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ABSTRACT: Self-determination theory (SDT) is a prominent theory in psychology and has been applied extensively to student
populations to explain their positive functioning. However, its validity in Chinese contexts has been questioned. The current paper
provides an up-to-date review of the validity of SDT propositions when applied to Chinese education, and points out promising
future directions of inquiry. Specifically, reviewing literature identified using Google Scholar and published by key research labs,
we show that by examining well-established SDT models in Chinese population, research from the last about two decades shows a
“universalism without uniformity” pattern, supporting the validity of the general SDT model regarding the basic relationships
between social contexts, basic psychological needs, motivation, and positive outcomes, while allowing for variability in effect
strengths. However, there is a dearth of attention paid to a few important issues that have emerged within cultural and positive
psychology recently. These issues suggest that future studies should focus on (1) testing the role of self-determination in forms of
individual well-being that are more grounded in and representative of the Chinese culture, (2) testing the role of self-determination
on collective-level indicators of well-being, and (3) testing other contextual issues in Chinese culture beyond the collectivist aspect.
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Self-determination theory (SDT) [1] is a prominent theory in positive psychology [2]. SDT has been applied to
explain the optimal functioning of youths in educational institutions, in various aspects such as affective [3],
achievement [4], and social [5] outcomes. Although there is no doubt that SDT is a prominent framework in studying
well-being of school- or college-aged youths, SDT has been questioned regarding its validity to be applied in non-
Western cultures, especially the East Asian culture that is prototypically represented by China. The current paper, hence,
provides an updated review of various issues in applying SDT to study positive functioning in the context of Chinese
education. In the first section, we briefly introduce what SDT is and why it has been an issue when applying it to China.
Then, in the second section, we review empirical research that has examined SDT-related questions in China with a
focus on the young population, thus providing information regarding the validity of SDT in China. Notably, Yu, Chen,
et al. [6] have provided a good summary of research published before 2016, and thus, this current contribution will
mainly focus on new literature since 2016. In the third part, the current article integrates new ideas from positive
psychology and cross-cultural research to suggest future directions for applying SDT in Chinese education. The recent
years have seen numerous influential articles published in the field of positive psychology to reflect on its cultural
sensitivity. So far, these concerns have not been sufficiently realized by the SDT community in its effort of cross-
cultural research. Thus, we aim to extend the existing research on applying SDT in China and point to potentially more
fruitful frontiers.

https://doi.org/10.70322/1dmh.2025.10022
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1. A Brief Introduction to SDT, and Controversies Regarding Its Applications in China
1.1. A Brief Introduction to SDT

SDT is a macro-theory of human motivation, personality, and development [1]. It was founded by Edward L. Deci
and Richard M. Ryan, and over the course of its development (which is five decades to date, counting from the first
research by Deci [7]), it has gained international popularity and become one of the most influential contemporary
theories for human positivity.

The core of SDT is the notion of self-determination, referring to one’s feelings, thoughts, and behaviors being
determined by one’s true self [6]. SDT sees the self as an “integrative function”, or the “process through which a person
contacts the social environment and works toward integration with respect to it” [8] (p. 238). Therefore, being self-
determined refers to a person’s psychology being integrated, in the sense that constituent aspects of one’s psychology are
in harmony with each other, rather than compartmentalized from or conflicted with each other. Self-determination
represents a growth tendency among living organisms, and thus it is theorized as an essential contributor to human wellness.

In the context of education, the prototype of student self-determination is intrinsic motivation. When students learn out
of interest and fun, their learning behavior is motivated solely by the learning activity per se. Such is a manifestation of the
students’ tendency to grow and develop a more differentiated, integrated self through interaction with the environment. In
addition to intrinsic motivation, students’ learning may also be driven by extrinsic motivation, in which case it is not an end
in itself but serves an instrumental purpose. Extrinsic motivation could be self-determined or non-self-determined, depending
on how well that instrumental end is internalized. When the internalization is full, students wholeheartedly endorse the
personal importance or value of their studies (termed identified regulation; also includes integrated regulation); in such cases,
the behavior is perceived as consistent with their true self, and they are self-determined. When the internalization is
nonexistent, students study only because of rewards or punishments alien to themselves, which are not integrated with their
sense of self. Such is termed external regulation. Finally, sometimes the internalization is partial and incomplete: Students
study for a reason not explicitly external to them, but not fully internalized. For example, students have an internal demand
for themselves to study hard; otherwise, they feel unworthy. In such cases, the behavior is driven by internal pressure and
conflict rather than integration, and it is termed introjected regulation.

These types of motivation and regulation (intrinsic motivation, identified regulation, introjected regulation, and
external regulation), plus amotivation (the absence of any intrinsic or extrinsic motivation), form a continuum of self-
determination (Figure 1 near here). SDT’s propositions about self-determination, including its continuum structure and
its essential role in positive functioning, have received considerable empirical support over the past decades. For
example, a recent meta-analysis [9] synthesizing 486 samples representing 205,000 participants clearly supported the
continuum model. Another meta-analysis [10] synthesizing 344 samples representing 223,209 participants showed that
student self-determination is positively correlated with adaptive outcomes (e.g., effort, engagement, psychological
wellness, and self-efficacy) and negatively correlated with maladaptive outcomes (e.g., absenteeism and dropout and
psychological ill-being).
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Figure 1. The Self-Determination Continuum.

Another important part of SDT is basic psychological needs (BPNs) [1]. Just as all living organisms need certain
physical nutrients to function well physiologically, the human mind also needs certain experiential nutrients to function
well psychologically. Thus, three of these experiential nutrients, or BPNs, have been identified, i.e., autonomy,
relatedness, and competence. Autonomy refers to people’s need to self-organize their experiences and self-regulate their
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behaviors, while frustration that is related to this need involves feeling pressured and internally conflicted. Relatedness
refers to the need to establish meaningful relationships with others, to care for others and be cared for, while the
frustration related to this need involves relational exclusion and feelings of loneliness. Competence refers to the need
to feel effective in interacting with the environment, while frustration that is related to this need involves feelings of
failure and doubts about one’s efficacy. These needs have also received consistent support over the last decades (e.g.,
autonomy: [7]; competence: [11]; relatedness: [12]; for a comprehensive review, see [1], chapter 10).

A last important component of SDT in the context of education is the social context. Just as features of the physical
environment differentially satisfy the physiological needs of biological organisms (e.g., a tropical environment provides
much more water to a plant than a desert), features of the social environment differentially satisfy the psychological
needs of the human mind. SDT research has identified characteristics of social contexts that support the BPNs. For
example, an autonomy-supportive classroom is characterized by teacher providing choices and options, minimizing
control, taking student perspectives, and offering students rationale/relevance; a relatedness-supportive social context
is characterized by the teacher (or parents) caring about the student (or child) and involved in the latter’s education; a
competence-supportive social context is characterized by structure, or the presence of clear instructions, guidance, and
feedback [1].

The foregoing theoretical prepositions have been summarized as the general SDT model (Figure 2 near here) [6].
In this model, social context either supports or thwarts the BPNs, which then predicts student self-determination, which
then explains student positive and negative outcomes.
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Figure 2. The General SDT Model.

1.2. Controversies of Applying SDT in China

Most research on SDT during its formation years was conducted in Western populations. Consequently, the cross-
cultural validity of SDT has been challenged over the last decades. When applied to China, the debate mainly focuses
on whether the idea of self-determination applies to collectivist cultures as well as Western individualist cultures.
According to Markus and Kitayama [13], people in collectivist societies such as East Asia have interdependent self-
construals (one’s idea of self overlaps with that of other individuals), in contrast to the independent self-construals
popular among Western individualist cultures. For this reason, it is questionable whether individual self-determination
or autonomy is essential for positivity. For example, Iyengar and Lepper [14] showed that making a personal choice
was motivating for Anglo-American children, but choices made by in-group others (e.g., mothers, classmates) were
more motivating for Asian American children.
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On the other side of the debate, SDT theorists pointed out a critical conceptual distinction between self-
determination (or autonomy), defined as integrated functioning, and independence, individualism, or separation. It may
be true that independence, individualism, or separation is less relevant for people from collectivist cultures; however,
self-determination or autonomy is considered to have an evolutionary basis and thus universal among humanity.
Psychometric evidence supported the conceptual separation between self-determination or autonomy and independence
or self-reliance [15]. In addition, some research has also shown that individualism, independence, or self-reliance is
relatively orthogonal to self-determination or autonomy. That is, an individual’s being individualist or independent from
others may be based either on self-determination or non-self-determination, and it is the latter that is always essential
for human wellness [16].

These controversies are relevant not only to academia but also to educational policies and pedagogical practices.
Indeed, dismissing SDT’s core tenets as inapplicable could be used to justify high-pressure, controlling pedagogical
practices that may undermine student well-being, even if they are culturally entrenched [6]. Conversely, validating
SDT’s framework in China provides a crucial theoretical and empirical foundation for educational reform, offering a
clear rationale for whether policies like the “Shuangjian” (double-reduction) initiative [17] can be effective or not.
Furthermore, it shifts the practical focus from merely importing Western-style interventions to developing culturally
adapted pedagogical strategies that effectively support Chinese students’ universal needs for autonomy, competence,
and relatedness, thereby promoting both well-being and high-quality learning.

2. How Research Has Addressed These Issues of Application in China

So far, research has primarily addressed the issue of applying self-determination theory to China by examining the
general SDT model and its components in China. That is, the core propositions of SDT, including the effect of self-
determined motivation, the effect of BPN, and the effect of need-supportive context, have all been tested in China, and
sometimes compared to the West, to illuminate their validity and strength in a collectivist context.

We identified SDT studies in the Chinese context on Google Scholar, using a comprehensive combination of
several strategies. First, we engaged in a direct literature search using key terms such as “self-determination theory”,
“Chinese”, “(education OR school OR student OR learning OR classroom OR teaching)”, and “culture”, limiting the
search results to those published after or citing the key publication by Yu et al. [6]. Second, we searched the Chinese
literature using the Chinese counterpart of these search terms. Third, we reviewed the publications of several key
research labs relevant to this area, such as Prof. Tian Lili.

The empirical evidence generally points to a universalism without a uniform pattern [18]. That is, the general SDT
model has been supported in China, although there has been some research showing variant strengths of the effects. In
the following, we provide the most recent review of research that applied SDT to China. As previously explained, this
review will mainly focus on empirical research published since 2016. For research before 2016, we will only very
briefly mention, and the readers are directed to Yu, Chen, et al. [6] for more details.

2.1. Universal Findings
2.1.1. Effects of Self-Determined Motivation

First, studies have supported the effects of self-determined motivation. Before 2016, a few studies had already
supported the importance of self-determined motivation for Chinese students. For example, Vansteenkiste et al. [19]
showed that self-determined motivation to study English predicts their adaptive learning attitudes, academic success,
and personal well-being. Research in recent years has tested the role of self-determined motivation in more diverse
situations and extensive outcomes.

For example, various studies by Yu and colleagues [20—22] showed that self-determined motivation predicts
academic performance, well-being, and psychological growth; Liu et al. [23] showed that primary school students’ self-
determined motivation for homework predicts their positive affect experienced for doing homework; Zhou and Ren [24]
showed that students with more self-determined academic motivation tend to like collaborative learning, which
subsequently explains their lower levels of task disengagement; Ma et al. [25] showed that self-determined academic
motivation predicts students’ higher academic expectancy; Jiang and Huang [26], who showed that autonomous
motivation was associated with beliefs and intentions for leisure physical activity; Chen et al. [27] reported that Ph.D
students’ autonomous motivation was negatively correlated with their burnout and depression.
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Notably, the association of self-determined motivation with various forms of engagement received especially
abundant attention. This association with engagement has been supported among Chinese high school students [28],
postgraduate students [29], students with special needs [30], as well as online learners [31].

2.1.2. Effects of BPN

Before 2016, the most prominent research that testified the importance of BPN for Chinese students was perhaps
Chen et al. [32], who showed that satisfaction of each of the three needs was found to contribute uniquely to the
prediction of well-being, whereas frustration of each of the three needs contributed uniquely to the prediction of ill-
being, and that these predictive effects hold constant across cultures. In the following years, researchers have followed
up to test the effects of BPN in more varieties of educational contexts and on more varieties of student outcomes. For
example, while Zhang et al. [33] replicated the positive effect of BPN on positive affect, Xu [34] showed that BPN
positively predicted self-regulated learning (e.g., using time-management strategies to organize one’s studies), and
Ganotice et al. [35], Liu et al. [36], Zhang and Qian [37], and Zhou et al. [38] reported a positive impact of BPN on
classroom engagement and performance. Other student outcomes shown to be positively predicted by BPN include
intercultural [39] and career-related competencies [40].

Other research has shown that the effects of BPN on student functioning provide a proximal explanatory
mechanism for other antecedents. For example, several studies [37,38,41-45] have shown that BPN mediates the
association between social support and student engagement. Other studies showed that BPN mediates the positive
effects of students having an eudaimonia orientation [46] and intrinsic goals [47], as well as the negative effects of
students’ making academic social comparisons [48].

One area of research popular in recent years is the application of BPN in online or computer-assisted classrooms,
perhaps due to the recent trend of digitizing learning and the influence of COVID-19. In the Chinese cultural context,
research shows that BPN is positively associated with students’ engagement in online classrooms [49-51], their
intention to use online learning tools [52], and their satisfaction with flipped classroom learning [53]. Additionally,
BPN experienced by teachers predicts their use of online teaching methods [54,55].

In addition to these individual research extensions, Tian and colleagues [56—60] conducted a series of systematic
large-scale survey studies to examine the role of BPN in student positive functioning. For example, Wang et al. [57]
and Zhou et al. [59] demonstrated the longitudinal effects of BPN satisfaction on behavioral engagement, academic
achievement, and positivity (e.g., optimism, satisfaction with life, and confidence in others), using a cross-lagged model.
Zhou et al. [58] showed that BPN predicts more positive profiles of mental health, and Zhou et al. [60] showed that
profiles of BPN were significantly associated with time-varying mental health and academic functioning indicators.

Finally, Yu et al. [61] provided a review covering all research published before 2016 to compare the strengths of
the relationship between the need for autonomy and subjective well-being. The authors found that a medium-sized
correlation (» = 0.46) characterizes both studies conducted among Americans and studies conducted among East Asians.
The between-culture difference in this association between autonomy need satisfaction and well-being is non-significant.

Effects of Inner Compass. In addition to the abovementioned research testing the “classic” needs in SDT in China,
in the recent decade, Assor [62] proposed a new concept, inner compass, which characterizes a more positive and active
aspect of the need for autonomy. That is, fulfilling the need for autonomy requires not only that one’s will not being
constrained by external constraints (i.e., “freedom from”, or the negatively defined aspect of autonomy), but also that
one knows what one wants to do to be themselves authentically (i.e., “freedom for”, or the positively defined aspect of
autonomy). It is not uncommon for even privileged young people, who arguably are relatively free from external
constraints, to feel that they cannot engage in behaviors that are personally meaningful and engaging.

For example, a psychological problem that has gained popularity in Chinese education in recent years is
kongxinbing (% :.0>¥7, or “empty heart disease” by literal translation [63]. A Chinese psychologist, Xu Kaiwen, coined
this term when he observed that as many as 40% first-year students at Peking University, a top university in China,
suffered from meaninglessness and suicidal tendencies. Thus, freedom from constraints is insufficient for youths to
have their need for autonomy satisfied; they also need to develop an inner compass, or schemas (e.g., values, interests,
goals, and group affiliation) that guide them in important decisions to lead a satisfying life [62]. This need seems to be
important also for Chinese students, which may be especially intriguing given that traditionally Chinese education has
downplayed individual pursuits and emphasized individuals’ contributions to the collective society [6].

Recent research supported the importance of having an authentic inner compass for Chinese youths. For example,
Assor, Yu, and colleagues showed that having an authentic inner compass contributes to Chinese and Israeli youths’
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well-being [64] and that having an authentic inner compass contributes to youths’ self-determination in interacting with
their mothers and subsequent vitality [65]. Research by Yu and colleagues also demonstrated that youths’ development
of an inner compass is predicted by a set of specialized parenting styles [66], especially inherent value demonstration
[67]. Overall, these studies extended the cross-cultural universality of self-determination theory into the emerging field
of research on inner compass.

2.1.3. Effects of Needs Support

Prior to 2016, there had already been a multitude of research supporting the importance of need-supportive vs.
need-thwarting contexts in Chinese education. For example, many studies showed the effects of autonomy support and
control for teachers [51,68—72] and parents [ 73—77] on motivation, engagement, academic performance, and well-being.

In the recent years, research has shed light on the role of need-supportive context on more diverse outcomes in
Chinese education, such as students’ undertaking of mastery vs. performance goals [78], homework quality [79],
increased STEM interest and identity [80], career exploration [81], better class engagement [37,44,45], creativity [82],
academic performance [83], socio-emotional skills [84], and developmental trajectories of depression symptoms [85].
Some [86] tested the effects of autonomy-supportive teaching intervention on student needs and learning outcomes.

Importantly, some researchers took advantage of the openly accessible PISA dataset [87] to examine the effects of
teacher autonomy support cross-culturally. Wang et al. [88] showed that need-supportive teaching has positive effects
on subjective, eudaimonic, and social forms of well-being across all eight cultural groups included in the PISA dataset
(i.e., Africa and Middle East, Confucian, East-Central Europe, English-speaking, Latin America, South-East Asia, and
West Europe). Nalipay et al.’s [89] analyses took a more refined look at the support for the three needs separately: They
found that (a) all three need supports have a positive role across cultures (and thus supporting the universality claim),
and (b) the strengths of effects hold constant for autonomy support and relatedness support, but not competence support,
which was stronger in the West.

Some researchers further supported the role of parental autonomy support vs. control in predicting various youth
positive outcomes. For example, Li et al. [90] analyzed the profiles of parents’ need for support and showed that high
parental involvement may not always be good, unless accompanied by relatively high levels of autonomy support and
low levels of control. Ching et al. [91] and Wei [92] both showed that parental psychological control predicts adolescents’
higher levels of academic contingent self-esteem, while Chen et al. [93] showed that compared to American youths,
Chinese youths particularly suffered from lower self-esteem over the course of seventh to eighth grade because their
parents are more controlling.

Notably, two studies have examined the effect of teacher and parents need support in conjunction. Li et al. [94]
and Zhou et al. [95] both showed that teacher and parent autonomy support work together to predict self-determination
processes and positive outcomes.

2.1.4. The General SDT Model

The Li et al. [94] and Zhou et al. [95] studies serve not only as examples of need-supportive parenting, but also as
the general SDT model. That is, over the past years, an increasing amount of research has examined the effects of needs
support (vs. needs thwarting), self-determination processes (e.g., BPN and self-determined motivation), and positive
student functioning outcomes in conjunction with each other. This body of research has shown that self-determination
processes mediate the effect of need-supportive vs. need-thwarting social context on various student outcomes including
engagement [95,96], well-being [17,97], personal growth [98], socio-emotional development [99], grit [100], peer
victimization [101], academic dishonesty [102], and non-suicidal self-injury [103]. A recent meta-analysis that focused
on the relationship between teacher autonomy support, basic psychological needs, academic motivation, and academic
achievement [104] supports the general SDT model, and also concluded that the effects of teacher autonomy support
are not moderated by student age or economic and cultural background.

2.2. Without Uniformity

Empirical findings of the moderation of culture when applying SDT to China can be generally categorized into
two types, consistent with the summary by [17]. The first type focuses on the front-end of the SDT model, i.e., the
effects of social context on self-determination processes, while the second type focuses on the rear-end of the SDT
model, i.e., the effects of self-determination processes on positive student functioning.
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Concerning the front-end, research has shown that due to the fact that harsh and controlling teaching and parenting
styles are more normative among Chinese families [6,105], their negative impact on self-determination and positive
functioning may be weakened. For example, Zhou et al. [71] showed that Chinese primary school students perceived
teacher behaviors, such as detaining the student after school and asking the student to repeat the spelling mistakes many
times, as less controlling than their American counterparts. This perception subsequently explains Chinese students’
higher levels of classroom engagement. A similar finding was reported by Chen et al. [106], who showed that Chinese
adolescents perceived parents’ use of guilt induction as less controlling and demonstrated more compliant coping.
Soenens et al. [107] showed a similar finding among Korean students (who have a similar cultural background as
Chinese students) that students’ endorsement of the collectivist value predicts their being less sensitive in perceiving
controlling teaching behavior.

A few studies have also shown evidence of moderation at the rear end. For example, Lynch et al. [108] examined
authenticity, operationalized as the congruence between one’s ideal and actual self-concept, among college students
from various countries. They found that although larger discrepancies between actual and ideal self-concepts are
associated with worse well-being, the association is weaker among Chinese participants, compared to Americans. Given
that authenticity can be seen as highly related to the need for autonomy (i.e., one aspect of autonomy need satisfaction
is that one’s thinking, feeling, and behaviors are congruent with one’s true self), Lynch et al.’s [ 108] research provided
one piece of evidence that the effect of autonomy need satisfaction may be slightly weaker in China.

Relatedly, materialism has been considered as strongly thwarting the basic psychological needs, because it directs
people away from the most intrinsically satisfying things in life [109]. However, recent research showed some evidence
that materialistic orientation may not be as harmful for Chinese and other East Asians [110]. The researchers posit that
this moderation is at least partially because East Asians’ materialism is motivated by social relatedness. That is,
materialism in East Asian means more of aiming at owning more money so that one can relate to others, as opposed to
owning more money so that one can outcompete others, which is the typical case in Western culture. To the extent that
this interpretation is true, this finding may not necessarily exemplify the cultural moderation of the effects of basic
needs per se; still, it illustrates a possibility that the well-established self-determination processes may manifest different
outcomes in Chinese culture.

A recent study by Nalipay et al. [88] tested cultural moderation using the large PISA dataset. Although they did
not find a moderation effect of autonomy and relatedness support, they did find that teacher competence support has a
stronger facilitative role for academic achievement for students in the West compared to the East (including Chinese
societies). According to Nalipay et al. [88], this may be due to the ceiling effect in the East, where the competence
support is already very high. This serves as another incidence of the moderation effect found in self-determination
processes on Chinese student outcomes.

3. Emerging Concerns and Future Directions Informed by Recent Advancements in Cultural and Positive
Psychology

Research reviewed in the previous section applied the well-established SDT model (with variables well-established
in the West) in China to examine its generalizability. Apart from this cross-cultural approach of studying SDT in China,
in recent years, several new issues have emerged that emphasize sensitivity to cultural and contextual issues in the study
of topics related to positive functioning [111]. In our view, these issues have not yet gained enough attention from SDT
researchers interested in China, and they deserve to inspire and lead future directions of inquiry.

3.1. Using Individual Positivity Indicators Native to the Chinese Culture

The first of these concerns is that positive psychologists have increasingly realized the cultural differences in the
nature of individual positivity. For example, subjective well-being (SWB) [112] has been used as one predominant
measure of individual well-being (including in SDT research), yet this understanding has been criticized as culturally
insensitive, as each culture may have its own form of well-being [113,114]. In this vein, SDT research should extend
itself to studying how self-determination processes explain positive outcomes that are grounded in and more indigenous
to the Chinese culture.

Before proceeding to discuss the application of SDT research to positive outcomes sensitive to the Chinese culture,
it is important to first discuss a caveat of what qualifies as culturally sensitive positive outcomes. It is in our view an
important distinction that we should study positivity as a characteristic of the Chinese culture, rather than positivity as
merely conceptualized as important or native to the Chinese culture. To illustrate, Tafarodi et al. [115] showed that



Lifespan Development and Mental Health 2025, 1, 10022 8of 17

Chinese people, among all cultures investigated, had the highest level of endorsement for “having had a successful
career” as important for living a good life (also supported in Lu, [116]). Does this mean career is one form of well-
being that is truly more relevant to Chinese people? We argue not necessarily, because this conception could be wrong,
and it may not actually be the case that career success is more characteristic of a Chinese person’s good life. Past
research has already shown that what people believe to be important may not be truly good [109] or that it does not
matter for what is truly good [31].

So, what forms of positivity are truly more characteristic of the Chinese culture? One theme that has been
established in the past two decades is that Chinese people tend to experience affects that are characterized by lower
arousal, more balance, and harmony. For example, Tsai et al. [117] showed that more excited (vs. calm) positive
emotions were characteristic of American children’s books compared to Taiwanese children’s books. As another
example, Ho et al. [118] showed that Chinese people’s peak experiences are typically more characterized by serenity
compared to those of the Portuguese. Kitayama et al. [119] also showed that among Japanese (who share a similar
cultural background as Chinese) college students, the correlations between positive and negative emotions are more
likely to be positive, an opposite finding compared to those found among American college students.

This phenomenon has been explained to be related to the philosophies unique to the East Asian context. For
example, in Buddhism, equanimity is seen as an ideal state of mind achieved by those who reach nirvana or a state of
freedom from troubles in daily life [120]. From the Buddhist perspective, happiness, as defined in the Western context,
is no more than an illusory and not particularly desirable experience [113]. In Confucianism, moderation in happiness
is seen as one of the many reflections of the Doctrine of the Mean (zhongyong) [121], which is considered a virtuous
way to live. In Daoism, the harmonious state of mind is seen as a result of acquiring and practicing the dao—the truth
of life and the vital principles of the world, which involves a dialectic between the positive and the negative.

Some research has followed this line of reasoning and examined the role of self-determination in positive affects
more characteristic of the Chinese culture. In Yu et al. [3], the authors compared the effects of basic psychological
needs on two positive affects that are more characteristic of Chinese and Western cultures, respectively, namely peace
of mind [122] and vitality [123]. Results showed that basic psychological needs indeed predict peace of mind, with an
effect that is even stronger than predicting vitality, although no moderation role of culture was supported. Relatedly,
another research by Datu [124] showed that among another collectivist Asian (i.e., Filipino) student population, peace
of mind was positively associated with autonomous academic motivation, although the association with controlled
motivation is also positive. A recent study [125] showed that there is a subgroup of Chinese college students whose
well-being profiles were characterized by high levels of peace of mind, and that self-determination variables predict
membership in this profile.

Overall, these studies constitute some of the first attempts to examine SDT with a cultural awareness of positivity
measures used. In the future, more research is needed to examine the effects of self-determination processes on positive
psychological processes that characterize the Chinese culture. As an example, classic research that demonstrates the
potency of SDT in predicting positive functioning [126—128] can be replicated in China with a focus on using peace of
mind as the well-being outcome. Candidates for such positive indicators may include ideas such as a sense of moral-
ethical fulfillment (e.g., 1= PR 2 'R), and a state of spiritual-aesthetic joy derived from appreciating and “flowing
with” nature (e.g., NN H R 2 &) [129], both of which represent profound states of well-being deeply rooted in the
traditional Chinese culture.

In addition, another implication that is more theoretical is that the SDT model itself may be adapted to fit the
Chinese context. For example, past research [130] has already shown that interpersonal harmony is more essential for
Chinese people’s well-being. Given that the idea of interpersonal harmony is highly overlapped with the idea of
relatedness, one may argue that it is perhaps more fruitful to treat relatedness as an integral part of well-being (as
opposed to a predictor of it, as shown in the general SDT model) when studying the Chinese population.

3.2. Considering Collective-Level Well-Being Indicators

The preceding section discusses the issue of forms of individual well-being more characteristic of the Chinese
culture. However, well-being can be conceived not only on the individual level but also on the social level, and they do
not always cohere [131]. The idea, per se, that individual-level positivity is the ultimate outcome variable to study self-
determination processes can be argued to be based on a Western view. At the end of the previous section, we discussed
how Chinese people’s well-being is more inherently connected to the well-being of others. Therefore, Chinese people
may choose to sacrifice their own well-being if it helps with the collective harmony. As examples, Lin et al. [132] and
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Kao et al. [133] both showed that under interpersonal conflict situations, a relational or self-transcendent (vs. self-
interest) orientation explains why some Chinese people experience higher well-being and relationship quality even
when they suppress themselves and compromise with the other side in the conflict. Assumably, suppressing oneself
generally does not feel good, but because one recognizes its contribution to the collective, they are at peace in that
situation. Given this interpretation, evaluating the positive effects of self-determination on individual well-being may
not always capture the essential positivity. Krys and colleagues’ research [134,135] also showed that countries high on
individualism (vs. collectivism) tend to score also higher on individual satisfaction with life, but not on other more
interdependent forms of well-being, which further supports the point that individual-level well-being may not be as
characteristic for Chinese people’s positivity as in the West.

This issue of higher-level analysis is pertinent, especially when considering the analogy that in Eastern cultures,
collectives can be considered as superorganisms. For example, Haidt et al. [136] pointed out that when it comes to egg
productivity, productive cages are more relevant than productive individual chickens. That is, a cage of high-producing
individual chickens may not produce the most eggs, because the chickens therein may fight each other. Along the same
line of reasoning, just as cell-level wellness is more pertinent as an indicator of wellness for amoebas than for humans,
maybe traditional individual well-being, such as subjective well-being [112], is more suitable as an indicator of wellness
for Westerners than for Easterners, given the latter’s tighter social cohesion.

What may serve as collective-level indicators of positivity (which are more relevant to the Chinese population)?
Veenhoven [137] provided a framework for conceptualizing such collective-level indicators by considering how the
collective functions, such as its affordances and outcomes, internally and externally. Oishi [138] pointed out that at the
national level, one example is corruption. He showed that countries such as Italy have higher levels of individual well-
being but worse levels of corruption when compared to regions such as Hong Kong. Thus, positive-functioning
individuals did not equal positive-functioning collectives, in this case. Another example may be to look at family-level
functioning, considering that strong family ties are part of Chinese culture [139]. In this regard, SDT research may
borrow from the recent progress in the study of positive psychology in families [114,140], and focus on indicators of
positivity at the family level, such as leisure time family members spent together, frequency of positive and negative
communication between family members, family cohesion, family meaning and identity, positive family outlook,
effective financial management, consistency between family members’ psychology, efc. Currently, SDT research on
families has primarily focused on child-parent dyads or couple dyads [1], while future research may target families as
the unit of study for positive functioning.

We acknowledge that collective well-being is a highly novel issue, given that little research has paid attention to
differential levels of analysis in positive psychology [30]. One particular challenge brought by this preliminary nature of
the literature is the validation of collective wellness constructs. That is, just as the construct validity of individual wellness
measures needs to be supported with an established empirical paradigm, the construct validity of collective wellness also
needs conceptual development and empirical support—this is a relatively underdeveloped area in positive psychology.

3.3. Other Contextual Issues in Chinese Education

Finally, a recent advancement in cultural research is to see culture as a system of multiple interconnected and
interacting constituents, as opposed to monolithic categories such as individualism vs. collectivism [141]. Thus, when
applying SDT to non-Western cultures, the issues worth studying should extend much further beyond the question that
has predominantly guided researchers so far (also see King et al., [142]), i.e., “does self-determination work under a
collectivist culture?”.

Consider the research by Heine et al. [143], as well as Oishi and Diener [144], who showed that unlike Americans,
whose engagement in a task is determined by previous experiences of success, for Asians, their engagement is non-
related to previous experiences of success, or even negatively related, such that participants who succeeded on a
previous task are actually /ess likely to persist on the task. Their findings are in stark contrast to SDT’s claims about
the importance of positive feedback in supporting the satisfaction of the need for competence [1,11]. However, to the
best of our knowledge, these anomaly findings have not yet been addressed by SDT researchers. This highlights the
fact that the existing SDT research applied to a cross-cultural context, which primarily focuses on how collectivism
influences the effect of autonomy, has been very limited.

Such a phenomenon has multiple potential explanations from the SDT perspective. The first possibility is that
failure does not have invariantly the same functional significance in different cultures. Just like mentioned in previous
sections, when controlling practices become normative in the Chinese culture, Chinese students become accustomed to
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it and do not perceive it as controlling as their Western counterparts. By the same token, it is possible that due to the
highly challenging (and typically non-student-centered) basic education that Asians typically receive [6], they have
developed a high tolerance for failure. Negative task feedback, therefore, does not constitute a thwart to their
competence, but rather, due to their informational value, may constitute structure. This possibility corresponds to the
front-end moderation in the aforementioned perspective of universality without uniformity.

Another possibility is rear-end moderation: Asian students do suffer from competence frustration when they
encounter negative task feedback, but for some reason, their task engagement is not affected (or even improved). For
example, maybe because the Chinese culture emphasizes effort more than the West [145], Chinese students’ output
continued to be identified with engagement. Alternatively, maybe because Chinese students tend to have lower self-
determined motivation [6,19], they become ego-involved after the failure and output continued compulsive engagement.
These possibilities will only be addressed if future SDT research extends its cross-cultural lens beyond individualism
vs. collectivism.

4. Contributions, Practical Implications, and Limitations

This review makes several key contributions to the field. Its primary contribution is the synthesis of two decades
of research to provide a clear, evidence-based resolution to the long-standing controversy regarding SDT’s applicability
in China. By organizing the evidence, we demonstrate a consistent “universalism without uniformity” pattern. This
moves the academic discourse beyond a simplistic “East vs. West” dichotomy and toward a more nuanced understanding
of how universal psychological needs are expressed, and can be supported, within China’s unique cultural and
institutional context. Furthermore, this review bridges established SDT models with emerging research in cultural and
positive psychology by proposing concrete future directions that focus on culturally-sensitive well-being indicators (e.g.,
peace of mind, moral fulfillment) and collective-level functioning [refer to Section 3].

Beyond its academic contributions, this review has significant practical implications for policymakers, educational
psychologists, and educators in China, especially in light of recent social and political factors. The validation of SDT’s
core tenets provides a powerful diagnostic lens for understanding pressing contemporary phenomena. For example, the
widespread sense of “involution” (Neijuan) or the “educational arms race” can be understood as a large-scale societal
outcome of a collective thwarting of basic psychological needs, where motivation becomes predominantly controlled
and amotivated [96]. From this perspective, major top-down interventions like the “Shuangjian” (double-reduction)
policy [96] can be analyzed as an attempt to de-escalate the need-thwarting pressures on students and families. For
policymakers and educational psychologists, SDT thus offers a clear theoretical rationale for why such reforms are
necessary for student well-being and provides an empirical framework for evaluating their success based on whether
they genuinely shift the motivational climate in schools and homes.

For educators on the ground, this review cautions against two opposing pitfalls: (1) dismissing autonomy-
supportive practices as “Western” and inapplicable, or (2) importing them wholesale without cultural adaptation. The
principle of “universalism without uniformity” suggests the practical challenge is to identify and implement pedagogical
strategies that are functionally autonomy-supportive, even if they are not topographically identical to Western-style
choice provision. For example, a teacher providing clear structure, meaningful rationale, and constructive feedback in
a way that is perceived as caring and guiding (rather than as a tool for shaming or control) can be highly need-supportive
in the Chinese context. The practical goal for educators, therefore, is to foster internal motivation and well-being by
finding these culturally-congruent ways to support students’ needs for autonomy (e.g., acknowledging perspective,
providing rationale), competence (e.g., offering optimal challenges, non-controlling feedback), and relatedness (e.g.,
demonstrating warmth and care).

It is also important to contextualize the robustness of the reviewed data by highlighting several limitations and
directions for future research. First, a significant portion of the research relies on cross-sectional, self-report
methodologies, which limit the ability to draw causal conclusions. Future work would be substantially enriched by the
inclusion of longitudinal studies to track motivational changes over time and specific educational intervention studies
to causally test the impact of need-supportive pedagogical practices in Chinese classrooms. Second, many studies treat
“Chinese culture” as a monolith, overlooking the vast internal diversity within China. There is a pressing need for
research to explore internal variations, such as regional, urban/rural, and school-level differences (e.g., “key” schools
vs. vocational schools). Investigating these nuances is crucial for understanding how local socioeconomic and
institutional factors interact with broader cultural values to shape student motivation, allowing for more targeted and
effective policies.
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Finally, future studies may continue to engage in critical reflection on the universalism without a uniform pattern.
In our review, we occasionally identified findings where the proposed effects in SDT are supported only in Western,
not East Asian samples. For example, Taylor and Lonsdale found that the association between perceived relatedness
and academic effort was non-significant among Hong Kong students, whereas it was significant among their British
counterparts [146]. Such findings are scarce and do not threaten the validity of the overall pattern of universalism
without uniformity, although we encourage future studies to continue studying the cultural variability of SDT.

5. Conclusions

In this article, we provide an updated review of research on the cross-cultural issues of SDT in Chinese education.
The review of existing research has supported a universalism without uniformity pattern. That is, the basic tenets of
SDT have received qualitative confirmation when applied to China, although the effects’ strengths vary quantitatively
due to various mechanisms (e.g., the “front-end” and “rear-end” moderators). The evidence regarding “universalism”
is especially solid given the unanimous support provided by dozens of studies. The “without uniformity” part may be
relatively thin at present, and more research appears to be needed before a consistent understanding can be formed about
the conditions under which the strengths of effect may be moderated.

The richness of the research reviewed above, which examined SDT cross-culturally and supported the universalism
without uniformity pattern, stands in stark contrast to the dearth of research addressing a few other emerging yet still
important issues of applying SDT to study Chinese education. That is, little (if at all) research has focused on (1) how SDT
explains phenomena of positivity native to the Chinese context, (2) how SDT could be used to explain positivity at the
collective level, which is supposed to be more relevant to China compared to the West, and (3) whether there are cultural
moderations of SDT in addition to the individualism vs. collectivism dimension. Future research is urgently needed.

Given the current review, it appears that while research has been maturing in some well-established paradigms, it
has yet to be developed in other emerging areas. Whenever such a differential exists between two areas, it can be
predicted that energy flows from the maturing area to the emerging area. Such ebbs and flows have been termed waves
and used to describe the directions of progression in the field of positive psychology [114]. In the same vein, here we
tentatively suggest that it may be reasonable to summarize the existing paradigm of cross-cultural SDT research (i.e.,
replicating the well-established SDT model and variables to the Chinese population to examine its generalizability under
a collectivist culture, as reviewed in the second section) as the first wave, and the emerging trends identified in the third
section as the second wave. It is no doubt valuable for researchers to continue contributing to the energy of the first
wave; nonetheless, in our view, research that transcends simple replication across cultures and embraces higher
sensitivity to phenomena native to the Chinese culture beyond the collectivism aspect is where it promises the greatest
inspiration and discovery.
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