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Abstract. The present study explores the sources and consequences of fulfilling 
six fundamental human needs, namely Autonomy, Relatedness, Competence, 
Stimulation, Influence, and Security, through using interactive products and 
media. Each need refers to a distinct set of issues, such as according product 
attributes (e.g., "flexibility") and experiential consequences (e.g., "freedom of 
choice"). Besides the need-specific content, which helps to characterize and 
differentiate user experiences, the study reveals the close relation between 
needs and according product attributes as their mirror images. 
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1   Introduction 

User experience (UX) as a concept recently gained momentum in the field of Human-
Computer Interaction (HCI) [e.g., 5]. Despite the lack of an official definition and 
some debates about the actual scope of UX [e.g., 7], there is a common understanding 
that UX is holistic – it emphasizes the totality of emotion, motivation, and action in a 
given physical and social context – and that it is subjective – focusing on the "felt 
experiences" [8] rather than product attributes. 

Battarbee [1] distinguishes person-centred frameworks, focusing on human needs 
and/or the relationship people have with products from more product-centred, 
focusing on qualities of the design, i.e. product attributes. Although, many different 
definitions and models of UX exist, there seems to be some agreement that UX 
complements a traditional, usability-oriented approach by going beyond the technical 
or task-related into human emotions and needs, that is, from the product-centred to the 
person-centred. However, this does not imply that usability is not important anymore. 
It rather highlights that UX as a consequence of both, product-centred aspects, such as 
functionality and aesthetics, as well as person-centred aspects, such as personal 
motivation and needs [10].  

Personal motivations and needs received relatively little attention in HCI, but 
current research on UX seeks to close that gap. A recent definition, for example, 
describes UX as "a momentary, primarily evaluative feeling (good-bad) while 
interacting with a product or service. […] Good UX is the consequence of fulfilling 
the human needs for autonomy, competency, stimulation (self-oriented), relatedness, 



and popularity (others-oriented) through interacting with the product or service. To do 
so, products and services need a balance between pragmatic (e.g., usability) and 
hedonic quality (e.g., novelty)" [3]. Here, underlying, general psychological needs 
"beyond the instrumental" [5] play a major role as a source of positive emotions (e.g., 
pleasure, enjoyment) and well-being and as motivators of action [see also 4 and 2]. 

One research instrument from psychology that specifically targets fundamental 
needs is a Needs Schedule developed by Sheldon, Elliot, Kim, and Kasser [9]. This 
questionnaire "measures" ten general fundamental needs. These were used on several 
occasions to let people describe their experiences with technology and media [3; 
unpublished studies]. It summarizes and builds upon a variety of prominent theories, 
such as Ryan and Deci's Self-Determination Theory, Maslow’s theory of personality, 
Epstein’s cognitive-experiential self-theory, and Derber’s lay theory of human needs. 

The present study explores the sources and consequences of the fulfilment of six 
out of the ten Sheldon’s et al. fundamental needs, namely Autonomy, Relatedness, 
Competence, Stimulation, Influence, and Security. Instead of using a questionnaire, 
however, participants answered open-ended questions (in writing) on the experience 
of the fulfilment of each need through using an interactive product and media. Ten 
people participated in the study. Each wrote about their needs fulfilment through a 
freely chosen product and media (i.e., 20 descriptions, two from each participant).  

2   Results 

We analyzed the data by the method of meaning condensation [6] of the participant's 
statements to identify sources of needs fulfilment and its experiential consequences. 
Table 1 shows an overview of the results organized by respective need. 

The experience of autonomy, for example, was related to the opportunity to "be 
real", i.e. being enabled by a product to be oneself, without caring much for the 
demands of other social roles, to "express own opinions" and to define one’s 
"integrity". Both are the consequence of the specific functionality of the product or 
media mentioned by the participant and revolve around the theme of self-identity. 
More generally, autonomy was connected to the "flexibility" of the product, i.e., the 
freedom of using or not using it anywhere and anytime. Flexibility can be thought of 
as more general product attribute, summarizing functionality and other aspects of the 
products (e.g., mobility, usability). A last source for autonomy was the freedom using 
whatever product one prefers. The value lies in the free choice per se, which cannot 
be linked directly to specific functionality or other product attributes. Security – to 
give a further example – was implied by "reliability" and "familiarity" of the product 
(and situations) and "social support" enabled through the functionality of the product 
(see Table 1 for an overview of the needs related experiences and interpretations). 
 



Table 1. Needs Interpretations Based on Participants’ Technology and Media Experiences 

Needs Interpretation Participants’ Experience Descriptions 

A
ut

on
om

y 
 

Flexibility 
Integrity  
Freedom of Choice  
Express Own Opinions  
Be Real  

“I can listen to it anywhere.” [mp3 player] 
“My phone – integrity” [mobile phone] 
“It was a big step to switch from a PC to a Mac.” [MacBook] 
“I, of course, have my own opinion.” [blog] 
“Being able to be myself without having to care about my other social 
roles.” [Facebook] 

 R
el

at
ed

-
ne

ss
 Communication  

 
Information  
Sharing  
Brand/Identity  

 “Definitely,  by  keeping  in  touch  with  a  large  group  of  friends.” 
[Facebook] 
“Yes, when there are local news in the paper.” [newspaper] 
 “Not the music, but sharing it with others.” [music] 
“I love my Mac = We the Mac‐users against PC.” [MacBook] 

C
om

pe
te

nc
e Usability  

Novelty  
 
Mastery  
 
Knowledge  

“Everything works naturally and well ...” [MacBook] 
“…  at  first  when  I  found  new  functions,  but  not  anymore.”  [mp3 
player] 
“It  gives  me  a  feeling  of  competence  when  I  find  a  new  radio 
channel.” [iTunes radio] 
“I feel up‐to‐date about what is happening locally and in the world.” 
[newspaper] 

S
tim

ul
at

io
n 

 

Social  
Cognitive  
 
Emotional  
Existential  
Creativity  

“… to have access to various chats simultaneously.” [Fring] 
“Yes,  to  express  oneself  in  cleaver  ways  and  communicate 
intelligently with friends provides stimulation.” [Facebook] 
“It stimulates on an emotional level.” [music] 
“It confirms my existence.” [newspaper] 
“It gives me new ideas.” [newspaper] 

In
flu

en
ce

 Connectedness 
 
Communication  
Awareness of Options  

“To be able  to  reach others and be  reached  increases  the  feeling of 
influence.” [laptop] 
“By using it to communicate, influencing others.” [mobile phone] 
“I can influence – if I have the energy to do so.” [newspaper] 

S
ec

ur
ity

 
 

Reliability 
Satisfaction  
Social Support 
Familiarity  

“I can trust that it always works.” [coffee maker] 
“It’s a way of winding down at home in the sofa.” [TV] 
“I can call someone. Help is close by if it’s needed.” [mobile phone] 
“Ordinary things in an ordinary environment.” [newspaper] 

3   Discussion 

This study was a first step in illuminating the issues revolving around the fulfilment 
of a set of universal human needs through interactive products and media. Besides the 
insights into the specific topics related to specific needs, such as reliability to security 
or "being real" to autonomy, at least two notable, more general aspects became 
apparent. First, issues are quite different depending on the particular need. Thus, 
designing for a security experience may invoke a completely different set of 
requirements compared to a stimulation, competence or autonomy experience. In all 
cases, needs fulfilment is a source of general positive emotions but the presumably 
soothing, relaxing experience of security will be quite different from the strong, bold, 



and self-conscious experiences of autonomy – not only phenomenological, but also in 
the according functional requirements and the product attributes looked for. 

Second, asked about the experience of needs fulfilment through products, 
participants spontaneously produce person(self)-centred aspects, such as emotional 
states, feelings, and values, as well as product-centred aspects, such as functionality 
or products attributes. On one hand, this highlights that people are aware and can 
articulate the way in which a product or media fulfils their needs. On the other hand, 
it clarifies the actual nature of product attributes, such as "usable," "reliable," or 
"flexible." As the name implies, a product attribute is the consequence of an 
attribution process, which relates an experience to the product and establishes it as the 
cause of this experience. In other words, reliability is one consequence of security 
experiences perceived as being caused by the respective product. This implies fewer 
differences between a product-centred and a person-centred approach as expected 
[e.g., 1], because attributes are the consequence of needs fulfilment-related 
experiences – their mirror images. 

Universal needs are limited in number, but may still be a promising way to 
characterize and distinguish different types of experiences. Other than experience-
frameworks such as McCarthy and Wright's [8], needs address the content of 
experiences not only their structure. Where McCarthy and Wright, for example, stop 
with the observation that experiences have an emotional-motivational and a meaning-
making thread, the needs perspective clarifies where the emotion, motivation, and 
meaning comes from. By that, it becomes much easier to address experiences in the 
context of product and media design. 
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