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Abstract
This paper seeks to expand our knowledge on autonomy experiences predicting, or associated with, important well-being attributes, by drawing on the concept of an “Authentic
Inner Compass” (AIC, Assor 2012, 2018; Vansteenkiste and Soenens 2015): Sense of
knowing what is truly important to us in terms of values, aspirations, and goals.
Study 1 (304 Hong Kong students; mean age = 20.3 years), showed that sense of AIC predicted increased subjective vitality and self-esteem over time. Study 2 (257 Israeli students,
mean age = 16.2 years) validated a measure of the experience of behavioral self-realization,
hypothesized to mediate the links between AIC and positive well-being attributes. Study 3
(307 Israeli students, mean age = 16.3 years) showed that AIC had direct links with vitality
and low depression, and was also indirectly linked to depression via behavioral self-realization. This study also examined the hypothesis that the associations between AIC, and the
indicators of behavioral self-realization, vitality and low depression, hold also after controlling for another, widely researched autonomy experience: psychological freedom and
volition (Chen et al.’s [2015] need for autonomy scale). Results supported this hypothesis.
The findings suggest that sense of AIC is associated with increased vitality and self-esteem
over time. Results also suggest that sense of AIC and psychological freedom and volition
are two distinct autonomy experiences that are uniquely associated with important wellbeing attributes. Future research may examine the benefits of supporting these two autonomy experiences in youth.
Keywords Authentic inner compass · Need for autonomy · Well-being · Self-realization ·
Self-esteem · Depression · Positive youth development
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1 Introduction
According to self-determination theory (SDT; Ryan and Deci 2017), experiences of autonomy are crucial for people’s well-being and psychological growth. The theory further
assumes that sense of subjective vitality represents the energetic source of well-being and
thriving, and can be viewed as “a dynamic reflection of well-being” (Ryan and Frederick
1997). Consistent with this view, reports of autonomy experiences were found to predict
feelings of vitality, as well as well-being indicators that are expected to accompany subjective vitality, such as low levels of depression and high self-esteem (e.g., Chan et al. 2010;
Ryan et al. 2010; Ryan and Deci 2001, 2017). The present research sought to expand our
knowledge of the phenomenon of autonomy experiences associated with increased vitality
and self-esteem over time, and low depression levels, by drawing on recent work focusing on the experience of having an Authentic Inner Compass (AIC; Assor 2012a, b, 2018;
Assor et al. 2020a, b; Soenens et al. 2016; Vansteenkiste and Soenens 2015).

2 The Experience of Having an AIC: Description, Relations with Other
Aspects of Autonomy, and Importance for Youth in the Post‑Modern
Information Age
Assor (Assor 2012a, b, 2018), based mainly on SDT (Deci and Ryan 2000; Ryan and Deci
2017), and partly on Mill’s (1946) notion of liberty, proposed that it is important for individuals to develop action and decision guiding-schemas that are experienced as autonomous and authentic. When such guiding schemas exist, we feel that we have values, life
aspirations, interests, and goals that function like an “authentic inner compass” (AIC),
that informs us on what is truly important for us. Thus, the experience of having an AIC
involves a feeling that we know what we really value, need and want, and therefore how
to act on important issues (proactively and reactively). According to Assor (2018), AIC
schemas are essential for experiencing autonomy because they enable us to choose actions,
relationships, and contexts that are likely to feel valuable and optimally satisfying. Conversely, when we do not have such action- and decision- guiding schemas, we are likely to
feel confused and not capable of true self-direction because we do not know what actions
to choose. Consequently, we may prefer to escape from freedom even when we are relatively free to direct our lives (Fromm 1941).
Consistent with Assor (2018), and Deci and Ryan (2000), we also posit that a full experience of autonomy has two other, perhaps more fundamental, aspects: (1) Freedom and
volition (absence of coercion and sense of freedom and volition regarding one’s choices),
and (2) Behavioral self-realization (feeling that we realize what is truly important to us
in our behavior). The freedom component refers to the striving to feel that we can direct
and organize our behavior as we truly wish. That is, we are not controlled or restricted by
(external and internal) coercion or arbitrary limitation of options, and we are free to make
decisions and choices that are volitional and reflect our true preferences. The self-realization component refers to the feeling that we realize in our behavior what is truly important
to us. For example, we not only believe in the value of showing consideration of others, but
we realize it in our behavior, also when such behavior is personally costly.
In short, to feel deeply autonomous we need: (1) to know what is truly important to us
(having an AIC), (2) to be free to search for what is important to us and to make decisions
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that feel volitional because they reflect what is important to us, and (3) to feel that our
behavior realizes our AIC (behavioral self-realization). Importantly, the first two types of
experience—having an AIC and freedom/volition—are assumed to promote behavioral
self-realization, and subsequent vitality and related well-being indicators. This is because
knowing what we truly value and prefer, and feeling free to realize these preferences, is
likely to enable us to express our values and preferences in our behavior which, in turn,
enhances our feelings of being alive, feeling worthy, and not depressed.
Sense of AIC is likely to be of special importance in many post-modern, informationflooded societies that are often characterized by considerable value confusion, moral relativism, and an overwhelming amount of information (often superfluous and marketing
oriented), and a decline of absolute, widely accepted, trustworthy authorities (e.g., Aviram 2010; Barmash 1974; Dogan 1998; Orman 2015; Taylor 1991; Tufekci 2015). In such
societies, a firm AIC can help people to make decisions and act in ways that reflect their
true needs and preferences, rather than follow trendy fashions and celebrities, conform to
social pressures, or avoid making any decisions and commitments. As late adolescence and
emerging adulthood are periods in which many central life-decisions and identity commitments are made, it appears that having an AIC is of special importance in these periods,
particularly in societies offering a wide range of choices.
The freedom and volition aspect of autonomy experiences is captured by a well-validated scale assessing autonomy need satisfaction and frustration (Chen et al. 2015, and see
also a recent overview of this scale [BPNSFS 2018]). As noted in this overview, the experience of psychological freedom and volition, as assessed by the Chen et al.’s (2015) autonomy scale, was found to be associated with important well-being indicators such as vitality,
self-esteem, and low depression levels in a number of studies (Chen et al. 2015; Cordeiro
et al. 2016; Ryan et al. 2010). Given these findings, the present study sought to examine
whether AIC emerges as a second type of autonomy experience that is associated with
vitality, self-esteem, and low depression levels, so that both types of autonomy experience
have unique associations with these well-being indicators. As the construct of AIC has
been only recently formulated and subjected to systematic empirical research (Assor et al.
2020a, 2020b; Russo-Netzer and Shoshani 2020; Soenens et al. 2016; Yu et al. 2018), we
will now focus on AIC as a likely contributor to vitality, and related well-being variables.

3 Sense of Having an Authentic Inner Compass (AIC) as a Predictor
of Vitality and Related Well‑Being Variables
Following Assor (2012a, b, 2018) Assor et al. (2019), and Vansteenkiste and Soenens
(2015), we assume that having an AIC is likely to predict experiences of vitality and
related well-being indicators, primarily because it also predicts self-realizing behaviors.
While this formulation was not tested directly, there is considerable research showing
that acting in ways that are consistent with one’s personal goals and strivings predicts
well-being (Emmons 1986; Klinger 1977; Little and Chambers 2004). Yet, the construct of behavioral self-realization refers to a more global experience. Namely, in addition to the perception that one acts in ways that are consistent with one’s goals, it also
includes a sense that one enacts one’s values in one’s behavior. Furthermore, as noted
by Assor (2018), it is also reasonable to assume that the mere experience of having an
AIC predicts vitality, because it is an important part of the experience of autonomy, and
when we feel autonomous, we also feel vital. Thus, the certainty that we have internal
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self-guides that we deeply identify with, may contribute to the feeling that we can direct
ourselves in ways that are truly autonomous and satisfying, and this feeling increases
our vitality.
In summary, we hypothesized that the link between sense of AIC and vitality and
related well-being indicators, is mediated primarily by the experience of behavioral selfrealization. However, we also explored the possibility that sense of AIC has a direct link
with vitality, that is not mediated by behavioral self-realization.
Empirical research on the construct of sense of AIC shows that it is associated with
low levels of depression and self-esteem. Thus, Assor et al. (2020a), Assor et al. (2020))
found that youth’s sense of AIC was associated with high levels of self-esteem and low levels of depressive feelings, as well as with increased autonomous engagement over time in
learning activities reflecting participants’ authentic inner compass. Assor et al. (2015) also
found that the experience of having an AIC was associated with tolerance for ambiguity
(Budner 1962) in both Chinese and Israeli college students. The association with tolerance
for ambiguity is important because it suggests that the reports of people with high AIC levels on knowing what they truly value do not reflect simplistic and extreme beliefs based on
intolerance of ambiguity.
Sense of AIC was also found to correlate and/or predict other important indicators of
well-being and constructive coping such as sense of meaning, satisfaction with life, happiness, resistance to negative pressure, absence of attachment avoidance, and clear and
autonomous future plans (Assor et al. 2020b; Russo-Netzer and Shoshani 2020; Soenens
et al. 2016; Vermote et al. 2018; Yu et al. 2018). However, no research to date has examined sense of AIC as a predictor or correlate of subjective vitality, which SDT considers
a particularly important indicator of well-being and thriving (Ryan and Frederick 1997).
Therefore, one major objective of the present study was to examine the relations between
sense of AIC, vitality, and two other well-being indicators that are assumed to accompany
vitality: self-esteem and low levels of depression.
To summarize, while previous research clearly suggests that having an AIC is associated
with various well-being indicators, it is still unclear whether: (1) Having an AIC predcits
subjective vitality and related well-being indicators over-time, and (2) whether the relations
between having an AIC and these well-being indicators is indeed mediated by the experience of behavioral self-realization. In addition, there is no research examining whether the
positive associations of AIC with behavioral self-realization and the previously mentioned
well-being indicators emerge also when controlling for the effects of the experience of psychological freedom and volition, the more studied and well-known autonomy experience.
Finding that AIC has unique associations with behavioral self-realization, vitality, selfesteem, and low depression levels, seems important theoretically and practically. Thus,
if sense of AIC indeed is uniquely linked with vitality and related well-being indicators,
this suggests that it is important to develop and test educational practices that may promote not only psychological freedom and volition, but also the formation of a firm AIC.
Extant research already detected practices fostering AIC (Assor et al. 2020a, 2020b). However, there is no research showing that the experience captured by a scale assessing AIC
is indeed associated with vitality and related well-being indicators, also when controlling
for the experience of psychological freedom and volition, as captured by existing scales of
need for autonomy. If AIC is not found to have unique associations with vitality and related
well-being indicators, perhaps it is not so important that parents and educators would consider making a concerted effort to promote AIC. In contrast, if AIC is found to have unique
associations with well-being indicators, then consideration of practices promoting AIC
becomes important, and merits additional research to examine the effects of such practices.

13

The Authentic Inner Compass as a Well-Being Resource: Predictive…

Hypotheses Based on the foregoing considerations, the present research examined the following hypotheses pertaining to the experience of having an AIC in youth:
(1) Sense of having an AIC will predict increases in vitality and related well-being indicators over time.
(2) The associations of sense of AIC with vitality and related well-being indicators will
be mediated by behavioral self- realization.
(3) The associations of the experience of having an AIC with behavioral self-realization,
vitality, and related well-being indicators, will emerge also when controlling for the
effects of the experience of psychological freedom and volition, as captured by the
well-validated Chen et al. (2015) need for autonomy scale.

4 The Present Studies
The hypotheses concerning the predictive effects and correlates of AIC were examined by
two studies (Studies 1 and 3). Study 2 validated the new measure of behavioral self-realization. While Studies 1 and 3 each had some unique components, both examined the relations between youth AIC and vitality, which is a major indicator of well-being and thriving
according to SDT (Ryan and Frederick 1997). Study 1 examined the effects of sense of AIC
on youth increased vitality and self-esteem. After establishing the positive effects of AIC on
these variables over time, Study 3 examined the hypothesis that the relations between AIC and
the well-being indicators of vitality and low depression levels is mediated by the experience
of behavioral self-realization. Furthermore, in this study we also examined the hypothesis that
the association of AIC with behavioral self-realization and well-being emerges also when controlling for the effects of the experience of psychological freedom and volition, as captured by
the widely used Chen et al.’s (2015) need for autonomy scale.
A notable feature of the present research is its employment of samples from two widely different cultures: Chinese in Hong Kong (Study 1) and Israeli Jews (study 3). Studies focusing
on the two countries, suggest that Israeli Jews are less hierarchically-oriented and more autonomy-oriented compared to Chinese in Hong Kong (Chen 2014, 2016; Scharf 2014; Schwartz
2009). As sense of AIC is posited to be an important aspect of autonomy, it is interesting to
examine the hypothesis that, despite the difference in orientation toward autonomy, sense of
AIC will be associated with vitality across the two cultures.
While we hypothesized that having an AIC is associated with vitality and related wellbeing indicators in both countries, the specific questions, and most of the measures used in
each country, differed. Hence, it was not possible to examine measures’ equivalence. Therefore, while the present research posits that the experience of having an AIC is associated with
vitality and related well-being indicators in the two countries, it does not claim that the constructs of AIC or subjective vitality have exactly the same meaning across countries.

5 Study 1
Study 1 tested the hypothesis that the experience of having an inner compass predicts
increased subjective vitality and self-esteem over time. We added self-esteem as an additional indicator of well-being, because this construct represents an important self-evaluative aspect of well-being, that is distinct from feelings of vitality, and is closely tied to
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overall social adjustment, sense of belongingness, and social acceptance (DuBois et al.
1998; Leary 1999).
The study was conducted with Hong Kong Chinese students. Studying the effects of the
experience of having an AIC is of special interest in the case of Hong Kong Chinese youth.
This is because, despite a history of British colonization and longer periods of modernization and Westernization than Mainland China, the cultural context in Hong Kong still tends
to emphasize the importance of paying attention to external expectations based on tradition, hierarchy and the social group (e.g., Cheung et al. 2010; Kulich and Zhang 2010).
Moreover, socialization approaches resting on Confucian philosophies (Chan et al.
2010) are likely to view the development of a personal, inward-oriented AIC as undesirable, or at least of low priority, because it might lead to breach of dominant social norms.
Indeed, the Confucian notion of authoritarian filial piety, which prescribes children’s
unquestionable compliance with traditional cultural norms to be submissive to parental
authority, is still endorsed notably among Hong Kong Chinese youth (Chen 2014, 2016).
Hence, it is interesting to examine if, despite the likely disregard or at least low priority
for the development of AIC in Hong Kong Chinese socialization, this experience nonetheless predicts increased levels of subjective vitality and self-esteem.in Hong Kong Chinese
youth.
Previous studies with Chinese youth did show that having an AIC is associated with
growth promoting qualities such as self-congruence, intrinsic life-goals, and tolerance for
ambiguity, and negatively associated with avoidant attachment style (Assor et al. 2015; Yu
et al. 2018). However, studies with Chinese youth did not examine the relations between
having an AIC and more direct indicators of well-being, such as vitality, and self-esteem.
More importantly, no study to date has examined whether having an AIC predicts increased
vitality and self-esteem over time, thus providing some initial evidence for a possible role
of sense of AIC in promoting well-being. This was the major objective of Study 1.

5.1 Method
5.1.1 Participants, Design, and Procedure
Participants were students from a university in Hong Kong. In the first wave of data collection (mid-May to June), a mass email was sent to all undergraduate students at the university, inviting them to complete an online survey, and a total number of 304 students completed the survey. These students were contacted via email individually nine months later
in the second wave of data collection, and 186 of them completed the same online survey
as at the first wave. Thus, the final sample comprised only those 186 who completed the
surveys at both time points. Participants’ mean age was 20.28 at the first wave (SD = 1.26
and 74.8% female).
All participants provided informed consent, and each time they completed the survey,
they received a gift certificate worth HKD60 (approximately USD7.74) to be used at a
local bookstore as a token of appreciation. The procedure and the design of the survey were
approved by the Research Ethics Committee at the university where the participants were
recruited. Study 1 focused on university students, because as emerging adults, university
students focus on establishing independence and finding directions in life (Arnett 2015;
To and Sung 2017), which makes issues related to psychological freedom and volition and
authentic inner compass particularly salient and important to be investigated among them.
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Table 1  Descriptive statistics for study 1
Variable

Mean

SD

Observed Range

Skewness

Kurtosis

Alpha

4.42
4.20
4.75

1.00
1.04
.95

1.33–7.00
1.00–7.00
1.30–7.00

-.14
.01
-.31

.71
-.54
.42

.88
.96
.93

4.41
4.20
4.78

.96
1.09
.97

1.33–7.00
1.00–7.00
1.20–7.00

.20
.06
-.31

.96
-.08
.19

.87
.95
.93

Time 1
1. AIC
2. Vitality
3. Self-esteem
Time 2
1. AIC
2. Vitality
3. Self-esteem

AIC authentic inner compass. N 186

Participants were students from a university in Hong Kong. In the first wave of data
collection (mid-May to June), a total number of 304 students completed the survey. In the
second wave of data collection, nine months later, the total sample was reduced to 186
students. Thus, the final sample comprised only those 186 who completed the surveys at
both time points.1 Participants’ mean age was 20.28 at the first wave (SD = 1.26 and 74.8%
female). The same questionnaires were administered at both time points. All participants
provided informed consent.

5.1.2 Measures
All items were rated on 7-point Likert scales (1 = Almost never true; 4 = Sometimes true;
7 = Almost always true). Table 1 present the descriptive statistics and scale Cronbach’s
alpha reliabilities. As can be seen in the table, the distribution of all variables was sufficiently normal to render parametric statistics valid (i.e., skewness <|2|, kurtosis <|2|). In
addition, the scales’ reliabilities were adequate. Measures and data files can be obtained
from the first author.
Authentic inner compass (AIC). This scale was developed in Hebrew by Assor and
his colleagues (Assor et al. 2015; Assor et al. 2019) and adapted to Chinese students by
Yu et al. (2018) and Yu et al. (2018). The scale included six items. Item example is “I have
values that reflect the kind of person I truly want to be”.
Self-esteem. The 10-item self-esteem scale (Rosenberg 1965). Item example: “On the
whole, I am satisfied with myself”.
Vitality. We used the six-item scale developed by Ryan and Frederick (1997). Item
example: “I feel alive and vital”.

5.1.3 Plan of Analysis
We first specified and tested a measurement model containing three latent variables (for
AIC, vitality and self-esteem), and then we examined correlations between the latent

1

Attrition analyses indicated no significant difference between the participants who completed Time 1 and
Time 2 (n = 186) and those who dropped after Time 1 (n = 118) on Time 1 AIC, F(1, 303) = 2.080, p < .150,
vitality, F(1, 303) = 0.033, p < .856, and self-esteem, F(1, 303) = 0.19, p < .889.
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variables. For the vitality and self-esteem scales, which are well-validated scales, we used
the item parceling method (Little et al. 2002). To test whether a certain degree of measurement invariance (configural and metric) holds over the two time points, we conducted a
multi-group confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). This analysis tested whether the item loadings on the constructs they were assumed to capture were equivalent across time points.
To assess equivalence, we compared a model in which the item loadings on each latent
construct were constrained to be equal across time points, with an unconstrained baseline
model in which these item loadings were allowed to vary across time points. In this model,
we also allowed error terms of the same items across the two waves to correlate.
Then, reciprocal relations between AIC and the well-being measures were examined by
means of cross-lagged SEM. We specified a saturated model at the level of latent variables, in which we included all possible directional effects. Thus, the model included the
autoregressive effects over time of each latent variable (AIC Time 1 AIC Time 2; vitality
Time 1 vitality Time 2; self-esteem Time 1 self-esteem Time 2), as well as all possible the
cross-lagged effects. We thus simultaneously examined the effects supporting the hypothesis that AIC predicts changes in well-being over time (AIC Time 1 vitality Time 2; AIC
Time 1 self-esteem Time 2), and; an alternative hypothesis, accordingly well-being predicts changes in AIC over time (vitality Time 1 AIC Time 2; self-esteem Time 1 AIC Time
2). The model included correlations among variables measured at the same time point, and
correlations between the same manifest variables measured at different time points.
Measurement and structural analysis were conducted using Mplus 7.11 (Muthén and
Muthén 2012) and the maximum-likelihood estimation with robust standard errors (MLR)
method. The quality of model fit was assessed by comparative fit index (CFI), root-meansquare error of approximation (RMSEA) and standardized root-mean residual (SRMR).
Our cutoff criteria followed Hu and Bentlers (1999) recommendations: CFI > 0.95,
RMSEA < 0.06, and SRMR < 0.08. To compare models, we used the Satorra-Bentler
scaled chi-square difference test (Satorra and Bentler 2010).

5.2 Results
5.2.1 Preliminary Analysis
Table 2 presents the intercorrelations between the study variables. As expected, and consistent with past research, the AIC scale correlated positively and significantly with selfesteem and vitality, both within and between waves.

5.2.2 Measurement Model
Fit of the model in which factor loadings were constrained to be equal across waves
was good, χ2(231) = 422.34, p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.05, SRMR = 0.07, CFI = 0.96. Fit
of the model in which factor loadings were allowed to free across waves was also good,
χ2(224) = 415.33, p < 0.001; RMSEA = 0.05; SRMR = 0.05; CFI = 0.96. The Satorra-Bentler
scaled chi-square difference test (Satorra and Bentler 2010) yielded non-significant difference between models ( TRd(7) = 4.38, p > 0.05). The results indicated that metric invariance
over time was achieved.
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Table 2  Correlations between
variables for study 1

Variables

1

2

3

–
.54**
.58**

–
.76**

–

.86**
.51**
.59**

.45**
.71**
.65**

.49**
.55**
.79**

4

5

6

–
.56**
.59**

–
.80**

–

Time 1
1. AIC
2. Vitality
3. Self-esteem
Time 2
4. AIC
5. Vitality
6. Self-esteem

AIC authentic inner compass. Correlation presented are between latent
varaibles. N 186., **p < .01

Fig. 1  Study 1 AIC as a predictor of well-being over time. Values represent standardized estimates. Dashed
lines represent non-significant paths *p < .05, **p < .01.

5.2.3 Structural Model
The structural model is presented in Fig. 1. As seen in the figure, AIC measured at Time 1
predicted both vitality and self-esteem measured in Time 2, above and beyond the autoregressive effects of the latter two variables. The paths from the vitality and self-esteem
measured at Time 1 to AIC measured at Time 2 were non-significant. Because this model
was saturated at the level of latent factors, model fit indices were identical to those of the
measurement model, in which factor loading were allowed to free across waves. Thus, the
results support the assumption that the AIC plays a causal role in explaining changes in
well-being over time.
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5.2.4 Brief Discussion
The results show that sense of AIC predicts increases in vitality and self-esteem among
Hong Kong students over time. Thus, it appears that social context attributes that highlight
the importance of paying attention to external expectations based on tradition, hierarchy
and the social group do not nullify the benefits that accrue from having an AIC. Possibly, having a sense of AIC is especially important in current Chinese educational contexts
because of the strong emphasis of these contexts on competition and frequent comparisons
between students’ achievement levels (Zhao 2015). Perhaps, having an AIC functions as a
buffer against the negative effects of these social-educational pressures.
Interestingly, vitality and self-esteem at Time 1 had miniscule effects on AIC at time 2,
controlling for the effects of AIC at time 2. This might be a result of the very high stability
of AIC over a nine-month period, in which participants were situated in a college environment. Interestingly, the stability levels of vitality and self-esteem where considerably
lower, suggesting that these psychological entities are more labile and susceptible to the
effects of variations over time.
There are several important questions left unaddressed in Study 1. First, this study did
not explore hypothesis 2, which posits that the relations between the AIC and vitality (and
related well-being indicators), are mediated by the experience of behavioral self-realization. In addition, the study did not examine hypothesis 3, which posits that the autonomy
experience of having an AIC is associated with vitality and self-esteem also when controlling for the effects of the experience of psychological freedom and volition, the most fundamental aspect of the experience of autonomy according to SDT (Assor 2018; Ryan and
Deci 2017). In addition, Study 1 focused on emerging adults who are college students. It is
not clear whether the associations observed will emerge also in adolescents attending high
school, who may be less concerned with making major life choices. Finally, Study 1 did
not include any indicator of ill-being, for example depressive symptoms and feelings. The
next two studies addressed these issues.

6 Study 2
Study 2 was a methodological study aimed at developing and validating a measure needed
to test the hypothesis regarding the role of behavioral self-realization as a mediator of the
relations between AIC and well-being indicators. Because, to the best of our knowledge,
there is no measure of behavioral self-realization, we had to develop such a measure. Study
2 describes the development and validation of this instrument.

6.1 Method
Participants and procedure. 257 Israeli Jewish students in grade 11 (65% female; mean
age = 16.2 years) completed the survey in 2017. Students belonged to 12 classes in three
high schools. Schools were selected because they represent a student population from varied socio-economic background, and because their principals were willing to cooperate.
Students completed the questionnaires in class during one session. The teacher was not
present in the classroom. All questionnaires were administered in Hebrew, students’ mother
tongue. Parental consent was obtained according to Ministry of Education guidelines.
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Table 3  Descriptive statistics for studies 2 and 3
Variable

Mean

SD

Observed Range

Skewness

Kurtosis

1. AIC

5.74/5.73 .96/97

2. Behavioral self-realization
3. Vitality
4. Depression
5. Psychological freedom/
volition

5.30/5.41 1.12/1.12 1.60–7.00/1.67–7.00 − .66/−.57 .15/−.32

2.38–7.00/2.00–7.00 − .87/−.91 .53/.72

Alpha
.73/.76
.78/.72

4.69/4.95 1.31/1.26 1.00–7.00/1.00–7.00 − .20/−.43 − .40/−.19 .88/.87
2.24/2.09 .96/.90
1.00–5.00/1.00–5.00 .92/1.21
.31/1.03
.79/.78
−/5.05
−/1.07
−/1.71–7.00
−/−.44
−/−.01
−/.81

AIC authentic inner compass. N 257, N 307, for Study 2 and Study 3, respecitvely. Pscyholgical freedom/
volition was assessed only at Study 3.

Measures. Table 3 presents the descriptive statistics and scale Cronbach’s alpha reliabilities for Studies 2 and 3. As can be seen in the table, the distribution of all variables was
sufficiently normal to render parametric statistics valid (i.e., skewness <|2|, kurtosis <|2|).
In addition, the scales’ reliabilities were adequate. Unless indicated differently, all measured used a 7-point scale ranging from not true at all (1) to very true (7).
Behavioral self-realization. This is a new scale, developed for the purpose of the present research, based on the conception presented by Assor (2018). Validation of this instrument in presented in Results.
Sense of having an AIC. This was the same scale as in study 1, with the items being
adapted to Hebrew.
Vitality. This was the same scale as in study 1.
Depression. Assessed by the six-item depression scale of Derogatis and Melisaratos’s
(1983) Brief Symptom Inventory. Item example: “During the last month if felt blue”. The
scale ranges from “not at all” to “nearly every day” (5).

6.2 Results
We conducted a series of CFA’s using Mplus 7.11 (Muthén and Muthén 2012). For all
models, our estimation method was maximum likelihood with robust standard errors
(MLR). Model fit was assessed using the root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA), the standardized root-mean-square residual (SRMR), and the comparative
fit index (CFI). Our cutoff criteria followed Hu and Bentler’s (1999) recommendations:
CFI > 0.95, RMSEA < 0.06, and SRMR < 0.08. To compare different models, we used the
Satorra-Bentler scaled chi-square difference test (Satorra and Bentler 2010).
We first generated a pool of 15 items (7 positive and 8 reversed). Items were designed
to cover two domains of the concept: Realization of one’s values in behavior, and realization of one’s authentic self-perception. We administered the items to the participants,
with the aim of reducing the number of items, to obtain a short and face valid scale. Our
first model included all 15 items, tapping a single factor. This analysis yielded poor model
fit, χ2(90) = 90.11, p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.09, SRMR = 0.07, CFI = 0.07. Factor loadings
ranged from 0.40 to 0.70. We then selected five items encompassing behavioral realization of one’s values and principles (“In my life, I succeed in fulfilling the things that are
truly important for me”; “I act in ways that do not reflect my true values”; “There is a
big gap between principles that are important to me and how I actually behave”), an of
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one’s authentic sense of self (“My actions are compatible with who I really am”; “I often
say things that do not reflect my true feelings”). We then examined the factor structure
of the remaining five items. This analysis yielded good model fit, χ2(5) = 11.13, p < 0.05,
RMSEA = 0.07, SRMR = 0.03, CFI = 0.97. Then, to support the scale’s validity we tested
its stability across genders. To do so, we tested its metric equivalence. We thus compared
a model in which the item loadings on each latent construct were constrained to be equal
across genders, with an unconstrained baseline model in which these item loadings were
allowed to vary across genders. Model fit of the constrained model was good, χ2(13) = 19.23,
p < 0.11, RMSEA = 0.07, SRMR = 0.07, CFI = 0.97. Model fit of the unconstrained model
was also good, χ2(8) = 15.58, p < 0.05, RMSEA = 0.09, SRMR = 0.03, CFI = 0.97. The
Satorra-Bentler scaled chi-square difference test (Satorra and Bentler 2010) yielded nonsignificant difference between models (TRd(5) = 1.43, p > 0.05). Thus, metric invariance
across gender was achieved.
Next, we examined the scale’s discriminant validity using CFA. The purpose of this
analysis was to support the assumption that the concept of behavioral self-realization is distinct from the AIC concept. In the context of discriminant validity, CFA typically involves
the comparison of two measurement models—an unconstrained model and a constrained
model (Shaffer et al. 2016). In the unconstrained model, two latent variables that represent
two conceptually similar constructs, in this case behavioral self-realization and AIC are
allowed to freely covary with each other. In the constrained model, the covariance of these
two latent variables is set to equal 1.0. The unconstrained model adequately fitted the data,
χ2(34) = 57.75, p < 0.007, RMSEA = 0.05, SRMR = 0.05, CFI = 0.95. The constrained model
did not adequately fit the data, χ2(35) = 113.53, p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.09, SRMR = 0.07,
CFI = 0.84. The Satorra-Bentler scaled chi-square difference test (Satorra and Bentler
2010) yielded a significant difference between models (TRd(1) = 59.50, p < 0.001), indicating the unconstrained model was preferable. Thus, the results support the distinctiveness of
the behavioral self-realization and AIC concepts.
Finally, we tested the measure’s criterion validity by exploring its relations with some
well-being indicators. As excepted, behavioral self-realization was positively correlated
with vitality (r = 0.46, p < 0.001) and negatively with depression (r = − 0.47, p < 0.001).

7 Study 3
Like Study 1, Study 3 also focused on the relations between AIC and subjective vitality.
However, this study included several features aimed at expanding our knowledge of the
links between the AIC construct and indicators of well-being grounded in SDT. First, in an
attempt to capture an aspect of ill-being not examined in Study 1, we assessed depressive
symptoms and feelings, in addition to vitality. According to SDT, depressive feelings and
symptoms are a central indicator of ill-being, often instigated by feeling controlled, incompetent, or lacking an authentic inner compass (Assor 2018; Vansteenkiste and Ryan 2013).
Second, we examined the hypothesis that the association of sense of AIC with vitality
and low levels of depression is mediated by behavioral self-realization. Third, we examined the hypothesis that the relations between sense of AIC, behavioral self-realization and
the indicators of vitality and low depression also emerges when controlling for the effects
of the experience of psychological freedom and volition, as assessed by the Chen et al.
(2015) well-validated need for autonomy scale. Findings indicating that AIC has unique
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Table 4  Correlations between variables for study 3
Variables

1

1. AIC

–

2. Psychological freedom/volition
3. Behavioral self-realization
4. Vitality
5. Depression

.64**
.75**
.63**
−.68**

2

3

4

5

–
.82**
.56**
−.56**

–
.67**
−.74**

–
−.73**

–

. AIC authentic inner compass. Correlations presented for are between latent varaibles. N 307. **p < .01

well-being correlates, may highlight sense of AIC as a unique aspect of the experience of
autonomy that might be worth cultivating in youth.

7.1 Method
Participants and Procedure. 307 Israeli high school students (53% female, mean
age = 16.3 years) completed the survey in 2018. Students belonged to 15 classes in two
high schools located in a similar area to the schools sampled in Study 2. Schools were
selected because they represent a student population from varied socio-economic background, and because principal were willing to cooperate. The procedure was identical to
Study 2.
Measures. AIC, behavioral self-realization, vitality and depression were measured as
in Study 2. However, Study 3 also assessed psychological freedom and volition. This variable was assessed by the 8-item need for autonomy scale of Chen et al (2015). Item examples are: “I feel a sense of choice and freedom in the things I undertake”, “I feel forced to
do many things I wouldn’t choose to do”. A recent overview the scale (BPNSFP 2018),
describes it as capturing sense of psychological freedom and volition.

7.2 Results
Plan of analysis. We first specified and tested a measurement model containing five latent
variables (for AIC, psychological freedom/volition, behavioral self-realization vitality and
depression), and then we examined correlations between the latent variables. As in Study
1, we used the item parceling method (Little et al. 2002) for the well-validated scales of
vitality and psychological freedom and volition. Then, we conducted structural equation
modeling (SEM) to examine the research hypotheses. We specified a saturated model, in
which all directional paths were included.
Measurement and structural analysis were conducted using Mplus 7.11 (Muthén &
Muthén 2012) and the maximum-likelihood estimation with robust standard errors (MLR)
method. The quality of model fit was assessed by comparative fit index (CFI), root-meansquare error of approximation (RMSEA) and standardized root-mean residual (SRMR).
Our cutoff criteria followed Hu and Bentler’s (1999) recommendations: CFI > 0.95,
RMSEA < 0.06, and SRMR < 0.08. Mediation was tested using the delta method (the
Mplus default).
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Fig. 2  Study 3 AIC and autonomy need satisfaction as predictors of vitality and depression through behavioral self-realization. Values represent standardized estimates. Dashed lines represent non-significant paths
*p < .05, **p < .01.
Table 5  Direct and indirect effects on study 3 variables
Direct effects

b

β

SE

p-value

AIC behavioral self-realization

.30

.38

.12

< .001

AIC vitality
AIC depression
Psychological freedom/volition behavioral self-realization
Psychological freedom/volition vitality
Psychological freedom/volition depression
Behavioral self-realization vvitality
Behavioral self-realization depression
Indirect effects
AIC Behavioral self-realization vitality
Psychological freedom/volition behavioral self-realization vitality
AIC Behavioral self-realization depression
Psychological freedom/volition behavioral self-realization depression

.39
−.27
.45
.03
.14
.72
−.78

.30
−.30
.57
.02
.15
.42
−.64

.12
.14
.11
.16
.19
.20
.25

< .013
< .040
< .001
< .884
< .436
< .034
< .040

.21
.32
−.23
−.35

.16
.24
−.25
.36

.09
.13
.12
.17

< .058
< .072
< .034
< .036

AIC authentic inner compass. Stadard errorrs and p values are for the standardized coefficient estimates. N
307

Preliminary analysis. Table 4 presents the intercorrelations between the study variables. As expected, and consistent with past research on the relations among AIC, freedom/volition, vitality, and depression were significant, and in the expected direction (Assor
et al. 2015; Assor et al. 2020a, 2020b).
Measurement model. The measurement model was designed to include five latent variables, for AIC, psychological freedom/volition, behavioral self-realization, vitality and
depression. Fit of this model was excellent, χ2(179) = 255.60, p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.04,
SRMR = 0.05, CFI = 0.96. All items loaded on their respective factors. Factor loadings
ranged from 0.52 to 0.90.
Structural models. Figure 2 presents the final SEM model. As shown, the results generally supported the hypotheses, as all path coefficients were significant and in the predicted directions. Because this model was saturated at the level of latent factors, model

13

The Authentic Inner Compass as a Well-Being Resource: Predictive…

fit indices were identical to those of the measurement model. Table 5 presents the full list
of direct and indirect effects. Specifically, for the indirect effects, except for the path from
AIC to vitality through behavioral self-realization, none of the 95% bootstrap confidence
intervals contained zero. Thus, behavioral self-realization mediated the relation of AIC and
psychological freedom/volition with depression, as well as the relation of and psychological freedom/volition with vitality. The direct effect from AIC to depression was significant,
indicating partial mediation in this path. The direct effect from AIC to vitality was also
significant, indicating AIC affects vitality directly, not through behavioral self-realization.
Finally, direct paths from psychological freedom/volition to both vitality and depression
were non-significant, indicating full mediation through behavioral self-realization in these
paths.

7.3 Discussion
The results of Study 3 suggest that sense of having an AIC is associated with vitality
and low levels of depression, also when controlling for the effects of the experience of
psychological freedom and volition as assessed by the Chen et al. (2015) scale. Behavioral self-realization mediated the relations between AIC and low depression levels, but
did not mediate the relations between AIC and vitality. The relations between psychological freedom/volition and the indicators of vitality and low depression levels were
fully mediated by behavioral self-realization.

8 General Discussion
Overall, the findings suggest that the experience of having an authentic inner compass
(AIC)—values, aspirations, interests, and goals that inform us on what is truly important for us is associated with increased vitality and self-esteem over time. While the
relations between AIC and some well-being reports have been demonstrated in previous research (e.g., Assor et al. 2020a, 2020b), Study 1 is the first to show that sense of
AIC predicts increases in important aspects of well-being (vitality and self-esteem) over
time. The findings of Study 3 suggest that behavioral self-realization mediates the relations between AIC and depression, but not vitality. Importantly, the results show that
these associations also emerge when controlling for the effects of the experience of psychological freedom and volition, as assessed by Chen et al.’s (2015) need for autonomy
measure.
Going beyond the findings pertaining only to sense of AIC, the results suggest that there
are two distinct types of autonomy experiences that are associated with vitality and low
levels of depression: (1) experiences of psychological freedom and volition, as captured
the Chen et al.’s (2015; BPNSFP 2018) scale, and (2) experiences of having an authentic
inner compass, as captured by the scales employed in the present and past papers (e.g.,
Assor et al. 2020a, 2020b). While the two autonomy resources are related, they also have
unique features. Psychological freedom and volition refer to the experience of being free
to act in ways that reflect one’s authentic self, and therefore feel deeply volitional. Having
an authentic inner compass refers to the experience of having values, aspirations, interests
and goals that can guide actions that will feel volitional and authentic, if and when one is
able to act freely. It appears, then, that it is important that future research will examine the
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effects of educational practices and endeavors aimed at cultivating both types of autonomy
experiences in youth.
The findings pertaining to Chinese youth in Hong Kong are especially important for two
reasons. First, the Chinese culture traditionally may not prioritize the values of personal
autonomy and authenticity, in that it tends to focus on the importance of paying attention
to external social norms rather than to one’s authentic inner feelings and preferences (Hsu
1981; Slote and DeVos 1998; Levenson 1968; Tweed and Lehman 2002). Given this cultural tradition of low priority for authenticity, the finding that sense of an authentic inner
compass predicts increased vitality and self-esteem is far from trivial. Thus, it appears that
the experience of having an AIC might be related to well-being also in cultures that traditionally do no emphasize authenticity and personal autonomy.

8.1 Processes Underlying the Relations between Sense of AIC and Well‑Being
One interesting finding of Study 3 involved the direct links of AIC with.
vitality and low depression, which were observed also when controlling for the effects
of behavioral self-realization. The design of Study 3 precludes any causal inferences.
Hence, longitudinal research is now needed to replicate these results, and examine the theoretically based hypothesis (Assor 2018) that AIC has direct positive effects on vitality and
low depression, which are not fully mediated by behavioral self-realization. This research
may examine mediating processes not involving behavioral self-realization. One possible
mediating process involves the role of AIC as a source of hope and meaning. According to
this view, holding clear and authentic aspirations, values and goals, allows people to maintain the hope that, although presently they do not realize themselves, they may be able to
establish a satisfying and meaningful life in the future. A similar view was held by Frankl
(1985) in his seminal work on man’s search for meaning.
A second, complementary, mediating process may involve the role of self-guiding values and aspirations as a buffer against immoral or self-harming behavior. According to
this account, having such self-guides assures people that while they may not realize some
of their values and aspirations, they will not engage in extreme immoral or self-harming
behaviors that may arouse a great deal of disgrace and self-derogation. That is, having an
AIC increases the certainty that one has clear red lines that will not be crossed, and this
certainty helps to prevent a negative self-view. Consistent with this account, recent research
by Assor et al. (2020b) has shown that sense of having an AIC was associated with adolescents’ resistance to peer-pressure to engage in anti-social or self-harming behavior.

8.2 AIC as a Resource Supporting Hedonic and Eudaimonic Well Being
Theoretical and empirical work on the concept of well-being often distinguishes between
Hedonic and Eudaimonic views of well-being. The Hedonic perspective emphasizes people’s reports and experiences of positive affect and happiness, and lack of negative affect,
as capturing the essence of well-being (e.g., Kahneman et al. 1999; Ryan and Deci 2001).
The Eudaimonic approach, drawing from Aristotle’s (2014) Nichomachean Ethics, views
well-being as a process of realizing one’s authentic and virtuous inclinations and potentials. From this theoretical perspective, the realization of one’s authentic inclinations,
potentials and interests, is likely to lead not only to positive feelings, but also to sense of
personal growth, purpose and meaning (Ryff and Singer 1998), and to sense of being alive,
fulfilled, and true to one’s self (Waterman 2008).
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The experience of having an AIC is expected to have a particularly important contribution to Eudaimonic well-being. Thus, it is reasonable to assume that having clear and
authentic values, aspirations and interests (i.e., AIC) is likely to lead to actions that are
experienced as fulfilling and meaningful, and therefore to sense of vitality, meaning, personal growth, and authenticity, as well as commitment and actual engagement in activities
that contribute to the growth of self and others. Although the present research provides
evidence that sense of AIC predicts increased vitality over time, future research should
use designs that allow more conclusive causal inferences (e.g., Hamaker et al. 2015), and
include a larger set of Eudaimonic indicators of well-being.

8.3 Socializing Antecedents of AIC and Sense of Freedom/Volition and Their
Contribution to Well Being
Given the positive correlates of both AIC and psychological freedom, it seems important to identify socializing and educational practices that are likely to contribute to each
of these autonomy experiences. A large body of research guided by SDT has already
focused on socializing practices promoting psychological freedom and volition. Assor and
his colleagues (Assor et al. 2020a, 2020b) used the term “basic autonomy support” (BAS)
to describe this set of practices, which include: taking the child’s perspective, providing
choice, and minimizing pressure (e.g., Grolnick et al. 1991; Soenens et al. 2019). Research
focusing on these socializing practices indeed showed that they contribute to youngsters’
well-being by enhancing their experience of psychological freedom and volition (e.g., Adie
et al. 2008; Costa et al. 2016). Importantly, these practices were also found to contribute to
the development of sense of AIC (Assor et al. 2020a, 2020b). Future research may examine whether the effects of basic autonomy support on well-being are mediated not only by
sense of psychological freedom and volition, but also by AIC.
Research on practices associated with the development of AIC, and subsequent wellbeing is scarcer. Assor (2018) suggested that there are several educational practices that
foster the growth of youth AIC, beyond basic autonomy support. Recent research has
demonstrated the importance of two such practices: Inherent Value Demonstration (IVD),
and Reflective Authentic Inner Compass Facilitation (RAICF). IVD is a practice in which
socializing agents demonstrate in their behavior that they have values that are very important for them, and that acting upon these values serves as a source of meaning, satisfaction,
and vitality for them. Research by Assor et al. (2005), Brambilla et al. (2015), and Yu et al.
(2015) have shown that IVD by parents is associated with autonomous internalization of
parents’ values and well-being. More recently, Assor et al. (2020b), have shown that IVD
by parents predicts sense of AIC in adolescents, which then predicts resistance to negative
peer pressure. Future research may examine whether parental IVD promotes both sense of
AIC, and psychological freedom and volition, which then promote well-being.
The second practice associated with the formation of AIC is termed “reflective authentic
inner compass facilitation” (RAICF; Assor 2018. Assor et al. 2019). This practice includes
parental behaviors that support youths’ motivation and capacity to get in touch with and
explore values, aspirations, and interests that feel authentic, and derive goals and commitments from them (Assor 2012a, b, 2018; Kaplan and Assor 2018). Assor et al. (2020a)
have shown that this practice predicts AIC. Moreover, the positive effects of reflective
inner compass facilitation on AIC were observed also when controlling for the effects of
basic autonomy support.
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Future research may examine a more comprehensive model of socializing practices,
mediating autonomy experiences, and well-being outcomes. This model may include the
three socializing practices of BAS, IVD and RAICF, the two presumed mediating autonomy experiences of AIC and sense of freedom/volition, and well-being outcomes. This
research can examine Assor’s (2012a, b, 2018) hypothesis that BAS promotes well-being
through both psychological freedom/volition and AIC, whereas the practices of IVD and
RAICF promote well-being mostly through the experience of having an AIC.

8.4 Methodological Limitations and Directions for Future Research
The present studies have a number of limitations, which should be addressed in future
research. First, while the implied direction of causality in Study 1 was consistent with our
results, the use of a two-wave design only enables examining reciprocal predictive effects
using the cross lagged panel model (CLPM) approach. As noted by Hamaker et al. (2015)
and Usami et al. (2019), CLPM is a biased method for testing such effects, and presently
there are methods that are more accurate, such as the random intercept cross-lagged panel
design (Hamaker et al. 2015; Usami et al. 2019). These methods could not be applied in
the present research because their reliable application requires more than two time points..
To better establish causality, future research should employ quasi-experimental designs
examining the effects of programs aimed at promoting AIC and sense of freedom and
volition in youth, or longitudinal designs with more time points. Study 3, which used a
cross-sectional design, does not allow any inference suggesting possible causality. Future
research can use intensive longitudinal designs and diary methods to explore whether
sense of having an AIC predicts daily reports of behavioral self-realization, and whether
such reports contribute in turn to well-being. Finally, as our research relied solely on selfreports, future studies should employ procedures that overcome shared-method biases,
such as the use of multiple reporters.

9 Conclusion
The results of our studies suggest that sense of AIC and psychological freedom and volition, are two important and distinct autonomy experiences, that are uniquely associated
with vitality, low depression levels, and behavioral self-realization. The results also suggest
that sense of having an AIC predicts increased vitality and self-esteem over time. Given
these positive associations, future research may examine the benefits of educational practices and endeavors aimed at supporting the experiences of freedom and having an AIC in
youth.
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