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Abstract

The present study aimed to examine the effect of autonomy (need satisfaction
and need thwarting) on self-worth in Iranian older women with the mediating
role of positive psychology. This applied, quantitative, and descriptive-survey
study was conducted on 108 Iranian women aged over 60 years selected
through purposive sampling; data were collected using standardized
questionnaires of basic psychological need satisfaction, need thwarting, self-
worth, and positive psychology, and analyzed using structural equation
modeling and Sobel test in SmartPLS and SPSS software. The results
indicated that need satisfaction had a significant positive effect on both
positive psychology and self-worth (p<0.01), whereas need thwarting
significantly affected positive psychology but did not have a significant direct
effect on self-worth (p>0.05); furthermore, positive psychology significantly
predicted self-worth (p<0.01), and Sobel test results confirmed a significant
mediating role of positive psychology in the relationships between both need
satisfaction and need thwarting with self-worth (p<0.01). The findings
suggest that satisfying basic psychological needs, particularly when
accompanied by enhanced positive psychological functioning, plays a crucial
role in improving self-worth among older women and contributes to their
psychological well-being.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Self-worth is widely recognized as a central construct in psychological functioning, reflecting individuals’
global evaluation of their value and competence. It plays a crucial role in emotional adjustment, social
functioning, and overall mental health across the lifespan. In later life, particularly among older women, self-
worth becomes increasingly salient due to age-related transitions, including retirement, reduced social roles,
health challenges, and shifting family dynamics. These changes can either undermine or strengthen
individuals’ perception of self-worth depending on the presence of protective psychological and environmental
resources. Contemporary research suggests that self-worth is not merely an outcome variable but also a
dynamic construct shaped by motivational, cognitive, and affective processes (Cichocka et al., 2024; Crocker
& Nuer, 2003).

One of the most influential theoretical frameworks for understanding these processes is Self-Determination
Theory (SDT), which posits that human well-being is contingent upon the satisfaction of three basic
psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2012). When these needs are
fulfilled, individuals are more likely to experience intrinsic motivation, psychological growth, and well-being.
Conversely, when these needs are thwarted, individuals may experience diminished motivation, distress, and
maladaptive outcomes (Bartholomew et al., 2011). Empirical studies have consistently demonstrated that need
satisfaction is positively associated with engagement, well-being, and self-perception, whereas need thwarting
is linked to burnout and psychological distress (Lonsdale et al., 2007; Samienia et al., 2019; Samienia et al.,
2022). In addition, recent findings highlight that fluctuations in need fulfillment are directly related to
variations in affective well-being and psychological functioning over time (Sosin et al., 2024).

Building on this framework, research has shown that satisfaction of basic psychological needs is closely linked
to self-worth. Individuals who perceive themselves as autonomous, competent, and socially connected are
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more likely to develop a positive sense of self and maintain higher levels of self-esteem (Fairlamb, 2022;
Najafi Nalivan et al., 2024). Conversely, need thwarting has been associated with reduced psychological well-
being and lower self-worth, although the nature of this relationship may be complex and mediated by other
psychological factors (Aghili et al., 2024). Moreover, studies conducted across different populations suggest
that self-worth is influenced not only by internal motivational states but also by contextual and interpersonal
factors such as social support and life experiences (Monteiro et al., 2021).

Positive psychology provides a complementary perspective by focusing on strengths, positive emotions, and
meaningful engagement in life. This approach emphasizes the role of optimism, hope, resilience, and life
satisfaction in promoting psychological well-being and flourishing (Rashid et al., 2015; Seligman et al.,
2005). Interventions grounded in positive psychology have been shown to significantly enhance well-being,
professional competence, and self-worth across diverse populations (Lee et al., 2024; Sadeghi et al., 2023).
Furthermore, positive psychological constructs have been found to mediate the relationship between
environmental or motivational factors and psychological outcomes, suggesting that they function as key
mechanisms through which well-being is achieved (Baghaeipour et al., 2022).

The integration of SDT and positive psychology perspectives suggests that the effects of need satisfaction on
self-worth may be partially explained by increases in positive psychological functioning. In other words,
fulfilling basic psychological needs may foster positive emotions and meaning in life, which in turn enhance
self-worth (DeYoung & Tiberius, 2023). Conversely, even when needs are not fully satisfied, positive
psychological resources may buffer negative effects and preserve individuals’ sense of self-worth. This
buffering role is particularly important in vulnerable populations such as older women, who may face
cumulative life stressors. Prior research has also highlighted the importance of empowerment-based
interventions and strength-oriented counseling in improving self-worth among women (Khatibi et al., 2025;
Parsakia & Darbani, 2022).

Despite the growing body of research, several gaps remain. Most studies have examined these constructs
independently rather than within an integrated structural model, and limited attention has been given to older
women as a distinct population group (Akardoost Zanganeh et al., 2024). Additionally, the mediating role of
positive psychology in the relationship between need satisfaction and self-worth has not been sufficiently
explored in this demographic context. Given these gaps, the present study aimed to develop and test a structural
model examining the effect of autonomy (need satisfaction and need thwarting) on self-worth in Iranian older
women, with positive psychology as a mediating variable.

Methods and Materials

This study employed an applied, quantitative, and descriptive-survey design. The statistical population
consisted of Iranian women aged 60 years and older. Based on power analysis and predetermined statistical
parameters, a sample of 108 participants was selected using purposive sampling. Data were collected using a
structured questionnaire comprising demographic information and standardized instruments measuring basic
psychological need satisfaction, need thwarting, self-worth, and positive psychology.

The need satisfaction questionnaire included multiple items assessing autonomy, competence, and relatedness
using a Likert-type scale. The need thwarting instrument assessed the extent to which these psychological
needs were frustrated in daily experiences. Self-worth was measured using a multidimensional scale evaluating
individuals’ perceptions of their value and competence. Positive psychology was assessed through a scale
measuring components such as pleasant life, engaged life, and meaningful life.

Data analysis was conducted using both descriptive and inferential statistical methods. Structural Equation
Modeling (SEM) was employed to test the hypothesized relationships among variables. Measurement model
evaluation included assessment of reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity using indices such
as Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, and average variance extracted (AVE). Model fit and
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multicollinearity were also assessed. Additionally, the Sobel test was used to examine the mediating role of
positive psychology in the relationships between need satisfaction, need thwarting, and self-worth. All analyses
were performed using SPSS (version 23) and SmartPLS (version 3.1.1) software.

Findings

The results of the structural equation modeling indicated that need satisfaction had a significant positive effect
on positive psychology (t = 4.037, p < 0.001) and self-worth (t = 4.037, p < 0.001). Need thwarting also had a
significant effect on positive psychology (t = 2.722, p = 0.007), but its direct effect on self-worth was not
statistically significant (t = 1.135, p = 0.257).

Furthermore, positive psychology demonstrated a significant positive effect on self-worth (t = 3.591, p <
0.001). These findings indicate that individuals who experience higher levels of positive psychological
functioning are more likely to report greater self-worth.

The results of the Sobel test confirmed the mediating role of positive psychology in the relationship between
need satisfaction and self-worth (z = 6.497, p < 0.001), as well as in the relationship between need thwarting
and self-worth (z = 5.774, p < 0.001). These findings suggest that positive psychology serves as a significant
mediator through which both need satisfaction and need thwarting influence self-worth.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study highlight the critical role of basic psychological needs in shaping self-worth
among older women. The positive association between need satisfaction and both positive psychology and
self-worth underscores the importance of autonomy, competence, and relatedness in promoting psychological
well-being. These results suggest that when individuals perceive their basic needs as fulfilled, they are more
likely to experience positive emotions, meaningful engagement, and a stronger sense of self-worth.

The lack of a significant direct effect of need thwarting on self-worth, coupled with its indirect effect through
positive psychology, indicates that the relationship between need frustration and self-worth is complex and
mediated by psychological resources. This finding suggests that positive psychological functioning can act as
a protective mechanism, buffering the negative impact of unmet needs.

The significant mediating role of positive psychology further emphasizes its importance as a key mechanism
linking motivational processes to self-evaluative outcomes. By enhancing positive emotions, meaning, and
engagement, positive psychology facilitates the translation of need satisfaction into improved self-worth. At
the same time, it mitigates the adverse effects of need thwarting, highlighting its dual role as both a promotive
and protective factor.

Overall, the study provides empirical support for an integrated model combining Self-Determination Theory
and positive psychology in explaining self-worth. The findings have important implications for interventions
aimed at improving psychological well-being among older women. Programs that focus on enhancing
autonomy, competence, and social connectedness, alongside fostering positive psychological resources, may
be particularly effective in promoting self-worth and overall quality of life.
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