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The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of self-determination theory-
based intervention (SDTI) on increasing perceived well-being in friendship
relationships at emerging adulthood. The study is a quasi-experimental design with
an applied objective, experimental and control (waiting list) groups, and a follow-up.
The undergraduate pupils of Mashhad universities in the spring semester of 2022-
2023 comprised the statistical population. The sample consisted of 30 people (19
women and 11 men) selected using the convenience sampling method and randomly
divided into experimental and control groups. Data was collected using the
Subjective Vitality Scale (SVS-SL), the Perceived Relationship Quality Component
(PRQC), and the Basic Empathy Scale (BES). Intervention was administered to the
experimental group for eight 90-minute sessions, which were conducted twice
weekly. The data were analyzed using SPSS-27 software and repeated measures
MANOVA. The self-determination theory-based intervention (SDTI) demonstrated a
substantial impact on the enhancement of perceived well-being in the components of
friendship relationships (vitality, satisfaction, commitment, intimacy, trust, and
empathy). The intervention's efficacy demonstrated a significant increase (P<0.05)
during the follow-up phase. Therefore, it is possible to deduce that the self-
determination theory-based intervention (SDTI) is beneficial in improving the
perceived well-being of friendship relationships during emerging adulthood.
Counselors at student counseling centers are advised to implement this intervention.
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Extended Abstract

Aim

Emerging adulthood is a relatively new concept in lifespan studies, referring to the developmental stage
between late adolescence and early adulthood (ages 18 to 25). This period is often characterized by
involvement in transient, non-committed relationships that lack intimacy, or by difficulties in initiating and
sustaining meaningful, long-term connections. Consequently, relational conflict is considered a central
challenge of emerging adulthood (Shulman et al., 2013). One theoretical framework that examines well-
being in relationships from an organismic, contextual, and motivational perspective is self-determination
theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2020). The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness
of a self-determination theory-based intervention (SDTI) in enhancing perceived well-being in friendship
relationships during emerging adulthood.

Methodology

This study employed an applied objective and a quasi-experimental design, including experimental and
control (waiting list) groups with a follow-up phase. The statistical population consisted of undergraduate
students from universities in Mashhad during the spring semester of 2022-2023. A sample of 30 students
was selected using a convenience sampling method and randomly assigned to either the experimental or
control (waiting list) group. In the experimental group, 80% were women, while in the waiting list group,
46.7% were women. The mean age and standard deviation were 20.07 and 0.96 in the experimental group,
and 20.33 and 1.35 in the waiting list group, respectively. The age range for both groups was 19 to 23
years.

Participants in both groups completed the Subjective Vitality Scale (SVS-SL) (Ryan & Frederick,
1997), the Perceived Relationship Quality Component (PRQC) (Fletcher et al., 2000) and the Basic
Empathy Scale (BES) (Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006) electronically via the Google Docs platform (pre-test).
The experimental group then received a self-determination theory-based intervention (SDTI) consisting of
eight 90-minute sessions, delivered twice weekly. This intervention, designed to enhance perceived well-
being in friendship relationships, was developed for the first time by Tanhaye Reshvanloo et al. (2023).

The post-test was administered one week after the intervention sessions, and the follow-up was
conducted four months later, using the same procedure as the pre-test. After data collection in the follow-up
phase, the control (waiting list) group also received the intervention. Data were analyzed using repeated-
measures MANOVA with SPSS version 27.

Findings

Statistical analysis showed that the mean and standard deviation of vitality, satisfaction, intimacy,
commitment, trust, and empathy at both the post-test and follow-up stages were higher in the experimental
group compared to the control group. The assumptions of normality, homogeneity of variances,
homogeneity of variance-covariance matrices, correlation of dependent variables, and sphericity were all
examined. Results indicated a significant difference between the experimental and control (waiting list)
groups across all variables, based on time, group membership, and the interaction between time and group
membership (P < 0.01). The effect size (partial n?) for the interaction between time and group membership
ranged from 0.21 to 0.53.

Bonferroni’s post hoc test revealed that, in all dimensions of perceived well-being in friendship
relationships, the mean scores of participants in the experimental group increased significantly from pre-
test to post-test and follow-up (P < 0.01). Furthermore, the mean scores in this group also increased
significantly from post-test to follow-up (P < 0.01). These findings suggest that the intervention had a
lasting effect on improving perceived well-being in friendship relationships, with its impact strengthening
over the four-month follow-up period.

Conclusion
The present study examined the effectiveness of a self-determination theory-based intervention (SDTI) in
enhancing perceived well-being in friendship relationships during emerging adulthood. Results indicated
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that SDTI significantly improved participants’ vitality, satisfaction, intimacy, commitment, trust, and
empathy, with effects maintained and even strengthened over a four-month follow-up. Although previous
studies have not directly examined SDTI in friendship contexts, these findings align with research on self-
determination interventions in other domains, including goal setting (Guay, 2022), basic psychological
needs (Shannon et al., 2019; Llanos-Muiioz et al., 2023), support for others’ needs (Niemiec et al., 2014;
Ghaneapur et al., 2019; Porat et al., 2020; Salari Hadki et al., 2021), and self-regulation (de Wied et al.,
2007). The intervention fostered autonomous, competence-supportive, and relatedness-enhancing
strategies, such as encouraging self-expression, providing constructive feedback, promoting empathetic and
non-controlling communication, and supporting friends’ psychological needs, consistent with SDT
principles (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2020). Participants learned to pursue compassionate
relational goals, regulate their behaviors internally, and facilitate friends’ need satisfaction, which in turn
reinforced their own well-being (Rocchi et al., 2017).

The observed increase in SDTI effectiveness at follow-up suggests that participants continued
applying the intervention strategies over time, highlighting its long-term potential. Limitations include
reliance on self-report measures, electronic data collection, cultural homogeneity of participants, and the
single marital status of participants, which may affect generalizability. Gender effects were not directly
examined, though prior research suggests possible differences in perceived well-being (Langheit & Poulin,
2022). Overall, the findings support the use of SDTI in university counseling and empowerment programs
to enhance friendship well-being and offer guidance for future research on married populations and gender-
specific outcomes.

Keywords: Well-Being, Self-Regulation, Friendship, Basic Psychological Needs, Self-Determination Theory.
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