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ABSTRACT1 
Research in psychology has shown that both motivation and wellbeing are contingent on the satisfaction of 
three basic psychological needs[3]. Fulfilment of these needs also predict positive domain-specific outcomes, 
such as positive health or educational outcomes. Moreover, the fact that they have been validated cross-
culturally, are measurable, and offer safe targets for design because you cannot “overfill” on them, makes them 
uniquely suitable targets for design.[2]  Yet these basic psychological needs are rarely considered within 
technology development.  I propose that a productive way forward for practitioners interested in improving 
digital wellbeing is to leverage basic psychological needs theory. The model for Motivation, Engagement and 
Thriving in User Experience (METUX) integrates basic psychological needs with six spheres of user experience 
and a number of measures to provide a framework for the design and evaluation of wellbeing-supportive 
technologies[2].  Herein, I summarize the model in the context of a hypothetical technology design project in 
order to show how it might allow HCI researchers and practitioners to form actionable insights with respect to 
user wellbeing.  During this workshop, I hope to get feedback from the community on the first version, with a 
view to gauging its usefulness and how it might be improved. 
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Figure 1: “The Spheres of User Experience” from 
Peters, Calvo and Ryan [2] 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 
METUX (Motivation, Engagement, & Thriving in User Experience) is a model for bridging Self-
Determination Theory (SDT) to technology design practice[2]. METUX can be used to evaluate 
technologies with respect to wellbeing impact.  By wellbeing, I refer to Ryan and Deci’s 
eudaimonic definition: “optimal psychological functioning and experience”[4] The METUX model 
centres on the well-researched claim [3] that human psychological wellbeing is mediated by three 
key constructs:  

• Autonomy (feeling agency, acting in accordance with one's goals and values), 
• Competence (feeling able and effective), 
• Relatedness (feeling connected to others, a sense of belonging). 

Moreover, in order to ensure a sufficiently broad view of wellbeing (ie. one that includes 
eudaimonia and accounts for addiction) METUX posits that psychological needs must be 
considered from at least five different spheres of analysis: 

1. Adoption: The point of technology adoption 
2. Interface: During interaction with the interface 
3. Task: As a result of engagement with technology-specific tasks 
4. Behaviour: As part of the technology-supported behaviour 
5. Life: As part of an individual’s life overall 

 
These operate within a sixth sphere of experience: 

6. Society, which encompasses both direct and collateral effects of technology use, as well 
as non-user experiences. 

The importance of considering the spheres is most evident in cases where a technology is need-
satisfying at one level (eg. a video game that is highly satisfying of autonomy and competence at 
the game level) but need-frustrating at another (e.g. hinders relatedness in life because it is so 
attention-consuming).  Below I look at how the model can be applied in practice, with a focus on 
the four spheres that sit within the user experience: Interface, Task, Behaviour and Life.  
 
APPLYING METUX TO A PROJECT CONTEXT - A HYPOTHETICAL FITNESS APP 

Interface 
SDT predicts that users will engage with a technology to the extent that interaction with the 
system satisfies their psychological needs.  At the interface level, need satisfaction is largely to do 
with usability and accessibility. Poor usability will cause need frustration (to autonomy and 
competence) which, as we know impacts both engagement and user wellbeing.  In the case of a 
fitness app, beyond being easy to use, it might provide meaningful choices and customisation 



 

 
 

in order to increase use autonomy. In addition to standard measures of usability, the TENS-
INTERFACE questionnaire [2] can provide insights on need frustration at the interface level. 

Task 
Technologies are designed to enable various tasks. For example, a fitness app may allow you to 
track steps, count calories or read other users’ stories. Each of these tasks may be more or less 
fulfilling of psychological needs; for example, reading user stories might make you feel more or less 
competent depending upon the content of the stories. Likewise, you may find the task of step 
tracking valuable or frustrating. The step tracking features can be designed in many different ways 
at the interface level, but the task of step tracking itself is an identifiable activity enabled by the 
technology that is worth analysing from a psychological needs perspective. The TENS-TASK 
questionnaire [2] can be used to isolate specific technology-enabled tasks to glean insight on how 
the technology could better support autonomy, competence or relatedness at this level.  
 

Behaviour 
The tasks technologies enable usually contribute toward enabling or enhancing some separable 
overarching behaviour. Health apps, for example, may be intended to influence behaviours like 
exercise, healthy eating, or meditation. The difference between these spheres is important because 
a technology might support need-satisfying interaction at the interface level (be satisfying to use), 
and at the task level (completing tasks is satisfying) but may still not necessarily impact need 
satisfaction in relation to the behaviour it's designed to support. For example, a user who adopts a 
new exercise app may find the app itself engaging but not feel more willingness to exercise as a 
result of it. The Psychological Need Satisfaction in Exercise Scale [6] could be used in this context. 

Life 
A superbly designed egg timer may improve the cooking experience (allowing the user to feel more 
autonomous and competent as a cook) and yet it would not be expected to measurably change a 
user's overall satisfaction with life. However, one might expect that an effective mindfulness app 
would. Therefore, whether a technology goes beyond need satisfaction at the interface, task and 
behaviour spheres, to have a large enough impact as to increase overall wellbeing in life, will often 
depend on what is intended.  As such, whether a team measures wellbeing impact at this level will 
likewise depend on intention. 
 
However, even without the intention of improving lives, it’s essential to address wellbeing at the 
life sphere in order to identify addiction. A casual game, for example, can be so need satisfying at 
the first spheres, that at the life sphere, important activities get crowded out leading to drops in 
relatedness as human relationships are ignored, and drops in autonomy as users feel less able to  



 

 make decisions aligned with their values. Therefore, any technology wishing to claim it improves 
wellbeing, or even that it merely doesn't harm it, will need to measure at the life level. 
 
The TENS-Life (Technology Effects on Need Satisfaction in Life) scale [2] has been introduced as a 
measure to identify the extent to which users believe a technology has had an impact on need 
satisfaction in their lives. With items such as “I spend more time on the technology than I feel I 
should” and “using the technology has made me feel a greater sense of belonging to a community” 
the TENS-Life provides a direct link between a technology and wellbeing in life allowing for the 
identification of autonomy frustrations that may relate to addictive patterns. Alternately, or in 
addition, other validated measures of life satisfaction or wellbeing [1,5] could be used to check on 
a technology’s wider effects. 
  
CONCLUSIONS 
Within the next decade, it will become a consumer expectation and digital right that technologies 
respect psychological health.  The concern over unwanted and intrusive impact will continue to 
grow until there is change. The inevitable backlash has already begun as consumers seek ways to 
cope with the fallout of digital life.  But forcing users to get better at fighting technology is not a 
design solution. They will burn out and demand technology developers take responsibility for the 
harm caused.  Responding to a new demand for respectful products will require new methods in 
practice. My hope is that the model herein can help us to iterate collectively toward a near future 
in which all technologies are designed to support psychological wellbeing. 
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