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Abstract. Self-Determination Theory (SDT) serves as a theoretical foundation 

emphasizing the functions of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. This theory provides a 

deep understanding of the processes involved in the acquisition and maintenance of 

individual motivation towards behavior, highlighting the role of environmental support in 

facilitating fundamental psychological needs. This study aims to identify and analyze the 

research trends in self-determination theory over the past decade using a bibliometric 

literature review approach. The SCOPUS database was utilized, with the self-

determination theory as the primary keyword. Analysis was conducted using VOSviewer. 

The bibliometric analysis includes type of document, authorship, institutions, fields of 

study, growth trends, and future research directions. Six clusters were identified, 

illustrating that SDT is discussed across various fields such as psychological needs, 

personal autonomy, motivation, achievement goal theory, self-regulation, and autonomy. 

Future research is encouraged to explore self-determination theory in relation to the topics 

mentioned in the discussion section. 
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1 Introduction 

The Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is a motivational theory developed by Edward L. Deci 

and Richard M. Ryan in the 1980’s, serving as a comprehensive framework to understand 

human motivation. This theory emphasizes the importance of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, 

highlighting how various types of motivation influence individual well-being and performance 

[1]. SDT emphasizes the fulfillment of three basic needs: autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness [2]. When these needs are met, individuals tend to experience intrinsic motivation 

that supports personal development, creativity, and psychological well-being [3]. SDT 

highlights the crucial role of social-contextual factors in molding human motivation and 

behavior, emphasizing interpersonal settings that nurture autonomy as a critical element for 
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maintaining enduring motivation [4]. Grounded in the premise that humans naturally strive for 

psychological growth, internalization, and well-being, SDT asserts that these aspirations are 

significantly shaped by their surroundings [3]. Environments that cater to these fundamental 

needs enhance willingness, vitality, and optimal functioning, thereby fostering robust 

motivation and engagement across diverse domains of life [5][6].  

As a macro theory in the study of human motivation, SDT is widely discussed across diverse 

domains including education, parenting, healthcare, sports, psychotherapy, digital 

environments, as well as motivation and work management [4]. SDT focuses on a profound 

analysis of how social-contextual factors influence motivation, behavior, and human personality 

development, with a particular emphasis on the importance of interpersonal contexts that 

support individual autonomy to achieve optimal motivation [4]. The theoretical framework of 

SDT integrates various perspectives including organismic, phenomenological, ego-

psychological, and humanistic perspectives, providing a deep understanding of how social 

environments can be structured to facilitate optimal growth [4].  

The limited exploration of bibliometric research related to SDT has prompted researchers to 

conduct further studies to identify and analyze research trends on this topic over the past decade, 

as well as providing recommendations for future research topics. Through the analysis of 

publications, citations, and collaborations, bibliometrics allows researchers to identify trends in 

academic literature. This approach can reveal how interest and focus on SDT research have 

evolved over time, including the identification of new fields applying this theory and specific 

aspects of SDT that require further investigation. This study addresses several key research 

questions: 1) What types of documents related to self-determination theory have been published 

in the last decade? 2) Who are the leading researchers in this field? 3) Which institutions are the 

most active in publishing research on this topic? 4) What are the most frequently explored 

themes within self-determination theory? 5) How has research on self-determination theory 

developed over the past ten years? 6) What are the recommended future directions for research 

on self-determination theory? 

2 Method 

This study uses a literature review method with a bibliometric approach. Bibliometric analysis 

is a method utilized to investigate the development of research keywords or variables, 

encompassing topics, authors, and the social, intellectual, and conceptual framework of a field 

[7]. Furthermore, Bibliometrics involves applying a quantitative approach to identify patterns 

in the distribution of articles related to a specific research topic or variable [8]. The steps in 

bibliometric analysis include: 1) Identifying search keywords; 2) Conducting an initial search; 

3) Refining search results; 4) Compiling statistics from the initial data; 5) Analyzing the data. 

In brief, the steps begin with determining the search keywords. The next step is conducting an 

initial search regarding the desired topic, variable, or keywords. After refining or simplifying 

the initial search results using certain filtering features, information from the database is 

downloaded or saved for statistical compilation. The final stage involves analyzing the obtained 



 

 

 

 

data, both quantitatively and descriptively. The data sources for this study were obtained from 

searches in the SCOPUS database, covering research from 2014 to 2024. This data was then 

processed using VOSviewer. The analysis using VOSviewer was conducted through co-

authorship and co-occurrence analysis. The data sources for this study were obtained from 

searches in the SCOPUS database, covering research from 2014 to 2024, and were subsequently 

processed using Microsoft tools. 

3 Result 

 

 
 

Fig 1. Flow diagram of the research strategy 

 

 
  

 



 

 

 

 

Table 1. Results of the most popular categories 

 Total Publications 

(TP) 

Percentages 

Article 8.239 84,1% 

Vansteenkiste, M. 133 1,36% 

Universitetit Geint 244 2,5% 

Social Science 4.323 44,1% 
 

The research results show that there are 13 types of documents found, with journal articles being 

the most prevalent (84.1%), followed by conference papers (6.1%), book chapters (4.71%), 

reviews (3.19%), books (0.81%), notes (0.36%), errata (0.18%), editorials (0.16%), conference 

reviews (0.16%), and other document types such as letters, short surveys, and data papers 

(0.08%). The author who has published the most on self-determination theory research trends 

over the past ten years is Vansteenkiste, M., with 19 links, dominating with 133 publications 

(1.36%). Other prominent authors include Ryan, R.M. (TP=86), Soenens, B. (TP=84), 

Ntoumanis, N. (TP=70), Haerens, L. (TP=64), Hagger, M.S. (TP=51), Weinstein, N. (TP=39), 

Monteiro, D. (TP=39), Burgueño, R. (TP=38), Aelterman, N. (TP=38), Deci, E.L. (TP=36), 

Williams, G.C. (TP=35), Koestner, R. (TP=35), and other researchers with fewer than 35 

publications. 

 

Fig 2. Output of co-authorship analysis 

Ghent University is identified as the most active institution in self-determination theory 

research, with a total of 244 publications (2.5%). This is followed by Curtin University (166 

publications), Australian Catholic University (160), University of Rochester (140), KU Leuven 

(139), University of Ottawa (103), Faculty of Health Sciences (103), McGill University (99), 

University of Toronto (84), Université du Québec à Montréal (83), Purdue University (82), 



 

 

 

 

Utrecht University (81), and Universidad de Extremadura (81). The social sciences field has 

produced the most research on self-determination theory, with 4,323 publications, representing 

44.1% of the total findings from the database. Other significant fields include psychology (3,310 

publications), health (1,955), business management and accounting (1,432), and computer 

science (1,061). Fields with fewer than 1,000 publications include arts and humanities (910), 

health professions (650), engineering (450), environmental science (423), nursing (357), 

economics, econometrics, and finance (267), decision sciences (200), neuroscience (162), 

energy (142), mathematics (141), among others. 

 

 

Fig 3. Growth of self-determination theory research 

The total growth of publications related to self-determination theory is illustrated in 

Figure 3. From 2014 to 2024, the number of publications increased significantly, from 493 in 

2014 to 1,940 in 2023-2024 (first trimester). From the results of the co-occurrence analysis using 

VOSviewer, six distinct clusters were identified, each represented by a unique color. The details 

of these clusters are discussed below 

493
576

643 675
789

1005
1099

1209

1372

1653

287

0

200

400

600

800

1000

1200

1400

1600

1800

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

T
o

ta
l 

P
u

b
li

ca
ti

o
n



 

 

 

 

 
Fig 4. Output of co-occurence analysis 

 

1. Cluster 1 (red): 26 items related to self-determination theory in general, including 

personal autonomy, physical activity, exercise, qualitative research, and others. 

2. Cluster 2 (green): 19 items related to self-determination theory in general, including 

well-being, personal satisfaction, mental health, leadership, and others. 

3. Cluster 3 (blue): 12 items related to self-determination theory in general, including 

intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, education, gamification, and others. 

4. Cluster 4 (purple): 7 items related to self-determination theory in general, including 

self-determination, quality of life, decision making, disability, and others. 

5. Cluster 5 (yellow): 5 items related to self-determination theory in general, including 

physical education, sport, athlete, achievement, and gender. 

6. Cluster 6 (light blue): 3 items related to self-determination theory in general, including 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness. 

4 Discussion 

Over the past decade, research on self-determination theory has demonstrated continuous 

growth. Starting with 493 publications in 2014, the number steadily increased to 1940 

publications by the first trimester of 2024. These publications encompass a variety of document 

types, including articles (TP=8239), conference papers (TP=597), book chapters (TP=461), 

reviews (TP=313), books (TP=80), notes (TP=36), errata (TP=18), editorials (TP=16), 

conference reviews (TP=16), as well as other types like letters (TP=3), retracted documents 

(TP=2), short surveys (TP=2), and data papers (TP=1). Many writers in the last decade have 

included Vansteenkiste, M. (TP=133) and Ryan, R.M. (TP=86). Ghent University (TP=244) 

and Curtin University (TP=166) emerge as the most prolific institutions contributing to 



 

 

 

 

publications related to self-determination theory. This research spans multiple fields, 

prominently Social Sciences (TP=4323) and Psychology (TP=3310). 

Based on the VOSviewer analysis in Figure 4, Cluster 1 predominantly discusses self-

determination theory in relation to personal autonomy, physical activity, and exercise. Personal 

autonomy refers to a fundamental innate tendency that drives individuals to engage in 

intrinsically motivating behaviors [9]. Self-determination is a crucial component for providing 

intrinsic motivation and competence to persevere and face new challenges [10]. However, topics 

such as feeding behavior, patient compliance, self-management, and self-regulation have not 

been extensively explored within this cluster. From early childhood, intrinsic motivation begins 

to be replaced by extrinsic motivation due to social influences [11]. Self-determination theory 

(SDT) underscores the significance of social environments, such as parents and teachers, in 

facilitating self-regulation through support for competence, relatedness, and autonomy. This 

support promotes the internalization and integration of values and behavioral regulations, 

making individuals feel more autonomous and voluntarily engaged [3]. 

Topics frequently discussed in Cluster 2 include well-being, personal satisfaction, mental health, 

and leadership. Well-being is conceptualized as a comprehensive construct that includes aspects 

such as life satisfaction, a sense of purpose, and the lack of psychological distress, including 

anxiety and depression [12]. Meeting fundamental psychological needs promotes more self-

determined types of motivation, leading to enhanced personal well-being [13][14]. On the other 

hand, need satisfaction, work engagement, subjective well-being, and job performance remains 

an underexplored topic within this cluster. In the context of organizations and the workplace, 

Employee job performance is significantly influenced by the nature of their motivation towards 

job-related tasks [15]. Employees may experience intrinsic motivation for certain components 

of their roles, though not necessarily for every aspect. When driven by intrinsic motivation, 

individuals are likely to display high-quality performance [15]. 

The prominent topics discussed in cluster 3 include intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, 

education, and gamification. Intrinsic motivation is characterized by the internal drive that 

emerges from the engagement between an activity and the goal of obtaining satisfaction and 

enjoyment for the individual, characterized by curiosity or ambition to develop knowledge and 

skills [16][17]. Research on SDT and academic achievement shows that consistent intrinsic 

motivation, related to effort and performance, is a key factor in achieving academic success, 

especially in fields of interest to students [18][19]. Meanwhile, in this cluster, there are several 

topics that have not been extensively studied, such as academic motivation, academic 

performance, resilience, and computation theory. Computation theory is a branch of computer 

science that studies the principles and limitations of computation by machines, focusing on 

mathematical models and classifying problems based on their complexity [20]. In the domain 

of human-computer interaction, SDT elements such as intrinsic motivation and the fulfillment 

of basic psychological needs are related to computation, such as player experience in games or 

the systems operated within [21]. 



 

 

 

 

The prominent topics discussed in cluster 4 include quality of life, self-determination, decision-

making, and disability. Literature studies show that the fields of health and medicine extensively 

examine the quality of life in patients. Health-Related Quality of Life (HRQoL) for a patient 

includes aspects related to physical health, mental, and social life, is influenced by health 

conditions, particularly in patients with chronic diseases [22]. In patients with chronic 

conditions such as Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD) and diabetes, the SDT 

approach is used to predict self-management and HRQoL, which are related to the fulfillment 

of psychological needs and autonomous regulation to improve quality of life and treatment 

adherence [23][24]. Meanwhile, less-studied topics in this cluster include very elderly, 

intellectual disability, and autism. Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) children face more 

challenges transitioning to school, especially in terms of social interaction [25]. Using the SDT 

approach, Peer mentoring initiatives can be implemented to improve social integration and 

community engagement for individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities, 

including those with ASD, by offering opportunities for social interaction and building intrinsic 

motivation [26]. 

The topics discussed in cluster 5 include sport, physical education, athlete, achievement, and 

gender. Sport is considered an essential life skill, comparable to other important life domains 

such as education, the workplace, and personal relationships, influencing how individuals 

promote health and achieve success [27][28]. The field of sport is professionally pursued by 

athletes under the supervision of coaches in various competitive disciplines. Literature studies 

indicate that coaches play a crucial role in the training process by adopting autonomy-supportive 

behaviors, which positively impact athletes' motivation, well-being, and performance [29][30]. 

Meanwhile, the topic of achievement goal theory is less studied. SDT posits that intrinsic 

motivation and basic psychological needs influence how individuals set and achieve goals [31], 

whereas AGT focuses on the adopted goals, such as mastery goals (also known as autonomous 

motivation in SDT), performance goals, and how these tasks can affect cognitive, emotional, 

and behavioral engagement [32][33]. The synergy between these two theories in the educational 

context can provide a foundational framework for analyzing the motivational processes that 

drive students to engage and achieve academic goals.  

In cluster 6, less-explored topics include autonomy, competence, and relatedness, which 

represent three fundamental psychological needs. These needs are universally recognized as 

critical for psychological growth, well-being, and optimal functioning across diverse social and 

cultural contexts [34]. Supportive social environments that foster these fundamental 

psychological needs also contribute to the development of a cohesive self and sustained 

psychological health over time [35]. Research underscores the importance of fulfilling these 

needs for promoting well-being and personal development, whereas their frustration can impede 

development and potentially lead to psychological disorders [36].  

Based on bibliometric analysis, research on Self-Determination Theory (SDT) has experienced 

rapid growth over the past decade. However, several important points have been identified. One 



 

 

 

 

of these is the dominance of literature in specific fields such as sports and organizational 

contexts, while other areas and topics, such as health behavior, disabilities, and technology, 

remain under-researched. The analysis has revealed new findings that present significant 

opportunities to explore broader applications of SDT in technology, human-computer 

interaction, and artificial intelligence, which are increasingly crucial in this digital era. The 

limitations of this study include the data extraction process being conducted early in the year, 

potentially leading to an incomplete representation of total publications for 2024. Additionally, 

the reliance on the SCOPUS database and the focus on data trends over the past decade further 

constrain the study's scope. For future research, it is recommended to utilize a broader range of 

databases to acquire more comprehensive data and to consider the intricate influences of social, 

cultural, and technological factors on individual motivation. Interdisciplinary collaboration 

among psychology, computer science, and social sciences is essential for integrating SDT with 

other theoretical frameworks. Future research should aim to significantly enhance our 

understanding of SDT as a theory of human motivation and its dynamic applications across 

various domains in the continually evolving modern era. 

5 Conclusion 

Research trends on self-determination theory (SDT) have evolved significantly over the past 

decade. Discussions on SDT have been extensively published in journal articles and are 

predominantly featured in the social sciences. The most prolific author in this area is 

Vansteenkiste, M., and the institution with the highest number of publications is Universiteit 

Gent. Analysis using VOSviewer identified six clusters, indicating that SDT is discussed in 

relation to various topics such as autonomy, physical activity, organizations, leadership, and 

others. The limitations of this study include: 1) the data extraction process being conducted early 

in the year, which may lead to an incomplete representation of the total publications for 2024; 

2) the reliance solely on the SCOPUS database; and 3) the focus exclusively on data trends from 

the past decade. Future research should aim to use a variety of databases to obtain more diverse 

data and explore SDT in relation to less-discussed topics through interdisciplinary collaboration, 

particularly in the areas of disability, health, technology, and artificial intelligence. 
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