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Academic Motivation and Psychological Needs 
as Predictors of Suicidal Risk

Jerin Lee, Edward C. Chang, Abigael G. Lucas, and Jameson K. Hirsch

This study examined academic motivation and basic psychological needs as predictors of suicidal risk 
(namely, depressive symptoms and suicidal behaviors) in a sample of 348 college students. Results from 
regression analyses indicated that academic motivation was a significant predictor of suicidal risk. The 
inclusion of basic psychological needs significantly augmented the prediction model. The authors discuss 
implications for considering academic motivation and basic psychological needs in college counseling 
on the basis of the results.
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Suicide represents a serious mental health concern faced by college students 
(Schwartz & Friedman, 2009; Westefeld et al., 2006). Among college-age 
adults, suicide is the second leading cause of death, behind unintentional 

injury (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2014). According to the model 
proposed by Bonner and Rich (1987), both distal (i.e., depressive symptoms) 
and proximal (i.e., suicidal behaviors) variables are believed to increase the risk of 
death by suicide in college students. Indeed, although distal risk factors may be 
insufficient on their own for suicide to occur, they are pertinent to the occurrence 
of suicide (Mościcki, 1997). Conversely, although proximal risk factors are the 
most closely related to the suicidal event itself (e.g., suicidal behaviors), they are 
neither necessary nor sufficient for suicide to occur. When combined, distal and 
proximal risk factors provide the necessary and sufficient conditions for suicide, 
making the examination of both in studies of suicidal risk particularly valuable. 
Consistent with this framework, findings from numerous studies have implicated 
depressive symptoms and suicidal behaviors (e.g., suicide ideation) as significant 
risk factors associated with suicide in college student populations (e.g., Dvorak, 
Lamis, & Malone, 2013; Farabaugh et al., 2012). Thus, given the seriousness of 
suicide and its prevalence in college-age adults (Schwartz & Friedman, 2009), it 
is not surprising that researchers have become interested in identifying predictors 
of suicidal risk in college student populations. 

Given that pressures specific to the academic environment often accompany the 
college experience (e.g., academic achievement, continuous academic evaluation; 
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Ross, Niebling, Heckert, 1999; Smith, Langenbacher, Kudlac, & Fera, 2013), one 
construct that is particularly important to consider is the need to achieve in the academic 
context—namely, academic motivation. Academic motivation is defined as a set of 
motives associated with diverse achievement goals (e.g., intrinsic motivation, extrinsic 
motivation; Vallerand et al., 1992). Findings from studies on academic motivation 
have shown it to be associated with academic performance (e.g., Meriac, 2015) 
and psychological adjustment (e.g., Baker, 2004; Miquelon, Vallerand, Grouzet, & 
Cardinal, 2005), including indices of suicidal risk (e.g., depressive symptoms, suicidal 
behaviors; Klibert, Langhinrichsen-Rohling, Luna, & Robichaux, 2011; Wang, 
2012). For example, in a study of 475 college students, Klibert et al. (2011) found 
that greater motivation for academic achievement was associated with less suicidal 
thoughts and behaviors. Accordingly, it is reasonable that academic motivation would 
play an important role in suicidal risk among college students. 

However, the college experience often involves personal and social growth, and it 
becomes equally as important to see how motives beyond those associated with the 
academic context might also be involved in suicidal risk. Indeed, other researchers 
have argued that broader motives may play an important role in psychological ad-
justment. According to Ryan and Deci (2000a), basic psychological needs represent 
fundamental human motives that are predicated on three dimensions: autonomy, 
defined as the experience of personal choice in one’s behavior; competence, defined 
as the ability to experience mastery and effectively bring about desired outcomes; 
and relatedness, defined as feelings of closeness and connectedness with significant 
others. Furthermore, Ryan and Deci (2000a) proposed that the fulfillment of these 
needs can contribute to growth and well-being. Conversely, when these needs are 
threatened, an individual can experience adverse outcomes, such as depressive or 
anxious symptomatology. Consistent with this notion, studies have shown that 
the inability to meet these needs is associated with higher suicidal risk in college 
students (Britton, Van Orden, Hirsch, & Williams, 2014; Schiffrin et al., 2014). 
For example, in a sample of 439 college students, Rowe, Walker, Britton, and 
Hirsch (2013) found that basic psychological needs were negatively correlated 
with both depressive symptoms and suicidal behaviors. However, no study to date 
has examined whether basic psychological needs continue to represent important 
predictors of suicidal risk in college students, beyond the role of a more context-
specific motive such as academic motivation. 

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of the present study was to examine the extent to which basic 
psychological needs might add to the prediction of suicidal risk beyond academic 
motivation in a college student population. Consistent with past research (e.g., 
Miquelon et al., 2005), we expected academic motivation to be an important 
predictor of both depressive symptoms and suicidal behaviors. Additionally, consistent 
with Deci and Ryan’s (2000) contention that basic psychological needs represent a 
broader set of fundamental human motives and with previous researchers’ (Rowe 
et al., 2013; Schiffrin et al., 2014) linking of basic psychological needs to suicidal 
risk, we predicted that the inclusion of basic psychological needs would account 
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for a significant amount of additional variance in suicidal risk. Furthermore, given 
that studies on suicidal risk have pointed to the specific importance of being 
interconnected with others (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Van Orden et al., 2010), we 
hypothesized that the inability to meet relatedness needs would play a particularly 
important role in predicting suicidal risk in college students. 

Method

Participants

College students (N = 348) were recruited from a university in the southeastern 
United States. The majority of the sample was female (n = 229), followed by 
male (n = 113), transgender (n = 3), and no response (n = 3). Participants’ 
ages ranged between 18 and 58 years, with a mean of 21.8 (SD = 5.27). Most 
participants indicated that they were European American (85.9%), followed 
by African American (5.7%), no response (3.4%), Asian American (3.2%), 
and Latino American (1.7%). Because there were a few incomplete responses 
across the present study measures, sample sizes varied across analyses. Sample 
sizes for each measure are provided in Table 1. 

Measures

Academic motivation. Academic motivation was assessed with the Academic 
Motivation Scale (AMS; Vallerand et al., 1992), a 28-item measure consisting 
of seven subscales examining intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, and 
amotivation. For the present study, the Amotivation subscale was not used 
given that a lack of motivation represents a common symptom of depression 
(Stahl, 2002). The three subscales of intrinsic motivation are Intrinsic Moti-
vation to Know (e.g., “Because I experience pleasure and satisfaction while 
learning new things”), Intrinsic Motivation to Achieve (e.g., “For the pleasure 

TABLE 1

Correlations, Means, and Standard Deviations for Study Measures  
in College Students

Measure

Intrinsic motivation to know
Intrinsic motivation to achieve
Intrinsic motivation to experience stimulation
Extrinsic identified regulation
Extrinsic introjected regulation
Extrinsic external regulation
Competence
Autonomy
Relatedness 

M 
SD

Note. Sample sizes varied across analyses because of incomplete responses. DS = 
depressive symptoms; SB = suicidal behavior.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

SDM

	 –.13*
	 –.08
	 .01
	 –.21***
	 –.04
	 –.13*
	 –.53***
	 –.47***
	 –.47***
	 10.64
	 11.41

	 –.05
	 –.01
	 .06
	 –.24***
	 –.02
	 –.15**
	 –.34***
	 –.34***
	 –.40***
	 2.24
	 3.30

	 13.86
	 12.70
	 10.95
	 15.25
	 14.01
	 15.29
	 29.02
	 32.79
	 42.02

	 3.49
	 3.57
	 3.76
	 3.40
	 3.64
	 3.42
	 5.98
	 6.07
	 8.40

DS (n = 341) SB (n = 334)

Correlation
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I experience while surpassing myself in my studies”), and Intrinsic Motivation 
to Experience Stimulation (e.g., “For the intense feelings I experience when I 
am communicating my own ideas to others”). The three subscales of extrinsic 
motivation are Extrinsic Identified Regulation (e.g., “Because I think that a 
college education will help me better prepare for the career I have chosen”), 
Extrinsic Introjected Regulation (e.g., “To prove to myself that I am capable 
of completing my college degree”), and Extrinsic External Regulation (e.g., 
“In order to obtain a more prestigious job later on”). Respondents are asked 
to rate the extent to which each item corresponds to the reasons why they are 
in college on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (does not correspond at 
all) to 7 (corresponds exactly). The overall internal reliability of the AMS was 
.88. Evidence for the validity of the AMS has been reported by Vallerand et 
al. (1993). Higher scores indicate greater intrinsic motivation or extrinsic mo-
tivation. For the present study, all six of the intrinsic motivation and extrinsic 
motivation subscale scores were included as a set in the analyses. 

Basic psychological needs. Basic psychological needs were assessed with the General 
Basic Psychological Needs Scale (GBPNS; Gagné, 2003), a 21-item self-report 
measure consisting of three separate subscales: Competence (e.g., “People I 
know tell me I am good at what I do”), Autonomy (e.g., “I feel like I am free to 
decide for myself how to live my life”), and Relatedness (e.g., “I get along with 
people I come into contact with”). Respondents are asked to rate how true or 
untrue they found each item to be in relation to themselves on a 7-point Likert-
type scale ranging from 1 (not at all true) to 7 (very true). The overall internal 
reliability of the GBPNS was .89. Evidence for the validity of the GBPNS has 
been reported by Johnston and Finney (2010). Higher scores on the subscales 
indicate greater needs satisfaction. For the present study, all three of the subscale 
scores were included as a set in the analyses.

Suicidal risk. To assess for suicidal risk, we used the Beck Depression Inventory 
(BDI; Beck, Ward, Mendelson, Mock, & Erbaugh, 1961) and the Suicidal Behaviors 
Questionnaire–Revised (SBQ-R; Osman et al., 2001). The BDI is a commonly 
used 21-item self-report measure of depressive symptoms. Respondents are asked 
to rate the extent to which they have experienced specific depressive symptoms 
in the past week across a 4-point Likert-type scale (e.g., 0 = I do not feel sad to 3 
= I am so sad or unhappy that I can’t stand it). The internal reliability of the BDI 
was .95. Evidence for the validity of the BDI has been reported by Beck et al. 
(1961). Higher scores on the BDI indicate greater symptoms of depression. For 
the present study, the total score of the BDI was used in the analyses.

The SBQ-R is a four-item measure that assesses key aspects of suicidal behaviors, 
including lifetime ideation and/or suicide attempt (“Have you ever thought about or 
attempted to kill yourself?”), frequency of suicide ideation over the past 12 months 
(“How often have you thought about killing yourself in the past year?”), threat 
of suicide attempt (“Have you ever told someone that you were going to commit 
suicide or that you might do it?”), and likelihood of suicidal behavior in the future 
(“How likely is it that you will attempt suicide someday?”). The responses for each 
item are measured across a 5- to 7-point Likert-type scale, for example, ranging 
from 0 or 1 (never) to 5 (very often) or 6 (very likely). The internal reliability of 
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the SBQ-R was .81. Evidence for the validity of the SBQ-R has been reported by 
Osman et al. (2001). Higher scores on the SBQ-R indicate greater suicidal behav-
iors. For the present study, the total score of the SBQ-R was used in the analyses.

Procedure

Approval for the study was obtained from the institutional review board prior 
to data collection. Participants were recruited through an electronic data collec-
tion system that allows potential participants to voluntarily enroll in the studies 
they would like to participate in. Upon completion of the survey, participants 
received either course-required credit or extra credit. Participants completed 
surveys online in a location of their choosing after first clicking an electronic 
informed consent. The survey took approximately 30 minutes to complete. Given 
that survey answers were untraceable to the identity of the participant, we were 
unable to follow up with those who may identify as being at risk for suicide.

Data Analyses

Prior to recruiting participants, we expected some of the associations to be in 
the medium effect size range (r = .30). Accordingly, results from an a priori 
analysis for achieving a power of .95 to detect a medium effect indicated that 
we needed a minimum of 134 participants (p < .05, two-tailed). Given that 
we were able to recruit 348 college students for the study, we believe that 
our sample size was appropriate for the subsequent data analyses.

To determine whether basic psychological needs added, beyond academic 
motivation, to the prediction of suicidal risk in college students, we conducted 
a set of hierarchical regression analyses. In these analyses, demographic vari-
ables (sex and ethnicity) were entered in Step 1, followed by scores on the 
six academic motivation subscales (as a set) in Step 2, then by scores on the 
three basic psychological needs subscales (as a set) in Step 3. To determine 
whether any of the predictors accounted for a small, medium, or large amount 
of the variance in suicidal risk, we used Cohen’s (1977) convention for small 
(f 2 = .02), medium (f 2 = .15), and large effects (f 2 = .35) as a general guide.

Additionally, we were curious to see whether academic motivation and basic 
psychological needs would remain essential predictors of suicidal behaviors, 
even after controlling for concurrent depressive symptoms (e.g., Klibert et 
al., 2011). We conducted a supplementary regression analysis in which we 
included scores on demographic variables in Step 1, followed by depressive 
symptoms in Step 2, then scores on academic motivation in Step 3, and finally 
scores on basic psychological needs in Step 4.

Results

Correlations involving academic motivation and basic psychological needs with 
each of the suicidal risk indices are presented in Table 1. Intrinsic motivation to 
know was negatively associated with depressive symptoms (r = –.13, p < .05). 
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Extrinsic identified regulation was negatively associated with depressive symp-
toms (r = –.21, p < .001) and suicidal behaviors (r = –.24, p < .001). Extrinsic 
external regulation was also negatively associated with depressive symptoms (r 
= –.13, p < .05) and suicidal behaviors (r = –.15, p < .01). Each of the basic 
psychological needs was negatively associated with both indices of suicidal risk.

Results of regression analyses for depressive symptoms and suicidal behaviors 
are presented in Table 2. For depressive symptoms, demographics was not found 
to account for a significant amount of variance, F(2, 325) = 1.16, ns. However, 
academic motivation accounted for a small (f 2 = .08) but significant 8% of vari-
ance, F(6, 319) = 4.49, p < .001. Within the academic motivation set, extrinsic 
identified regulation (β = –.27) and extrinsic introjected regulation (β = .21) 
significantly predicted depressive symptoms. Beyond academic motivation, basic 
psychological needs accounted for a large (f 2 = .35) 26% of additional variance in 
depressive symptoms, F(3, 316) = 41.72, p < .001. Within this set, competence 
(β = –.34) and autonomy (β = –.20) were found to be significant predictors. The 

TABLE 2

Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses Showing Amount of 
Variance in Indices of Suicidal Risk Accounted for by Academic 
Motivation and Basic Psychological Needs in College Students

Outcome and Predictor

Depressive symptoms (n = 327) 
Step 1: Demographics 
  Sex 
  Race 
Step 2: Academic motivation 
  Intrinsic motivation to know 
  Intrinsic motivation to achieve 
  Intrinsic motivation to experience stimulation 
  Extrinsic identified regulation 
  Extrinsic introjected regulation 
  Extrinsic external regulation 
Step 3: Basic psychological needs 
  Competence 
  Autonomy 
  Relatedness

Suicidal behaviors (n = 331) 
Step 1: Demographics 
  Sex 
  Race 
Step 2: Academic motivation 
  Intrinsic motivation to know 
  Intrinsic motivation to achieve 
  Intrinsic motivation to experience stimulation 
  Extrinsic identified regulation 
  Extrinsic introjected regulation 
  Extrinsic external regulation 
Step 3: Basic psychological needs 
  Competence 
  Autonomy 
  Relatedness

	 –.08
	 –.01

	 –.12
	 –.07
	 .07
	 –.27**
	 .21*
	 –.03

	 –.34***
	 –.20**
	 –.10

	 .05
	 –.06

	 .00
	 .00
	 .03
	 –.35***
	 .20*
	 –.02

	 –.06
	 –.12†

	 –.24**
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

b DR 2 F

	 .01

	 .08

	 .34

	 .01

	 .09

	 .20

	 .08

	 .26

	 .08

	 .11

	 1.16

	 4.49***

	41.72***

	 1.04

	 4.86***

	14.68***

R 2
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total prediction model was found to account for a large (f 2 = .52) 34% of the 
variance in depressive symptoms, F(11, 316) = 15.07, p < .001. 

Next, for suicidal behaviors, demographics was again not found to account 
for a significant amount of variance, F(2, 329) = 1.04, ns. However, academic 
motivation accounted for a small (f 2 = .09) but significant 8% of variance, 
F(6, 323) = 4.86, p < .001. Within the academic motivation set, extrinsic 
identified regulation (β = –.35) and extrinsic introjected regulation (β = .20) 
significantly predicted suicidal behaviors. Beyond academic motivation, basic 
psychological needs accounted for a small (f 2 = .12) but significant 11% of 
additional variance in suicidal behaviors, F(3, 320) = 14.68, p < .001. Within 
the basic psychological needs set, autonomy (β = –.12) and relatedness (β = 
–.24) emerged as significant predictors. The total prediction model was found 
to account for a medium (f 2 = .25) 20% of the variance in suicidal behaviors, 
F(11, 320) = 7.22, p < .001.  

Finally, results of an additional regression analysis for predicting suicidal 
behaviors after controlling for concurrent depressive symptoms indicated 
that both academic motivation (i.e., extrinsic identified regulation; β = –.22, 
p < .01) and basic psychological needs (i.e., relatedness; β = –.20, p = .01) 
remained essential predictors of suicidal behaviors. Overall, the inclusion 
of basic psychological needs as a set was consistently found to augment the 
prediction model of suicidal risk, even after accounting for the variance in 
suicidal risk associated with academic motivation.

Discussion

We conducted the present study to determine whether broader motives—
namely, basic psychological needs—would further contribute to the prediction 
of suicidal risk in college students beyond academic motivation. Consistent 
with expectations, our results indicated that academic motivation, as a set, was 
a significant predictor of both depressive symptoms and suicidal behaviors in 
college students. It is interesting to note that extrinsic introjected regulation 
was found to be a unique positive predictor of depressive symptoms and suicidal 
behaviors, whereas extrinsic identified regulation was found to be a unique, 
and slightly more robust, negative predictor of both indices of suicidal risk. 
According to researchers who study the role of motivation on adjustment (e.g., 
Ryan & Deci, 2000b; Vallerand et al., 1992), extrinsic introjected regulation 
involves a point across the self-determination spectrum at which individuals 
begin to internalize reasons why they do things but are ultimately motivated to 
maintain self-esteem or avoid guilt. In contrast, extrinsic identified regulation 
involves the subsequent point at which individuals have completely internalized 
a motive and view the motive as being valuable for the self. Thus, not only 
do our findings indicate that the partial internalization of motives may play 
an important role in the development of depressive symptoms and suicidal 
behaviors, but they also demonstrate that the inability to find personal value 
in one’s motives for doing things (i.e., extrinsic identified motivation) may 
be particularly detrimental to students. In other words, a student who studies 
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because that is what he or she believes a good student should do would be at 
greater risk for suicide than a student who studies because he or she believes 
that it is personally valuable and important.

Expanding on past research findings showing that basic psychological needs are 
essential predictors of suicidal risk (e.g., Rowe et al., 2013; Schiffrin et al., 2014), 
we found that basic psychological needs, as a set, further augmented the predic-
tion of depressive symptoms and suicidal behaviors in college students, above and 
beyond academic motivation. However, in contrast to expectations that relatedness 
would predict both indices of suicidal risk, the inability to meet autonomy needs was 
found to be a significant predictor of depressive symptoms and suicidal behaviors. 
Moreover, the inability to meet competence needs was found to be a significant 
predictor of depressive symptoms, whereas the inability to meet relatedness needs 
was found to be a significant predictor of suicidal behaviors. Not only do these 
findings suggest that the inability to feel a sense of free will when taking action 
(i.e., autonomy) may play a particularly important role in contributing to suicidal 
risk, but they also demonstrate that the potential consequences associated with an 
inability to meet different basic psychological needs might be specific to different 
psychological outcomes. For example, whereas the inability to achieve meaningful 
relations with others might play a more central role in proximal indices of suicidal 
risk (e.g., suicide ideation, suicide attempts; Van Orden et al., 2010), problems 
in achieving a sense of mastery might play a more central role in distal indices of 
suicidal risk (e.g., depressive symptoms; Colman et al., 2011).

Noteworthy results from the additional analysis examining whether academic 
motivation and basic psychological needs remain essential predictors of suicidal 
behaviors after controlling for concurrent depressive symptoms indicated a pat-
tern that was comparable with the one found without controlling for depressive 
symptoms. Exceptions were that extrinsic introjected regulation and autonomy no 
longer remained significant predictors of suicidal behaviors, which suggests that the 
effects of extrinsic introjected regulation and autonomy may be specific to distal 
variables of suicidal risk (e.g., depressive symptoms). Thus, researchers might want 
to consider controlling for distal variables of suicidal risk when examining suicidal 
risk in relation to extrinsic introjected regulation and autonomy. 

Implications for College Counseling

This study’s findings offer some important implications for college counselors in 
potentially minimizing the development or progression of suicidal risk in college 
students. Our findings regarding the differential associations between dimensions 
of academic motivation and indices of suicidal risk suggest the value in assessing 
for academic motivation using all six intrinsic and extrinsic dimensions to best 
identify which motivational dimensions to facilitate or discourage. For example, 
given that extrinsic introjected regulation was found to predict both depressive 
symptoms and suicidal behaviors, it may be important for college counselors 
to assist students in effectively managing different, and sometimes competing, 
motives (e.g., internal vs. external motives; Tomiyama & Mann, 2008) to decrease 
potential suicidal risk. Indeed, consistent with the finding that nearly 75% of 
incoming college students have indicated that they were attending college to get 
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a better job or to make more money (Pryor, Hurtado, Sharkness, & Kom, 2008) 
and that vocational decision-making processes have been found to be associated 
with experiences of anxiety in college students (Hawkins, Bradley, & White, 1977), 
our findings suggest that college counselors should be aware that an overemphasis 
on vocational outcomes of higher education (e.g., economic and job security) 
may be harmful to college students’ well-being (Pisarik, 2009). That said, college 
counselors can help students who may feel pressured to attend college to identify 
academic pursuits and courses that correspond with their personal values (Scheel, 
Madabhushi, & Backhaus, 2009). It may be helpful for researchers to consider 
the interplay of academic motives and vocational decision-making processes in 
predicting suicidal risk in college students. 

Relatedly, our finding that extrinsic identified regulation predicted suicidal 
behaviors, even after controlling for concurrent depressive symptoms, points 
both to the general value of working with students to reduce any concurrent 
experience of depressive symptoms and to the specific value of providing students 
with effective strategies (e.g., positive reframing) to cope when they are not able 
to achieve an outcome that has become personally valued. Our findings suggest 
the potential value of enhancing students’ identification with their academic work 
to thwart the development of depressive symptoms and/or suicidal behaviors. 
College counselors can encourage the sustainment of identified motivation by 
guiding students to engage in activities that facilitate their achievement of self-
defined goals and checking if students’ goals continue to be genuinely meaningful 
to them (Burton, Lydon, D’Alessandro, & Koestner, 2006). 

The findings of this study suggest the fundamental role that basic psychological 
needs (or lack thereof) play in contributing to suicidal risk beyond academic 
motivation. For example, working with students to help them develop more 
effective ways to achieve a general sense of competence and autonomy in their 
lives might help reduce their risk of developing symptoms of depression. More 
specifically, college counselors can use motivational interviewing techniques such 
as affirming and validating students’ existing ideas and efforts to foster compe-
tence, as well as emphasizing personal choice to support autonomy (Markland, 
Ryan, Tobin, & Rollnick, 2005). Additionally, counselors can inform students 
of courses that provide optimally challenging learning opportunities alongside 
appropriate feedback (i.e., scaffolding; Urdan & Schoenfelder, 2006) and 
implement autonomy-supportive teaching practices (e.g., fostering students’ 
perceptions of having a choice; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009).

Finally, our results indicate that college students may benefit from opportunities to 
develop meaningful relationships that foster feelings of relatedness. College coun-
selors can use interventions (e.g., subtle attitude-change strategies) to encourage 
positive interpretations of social adversity (Walton & Cohen, 2011) and focus on 
enhancing students’ development of friendships (Pittman & Richmond, 2008) and 
quality student–faculty interactions. Furthermore, counselors can direct students 
to courses that emphasize participation and interaction with classmates (Freeman, 
Anderman, & Jensen, 2007), such as through small-group work (Nikolai, Silva, & 
Walters, 2017), to help students foster a greater sense of relatedness on campus. 
Overall, it is apparent that college counselors can play a crucial role in lowering 
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suicidal risk by guiding students to understand their academic motivation and ba-
sic psychological needs and informing students of resources to help manage their 
academic motivation and fulfillment of their basic psychological needs.

Limitations

Despite the importance of the present findings, some limitations are worth noting. 
First, because our sample was predominantly European American, it would be 
important to determine if similar or different findings emerge with other ethnic 
or racial groups. Second, given the cross-sectional design of the present study, 
it would be useful for future studies to examine the extent to which academic 
motivation and basic psychological needs satisfaction predict changes in suicidal 
risk across time. Third, the present study used a convenience sample, self-report 
measures, and measures of suicidal risk to assess clinical levels; thus, it is important 
to note that our sample was not representative of a population at high risk for 
suicide. It would be valuable for future studies to examine samples that may be 
at high risk for suicide. Fourth, the inclusion of demographics, academic motiva-
tion, and basic psychological needs was found to contribute to only 20% to 34% 
of the variance in suicidal risk indices. This large amount of remaining variance 
indicates the need for additional screening, assessments, and research that will 
further the understanding of how, and to what extent, other variables might 
influence suicidal risk among college student populations. Finally, although the 
implications are written primarily for college counselors, this does not preclude 
the potential utility the implications may have for academic counselors and advis-
ers in reducing suicidal risk among college students.

Conclusion

We conducted the present study to determine whether, beyond academic mo-
tivation, basic psychological needs represent an important predictor of suicidal 
risk—namely, depressive symptoms and suicidal behaviors—in college students. 
Consistent with expectations, we found that both academic motivation and basic 
psychological needs represent significant predictors of suicidal risk in students. 
Different dimensions of basic psychological needs were found to additively pre-
dict, beyond different facets of academic motivation, depressive symptoms and 
suicidal behaviors. Overall, our findings highlight the importance of considering 
the role of specific as well as broad motivational processes for understanding and 
counseling college student populations that are at risk for suicide. 
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