background to the relationship
need satisfaction scale 
La Guardia and Patrick recently wrote an excellent review (La Guardia and Patrick 2008) on relationships and self-determination theory (S-DT).  They highlighted how important it is that relationships respond to all three basic S-DT needs – not only for relatedness, but also for autonomy and for competence.  They commented: “When need supportive partners actively attempt to understand the person’s interests, preferences, and perspectives (autonomy), provide clear, consistent, and reasonable expectations and structure (competence), get involved with, show interest in, direct energy toward the person, and convey that the person is significant and cared for noncontingently (relatedness), need support is evident and optimal functioning is promoted.  In contrast, when relational partners are excessively controlling, have unreasonable expectations, are over-challenging, or rejecting, optimal functioning will suffer.  While it is possible that certain relationships may be more important for meeting certain needs (e.g., competence support by coworkers; relatedness support by romantic partner), the relative presence or absence of support for all three needs is vital in each relational context. That is, when any of the needs are notably unsupported in a given context, optimal personal functioning as well as functioning within the specific social context is expected to suffer. Thus, relationship-specific need support has important implications for personal health as well as the dynamic functioning within partnerships.  

In adolescence and adulthood, close friends and romantic partners become central figures and thus need fulfilment within these important relationships becomes vital to well-being and relational functioning. For example, in a meta-analysis of studies examining need satisfaction within romantic relationships, Patrick, Knee, Canavello, & Lonsbary (2007; Study 1) showed that the more that needs are fulfilled in people’s romantic relationships, the higher their self-esteem, vitality, and positive affect, and the less negative affect they experience overall. Further, with regard to relational quality outcomes, the more people exper-ience need fulfillment in their romantic relationships, the higher their relationship satisfaction and commit-ment.”  Other recent research (Downie, Mageau et al. 2008) has highlighted that fulfilment of these three basic needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness governs the quality of most interactions studied:  “ … the authors demonstrated that social interactions were more pleasant when participants felt autono-mous, competent, and related. Autonomy, competence, and relatedness consistently predicted interaction quality, regardless of (a) the length of the interaction; (b) whether it was dyadic or in a group; and (c) whether it was an interaction with family, friends, or acquaintances. However, participants were more likely to report feeling autonomous and related when they were interacting either with family members and friends or in a dyadic situation. These results suggest that experiences of autonomy, competence,  and relatedness may make a good day partly because they produce satisfying interpersonal experiences.”
La Guardia and Patrick then go on to look at the additional importance of motivation in relationships, stating: “In summary, the findings from these studies highlight the importance of motivation for engaging in a variety of relational behaviours including reasons for being in the relationship, caregiving, and self-sacrifice in relationships. Behaviours that seem relatively positive on the surface are only truly experienced as such when those behaviours are engaged for relatively more autonomous reasons. On the whole, relat-ionships science may thus benefit from consideration of partners’ motives for engaging in these behav-iours, as having more autonomous reasons for engaging in positive relationship behaviours serves to enhance the positive effects of the behaviours themselves.”
The self-determination website currently (February ’09) gives links to the full text of 18 downloadable articles on S-DT and relationships. www.psych.rochester.edu/SDT/publications/pub_relation.html
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