Following past procedure (Grolnick & Ryan, 1987;
Grolnick, Ryan, & Deci, 1991; Sheldon & Kasser, 1995),
a summary autonomy score for each activity was com-
puted by giving external and intrinsic scores weights of
-2 and +2, respectively, and introjected and identified
scores weights of -1 and +1. An autonomy score for each
day was then computed by summing autonomy across
the three listed activities, and a competence score for
each day was computed by summing effectiveness ratings
across the three activities. Finally, for each day, a time-
spent variable was created by summing the three time
ratings, and an importance variable was created by sum-
ming the rated importance of the three activities.

The day-level data file employed contained 780 cases
(13 days x 60 subjects; we dropped the first day from the
data file because we had no information on the day
preceding it and thus no way of examining lag effects).
Each case in the file contained both person-level and
day-level data.

RESULTS
Preliminary Analyses

We first examined associations between the trait vari-
ables and among the aggregated well-being variables. As
expected, trait competence and autonomy were signifi-
cantly correlated (r = .30, p < .05.) Aggregate positive
affect and vitality were strongly correlated (7= .62, p <

.01), as were aggregate negative affect and symptoms (r=

.53, p<.01). Aggregate negative affect was also negatively
correlated with vitality (r=-.36, p<.01) and with positive
affect (r = =27, p < .05), and aggregate vitality was
negatively correlated with symptoms (r=-.32, $ <.05).

Table 1 lists correlations between the two trait meas-
ures and the five aggregate well-being measures. As we
predicted, competence was positively correlated with
aggregate vitality and well-being and negatively corre-
lated with negative affect (ps <.05). Also as hypothesized,
autonomy was significantly correlated with aggregate
well-being, vitality, and positive affect and was nega-
tively correlated with symptoms. To examine the rela-
tive contribution of both traits to well-being, the two
measures were entered simultaneously in regression analy-
ses for each of the five well-being variables. As shown in
Table 1, the general pattern of results was not substan-
tially altered.

We also examined all these aggregate and trait vari-
ables for sex differences. The only significant difference
was that women reported significantly higher levels of
negative affect than men (Ms = 16.56-vs. 13.94), #57) =
-2.17, p < .05.

Next, we examined the correlation of daily autonomy
and competence and the intercorrelations of the (unag-
gregated) daily well-being variables. We did this in two
ways. First, we simply correlated the variables across all
days, ignoring “whose day itwas” (i.e., N= 780). In these
analyses, there was a modest association between day-
level autonomy and competence, which was quite signifi-
cant given the large N (r =.14, p < .001). Correlations
between the daily well-being variables were somewhat
larger, went in expected directions, and were also quite
significant (these correlations are presented in the lower
triangle of Table 2). In the second method of analysis,
we correlated the variables within-person (i.e., using
each subject as a sample, with 14 “cases” per sample),
converted the resulting 60 rs to Fisher’s 2’ values and
averaged them, and then converted them back to 7s. This
analysis provided mean within-person correlations be-
tween these variables, and significance tests were based
on an N of 60. Once again, day-level autonomy and
competence were significantly correlated (r = .32, p <
.05). Average within-subject correlations for the daily
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TABLE 2: Associations of Daily Well-Being Variables

Negative Positive
Affect Affect Vitality Symptoms
Negative affect — —.B5¥* ~43%* .23
Positive affect —41** — A4TH* -17
Vitality —.40%* 50%* — -.29*
Symptoms B7xx —19%* —.30** —

NOTE: Between-day correlations below the diagonal; average within-
subject correlations above the diagonal.
*$<.05. **p< .01,

well-being variables are listed above the diagonal in
Table 2; the associations are similar to those presented
below the diagonal.

Tests of Hypotheses:
A Hierarchical Linear Model

To examine our primary hypotheses, we adopted a
hierarchical linear model approach (Bryk & Raudenbush,
1992). This method simultaneously addresses both levels
of the hierarchically nested data structure used in our
research, in which a lower-level unit of analysis, days, was
nested in a higherlevel unit, persons (Kenny, Kashy, &
Bolger, 1995). At the person level, we examined relation-
ships between the trait and gender variables and daily
well-being, to again examine whether generally compe-
tent and autonomous people tend to feel better than
others. In contrast, day-level analyses address the ques-
tion whether day-to-day variation in need satisfaction is
related to day-to-day fluctuations in well-being. This
analysis considers the average within-subject association
between daily need satisfaction and daily well-being, over
and above between-subject differences; it is conceptually
equivalent to computing for each subject slopes for
predicting well-being from need satisfaction and then
computing weighted averages of these slopes.

Several methods are available for conducting hierar-
chical analyses (reviewed in Kenny, Kashy, and Bolger,
in press). We chose the more conservative and precise
weighted least squares (WLS) approach (Kenny et al.,
1995) because it provides estimates closer to population
values than traditional ordinary least squares analyses.
Weights are assigned to compensate for differences in
variability across subjects. An important advantage of the
hierarchical model is that it evaluates the hypothesis that
individuals differ in the strength of association (i.e., the
slope) between predictor and outcome variables. When
such differences exist—as they sometimes did in our
data—WLS allows one to use error terms that account
for them. One can then generalize results to any similar
sample of subjects, not just this sample (i.e., subjects are
treated as a random, not a fixed, facet).

We followed the model of Kenny et al., (1995) for
conducting WLS analyses. The order in which variables
were entered was guided by our conceptualization. The
first stage of the analysis examined person-level effects.
Three between-subjects variables were examined first
(trait autonomy, trait competence, and sex), followed by
the Sex X Autonomy and Sex X Competence interactions
(in preliminary analyses, Autonomy X Competence in-
teractions were found to be nonsignificant and were
trimmed from the model). The second stage examined
day-level (i.e., within-subjects) effects. While examining
the effects of day-level competence and autonomy, we
also controlled for the impact of four other variables that
might have affected daily well-being, as noted in the
Competence and Autonomy Needs section: the rated
importance of the day’s primary activities, the time spent
on activities, whether the day fell on a weekend, and the
previous day’s value on the outcome variable.

Person-level effects. Person-level results are presented in
Sets 1 and 2 in Table 3. Although we used unstandard-
ized regression coefficients, we report standardized co-
efficients in Table 3 to facilitate comparison across
variables. Looking first at the person-level variables, trait
autonomy and competence were significantly related to
daily well-being. For autonomy, the effects were signifi-
cant for all outcome variables except negative affect; for
competence, they were significant for the well-being
composite, negative affect, and vitality and approached
significance for symptoms. These data essentially repli-
cate those reported in Table 1, except that herein trait
competence does make a significant contribution in
predicting vitality and also makes a marginally significant
contribution to low symptomatology. There were also
significant sex differences or trends for negative affect,
symptoms, and overall well-being. Specifically, women
reported more negative affect and symptoms than men,

Set 2 presents the several Sex X Trait interactions that
emerged in this analysis. Specifically, the daily well-being
composite was influenced by significant Sex X Trait in-
teractions for both autonomy and competence: trait
competence to daily well-being, women’s F(1, 40) =
17.84, p < .001, versus men’s F(1, 14) = 1.17, ns; trait
autonomy to daily well-being, women’s F(1, 40) = 3.39,
p < .10 versus men’s F(1, 14) = 33.69, p < .001. Separate
analyses were conducted to identify the source of these
differences. Women high in trait competence experi-
enced less negative affect than men high in trait compe-
tence, women’sF(1,40) =32.90, p<.001, men’sF(1,14) =
1.18, ns, and this also held true for symptoms, women'’s
F(1, 40) = 18.13, p < .001, men’s F(1, 14) = 6.68, p < .05.
In contrast, trait autonomy had consistently stronger
positive associations with men’s well-being than with
women's: negative affect, women’s F(1, 40) = 1.31, ns






