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Adolescents have a strong desire to “be themselves.” How does experiencing authenticity—the sense of being
one’s true self—influence subjective well-being? What allows adolescents to experience authenticity? This
research tests a working model of how authenticity is implicated in adolescents’ well-being. Using survey,
diary, and experimental methodologies, four studies (total N = 759, age range = 12–17) supported the main
tenets of the model. Authenticity (a) enhances well-being, (b) covaries with satisfaction of psychological needs
for relatedness and competence; is caused by satisfaction of the need for autonomy; and (c) mediates the link
between need satisfaction and well-being. Authenticity is more than a powerful motive: It has robust, replica-
ble effects on well-being and may thus be a pervasive force in positive youth development.

“Who is the real me? Am I my true self? Do I act like
the person I really am?” Adolescence is a time when
the search for authenticity—the sense of being one’s
true self—is of paramount concern: Many adoles-
cents think they will fare best, if they succeed at
“putting off their masks” and “being themselves”
(Harter, 2002, 2012; Ullman, 1987). Philosophers
(e.g., existentialists such as Heidegger, Kierkegaard,
and Sartre; Macquarrie, 1972) and psychologists
(e.g., Harter, 2012; Rogers, 1961; Winnicott, 1965)
concur, as they have regarded authenticity funda-
mental to human growth and healthy psychological
development. Yet, with few exceptions (Harter, Mar-
old, Whitesell, & Cobbs, 1996; Impett, Sorsoli,
Schooler, Henson, & Tolman, 2008; Theran, 2011),
authenticity and its involvement in positive youth
development has been largely neglected in empirical
adolescent psychology. Does authenticity influence
adolescents’ subjective well-being, as is often
assumed? If so, what social and psychological factors
allow adolescents to experience authenticity in the
first place?

Building on self-determination theory (SDT; Deci
& Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000), the present
research posits and tests a working model of how
authenticity is implicated in adolescents’ subjective
well-being (Figure 1). The model proposes that,
whether operationalized as a trait or state, authentic-
ity (a) stems from satisfaction of basic psychological
needs for autonomy (experiencing volition in one’s
actions), relatedness (experiencing closeness with
significant others), and competence (experiencing
self-efficacy); (b) enhances subjective well-being,
conceptualized as high levels of positive emotional
experience and low levels of negative emotional
experience; and in fact, (c) drives the well-established
link between psychological need satisfaction and
subjective well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Niemiec &
Ryan, 2009; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Put differently, ado-
lescents feel more true to themselves when their basic
psychological needs are met, and it is this sense of
authenticity that contributes to their higher subjec-
tive well-being.
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Psychological Need Satisfaction and Subjective Well-
Being

SDT constitutes a useful framework for under-
standing positive youth development. The theory
offers an organismic perspective on human devel-
opment, as it assumes that individuals have a natu-
ral tendency for psychological growth and
adjustment. Specifically, SDT posits that human
development is organized by innate, adaptive pro-
cesses that predispose youth to be active and
inquisitive, and to experience integrity and well-
being. The theory does not explain problematic or
stalled development in terms of inherent individual
deficiencies or risks but rather as driven by contex-
tual factors. SDT holds that human beings have
three basic psychological needs—for autonomy,
relatedness, and competence—which, throughout
development, are satisfied or thwarted in ongoing
interaction with their social world. The degree of
need satisfaction, in turn, is considered vital for
psychological growth and well-being (Deci & Ryan,
2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Thus, SDT informs devel-
opmental theory by specifying the contextual fac-
tors that nurture youths’ inner potential for healthy
development.

Importantly, autonomy and authenticity are par-
tially overlapping but distinct concepts. Autonomy
refers to the degree to which individuals experience
choicefulness in their actions (vs. pressure by exter-
nal factors; Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 2005), whereas
authenticity refers to the degree to which individuals
feel that they as a person are true or real (vs. fake or
phony; Harter, 2012).

There is considerable empirical evidence for the
proposition that psychological need satisfaction fos-
ters adolescents’ subjective well-being (for similar
evidence involving adults, see Reis, Sheldon, Gable,
Roscoe, & Ryan, 2000; Sheldon & Elliot, 1999).
Between-person differences in basic psychological
need satisfaction are associated with multiple indi-
cators of subjective well-being, including positive
affect, vitality, school engagement, and life satisfac-
tion—as found in cross-sectional (Leversen, Daniel-
sen, Birkeland, & Samdal, 2012), longitudinal (Tian,
Chen, & Huebner, 2014; V�eronneau, Koestner, &
Abela, 2005), and experimental (Savard, Joussemet,
Emond Pelletier, & Mageau, 2013; Sim~oes &
Alarc~ao, 2014) research. Similarly, within-person
differences (i.e., temporary, intraindividual fluctua-
tions) in basic psychological need satisfaction cov-
ary reliably with subjective well-being (Mouratidis,
Vansteenkiste, Sideridis, & Lens, 2011).

Authenticity as Mediator?

Less is known about how basic psychological
need satisfaction enhances adolescents’ subjective
well-being. We propose that authenticity plays an
important role in this process. According to SDT,
when individuals feel that their psychological needs
are met, they will be more likely to accept and
freely express their internal states (values, emotions,
and desires). Thus, from this perspective, psycho-
logical need satisfaction should facilitate authentic-
ity (Kernis & Goldman, 2006). Conversely, when
individuals’ psychological needs are insufficiently
met, they might experience a stronger incentive to

Figure 1. Working model showing the relation between psychological need satisfaction and subjective well-being, mediated by authenticity.
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alienate their internal states. They might adopt
modes of behavior that are exhibited for extrinsic
purposes, such as to please others (e.g., to gain a
sense of relatedness), to appear self-reliant (e.g., to
gain a sense of autonomy), or to win others’ or
one’s own esteem (e.g., to gain a sense of compe-
tence; Goldman & Kernis, 2002; Harter et al., 1996;
Impett et al., 2008).

There is some circumstantial evidence for the
presumed link between need satisfaction and ado-
lescents’ authenticity. For example, cross-sectional
research has shown that, when adolescents experi-
ence positive relatedness and autonomy support in
their relationships with parents, they show more
self-determined behavior (i.e., they are more likely
to enact self-endorsed behaviors based on their per-
sonal beliefs—a behavioral expression of authentic-
ity; Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 2005; Soenens et al.,
2007) and show less false self-behavior (i.e., they
are less likely to enact behaviors discrepant with
what they perceive to be their true self—a behav-
ioral expression of inauthenticity; Harter et al.,
1996). However, evidence for temporal precedence
or causality of the link between need satisfaction
and authenticity is lacking.

The second part of our proposed causal chain,
the link between authenticity and subjective well-
being, is equally understudied in adolescents. Psy-
chological theory (Harter, 2012; Winnicott, 1965)
has emphasized authenticity as a key determinant
of subjective well-being. The assumption is that
authenticity, and its associated subjective experience
of integrity and coherence of the self, will increase
individuals’ satisfaction with themselves, facilitate
positive emotions, and help reduce negative emo-
tions. Indeed, survey and experimental findings
involving adults have indicated that authenticity is
associated with and increases positive affect and life
satisfaction, and simultaneously is inversely associ-
ated with and decreases negative affect and self-
consciousness (Kifer, Heller, Perunovic, & Galinsky,
2013; Lenton, Slabu, Sedikides, & Power, 2013;
Wood, Linley, Maltby, Baliousis, & Joseph, 2008).
However, evidence from research involving adoles-
cents is lacking, which is surprising given the pre-
sumed ubiquity of the authenticity motive in
adolescence.

Overview

We use survey methods (Study 1), daily diary
methods (Study 2), and experimental methods
(Studies 3 and 4) to test the overall hypothesis that
psychological need satisfaction fosters subjective

well-being by raising authenticity among adoles-
cents. We assess individuals’ self-perceived level of
authenticity, both as a trait (Study 1) and as a state
(Studies 2–4). This way, we do right to evidence
that authenticity has both trait and state compo-
nents (Lenton, Bruder, Slabu, & Sedikides, 2013):
Trait authenticity refers to a person’s general incli-
nation toward authenticity as a stable attribute
(Wood et al., 2008), whereas state authenticity
refers to a person’s authenticity in a particular situ-
ation or relatively short time frame. Trait authentic-
ity also differs from state authenticity in that it
requires inference rather than direct experience to
be discerned (Lenton, Bruder, et al., 2013). Our
studies focus primarily on the experiential compo-
nent of authenticity: the degree to which one feels,
or perceives oneself to be, coherent and “real”
(Fleeson & Wilt, 2010; Lenton, Bruder, et al., 2013).
Participants were 12–17 years old. We studied ado-
lescents because of the significance they attach to
being authentic (Harter, 2012; Ullman, 1987), which
may render authenticity particularly consequential
at this age.

Study 1

In Study 1, we used survey methods to evaluate
the hypothesis that dispositional levels of psycho-
logical need satisfaction and subjective well-being
are positively associated, and that trait authenticity
mediates this link. We tested the robustness of
authenticity’s putative mediational role by assessing
it both via a questionnaire and pictorially.

Method

Participants

Participants were 155 adolescents (52% female;
Mage = 13.9, SDage = 1.3; 91% native English)
recruited from two secondary schools serving mid-
dle-class communities in southern England. Partici-
pants received parental consent (parental consent
rate = 75%) and provided their own assent (partici-
pant assent rate = 92%).

Procedure

Study 1 was conducted in spring 2014. Partici-
pants completed a survey in their regular class-
rooms. We assessed psychological need satisfaction
with the 21-item Basic Psychological Needs Scale
(Gagn�e, 2003). This scale measures the degree to
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which participants experience the needs for auton-
omy (e.g., I generally feel free to express my ideas and
opinions; In my daily life, I frequently have to do what I
am told [reverse scored]), relatedness (e.g., People in
my life care about me; I really like the people I interact
with), and competence (e.g., Most days I feel a sense
of accomplishment from what I do; Often I do not feel
very competent [reverse scored]) to be satisfied in
their lives. Responses ranged from 1 (strongly dis-
agree) to 7 (strongly agree). Descriptive statistics were
as follows: for autonomy, M = 4.45, SD = 0.99, a =
.65; for relatedness, M = 5.44, SD = 0.87, a = .80;
for competence, M = 4.67, SD = 1.02, a = .75.

We assessed authenticity with the 12-item
Authenticity Scale (Wood et al., 2008). This scale
measures authenticity in terms of the degree to
which individuals perceive themselves as being in
touch with and acting on their true selves, and as
being relatively immune to others’ views and influ-
ences (e.g., I am true to myself in most situations; I feel
out of touch with the real me [reverse scored]).
Responses ranged from 1 (does not describe me at all)
to 5 (describes me very well; M = 3.50, SD = 0.52,
a = .70). As an additional measure of authenticity,
we administered the Real-Self Overlap Scale (RSOS;
Lenton, Bruder, et al., 2013). This single-item picto-
rial scale assesses the degree to which participants
feel close to their true or “real” self. The RSOS
depicts seven pairs of circles, varying in degree of
overlap between them, with one circle representing
“real me” and the other “me generally.” Partici-
pants selected the pair of circles that best represents
how close they generally feel to their real self, rang-
ing from 1 (nonoverlapping circles) to 7 (strongly
overlapping circles; M = 3.64, SD = 1.72). The
Authenticity Scale and RSOS were correlated
(r = .38, p < .001).

Finally, we assessed subjective well-being with
three scales measuring dispositional positive and
negative affects, and life satisfaction. The 10-item
positive (e.g., excited, interested) and negative (e.g.,
distressed, jittery) affect scales of the Positive and
Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson, Clark,
& Tellegen, 1988) measure the extent to which par-
ticipants “generally experience” positive and nega-
tive feelings. Responses ranged from 1 (very slightly
or not at all) to 5 (extremely): for positive affect,
M = 3.19, SD = 0.74, a = .84; for negative affect,
M = 2.21, SD = 0.82, a = .83. The five-item Satisfac-
tion With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener, Emmons, Lar-
sen, & Griffin, 1985; e.g., I am satisfied with my life)
measures the degree to which participants value
the quality of their lives. Responses ranged from 1
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree; M = 4.78,

SD = 1.32, a = .85). The correlations between the
three indicators of subjective well-being ranged
from r = |.38| to .66, ps < .001. Following standard
procedures (Kifer et al., 2013), we computed subjec-
tive well-being by summing the standardized life
satisfaction and positive affect scales and subtract-
ing the standardized negative affect scale
(M = 0.00, SD = 2.45).

Results and Discussion

Across authenticity measures, and for each of the
psychological needs, the predictions were supported.
Regression analyses showed that basic psychological
need satisfaction was significantly associated with
subjective well-being (for autonomy: t = 8.01,
b = 1.40, p < .001; for relatedness: t = 7.50, b = 1.40,
p < .001; and for competence: t = 11.31, b = 1.64,
p < .001). Furthermore, basic psychological need sat-
isfaction was significantly associated with authentic-
ity as measured using the questionnaire (for
autonomy: t = 6.98, b = 0.26, p < .001; for related-
ness: t = 3.84, b = 0.18, p < .001; and for competence:
t = 6.10, b = 0.22, p < .001) and using the pictorial
measure (for autonomy: t = 5.51, b = 0.71, p < .001;
for relatedness: t = 4.79, b = 0.64, p < .001; and for
competence: t = 5.74, b = 0.73, p < .001). Also,
authenticity was significantly associated with subjec-
tive well-being (using the questionnaire: t = 5.87,
b = 0.83, p < .001; and using the pictorial measure:
t = 5.66, b = 0.60, p < .001).

Bootstrapping mediation tests (Preacher &
Hayes, 2008), based on 5,000 bootstrap samples,
showed that trait authenticity significantly medi-
ated the link between basic psychological need sat-
isfaction and subjective well-being. In these tests,
mediation is indicated when the 95% bias-corrected
confidence interval for the indirect effect (i.e., the
effect of need satisfaction on well-being via authen-
ticity) does not include zero. This was the case for
each of the three models involving need satisfaction
of autonomy, relatedness, and competence; and for
both measures of authenticity. Table 1 presents the
direct and indirect effects and confidence intervals.
Thus, Study 1 suggests that individual differences
in trait authenticity account for the well-established
link between basic psychological need satisfaction
and adolescents’ subjective well-being.

Study 2

Study 2 builds on Study 1 by exploring rela-
tions between need satisfaction, authenticity, and
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subjective well-being in a naturalistic setting via a
daily diary. We tested the hypothesized model in
terms of within-person psychological states rather
than between-person psychological traits. We evalu-
ated the hypothesis that state authenticity mediates
the putative covariation of daily levels of need sat-
isfaction and subjective well-being.

Method

Participants

Participants were 172 adolescents (67% female;
Mage = 14.8, SDage = 1.1; 95% native Dutch)
recruited from two secondary schools serving mid-
dle-class communities in the Netherlands. Partici-
pants received parental consent (parental consent
rate = 99%) and gave their own assent (participant
assent rate = 100%). They received gift vouchers
worth about $20 for their participation.

Procedure

Study 2 was conducted in autumn 2014. Partici-
pants completed a brief (< 5-min) online survey at
the end of the day for 10 consecutive weekdays
(i.e., two school weeks). The survey included a total
of 17 items to measure daily levels of psychological
need satisfaction, authenticity, and subjective well-
being. All items were rated along a 6-point scale
(1 = not true at all, 6 = very true). We assessed daily
need satisfaction with two items measuring core
manifestations of each need. Examples are: for
autonomy, Today I could do things I find interesting or
important; for relatedness, Today I got along with the

people I interacted with; and for competence, Today I
was competent in the things I did. Descriptive statis-
tics were as follows for autonomy satisfaction, relat-
edness satisfaction, and competence satisfaction,
respectively: range in daily means was 2.97–3.84,
3.74–4.13, and 3.49–3.98; range in daily standard
deviations was 0.99–1.24, 0.79–1.10, and 0.92–1.19;
range in daily correlations between the two relevant
items was .47–.90, .41–.69, and .66–.89.

We assessed daily authenticity with three items
(Today I was my true self, Today I acted as I really am,
Today I was “real” and authentic; range in daily means
was 3.79–4.15; range in daily standard deviations
was 0.74–1.00; range in daily alphas was .86–.95).
We assessed daily subjective well-being, indexed here
by positive and negative affects, with four positive
affect items ([Today I felt] happy, excited, relaxed, satis-
fied) and four negative affect items ([Today I felt]
angry, anxious, depressed, sad; Kuppens, Allen, &
Sheeber, 2010). We computed a measure of subjec-
tive well-being by reverse coding negative affect
items and averaging responses (range in daily means
was 3.46–4.16; range in daily standard deviations
was 0.75–1.34; range in daily alphas was .88–.93).

Results and Discussion

The data constituted a multilevel structure with
occasions (days) nested within individuals. We con-
ducted the analyses by means of two-level struc-
tural equation modeling with the robust maximum
likelihood estimator using Mplus version 7.3
(Muth�en & Muth�en, 1998–2012). To estimate the
within-person mediation model, we regressed daily
well-being onto daily psychological need

Table 1
Results of Mediation Analyses Testing Whether the Link Between Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction and Subjective Well-Being Is Mediated by
Authenticity (Studies 1, 2, and 3)

Study
Direct
effect

Indirect
effect 95% CI

Study 1: Need satisfaction (relatedness) ? authenticity ? well-being 1.40* .24* [.11, .44]
Study 1: Need satisfaction (autonomy) ? authenticity ? well-being 1.40* .18* [.03, .40]
Study 1: need satisfaction (competence) ? authenticity ? well-being 1.64* .14* [.01, .30]
Study 1: Need satisfaction (relatedness) ? actual/true self overlap ? well-being 1.44* .25* [.07, .49]
Study 1: Need satisfaction (autonomy) ? actual/true self overlap ? well-being 1.40* .19* [.04, .43]
Study 1: Need satisfaction (competence) ? actual/true self overlap ? well-being 1.64* .13* [.01, .32]
Study 2: Daily need satisfaction (relatedness) ? daily authenticity ? daily well-being 0.30*** .16* [.13, .20]
Study 2: Daily need satisfaction (autonomy) ? daily authenticity ? daily well-being 0.18*** .13* [.10, .16]
Study 2: Daily need satisfaction (competence) ? daily authenticity ? daily well-being 0.28*** .14* [.11, .18]
Study 3: Experimentally induced need satisfaction (autonomy) ? state authenticity ? state well-being �0.02 .30* [.11, .49]

Note. Bootstrap analyses are based on 5,000 bootstrap samples. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported. Mediation is inter-
preted as significant when confidence interval for indirect effect does not include zero. *p < .05. ***p < .001.
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satisfaction, and calculated the indirect effect via
daily authenticity. We tested mediation separately
for each of the three basic needs. Given that boot-
strapping is not possible using multilevel analysis
in Mplus (Muth�en & Muth�en, 1998–2012), we boot-
strapped model estimations from Mplus (based on
5,000 bootstrap samples) using the MplusAutoma-
tion package (Hallquist & Wiley, 2013) in R (R Core
Team, 2013).

As hypothesized, day-to-day fluctuations in need
satisfaction covaried within persons with fluctua-
tions in both well-being and authenticity. Need sat-
isfaction significantly predicted well-being (for
autonomy: t = 5.96, b = 0.18, p < .001; for related-
ness: t = 6.37, b = 0.30, p < .001; for competence:
t = 6.81, b = 0.28, p < .001). Furthermore, need satis-
faction significantly predicted authenticity (for
autonomy: t = 9.01, b = 0.31, p < .001; for related-
ness: t = 10.81, b = 0.44, p < .001; for competence:
t = 10.77, b = 0.38, p < .001). Authenticity, in turn,
significantly predicted well-being (t = 11.72,
b = 0.37, p < .001).

More important, the hypothesized mediational
effect of daily authenticity driving the link between
daily experiences of need satisfaction and well-
being was supported. Bootstrapping mediation tests
revealed that for none of the indirect effects (i.e.,
involving the three forms of need satisfaction) did
the 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals include
zero (Table 1).

In all, Study 2 provided further evidence for the
hypothesized mediational model in the naturalistic
context of adolescents’ daily life, and by examining
authenticity as a within-person state (rather than a
between-person trait). As adolescents’ need satisfac-
tion rises or falls from day to day, their subjective
well-being rises or falls accordingly, and this link is
accounted for by authenticity.

Next, we carried out two experiments to evaluate
the causal relations implied in our mediational
model. Study 3 manipulated psychological need
satisfaction, tested its causal effects on state authen-
ticity, and examined whether state authenticity
mediates the presumed link between need satisfac-
tion and subjective well-being. Study 4 evaluated
the second part of the causal chain: It directly
manipulated authenticity and tested its causal
impact on subjective well-being.

Study 3

Study 3 used a four-level between-subjects design.
We randomly assigned adolescents to one of three

(i.e., autonomy, relatedness, competence) need satis-
faction conditions or a neutral control condition.
We hypothesized that adolescents in each of the
need satisfaction conditions would report higher
levels of state authenticity than those in the control
condition. We also hypothesized that state authen-
ticity would mediate the presumed link between
need satisfaction and subjective well-being.

Method

Participants

Participants were 247 adolescents (56% male;
Mage = 15.3, SDage = 1.0; 98% native Dutch). They
were recruited from the youth subject panel of a
Dutch online survey company (NovioData, Nijme-
gen, The Netherlands). Members of the panel are
from all regions in the Netherlands and are repre-
sentative in terms of their level of education. Native
Dutch panel members are somewhat overrepre-
sented in comparison to the general population. All
participants had parental consent and submitted
their own assent. Furthermore, they earned credit
to be exchanged for gift vouchers of their choice.

Procedure

Study 3 was conducted in spring 2015. Partici-
pants completed the experiment online and received
written, self-explanatory instructions. We adapted
the manipulation of psychological need satisfaction
from Pavey, Greitemeyer, and Sparks (2011). Partici-
pants answered yes or no to a series of four questions
that asked them whether in the past they had ever
experienced autonomy (e.g., Have you ever made a
decision on something important to you?), relatedness
(e.g., Have you ever felt that you got along well with
someone?), or competence (e.g., Have you ever noticed
that you are quite competent at something?). If they
answered positively, they were invited to offer a
brief example. The questions were phrased such that
positive answers were much more likely than nega-
tive ones. Hence, the manipulation served to activate
temporarily mental representations of need satisfac-
tion. In the control condition, participants answered
inconsequential questions unrelated to need satisfac-
tion (e.g., I think that the color blue looks great on most
people) in the same way. The manipulation procedure
took 3–5 min for participants to complete. Next, par-
ticipants rated their state authenticity (M = 4.39,
SD = 0.83, a = .93) and state subjective well-being
(M = 4.44, SD = 0.68, a = .92) using the same mea-
sures as in Study 2 (1 = not true at all, 5 = very true).

1050 Thomaes, Sedikides, van den Bos, Hutteman, and Reijntjes



The potential effectiveness of the experimental
manipulation rested on the assumption that partici-
pants would answer most questions affirmatively.
Indeed, the majority of participants answered all
four questions in the experimental conditions with
yes (i.e., for autonomy 82%, for relatedness 82%, for
competence 75%); most others answered three of
the four questions with yes (i.e., 10%, 10%, and
15%, respectively). We excluded data from the
remaining participants (i.e., those who answered
only two or fewer questions with yes), yielding a
final sample of N = 231. Not surprisingly, excluded
participants reported lower state authenticity and
subjective well-being than did included ones,
ps < .02, partial g2s > .02.

Results and Discussion

An analysis of variance showed that, as hypothe-
sized, adolescents’ state authenticity differed as a
function of condition, F = 3.43, p < .02, partial
g2 = .04. Planned contrasts revealed that participants
in the autonomy satisfaction condition reported sig-
nificantly higher state authenticity (M = 4.67,
SD = 0.74) than those in the neutral control condition
(M = 4.22, SD = 0.85), F = 9.44, p < .01, partial
g2 = .07. However, participants in the relatedness
satisfaction (M = 4.42, SD = 0.79) and competence
satisfaction (M = 4.29, SD = 0.86) conditions did not
report significantly higher state authenticity than
those in the control condition, ps > .16. Thus, the
causal effect of need satisfaction on state authenticity
occurred, specifically, for autonomy need satisfaction.

We proceeded with a mediational analysis and
established that participants in the autonomy need
satisfaction condition also reported higher levels of
subjective well-being (M = 4.61, SD = 0.56) than
did participants in the control condition (M = 4.34,
SD = 0.69), F = 5.41, p < .03, partial g2 = .04. Fur-
thermore, state authenticity was positively associ-
ated with subjective well-being, t = 16.53, b = 0.65,
p < .001. Most important, state authenticity medi-
ated the effect of the autonomy need satisfaction
manipulation on state subjective well-being. The
bootstrapping mediation test (5,000 bootstrap sam-
ples) revealed that the 95% bias-corrected confi-
dence intervals for the indirect effect did not
include zero (Table 1).

Study 4

Study 4, a two-level between-subjects experiment,
evaluated the second part of the causal model.

Specifically, we manipulated authenticity and tested
its effect on subjective well-being. We assigned ado-
lescents to authenticity or control conditions. We
assessed subjective well-being again in terms of
positive and negative affects. Moreover, as an addi-
tional indicator of subjective well-being, we
included a measure of subjective vitality, which
refers to feeling alive and energetic (Ryan & Freder-
ick, 1997). Subjective vitality is a phenomenologi-
cally central aspect of well-being, and is assessed
frequently in SDT research (Nix, Ryan, Manly, &
Deci, 1999; Ryan & Frederick, 1997). We hypothe-
sized that adolescents in the authenticity condition
would report higher levels of subjective well-being.

Method

Participants

Participants were 185 adolescents (58% female;
Mage = 15.3, SDage = 1.5; 94% native Dutch)
recruited from two secondary schools serving mid-
dle- and upper-class communities in the Nether-
lands. Participants received parental consent
(parental consent rate = 53%), and provided their
own assent (participant assent rate = 99%).

Procedure

Study 4 was conducted in spring and summer
2015. Participants completed the experiment in their
regular classrooms. They worked on the assign-
ments independently and returned their work in an
envelope after they finished. They were guided
through the experimental procedures via written
and self-explanatory instructions. Following stan-
dard procedures (Kifer et al., 2013), participants
were randomized within their classes to recall and
write about “a particular incident in which you
could [not] be true to yourself, and in which you
experienced yourself as [not] behaving in accord
with how you really are inside.” Next, the instruc-
tions asked participants to relive the event in their
imagination and to write a short essay about what
exactly happened in the event and how it made
them feel. Participants also reported when the event
had happened (Mdays prior to experiment = 247,
SD = 280). This procedure took 5–10 min to com-
plete. Next, participants rated their positive and
negative affect “right now” using the state version
of the PANAS (1 = very slightly or not at all, 5 = ex-
tremely; for positive affect: M = 3.29, SD = 0.69,
a = .81; for negative affect: M = 1.47, SD = 0.44,
a = .80). They also rated their subjective vitality

Authenticity and Well-Being 1051



“right now” using the seven-item Subjective Vitality
Scale (Ryan & Frederick, 1997; e.g., I have energy
and spirit; 1 = absolutely untrue, 5 = absolutely true;
M = 3.47, SD = 0.90; a = .69). The correlations
between the three indicators of subjective
well-being ranged from r = |.34| to .76, ps < .001.
Similarly to Study 1, we computed a subjective
well-being aggregate by summing the standardized
positive affect and subjective vitality scales and
subtracting the standardized negative affect scale
(M = 0.04, SD = 2.42).

As a fidelity check of the manipulation, four
graduate students read participants’ writings and
independently coded how well they had adhered to
the instructions (0 = not good to 2 = good). Fidelity
was considered adequate when at least three of the
four coders judged instruction adherence to be
“good” and none judged instruction adherence to
be “not good.” The writings of 15 (8%) participants
did not meet fidelity criteria. We excluded these
adolescents from the analyses, yielding a final sam-
ple of N = 170. Excluded participants did not differ
from included ones on any of the study variables.

Results and Discussion

Across conditions, participants who recalled
events that happened longer ago reported more
positive affect and vitality (rs > .18, ps < .02; a find-
ing that may reflect the global cognitive focus that
tends to co-occur with experiencing positive affect;
Fredrickson, 2001). Accordingly, we entered timing
of recalled event as a control variable in the analy-
ses. An analysis of covariance showed that the
hypothesized causal effect of authenticity on subjec-
tive well-being was significant (F = 6.40, p < .02,
partial g2 = .04): Participants reported experiencing
more subjective well-being in the authenticity con-
dition (M = 0.30, SD = 2.23) than in the control con-
dition (M = �0.30, SD = 2.61). Thus, Study 4
supports the hypothesis that authenticity has a cau-
sal effect on adolescents’ subjective well-being.

General Discussion

For many adolescents, the desire to be authentic is
palpable and strong. They wish to be true to their
values, emotions, and desires; at the same time,
they often agonize about not being able to be “nat-
ural” in their social interactions or worry that they
possess conflicting attributes and are therefore not
real (Harter, 2002; Ullman, 1987). What social and
psychological factors influence the degree to which

adolescents experience authenticity? What are the
consequences of experiencing authenticity in terms
of subjective well-being? In four studies, we
obtained evidence that authenticity (a) enhances
adolescents’ subjective well-being; (b) covaries with
the degree to which basic psychological needs for
relatedness and competence are satisfied, while
being caused by satisfaction of the need for auton-
omy; and (c) mediates the link between need satis-
faction and subjective well-being.

Our findings contribute to the literature on social
and psychological drivers of positive youth devel-
opment (Benson, Scales, Hamilton, & Semsa, 2006;
Lerner, Almerigi, Theokas, & Lerner, 2005; Lerner,
Phelps, Forman, & Bowers, 2009) and particularly
to its key component of subjective well-being (Park,
2004). When youth fail to contact or enact their
internal states, this is often because they think that
doing so might lead to rejection or disapproval
(Harter et al., 1996; Impett et al., 2008). However,
when youths’ basic psychological needs are met,
this reduces their incentive to distance themselves
from “who they really are” and helps them to expe-
rience authenticity. It is this sense of authenticity
that, in turn, buoys youth with a stock of positive
feelings and promotes subjective well-being.

Several developmental factors may constrain the
degree to which adolescents are able to experience
authenticity. Adolescence is a time of increasing
role differentiation—socialization pressures and
social-cognitive maturation influence adolescents
progressively to adopt different roles, or social
identities, in varied social contexts (e.g., with par-
ents, close friends, romantic partner, or peers; Chen,
Boucher, & Tapias, 2006; Harter, Bresnick, Bouchey,
& Whitesell, 1997). Ironically, this development
toward progressively higher role differentiation
occurs at a time when many adolescents, spurred
by their increasing ability for self-reflection and
introspection, begin to search for a unified sense of
who one is and for the characteristics that define
one’s true self (Harter, 2012). Although these joint
developments are natural, they can escalate adoles-
cents’ concern with lack of a coherent, genuine self.
Developmental surges in the desire to be approved
by peers, and the concomitant subjective pressure
to adopt personas that might deviate from one’s
true self, may further fuel this concern. Yet, as our
research indicates, even in the face of these devel-
opmental constraints, most adolescents succeed in
experiencing moderate to high levels of authenticity
at least some of the time. This subjective sense of
authenticity is emotionally consequential, as it
directly benefits adolescents’ subjective well-being.
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Some of our results were unexpected. Although
in Studies 1 and 2 we found that satisfaction of
each of the three basic needs is strongly associated
with authenticity, in Study 3 we found that causal
effects on authenticity are limited to satisfaction of
the need for autonomy and do not generalize to
satisfaction of the needs for relatedness or compe-
tence. The developmental timing of our research
may be a reason. Participants were adolescents in
the midst of the autonomy process, marked by an
intensified quest for experiencing agency and inter-
nal locus of control (Soenens et al., 2007). As such,
autonomy need satisfaction was subjectively
impactful and caused participants to experience rel-
atively high levels of authenticity. This is not to say
that adolescents dismissed satisfaction of the needs
for relatedness and competence as insubstantial
(Harter, 2012; Rubin, Bukowski, & Bowker, 2015).
Yet, our results do suggest that the satisfaction of
these needs was comparatively less impactful and
consequential. Future research, using alternative
experimental designs, is needed to corroborate our
finding that the causal impact of need satisfaction
on authenticity is limited to the autonomy need.

Our research has practical potential. To the
extent that authenticity enhances subjective well-
being, socialization strategies or intervention efforts
that are successful at harboring adolescents’
authenticity are likely to promote positive youth
development. This research represents a first step
toward unraveling the contributors to authenticity.
Thus, it would be premature to recommend social-
ization or intervention strategies from our findings
alone. Still, the findings clearly suggest that
authenticity is causally rooted in autonomy need
satisfaction. Applied research efforts may start to
explore the effectiveness of interventions that nur-
ture adolescents’ autonomy needs (Su & Reeve,
2011) at stimulating authenticity, as well as their
downstream consequences for youths’ subjective
well-being.

Strengths, Limitations, and Future Research

Philosophers and psychological theorists have
long argued that authenticity is essential to healthy
psychological development (Macquarrie, 1972;
Rogers, 1961; Winnicott, 1965). In the present inves-
tigation, we demonstrated empirically, for the first
time, how authenticity contributes to adolescents’
subjective well-being. In doing so, we used a rigor-
ous and complementary mixed method approach.
We both measured and manipulated need satisfac-
tion and authenticity, explored trait and state

operationalizations of authenticity, and employed
controlled and naturalistic research settings. As
such, we maximized internal and external validity.

We acknowledge several limitations. We have
argued that adolescence is a critical time period for
the purposes of the present research. However, our
developmental focus limits the ability to draw con-
clusions regarding the specificity of the findings to
adolescence. Future research should examine the
extent to which the interrelationships between need
satisfaction, authenticity, and well-being are influ-
enced by age.

One strength of our research is its use of experi-
mental methods, which allowed us to test the cau-
sal relationships implied by our model. These
relationships, however, pertain exclusively to in-
the-moment psychological processes (e.g., authentic-
ity causes adolescents to experience well-being in
the here and now)—they do not pertain to develop-
mental processes. Prospective longitudinal research
is needed to identify joint developmental trajecto-
ries of need satisfaction, authenticity, and well-
being as they span adolescence to compare the
direction of longitudinal relationships between
these variables and to explore the developmental
processes that underlie them.

We defined authenticity, conceptually and opera-
tionally, as the subjective sense of being one’s true
self. We did not address authenticity in terms of its
behavioral manifestations. Although the subjective
experience of authenticity likely is meaningful and
consequential, a valuable step for future work
would be to try to address authenticity via behav-
ioral operationalizations (e.g., by quantifying to
what extent individuals enact their internal states),
and explore the psychological consequences of
behavioral authenticity.

Future work may test the replicability of our
findings in a cross-cultural context. Research with
adult participants suggests that authenticity is expe-
rienced equally in independent and interdependent
cultures (Slabu, Lenton, Sedikides, & Bruder, 2014),
but evidence pertaining to adolescents is lacking.
Within cultures, research will need to explore to
what degree the origins and consequences of
authenticity generalize across ethnic minority and
majority groups. For example, the psychological
realities of ethnic minority youth are shaped by
their developing sense of ethnic identity, which can
provide a powerful source of relatedness and com-
petence (Phinney & Ong, 2007; Tajfel, 1981).
Research will need to examine how minority
youths’ sense of authenticity may be associated
with the process of ethnic identity formation.
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Coda

The field of positive youth development is
invested in the question of what makes youth
thrive (Lerner et al., 2005, 2009; Park, 2004). As an
organismic theory of development, SDT informs the
field by specifying the contextual factors that nur-
ture youths’ inherent growth tendencies and predis-
position to experience well-being. Our research
provides the first empirical demonstration that
authenticity feeds adolescents’ subjective well-being
and illustrates how authenticity is not only a mani-
festation of but indeed a generative force behind
positive youth development. Adolescence is a time
when authenticity is increasingly considered of vital
importance. We hope our findings spur further
empirical forays into its consequences and the psy-
chological functions that it fulfills.
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