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OXFORD L IBRARY OF  PSYCHOLOGY

The Oxford Library of Psychology, a landmark series of handbooks, is published 
by Oxford University Press, one of the world’s oldest and most highly respected 
publishers, with a tradition of publishing significant books in psychology. The 
ambitious goal of the Oxford Library of Psychology is nothing less than to span a 
vibrant, wide-ranging field and, in so doing, to fill a clear market need.

Encompassing a comprehensive set of handbooks, organized hierarchically, the 
Library incorporates volumes at different levels, each designed to meet a distinct 
need. At one level are a set of handbooks designed broadly to survey the major 
subfields of psychology; at another are numerous handbooks that cover impor-
tant current focal research and scholarly areas of psychology in depth and detail. 
Planned as a reflection of the dynamism of psychology, the Library will grow and 
expand as psychology itself develops, thereby highlighting significant new research 
that will impact on the field. Adding to its accessibility and ease of use, the Library 
will be published in print and, later on, electronically.

The Library surveys psychology’s principal subfields with a set of handbooks 
that capture the current status and future prospects of those major subdisciplines. 
This initial set includes handbooks of social and personality psychology, clinical 
psychology, counseling psychology, school psychology, educational psychology, 
industrial and organizational psychology, cognitive psychology, cognitive neu-
roscience, methods and measurements, history, neuropsychology, personality 
assessment, developmental psychology, and more. Each handbook undertakes to 
review one of psychology’s major subdisciplines with breadth, comprehensiveness, 
and exemplary scholarship. In addition to these broadly-conceived volumes, the 
Library also includes a large number of handbooks designed to explore in depth 
more specialized areas of scholarship and research, such as stress, health and cop-
ing, anxiety and related disorders, cognitive development, or child and adoles-
cent assessment. In contrast to the broad coverage of the subfield handbooks, each 
of these latter volumes focuses on an especially productive, more highly focused 
line of scholarship and research. Whether at the broadest or most specific level, 
however, all of the Library handbooks offer synthetic coverage that reviews and 
evaluates the relevant past and present research and anticipates research in the 
future. Each handbook in the Library includes introductory and concluding chap-
ters written by its editor to provide a roadmap to the handbook’s table of contents 
and to offer informed anticipations of significant future developments in that field.

An undertaking of this scope calls for handbook editors and chapter authors 
who are established scholars in the areas about which they write. Many of the 
nation’s and world’s most productive and best-respected psychologists have agreed 
to edit Library handbooks or write authoritative chapters in their areas of expertise.

For whom has the Oxford Library of Psychology been written? Because of its 
breadth, depth, and accessibility, the Library serves a diverse audience, including 
graduate students in psychology and their faculty mentors, scholars, researchers, 
and practitioners in psychology and related fields. Each will find in the Library 
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the information they seek on the subfield or focal area of psychology in which they 
work or are interested.

Befitting its commitment to accessibility, each handbook includes a compre-
hensive index, as well as extensive references to help guide research. And because 
the Library was designed from its inception as an online as well as a print resource, 
its structure and contents will be readily and rationally searchable online. Further, 
once the Library is released online, the handbooks will be regularly and thoroughly 
updated.

In summary, the Oxford Library of Psychology will grow organically to provide a 
thoroughly informed perspective on the field of psychology, one that reflects both 
psychology’s dynamism and its increasing interdisciplinarity. Once published elec-
tronically, the Library is also destined to become a uniquely valuable interactive 
tool, with extended search and browsing capabilities. As you begin to consult this 
handbook, we sincerely hope you will share our enthusiasm for the more than 
500-year tradition of Oxford University Press for excellence, innovation, and qual-
ity, as exemplified by the Oxford Library of Psychology.

Peter E. Nathan
Editor-in-Chief

Oxford Library of Psychology
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C H A P T E R

1

The Beginnings
Self-determination theory (SDT) has developed 

gradually over the last 40 years to become a major 
theory of human motivation. It was initially devel-
oped by Edward L. Deci and Richard M. Ryan and 
has been elaborated and refined with the help of 
many other scholars from around the world. The 
theory was born out of an interest in the study of 
intrinsic motivation, defined as doing something 
for its own sake, out of interest and enjoyment. 
Accounts of seemingly intrinsically motivated behav-
ior was provided by scholars studying the behavior 
of monkeys and other animals, whose behavior was 
not explainable using behavioristic, drive-theory 
principles (Berlyne, 1950, 1955; Dashiell, 1925; 
Harlow, 1950; Montgomery, 1952; Nissen, 1930; 
Premack, 1959; Welker, 1956). Hull’s (1943) drive 
theory was dominant at the time, so research-
ers often described their observations of intrinsi-
cally motivated behaviors as being energized by 
an exploratory drive. However, the behavioral pat-
terns associated with the so-called exploration drive 
did not fit the description of behaviors energized 

through drives. First, exploratory behaviors did not 
lead to anxiety reduction so they could not be moti-
vated by the drive to avoid pain; indeed, exploration 
seemed to be accompanied by excitement (Harlow, 
1953). Furthermore, exploratory behaviors did not 
decrease following “consumption”; that is, they did 
not evidence the homeostatic cycle associated with 
drives, so the motivation underlying exploration 
did not align with the definition of drive. Thus, 
accepting the idea of an exploratory drive would 
have required a whole new definition of the drive.

White (1959) wrote a compelling article argu-
ing against the use of the drive approach to describe 
what he labeled effectance motivation, suggest-
ing that competence-promoting behavior “satisfies 
an intrinsic need to deal with the environment” 
(p.  318). Other motivation theorists provided 
other explanations for the exploratory behaviors; 
for example, Hebb (1955) considered them to be 
energized by a central nervous system need for 
optimal arousal. Still, White’s approach gradually 
took hold and de Charms (1968) subsequently 
added that intrinsically motivated behavior resulted 

Abstract

Self-determination theory is a theory of human motivation that has the potential to provide voluminous 
new knowledge to the field of organizational psychology. In this book, renowned self-determination 
theory researchers as well as renowned organizational psychology researchers have come together to 
present what they have been doing with the theory and what could be done with it in the future. This 
chapter presents a historical overview of the theory as it has been developed and used in general and 
organizational psychology over the past 40 years.
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2  The History of Self-Determination Theory in Psychology and Management

from a need to feel personal causation, an idea that 
Deci (1971) combined with a need for compe-
tence (effectance) to craft his first study on intrinsic 
motivation.

Amid the behaviorist movement, Deci was curi-
ous to know what happened when people were 
rewarded for doing something they were quite will-
ing to do in the absence of rewards—that they were 
intrinsically motivated to do (Deci, 1995). Would 
rewards increase the enjoyment they already felt 
when they were engaged in interesting activities, 
such as a sport, a game, or a hobby? He tested this 
by giving a group of students a monetary reward for 
completing enjoyable SOMA puzzles (while a con-
trol group did the same puzzles but got no reward), 
and the results showed that students’ intrinsic 
motivation and enjoyment dropped after being 
rewarded (Deci, 1971)  relative to those who were 
not rewarded. In other words, their focus seemed 
to change from the intrinsically motivating proper-
ties of the activity to the monetary reward. Using de 
Charms’s (1968) distinction between internal and 
external perceived locus of causality (not to be con-
fused with locus of control), Deci suggested that the 
rewards prompted a shift in perceived locus of causal-
ity for the behavior from internal (i.e., feeling like an 
origin with respect to the behavior) to external (i.e., 
feeling like a puppet or pawn). That is, the rewards 
diminished people’s feelings of autonomy and in 
so doing turned play into work (Lepper & Greene, 
1975) and turned origins into pawns. Based on this 
hypothesis, other factors were examined and found 
to decrease intrinsic motivation, because they also 
diminished how autonomous people feel:  threats, 
deadlines, imposed goals, surveillance, evaluations, 
and competition (Amabile, DeJong, & Lepper, 
1976; Deci, 1972; Deci, Bentley, Kahle, Abrams, & 
Porac, 1981; Enzle & Anderson, 1993; Lepper & 
Greene, 1975; Mossholder, 1980). On the other 
hand, giving people choices, which allowed them 
to feel more autonomous, enhanced their intrinsic 
motivation (Zuckerman, Porac, Lathin, Smith, & 
Deci, 1978). Cognitive evaluation theory was born.

Refinements
In addition to showing how feelings of auton-

omy (locus of causality) influence intrinsic motiva-
tion, research has found that intrinsic motivation 
flourishes only when people feel like they are mas-
tering their environment, which yields a feeling 
of competence (Vallerand & Reid, 1984; White, 
1959). Competence is necessary but insufficient for 
being intrinsically motivated. In fact, competence is 

necessary for any kind of motivation, whether it be 
extrinsic or intrinsic; otherwise, one is likely to feel 
helpless and amotivated. Recent research has indeed 
shown that people need to feel both competent and 
autonomous in order to experience intrinsic moti-
vation (Dysvik, Kuvaas, & Gagné, 2013). Although 
subsequent refinements concerning the effects of 
rewards have increased our understanding of when 
rewards would be experienced as controlling, thus 
undermining intrinsic motivation and when they 
would be experienced as an affirmation of compe-
tence (Ryan, Mims, & Koestner, 1983), and despite 
the fact that such research has led to heated debates 
among motivation researchers, meta-analytic find-
ings provide strong support for cognitive evaluation 
theory (Deci, Koestner, & Ryan, 1999).

Ryan, Koestner, and Deci (1991) reported that 
sometimes, people engage in seemingly intrinsi-
cally motivated behaviors when they are in fact 
ego-involved. Ego-involvement is an internal type of 
motivation in which people’s feelings of worth are 
dependent on what they do or how they do it, so 
people feel pressured or controlled to do what would 
make them feel worthy. This issue arose because 
intrinsic motivation was often measured with the 
so-called free-choice period in which people have 
various interesting activities to choose from, includ-
ing a target activity. The idea was that the higher 
their intrinsic motivation for the target activity, the 
more time they would devote to it in the free-choice 
period; however, it turned out that if they were 
ego-involved with respect to the target activity, they 
would also spend time on it without any external 
prods after they had received negative performance 
feedback. Without examining accompanying affect, 
this ego-involved persistence could be wrongly 
labeled as being intrinsic motivation. When people 
are intrinsically motivated their affect is positive, but 
when they are ego-involved positive affect is absent 
and there may even be feelings of pressure or tension.

These findings have led researchers to be care-
ful when using free-choice behavioral measures of 
intrinsic motivation, using some means to be sure 
it is accompanied by interest, enjoyment, or posi-
tive affect. Moreover, these results, and earlier ones 
on ego-involvement (Plant & Ryan, 1985), showed 
that there may be more than two types of motiva-
tion. In addition to extrinsic and intrinsic moti-
vation, there seems to be an ego-involved type of 
motivation. This ego-based motivation is not prod-
ded by outside factors, such as rewards and pun-
ishments, and although it is internally driven, it is 
not the same as intrinsic motivation. This has led to 
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complementing cognitive evaluation theory with a 
theory of organismic integration, both of which are 
now under the umbrella of SDT, along with four 
other mini-theories:  (1)  causality orientations the-
ory, (2)  basic psychological needs theory, (3)  goal 
contents theory, and (4)  relationships motivation 
theory. Organismic integration theory relies heavily 
on the concept of internalization, defined as taking 
in values, behaviors, and beliefs and making them 
one’s own (Ryan, 1995).

Being social animals, human beings must learn 
to sometimes relinquish their personal urges to do 
behaviors they do not find enjoyable but are pre-
sumably for their own good and are also for the 
good of the collective. In developmental psychol-
ogy, the process of learning the norms and behaviors 
necessary to coexistence is called internalization. 
SDT, being an organismic theory, assumes that 
socialization is not something “done” to people, but 
instead is what the organism does naturally by using 
environmental supports and nourishments (Deci, 
1995). Without such supports, the internalization 
functions less effectively. As Deci (1995, p. 98) put 
it “ if you put an avocado pit in a pot of earth it 
will probably grow into a tree, because it is in the 
nature of avocados to do that . . . [But for that to 
occur] they need sun; they need water; and they 
need the right temperatures. Those elements do 
not make trees grow, but they are the nutriments 
that the developing avocados need, that are neces-
sary in order for the avocados to do what they do 
naturally.” In the same vein, human beings trans-
form the values and behaviors they absorb from the 
environment into internal tools to regulate them-
selves—they internalize them—but only if they 
have adequate nutriments or supports for doing so.

There are two ways in which internalization can 
happen. If the context is pressuring and controlling, 
people are likely to introject a value or regulation 
and use it to measure their own worth (which is 
ego-involvement). On the other hand, if the con-
text in which the nourishment is given makes peo-
ple feel autonomous and agentic, they are likely to 
identify with its personal value for themselves and 
then integrate it into their core self-regulatory sys-
tem, which in SDT is labeled the “self.” What this 
means is that extrinsic motivation—the doing of an 
action that is not interesting and enjoyable to get a 
separate consequence—can be internalized to dif-
fering degrees resulting in different types of extrin-
sic motivation that, when enacted, would vary in 
their degree of autonomy. Ryan and Connell (1989) 
examined these processes in schoolchildren who, 

for example, may not be intrinsically motivated to 
do their homework, but are asked to do it anyway. 
In addition to finding that children sometimes do 
their homework purely out of intrinsic motivation 
or the classic instance of extrinsic motivations, to 
get rewards or avoid punishments, they also found 
evidence for two other types of motivations: intro-
jection (i.e., a partial internalization that involves 
doing something for ego reasons, to feel worthy or 
avoid shame) and identification (i.e., a fuller inter-
nalization that involves doing something out of per-
sonal values or self-selected goals). Introjection, like 
classic extrinsic motivation through rewards and 
punishments (which they relabeled external regula-
tion), has an external perceived locus of causality, 
even though introjection is a motivation that is 
internal to the person, but is external to one’s own 
integrated sense of self. Identification, like intrin-
sic motivation, has an internal perceived locus of 
causality because it has been more fully internalized 
into one’s self. In order to empirically verify the con-
sequences of these different regulatory styles, Ryan 
and Connell constructed the first scale that asked 
people to rate different reasons for doing an activity, 
which reflected the different regulatory styles.

This measure has led to the development of 
similar measures in many applied areas of psy-
chology, such as education (e.g., Vallerand et  al., 
1992; Williams & Deci, 1996), sports (Pelletier, 
Vallerand, & Sarrazin, 2007), exercise and gym-
nastics (Gagné, Ryan, & Bargmann, 2003; Mullan, 
Markland, & Ingledew, 1997), religion (Ryan, 
Rigby, & King, 1993), prosocial behavior (Ryan 
& Connell, 1989), psychotherapy (Pelletier, 
Tuson, & Haddad, 1997), relationships (Blais, 
Sabourin, Richer, & Vallerand, 1990), health care 
(Williams, Grow, Freedman, Ryan, & Deci, 1996), 
politics (Koestner, Losier, Vallerand, & Carducci, 
1996), environmental behavior (Pelletier, Tuson, 
Green-Demers, Noels, & Beaton, 1998), personal 
goals (Sheldon & Elliot, 1998), and work (Gagné, 
Forest, Vansteenkiste, Crevier-Braud, Van den 
Broeck, et al., 2014), that have become more psy-
chometrically refined over time. This proliferation 
of scales consequently led to a voluminous amount 
of empirical research on the antecedents and con-
sequences of these different forms of motivational 
regulations. For example, one recent meta-analysis 
of studies in the health domain used 184 different 
data sets (Ng, Ntoumanis, Thørgersen-Ntoumani, 
Deci, Ryan, Duda, & Williams, 2012). In terms 
of the consequences of different regulatory styles, 
the body of research shows that autonomous types 
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of motivation (intrinsic motivation and identified 
regulation) yield more positive behavioral and affec-
tive outcomes than controlled types of motivation 
(external and introjected regulation) (see Deci & 
Ryan, 2000, 2008 for reviews).

In terms of their antecedents, the question that 
was raised was how to promote internalization and 
intrinsic motivation. Cognitive evaluation theory 
proposed that when people feel competent and 
autonomous, they are more likely to be intrinsi-
cally motivated. So, researchers examined whether 
the same factors would also promote internaliza-
tion, and indeed they do (e.g., Deci, Eghrari, 
Patrick, & Leone, 1994). However, feeling related 
to others was also found to be important facilita-
tor of internalization, along with competence and 
autonomy (e.g., Baard, Deci, & Ryan, 2004), 
which led to the assertion that there are three basic 
psychological needs that are universal necessities 
and that represent the essential nutriments for 
autonomous motivation—that is, for maintaining 
intrinsic motivation and promoting internalization 
of extrinsic motivation (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 2000; 
Ryan & Deci, 2000).

Various theories in psychology have emphasized 
the importance of competence and relatedness for 
human behavior and wellness, whether or not they 
have referred to them as universal needs. However, 
SDT is the only theory that has emphasized the 
essential nature of autonomy for well-being, and 
indeed the concept of a need for autonomy has 
been the most controversial. In their discussions of 
autonomy, Deci and Ryan (e.g., 1985, 2000) have 
clearly indicated that autonomy is not the same as 
independence, individualism, defiance, or detach-
ment, that it means volition and endorsement of 
one’s behaviors. Still, many people criticized SDT’s 
assertion that autonomy is a universal psychological 
need, either confusing autonomy with the number 
of behavioral options available to one (Iyengar & 
DeVoe, 2003)  or confusing it with independence 
(Markus & Kitayama, 2003). Their arguments were 
made primarily in terms of cultures, asserting that 
autonomy is a concept central to North American 
and Western European countries where indepen-
dence and individualism are valued, but that it is 
not relevant in East Asian collectivistic cultures, 
where interdependence and deference are valued.

Chirkov, Ryan, Kaplan, and Kim (2003) 
responded that although the values are differ-
ent in these parts of the world, people can enact 
both individualistic and collectivistic values in an 
autonomous way, or they can enact the values in 

a controlled way. Thus, autonomy versus control is 
conceptually orthogonal to individualism, as it is to 
collectivism. These researchers then did a study in 
which they found that the degree to which people 
enacted either collectivist or individualist behaviors 
in an autonomous way was significantly related to 
people’s psychological health and well-being, and 
that this relation was not moderated by culture. In 
other words, regardless of which culture it was, and 
of the values that were emphasized within it, the 
greater the degree to which people in the culture 
behaved autonomously when enacting the behav-
iors their culture valued or the behaviors valued by 
different cultures, the greater psychological health 
the individuals displayed. Numerous studies have 
now shown that all three are universally necessary 
and sufficient for well-being in collectivistic as 
well as individualistic cultures (Bao & Lam, 2008; 
Vansteenkiste, Lens, Soenens, & Luycks, 2006; 
Vansteenkiste, Zhou, Lens, & Soenens, 2005; 
Zhou, Ma, & Deci, 2009).

As already mentioned, in the mid-1980s, when 
the third basic need (relatedness) was introduced, 
initially because it was important for internaliza-
tion, it received considerable attention. There is 
much evidence in the psychology literature for the 
importance of relatedness for optimal development 
and well-being (see Ainsworth, 1979; Baumeister 
& Leary, 1995). Bringing relatedness into the pic-
ture, and showing how autonomy and relatedness 
are not inherently antagonistic, or opposite ends of 
a continuum, helped clarify the complementarity 
of the two needs (Deci & Ryan, 2000). But add-
ing the third need also led people to question how 
many basic psychological needs there might be. 
Different candidate needs have been suggested (see 
Andersen, Chen, & Carter, 2000; Reis, Sheldon, 
Gable, Roscoe, & Ryan, 2000; Sheldon, Elliot, 
Kim, & Kasser, 2001), but there has not yet been a 
convincing case made that any other need is neces-
sary to explain the empirical phenomena that have 
emerged in this literature. As such, the basic psy-
chological needs for competence, autonomy, and 
relatedness are currently considered necessary and 
sufficient to promote human growth and function-
ing (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Sheldon & Filak, 2008). 
In other words, competence, autonomy, and relat-
edness act for human psychological functioning like 
water, sun, and soil do for avocados.

Much research has examined outcomes associ-
ated with the satisfaction versus thwarting of the 
three psychological needs. Autonomy-supportive 
contexts, in which people use perspective taking, 
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provide meaningful rationales, and give choice, 
were thoroughly studied and found to facilitate 
internalization and promote intrinsic motivation 
across many life domains (see Deci & Ryan, 2008, 
for a review). SDT-driven research has also exam-
ined reward structures, task structures, and interac-
tion quality with key people in various contexts and 
has shown that they do influence the adoption of 
certain motivational styles. Translated to the work 
context, performance management and compen-
sation systems, job design, and management/lead-
ership should influence the quality of employees’ 
work motivation.

SDT in the Work Domain
Various aspects of SDT have received consider-

able attention in the management literature through 
the years. In the mid-1970s, following the initial 
research on reward effects on intrinsic motivation, 
there was considerable discussion and debate about 
this research and its meaning for management (e.g., 
Calder & Staw, 1975; Deci, 1976; Deci, Cascio, & 
Krusell, 1975; Scott, 1975). In fact, the amount of 
attention that cognitive evaluation theory, which 
was used to interpret the intrinsic motivation 
research results (Deci & Ryan, 1980), received at 
that time led Ambrose and Kulik (1999) to refer to 
it as one of the seven traditional theories of work 
motivation in organizations. Subsequently, Gagné 
and Deci (2005) presented a concept discussion of 
SDT with regard to management and organizations. 
It has generated sufficient interest to become one of 
the most frequently downloaded and highly cited 
articles published in the Journal of Organizational 
Behavior. Management applications of SDT have 
included the examination of such topics as the effect 
of need satisfaction not only on the adoption of dif-
ferent types of motivation in the workplace, but also 
on work outcomes, such as performance evaluation 
and workplace adjustment, and how individual 
differences concepts, such as causality orientations 
(Deci & Ryan, 1985), also influence performance 
and wellness variables in work organizations.

Applied SDT research has been most volumi-
nous in the psychological study of education, sport, 
exercise, and health, although it has also appeared 
in several other applied areas, including the work 
domain. Research examining SDT as a theory of 
work motivation has been growing in the last sev-
eral years. This book was written to present various 
discussions concerned with that SDT research in 
the work domain. Such studies have included Deci, 
Connell, and Ryan (1989); Kasser, Davey, and Ryan 

(1992); Ilardi, Leone, Kasser, and Ryan (1993); 
Richer and Vallerand (1995); Gagné, Senécal, and 
Koestner (1997); Gagné, Koestner, and Zuckerman 
(2000); Deci et  al. (2001); Richer, Blanchard, 
and Vallerand (2002); Bono and Judge (2003); 
Fernet, Guay, and Senécal (2004); Vansteenkiste, 
Lens, Dewitte, De Witte, and Deci (2004); Baard 
et al. (2004); Lynch, Plant, and Ryan (2005); Otis 
and Pelletier (2005); Spreitzer, Sutcliffe, Dutton, 
Sonenshein, and Grant (2005). More recent 
works include, among others, Vansteenkiste et  al. 
(2007); Grant (2008); Gagné, Chemolli, Forest, 
and Koestner (2008); Roca and Gagné (2008); Van 
den Broeck, Vansteenkiste, De Witte, and Lens 
(2008); Gagné (2009); Greguras and Diefendorff 
(2009); Burstyn, Jonasi, and Wild (2010); Fernet, 
Gagné, and Austin (2010); Parker, Jimmieson, and 
Amiot (2010); Van den Broeck, Vansteenkiste, De 
Witte, Soenens, and Lens (2010); Fernet (2011); 
Grant and Berry (2011); Grant, Normohamed, 
Ashford, and Dekas (2011); Ten Brummelhuis, Ter 
Hoeven, Bakker, and Peper (2011); Van den Broeck 
et  al. (2011); Van den Broeck, Van Ruysseveldt, 
Smulders, and De Witte (2011); Mitchell, Gagné, 
Beaudry, and Dyer (2012); Porath, Spreitzer, 
Gibson, and Garnett (2012); Wang and Gagné 
(2013); Marescaux, De Winne, and Sels (2013); 
Dysvik et al. (2013); Fernet, Austin Trépanier, and 
Dussault (2013); Fernet, Austin, and Vallerand 
(2012); Gillet, Fouquereau, Forest, Brunault, and 
Colombat (2012); Gillet, Gagné, Sauvagère, and 
Fouquereau (2013).

The Current Volume
This Handbook is a forum that not only dis-

cusses past research on SDT and work but also pro-
vides researchers with a clear agenda for the future. 
It is organized into five sections. The first section is 
devoted to current conceptual issues in work moti-
vation. Edward Deci and Richard Ryan [Chapter 2] 
start by presenting an in-depth analysis of the issue 
of basic psychological needs as it applies to the work 
domain. John Meyer [Chapter 3] explores con-
ceptual links between work motivation, employee 
engagement, and commitment. Karoline Strauss 
and Sharon Parker [Chapter 4] then explore the 
motivational underpinnings of proactive work 
behavior, and Antoinette Weibel, Meike Wieman, 
and Margit Osterloh [Chapter 5] provide a behav-
ioral economics perspective on work motivation 
that is based on principles drawn from SDT. Lastly, 
Robert Vallerand, Nathalie Houlfort, and Jacques 
Forest [Chapter 6] present the dual model of 
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passion, which is a recent extension of SDT, and 
explain how it applies to the work domain.

The second section is devoted to the issue of indi-
vidual factors likely to affect work motivation. Sigalit 
Ronen and Mario Mikulincer [Chapter 7] present 
attachment styles as a foundation of work motiva-
tion, and Lance Ferris [Chapter 8] discusses the role 
that contingent self-esteem plays in affecting work 
motivation and work-related well-being. Finally, 
Gary Greguras, James Diefendorff, Jacqueline 
Carpenter, and Christian Tröster [Chapter 9] dis-
cuss person-environment fit issues in organizations 
and how they can be studied using SDT.

The third section is devoted to organizational 
factors that affect work motivation. Marylène 
Gagné and Alexandra Panaccio [Chapter 10] dis-
cuss job design theories from the point of view 
of SDT. Stephanie Gilbert and Kevin Kelloway 
[Chapter 11] explore the motivational aspect 
of leadership using SDT. Amar Fall and Patrice 
Roussel [Chapter 12] analyze how compensation 
systems are likely to influence work motivation 
from the point of view of SDT. Finally, Anders 
Dysvik and Bård Kuvaas [Chapter 13] explore how 
SDT can contribute to the practice of training and 
development to ensure positive effects on work 
motivation and outcomes.

The fourth section is devoted to work-related 
outcomes that are likely to be affected by need sat-
isfaction and work motivation. Claude Fernet and 
Stephanie Austin [Chapter 14] start off by present-
ing an SDT-based model of job stress, followed by 
Gretchen Spreitzer and Christine Porath [Chapter 
15], who present a new model of human thriving 
at work. Michel Cossette [Chapter 16] contin-
ues with a treaty on the role of motivation in the 
process of emotional regulation. Natasha Scott, 
Mark Fleming, and Kevin Kelloway [Chapter 17] 
discuss how motivation affects workplace safety 
behaviors, and present a new safety motivation 
scale. Véronique Dagenais-Desmarais and François 
Courcy [Chapter 18] explore how workplace vio-
lence is affected by, and affects, work motiva-
tion. Luc Pelletier and Nicole Aitken [Chapter 
19] then discuss how organizations can promote 
sustainable employee behaviors. Finally, Jacques 
Forest, Marie-Hélène Gilbert, Geneviève Beaulieu, 
Philippe LeBrock, and Marylène Gagné [Chapter 
20] present a method that allows for the evaluation 
of the economic impact of interventions that aim to 
improve employee well-being.

The fifth section is devoted to research on specific 
work-related applications of SDT. Johnmarshall 

Reeve and Yu-Lan Su [Chapter 21] start off with 
a discussion of what can affect teacher motivation 
and of the effects of such motivation on pupils, fol-
lowed by Maynor Gonzalez, Christopher Niemiec, 
and Geoffrey Williams [Chapter 22], who discuss 
psychosocial mechanisms, based on SDT, that 
affect the occupational health gradient. Dan Stone 
[Chapter 23] continues with a description of what a 
functional relationship with money and possessions 
would look like when using SDT as a framework. 
Frederick Grouzet [Chapter 24] discusses how pro-
fessional values and training can influence personal 
values, and how these can affect well-being. To con-
clude this section, Richard Koestner and Nora Hope 
[Chapter 25] present a SDT approach to goals. The 
last chapter [Chapter 26] of the book attempts to 
integrate some of the ideas presented in the chap-
ters, but also concentrates on offering information 
about what is not covered in the Handbook but 
could have been as well as what could (and hope-
fully would) be in the Handbook in 10 or 20 years 
from now.

The chapters of this Handbook provide a wide 
array of work-related applications of SDT, and our 
sincere hope is that this Handbook inspires research-
ers in management and organizational psychology 
to conduct more research and develop more orga-
nizational interventions and practices based on the 
premises of SDT.
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Introduction
Substantial portions of the lives of hundreds of 

millions of adults around the world are spent in 
workplaces. Whether in executive offices, on farms, 
in boutiques, or at filling stations, most people are 
accountable to authorities within their work orga-
nizations. Strategies to motivate such employees 
have long been a matter of interest to leaders within 
organizations, as well as to researchers, because 
motivation has appropriately been recognized to 
be an important antecedent of productivity. In this 
chapter we discuss factors within the employees 
and the work environments, particularly in rela-
tion to employees’ basic psychological need satis-
factions, that have been taken into account when 
analyzing individuals’ work motivation and work-
place wellness (e.g., Gagné & Deci, 2005; Grant & 
Shin, 2012).

From the perspective of self-determination 
theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 2000), although pro-
ductivity is a critical dependent variable for such 
analyses, we maintain that the psychological health 
and well-being of employees is also extremely 
important as a workplace outcome not only from an 
ethical perspective but also as a central indicator of 
longer-term organizational health. Indeed, our the-
oretical viewpoint and empirical findings indicate 
that the very conditions that nurture and support 
employee wellness are also those most conducive to 
and supportive of productivity, commitment, cre-
ativity, and other characteristics of highly effective 
employees. As such, we focus both on particular 
motivational variables and phenomena that predict 
wellness and productivity at work, and on factors 
in the workplace that either support or undermine 
those motivational dynamics.

Abstract

One of the key propositions of self-determination theory is that human beings have deeply evolved 
psychological needs to be competent, autonomous, and related to others, such that in contexts 
where these needs are satisfied people evidence more volitional, high-quality motivation and greater 
well-being, and when these psychological needs are thwarted people display various forms of diminished 
motivation and more symptoms of ill-being. This chapter addresses how the self-determination-theory 
concept of basic psychological needs differs from the needs concepts in other psychological and 
management theories; provides empirical evidence for the validity of our approach; relates need 
satisfaction to autonomous motivation and controlled motivation; explains how need satisfaction 
versus thwarting affects engagement and effective performance; examines how social environments, 
personality characteristics, and people’s long-term goals affect satisfaction versus thwarting of their basic 
psychological needs; and discusses the relevance of these issues for management.

Key Words: psychological needs, autonomy, work adjustment, productivity, autonomous motivation,  
life goals
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Two Types of Psychological Needs 
Theories

One of the more commonly used concepts in 
research on work motivation has been that of psy-
chological needs. Numerous psychologists have 
assessed needs with questionnaire, projective, or 
implicit measures and have used those variables, 
either as main effects or in interaction with envi-
ronmental variables, to predict performance and/or 
job satisfaction. Much of that research has assessed 
the strength of particular needs, in the tradition of 
Murray’s (1938) personality theory. More specifi-
cally, much of the research has involved assessing 
the strength of a person’s need for some psychologi-
cal state or experience, such as dominance, acquisi-
tiveness, or achievement, and using that value to 
predict the person’s behaviors that were expected 
to lead to those experiences. In other words, need 
strength has been viewed as an individual difference 
variable that resulted from development (i.e., was 
learned) and was considered a primary predictor of 
behavior. Need strength was essentially a reflection 
of what people desired, with the implication being 
that the more they desired a general outcome (e.g., 
affiliation, or achievement), the harder they would 
work to attain it—that is, the more motivated they 
would be for behaviors they believed would lead to 
the desired outcome.

Such need strengths (also called desires or 
motives) were theorized to be a function of the 
developmental histories people had during the years 
when they were growing up (e.g., whether their 
parents were supportive and/or whether they held 
high standards for the children), so the children 
were thought to develop different need strengths for 
particular kinds of experiences (e.g., being domi-
nant over others, or being affiliated with others). 
Within this tradition, need strength was used to 
predict outcomes, such as managers’ effectiveness 
or employees’ efficiency on the job, because it was 
believed that people would perform appropriately 
to attain outcomes that would provide satisfaction 
of their strongly held needs. Working in this tra-
dition, McClelland and colleagues examined the 
strength of the needs for achievement, power, and 
affiliation as predictors of work-related behaviors 
and effectiveness (e.g., McClelland, 1985), find-
ing for example that a strong need for power was 
an important predictor of successful leadership 
(McClelland & Boyatzis, 1982).

An alternative approach to the study of psy-
chological needs has focused not on the strength 
of needs but rather on the degree to which needs 

that are evolved and universal have been satisfied 
versus thwarted. Self-determination theory (SDT) 
is a comprehensive and widely studied motivational 
theory that views psychological needs as human 
universals, defined as essential psychological nutri-
ents. As such, they must be satisfied for ongoing, 
high-quality performance and for psychological 
health; to the degree that they are not satisfied there 
will be negative consequences. The theory specifies 
that people have three basic psychological needs that 
are evolved rather than learned: the needs for com-
petence, autonomy, and relatedness (e.g., Deci  & 
Ryan, 2000). This conceptualization of basic or fun-
damental needs for making predictions or interpre-
tations can be applied at the specific-task level (e.g., 
making a strategic plan), the domain level (e.g., at 
work), or the global level (i.e., one’s personality). 
Then, whatever the level of analysis, one can use the 
degree of satisfaction or thwarting of the basic needs 
to predict outcomes at the corresponding level.

One reason to distinguish needs as individual 
differences in the strength of learned desires from 
needs as evolved necessities for wellness that can 
be satisfied to differing degrees is that some things 
people may learn to strongly desire can have nega-
tive consequences for performance and well-being. 
Stated differently, not all strong motives are good for 
individuals or for their organizations (e.g., “needs” 
for dominance; “needs” for abasement). In con-
trast, the SDT approach specifies how the attain-
ment of any learned desire impacts satisfaction of 
evolved needs, thereby explaining how even success 
at strong desires or motives can sometimes produce 
negative outcomes. Indeed, some of the phenomena 
that SDT researchers have examined, and which are 
reviewed in this chapter, are ones in which people’s 
strongly held desires or goals, even when attained, 
actually diminish rather than enhance their work-
place adjustment and effective work behavior.

Maslow’s Theory
Perhaps the best known of all needs theories is 

Maslow’s needs hierarchy theory (1943, 1970), which 
has been studied in terms of both the need-strength 
and need-satisfaction conceptualizations. Maslow 
specified five categories of human needs, includ-
ing the physiological and the psychological needs 
and the deficit and growth needs. The five catego-
ries within Maslow’s theory were then organized 
in a hierarchical format. He argued that the lowest 
order needs (e.g., for oxygen, food, drink, and sex) 
are very powerful, physiological, deficit-oriented 
motivators when they have not been well satisfied. 
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When they have been well satisfied, however, the 
person moves on to the next higher level, at which 
such needs as safety and security become centrally 
salient. The levels then proceed through the affilia-
tive needs to esteem needs and finally to the need 
for self-actualization, which caps the hierarchy. 
A less-well-known hierarchical theory that has only 
three levels was presented by Alderfer (1972).

Maslow maintained that the needs in his hierar-
chy are evolved, and indeed there can be no doubt 
that some of them are (certainly the lowest level 
physiological needs are inherent aspects of being 
human). However, little or no research using the 
Maslow framework has attempted to determine 
whether the various needs are indeed innate or may 
instead either be learned or emerge when evolved 
needs are unsatisfied. In general, there has been rela-
tively little research using this framework, and much 
of what has been done has examined whether, when 
needs at one level are fairly well satisfied, it is then 
and only then that needs at the next higher level 
become strong, salient motivators (e.g., Diener, 
Horowitz, & Emmons, 1985). There has been little 
evidence supporting that central proposition of the 
theory (e.g., Hagerty, 1999).

Accepting the general idea of a hierarchy, many 
organizational psychologists have argued that 
because the lower-order needs are generally well sat-
isfied among residents of the United States, Canada, 
and Western Europe, it is primarily the higher-order 
needs that are the strong motivators in these locales. 
For example, one of the earliest theorists to make 
this point was McGregor (1960) in this Theory Y 
approach to management. In essence, he suggested 
that, because most people have their lower-order 
needs satisfied, it is their higher-order needs that are 
the most operative and important in the workplace. 
As such, he suggested, people tend to be motivated 
primarily to achieve, accomplish, and master their 
environments, so managers should focus on these 
intrinsic motivators that are linked primarily to the 
higher-order needs.

Research with Higher- and 
Lower-order Needs

In line with this thinking, it has been common 
in research on work motivation to collapse the five 
levels of needs from Maslow’s framework into two 
categories—the lower-order and the higher-order 
needs—with the higher-order ones including the 
needs for esteem, accomplishment, and actualiza-
tion. Hackman and colleagues (e.g., Hackman  & 
Lawler, 1971; Hackman  & Oldham, 1976)  were 

among the researchers who did so, using the two 
concepts as individual differences and arguing that 
for some people the higher-order needs are stronger, 
whereas for others the lower-order needs are stron-
ger. Their research then revealed that people who 
had strong higher-order needs performed better and 
felt more satisfied if they had jobs with enriched job 
characteristics, such as feedback, independence, 
and variety, whereas those who were focused more 
on the lower-order needs were less motivated by 
enriched jobs.

SDT and Maslow’s Theory
The SDT perspective differs from Maslow’s in 

three important ways. First, although both theo-
ries suggest that there are universal psychological 
and physiological needs, SDT does not consider 
all of the needs in Maslow’s hierarchy to be basic 
(i.e., evolved) needs, instead suggesting that some of 
them, such as the needs for security and self-esteem, 
are not actually basic needs but are need substi-
tutes that result from thwarting of the basic needs 
(Deci  & Ryan, 2000). For example, when people 
continually experience satisfaction of their needs 
for competence, autonomy, and relatedness, they 
do not think about and try to build self-esteem 
(Ryan & Brown, 2003). The search for self-esteem 
becomes important to people mainly when they are 
not experiencing satisfaction of the basic psycho-
logical needs, so the desire to feel worthy becomes 
more salient (Deci & Ryan, 1995). In short, people 
do not inherently work to experience self-esteem; 
self-esteem accrues as they get their basic psy-
chological needs satisfied. When, however, needs 
are thwarted and insecurities mount, self-esteem 
becomes a “need,” in the sense of a strong motive 
or desire.

Second, SDT does not organize the needs in a 
hierarchical fashion, maintaining instead that the 
basic psychological needs as well as the basic drives 
(i.e., physiological needs) are operative across the 
life span. As such, it is not necessary to have the 
so-called lower-order needs consistently well satis-
fied before the higher-order needs emerge. Indeed, 
people often pursue higher-order needs to the 
neglect of lower-order ones. Moreover, although 
evidence for hierarchical ordering has not been 
compelling, what is clear is that the basic psycholog-
ical needs for autonomy, competence, and related-
ness, which are growth-oriented (i.e., higher order), 
as opposed to deficit (i.e., lower order) needs, are of 
ongoing functional import. They are operative from 
birth onward. Infants, for example, need strong 
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relatedness with their primary caregivers from the 
time they are born, and they also begin quickly to 
use their capacities (e.g., moving their fingers and 
touching objects), which lead toward mastering 
their bodies and environments and yield experiences 
of competence and autonomy. Later these same 
needs to exercise capacities, master environments, 
and connect with others are operative in schools, 
sport fields, and the workplace. In short, the basic 
psychological needs function as important motiva-
tors for people across the lifespan and domains of 
activity, and through periods when the drives are 
being less-versus-more satisfied.

Third, SDT focuses on the degree to which 
psychological needs are satisfied, rather than the 
strength of the needs, as a primary predictor of out-
comes. Thus, for example, we would not use the 
strength of the higher-order needs as our central 
focus, but rather the degree to which these needs 
were satisfied on the job, to predict high-quality 
performance, work satisfaction, and other impor-
tant employee outcomes. This does not mean that 
we are arguing that there are no differences in the 
strength of basic psychological needs for different 
individuals. Rather, our point is that need satisfac-
tion versus thwarting is more important in cut-
ting variance in important outcomes than is need 
strength. Furthermore, focusing on the satisfaction 
versus thwarting of basic needs gives important 
information about how to structure workplaces so 
people experience greater satisfaction of the basic 
needs and in turn evidence greater well-being and 
effective performance. Finally, it is noteworthy that 
what appear to be differences in need strength may 
indeed be compensations for prior thwarting of the 
needs. For example, Baumeister and Leary (1995) 
argued that there is a universal need for belong-
ingness (which is essentially the same as related-
ness), yet they also examined individual differences 
in the need to belong (Leary, Kelly, Cottrell,  & 
Schreindorfer, 2007). Importantly, however, many 
of the items on the scale imply that the participants’ 
need for belongingness has been thwarted or that 
the individuals are fearful that it will be—such as, 
“I try hard not to do things that will make other 
people avoid or reject me.” That item does not 
reflect a growth-oriented need to belong but rather 
suggests insecurity that comes from having had the 
basic need thwarted.

Self-Determination Theory
SDT is a macro-theory of personality, develop-

ment, and well-being in social contexts that has used 

motivational concepts to hypothesize, organize, and 
predict phenomena across various areas of psychol-
ogy and across numerous applied domains (Deci & 
Ryan, 1985b), including the domain of motivation 
in the workplace (Gagné  & Deci, 2005). It was 
founded upon an organismic meta-theory, which 
assumes an active organism inherently oriented 
toward mastering the environment and assimilating 
experiences into a unified set of inner processes and 
structures, referred to as self, that promotes autono-
mous motivation and behavior.

SDT has posited, based on many years of 
research, that there are three evolved psychological 
needs (the needs for competence, autonomy, and 
relatedness), which are considered universal neces-
sities for wellness. The theory is thus a dialectical 
theory that examines human beings (i.e., proactive 
organisms) as they function to get their basic psy-
chological needs satisfied within a social context 
that can either support or thwart need satisfaction. 
It is the outcome of this dialectic that is the basis 
for SDT predictions. In general, to the degree that 
the basic needs are more satisfied, more positive 
outcomes are predicted, and to the degree that the 
needs are more thwarted, more negative outcomes 
are predicted.

Basic Psychological Needs and 
Work-related Outcomes

Various studies have indicated that when people 
experience satisfaction of the basic psychological 
needs, they are more autonomously motivated, which 
means that they behave with a full sense of volition, 
willingness, and choice, as opposed to being either 
controlled, which refers to behaving with a sense of 
pressure and obligation (e.g., Lynch, Plant, & Ryan, 
2005), or amotivated, which means having a lack 
of intention and motivation with respect to work 
(e.g., Pelletier, Dion, Tuson,  & Green-Demers, 
1999). Autonomous motivation comprises both 
intrinsic motivation, which means doing an activity 
out of interest and enjoyment, and fully internal-
ized extrinsic motivation, which means doing the 
activity volitionally because of its personal value and 
importance. Satisfaction of the basic psychological 
needs promotes both types of autonomous motiva-
tion (see Deci & Ryan, 2000).

Furthermore, numerous studies have related 
basic need satisfaction to psychological health and 
well-being (e.g., Nix, Ryan, Manly, & Deci, 1999; 
Reis, Sheldon, Gable, Roscoe,  & Ryan, 2000). 
For example, Niemiec, Ryan, and Deci (2009) 
found that increases in well-being and decreases in 
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ill-being over a 1-year period for postcollege, early 
career adults was explained by changes in basic 
psychological need satisfaction. Need satisfaction 
has also been found to predict more effective per-
formance (e.g., Baard, Deci,  & Ryan, 2004). The 
research relating need satisfaction to well-being 
and high-quality performance has also been done 
in many domains (e.g., Deci  & Ryan, 2008)  in 
addition to the motivation-at-work domain. These 
include education (Ryan  & Deci, 2009), parent-
ing (Soenens  & Vansteenkiste, 2010), health care 
(Ryan, Patrick, Deci,  & Williams, 2008), virtual 
worlds (Ryan, Rigby, & Przybylski, 2006), psycho-
therapy (Ryan & Deci, 2008), and close relation-
ships (La Guardia & Patrick, 2008), among others.

The Three Needs, Work readiNess, aNd 
Job saTisfacTioN

Many studies have been accomplished using the 
SDT framework examining the relations of need 
satisfaction to workplace well-being and perfor-
mance. In what follows we present some illustra-
tive findings rather than providing a comprehensive 
review.

One early study using the concept of satisfac-
tion of the three basic psychological needs in the 
workplace was conducted in a sheltered workshop 
affiliated with a state psychiatric hospital (Kasser, 
Davey,  & Ryan, 1992). Participants received job 
training, employment, and pay in the program, 
which was intended to help them move toward 
employment in regular settings. Kasser and col-
leagues examined whether employees’ experiencing 
satisfaction of the three basic psychological needs 
at work would predict their potential for employ-
ment. Indeed, employees’ need satisfaction was 
significantly related to the number of hours these 
employees spent at their current workshop jobs; to 
managers’ ratings of the employees’ adjustment in 
those jobs; and, importantly, to managers’ ratings 
of the employees’ readiness for standard employ-
ment. Although this was not a typical work setting 
because of the study population and the conditions 
of work, it is important to note that, even in this 
nonconventional setting, employees’ feelings of 
basic need satisfaction predicted managers’ ratings 
of the employees’ work performance.

In a subsequent study, basic psychological needs 
satisfaction was assessed in workers and supervi-
sors employed in a manufacturing setting (Ilardi, 
Leone, Kasser,  & Ryan, 1993). More than 100 
employees participated, reporting on both extrinsic 
satisfactions at work and basic psychological need 

satisfactions. Regression analyses confirmed that 
employees who reported greater need satisfaction 
when at work also reported greater job satisfaction 
in general, higher feelings of self-esteem, and lower 
levels of psychosomatic symptoms, after control-
ling for job status and pay. Furthermore, when their 
managers rated the employees’ feelings of need sat-
isfaction, those ratings also predicted the same work 
outcomes that had been predicted by the employ-
ees’ ratings of basic need satisfaction, thus indicat-
ing that the relations were not just a function of 
method variance.

Hofer and Busch (2011) did a study in which 
they found strong relations between satisfaction 
of the competence need and job satisfaction in the 
workplace. In addition, they had used an implicit 
measure of the strength of the achievement motive 
and found a moderator effect such that people who 
were high in the achievement motive had stronger 
relations between competence need satisfaction than 
did people low in the implicit achievement motive. 
In other words, there was a main effect of need 
satisfaction on job satisfaction in this study as in 
many other studies, but in addition these research-
ers found that people learning to value achievement 
more strongly showed the relation of the compe-
tence need to job satisfaction to be even stronger.

Need saTisfacTioN amoNg highly 
educaTed ProfessioNals

In a study of business school alumni from a 
Canadian university who worked in both the 
public and private sectors, Richer, Blanchard, and 
Vallerand (2002) reasoned that for working adults 
to experience autonomy in the workplace, they 
would need to experience satisfaction of the com-
petence and relatedness needs, because these needs 
are essential for individuals to be motivated rather 
than amotivated. The researchers thus assessed satis-
faction of the competence and relatedness needs, as 
well as the individuals’ autonomous motivation for 
work, and then used structural equation modeling 
to test whether satisfaction of the competence and 
relatedness needs are essential antecedents of auton-
omous motivation. Also included in the model were 
a positive link from autonomous motivation to job 
satisfaction and a negative link from autonomous 
motivation to emotional exhaustion (i.e., burnout). 
Finally, job satisfaction was negatively predictive of 
intentions to leave their jobs and emotional exhaus-
tion was positively predictive of those intentions. 
The researchers further collected follow-up data a 
year later to determine whether the participants 
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were still in the jobs they had had a year earlier, 
hypothesizing that turnover intentions would pre-
dict actual turnover. Analyses of the results indicated 
that their proposed model was in fact supported by 
the data, with a significant path coefficient for each 
path specified above. In short then, feelings of com-
petence, relatedness, and autonomy at work were 
found to positively predict job satisfaction and neg-
atively predict emotional exhaustion, which in turn 
explained variance in the employees’ turnover inten-
tions and then their actual turnover a year later.

In another study, Roca and Gagné (2008) sur-
veyed employees of four international agencies affili-
ated with the United Nations. The participants were 
all involved in e-learning courses focused on profes-
sional and analytic skills that were being offered for 
employees in their agencies. Focus of the study was 
on participants’ experiences of competence, related-
ness, and autonomy need satisfactions with regard 
to their e-learning courses, and how those experi-
ences related to their satisfaction and enjoyment of 
the courses and their intentions to take further ones. 
Analyses of the data indicated that satisfaction of all 
three needs in the e-learning courses predicted the 
participants’ enjoyment of the learning, that satis-
faction of the needs for competence and autonomy 
predicted usefulness of the course material, and 
that satisfaction of the need for competence alone 
predicted their experience of being able to easily 
put the material to use. In turn, enjoyment, useful-
ness, and easily putting the material to use all pre-
dicted the participants’ intentions to take additional 
e-learning courses in the future.

Need saTisfacTioN WheN WorkiNg aNd 
NoT WorkiNg

Ryan, Bernstein, and Brown (2010) recently did 
a study in which full-time working adults from a 
variety of employment settings reported on the 
degree to which they were experiencing satisfaction 
of their autonomy, competence, and relatedness 
needs at randomized intervals over a 21-day period. 
They also reported on their positive and negative 
mood, sense of vitality, and physical well-being. 
Multilevel modeling analyses indicated that on 
weekdays the individuals experienced less positive 
mood, more negative mood, less vitality, and more 
physical symptoms than on weekends. In other 
words, people in general felt better on weekends 
than during the week, and the relation between 
weekdays versus weekends and well-being outcomes 
was mediated by need satisfaction. On weekdays 
people felt less satisfaction of the autonomy and 

relatedness needs than on weekends, and it is this 
lower level of need satisfaction during the week that 
explained why people’s general well-being was lower 
on weekdays.

The researchers reasoned that the difference in 
need satisfaction and well-being in the two differ-
ent parts of the week was likely a function of the 
fact that people are generally at work during the 
week but not on weekends. Accordingly, they did 
the analyses on the basis of days that people worked 
or did not work and found results quite similar to 
those based on weekdays versus weekends. Their dis-
cussion of results suggested that many workplaces 
are structured in ways that interfere with people’s 
fundamental need satisfaction, which results in peo-
ple evidencing poorer mental and physical health. 
From the SDT perspective, as seen in the next sec-
tions, making the workplace more need satisfying 
for employees can in fact have a quite positive effect 
for the employees as well as for the customers they 
serve, and thus fewer employees will find themselves 
“waiting for the weekend.”

From the previously reviewed studies as well as 
many others that are more or less directly linked 
to work organizations, we can conclude that when 
people experience greater satisfaction of the basic 
psychological needs for competence, relatedness, 
and autonomy in the workplace, they are more 
autonomously motivated and more engaged in their 
work, and display better adjustment and well-being.

Basic Psychological Needs and the 
Social Environment

One of the most important functions of the 
concept of psychological needs, when defined as 
necessities for effective functioning and psycho-
logical health in the workplace, is the clear implica-
tions for predicting how the work environment will 
affect people’s performance and adjustment in that 
setting. Simply stated, SDT proposes that environ-
ments supportive of people’s needs for competence, 
autonomy, and relatedness promote better work 
performance and better adjustment at work.

The idea of a basic need for autonomy emerged 
from early research on the effects of external fac-
tors on intrinsic motivation (see Deci, 1975). In 
general, the research showed that tangible rewards, 
evaluations, threats of punishment, and deadlines 
tended to undermine intrinsic motivation, whereas 
choice and having one’s perspectives and feelings 
acknowledged tended to enhance intrinsic motiva-
tion. The idea of a need for autonomy that would be 
thwarted as people became dependent on rewards 
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and other controlling factors, thus resulting in an 
external perceived locus of causality (de Charms, 
1968; Heider, 1958), but that would be supported 
by choice and by having their internal perspectives 
acknowledged by others, leading to a more internal 
perceived locus of causality, provided a meaning-
ful way to synthesize the various results (e.g., Deci, 
Eghrari, Patrick, & Leone, 1994; Deci, Koestner, & 
Ryan, 1999). Furthermore, the idea of a need for 
competence, which had been proposed by White 
(1959), allowed for an interpretation of the findings 
that positive feedback enhanced intrinsic motiva-
tion, whereas negative feedback diminished it (e.g., 
Ryan, 1982). Finally, the idea of a need for relat-
edness was important for providing an account of 
the internalization of values, attitudes, mores, and 
extrinsic motivations within a social environment 
(e.g., Ryan, 1995). That is, it became clear that 
people internalize values and extrinsic regulations 
in part to be related to people who endorse those 
values.

aN orgaNizaTioN develoPmeNT 
iNTerveNTioN

Other research has focused not on specific exter-
nal, social-contextual factors, such as rewards and 
choice, but instead on the general social climate 
or ambience being either supportive of autonomy 
or controlling of behaviors. For example, research 
examining an organization development interven-
tion assessed the degree to which managers in branch 
offices of a Fortune 500 company were autonomy 
supportive versus controlling and found that those 
who were more autonomy supportive had employ-
ees who were more satisfied with their jobs and were 
more trusting of the top management, thus indicat-
ing that managerial styles of immediate supervisors 
affect how their subordinates experience not only 
their jobs but even the company’s top-level managers 
(Deci, Connell, & Ryan, 1989). The intervention 
spanned about 8 weeks during which the manag-
ers were supported to become more autonomy sup-
portive with their employees. Each manager in each 
intervention branch worked with the change agent 
for about 3.5 days during the intervention period, 
and the results of the study indicated that the man-
agers did become more autonomy supportive and 
that, even more importantly, the positive change 
in the managers radiated to more positive experi-
ences for their subordinates. The employees of the 
trained managers reported greater work satisfaction 
and more trust in the company. In short, employees 
in intervention locations showed increased positive 

attitudes toward both their work and their organiza-
tion relative to control locations.

Research has further shown that when manag-
ers were autonomy supportive, their employees 
reported more satisfaction not only of the need for 
autonomy, but also of the needs for competence 
and relatedness. Presumably, when managers were 
autonomy supportive, they also were supportive 
of the other two basic needs, and it is also likely 
that when managers were autonomy supportive, 
employees felt free to find ways to get satisfaction 
of their other two needs as well. On the other hand, 
when managers were controlling, employees typi-
cally felt constrained from getting any of their needs 
satisfied. In turn, need satisfactions predicted both 
workplace wellness and performance (e.g., Baard 
et  al., 2004), whereas need deprivation predicted 
more negative outcomes.

emPloyees iN a PsychiaTric faciliTy
Another study of employees’ motivation exam-

ined the work lives of caregivers at a psychiatric 
inpatient facility for adolescents. The facility had 
been having trouble with staff members being very 
controlling and constraining of the patients, lead-
ing to resistance from the patients and generally 
unpleasant attitudes and interactions between the 
staff and patients. The director of the facility engaged 
a group of SDT researchers to work with the staff to 
facilitate meaningful change in the orientations of 
the staff and their interactions with the patients. Of 
concern were the degree to which these employees 
experienced not only basic need satisfaction on the 
job, but also threat to their safety, and how these fac-
tors would relate to their job satisfaction, well-being 
at work, attitudes toward the patients, and buy-in to 
a training program being implemented at the hospi-
tal that trained the employees to treat patients in a 
less controlling and constraining way (Lynch et al., 
2005). As well, the researchers explored the need 
satisfaction of patients in the facility and the rela-
tion of their need satisfaction to their autonomous 
motivation for being in treatment.

First, employees who were found to experience 
more basic need satisfaction in the facility dis-
played more positive attitudes toward the patients 
and greater buy-in to the program. It seems that 
the more the senior management could create a 
climate that supported need satisfaction of the 
employees, the more the employees would take a 
positive orientation toward the patients and the 
more willing they would be to try dealing with the 
patients in a less constraining way. Furthermore, 



20  The Importance of Universal Psychological Needs

the staff members’ experiences of psychological 
need satisfaction also predicted their job satis-
faction and sense of well-being at the facility. Of 
course, the degree to which the staff felt that the 
patients threatened their safety negatively pre-
dicted their feelings of well-being, and it also pos-
itively predicted the staffs’ controlling attitudes 
toward the patients.

Data collected from the patients a year after 
the intervention had been completed indicated 
that the patients’ feelings of need satisfaction in 
the hospital setting predicted the degree to which 
they had internalized the motivation for treat-
ment and thus engaged in therapy in a more 
autonomous way. That is, the relation between 
need satisfaction and autonomous motivation was 
strong among the adolescents, thus paralleling the 
results between need satisfaction and autonomous 
motivation among the staff. It seems that, as the 
staff felt greater need satisfaction, they were able 
to interact with the patients in a way that left the 
patients feeling greater need satisfaction, thus 
having a positive impact on the patients’ motiva-
tion for participating in therapy.

Need saTisfacTioN iN a NoT-for-ProfiT 
orgaNizaTioN

Research by Gagné (2003) conducted in a non-
profit animal shelter examined the antecedents and 
consequences of psychological need satisfaction of 
volunteers working in that setting. She examined 
not only the participants’ perceptions of the degree 
to which their supervisors were autonomy support-
ive, as an assessment of the work climate, but also 
the participants’ own autonomous causality orienta-
tions (Deci & Ryan, 1985a).

Causality orientations are a set of general, 
individual differences in people’s motivational 
orientations. There are three orientations: (1) the 
autonomy orientation, the (2)  controlled orien-
tation, and (3)  the impersonal orientation. The 
autonomy orientation indexes the degree to which 
individuals orient toward the environment as a 
source of information for making effective choices, 
and are motivated autonomously (i.e., by intrinsic 
and well-internalized extrinsic motivation) across 
situations and domains. The controlled orienta-
tion reflects people’s tendency to orient toward 
the environment as if it were pressuring them to 
think, feel, and behave in particular ways, and to 
be controllingly motivated by external contingen-
cies and contingencies that have been introjected 
(i.e., partially internalized but not accepted as 

their own). The impersonal orientation represents 
the degrees to which people orient to the envi-
ronment as if it were an indicator that they are 
incompetent and unlovable, and to which they 
lack intentions to behave (i.e., are amotivated) 
in relation to activities and tasks across settings. 
Research has indicated that the autonomy orien-
tation is related to self-esteem, ego-development, 
integration in personality, and positive social 
relations (e.g., Hodgins, Koestner,  & Duncan, 
1996; Weinstein, Deci,  & Ryan, 2011); that 
the controlled orientation is related to pub-
lic self-consciousness, the Type A  personality, 
road rage, and inconsistency among attitudes, 
traits, and behaviors (e.g., Koestner, Bernieri, & 
Zuckerman, 1992; Neighbors, Vietor,  & Knee, 
2002); and that the impersonal orientation is 
related to self-derogation and depressive symp-
toms (Deci & Ryan, 1985a).

According to SDT, each person has each causal-
ity orientation to some degree, so researchers can 
use one, two, or all three of the orientations when 
making predictions, depending on which one or 
more seems theoretically relevant. Gagné (2003) 
used participants’ autonomy orientations as well 
as their perceptions of the supervisors’ autonomy 
support in her study at the animal shelter. This 
allowed her not only to examine how people’s 
own motivational orientations affected their 
need satisfaction and work-relevant outcomes, 
but also to remove variance attributed to the par-
ticipants’ personalities from that associated with 
their perceptions of the supervisors. Outcomes in 
this study were the number of hours voluntarily 
worked and self-reports of engagement with their 
work at the shelter.

Gagné used structural equation modeling to test 
whether individuals’ autonomy orientations and 
their experienced autonomy support would explain 
independent variance in the degree to which they 
felt satisfaction of all three psychological needs, and 
whether in turn need satisfaction predicted more 
hours worked and greater feelings of engagement. 
Results indicated that each of these predicted paths 
was significant, suggesting that both personality 
and environmental factors affected need satisfac-
tion and involvement with the voluntary work. 
Analyses also indicated, however, that there was 
a direct path from autonomy orientation to work 
engagement, suggesting that individuals high in 
the autonomy orientation were most likely to be 
engaged in this volunteer work for the nonprofit 
organization.
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Need saTisfacTioN aNd Work 
PerformaNce iN baNkiNg

Employees from two large banking organizations 
in the New York City area participated in research 
examining people’s need satisfaction, wellness, and 
work performance (Baard et al., 2004). In the pri-
mary study, more than 500 first-line employees of 
an investment-banking firm participated by com-
pleting questionnaires. These jobs are frequently 
quite stressful, so being able to deal with the pres-
suring demands while both performing well and 
also maintaining a sense of wellness can be some-
what challenging. Of interest was, first, whether 
basic need satisfaction would explain the degree to 
which the employees were able to both achieve suc-
cess at work and also feel good about themselves, 
and, second, whether social-contextual and person-
ality factors would predict need satisfaction.

Analyses revealed that autonomy support and 
the autonomous causality orientation were sig-
nificantly correlated with each other, but that each 
accounted for independent variance in predict-
ing satisfaction of the competence and relatedness 
needs, with autonomy support being the primary 
predictor of satisfaction of the autonomy need. In 
turn, each of the need satisfactions was related to 
adjustment in the workplace, and satisfaction of the 
relatedness need was the strongest predictor of work 
performance (i.e., performance evaluations done by 
supervisors). Then, in the model where autonomy 
support and autonomy orientation each predicted 
overall need satisfaction, with need satisfaction pre-
dicting both performance evaluations and work-
place well-being, the model fit the data very well.

One interesting result from the Baard et  al. 
(2004) research was a set of findings that men per-
ceived the work climate to be more autonomy sup-
portive than did women, that men displayed better 
adjustment than women, and that men received 
higher performance evaluations than did women. 
Of course, the fact of greater adjustment and better 
performance being associated with higher perceived 
autonomy support makes good sense and is what 
would be predicted by SDT. The puzzling thing 
is why men would be higher than women in per-
ceptions of autonomy support from the managers. 
Might the managers have treated women differently, 
less supportively; might women have perceived the 
managers as less supportive even if they did not treat 
the genders differently; or might the differences be 
attributable to a difference in socialization in work-
places such that men were more accustomed to the 
way in which people relate to each other in settings 

such as these? We have no clear answer to this puzzle, 
but there is some indication that the third option 
may be part of the answer because men also had a 
tendency to experience higher relatedness need sat-
isfaction in that work setting. Understanding this 
more fully will take replication of the results and 
more research focused on its causes, but the data 
show the importance of looking at the need satisfac-
tion differences in subsets of employees to identify 
where issues in the workplace may be occurring.

Basic Needs and People’s Life Goals
Other research has examined how people’s 

long-term goals can affect the degree to which they 
experience satisfaction of the basic psychological 
needs (e.g., Ryan, Sheldon, Kasser, & Deci, 1996). 
That is, the goals that people take with them to 
the workplace or adopt while there can be either 
need-congruent or need-incongruent. Accordingly, 
these life goals affect the need satisfaction employ-
ees experience while working, just as the work envi-
ronment and the employees’ causality orientations 
affect need satisfaction. In turn, of course, if the 
employees experience greater need satisfaction, they 
typically perform better at their jobs and experi-
ence greater wellness at work. In contrast, if people’s 
long-term goals interfere with need satisfaction, 
greater ill-being is likely to result.

goals, Well-beiNg, aNd PerformaNce
Research by Kasser and Ryan (1993, 1996) that 

used factor analyses indicated that the life goals or 
aspirations people hold tend to fall into at least two 
broad categories:  one that the researchers referred 
to as extrinsic aspirations, which included amassing 
wealth, becoming famous, and presenting an attrac-
tive and trendy image; and another called intrinsic 
aspirations, which included developing personally, 
building meaningful relationships, contributing to 
one’s community, and being physically fit. A team 
of researchers working in 15 cultures (Grouzet et al., 
2005) found that this distinction between intrinsic 
and extrinsic aspiration held up across the cultures.

Kasser and Ryan found (1996) that people who 
held stronger extrinsic life goals, relative to intrinsic 
goals, displayed poorer mental health indexed, for 
example, by lower self-actualization and self-esteem, 
and by higher anxiety, depression, and narcissism. 
Analyses also indicated that the poorer well-being 
associated with extrinsic aspirations was not a func-
tion of people lacking confidence about being able 
to attain these extrinsic goals relative to the intrin-
sic ones. In other words, this was an issue of goal 
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contents, not relative efficacy. Additionally, research 
showed that when people attained their intrin-
sic goals they also showed increases in well-being 
and decreases in ill-being, but when they attained 
their extrinsic goals, doing so did not contribute to 
well-being but it did contribute to greater ill-being 
(Niemiec et  al., 2009). Importantly, the Niemiec 
et  al. study further showed that the relations 
between goal content and well-being and ill-being 
were mediated by psychological need satisfaction. 
That is, the pursuit and attainment of intrinsic aspi-
rations led to greater need satisfaction and in turn, 
to more well-being and less ill-being. As well, the 
relations of extrinsic aspirations to outcomes were 
likely also a function of needs—in this case, need 
thwarting.

A further study (Sheldon, Ryan, Deci, & Kasser, 
2004)  examined both controlled motivation and 
extrinsic life goals as predictors of well-being, and 
the study revealed that each of the two motiva-
tional concepts accounted for independent vari-
ance in the prediction of well-being outcomes. 
This study thus confirmed that the negative rela-
tions of the strong extrinsic goals of wealth, fame, 
and image to well-being resulted not just from the 
fact that people often pursue extrinsic goals in a 
controlled way, as had been suggested by Carver 
and Baird (1998) and Srivastava, Locke, and Bartol 
(2001), but rather that the content of the extrin-
sic life goals explained independent variance in the 
lower well-being, beyond that accounted for by the 
controlled motive for pursuing the goals. This too 
was theorized to be a function of need satisfaction 
versus thwarting.

The previously mentioned studies concerned 
aspirations or life goals that were conceptualized as 
individual-difference variables resulting from devel-
opmental experiences, and they used well-being as 
the primary outcome. In contrast, other research 
has manipulated people’s goal contents by fram-
ing activities in terms of either an intrinsic or an 
extrinsic goal and has also used learning as the pri-
mary outcome. The studies found, for example, 
that when the activity in a martial arts class was 
framed in terms of the extrinsic goal of being thin 
and attractive, people learned the activity less well 
and performed it less well than when the learning 
was framed in terms of the intrinsic goal of becom-
ing more healthy (Vansteenkiste, Simons, Lens, 
Sheldon, & Deci, 2004). As another example, when 
business school students’ learning of communica-
tion skills was framed in terms of the extrinsic goal 
of making more money, they learned less well than 

when the activities were framed in terms of the 
intrinsic goal of developing themselves.

goals aNd Need saTisfacTioN iN The 
WorkPlace

In a large study of Belgian workers, Vansteenkiste 
et al. (2007) found that, after controlling for demo-
graphics, employees who held strong extrinsic, rela-
tive to intrinsic, work aspirations were less satisfied 
with their jobs and less happy in their lives. When 
income was examined, it was found that people 
who made more money at their jobs were more 
satisfied with the jobs and happier, but income did 
not moderate the relation between aspirations and 
satisfaction. Thus, regardless of how much money 
individuals made, if their aspirations were strongly 
oriented toward the extrinsic aspirations, they were 
still less satisfied and happy than those who were 
comparably remunerated and oriented toward the 
intrinsic aspirations.

A study of extrinsic relative to intrinsic work 
values by Van den Broeck, Vansteenkiste, Lens, and 
De Witte (2009) complementarily found that hold-
ing intrinsic work values was positively associated 
with flexibility on the job, whereas holding extrin-
sic work values was negatively associated with flex-
ibility. Finally, another study by Vansteenkiste et al. 
(2007) reported that higher scores on extrinsic rela-
tive to intrinsic work aspirations related to greater 
work-family conflict, emotional exhaustion, and 
turnover intentions. Furthermore, and importantly, 
satisfaction of the competence, autonomy, and 
relatedness needs mediated the relations between 
relative importance of the extrinsic versus intrinsic 
work aspirations and each of the well-being out-
comes. In sum, satisfaction of the basic psychologi-
cal needs played an important role in explaining the 
impact of people’s work aspirations on psychologi-
cal well-being and work engagement, as did their 
motivational (i.e., causality) orientations and the 
need supportiveness of the work environment.

Basic Psychological Needs as 
Universal Necessities

The SDT proposition that the three basic psy-
chological needs are universal necessities for all 
people’s healthy development, engagement, and 
well-being has been tested in cross-cultural research 
in diverse cultures, especially ones in which one or 
another of the needs is not valued by the culture.

Generally speaking, the idea of a universal need 
for relatedness is, in principle, noncontroversial 
among psychologists (even those who do not use 
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the concept of needs in their own research or theo-
rizing) because most psychologists readily accept 
the evidence that relationships are fundamentally 
important for people (e.g., Baumeister  & Leary, 
1995; Harlow, 1958). Furthermore, most cultures 
(including individualistic Western cultures) value 
collectives and endorse the idea of members of fami-
lies and other groups providing support and involve-
ment to one another. Thus, although studying the 
need for relatedness in various cultures is important, 
it does not represent the most critical test of the key 
SDT proposition that satisfaction of all three needs 
are important for integrity and wellness. Similarly, 
the idea that competence is universally impor-
tant has caused little controversy. For example, 
self-efficacy theory (Bandura, 1996)  has proposed 
and research has confirmed that people having the 
expectation of being competent at an activity is a 
primary ingredient in their being motivated for the 
activity. Thus, although that and related theories 
do not propose a human need for competence, the 
importance of people feeling competent is generally 
accepted within Western psychology. Furthermore, 
the idea that competence is important for people 
would seem to be recognized in most cultures, as 
education and training are not only valued in North 
American and Western European cultures, but are 
also robustly emphasized in East Asian cultures, 
such as South Korea and Japan, which place strong 
cultural importance on children studying hard and 
achieving well in school for the honor of their fami-
lies and the advancement of their cultures.

Of the three SDT basic psychological needs, the 
one that has been by far the most controversial is the 
need for autonomy. In placing strong emphasis on 
the collective, ranging from their families to the soci-
ety, East Asian and other collectivist cultures pro-
claim that individuals should put collectives ahead of 
themselves and do what the collectives value rather 
than what the individuals believe is important for 
themselves. Accordingly, various cross-cultural psy-
chologists who take a cultural-relativist perspective 
(e.g., Markus, Kitayama,  & Heiman, 1996)  have 
argued that, because people’s needs, like their val-
ues and beliefs, are learned from their cultures, and 
because autonomy or personal choice is not valued 
in collectivist cultures, the need for autonomy is not 
relevant for the people in those cultures.

We have pointed out elsewhere (e.g., Deci  & 
Ryan, 2000)  that such cross-cultural psycholo-
gist have tended to define autonomy differently 
from the way it is defined within SDT and then 
criticized SDT based on their different definition 

(e.g., Iyengar  & DeVoe, 2003). Specifically, SDT 
defines autonomy as behaving with a sense of voli-
tion, endorsement, willingness, and choice, yet it is 
defined either implicitly or explicitly by others, such 
as Markus and Kitayama (1991), as independence 
rather than volition. We agree that people can have 
too much “independence” and that it can be det-
rimental for their well-being, but we do not agree 
that they can have too much “volition.” Indeed, 
being independent of loved ones is not necessarily 
healthy, as some amount of volitional dependence 
is important for people feeling satisfied and well 
(Ryan, La Guardia, Solky-Butzel, Chirkov, & Kim, 
2005). Stated differently, people can be autono-
mously dependent just as they can be autonomously 
independent. For example, most people quite freely 
depend on their spouses, partners, best friends, or 
next-door neighbors. As well, children volitionally 
depend on their parents, and adults autonomously 
rely on their physicians when they have a medical 
problem. So the issue of dependence versus inde-
pendence is conceptually orthogonal to the issue of 
controlled versus autonomous.

In spite of the criticism of “autonomy” as a 
cross-culture concept, many studies have now 
shown the importance of autonomy and volition 
for well-being in collectivist cultures as well as in 
more individualistic ones. For example, recent 
research by Miller, Das, and Chakravarthy (2011) 
showed that, in both India and the United States, 
even when people were behaving to meet the expec-
tations of others, they could experience autonomy 
while doing so, and to the extent that they did 
positive outcomes were likely to follow. Further, 
Chirkov, Ryan, Kim, and Kaplan (2003) did a 
study in four cultures (Turkey, Korea, Russia, and 
the United States) that varied in their degree of col-
lectivism versus individualism (see Triandis, 1995). 
These researchers found that college students from 
each of these cultures who felt more rather than less 
autonomous when behaving in accord with cultural 
values also reported greater well-being. After ensur-
ing comparability of the constructs across cultures 
(Little, 1997), Chirkov and colleagues showed that 
the degree of autonomy for enacting individualistic 
values as well as collectivistic values was a significant 
predictor of a composite measure of psychological 
well-being, and these relations were not moderated 
by country. That is, the same results appeared for 
residents of each of the four countries.

In the domain of work, Deci et  al. (2001) did 
a study in Bulgarian and American organiza-
tions. Participants from America were corporate 
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employees, whereas those from Bulgaria worked 
for state-owned organizations that operated largely 
by central-planning principles. Results of the study 
confirmed that satisfaction of the needs for auton-
omy, competence, and relatedness in both cultures 
was associated with well-being. Employees who 
reported the most need satisfaction on the job also 
showed the highest level of psychological health. 
Furthermore, in this study, when the managers of 
the employees in both Bulgaria and America were 
more supportive of autonomy, the employees expe-
rienced greater need satisfaction, which, as men-
tioned, led to better work outcomes. In short, in 
these and other studies, considerable cross-cultural 
evidence has accumulated indicating that when 
people experience satisfaction of their autonomy 
need, as well as their competence and relatedness 
needs, they experience greater engagement and 
wellness, regardless of the values endorsed by their 
cultures (Chirkov, Ryan, & Sheldon, 2010).

Rewards, Need Satisfaction, 
Motivation, and Management

Viewing needs as basic necessities for healthy 
development, engagement, and well-being has led 
us to devote considerable attention to examining 
the conditions that diminish versus promote need 
satisfaction and thus its positive sequelae, and then 
to ask the question: what are the implications of our 
findings for management? With respect to manage-
ment, we are particularly interested in the issue of 
reward effects because salaries and other payments 
are an integral aspect of the workplace, although, 
as mentioned, feedback and choice are also very 
important external factors to consider regarding 
work motivation.

The reWard fiNdiNgs: uNdermiNiNg 
iNTriNsic moTivaTioN?

The earliest studies in the SDT tradition that 
investigated the effects of social-contextual factors 
on motivation were the experiments that explored 
the effects of tangible rewards and positive feed-
back on intrinsic motivation (e.g., Deci, 1971, 
1972). The initial findings showed that tangible 
rewards undermined intrinsic motivation for col-
lege students (Deci, 1971), high school students 
(Kruglanski, Friedman, & Zeevi, 1971), and nurs-
ery school students (Lepper, Greene,  & Nisbett, 
1973). Furthermore, positive feedback was found, 
on average, to increase intrinsic motivation (Deci, 
1971). This set of studies was the basis for our ini-
tial proposal that the concept of satisfaction versus 

thwarting of basic psychological needs for auton-
omy and competence by factors in the social envi-
ronment would provide a meaningful and effective 
way of explaining the experimental results (Deci & 
Ryan, 1980). That is, the undermining of intrinsic 
motivation was theorized to have occurred because 
becoming dependent on the rewards thwarted peo-
ple’s feelings of autonomy, whereas the enhancement 
of intrinsic motivation by feedback was theorized to 
result from its supporting satisfaction of the compe-
tence need. These two findings also had immediate 
relevance to management because rewards and feed-
back are widely discussed as important motivators 
in the workplace.

The findings of undermining of intrinsic moti-
vation by tangible rewards (especially money) were 
extremely controversial at the time in terms of both 
basic principles and their applications and implica-
tion for life domains, such as education (Ryan & 
Deci, 2000a) and work (Deci, 1972; Gagné  & 
Deci, 2005). In terms of basic principles, the idea 
of rewards having any negative effects was anath-
ema to operant behaviorists (e.g., Cameron  & 
Pierce, 1994; Reiss & Sushinsky, 1975), and con-
cerning the workplace the idea of money decreas-
ing intrinsic motivation was problematic given 
that money is considered by many to be the pri-
mary motivator of work performance (e.g., Scott, 
1975)  and because at least some psychologists 
believed that intrinsic and extrinsic motivation were 
positively additive (Eisenberger & Cameron, 1996; 
Porter & Lawler, 1968). In spite of the controversy, 
however, a meta-analysis of 128 experiments con-
firmed that tangible extrinsic rewards, on average, 
significantly decreased intrinsic motivation for the 
rewarded activity (Deci et al., 1999), as had other 
meta-analyses (e.g., Tang & Hall, 1995; Wiersma, 
1992). Furthermore, a meta-analysis of positive 
feedback studies confirmed that positive feedback 
enhanced intrinsic motivation (Henderlong  & 
Lepper, 2002).

The key findings from the reward experiments 
were that tangible rewards—both concrete (e.g., 
money) and symbolic (e.g., good player awards)—
decreased intrinsic motivation for the target activity, 
particularly if the rewards were contingent on doing 
the activity, expected when doing it, and salient. 
Furthermore, studies showed that the undermining 
of intrinsic motivation by these short manipulations 
in a laboratory setting remained significant for up to 
2 weeks (see Deci et al., 1999).

Rewards that were given to participants simply 
for showing up for an experiment and thus did not 
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require them to do the target activity to get the 
rewards did not undermine intrinsic motivation for 
the activity (Deci, 1972). Rewards that were unex-
pected and were given after participants completed 
the task as a kind of unexpected bonus also did not 
undermine intrinsic motivation. Finally, rewards 
that were kept nonsalient also were not detrimental 
to intrinsic motivation. These studies are particu-
larly important, because although on average tan-
gible rewards diminish intrinsic motivation, these 
studies make clear the conditions within which 
rewards are less likely to be detrimental.

Interestingly, a study by Ryan, Mims, and 
Koestner (1983) showed that when monetary 
rewards were made performance-contingent 
(i.e., were given to signify excellent performance 
on the activity) and were administered with an 
autonomy-supportive interpersonal style, the sub-
sequent level of intrinsic motivation was higher 
than that for participants who had gotten no 
performance-contingent rewards and no positive 
feedback, thus having received nothing to indi-
cate that their performance was excellent. So, it 
seems that receiving rewards that carry the mes-
sage that one had performed extremely well are 
not detrimental for intrinsic motivation relative to 
no rewards and no feedback. However, it is worth 
noting that the study by Ryan and colleagues also 
revealed that participants who were told, with an 
autonomy-supportive style, that their performance 
was excellent but did not receive the monetary 
rewards displayed a level of intrinsic motivation that 
was significantly higher than the level for the peo-
ple who got the performance contingent rewards 
conveying that they had done excellently. Simply 
stated, the presence of the monetary reward itself, 
independent of the positive feedback it conveyed, 
did in fact decrease intrinsic motivation, although 
the positive feedback, whether or not it was accom-
panied by rewards, had a positive effect on intrinsic 
motivation as other studies had previously shown 
(e.g., Boggiano & Ruble, 1979). Thus, the positive 
feedback and the monetary reward had opposite 
effects on intrinsic motivation, with the feedback 
increasing it and the tangible rewards decreasing it, 
so the overall effect depended on whether the con-
trol group used for making the comparisons did or 
did not include positive feedback.

The two most important implications of all the 
studies of reward effects on intrinsic motivation are 
that it is important to keep rewards relatively non-
salient, and that, when given, they should convey 
a sense of acknowledgment for performance well 

done. Of course in work organizations people are 
virtually always paid, and most people would not 
be in their jobs if they were not being paid. So, any 
argument that claims that the primary implication 
of the rewards literature is that employers should 
stop paying their employees (or should pay them 
much less) is obviously absurd. Fortunately, that 
argument is also not an accurate interpretation of 
the findings, for the research shows that noncon-
trolling (e.g., unexpected, noncontingent, and 
nonsalient) rewards are unlikely to have negative 
effects, and rewards that acknowledge excellent per-
formance tend to be positive relative to those that 
do not acknowledge effectiveness. Thus, the more 
appropriate conclusion is that rewards should typi-
cally not be used explicitly and deliberately to try to 
motivate employees to do work tasks because it is 
likely that if they are the employees will experience 
the reward contingencies as controlling and thwart-
ing of their autonomy and will thus tend to lose 
intrinsic motivation.

Three other findings within the intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivation literature have extremely impor-
tant implications for management. First, studies 
have shown that competition undermines intrinsic 
motivation (Deci, Betley, Kahle, Abrams, & Porac, 
1981), especially if there is pressure to win within 
the social context (Reeve & Deci, 1996) or if people 
are competing to earn monetary rewards (Pritchard, 
Campbell, & Campbell, 1977). We interpret these 
findings in terms of people becoming dependent on 
the outcome of winning the competition itself or 
the rewards that it yields and thus losing a sense of 
autonomy with respect to the target activity, and we 
emphasize the importance of the findings because 
many work environments administer rewards 
based on the outcome of competitions among their 
employees, whether individually or as groups.

The second important finding is that providing 
people with choice about how to do the activities 
they were engaged with led to increased intrin-
sic motivation for the activities (e.g., Zuckerman, 
Porac, Lathin, Smith, & Deci, 1978), and a subse-
quent meta-analysis confirmed this across numerous 
experiments (Patall, Cooper,  & Robinson, 2008). 
Whereas rewards and competition have tended to 
thwart satisfaction of the autonomy need and pro-
mote an external perceived locus of causality, choice 
has tended to support autonomy, prompt a more 
internal perceived locus of causality, and enhance 
intrinsic motivation. Importantly, the autonomy job 
characteristic, which encompasses choice, has been 
found meta-analytically to facilitate job satisfaction, 
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internal work motivation, well-being, and objec-
tive work performance (Humphrey, Nahrgang,  & 
Morgeson, 2007).

Third, research has also shown that when 
authorities acknowledge the feelings and perspec-
tives of their subordinates, those subordinates evi-
dence greater intrinsic motivation (Koestner, Ryan, 
Bernieri, & Holt, 1984)  as well as fuller internal-
ization and integration of regulations for activities 
that are not inherently interesting and thus not 
intrinsically motivated (Deci et al., 1994). Indeed, 
the concept of autonomy support has the element 
of individuals (e.g., authorities) taking the others’ 
(e.g., subordinates’) perspective or internal frame of 
reference as its foundational element (e.g., Ryan & 
Deci, 2000b). It is thus extremely important in 
the workplace as well as many other life domains, 
including even close personal relationships (Deci, 
La Guardia, Moller, Scheiner, & Ryan, 2006).

We turn now to a discussion of applying the 
results of the motivation research that have been 
reviewed thus far to the domain of management.

moTivaTioN aNd maNagemeNT
Many writing about management and motiva-

tion have explicated approaches to management 
based on whether the authors assume that the most 
important motivators are intrinsic or extrinsic. 
Typically, they have detailed managerial orienta-
tions, policies, and practices that tend to facilitate 
one or the other type of motivation, or both (e.g., 
Vroom & Deci, 1992).

Within SDT, we do not focus primarily on 
intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation 
when discussing the bases for different manage-
ment approaches, but instead we build our com-
ments about management around the concepts of 
autonomous motivation and controlled motivation 
(Gagné & Deci, 2005). Because theories other than 
SDT have failed to differentiate types of extrinsic 
motivation, they have not recognized that the out-
comes associated with well-internalized extrinsic 
motivation have more similarities to the outcomes 
associated with intrinsic motivation than they do 
to those associated with the controlled forms of 
extrinsic motivation. Accordingly, within SDT, we 
emphasize the importance of promoting full inter-
nalization of extrinsic motivation as well as main-
taining or enhancing intrinsic motivation in order 
to facilitate optimal motivation. We then propose 
ways to organize social environments so they sup-
port basic need satisfaction and thus autonomous 
motivation, rather than thwarting the basic needs 

and yielding external and introjected forms of con-
trolled motivation, or even amotivation.

As the research reviewed in this chapter has 
made clear, the conditions that promote autono-
mous motivation are those that support satisfac-
tion of the basic psychological needs for autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness. Furthermore, we 
maintain that all managerial functions, including 
for example making decisions, setting goals, and 
evaluating performance can be done in ways that 
are consistent with either autonomous motivation 
or controlled motivation. For the past half-century, 
various management theories have recognized this 
important point and have proposed approaches to 
management that are relatively consistent with the 
idea of autonomous motivation being the key to 
effective workplace behavior and performance and 
have described management accordingly. Argyris 
(1957) and McGregor (1960) were among the earli-
est to describe approaches to management that were 
generally consistent with the idea of promoting 
autonomous motivation. Other more recent ones 
include Lawler’s (1986) high involvement manage-
ment. Some such as Herzberg (1968) have used the 
concept of intrinsic motivation as the route to effec-
tive management. However, as already mentioned, 
none of the theorists used the concept of autono-
mous motivation.

The SDT Contributions
The primary contributions made by SDT that 

supplement other theories of work motivation and 
management such as those just mentioned involve 
the clarification of specific factors from the social 
context (i.e., the work environment) that support 
(versus thwart) the basic psychological needs and 
facilitate autonomous (versus controlled) motiva-
tion as well as the positive work-related outcomes 
that follow from it. Organizational psychologists 
and management theorists have increasingly used 
this empirical evidence from the SDT literature 
to make more precise propositions, prescriptions, 
and predictions about motivation, effective per-
formance, and psychological well-being in the 
workplace.

First, consider the issue of rewards. In the lit-
erature reviewed we pointed out that rewards are a 
necessary aspect of work situations and made clear 
that managers who use rewards in less-salient and 
noncontrolling ways, rather than emphasizing them 
as a way to motivate employees, are more effective 
at maintaining autonomous motivation in their 
employees. As well, we explained that raises and 
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bonuses are most effective when used to acknowl-
edge a job well done and when accompanied by 
specific positive feedback. Finally, we saw that it is 
important that reward structures not require peo-
ple to compete for rewards, because competing for 
rewards is highly detrimental to autonomous moti-
vation and to organizational health.

Indeed, research has shown that when employees 
get focused on rewards, their tendency is to take the 
shortest path to the outcome (e.g., Shapira, 1976), 
which can easily be manifest as cheating, gaming 
the system, and sacrificing the long-term best inter-
ests of the company in service of short-term goals. 
This contamination effect (e.g., Deci  & Ryan, 
2012; Ryan & Brown, 2005) is readily apparent in 
the corporate world, perhaps most infamously in 
the Enron saga.

There is another point about rewards that is 
very important in the workplace, although it 
has received very little attention in the SDT lit-
erature. It is that employees need to feel equitably 
paid in order to be optimally motivated. When all 
things are considered, such as level of one’s edu-
cation and training, the ongoing effectiveness of 
one’s performance on the job, and the level of pay 
being received by others doing the same job with 
the same seniority, employees who feel that their 
pay is relatively equitable will be more optimally 
motivated than those who feel it is inequitable, 
especially if it is inequitably low (Adams, 1963; 
Carrell & Dittrich, 1978; Messick & Cook, 1983; 
Spector, 2008). In short, compensation structures 
and other workplace rewards will be most effec-
tive and least detrimental when they are relatively 
nonsalient, reflective of good performance, non-
competitive, and equitable.

SDT research and both the Patall et al. (2008) 
and the Humphrey et  al. (2007) meta-analyses 
have confirmed that integrating as much choice as 
is reasonable into workplace activities is an impor-
tant factor in promoting optimal motivation. The 
idea of choice as discussed in SDT concerns peo-
ple experiencing a sense of choice while engaging 
in their work. Making decisions either individu-
ally or as members of groups facilitates the experi-
ence of choice so long as the nature and number 
of options are appropriate for the situation (e.g., 
Moller, Deci,  & Ryan, 2006). Within manage-
ment, choice has been discussed as part of both par-
ticipative management (e.g., Marrow, Bowers,  & 
Seashore, 1967)  and participative leadership (e.g., 
Yukl, 2010), and the Vroom and Jago (1988) 
approach to leadership and decision making has 

detailed the conditions in which using participative 
decision-making is most effective.

Within SDT we have highlighted facilitation 
of autonomous motivation by implementing indi-
vidual and group decision-making as frequently 
as possible within the managerial process. For 
example, we endorse Vroom and Jago’s discussion 
of managerial decision-making and further suggest 
that the idea of facilitating the experience of choice 
for employees entails having them involved in the 
goal-setting process both with respect to goals for 
their individual jobs and for the work group more 
broadly, and to participate actively in problem solv-
ing as part of the performance evaluation process.

The SDT literature has also highlighted the 
importance of managers or supervisors acknowledg-
ing the feelings and perspectives of subordinates in 
any interactions with them. As reviewed earlier, this 
has been shown to be a critical factor in autonomy 
support and thus in facilitating autonomous moti-
vation. In terms of management, this points to the 
importance of managers using an interpersonal 
style that is respectful and acknowledging of their 
employees as a starting place in all interactions.

Deci et  al. (1989), in a study described previ-
ously, did an organization development interven-
tion in a division of a large corporation in which 
the focus of the intervention was exactly the fac-
tors outlined in this section. By teaching, modeling, 
and facilitating the factors of taking the others’ per-
spectives and acknowledging their feelings, offer-
ing choice, using effective feedback, minimizing 
control, and using rewards and recognition in less 
salient, more informative ways, the change agent 
was able to facilitate the managers becoming more 
need-supportive of their employees, which resulted 
in the employees experiencing greater satisfaction 
and engagement.

Conclusion
SDT, which has gained prominence in organiza-

tional psychology and management during recent 
years, proposes that all people have evolved psycho-
logical needs for competence, autonomy, and relat-
edness; and that it is important to differentiate types 
of motivation, the most important distinction being 
between autonomous and controlled motivation, 
when making predictions about effective perfor-
mance and workplace adjustment. As such, it pro-
vides yet another theory of work motivation that is 
based in needs. This might lead one to ask, “What is 
new about this theory of needs and why do we need 
another theory of needs when we have already had 
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several that did not work very well?” The answer 
to this question is (1) that it is the first empirically 
derived motivation theory that specifies a small 
number of evolved, universal, growth-oriented psy-
chological needs; (2)  that it specifically focuses on 
the satisfaction versus thwarting of these psycho-
logical needs (rather than their strength) as the basis 
for making predictions; and (3)  that its primary 
aim has been to use satisfaction versus thwarting 
of the basic psychological needs to predict whether 
employees’ primary motivation will be autonomous 
or controlled and whether they will in turn persist 
at their work, perform it effectively, and evidence 
psychological well-being when doing it.

The theory explicates the idea that extrinsic 
motivation can vary in the degree to which it is 
autonomous or self-determined, depending on the 
degree to which the values and regulations con-
tained within extrinsic motivations have been fully 
internalized. As such, the theory has not focused on 
intrinsic versus extrinsic motivation as many prior 
theories have done, but instead has addressed auton-
omous versus controlled motivation. Autonomous 
motivation encompasses intrinsic motivation and 
well-internalized extrinsic motivation and has been 
found to lead to greater psychological well-being 
and more effective performance (especially on heu-
ristic tasks) than has controlled motivation, which 
comprises external control and control by introj-
ects, the latter being partially internalized demands 
and contingencies.

In sum, the theory postulates that when peo-
ple’s basic psychological needs are satisfied in the 
workplace they are more autonomously motivated 
to work, and when their basic needs are thwarted 
they are controlled or amotivated when at work. 
Autonomous motivation, which recruits the 
whole-hearted efforts of employees, has payoffs in 
terms of productivity, creativity, and lower burnout 
and turnover. Substantial research in the psycho-
logical laboratory and in work organizations has 
supported this viewpoint, and managers who have 
adopted orientations and procedures that support 
rather than thwart their subordinates’ basic needs 
have been shown to be more effective.

Future Directions
Cognitive evaluation theory (CET) is one of 

six mini-theories that make up SDT. CET was 
formulated to provide an account of the effects of 
social-contextual factors, such as rewards and feed-
back on intrinsic motivation (e.g., Deci, 1975; 

Deci & Ryan, 1980). It became sufficiently promi-
nent in organizational psychology during the 1980s 
and 1990s that Ambrose and Kulik (1999) referred 
to CET as one of seven traditional theories of moti-
vation in organizations. However, the application of 
CET to work organizations was largely concerned 
with the use of rewards and their relations to intrin-
sic motivation. Only more recently have organiza-
tional researchers begun to consider the importance 
of well-internalized extrinsic motivation in addition 
to intrinsic motivation as the more effective type of 
motivation, and only during that time have they 
recognized the importance of people’s basic psycho-
logical need satisfaction on the job as the basis of 
effectiveness and wellness. This has allowed practi-
tioners to use SDT research to guide prescriptions 
about effective managerial and leadership behaviors.

The important future directions concern 
the thoughtful use of SDT (rather than just 
CET) to address a wide range of questions in 
work-organization research. For example, more 
specific exploration of how managers can carry 
out their various functions, such as goal setting, 
performance evaluation, and decision-making, in 
ways that are need supportive rather than thwart-
ing would be very useful. Research on how SDT 
interacts with transformational leadership, in terms 
of both developing visions and motivating others to 
help carry them out, seems like fertile ground for 
examination. Specific studies of change in organiza-
tions would be extremely useful. This could include 
studies of how to restructure organizations—which 
are all too often structured in ways that are depriv-
ing rather than supportive of basic psychological 
need satisfaction. As well, it could include research 
on how, within an organizational unit, manag-
ers who see the necessity of making some change 
could work with their employees to plan and imple-
ment the change in ways that are need satisfying for 
the employees, some of whom may initially have 
opposed the change, while ensuring that the needed 
change does occur. These are but a few instances 
of possible future directions. It is noteworthy that 
the necessary concepts all exist within SDT for 
addressing these issues. For example, the concept 
of internalizing extrinsic motivation is clearly cen-
tral to issues of change within organizations, and 
there is now prolific research on promoting indi-
vidual change that persists over time within various 
domains although it has only begun to make its way 
into the field of work motivation.

Research in applied domains, such as educa-
tion (Ryan  & Deci, 2009), health care (Sheldon, 
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Williams,  & Joiner, 2003), and physical activ-
ity (Hagger & Chatzisarantis, 2007), has used the 
broader theory (i.e., SDT) extensively in making 
predictions and interpreting results, and it seems 
appropriate for organizational researcher to follow 
in that same path.
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Introduction
Although there is considerable agreement that 

organizations stand to benefit from having a com-
mitted workforce, there has been much less con-
sensus among organizational scientists with regard 
to the meaning of commitment (Klein, Malloy, & 
Cooper, 2009; Becker, Klein,  & Meyer, 2009). 
Scientific interest in commitment was stimulated 
initially by concerns over declining loyalty and 
increasing rates of turnover in the 1960s and 1970s 
(Mowday, Porter, & Steers, 1982). Employee com-
mitment (organizational commitment) was studied 
alongside job satisfaction as a potential contributor 
to employees’ decision to stay with or leave an orga-
nization. It is perhaps because of this pairing with 
job satisfaction that commitment gained promi-
nence as an important work attitude. Indeed, most 
textbooks in industrial and organizational psychol-
ogy feature commitment prominently in the work 
attitudes chapter. Some theorists agree with this 
categorization and suggest that our understanding 
of the construct might be enhanced by tying it even 

more closely with mainstream attitude theory (e.g. 
Solinger, van Olffen, & Roe, 2008). Others argue 
that commitment is much more than an attitude, 
and that it has strong motivational properties (e.g., 
Meyer  & Herscovitch, 2001). This is the posi-
tion I  take in this chapter. Moreover, in line with 
the theme of the Handbook, I  illustrate how our 
understanding of commitment can be advanced by 
linking it to theories of motivation, most notably 
Deci and Ryan’s (1985, 2000)  self-determination 
theory (SDT).

Although acknowledging the lack of consen-
sus on the meaning of commitment, for present 
purposes I  focus discussion on a well-established 
theoretical framework, the three-component 
model (TCM) developed by Meyer and colleagues 
(Allen  & Meyer, 1990; Meyer  & Allen, 1991, 
1997; Meyer & Herscovitch, 2001). In the initial 
formulation of the TCM, attention was focused 
primarily on employee commitment to the organi-
zation and commitment was conceptualized within 
the attitudinal tradition (Mowday et  al., 1982; 

Abstract
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Salancik,  1977). However, as the theory evolved, 
it expanded to include commitment to other 
work-relevant foci, including one’s occupation, 
supervisor, work team, and customers (e.g., Meyer, 
Allen, & Smith, 1993; O’Shea, Goodwin, Driskell, 
Salas, & Ardison, 2009; Stinglhamber, Bentein, & 
Vandenberghe, 2002). Ultimately, it developed 
into a general model purported to apply to any and 
all commitments (Meyer  & Herscovitch, 2001). 
With this evolution came recognition of the moti-
vational properties inherent in commitment and 
efforts to link the TCM to theories of work moti-
vation (Meyer, Becker,  & Vandenberghe, 2004). 
This endeavor was greatly facilitated by inclusion 
of SDT—a theory that was only beginning to be 
acknowledged within the work motivation litera-
ture (see Gagné & Deci, 2005).

My objectives in this chapter are to provide a 
brief overview of theory and research on employee 
commitment, describe its evolution as a motiva-
tional construct within the TCM (Meyer & Allen, 
1991; Meyer & Herscovitch, 2001), and illustrate 
how this evolution was facilitated by establishing 
links with SDT (Meyer et al., 2004). I also elabo-
rate on recent developments in commitment theory 
(e.g., Meyer, Becker, & Van Dick, 2006; Meyer & 
Maltin, 2010; Meyer  & Parfyonova, 2010)  and 
research (e.g., Gellatly, Meyer,  & Luchak, 2006; 
Meyer, Stanley, & Parfyonova, 2012; Somers, 2009; 
2010; Wasti, 2005) to demonstrate how the integra-
tion of the TCM and SDT has helped to advance 
understanding of the nature, development, and 
consequences of commitment. Finally, I  describe 
how SDT in combination with the TCM was 
applied recently to the development of a theoretical 
framework to guide research and practice pertaining 
to employee engagement (Meyer & Gagné, 2008; 
Meyer, Gagné, & Parfyonova, 2010). I conclude by 
offering an agenda for future research.

The TCM of Organizational 
Commitment

Meyer and Allen (1991, 1997; Allen & Meyer, 
1990) developed the TCM of organizational com-
mitment to address observed similarities and differ-
ences in existing unidimensional conceptualizations 
of the construct (e.g., Becker, 1960; Mowday et al., 
1982; Wiener, 1982). Common to all was the belief 
that commitment binds an individual to an organi-
zation and reduces the likelihood of turnover. The 
main differences were in the psychological state, 
or mindset, presumed to characterize the commit-
ment. These mindsets reflected three distinguishable 

themes:  (1)  affective attachment to the organiza-
tion, (2)  obligation to remain, and (3)  perceived 
cost of leaving. To distinguish among these mind-
sets, Meyer and Allen used the labels affective com-
mitment, normative commitment, and continuance 
commitment, respectively. They referred to affective, 
normative, and continuance commitment as compo-
nents rather than types of commitment to acknowl-
edge that employees can experience all three to 
varying degrees. For example, one employee might 
have a strong desire to remain, feel obligated to do 
so, and recognize that there would be modest costs 
associated with leaving. Another might have little 
desire to remain and feel only a moderate sense of 
obligation to do so, but see the costs of leaving as 
very high (e.g., reduced salary, disruption associated 
with relocation).

One of the most important reasons for distin-
guishing among the components of commitment 
was that they can have different implications for 
behavior. Although all three relate negatively to 
turnover, their relations with on-the-job work 
behaviors can be quite different (see Meyer, Stanley, 
Herscovitch,  & Topolnytsky, 2002). Indeed, 
research shows that affective commitment has the 
strongest positive correlation with job performance, 
organizational citizenship behavior, and attendance, 
followed by normative commitment. Continuance 
commitment tends to be unrelated, or negatively 
related, to these behaviors. Although Meyer and 
Allen argued that the nature of employees’ commit-
ment and its implications can be best understood 
by considering the three components together, they 
did not elaborate on how the components might 
combine, how the combinations would be expe-
rienced, and how they might influence behavior. 
Consequently, most research focused primarily on 
relations involving individual components, with 
only a few investigators exploring interactions (e.g., 
Jaros, 1997; Randall, Fedor, & Longenecker, 1990; 
Somers, 1995). This is an issue I  address in more 
detail later.

Toward a General Model of 
Commitment

Another major development in commitment 
theory in the 1980s and 1990s was recognition that 
employees develop commitments to targets, or foci, 
other than the organization (e.g., Becker, 1992; 
Morrow, 1983; Reichers, 1985). In many cases, 
as researchers shifted their attention to these other 
foci (e.g., occupation, union, team), they simply 
adapted a measure of organizational commitment 
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and changed the referent to the target of interest. 
In some cases, commitment was treated as a unidi-
mensional construct (e.g., Bishop  & Scott, 2000; 
Vandenberg,  & Scarpello, 1994). In other cases, 
a multidimensional framework was applied (e.g., 
Becker, Billings, Eveleth, & Gilbert, 1996), includ-
ing the TCM (e.g., Meyer et al., 1993; Stinglhamber 
et  al., 2002). In still other cases, most notably 
union commitment (Gordon, Philpot, Burt, 
Thompson, & Spiller, 1980), quite extensive modi-
fications were made to the models and accompany-
ing measures. Thus, the shift in attention to other 
targets provided a major stimulus for commitment 
research, but the adoption of different conceptual-
izations and measures created confusion and served 
as an obstacle to communication and integration of 
research findings.

Meyer and Herscovitch (2001) argued that 
the essence of the commitment construct should 
remain the same regardless of the target and there-
fore attempted to develop a unifying theoretical 
framework. In so doing, they identified five key 
issues that needed to be resolved. First, a choice had 
to be made among the existing conceptualizations as 
the basis for a unifying definition of commitment. 
Second, it was necessary to determine whether a 
unidimensional or multidimensional conceptualiza-
tion was optimal. Third, it was important to make a 
clear distinction between commitment and related 
constructs (e.g., attitudes, motivation). Fourth, 
it was necessary to conceptualize the outcomes of 
commitment in such a way that the model could be 
used to guide hypothesis development regardless of 
the focus of the commitment. Finally, the potential 
antecedents of commitment had to be described in 
such a way that similar principles could be applied 
to explain the development of commitment to any 
target. Together, the links to antecedent and conse-
quence variables formed the nomological network 
(Cronbach & Meehl, 1955) used to validate mea-
sures, test theory, and direct practice.

Given the emerging consensus that commitment 
could take different forms, the large overlap among 
existing multidimensional conceptualizations (e.g., 
Jaros, Jermier, Koehler, & Sincich, 1993; Mayer & 
Schoorman, 1998; Meyer & Allen, 1991; Penley & 
Gould, 1988), and the relative dominance of the 
TCM within the organization commitment lit-
erature, Meyer and Herscovitch (2001) addressed 
issues one and two above by adopting the TCM 
as the basis for their general model. That is, they 
proposed that regardless of the target, commitment 
could be characterized by at least three distinct 

mindsets: (1) desire (affective), (2) obligation (nor-
mative), and (3)  perceived cost (continuance). 
Moreover, following Meyer and Allen (1991), they 
argued that each of these mindsets could be experi-
enced to varying degrees and that the consequences 
of commitment would vary as a function of the rela-
tive strength of all three. Unlike Meyer and Allen, 
however, Meyer and Herscovitch developed a set of 
propositions with regard to how the components 
might combine to influence behavior. I  discuss 
these propositions in more detail below. First, it is 
important to consider how Meyer and Herscovitch 
addressed the issues of providing a unifying defini-
tion of commitment and linking it to other vari-
ables across diverse contexts.

Defining Commitment
Unfortunately, adapting the TCM as a guiding 

framework did not provide the general definition 
needed to establish the core essence of the con-
struct and to distinguish commitment from related 
constructs (e.g., motive, attitudes). Meyer and 
Herscovitch (2001) considered such a distinction to 
be particularly important because, without it com-
mitment loses its value as an explanatory concept. 
That is, “[i] f commitment is nothing more than a 
state of mind that exists when an individual expe-
riences a positive exchange relationship with some 
entity, it contributes nothing beyond exchange the-
ories of motivation (e.g., expectancy, equity) to our 
understanding of organizational behavior. Similarly, 
if commitment is viewed simply as a positive atti-
tude, there is little to be gained by continuing to 
study it outside the confines of more general atti-
tude research” (p. 301).

Earlier scholars (e.g., Brickman, 1987; Brown, 
1996; Oliver, 1990; Scholl, 1981)  had similarly 
sought to define commitment in such a way that 
distinguished it from other motives or attitudes. 
Meyer and Herscovitch (2001, p. 301) found that 
common among these definitions was the notion 
that commitment was a “stabilizing or obliging 
force” that “gives direction to behavior (i.e., restricts 
freedom, binds the person to a course of action).” 
Therefore, this notion of commitment as a stabiliz-
ing force served as one key element in the develop-
ment of a unifying conceptualization.

Another challenge in the development of a gen-
eral definition was the diversity of potential targets. 
More specifically, some researchers were interested 
in studying commitment to other individuals (e.g., 
marital partner, supervisor) or collectives (e.g., 
organization, union, team), whereas others were 
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interested in commitments to a course of action 
(e.g., exercise routine, performance improvement), 
or a stimulus to action (e.g., goal, program, change 
initiative). This raised the question as to whether 
commitment is to an entity, an action, or both, and 
whether it is possible to define commitment in such 
a way that it applies in all cases. Although seemingly 
similar, this issue is different from the long-standing 
distinction between attitudinal and behavioral com-
mitment (see Mowday et al., 1982; Salancik, 1977). 
The latter distinction relates more to the process 
by which commitment develops than to the tar-
get of commitment per se.1 To address the target 
issue, Meyer and Herscovitch (2001) noted that 
the distinction between commitment to an entity 
and commitment to behavior might be largely a 
function of emphasis. That is, most commitments 
involve both an entity and a course of action. For 
example, a commitment to an organization typically 
includes a set of explicit or implied terms (Brown, 
1996), such as staying for a particular period of time 
and/or performing at some accepted level. Similarly, 
there is often an entity implied in a commitment to 
a course of action. For instance, the entity implied 
in commitment to goal-directed behavior is the 
objective or beneficiary of the goal. Thus, Meyer 
and Herscovitch argued that there may be advan-
tages to including both the entity and behavior in 
the definition of commitment. Combining this 
with the notion of commitment as a stabilizing force 
accompanied by different mindsets, they offered the 
following general definition:  “Commitment is a 
mind-set that can take different forms and binds an 
individual to a course of action that is relevant to a 
particular target” (p. 310).

Developing a Context-free 
Nomological Network

Because commitment can be directed at differ-
ent foci, the factors contributing to its development 
differ, as do the relevant behavioral consequences. 
For example, the conditions that contribute to the 
development of commitment to an organization are 
different from those involved in the development 
of commitment to a specific project. The behavioral 
manifestations of these commitments also are dif-
ferent (e.g., staying with the organization vs. work-
ing overtime to meet a project deadline). Therefore, 
a general model requires specification of classes of 
variables within a nomological network that can 
be used to guide the selection of relevant variables 

across varying contexts. For present purposes, and 
in the interests of space, I focus here on how Meyer 
and Herscovitch (2001) addressed this problem 
with regard to the consequences of commitment.

According to the general model, commitment 
has similar implications for those behaviors speci-
fied within the terms of the commitment regard-
less of the accompanying mindset. However, the 
quality of this behavior, and/or the probability of 
related behaviors, varies as a function of the mind-
set. Meyer and Herscovitch (2001) referred to the 
behaviors stated or implied within the terms of the 
commitment as focal behaviors. In the case of orga-
nizational commitment, the focal behavior typically 
involves staying (Mowday et  al., 1982), whereas 
in commitment to a change initiative the focal 
behavior is compliance with the requirements for 
change (Herscovitch  & Meyer, 2002). Meyer and 
Herscovitch described behaviors that fall outside 
the explicit or implied terms of a commitment as 
discretionary. They argued that, in most cases, the 
entity affected by a commitment (e.g., organization, 
change initiative) also benefits from behaviors not 
clearly specified within the terms of a commitment. 
For example, an organization is better off if employ-
ees not only stay but perform at a level beyond the 
minimum requirements. Similarly, a change initia-
tive is more likely to be successful when employees 
go beyond what is required (e.g., promoting the 
change to others, finding innovative solutions to 
problems). Although, theoretically, it is possible to 
include these latter behaviors within the terms of the 
commitment (in which case they become focal), in 
practice it is difficult to anticipate all of the activities 
that might be required to achieve a desired objec-
tive (e.g., a successful change initiative). According 
to the general model, it is the potential for discre-
tionary activity that makes distinctions among the 
mindsets important.

Behavioral Implications of 
Commitment

Having distinguished the two general forms of 
commitment-relevant behavior—focal and discre-
tionary—Meyer and Herscovitch (2001) offered a 
set of propositions regarding how these behaviors 
vary as a function of the commitment mindsets. 
Consistent with the original TCM, they predicted 
that affective commitment would have the strongest 
positive correlation with both types of behavior, 
followed by normative commitment and continu-
ance commitment. Continuance commitment was 
expected to relate positively with focal behavior, but 
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to be unrelated or negatively related to discretionary 
behavior. More importantly, Meyer and Herscovitch 
(2001) developed hypotheses concerning the com-
bined effects of the three components. They argued 
that each individual has a commitment profile reflect-
ing the relative strength of affective, normative, and 
continuance to any particular target (e.g., organi-
zation). To illustrate, they identified eight potential 
profile groups, each characterized by a combination 
of high or low scores on the three components. They 
argued that the optimal profile for both focal and 
discretionary behavior would be one with strong 
affective commitment combined with weak nor-
mative and continuance commitment. Hereinafter, 
I refer to this as an affective-dominant profile, and 
use the term dominant similarly in other profile 
labels to identify the strongest (i.e., dominant) com-
ponents in the profile.

Because continuance commitment (perceived cost) 
and normative commitment (obligation) both involve 
constraints on behavior, Meyer and Herscovitch 
(2001) proposed that high scores on these compo-
nents would have a mitigating effect on the impact 
of strong affective commitment. Thus, although the 
probability of staying and performing effectively 
should be relatively high for employees with fully com-
mitted (i.e., strong affective, normative, and continu-
ance commitment), affective/normative-dominant, 
and affective/continuance-dominant profiles, it 
was expected to be lower than for employees with 
an affective-dominant profile. Employees with 
continuance-dominant, normative-dominant, or 
continuance/normative-dominant profiles were 
expected to have a greater likelihood of staying than 
uncommitted employees (i.e., those with low scores 
on all three components), but were not expected to do 
more than required in terms of performance.

Meyer and Herscovitch’s (2001) general model 
stimulated considerable research, which I discuss in 
more detail below, but also led to further advances 
in theory. Most notably, it served as the basis for the 
integration of commitment theory with theories of 
work motivation (Meyer et al., 2004). As noted in 
the next section, this integration was greatly facili-
tated by the incorporation of SDT into the general 
framework.

Commitment and Motivation: 
Toward an Integrative Model

Like commitment, motivation is a complex 
construct that is difficult to capture in a simple def-
inition. Because of this complexity, motivation has 
been examined from a variety of perspectives—both 

in general and in a work context. In an effort to cap-
ture the complexity of the construct and reflect the 
diversity in theoretical perspectives, Pinder (1998, 
p.  11) provided the following definition of work 
motivation: “Work motivation is a set of energetic 
forces that originates both within as well as beyond 
an individual’s being, to initiate work-related behav-
ior, and to determine its form, direction, intensity, 
and duration.” Meyer et  al. (2004) noted that, 
although distinguishable, there are several similari-
ties between commitment and motivation. Most 
notably, both have been described as energizing 
forces with implications for behavior. Motivation 
was described by Pinder (1998) as a set of ener-
gizing forces, and commitment was described by 
Meyer and Herscovitch (2001) as a force that binds 
an individual to a course of action. Putting these 
together, Meyer et al. suggested that motivation is a 
broader concept than commitment and that com-
mitment might best be considered one in the set of 
energizing forces contributing to motivated (inten-
tional) behavior. Importantly, however, they noted 
that the binding nature of commitment makes 
it unique among the many forces. Indeed, this is 
reflected in the everyday use of the terms, where 
commitment is generally reserved for important 
actions or decisions that have relatively long-term 
implications (e.g., commitment to a relationship, 
commitment to environmental protection). By 
contrast, people describe themselves or others as 
being motivated even in cases that have relatively 
trivial and shorter-term implications (e.g., moti-
vation to organize one’s office). Thus, Meyer et al. 
concluded that commitment can serve as a particu-
larly powerful source of motivation and can often 
lead to persistence in a course of action even in the 
face of opposing forces, such as outcome contin-
gencies or fairness concerns (cf. Brickman, 1987; 
Scholl, 1981).

As another point of comparison, Meyer et  al. 
(2004) noted that general interests in motiva-
tion and commitment both stem from a desire to 
understand, predict, and influence a wide range of 
behaviors. However, when applied to work, theories 
of motivation have typically focused on job perfor-
mance as an outcome, whereas the dominant out-
come in organizational commitment research was 
retention. Meyer et al. argued that theories of work 
motivation and commitment can both be expanded 
to explain any form of intentional behavior (e.g., 
attendance, turnover, in-role performance, orga-
nizational citizenship). This argument raises the 
possibility that theories of work motivation and 
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commitment might be integrated to a common 
end, but also increases the importance of clarifying 
the distinction between the constructs.

As a starting point for the development of their 
integrative model of motivation and commitment, 
Meyer et al. (2004) adapted Locke’s (1997) general 
model of work motivation. This model incorporates 
mainstream theories of work motivation (e.g., need, 
expectancy, and goal-setting theories) to explain the 
mechanisms underlying employees’ motivation to 
perform on the job. However, the model required 
some revision to accommodate the integration of 
commitment theory. Specifically, adjustments were 
required to address differences in the structure 
(dimensionality) and behavioral consequences of 
the key constructs.

Dimensionality of Motivation and 
Commitment

Locke’s (1997) general model, and the theories 
it incorporates, treat motivation as a unitary con-
cept. That is, although they recognize variation in 
the degree of motivation, they generally do not 
acknowledge differences in the psychological states, 
or mindsets, which can accompany this motivation. 
This was problematic for the integration of a model 
of commitment where the nature of the accompa-
nying mindset is important. To address this prob-
lem, Meyer et  al. (2004) drew from motivation 
theories outside the mainstream work motivation 
literature, most notably SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 
2000) and regulatory focus theory (Higgins, 1997, 
1998). Both theories acknowledge the multidimen-
sionality of motivation and, in particular, the fact 
that motivation can be accompanied by different 
mindsets. For present purposes, I  focus primarily 
on SDT. Meyer et al. noted that there were strong 
similarities between the mindsets described in SDT 
and those identified in the TCM of commitment—
consequently it played a central role in the develop-
ment of their integrative model.

A detailed description of SDT is provided by 
Gagné and Deci [Chapter 1]. Therefore, for pres-
ent purposes I  focus here on a few key distinc-
tions regarding the nature of motivation. First, 
individuals can have little or no motivation for 
goal-directed activities (amotivation), they can 
be motivated by interest in the task itself (intrin-
sic motivation), or they can be motivated to attain 
outcomes linked to task engagement and/or perfor-
mance (extrinsic motivation). Moreover, the moti-
vational state accompanying extrinsic motivation 
can vary depending on the nature of the outcome 

and contingency. When an individual is motivated 
to attain rewards or avoid punishments controlled 
by others, he or she experiences external regulation. 
When the motive comes from a desire to evaluate 
oneself positively or avoid feelings of guilt or shame, 
he or she experiences introjected regulation. Finally, 
when the motive is to be self-expressive and/or to 
achieve outcomes consistent with personal values, 
he or she experiences identified regulation (some-
times described as integrated regulation).

Meyer et  al. (2004) proposed that employees 
with a strong affective commitment to their orga-
nization would be most likely to experience intrin-
sic motivation or identified regulation—both are 
considered to be autonomous forms of regulation 
within SDT and are compatible with the want to 
mindset characterizing affective commitment. In 
contrast, individuals who have a strong continuance 
commitment and feel trapped in the organization 
due to lack of alternatives or other potential costs of 
leaving are more likely to experience external regu-
lation; both continuance commitment and exter-
nal regulation involve a high degree of perceived 
outside control. Finally, Meyer et al. proposed that 
employees who have a strong normative commit-
ment would be likely to experience introjected regu-
lation in their day-to-day tasks. That is, employees 
who have a strong sense of obligation to remain 
with the organization may judge themselves by the 
degree to which they live up to their own expecta-
tions and/or the expectations of others. As discussed 
below, these propositions have since been modified 
in light of evidence suggesting that a particular 
component of commitment can be experienced dif-
ferently depending on how it combines with other 
components. For now, however, I turn to the second 
modification to Locke’s (1997) model:  the behav-
ioral consequences of motivation.

Behavioral Consequences of 
Motivation

In Locke’s (1997) model, the key outcome of 
motivation is task performance. For the most part, 
task performance involves a fairly circumscribed 
outcome that can be measured against an explicit 
or implied goal. Although important, it fails to take 
into account the possibility that employees might, 
under some circumstances, modify or expand the 
goal. Recall that Meyer and Herscovitch (2001) 
distinguished between focal and discretionary 
behavior and described them as qualitatively dis-
tinct. Moreover, they argued that the differences 
in commitment mindsets would be reflected most 
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clearly in discretionary behaviors. For example, they 
proposed that employees with strong affective com-
mitment are more likely to engage in discretionary 
behaviors that fall outside the terms of the commit-
ment than are employees with strong continuance 
commitment (Meyer et  al., 2002). Meyer et  al. 
(2004) argued that the same might be the case with 
motivated behavior, but this possibility was not 
readily apparent from Locke’s model. Interestingly, 
however, research addressing the behavioral conse-
quences of the motivational states in SDT provides 
evidence for a pattern similar to that observed for 
the components of commitment. That is, although 
controlled motivation can contribute to effective 
performance on mundane tasks, more autonomous 
forms of motivation (i.e., intrinsic motivation and 
identified regulation) have been found to lead to 
greater performance on difficult and complex tasks 
requiring flexibility, creativity, and heuristic prob-
lem solving (see Gagné & Deci, 2005). Thus, inclu-
sion of SDT into the integrative model also helped 
to justify the expansion of the outcomes of motiva-
tion to include both nondiscretionary (focal) and 
discretionary behaviors.

The Issue of Causality
As a final note on the integrative model, it is 

important to consider briefly the issue of causality. 
Meyer et al. (2004) proposed that the nature of an 
employee’s organizational commitment would have 
important implications for the motivational state 
experienced during task performance. Therefore, 
their emphasis was on the causal effects of commit-
ment mindsets on motivational mindsets. However, 
they acknowledged that, over time, the intrinsic and 
extrinsic consequences of performance would have 
implications for commitment—potentially strength-
ening or weakening the various mindsets. For exam-
ple, an employee who regularly experiences autonomy 
at work is likely to develop a stronger affective attach-
ment to the organization. In contrast, an employee 
whose activities are more highly controlled might 
become less affectively committed to the organiza-
tion, but develop a stronger continuance commit-
ment if the source of control (e.g., performance-based 
pay) would make it costly to leave. Thus, the causal 
connection between commitment and motivational 
states might best be considered reciprocal.

Tests of and Refinements to the 
Integrative Model

Given its complexity, it is impossible to test 
Meyer and colleagues’ (2004) model in its entirety. 

Consequently, the focus has been on some of the 
more novel elements, including the hypothesized 
relations between the commitment and motiva-
tional mindsets. These relations have now been 
examined in a few recent studies with mixed sup-
port (e.g., Gagné, Chemolli, Forest,  & Koestner, 
2008; Gagné et  al., 2010; Meyer et  al., 2012). 
Gagné et  al. (2008) examined correlations within 
and across time in an Italian organization undergo-
ing a merger. As expected, they found that affective 
commitment correlated most strongly with autono-
mous regulation, followed by introjected regulation. 
Interestingly, normative commitment correlated 
significantly, and at approximately the same magni-
tude, with autonomous and introjected regulation. 
Both affective and normative commitment corre-
lated significantly, albeit less strongly, with external 
regulation prior to the merger, but did not correlate 
significantly postmerger. Separate correlations were 
computed for two facets of continuance commit-
ment: high sacrifice and low alternatives. Only the 
low-alternatives facet correlated more strongly and 
positively with external regulation than with auton-
omous motivation as predicted; the high-sacrifice 
facet correlated moderately in a positive direction 
with all three of the motivation variables.

More recently, Gagné et al. (2010) also found 
that affective commitment correlated positively 
with more autonomous forms of motivation 
(intrinsic motivation and identified regulation), 
somewhat less so with introjected regulation, and 
negatively with external regulation. Continuance 
commitment correlated positively with external 
and introjected regulation, but did not correlate 
significantly with identified regulation or intrinsic 
motivation. Again, normative commitment cor-
related positively with both autonomous moti-
vation and introjected regulation; however, it 
correlated negatively with external regulation in 
this study. Finally, Meyer et al. (2012) correlated 
the commitment components with a measure 
reflecting the relative strength of autonomous 
versus controlled regulation and found that both 
affective and normative commitment correlated 
positively and continuance commitment corre-
lated negatively.

Thus, initial tests of the relations between the 
commitment and motivational mindsets gener-
ally support the predicted relations with affective 
and continuance commitment (particularly the 
low-alternatives facet). Normative commitment 
correlated positively with introjected regulation as 
expected, but it also correlated positively with more 
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autonomous forms of motivation, and its correla-
tions with external regulation varied in both magni-
tude and sign across studies. Interestingly, although 
the latter findings did not support the original 
predictions, they are consistent with some recent 
developments in theory and research pertaining 
to normative commitment (Gellatly et  al., 2006; 
Meyer & Parfyonova, 2010). These and other new 
developments regarding profiles of commitment 
have broader implications for Meyer and colleague’s 
(2004) integrative model, and in particular for the 
link between SDT and the TCM, and therefore 
warrant further discussion.

Commitment Profiles and Their 
Implications

Recall that Meyer and Herscovitch (2001) 
offered a set of propositions concerning how the 
three components of commitment combine to influ-
ence behavior. Early tests of these propositions (e.g., 
Gellatly et  al., 2006; Somers, 2009, 2010; Wasti, 
2005) provided some support, but also yielded some 
unexpected results that led to further refinements to 
the theory. For example, Gellatly et al. (2006) mea-
sured affective, normative, and continuance com-
mitment and used a median-split approach to create 
the eight profile groups discussed by Meyer and 
Herscovitch (2001). The profile groups were then 
compared with regard to mean scores on self-report 
measures of intention to stay and organizational 
citizenship behavior. Contrary to expectation, 
employees with an affective/continuance-dominant 
profile did not differ from the affective-dominant 
group in terms of intention to remain or citizenship 
behavior. Moreover, intention to stay and citizen-
ship behavior were greater for employees with an 
affective/normative-dominant profile than for those 
with an affective-dominant profile.2

Gellatly et al. (2006) also conducted moderated 
regression analyses and found three-way interac-
tions for both intention to stay and organizational 
citizenship behavior. Follow-up simple slopes 
analyses involving citizenship behavior revealed a 
particularly interesting finding. Specifically, norma-
tive commitment related positively to citizenship 
behavior when it was combined with strong affec-
tive commitment. However, when combined with 
strong continuance commitment and weak affective 
commitment, normative commitment correlated 
negatively with citizenship behavior. Based on these 
findings, Gellatly et al. argued that the other com-
ponents in a profile might provide a context that 
has implications for how a particular component is 

experienced. Most notably, when normative com-
mitment (obligation) is combined with strong 
affective commitment (desire) it might be experi-
enced as a “moral imperative” (i.e., a desire to do 
the right thing). However, when combined with 
strong continuance commitment (perceived cost) 
in the absence of affective commitment, normative 
commitment may be experienced as an “indebted 
obligation” (i.e., a need to do what is expected). 
Therefore, it appears that normative commitment 
is positively related to organizational citizenship 
behavior when experienced as a moral imperative, 
but is negatively related when experienced as an 
indebted obligation.

Although not specifically conducted to test for 
context effects, several other profile studies have 
provided relevant findings. For example, studies 
using k-means cluster analysis or latent profile anal-
ysis to identify naturally occurring profile groups 
have consistently demonstrated the lowest levels 
of turnover intention among employees with fully 
committed, affective/normative-dominant, and 
affective-dominant profiles (Somers, 2009; Stanley, 
Vandenberg, Vandenberghe,  & Bentein, 2009; 
Wasti, 2005). Turnover intentions were found to 
be significantly greater for employees with uncom-
mitted, continuance-dominant, and continuance/
normative-dominant profiles. Somers (2010) com-
pared profile groups in terms of actual turnover and 
found the lowest rates in the fully committed and 
affective/normative-dominant groups, although 
only the former differed significantly from the other 
groups.

A similar pattern of findings was obtained in 
comparisons involving job performance and orga-
nizational citizenship behavior. For example, Wasti 
(2005) found that citizenship behavior was great-
est among employees with a fully committed pro-
file, followed by those with affective-dominant and 
affective/normative-dominant profiles. In a study 
focusing on affective and continuance commitment 
only, Sinclair, Tucker, Wright, and Cullen (2005) 
found that supervisor-rated performance and orga-
nizational citizenship behavior were lowest among 
employees with moderate continuance commit-
ment and low affective commitment. Performance 
and citizenship behavior for employees with mod-
erate affective and continuance commitment did 
not differ from those with moderate affective and 
low continuance commitment (no profile group 
demonstrated strong scores on affective or continu-
ance commitment). Thus, the negative impact of 
continuance commitment for performance may be 
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restricted to conditions where it is combined with 
weak affective commitment.

One implication of these findings is that correla-
tions between individual components of commit-
ment and other variables, including motivational 
states, can be misleading. In one recent study, 
Meyer et al. (2012) developed and tested hypothe-
ses pertaining to motivational states associated with 
different profiles. They found that autonomous 
regulation was greatest among employees with fully 
committed and affective/normative-dominant pro-
files, and lowest among those with uncommitted 
and continuance-dominant profiles. Of particular 
interest here is the observation that continuance 
commitment was associated with more controlled 
(less autonomous) regulation when it dominated the 
profile; it was actually associated with high autono-
mous regulation when part of a fully committed 
profile. Again, this is consistent with the notion 
that continuance might be experienced differently 
depending on the context created by the other com-
ponents in the profile (Gellatly et al., 2006).

Commitment and Employee 
Well-being

Another recent development in the TCM was 
the inclusion of employee well-being as a potential 
outcome of commitment (Meyer & Maltin, 2010). 
This development was also facilitated by establish-
ing links between the TCM and SDT. According to 
SDT, satisfaction of the needs for autonomy, com-
petence, and relatedness are essential for psychologi-
cal health (Deci & Ryan [Chapter 2]; Ryan & Deci, 
2001; Ryan, Huta,  & Deci, 2008). The need for 
autonomy is satisfied when, at a deep level of reflec-
tion, individuals believe that what they are doing 
is freely chosen and consistent with their core val-
ues. The need for competence is satisfied when peo-
ple believe they have the capability and resources 
needed to accomplish their tasks and achieve their 
objectives. Finally, the need for relatedness is satis-
fied when they feel valued and appreciated by oth-
ers. Satisfaction of these needs is a prerequisite for 
the experience of autonomous regulation. When 
one or more of the needs is thwarted, particularly 
the need for autonomy, a person is more likely to 
experience amotivation or a form of controlled 
regulation.

Meyer and Maltin (2010) reasoned that satis-
faction of the core needs is also likely to be associ-
ated with the nature of an employee’s commitment 
mindset. For example, employees working in a 
context where their needs are satisfied are likely to 

want to remain and therefore have a strong affective 
commitment. It is unlikely that they will feel that 
they are staying only to meet obligations (normative 
commitment) or avoid economic costs (continuance 
commitment). In contrast, when their needs are not 
being met, social obligations and/or perceived costs 
may be the only thing that holds them in the orga-
nization. However, these hypotheses focus on the 
individual components of commitment. In light of 
the theory and research pertaining to commitment 
profiles described above, Meyer and Maltin argued 
that the links between commitment and both need 
satisfaction and well-being might be best under-
stood by considering commitment profiles rather 
than the individual components themselves.

Only a few studies have addressed the rela-
tions between commitment profiles and employee 
well-being (e.g., Markovits, Davis,  & van Dick, 
2007; Somers, 2009; Wasti, 2005), and only 
one has done so within the context of SDT 
(Meyer et  al., 2012). Wasti found that Turkish 
employees with affective-dominant and affective/
normative-dominant profiles experienced less job 
stress than those with a continuance-dominant pro-
file. In a second study, she found that fully com-
mitted employees experienced less stress than all 
other profile groups. Somers found that US nurses 
with an affective/normative-dominant profile were 
among the lowest of any profile group in job stress, 
and the lowest in carry-over stress (i.e., work-related 
stress that persists outside the workplace). Finally, in 
a study of employees from three Canadian human 
service organizations, Meyer et al. (2012) found the 
highest levels of need satisfaction, autonomous reg-
ulation, and well-being for those with fully commit-
ted and affective/normative-dominant profiles; the 
lowest levels of both were observed among employ-
ees with uncommitted and continuance-dominant 
profiles. Thus, as was the case for turnover and job 
performance, relations between the commitment 
components, particularly continuance and norma-
tive commitment, and employee well-being appear 
to depend on the strength of the other components 
in the profile.

Profiles of Motivation
Before concluding this section, it is worth not-

ing that there is a small body of SDT research that 
has also examined profiles, in this case motivational 
profiles (e.g., Bioché, Sarrazin, Grouzet, Pelletier, & 
Chanal, 2008; Ratelle, Guay, Vallerand, Larose, & 
Senécal, 2007; Stephan, Bioché,  & Le Scanff, 
2010). The premise underlying this research is that 
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the motivational states identified in SDT are not 
mutually exclusive. Indeed, even the more exter-
nally regulated forms of motivation are not neces-
sarily incompatible with autonomous regulation. 
For example, Ratelle et al. found that some students 
had academic motivational profiles reflecting high 
levels of both autonomous and controlled regula-
tion. As has been the case in commitment research, 
profiles involving controlled forms of regulation in 
combination with more autonomous forms were 
found in some cases to be associated with high lev-
els of achievement. Extrapolating to a work context, 
it seems reasonable for an employee to feel fully 
autonomous in his/her work activities while recog-
nizing that effective performance in these activities 
is essential for the attainment of desired external 
rewards such as a performance bonus or promo-
tion. Moreover, recognition that there are extrinsic 
rewards associated with the attainment of valued 
work goals might lead to even greater persistence 
and higher levels of performance than autonomous 
regulation alone. I  address the integration of pro-
file studies pertaining to motivation and commit-
ment in greater detail later as a direction for future 
research.

Toward an Evidence-based Model of 
Employee Engagement

Meyer et al. (2004) argued that, in addition to 
the implications for commitment and motivation 
theories themselves, integration of the theories 
might have benefits for related literatures (e.g., lead-
ership, identification). Indeed, Meyer et al. (2006) 
used the integrative model to help clarify the links 
between organizational identification and com-
mitment. For present purposes, I focus on another 
recent application that takes particular advantage of 
the integration of the TCM and SDT:  the devel-
opment of an evidence-based model of employee 
engagement.

In a recent essay, Macey and Schneider (2008) 
noted that interest in employee engagement is rela-
tively new and originated in the business world 
rather than from academic research. Indeed, they 
argued that “[a] cademic researchers are now slowly 
joining the fray” (p. 3). However, Meyer and col-
leagues (Meyer  & Gagné, 2008; Meyer et  al., 
2010)  argued that, although the term has indeed 
been popularized by management and human 
resources consultants, it has solid roots in academic 
theory and scientific research. Thus, rather than 
slowly joining the fray, academics can draw on a 
large body of scientific research to serve as the basis 

for understanding the nature, development, and 
consequences of employee engagement. To illustrate 
their point, Meyer et al. (2010) provided a model 
of employee engagement based on SDT and the 
TCM. Before describing the model, it is important 
to take a closer look at the meaning of engagement.

Defining Engagement
Although there is no clear consensus to date on 

the meaning of engagement, examination of some 
of the more popular definitions can help to iden-
tify its core elements. In one of the earliest defini-
tions, Kahn (1990, p. 694) described engagement 
“as the harnessing of organizational members’ selves 
to their work roles; in engagement, people employ 
and express themselves physically, cognitively, and 
emotionally during role performances.” In contrast, 
he described disengagement as “the uncoupling of 
selves from work roles; in disengagement, people 
withdraw and defend themselves physically, cogni-
tively, and emotionally during role performances.” 
What is particularly salient in this definition is the 
involvement of self in the work role.

Schaufeli and his colleagues (Schaufeli, Salanova, 
Gonzalez-Roma,  & Bakker, 2002, p.  74) defined 
engagement as “a positive, fulfilling, work-related 
state of mind that is characterized by vigor, dedica-
tion, and absorption.” More recently, Saks (2006) 
adopted the Kahn and Schaufeli et  al. definitions 
but expanded the construct to include job and orga-
nizational engagement. Masson, Royal, Agnew, and 
Fine (2008, p.  57) also acknowledged that, while 
academic research often focuses on engagement 
with work and job roles, in applied settings there is 
also an interest in “engagement with the organiza-
tion.” Thus, engagement must be conceptualized in 
such a way that it applies to multiple targets.

In an effort to synthesize the existing theory and 
research, Macey and Schneider (2008) argued that 
engagement can be conceptualized as a trait, a state, 
and a behavioral tendency. They proposed that 
“engagement as a state has a strong affective tone, 
connoting, at a minimum, high levels of involve-
ment (passion and absorption) in the work and the 
organization (pride and identity) as well as affective 
energy (enthusiasm and alertness) and a sense of 
self-presence at work” (p. 14). This is largely con-
sistent with the definitions offered by Kahn (1990) 
and Schaufeli et al. (2002). They defined behavioral 
engagement as “adaptive behavior intended to serve 
an organizational purpose, whether to defend and 
protect the status quo in response to actual or antic-
ipated threats or to change and/or promote change 
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in response to actual or anticipated events” (p. 18). 
This definition focuses on the visible manifestations 
of employee engagement and helps to illustrate its 
importance for organizations. Finally, Macey and 
Schneider proposed that engagement can also have 
more stable dispositional qualities and defined trait 
engagement as “the [dispositional] tendency to expe-
rience work in positive, active, and energetic ways 
and to behave adaptively” (p. 21). The treatment of 
engagement as a stable individual difference raises 
the possibility that organizations might be able to 
select for characteristics that predispose employees 
to be engaged.

Considering these various descriptions of the 
facets and foci of engagement together, Meyer 
et  al. (2010, p. 64) offered the following working 
definition: “Engagement is experienced as enthusi-
asm and self-involvement with a task or collective 
(e.g., organization), is fostered by a corresponding 
dispositional orientation and facilitating climate, 
and manifests itself in proactive value-directed 
behavior.”

The Engagement Model
With the foregoing definition as a guide, Meyer 

et al. (2010) devised a theoretical framework based 
on SDT and the TCM. This framework, which is 
reproduced in Figure 3.1, allowed them to describe 
the mechanisms involved in the development of 

engagement, identify dispositions and situational 
factors that trigger these mechanisms, and explain 
the benefits that derive from engagement.

levels aNd caTegories of eNgagemeNT
The model makes a basic distinction between 

activity engagement (based on SDT) and organi-
zational engagement (based on the TCM). This is 
consistent with the argument that employees can 
be engaged at both the task and organizational 
level (Masson et  al., 2008; Saks, 2006). However, 
Meyer et  al. (2010) noted that there are likely to 
be other forms of engagement (e.g., engagement in 
teams, projects, and change initiatives). These can 
be accommodated by the extension of the TCM 
to other commitment foci as described previously 
(see Meyer  & Herscovitch, 2001)  and applica-
tions of SDT at different levels of abstraction (see 
Vallerand, 1997).

For both the activity and organizational foci, the 
model makes distinctions between three categories 
of engagement: (1) disengagement, (2) contingent 
engagement, and (3) full engagement. Employees 
who are disengaged are expected to experience 
what is referred to in SDT as amotivation:  the 
absence of intentional regulation or goal-directed 
activity. At the organization level, they have little 
commitment of any form and therefore can be 
expected to leave at their convenience. By contrast, 

Disengagement Contingent Engagement Full Engagement

Organization

Activity

Continuance and/or
Normative Commitment

(indebted obligation)  

Uncommitted 

External
Regulation 

Integrated
Regulation 

Introjected
Regulation

Intrinsic
Motivation 

A�ective and/or
Normative Commitment

(moral duty)  

Movement toward full engagement

Relatedness Competence Autonomy

Need Satisfaction

Dispositional Factors
(to select) 

Situational Factors
(to manage) 

Amotivation

Fig.  3.1. A  model of employee engagement based on self-determination theory and the three-component model of commitment 
(Reprinted from Meyer, J. P., Gagné, M., & Parfyonova, N. M. (2010). Toward an evidence-based model of engagement: What we can 
learn from motivation and commitment research. In S. Albrecht (Ed.), The handbook of employee engagement: Perspectives, issues, research 
and practice (pp. 62–73). Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar Publishing. With permission from Edward Elgar Publishing.)
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fully engaged employees are autonomously regu-
lated. This can be experienced as intrinsic motiva-
tion, where performance of task-relevant activities 
is enjoyable, or as identified regulation, where the 
work is not intrinsically interesting but is valued 
and meaningful. At the organizational level, fully 
engaged employees are likely to have a strong affec-
tive commitment, perhaps accompanied by strong 
normative commitment reflecting a sense of moral 
duty to remain and contribute to the success of 
the organization (Gellatly et  al., 2006; Meyer  & 
Parfyonova, 2010).

Meyer et al. (2010) included a third category of 
engagement in their model—contingent engage-
ment—to acknowledge that many employees 
fall somewhere between the two extremes. These 
employees recognize that performance of their tasks 
is a necessity and is linked to continued employment, 
compensation, and benefits. In SDT terminology, 
they experience a sense of controlled regulation—
they do not enjoy their job or see it as particularly 
meaningful, but rather as a means to attain desired 
outcomes largely controlled by others. At the orga-
nizational level, these employees are likely to expe-
rience high levels of continuance commitment, 
perhaps based on a lack of alternative employment 
opportunities or concerns over the potential loss 
of status, benefits, or other perks that depend on 
their continued employment in the organization 
(Powell & Meyer, 2004). If this is the case, based 
on research findings reviewed previously, employees 
who are contingently engaged are likely to stay and 
perform for the organization, but their efforts may 
be restricted to meeting minimum performance 
requirements. At a time when jobs were well defined 
and performance standards clearly articulated, the 
use of contingent rewards and sanctions could be 
quite effective. However, in the highly competitive 
and ever-changing business environment of today 
where employees are expected to continually adapt 
and find innovative and creative ways to contribute 
to organizational success, contingent engagement 
may not be enough. Therefore, organizations must 
find ways to get employees more fully engaged.

develoPmeNT of eNgagemeNT
According to the model proposed by Meyer and 

colleagues (2010), the key to moving employees 
along the continuum toward full engagement is the 
satisfaction of employees’ basic psychological needs. 
This can be achieved, in part, by selecting employ-
ees who are predisposed to engagement, but ulti-
mately depends on the creation of a work climate 

that affords the opportunities for need satisfaction. 
Again, one of the advantages of basing a model of 
engagement on established theory is that it is pos-
sible to draw on a large body of existing research 
to identify personal and situational variables that 
are likely to relate to engagement (Meyer, 2013). In 
the absence of research regarding a specific variable 
(e.g., human resource management practice), the 
theory provides a set of principles that can be used 
to anticipate its effects.

According to SDT, one of the dispositional fac-
tors related to need satisfaction and autonomous 
regulation, and therefore likely to contribute to 
engagement, is general causality orientation—a sta-
ble tendency to self-regulate and seek out situations 
that are value-congruent and support self-initiation. 
Although much of the research on general causality 
orientation has been conducted outside of a work 
context (see Ryan  & Deci, 2000), Baard, Deci, 
and Ryan (2004) found that it related positively 
to perceived need satisfaction and, through need 
satisfaction, to job performance and psychological 
adjustment in a sample of investment bank employ-
ees. Thus, general causality orientation might be 
a factor for organizations to consider in the selec-
tion process as part of a general strategy to promote 
higher levels of employee engagement.

It is unlikely that high levels of state and behav-
ioral engagement can be achieved and maintained 
through selection practices alone. Therefore, it is 
important for organizations to create a climate for 
engagement. Arguably, it is here that the extensive 
research generated by SDT and the TCM makes 
its greatest contribution. According to SDT, job 
design, management practices, and reward systems 
play important roles in satisfying employee needs 
and promoting autonomous regulation (Gagné & 
Deci, 2005). When jobs are designed to be more 
stimulating and meaningful, they are associated 
with employee need satisfaction (Gagné, Senécal, & 
Koestner, 1997). Similarly, managers can satisfy 
employees’ needs and increase autonomous regu-
lation by using a variety of autonomy-supportive 
behaviors, including acknowledging employees’ 
perspective, providing relevant information in 
a noncontrolling manner, offering choice, and 
encouraging initiative (e.g., Baard et  al., 2004; 
Deci, Connell,  & Ryan, 1989; Deci et  al., 2001; 
Parfyonova, 2009). Finally, when rewards and rec-
ognition are given to acknowledge employee com-
petence, rather than to control their behavior, they 
can increase autonomous motivation (Gagné  & 
Forest, 2008).
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Research pertaining to the TCM has also led to 
the identification of several workplace factors instru-
mental in the development of a strong affective and 
normative commitment to organizations, including 
organizational support (Rhoades  & Eisenberger, 
2002), organizational justice (Colquitt, Conlon, 
Wesson, Porter, & Ng, 2001), transformational lead-
ership (Meyer et al., 2002), and person-organization 
fit (Kristof-Brown, Zimmerman, & Johnson, 2005). 
Many of these factors are similar to those identified 
by the research on SDT, and are likely to contribute 
to need satisfaction and autonomous motivation. 
Each of the factors has been subjected to consider-
able research in its own right, and therefore there is 
a large body of evidence to draw on to identify spe-
cific management policies and practices. Thus, even 
if one argues that there is more to engagement than 
what is reflected in this SDT/TCM-based model, 
the integration of these two theories goes a long way 
to explaining the nature, development, and conse-
quences of employee engagement, and can serve as a 
useful guide for research and management practice.

Conclusions
Meyer et al. (2004) laid the groundwork for the 

integration of commitment and motivation theo-
ries. The inclusion of SDT as a linchpin between 
a multidimensional conceptualization of commit-
ment and traditional work motivation theories 
proved to be a particularly important contribution, 
and stimulated further theoretical developments 
(Meyer et al., 2006; Meyer et al., 2010; Meyer & 
Maltin, 2010; Meyer  & Parfyonova, 2010)  and 
research (e.g., Gagné et  al., 2008; Gagné et  al., 
2010; Meyer et  al., 2012). Among other implica-
tions, the integration of SDT and the TCM recently 
served as the basis for the development of a model 
of employee engagement. This model should allow 
both researchers and practitioners to draw on a large 
body of existing research to guide future research 
and practice pertaining to this “new” phenom-
enon. Although many of the links between vari-
ables identified in the integrative model are based 
on well-established findings, others derive largely 
from theory. Moreover, recent research findings, 
most notably those pertaining to profiles of com-
mitment (e.g., Gellatly et  al., 2006; Meyer et  al., 
2012; Somers, 2009, 2010; Wasti, 2005) and moti-
vation (e.g., Bioché et al., 2008; Ratelle et al., 2007; 
Stephan et  al., 2010), suggest the need to revisit 
some of the original propositions. Therefore, to 
conclude this chapter, I identify some of the issues 
that warrant further research.

Future Directions
A key to the integration of the TCM and SDT 

was the correspondence between the commitment 
and motivational mindsets. Although the connec-
tions initially proposed by Meyer et al. (2004) have 
received some empirical support (e.g., Gagné et al., 
2008; Gagné et al., 2010; Meyer et al., 2012), there 
was some variability across studies in the strength 
and direction of relations, particularly those involv-
ing normative commitment. This may have been 
caused in part by the use of different samples and 
measures. As discussed below, it might also be 
caused by the fact that normative commitment can 
be experienced both as a moral imperative and an 
indebted obligation (Gellatly et al., 2006; Meyer & 
Parfyonova, 2010). However, the inconsistency in 
findings suggests the need for additional research to 
examine how the motivational states and commit-
ment mindsets relate to one another, and why these 
relations might vary across conditions.

A second related issue has to do with the direc-
tion of causality between commitment to a social 
entity (e.g., organization, professional association, 
team) and goal regulation (motivation) as it per-
tains to behaviors of relevance to that commit-
ment. Recall that Meyer et  al. (2004) proposed a 
causal path between the commitment mindsets and 
goal regulation, suggesting that the nature of an 
employee’s commitment to the organization would 
have a bearing on how they regulate task behavior 
on a day-to-day basis. However, they also proposed 
a feedback loop suggesting that goal regulation 
might influence commitment over time through 
its impact on performance and the consequences 
of that performance. To date, only one study has 
examined relations between commitment mind-
sets and motivational states over time (Gagné et al., 
2008), and this study provided more evidence for 
the motivation to commitment link than vice versa. 
However, more research is needed, ideally using ana-
lytic procedures, such as latent growth modeling, 
that address the issue of how changes in one vari-
able relate to changes in another (see Vandenberg & 
Stanley [2009] for a discussion of the analytic strat-
egy; see Bentein, Vandenberg, Vandenberghe,  & 
Stinglhamber [2005] and Vandenberghe, Panaccio, 
Bentein, Mignonac, & Roussel [2011] for applica-
tions in commitment research).

Third, as noted earlier, one of the major contri-
butions of SDT to commitment theory is the intro-
duction of need satisfaction as a potential basis for 
the development of commitment. Indeed, it has 
been proposed that need satisfaction may mediate 
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the impact of many of the major antecedents of 
commitment such as perceived organizational sup-
port, organizational justice, transformational lead-
ership, and person-organization fit (see Meyer  & 
Maltin, 2010; Meyer et al., 2010). Although there 
is now some research linking need satisfaction 
to the commitment mindsets (e.g., Greguras  & 
Diefendorff, 2009; Meyer et al., 2012), research has 
yet to examine its mediating role. Establishing need 
satisfaction as a proximal determinant of commit-
ment that can explain the impact of environmental 
conditions is important because it could then serve 
as a basic principle to guide management initia-
tives designed to foster commitment. That is, for 
any initiative under consideration, management 
might begin with the thought experiment:  “What 
impact is this likely to have on the satisfaction of 
employees’ needs for autonomy, competence, and/
or relatedness?”

Fourth, recent research has confirmed initial 
beliefs (e.g., Meyer & Allen, 1991) that the compo-
nents of commitment combine to influence behav-
ior (e.g., Gellatly et al., 2006; Somers, 2009, 2010; 
Wasti, 2005). Moreover, theory and research has 
expanded to include employee well-being as a con-
sequence of the combined mindsets (e.g., Meyer & 
Maltin, 2010; Meyer et al., 2012). Interestingly, as 
noted previously, there is also research demonstrat-
ing that motivational states can combine differently 
among subgroups and have different implications 
for behavior (e.g., Bioché et al., 2008; Ratelle et al., 
2007; Stephan et al., 2010). Findings such as this 
raise the possibility that there may be correspon-
dence between varying configurations, or profiles, 
of motivation and commitment. It also suggests 
that more controlled forms of motivation and com-
mitment can have positive outcomes under certain 
conditions. However, research to date is limited 
and motivational profiles have yet to be studied in 
a work context, so there is a need for more research 
on motivation and commitment profiles, both indi-
vidually and in combination.

Finally, both SDT and the TCM were developed 
in North America and, although they have been 
tested in other cultures, there have been questions 
raised about whether such theories apply and/or 
fully capture the relevant constructs in all cultures 
(e.g., Boyacigiller & Adler, 1991; Gelfand, Erez, & 
Aycan, 2007). Recent meta-analytic investigations 
of TCM research (e.g., Fischer  & Mansell, 2009; 
Stanley et  al., 2007)  have provided evidence for 
both similarities and differences across cultures. 
For example, although affective and normative 

commitment have been found to relate to turnover 
intentions, job performance, and organizational 
citizenship behavior across cultures, the strength of 
the relation varies somewhat, particularly in the case 
of normative commitment. Some of this variability 
can be explained by cultural values, such as individ-
ualism/collectivism and power distance (Hofstede, 
1980; 2001). Moreover, some researchers (e.g., Lee, 
Allen, Meyer, & Rhee, 2001; Wasti, 2002)  found 
that it was helpful to modify the commitment mea-
sures slightly to make them more culture relevant. 
Wasti and Őnder (2009) argued that, despite the 
apparent empirical support for the TCM across cul-
tures, it is still not clear that the way commitments 
are experienced in other cultures is fully under-
stood. SDT has also been tested with some success 
in other non-Western cultures (e.g., Chirkov, Ryan, 
Kim, & Kaplan, 2003; Deci et al., 2001), but sys-
tematic cross-cultural comparison in a work context 
is limited and therefore more research is warranted.

These are admittedly only a few of the many 
research questions that stem from efforts to integrate 
the TCM and SDT. The implications of this integra-
tion appear to be wide ranging and it is hoped will 
serve as a catalyst for integration with other theories 
and as a guide to policy and practice as they pertain to 
employee engagement and management in general.

Notes
1. In the behavioral tradition, commitment is operationalized 

as persistence in a course of action and develops under condi-
tions where the initial action was freely chosen (volitional), 
public, important, and irrevocable.

2. This information was not reported in the article but was 
obtained from the authors

References
Allen, N. J., & Meyer, J. P. (1990). The measurement and ante-

cedents of affective, continuance, and normative commit-
ment to the organization. Journal of Occupational Psychology, 
63, 1–18.

Baard, P. P., Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. R. (2004). Intrinsic need sat-
isfaction: A motivational basis of performance and well-being 
in two work settings. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 34, 
2045–2068.

Becker, H. S. (1960). Notes on the concept of commitment. 
American Journal of Sociology, 66, 32–40.

Becker, T. E. (1992). Foci and bases of commitment: Are these 
distinctions worth making? Academy of Management Journal, 
35, 232–244.

Becker, T. E., Billings, R. S., Eveleth, D. M., & Gilbert, N. W. 
(1996). Foci and bases of commitment: Implications for per-
formance. Academy of Management Journal, 39, 464–482.

Becker, T. E., Kline, H. J., & Meyer, J. P. (2009). Commitment 
in organizations:  Accumulated wisdom and new direc-
tions. In H. J. Klein, T. E., Becker,  & J. P. Meyer (Eds.), 



Meyer 47

Commitment in organizations: Accumulated wisdom and new 
directions (pp. 419–452). Florence, KY:  Routledge/Taylor 
and Francis Group.

Bentein, K., Vandenberg, R., Vandenberghe, C., & Stinglhamber, 
F. (2005). The role of change in the relationship between 
commitment and turnover:  A  latent growth modeling 
approach. Journal of Applied Psychology, 90, 468–482.

Bishop, J. W., & Scott, K. D. (2000). An examination of organi-
zational and team commitment in a self-directed team envi-
ronment. Journal of Applied Psychology, 85, 439–450.

Boiché, J. C.  S., Sarrazin, P. G., Grouzet, F. M.  E., Pelletier, 
L. G.,  & Chanal, J. P. (2008). Students’ motivational 
profiles and achievement outcomes in physical educa-
tion: A self-determination perspective. Journal of Educational 
Psychology, 100, 688–701.

Boyacigiller, N. A., & Adler, N. J. (1991). The parochial dino-
saur: Organizational science in a global context. Academy of 
Management Review, 16, 262–290.

Brickman, P. (1987). Commitment. In B. Wortman  & R. 
Sorrentino (Eds.), Commitment, conflict, and caring (pp. 
1–18). Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.

Brown, R. B. (1996). Organizational commitment:  Clarifying 
the construct and simplifying the existing construct typol-
ogy. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 49, 230–251.

Chirkov, V., Ryan, R. M., Kim, Y.,  & Kaplan, U. (2003). 
Differentiating autonomy from individualism and indepen-
dence: A self-determination theory perspective on internal-
ization of cultural orientations and well-being. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 84, 97–118.

Colquitt, J. A., Conlon, D. E., Wesson, M. J., Porter, C. 
O.  L. H.,  & Ng, K. Y. (2001). Justice at the millen-
nium: A meta-analytic review of 25 years of organizational 
justice research. Journal of Applied Psychology, 86, 425–445.

Cronbach, J. L., & Meehl, P. E. (1955). Construct validity in 
psychological tests. Psychological Bulletin, 52, 281–302.

Deci, E. L., Connell, J. P.,  & Ryan, R. M. (1989). 
Self-determination theory in a work organization. Journal of 
Applied Psychology, 74, 580–590.

Deci, E. L.,  & Ryan, R. M. (1985). Intrinsic motivation and 
self-determination in human behavior. New York: Plenum.

Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (2000). The “what” and “why” of 
goal pursuits:  Human needs and the self-determination of 
behavior. Psychological Inquiry, 11, 227–268.

Deci, E. L., Ryan, R. M., Gagné, M., Leone, D. R., Usunov, J., & 
Kornazheva, B. P. (2001). Need satisfaction, motivation, and 
well-being in the work organizations of a former Eastern 
Bloc country:  A  cross-cultural study of self-determination. 
Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 27, 930–942.

Fischer, R.,  & Mansell, A. (2009). Commitment across cul-
tures:  A  meta-analytical approach. Journal of International 
Business Studies, 40, 1339–1358.

Gagné, M., Chemolli, E., Forest, J.,  & Koestner, R. (2008). 
A temporal analysis of the relation between organisational 
commitment and work motivation. Psychologica Belgica, 48, 
219–241.

Gagné, M., & Deci, E. L. (2005). Self-determination theory and 
work motivation. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 26, 
331–362.

Gagné, M., & Forest, J. (2008). The study of compensation systems 
through the lens of self-determination theory: Reconciling 
35 years of debate. Canadian Psychology, 49, 225–232.

Gagné, M., Forest, J., Gilbert, M.-H., Aubé, C., Morin, E., & 
Malorni, A. (2010). The motivation at work scale: Validation 

evidence in two languages. Educational and Psychological 
Measurement, 70, 628–646.

Gagné, M., Senécal, C., & Koestner, R. (1997). Proximal job 
characteristics, feelings of empowerment, and intrinsic moti-
vation: A multidimensional model. Journal of Applied Social 
Psychology, 27, 1222–1240.

Gelfand, M. J., Erez, M.,  & Aycan, Z. (2007). Cross-cultural 
organizational behavior. Annual Review of Psychology, 58, 
479–514.

Gellatly, I. R., Meyer, J. P.,  & Luchak, A. A. (2006). 
Combined effects of the three commitment components 
on focal and discretionary behaviors:  A  test of Meyer 
and Herscovitch’s propositions. Journal of Vocational 
Behavior, 69, 331–345.

Gordon, M. E., Philpot, J. W., Burt, R. E., Thompson, 
C. A.,  & Spiller, W. E. (1980). Commitment to the 
union: Development of a measure and an examination of its 
correlates. Journal of Applied Psychology, 65, 479–499.

Greguras, G. J., & Diefendorff, J. M. (2009). Different fits satisfy 
different needs: Linking person-environment fit to employee 
commitment and performance using self-determination the-
ory. Journal of Applied Psychology, 94, 465–477.

Herscovitch, L., & Meyer, J. P. (2002). Commitment to orga-
nizational change: Extension of a three-component model. 
Journal of Applied Psychology, 87, 474–487.

Higgins, E. T. (1997). Beyond pleasure and pain. American 
Psychologist, 52, 1280–1300.

Higgins, E. T. (1998). Promotion and prevention:  Regulatory 
focus as a motivational principle. In M. P. Zanna (Ed.), 
Advances in experimental social psychology (Vol. 30, pp. 1–46). 
New York: Academic Press.

Hofstede, G. (1980). Cultures consequences: International differ-
ences in work-related values. London: Sage Publications.

Hofstede, G. (2001). Cultures consequences:  Comparing values, 
behaviors, institutions, and organizations Across Nations (2nd 
Ed.). London: Sage Publications.

Jaros, S. J. (1997). An assessment of Meyer and Allen’s (1991) 
three-component model of organizational commitment 
and turnover intentions. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 51, 
319–337.

Jaros, S. J., Jermier, J. M., Koehler, J. W., & Sincich, T. (1993). 
Effects of continuance, affective, and moral commitment on 
the withdrawal process: An evaluation of eight structural equa-
tion models. Academy of Management Journal, 36, 951–995.

Kahn, W. A. (1990). Psychological conditions of personal engage-
ment and disengagement at work. Academy of Management 
Journal, 33, 692–724.

Klein, H. J., Molloy, J. C., & Cooper, J. T. (2009). Conceptual 
foundations:  Construct definition and theoretical repre-
sentations of workplace commitments. In H. J. Klein, T. 
E. Becker, & J. P. Meyer (Eds.), Commitment in organiza-
tions:  Accumulated wisdom and new directions (pp. 3–36). 
Florence, KY: Routledge/Taylor and Francis Group.

Kristof-Brown, A. L., Zimmerman, R. D., & Johnson, E. C. (2005). 
Consequences of individual’s fit at work:  A meta-analysis 
of person-job, person-organziation, person-group, and 
person-supervisor fit. Personnel Psychology, 58, 281–342.

Lee, K., Allen, N. J., Meyer, J. P.,  & Rhee, K. Y. (2001). 
The three-component model of organizational commit-
ment: An application to South Korea. Applied Psychology: An 
International Review, 50, 596–614.

Locke, E. A. (1997). The motivation to work: What we know. 
Advances in Motivation and Achievement, 10, 375–412.



48  Employee Commitment,  Motivation,  and Engagement

Macey, W. H., & Schneider, B. (2008). The meaning of employee 
engagement. Industrial and Organizational Psychology, 
1, 3–30.

Markovits, Y., Davis, A., J., & van Dick, R. (2007). Organizational 
commitment profiles and job satisfaction among Greek pri-
vate and public sector employees. International Journal of 
Cross-cultural Management, 7, 77–99.

Masson, R. C., Royal, M. A., Agnew, T. G., & Fine, S. (2008). 
Leveraging employee engagement:  The practical implica-
tions. Industrial and Organizational Psychology:  Perspectives 
on Science and Practice, 1, 56–59.

Mayer, R. C., & Schoorman, F. D. (1998). Differentiating ante-
cedents of organizational commitment: A test of March and 
Simon’s model. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 19, 15–28.

Meyer, J. P. (2013). The science-practice gap and employee 
engagement: It’s a matter of principle. Canadian Psychology, 
54, 235–245.

Meyer, J. P., & Allen, N. J. (1991). A three-component concep-
tualization of organizational commitment. Human Resource 
Management Review, 1, 64–89.

Meyer, J. P., & Allen, N. J. (1997). Commitment in the work-
place:  Theory, research, and application. Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage.

Meyer, J. P., Allen, N. J., & Smith, C. A. (1993). Commitment 
to organizations and occupations:  Extension and test of 
a three-component conceptualization. Journal of Applied 
Psychology, 78, 538–551.

Meyer, J. P., Becker, T. E.,  & Vandenberghe, C. (2004). 
Employee commitment and motivation: A conceptual analy-
sis and integrative model. Journal of Applied Psychology, 89, 
991–1007.

Meyer, J. P., Becker, T. E., & Van Dick, R. (2006). Social identi-
ties and commitment at work: Toward an integrative model. 
Journal of Organizational Behavior, 27, 665–683.

Meyer, J. P., & Gagné, M. (2008). Employee engagement from 
a self-determination theory perspective. Industrial and 
Organizational Psychology: Perspectives on Science and Practice, 
1, 60–63.

Meyer, J. P., Gagné, M., & Parfyonova, N. M. (2010). Toward 
an evidence-based model of engagement: What we can learn 
from motivation and commitment research. In S. Albrecht 
(Ed.), The handbook of employee engagement:  Perspectives, 
issues, research and practice (pp. 62–73). Cheltenham, 
UK: Edward Elgar Publishing.

Meyer, J. P.,  & Herscovitch, L. (2001). Commitment in the 
workplace:  Toward the general model. Human Resource 
Management Review, 11, 299–326.

Meyer, J. P.,  & Maltin, E. R. (2010). Employee commitment 
and well-being: A critical review, theoretical framework, and 
research agenda. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 77, 323–337.

Meyer, J. P.,  & Parfyonova, N. M. (2010). Normative com-
mitment in the workplace:  A  theoretical analysis and 
re-conceptualization. Human Resource Management Review, 
20, 283–294.

Meyer, J. P., Stanley, D. J., Herscovitch, L., & Topolnytsky, L. 
(2002). Affective, continuance, and normative commit-
ment to the organization:  A  meta-analysis of antecedents, 
correlates, and consequences. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 
61, 20–52.

Meyer, J. P., Stanley, L. J.,  & Parfyonova, N. M. (2012). 
Employee commitment in context: The nature and implica-
tions of commitment profiles. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 
80, 225–245.

Morrow, P. C. (1983). Concept redundancy in organiza-
tional research: The case of work commitment. Academy of 
Management Review, 8, 486–500.

Mowday, R. T., Porter, L. W.,  & Steers, R. M. (1982). 
Employee-organization linkages: The psychology of commitment, 
absenteeism, and turnover. New York: Academic Press.

Oliver, N. (1990). Rewards, investments, alternatives and orga-
nizational commitment: Empirical evidence and theoretical 
development. Journal of Occupational Psychology, 63, 19–31.

O’Shea, P. G., Goodwin, G. F., Driskell, J. E., Salas, E., & Ardison, 
S. (2009). The many faces of commitment: Facet-level links to 
performance in a military context. Military Psychology, 21, 5–23.

Parfyonova, N. (2009). Employee motivation, performance, and 
well-being: The role of managerial support for autonomy, com-
petence and relatedness needs (Unpublished doctoral disserta-
tion). Department of Psychology, The University of Western 
Ontario, Canada.

Penley, L. E., & Gould, S. (1988). Etzioni’s model of organiza-
tional involvement: a perspective for understanding commit-
ment to organizations. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 
9, 43–59.

Pinder, C. C. (1998). Work motivation in organizational behavior. 
Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Powell, D. M., & Meyer, J. P. (2004). Side-bet theory and the 
three-component model of organizational commitment. 
Journal of Vocational Behavior, 65, 157–177.

Randall, D. M., Fedor, D. B., & Longenecker, C. O. (1990). The 
behavioral expression of organizational commitment. Journal 
of Vocational Behavior, 36, 210–224.

Ratelle, C. F., Guay, F., Vallerand, R. J., Laorse, S., & Senécal, 
C. (2007). Autonomous, controlled, and amotivated types of 
academic motivation: A person-oriented analysis. Journal of 
Educational Psychology, 99, 734–746.

Reichers, A. E. (1985). A review and reconceptualization of orga-
nizational commitment. Academy of Management Review, 10, 
465–476.

Rhoades, L.,  & Eisenberger, R. (2002). Perceived organiza-
tional support: A review of the literature. Journal of Applied 
Psychology, 87, 698–714.

Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2000). Self-determination theory 
and the facilitation of intrinsic motivation, social develop-
ment, and well-being. American Psychologist, 55, 68–78.

Ryan, R. M.,  & Deci, E. L. (2001). On happiness and 
human potentials:  A  review of research on hedonic and 
eudaemonic well-being. Annual Review of Psychology, 52, 
141–166.

Ryan, R. M., Huta, V.,  & Deci, E. L. (2008). Living 
well: A self-determination theory perspective on eudaimonia. 
Journal of Happiness Studies, 9, 139–170.

Saks, A. M. (2006). Antecedents and consequences of 
employee engagement. Journal of Managerial Psychology, 
21, 600–619.

Salancik, G. R. (1977). Commitment and the control of orga-
nizational behavior and belief. In B. M. Staw and G. R. 
Salancik (Eds.), New directions in organizational behavior (pp. 
1–54). Chicago: St. Clair Press.

Schaufeli, W. B., Salanova, M., Gonzalez-Roma, V., & Bakker, 
A. B. (2002). The measurement of engagement and burn-
out:  A  two sample confirmatory factor analytic approach. 
Journal of Happiness Studies, 3, 71–92.

Scholl, R. W. (1981). Differentiating commitment form expec-
tancy as a motivating force. Academy of Management Review, 
6, 589–599.



Meyer 49

Sinclair, R. R., Tucker, J. S., Wright, C.,  & Cullen, J. C. 
(2005). Performance differences among four organiza-
tional commitment profiles. Journal of Applied Psychology, 
90, 1280–1287.

Solinger, O. N., van Olffen, W., & Roe, R. A. (2008). Beyond 
the three-component model of organizational commitment. 
Journal of Applied Psychology, 93, 70–83.

Somers, M. J. (1995). Organizational commitment, turnover 
and absenteeism: An examination of direct and interaction 
effects. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 16, 49–58.

Somers, M. J. (2009). The combined influence of affective, con-
tinuance, and normative commitment on employee with-
drawal. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 74, 75–81.

Somers, M. J. (2010). Patterns of attachment to organiza-
tions: Commitment profiles and work outcomes. Journal of 
Occupational and Organizational Psychology, 83, 443–453.

Stanley, D. J., Meyer, J. P., Jackson, T. A., Maltin, E. R., McInnis, 
K. J., Kumsar, Y., & Sheppard, L. (2007, April). Cross-cultural 
generalizibility of the three-component model of commitment. 
Paper presented at the annual meeting of the Society for 
Industrial and Organizational Psychology, New York, NY.

Stanley, L. J., Vandenberg, R. J., Vandenberghe, C.,  & 
Bentein, K. (2009, April). Commitment profiles and turn-
over intentions. Paper presented at the annual meeting of 
the Society for Industrial and Organizational Psychology, 
New Orleans, LA.

Stephan, Y., Boiché, J.,  & Le Scanff, C. (2010). Motivation 
and physical activity behaviors among older women:  A 
self-determination perspective. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 
34, 339–348.

Stinglhamber, F., Bentein, K.,  & Vandenberghe, C. (2002). 
Extension of the three-component model of commitment 
to five foci: Development of measures and substantive test. 
European Journal of Psychological Assessment, 18, 123–138.

Vallerand, R. J. (1997). Toward a hierarchical model of intrinsic 
and extrinsic motivation. In M. P. Zanna (Ed.), Advances in 
experimental social psychology (Vol. 29, pp. 271–360). San 
Diego, CA: Academic Press.

Vandenberg, R. J.,  & Scarpello, R. J. (1994). A longitudi-
nal assessment of the determinant relationship between 
employee commitments to the occupation and organization. 
Journal of Organizational Behavior, 15, 535–547.

Vandenberg, R. J., & Stanley, L. J. (2009). Statistical and meth-
odological challenges for commitment researchers:  Issues of 
invariance, change across time, and profile differences. In 
H. J. Klein, T. E. Becker, & J. P. Meyer (Eds.), Commitment 
in organizations:  Accumulated wisdom and new direc-
tions (pp. 383–416). Florence, KY:  Routledge/Taylor and 
Francis Group.

Vandenberghe, C., Panaccio, A., Bentein, K., Mignonac, K., & 
Roussel, P. (2011). Assessing longitudinal change of and 
dynamic relationships among role stressors, job attitudes, 
turnover intention, and well-being in neophyte newcomers. 
Journal of Organizational Behavior, 32, 652–671.

Wasti, S. A. (2002). Affective and continuance commitment to 
the organization: Test of an integrated model in the Turkish 
context. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 26, 
525–550.

Wasti, S. A. (2005). Commitment profiles:  Combinations 
of organizational commitment forms and job outcomes. 
Journal of Vocational Behavior, 67, 290–308.

Wasti, S. A.,  & Önder Ç. (2009). Commitment across cul-
tures: Progress, pitfalls and propositions. In H. J. Klein, T. 
E. Becker, & J. P. Meyer (Eds.), Commitment in organiza-
tions: Accumulated wisdom and new directions (pp. 309–343). 
Florence, KY: Routledge/Taylor and Francis Group.

Weiner, Y. (1982). Commitment in organizations: A normative 
view. Academy of Management Review, 7, 418–428.



C H A P T E R

50  

Introduction
Over the last few decades researchers have 

increasingly acknowledged that individuals in orga-
nizations are not merely “passive, reactive respon-
dents to their context” (Parker, Bindl,  & Strauss, 
2010, p. 828) but they play an active role in shap-
ing their roles, careers, work environment, social 
context, and organizations. Individuals “create 
visualized futures that act on the present; construct, 
evaluate and modify alternative causes of action to 
secure valued outcomes; and override environmen-
tal influences” (Bandura, 2006, p. 164). The con-
cept of proactivity at work most strongly expresses 
this view of organizations as environments of and for 
human agency. Proactivity involves challenging the 
current situation and working toward what “could 
be.” Specifically, being proactive reflects self-starting 

and future-focused action that aims to bring about 
change, either in the self or in one’s work environ-
ment (Parker et  al., 2010). This conceptualization 
of behavior in organizations emphasizes inten-
tionality and forethought, and acknowledges that 
individuals are not always merely motivated by 
tangible reward contingencies. Proactivity makes 
room for individual goals that are not tied to exter-
nal rewards but are pursued because they are inter-
esting, highly valued, or reflect authentic interests. 
Correspondingly, proactive individuals experience 
a greater sense of self-determination in their lives 
(Greguras & Diefendorff, 2010; Seibert, Crant, & 
Kraimer, 1999).

Research has found that proactivity is associ-
ated with a range of positive outcomes (Fuller  & 
Marler, 2009), including job performance (Crant,  

Abstract

Proactivity involves self-starting and future-focused action that aims to bring about change, either 
in the self or in one’s work environment. In this chapter, drawing particularly on self-determination 
theory, we outline and develop current conceptualizations of how proactivity is motivated, and how to 
promote proactivity that is effective in bringing about change. We propose that autonomous regulation 
increases the likelihood that proactivity results in positive change for both individuals and organizations, 
and introduce a dynamic model that represents the positive upward spiral of autonomously regulated 
proactivity. Autonomously regulated proactivity involves a more complete goal regulation process and a 
greater sense of ownership and involvement of the self, thus making it more likely for proactive goals to 
be achieved. Via the satisfaction of psychological needs, autonomously regulated proactivity enables high 
levels of individual proactivity that are sustained over time, and stimulates proactivity that is in line with 
organizational goals. We outline how organizations can encourage autonomously regulated individual 
proactivity that enhances employees’ well-being and personal growth, and contributes to organizational 
effectiveness.

Key Words: proactivity, self-determination, psychological need satisfaction, autonomous regulation, 
goal regulation

Karoline Strauss and Sharon K. Parker

Effective and Sustained Proactivity in 
the Workplace: A Self-Determination 
Theory Perspective

4
  



Strauss ,  Parker 51

1995; Thompson, 2005), career success (Seibert, 
Kraimer,  & Crant, 2001), life satisfaction 
(Greguras  & Diefendorff, 2010), and innovation 
(Kickul  & Gundy, 2002). Proactive individuals 
are proposed to contribute to organizational effec-
tiveness in dynamic and uncertain environments 
because in these contexts, for example, it is not pos-
sible to anticipate and prespecify all that is required 
of employees; instead, employees need to use their 
initiative and actively take charge of their environ-
ments (Griffin, Neal, & Parker, 2007).

Nevertheless, although there is good reason to 
expect positive benefits of proactivity, as well as sup-
porting evidence, scholars have increasingly called 
for an acknowledgement of the potential downsides 
of proactivity. Not all proactive behavior predicts 
supervisors’ judgments of overall job performance 
(Chan, 2006; Fuller, Marler, & Hester, 2012; Grant, 
Parker,  & Collins, 2009). There can also be costs 
of proactivity, both to individuals and organiza-
tions (Belschak, Den Hartog, & Fay, 2010; Bolino, 
Valcea, & Harvey, 2010). In considering proactiv-
ity, we therefore need to consider not only how to 
motivate this type of behavior in organizations but 
also how to promote proactivity that is effective for 
organizations and not so costly for individuals that 
it cannot be sustained over time.

In this chapter, drawing particularly on 
self-determination theory, we outline and develop 
current conceptualizations of how proactivity is 
motivated, as well as how to promote proactiv-
ity that is effective in bringing about change. 
Self-determination theory provides a particularly 
fruitful theoretical lens for explaining how pro-
activity is motivated. The first part of the chapter 
reviews how different types of motivation influ-
ence the instigation of proactivity. For example, we 
argue that identifying with important outcomes 
(identified regulation) is more likely to stimulate 
proactivity than payment or other external rewards 
(extrinsic regulation). The second part of the chap-
ter draws on self-determination theory to propose 
ways to enhance the likelihood that proactivity is 
effective, both for the individual (e.g., preserving 
their resources over time) and/or for the organiza-
tion (e.g., having a positive effect on job perfor-
mance). The third part of the chapter brings the 
previous arguments together to propose a virtuous 
circle by which autonomous motivation promotes 
effective proactivity which, through a number of 
mechanisms, contributes to further proactivity, 
resulting in a positive upward spiral. Finally, we 
elaborate on how organizations can support and 

encourage proactivity without undermining its 
self-determined nature. Prior to our focus on the 
motivation of effective proactivity, we begin by 
briefly reviewing the history of the concept of pro-
activity and the various conceptual approaches that 
have emerged.

Proactivity in the Workplace: 
Disposition, Behavior, or Process?

Echoing developments in psychological theoriz-
ing about the nature of human behavior (Bandura, 
1989, 2001, 2006), research on vocational and 
organizational behavior has over the last few decades 
increasingly adopted a more agentic view of individ-
uals. This shift reflects structural changes affecting 
organizations as well as individual careers. Because 
organizations increasingly need to respond flexibly 
to rapidly shifting market conditions, managing 
people in organizations is no longer about ensuring 
that clearly defined jobs are carried out effectively 
by enforcing rules and using controls. Instead, it 
becomes about articulating a vision and empower-
ing an increasingly self-reliant workforce to work 
toward it (Cascio, 1995; cf. Griffin et al., 2010). In 
uncertain and unpredictable environments, work 
performance is no longer about fulfilling a prescribed 
job role, but involves taking “self-directed action to 
anticipate or initiate change in the work system or 
work roles” (Griffin et  al., 2007, p.  329). At the 
same time, individual careers become increasingly 
independent from traditional organizational career 
arrangements. Concepts such as the protean career 
(Hall, 1976) or the boundary-less career (Arthur & 
Rousseau, 1996) acknowledge the increasing mobil-
ity between roles, jobs, organizations, or occupa-
tions, and emphasize developmental progression 
and a holistic perspective (Hall, 1996).

As job roles and career paths have become less 
predictable, scholars have moved beyond traditional 
theories of work motivation that primarily focus 
on assigned goals and have begun to explore “the 
creative ways in which employees deliberately plan 
and act to influence, change, and alter their envi-
ronments” (Grant & Ashford, 2008, p. 6). Several 
originally isolated streams of research have explored 
different forms of proactive behavior in organiza-
tions:  individuals in organizations voice sugges-
tions (LePine  & Van Dyne, 1998), implement 
ideas (Parker, Williams, & Turner, 2006), and thus 
contribute to change and innovation (Howell  & 
Higgins, 1990; Scott & Bruce, 1994); they shape 
(Tims  & Bakker, 2010; Wrzesniewski  & Dutton, 
2001), expand (Nicholson, 1984), and negotiate 
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their tasks and roles (Ashford & Black, 1996); they 
actively build networks and relationships (Morrison, 
2002); they seek out information to improve their 
job performance (Ashford, Blatt,  & VandeWalle, 
2003); and they develop their skills and shape their 
careers (Claes  & Ruiz-Quintanilla, 1998; Seibert 
et al., 2001; Tharenou & Terry, 1998).

Research on these different forms of proactive 
behaviors has grown rapidly, but has largely been 
phenomenon-driven (Grant  & Ashford, 2008; 
Parker et al., 2010). Since the turn of the century, 
researchers have increasingly called for an integra-
tion of these different types of proactive behaviors 
(Crant, 2000; Parker, 2000). In an effort to empiri-
cally integrate different proactive behaviors, Parker 
and Collins (2010) identified three higher-order 
categories:  (1)  proactive work behavior, (2)  pro-
active strategic behavior, and (3)  proactive 
person-environment fit behavior. Proactive work 
behavior is aimed at bringing about change within 
the organization, such as by improving work meth-
ods, voicing ideas or concerns, and taking action to 
prevent problems from reoccurring. Proactive stra-
tegic behavior concerns enhancing an organization’s 
effectiveness and fit with the external environment, 
for example by identifying opportunities or threats 
or by bringing issues to the attention of top man-
agement in an effort to influence strategy. Through 
proactive person-environment fit behavior individ-
uals improve the compatibility between their needs 
and abilities on one hand, and the opportunities 
and demands in the work environment on the other 
hand (cf. Edwards, 1996). It can involve proactively 
developing skills to meet anticipated demands, seek-
ing feedback, or shaping one’s job or role to better 
fit with one’s needs or preferences.

Parallel to this phenomenon-driven focus on dis-
tinct proactive behaviors, researchers have investi-
gated broader concepts of proactivity. Bateman and 
Crant (1993) identified proactive personality, the 
dispositional tendency to initiate change in one’s 
environment, as a driver of proactive behavior across 
different domains. Evidence from a meta-analysis 
supports the role that proactive personality plays 
for job performance as well as a range of different 
proactive behaviors, and shows a positive relation-
ship between proactive personality and career suc-
cess (Fuller & Marler, 2009). Frese and colleagues 
(Frese & Fay, 2001; Frese, Fay, Hilburger, Leng, & 
Tag, 1997; Frese et al., 2002; Frese, Kring, Soose, & 
Zempel, 1996)  identified the concept of personal 
initiative, an “active performance concept” (Frese & 
Fay, 2001, p. 133) that captures a constellation of 

work behaviors defined as self-starting, proactive, 
and persistent in the face of obstacles. By defini-
tion, these behaviors are aligned with organizational 
goals. In a recent meta-analysis, Thomas, Whitman, 
and Viswesvaran (2010) showed that personal ini-
tiative is positively associated with performance.

More recently, scholars have adapted a process 
view of proactive behavior. Frese and Fay (2001) 
drew on action theory (Hacker, 1998)  to describe 
a sequential model of personal initiative. In a per-
sonal initiative action sequence, individuals first 
develop goals, then collect information and make 
prognoses about the future; they develop plans and 
execute them before they finally monitor the execu-
tion of their plan and gather feedback on whether 
their actions have been successful or need to be 
adjusted. Grant and Ashford (2008) distinguished 
between three phases of the proactive behavior pro-
cess. In the anticipation phase, individuals envision 
possible future outcomes. They imagine possible 
futures (cf. Strauss, Griffin,  & Parker, 2012)  and 
the potential costs of pursuing these various possible 
futures. They then generate plans of how to imple-
ment their ideas. They transform the anticipated 
future into an implementation guide that specifies 
how it will be promoted or achieved (Gollwitzer, 
1999). This can involve the development of alterna-
tive strategies and backup plans. Finally, individuals 
engage in “action directed toward future impact” 
(Grant  & Ashford, 2008, p.  18). In a combina-
tion of the Frese and Fay model and the Grant and 
Ashford model, Bindl and colleagues (Bindl, Parker, 
Totterdell, & Hagger-Johnson, 2012) proposed and 
tested a model of proactive goal regulation. They 
identified four phases of a proactive goal regula-
tion process. In the envisioning phase, individuals 
identify opportunities for change and imagine a 
future that is different from the status quo. In the 
planning phase they prepare for bringing this future 
about by mentally simulating different scenarios of 
how to bring about the envisioned change and by 
identifying different pathways. The enacting phase 
involves engaging in proactive behavior. Finally, in 
the reflecting phase individuals reflect on the con-
sequences of their behavior and gather information 
that will inform future proactive goal regulation. 
The authors showed these phases are distinct from 
each other, and differentially predicted by affect.

Parker and colleagues (2010) similarly conceptu-
alize proactivity as a goal-driven process. Following 
more general self-regulation theory (Kanfer  & 
Ackerman, 1989), they distinguish between proac-
tive goal generation, which corresponds with the 
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envisioning and planning phases of Bindl et  al.’s 
model and involves the anticipation of desired future 
states and outcomes, and the development of strate-
gies to bring these states about. Goal striving captures 
the enacting and reflecting phases of the Bindl et al. 
model and involves “the behavioral and psychologi-
cal mechanisms by which individuals purposively 
seek to accomplish proactive goals” (Parker et  al., 
2010, p.  832). According to this conceptualiza-
tion, for a goal-driven process to reflect proactivity, 
it needs to involve both processes of proactive goal 
generation and proactive goal striving. For example, 
this definition excludes instances where individuals 
envision a proactive goal (generation) but then do 
not follow through with action (striving).

In the present chapter we define proactivity as 
a goal-driven process aimed at bringing about a 
different future that involves goal-generation and 
goal-striving elements. Conceptualizing proactivity 
as goal-oriented process has important implications 
for the understanding of how proactive behavior is 
motivated, as we elaborate next.

What Motivates Proactivity in 
the Workplace? Insights from 
Self-Determination Theory

Antecedents of proactivity, including individual 
differences in the tendency to engage in proactive 
behavior, have received extensive attention in the lit-
erature. Individual differences investigated in previ-
ous research include demographics, knowledge and 
abilities, as well as personality (including proactive 
personality, as discussed previously). Critical situ-
ational factors include job design, leadership, and 
climate (see Bindl & Parker, 2011b, for a detailed 
review). Scholars have argued that individual differ-
ences and contextual variables influence proactivity 
indirectly by proactive motivational states (Frese & 
Fay, 2001; Parker et al., 2010; Parker et al., 2006). 
Drawing on existing perspectives on motivation, 
Parker and colleagues (2010) identified three differ-
ent groups of proximal motivational states through 
which more distal variables influence proactiv-
ity: (1) reason to motivation, (2) can do motivation, 
and (3) energized to motivation. Individuals will set 
and pursue proactive goals

1. If they have a compelling reason to engage in 
proactivity (Vroom, 1964), for example because 
it relates to their current or future goals (Eccles 
et al., 1983)

2. If they believe they can (i.e., that they have 
an impact on significant outcomes; outcome 

expectations, Bandura, 1977; Frese & Fay, 2001), 
and that they can be successful in being proactive 
and dealing with the consequences of their 
proactive behavior (efficacy expectations, Bandura, 
1997; Parker, 2000)

3. If they feel energized through the experience 
of high-activation positive affect (Bindl 
et al., 2012).

Self-determination theory can contribute to the 
understanding of each of these states and thus pro-
vides insights into how proactivity is motivated, as 
outlined below. In self-determination theory, a con-
tinuum of autonomous to controlled motivation is 
proposed, with different underlying processes and 
consequences for the individual of the types of moti-
vation (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000). 
At one end of this continuum is intrinsic motiva-
tion, which involves the engagement in a behavior 
for its own sake, such as for enjoyment or a sense 
of challenge, independent of its contingencies. At 
the other end of the continuum lies external moti-
vation, which involves the initiation and maintain-
ance of behavior by consequences external to the 
person (external contingencies, such as payment). 
In between these extremes are integrated, identified, 
and introjected motivation, which are experienced 
as more autonomous than external motivation, even 
though they are not intrinsic. The sense of auton-
omy derives from a process of internalization, in 
which people take in attitudes, values, and regula-
tory structures (Ryan, Connell, & Deci, 1985).

These different forms of motivation can be trans-
lated into reasons to engage in proactivity (Parker 
et al., 2010). The arguments are straightforward in 
relation to intrinsic motivation, the most autono-
mously regulated form in which behaviors are 
engaged in “out of interest without the necessity 
of separable consequences” (Deci  & Ryan, 2000, 
p.  233). Parker et  al. (2010) argued that, because 
of its emphasis on change-oriented behavior, being 
proactive increases challenge, thereby fulfilling indi-
viduals’ basic needs for competence and autonomy. 
They gave the example of individuals who volun-
tarily, often in their own time, engage in the devel-
opment of new open-source software because they 
find it intellectually stimulating (Lakhani & Wolf, 
2003). Likewise, feelings of flow arise from engaging 
in challenging activities (Massimini & Carli, 1988), 
so the desire for flow can therefore prompt proactive 
efforts. Finally, some types of proactivity (e.g., indi-
vidual innovation) involve creative processes, which 
are inherently enjoyable for some individuals.
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However, individuals also pursue proactive goals 
if the tasks involved are not especially enjoyable 
or intrinsically motivating. In regard to integrated 
motivation, individuals “take in” and internalize 
values and regulations into their own identity. Thus, 
as with intrinsic motivation, Parker et  al. (2010) 
argued that integrated motivation is likely to be a 
strong driving force for proactivity. That is, individ-
uals will set and strive to achieve proactive goals to 
fulfill important life goals or express values that are 
central to the self. For example, individuals engage 
in proactive behavior to bring about their Future 
Work Self, a representation of the self in the future 
that captures their hopes and aspirations in relation 
to work (Strauss et al., 2012).

Identified regulation occurs when “an individual 
consciously values the behavioral goal or regulation 
such that the action is accepted or owned as per-
sonally important,” similar to the utility judgment 
in expectancy theory. Identified regulation can also 
therefore prompt proactivity because individu-
als “recognize that change toward the envisioned 
future outcome is important, for themselves and/
or for others” (Parker et  al., 2010, p.  838). For 
example, if feedback is seen as useful to achieving 
goals, then an individual is more likely to engage in 
feedback seeking (Ashford et  al., 2003). Likewise, 
the concept of flexible role orientation (Parker, 
Wall, & Jackson, 1997) relates to identified regula-
tion because this refers to the breadth of ownership 
and responsibility that an individual has internal-
ized into their construction of their role (Parker & 
Ohly, 2008). Evidence suggests individuals with a 
flexible role orientation are indeed more likely to 
engage in proactive work behavior (Parker et  al., 
2006). Related concepts, such as felt responsibil-
ity for change (Fuller, Marler,  & Hester, 2006; 
Morrison & Phelps, 1999) and perceived job breath 
(McAllister, Kamdar, Morrison, & Turban, 2007), 
also reflect employees’ internalization of values and, 
as such, can predict proactive work behavior (Fuller 
et al., 2006).

Regarding which of intrinsic, integrated, and 
identified forms provide the strongest reason to 
be proactive, drawing on research showing intrin-
sic motivation is best for interesting tasks but that 
identified and integrated were best for important 
yet uninteresting tasks, Parker et al. (2010, p. 848) 
suggested that having more than one reason to, or 
multiple motivation forms, might provide a flex-
ible motivation base sufficient to stimulate proac-
tive goals and to see them through: “Evidence from 
education suggests the combination of intrinsic 

regulation with identified or integrated regulation 
might be the most powerful:  Intrinsic motivation 
promotes a focus on the task and results in feelings 
such as excitement, whereas identification facilitates 
a focus on the long-term significance of the action 
and promotes persistence” (Deci  & Ryan, 2000, 
p. 848).

Whether proactivity is regulated by more con-
trolled forms of motivation is less clear. Parker and 
colleagues (2010) have argued that proactivity by 
definition involves a sense of volition and is thus 
autonomously regulated to at least some degree. 
Raub and Robert (2010) also argued that proac-
tive behavior is less likely to be regulated by con-
trolled forms of motivation than in-role behaviors 
and affiliative extra-role behaviors, such as helping. 
They propose that in-role behaviors are likely to 
be motivated mostly by external motivation as not 
performing them is likely to lead to punishments, 
whereas performing them is linked to contractual 
rewards. According to Raub and Robert, affiliative 
behaviors are likely to be regulated by introjected 
regulation, “based on social norms for appropri-
ate interpersonal behavior” (p.  1747). Individuals 
would engage in affiliative behaviors, such as help-
ing, because they experience a sense of pride when 
engaging in these behaviors, or because they would 
feel guilty otherwise. The authors propose that pro-
active behavior is expected to be controversial, how-
ever, and may even go against norms (cf. Morrison, 
2006), and argue that proactivity is thus likely to be 
perceived as self-expressive and to be motivated by 
more autonomous forms of regulation.

Other authors have argued that there are increas-
ing external pressures on individuals to display pro-
active behavior (Bolino et  al., 2010; Erdogan  & 
Bauer, 2005). This implies that proactive behavior 
may also be driven by controlled motivation. In 
regard to introjected regulation of proactive behav-
ior, Campbell (2000) observes that job descriptions 
increasingly mention proactive behavior. Employees 
may thus feel guilty when they are not engaging in 
proactive behavior. This is an example of introjected 
regulation where proactive goals have been taken in 
by the person but have not been accepted as their 
own. Introjected regulation occurs when behav-
ior is regulated by internal pressures, such as guilt, 
anxiety, and self-esteem maintenance (Rigby, Deci, 
Patrick, & Ryan, 1992). As with external regulation, 
behavior is not self-determined, but is contingent 
on its consequences. However, in the case of intro-
jected regulation these contingent consequences are 
administered by individuals themselves.
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In regard to introjected motivation, Parker 
et  al. (2010) suggested that achieving positive 
self-evaluation might prompt proactivity more so 
than avoiding negative self-evaluations. The desire 
to feel better about oneself might prompt indi-
viduals to gain useful information on their perfor-
mance and seek feedback (Ashford et  al., 2003). 
Nevertheless, although it is possible for proactive 
behavior to be motivated by introjected regulation, 
this form of motivation is unlikely to lead to pro-
activity that can be sustained over time, as outlined 
in the next section of the chapter. It might also in 
some cases suppress proactivity. For example, Parker 
and Collins (2010) showed that a strong perfor-
mance goal orientation (in which individuals have 
a strong emphasis on approval) is negatively linked 
to proactive work behaviors, which they suggested 
is because these individuals do not want to “risk” 
being seen as incompetent when engaging in new 
or challenging behaviors.

Extrinsic regulation occurs when behavior is 
maintained by consequences external to the person, 
such as financial rewards. Marinova and colleagues 
(Marinova, Moon, & Van Dyne, 2010) found that 
employees see proactive behavior as instrumental in 
leading to rewards, such as bonuses, promotion, or 
salary increases. Proactive behavior may also be used 
as an impression management tactic (Bolino, 1999; 
Hui, Lam, & Law, 2000). For example, individuals 
may try to enhance their positive image by seeking 
favorable feedback by asking for additional feedback 
after a positive performance review (Morrison  & 
Bies, 1991).

Whether all proactive behavior that leads to 
external rewards represents extrinsic regulation, 
however, is unclear, because it could be that indi-
viduals see proactivity as leading to important out-
comes for themselves, yet is still freely chosen, and 
thus driven by identified regulation. It could also be 
the case that outcomes that can be seen as external 
rewards are instrumental to individuals’ authentic 
goals. For example, a person’s Future Work Self (i.e., 
the representation of his or her hopes and aspira-
tions in relation to work; Strauss et al., 2012) may 
involve working in a job with more responsibility; 
career progression is then instrumental to the indi-
vidual’s life goals, and engaging in proactivity to 
achieve a promotion may thus be driven by inte-
grated regulation. However, it might be that indi-
viduals see their salary or job security as entirely 
contingent on proactivity, giving them little or no 
choice. In this case, they would feel under pressure 
to engage in proactive behavior, which would then 

be driven by extrinsic regulation. Proactive behav-
ior may thus also be regulated by extrinsic contin-
gencies, although we elaborate next why we believe 
such behavior is likely to be relatively less effective 
for individuals and organizations.

Importance of Autonomous 
Regulation for Effective Proactivity

So far, we have argued that all types of regula-
tion can potentially prompt proactive goal genera-
tion and striving, but that autonomously motivated 
forms, relative to controlled forms, are the most 
likely reasons to be proactive. However, Parker et al. 
(2010) argued that not all proactive goal setting and 
striving results in actual change in the self or situ-
ation. They suggested that whether actual change 
occurs depends in part on the quality of the goal 
processes, and factors that affect these processes 
(e.g., goal regulation). Drawing on this perspective, 
in this section we argue that autonomous forms of 
motivation are not only more likely to prompt pro-
active action in the first place, but they are more 
likely to stimulate proactive behavior that is effec-
tive in bringing about change for individuals and 
organizations. From an individual perspective, 
effectively bringing about change means doing so 
in a way that protects or even enhances individual 
resources and well-being, thereby increasing the 
likelihood the individual will continue to engage in 
proactivity beyond a specific episode. From an orga-
nizational perspective, effectively bringing about 
change means making a positive difference to the 
individual, team, or organization, such as might be 
reflected in positive judgments of overall job perfor-
mance from supervisors.

The idea that autonomously regulated proac-
tivity is more effective is not new. Grant and col-
leagues (Grant, Nurmohamed, Ashford, & Dekas, 
2011)  provided preliminary empirical support for 
the idea that proactivity is more effective when it 
is autonomously regulated. In a sample of 106 job 
seekers, they found that personal initiative was only 
strongly associated with the number of job offers 
individuals received if their job search was highly 
autonomously motivated and low in controlled 
motivation. In a sample of 219 call center work-
ers, the number of calls (used as a measure of ini-
tiative) was only related to the amount of hourly 
revenue generated by a call center worker if their 
motivation to “invest effort in their job” was high 
in autonomous and low in controlled motivation. 
These authors explained their findings in terms of 
individuals’ energy and willpower. They proposed 
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that proactivity that is intrinsically motivated will 
be pursued with more energy and passion, in other 
words, it will be associated with enhanced goal 
striving.

In addition, proactive behavior often requires 
self-control. Self-control refers to efforts to inhibit 
impulses, emotions, or behaviors that would inter-
fere with one’s goal-directed behavior (e.g., Kanfer & 
Karoly, 1972). It is a psychological resource that 
is limited and once used is temporarily depleted 
(Muraven, Rosman, & Gagné, 2007). Under condi-
tions of controlled motivation, self-control depletes 
more strongly. For example, Muraven et  al. (2007) 
showed in a series of experiments that individu-
als in a controlling situation involving performance 
contingent rewards performed worse on a subse-
quent test of self-control than individuals in an 
autonomy-supportive condition. The authors found 
that the differences in self-control depletion did not 
result from differences in negative mood or motiva-
tion; instead, autonomously motivated individuals 
experienced greater feelings of vitality, a “positive 
sense of aliveness and energy” (Ryan  & Fredrick, 
1997, p. 530). These results were replicated in a series 
of experiments that used a sense of pressure rather 
than contingent rewards to elicit the experience of 
controlled motivation (Muraven, Gagné, & Rosman, 
2008). Proactivity that is driven by controlled moti-
vation is thus likely to result in greater resource 
depletion, and will consequently be less effective and 
potentially detrimental to individuals’ well-being.

Supporting this argument, Bolino and col-
leagues (2010) argued that proactive behavior 
is associated with negative well-being outcomes 
when individuals who lack resources engage in 
proactive behavior, for example, because the 
organization expects them to. This is in line with 
Chan’s (2006) finding that proactive behavior is 
only associated with positive performance and 
well-being outcomes when individuals possess 
resources that enable them to make effective 
judgments about how and when to be proactive. 
Hahn and colleagues (Hahn, Frese, Binnewies, & 
Schmitt, 2012)  also suggested that personal ini-
tiative involves a range of effortful behaviors that 
require psychological resources that are likely to 
deplete over time. According to Grant et al., pro-
activity that is driven by controlled regulation is 
associated with an additional sense of pressure, 
which contributes to the depletion of self-control, 
thus making it difficult for individuals to focus 
their energy on their proactive behavior, making 
it ultimately less effective.

We propose more specifically that, because 
autonomously regulated individual proactivity 
consumes less psychological resources, individuals 
have more resources to successfully bring about 
change within a proactive goal episode, and more 
resources to sustain high levels of proactivity 
over time. Autonomously regulated proactivity 
will be more effective by making it more likely 
that a single proactive goal will be achieved, and 
that individuals will continuously set and pursue 
proactive goals, and thus be successful in bring-
ing about a different future for themselves and/or 
their organization.

We also propose additional processes by which 
autonomous forms of motivation promote more 
effective and sustained proactivity. Specifically, we 
argue the following:

1. Autonomously motivated individual 
proactivity tends to involve a more complete 
self-regulatory goal process, including greater 
likelihood of each of envisioning, planning, and 
reflecting, as well as more sustained forms of 
enacting (persistence, recovery from setbacks, and 
so forth). It is therefore more effective in bringing 
about change than individual proactivity regulated 
by controlled motivation.

2. Autonomously motivated individual 
proactivity engages the “self ” and involves stronger 
ownership of the intended outcome, thereby 
enhancing individuals’ commitment toward the 
proactive goal.

3. Autonomously motivated individual 
proactivity enables the satisfaction of psychological 
needs, which in turn:

a. contributes to the effectiveness of 
proactivity by facilitating the internalization 
of organizational goals, thus enhancing the 
benefits of individual proactivity for the 
organization, and

b. enables sustained proactivity, via its effect 
on the proactive goal regulation process and its 
contribution to personal growth.

We elaborate each of these arguments next.

Completeness of the Self-Regulatory 
Goal Process

We suggest that controlled regulation is likely 
to result in an emphasis on the enactment of pro-
active behavior, whereas the phases of envision-
ing, planning, and reflecting are neglected. When 
individuals are concerned with being “seen” to be 
proactive or feel guilty if they do not engage in 
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proactive behavior, they likely emphasize the enact-
ment phase, but spend less time and energy on the 
phases of the proactivity process that cannot eas-
ily be observed. Although this has yet to be tested 
empirically, Bindl and colleagues (2012) argued 
that proactive goals can only be achieved if indi-
viduals successfully engage in each of the phases of 
proactive goal regulation. Where proactive behavior 
is regulated by external or internal pressures, the 
associated envisioning does involve outcome simu-
lations of achieving rewards for proactivity, rather 
than process simulations of how to successfully 
achieve a proactive goal. Process simulations are 
more effective in regulating behavior (Taylor, Pham, 
Rivkin, & Armor, 1998). They encourage planning 
and other problem-focused activities, and may pre-
vent the intrusion of irrelevant thoughts (Taylor & 
Schneider, 1989). Outcome simulations in contrast 
are concerned with the anticipation of positive emo-
tions and involve the enjoyment of success without 
providing a basis for achievement (Oettingen, 1999; 
Oettingen & Mayer, 2002). Without effective envi-
sioning, planning how to achieve the proactive goal 
and overcome obstacles is impaired.

Individuals who engage in proactive behavior 
for the sake of being seen to do so also have little 
incentive to engage in reflection. Their goal is not 
about successfully bringing about change, but about 
the rewards associated with having shown initiative. 
A lack of reflection reduces the effectiveness of sub-
sequent proactivity episodes because the individual 
fails to extract lessons learned. Reflection generates 
information that serves as a basis of future envi-
sioning, planning, and enacting. Through reflec-
tion, individuals gain and consolidate the strategic, 
relational, and normative knowledge about how 
to achieve proactive goals in their organizational 
context, which is critical for the successful imple-
mentation of change (Dutton, Ashford, O’Neill, & 
Lawrence, 2001). Reflection is likely to result in 
more accurate judgments about how and when to 
strive for proactive goals, thus making proactivity 
more effective (Chan, 2006).

In addition, we propose that autonomously 
regulated proactivity is associated with sustained 
enacting. According to self-concordance theory 
(Sheldon  & Elliot, 1999), goals consistent with 
individuals’ core values and interests are associ-
ated with enhanced goal striving. Thus, proactivity 
driven by integrated and identified forms of motiva-
tion is associated with sustained efforts of bringing 
about the proactive goal. However, enacting based 
on controlled motivation is unlikely to be sustained 

over time because individuals are less likely to 
recover from setbacks and to persist in the face of 
obstacles. Having engaged in less planning, they 
have fewer contingency plans for when things go 
wrong and give up more readily. They also are less 
motivated to achieve their ultimate proactive goal 
and may be satisfied by having engaged in proac-
tive behavior, regardless of whether they have suc-
cessfully brought about change. Hui et  al. (2000) 
provide support for this argument in relation to 
discretionary work behaviors. In a sample of 293 
bank tellers, they found that when organizational 
citizenship behavior is extrinsically motivated (i.e., 
performed for the instrumental purpose of getting 
promoted) it is not sustained after this purpose has 
been attained. Grant (2008) similarly found that 
individuals who feel pressured cannot persist at 
their efforts over time.

To summarize, we propose:

Proposition 1: Autonomously regulated individual 
proactivity is likely to be more effective in achieving 
proactive goals than proactivity that is regulated 
by controlled motivation because it involves more 
envisioning, planning, and reflecting, as well as 
more persistent and sustained enacting. A complete 
self-regulatory goal process makes future proactive 
goal episodes more effective, resulting in a sustained 
high level of individual proactivity.

Engagement of the Self
Autonomously regulated proactivity by defi-

nition involves greater engagement of the “self ” 
because individuals behave in this way for reasons 
that are core to their identity, values, and interests. 
Because nobody is directing the individual to be 
proactive, and the impetus for action is coming from 
within, individuals have strong feelings of owner-
ship over the proactive goal (Parker et al., 1997). In 
essence, there is no one else to blame if the proac-
tive efforts are not successful because autonomously 
regulated proactivity is self-initiated.

Drawing on the self-concordance model 
(Sheldon  & Elliot, 1999), we suggest this greater 
investment of the self in autonomously regulated 
proactive action enhances an individual’s deter-
mination to see their project through successfully. 
Proactive goals representing a person’s authentic 
interests and values are integrated with the self, and 
are perceived as resulting from self-made choices. 
Because these interests and values are enduring fac-
ets of a person’s personality, autonomous proactive 
goals are likely to be pursued with sustained effort 
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over time (Sheldon & Elliot, 1999). Proactive goals 
driven by controlled motivation are less likely to 
be linked to enduring interests and values; they 
thus tend to be abandoned when obstacles are 
encountered.

It is important to note that we do not suggest 
autonomously motivated people’s self-esteem is 
more dependent on achieving the proactive goal 
as that would impact a rather unstable sense of 
self-esteem (Kernis, Cornell, Sun, Berry, & Harlow, 
1993). Rather, we suggest that autonomously moti-
vated individuals care a lot about achieving their 
proactive goal because it arises out of their own 
interests and values, and so persist accordingly. For 
example, if an academic decides to implement a 
new ethics course because she or he believes strongly 
that students need to be more ethical, this academic 
is likely to persist more in the face of colleagues’ 
resistance than an individual who set out to intro-
duce the course to boost their next performance 
appraisal score. In the face of resistance, the latter 
individual might opt to find an easier way to get a 
better appraisal.

Our proposition is:

Proposition 2: Autonomously regulated individual 
proactivity is likely to be more effective in achieving 
proactive goals than proactivity that is regulated by 
controlled motivation because it involves greater 
ownership and engagement of the self, thereby 
increasing individual’s efforts to achieving a successful 
outcome.

Autonomously Motivated Proactivity 
and Psychological Need Satisfaction

Self-determination theory proposes that indi-
viduals’ well-being depends on the satisfaction of 
the three psychological needs of competence, auton-
omy, and relatedness (Tharenou  & Terry, 1998). 
Individuals have the inherent need to feel that 
they are able to produce desired outcomes (White, 
1955), to feel that they are the causal agent of their 
actions (Crant, 1995), and to feel connected to oth-
ers (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Satisfaction of these 
needs is a requirement for well-being and psycholog-
ical growth (Deci & Ryan, 2000). We propose that 
autonomously regulated proactivity is likely to result 
in higher psychological need satisfaction, which, as 
we elaborate next, in turn contributes to further epi-
sodes of proactivity, resulting in individual proactiv-
ity that is sustained over long periods of time.

Autonomous proactivity enables the satisfac-
tion of the three basic psychological needs of 

competence, autonomy, and relatedness in two 
different ways. First, it enables satisfaction of psy-
chological needs directly. Proactive goals are often 
challenging and can create opportunities to experi-
ence competence. When individuals feel that they 
freely choose to engage in proactivity, they are likely 
to feel agentic and self-directed, satisfying their 
need for autonomy (deCharms, 1968). Finally, 
despite its occasional portrayal as self-centered 
and individualistic (e.g., Hirschfeld, Thomas,  & 
Bernerth, 2011) proactivity often focuses on social 
processes (Grant  & Ashford, 2008). For example, 
during organizational socialization, newcomers seek 
to build relationships with their new boss and col-
leagues (Ashford & Black, 1996; Ashforth, Sluss, & 
Saks, 2007). Prosocial forms of proactive behav-
ior may also allow individuals to feel connected 
to others at work. Through these forms of socially 
oriented proactivity, individuals are likely to satisfy 
their desire to be connected with others.

Second, employees engaging in autonomous 
proactivity are also more likely to find themselves 
in work environments that are conducive to the 
satisfaction of their psychological needs. They 
actively seek out environments that match their 
values and interests (Parker  & Collins, 2010)  or 
shape their environment according to their needs 
and preferences (Bakker, 2010; Tims  & Bakker, 
2010; Wrzesniewski  & Dutton, 2001). These 
environments afford individuals with the opportu-
nity to fulfill their needs (Arthur, Bell, Villado, & 
Doverspike, 2006). In a study involving 163 
full-time employees in Singapore, Greguras and 
Diefendorff (2009) found that fit between the indi-
vidual’s and the organization’s values was positively 
related to psychological need satisfaction assessed 
3 weeks later. Individuals proactively shape their job 
to optimize their job characteristics and maximize 
their job resources (Tims  & Bakker, 2010). They 
set proactive goals to create conditions that allow 
the satisfaction of psychological needs, for example 
by “crafting” their job so that it provides an optimal 
level of challenge and involves enjoyable activities, 
or affords the possibility of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 
1988). In line with this argument, Bakker and col-
leagues (Bakker, Albrecht,  & Leiter, 2011)  sug-
gested that engaged employees attempt to sustain 
their state of engagement through proactive behav-
ior. Manzoni and Barsoux (2009) suggested a more 
indirect mechanism through which proactivity leads 
to more favorable work environments. More proac-
tive employees may be seen as stronger performers 
by their leader, and as a consequence, receive more 
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developmental and supportive supervision, and 
greater autonomy.

Our proposition is as follows:

Proposition 3: Autonomously regulated individual 
proactivity is likely to lead to satisfaction of 
psychological needs both directly, and by creating 
contexts in which one can fulfill one’s needs.

The satisfaction of psychological needs in turn 
facilitates effective and sustained proactivity. First, 
it contributes to beneficial outcomes of proactivity 
for the organization, through its contribution to 
higher job performance, and by enabling the inter-
nalization of organizational goals, which enhances 
pro-organizational proactivity. Second, it contrib-
utes to sustained proactivity and enables individu-
als to act as agents of continuous positive change 
by enhancing the proactive goal regulation process, 
and by contributing to personal growth and pro-
gressive expectations, which result in the continu-
ous setting of proactive goals. We elaborate these 
proposed pathways next.

Psychological Need Satisfaction 
Enhances the Benefits of Proactivity 
for the Organization

Psychological need satisfaction is likely to enhance 
the positive effects of proactivity for the organi-
zation. First, the greater opportunity for psycho-
logical needs satisfaction created by autonomously 
motivated proactivity may be a mechanism for the 
well-established relationship between proactivity and 
job performance (Fuller & Marler, 2009). Greguras 
and Diefendorff (2010) found that employees high 
in proactive personality were more likely to pursue 
and attain autonomous goals, which in turn pre-
dicted psychological need satisfaction. Baard and 
colleagues (Baard, Deci, & Ryan, 2004) found that 
greater need satisfaction on the job was associated 
with higher supervisor-rated performance in a sam-
ple 528 employees of an investment banking firm. 
Taken together, these findings suggest that autono-
mously regulated proactivity is likely to lead to sat-
isfaction of psychological needs (via the setting and 
pursuit of proactive goals that are self-concordant, 
that is, that are in line with individuals’ values and 
interests [Sheldon  & Elliot,  1999]), which in turn 
leads to higher job performance.

Second, through the process of internalization, 
psychological need satisfaction also encourages the 
setting of proactive goals in line with organizational 
aims, and thus enables proactivity that is likely 
to have positive outcomes for the organization. 

Psychological need satisfaction facilitates the inter-
nalization of values and regulatory processes (Ryan, 
1995). When coupled with a strong commitment to 
the organization, need satisfaction is likely to lead to 
individuals’ internalizing organizational aims, and 
setting proactive goals in accordance with them. In 
other words, when an individual’s needs are fulfilled, 
and they also care about and want to belong to the 
organization, employee proactivity is more likely to 
be “pro-organizational” (Belschak & Den Hartog, 
2010, p. 475) and is aimed at contributing to orga-
nizational effectiveness. The pro-organizational 
focus of autonomously motivated proactivity is 
further supported by the positive effect of autono-
mous motivation on affective organizational com-
mitment (Gagné, Chemolli, Forest,  & Koestner, 
2008). Previous research has linked affective com-
mitment to proactivity (Den Hartog  & Belschak, 
2007; Griffin et al., 2007; Rank, Carsten, Unger, & 
Spector, 2007; Strauss, Griffin, & Rafferty, 2009), 
and self-determination theory suggests that through 
internalization processes, proactivity associated 
with high levels of organizational commitment is 
likely to be more beneficial for the organization. 
Autonomously regulated proactivity is thus more 
likely to have positive outcomes for the organiza-
tion than controlled proactivity that is driven by, for 
example, feelings of guilt, obligation, or impression 
management motives.

To summarize, we propose:

Proposition 4: Psychological need satisfaction 
enhances the benefits of individual proactivity for 
the organization by contributing to job performance 
and, when coupled with organizational commitment, 
facilitates the internalization of organizational aims 
and thus the setting of proactive goals in accordance 
with these aims.

Psychological Need Satisfaction 
Contributes to Sustained Proactivity

This far we have outlined how autonomously 
regulated proactivity can contribute to the satisfac-
tion of psychological needs, which results in posi-
tive outcomes for the organization. Opportunities 
to satisfy psychological needs are also likely to in 
turn lead to autonomous motivation of proactivity 
(Gagné, 2009)  and, by contributing to proactive 
goal regulation and proactive motivational states, 
facilitate proactivity that is sustained over time as 
we elaborate next.

Satisfaction of the need for autonomy is not only 
likely to be a key outcome of proactivity; it also 
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further contributes to self-starting and self-directed 
behavior. Autonomy involves “acting with a sense 
of volition and having the experience of choice” 
(Gagné & Deci, 2005, p. 333), which is likely to 
contribute to the setting of and striving for pro-
active goals. In line with this argument, there is 
empirical support for the positive relationship 
between the experience of autonomy of work, and 
proactivity (Hornung, Rousseau,  & Glaser, 2008; 
Parker et al., 2006).

Satisfaction of the need for competence reflects 
a sense of self-efficacy, a key component of can do 
motivation, which has consistently been linked 
to proactivity (e.g., Axtell, Holman, Unsworth, 
Wall, & Waterson, 2000; Frese, Garst, & Fay, 2007; 
Kanfer, Wanberg, & Kantrowitz, 2001; Morrison & 
Phelps, 1999; Parker et  al., 2006). Because pro-
activity involves intentionality and forethought, 
individuals make a conscious decision whether or 
not to set and pursue a proactive goal (Bindl et al., 
2012; Morrison  & Phelps, 1999; Parker et  al., 
2006). Proactivity can involve risks for one’s ego or 
image, because its self-started nature implies that it 
cannot easily be blamed on external circumstances 
(Grant & Ashford, 2008). It may also be met with 
resistance by others and create interpersonal prob-
lems (Bateman & Crant, 1999; Bolino et al., 2010). 
It is therefore important that individuals believe 
they can be successful in being proactive and deal-
ing with the consequences of their proactive behav-
ior, which is likely to be enabled by their sense of 
competence.

Satisfaction of the need for relatedness finally 
provides a sense of security, which is likely to make 
proactivity seem less risky and reduce its perceived 
interpersonal costs, thus also contributing to can 
do motivation. This is consistent with findings 
that proactive behavior is more likely to occur in 
social environments characterized by trust and sup-
port (Parker et al., 2006), and psychological safety 
(Detert & Burris, 2007).

Deci and Ryan (2000) have argued that satis-
faction of the psychological needs for competence, 
autonomy, and relatedness is essential for personal 
growth and psychological well-being. There is also 
empirical support for the relationship between 
satisfaction of psychological needs at work and 
well-being (Baard et  al., 2004; Deci et  al., 2001). 
Through its contribution to personal growth, psy-
chological need satisfaction encourages the continu-
ous setting of proactive goals and thus contributes 
to sustained proactivity. Without personal growth, 
individuals would have no reason to set and pursue 

further proactive goals after they have achieved sat-
isfactory fit with their environment (Greguras  & 
Diefendorff, 2009), or have “crafted” their job so 
that it provides sufficient resources for the satisfac-
tion of psychological needs (Tims & Bakker, 2010). 
However, individuals often continue to be proactive 
after they have achieved their goals as evidenced by 
many longitudinal studies that find positive rela-
tionships between past and future proactivity (e.g., 
Frese et al., 2007; Griffin et al., 2010). Individuals 
whose psychological needs are satisfied are likely to 
set increasingly higher standards for themselves and 
their organizations. Even though they reach their 
proactive goals, their raising standards give them 
new reasons to engage in proactive behavior. For 
example, employees increasing the demands of their 
job to make it more challenging in order to satisfy 
their need for competence subsequently develop 
their skills and become more confident in their abil-
ity. In order to experience optimal levels of demands 
at work, they need to seek out additional challenges 
in their job. Support for the idea that individuals 
raise their levels of aspiration in response to favor-
able work environment comes from Bruggeman 
and colleagues’ (Bruggeman, Groskurth, & Ulich, 
1975; see Buessing, 2002; Buessing  & Bissels, 
1998) work on different forms of job satisfaction. 
The authors propose that different forms of job 
satisfaction result from a comparison of a person’s 
expectations and the actual work situation, and 
their level of aspiration. We propose that satisfac-
tion of psychological needs associated with autono-
mously regulated proactivity results in progressive 
job satisfaction. Progressive job satisfaction occurs 
when a person finds his or her original expectations 
met by the organizational environment, and conse-
quently raises his or her expectations. Individuals 
are then likely to continuously set and pursue pro-
active goals, resulting in high levels of proactivity 
that are sustained over long periods of time.

Psychological need satisfaction also plays an 
important role for the energized to motivational path 
of proactivity. To successfully engage in the process 
of proactive goal regulation, individuals need to 
harness and maintain their psychological resources 
as they persist in working toward their proac-
tive goal. Autonomous regulation of proactivity is 
likely to be associated with higher vitality, a person’s 
“positive sense of aliveness and energy” (Ryan  & 
Fredrick, 1997, p. 530), via the satisfaction of psy-
chological needs (Weinstein  & Ryan, 2010). Reis 
and colleagues (Reis, Sheldon, Gable, Roscoe,  & 
Ryan, 2000)  found that day-level satisfaction of 
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psychological needs led to day-level experiences of 
energy. When people are autonomously regulated 
they do not experience their efforts as draining and 
may even feel that they have more energy avail-
able to the self (Nix, Ryan, Manly, & Deci, 1999; 
Sheldon & Kasser, 1995; Weinstein & Ryan, 2010). 
This is in line with Grant and colleague’s (2011) 
argument that autonomous motivation makes it 
easier for individuals to focus their attention on their 
proactive goal and maintain high levels of energy 
and enthusiasm. Individuals engaging in autono-
mously regulated proactivity thus have more energy 
available to themselves, which enables a more effec-
tive and sustained proactive goal-regulation process. 
A high degree of activation leads to increased effort 
(Brehm, 1999)  and will increase striving toward 
proactive goals, thus enabling persistent proactiv-
ity that is more likely to be successful and have 
positive outcomes. Satisfaction of the psychological 
needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness 
thus result in higher levels of energy available to the 
individual; this is likely to facilitate a more effective 
self-regulation and engagement in all four phases of 
the proactive goal-regulation process.

Positive activated states, such as vitality or 
engagement, not only make proactivity more effec-
tive by reducing its resource requirements and con-
tributing to persistence, they also contribute to the 
proactive goal-regulation process both directly and 
indirectly (Parker et al., 2010).

First, as Bindl and Parker (2011a) argued, expe-
riences of positive activated states, such as vital-
ity and engagement, influence proactivity directly 
through three different mechanisms:  (1)  they 
facilitate the complex cognitive processes involved 
in proactivity by encouraging openness and flex-
ibility (Fredrickson, 1998), (2)  they promote 
future-oriented thinking (Foo, Uy, & Baron, 2009), 
and (3) they promote the setting of more challeng-
ing goals (Ilies & Judge, 2005). In line with these 
arguments Bindl and colleagues (2012) showed 
that high-activation positive mood, encompassing 
enthusiasm, excitement, inspiration, and joy, was 
positively associated with all four phases of proac-
tive goal regulation. Support for the positive effect 
of energy and enthusiasm on proactive behavior also 
comes from research on work engagement, a “posi-
tive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is 
characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption” 
(Schaufeli, Salanova, Gonzalez-Roma,  & Bakker, 
2002, p.  74). Work engagement has been found 
to be positively associated with self-reported per-
sonal initiative (Salanova & Schaufeli, 2008), and 

was positively associated with later personal initia-
tive in a longitudinal study over 3 years (Hakanen, 
Perhoniemi, & Toppinen-Tanner, 2008). Hahn and 
colleagues (2012) similarly found that vigor was 
related to later personal initiative in a longitudinal 
study of entrepreneurs.

Second, positive activated states also contrib-
ute to sustained proactivity indirectly, by influenc-
ing can do and reason to motivational states (Seo, 
Barrett,  & Bartunek, 2004; Seo, Bartunek,  & 
Barrett, 2010). Individuals experiencing positive 
affective states more easily recall positive material 
in memory (Isen, Clark, Shalker,  & Karp, 1977). 
They are thus more likely to focus on successful past 
episodes of proactivity and experience enhanced 
can do motivation. They generate higher expec-
tancy judgments for the outcomes of proactivity 
(Wegener  & Petty, 1996)  and experience higher 
self-efficacy (Tsai, Chen, & Liu, 2007). They also 
feel that they have made more progress toward their 
goals (Johnson & Tversky, 1983), which is likely to 
have a positive reinforcing effect, further facilitating 
persistence and goal striving. Positive affective states 
also influence reason to motivation. They facilitate 
the experience of intrinsic motivation, and make 
the internalization of regulation more likely (Isen & 
Reeve, 2005), thus enabling the identified and inte-
grated regulation of proactive behavior.

In summary, we propose:

Proposition 5: Psychological need satisfaction 
facilitates sustained individual proactivity by 
contributing to proactive motivational states and 
proactive goal regulation.

The Positive Upward Spiral of 
Autonomously Regulated Proactivity

Thus far we have proposed that autonomously 
regulated proactivity results in stronger reasons to 
initiate proactivity and increases the likelihood that 
proactivity results in positive change for individuals 
and organizations. In this current section we bring 
together the arguments discussed previously in a 
dynamic model that outlines what we call the positive 
upward spiral of autonomously regulated proactivity.

Autonomously regulated proactivity makes it 
more likely that proactive goals are achieved because 
it involves a more complete self-regulatory process 
and thus more effective goal regulation. Effective 
goal regulation also enhances individuals’ resources 
that enable the achievement of future proactive 
goals, such as by generating knowledge and facili-
tating better planning through reflection.



62  Effective and Sustained Proactivity in the Workplace

We propose that autonomously regulated proac-
tivity has positive effects on individuals’ well-being 
and introduce psychological need satisfaction as a 
key outcome of autonomously regulated proactivity. 
Engaging in individual proactivity can directly con-
tribute to the satisfaction of the three psychological 
needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. In 
addition, it contributes to need satisfaction indirectly. 
Through proactive behaviors, such as job crafting, 
individuals create environments that provide a good fit 
with their values and needs and afford further oppor-
tunities for the satisfaction of psychological needs.

Need satisfaction in turn plays a key role for 
sustaining high levels of individual proactivity by 
influencing proactive motivation, and the continu-
ous setting of proactive goals. Individuals who find 
their psychological needs are met experience per-
sonal growth and consequently raise their expec-
tations for themselves, and for their jobs. Their 
expectations provide a new reason to set and pursue 
proactive goals. As a consequence they continue to 
work toward positive change.

The concept of need satisfaction also adds to the 
understanding of the role of psychological resources 
in the regulation of proactive behavior. Grant and 
colleagues (2011) suggested that autonomously 
regulated proactivity requires less self-regulatory 
resources and is thus more effective. We propose 
that autonomously regulated proactivity may even 
be associated with an increase in the psychological 
resources available to the individual because psy-
chological need satisfaction is likely to be accom-
panied by feelings of vitality and aliveness (Ryan & 
Fredrick, 1997).

The satisfaction of psychological resources 
also plays a key role in explaining the relation-
ship between autonomously regulated proactiv-
ity and beneficial outcomes for the organization. 
Psychological need satisfaction is associated with 
higher job performance, and facilitates the internal-
ization of organizational norms and goals, enhanc-
ing pro-organizational forms of proactivity.

In a positive upward spiral, the outcomes of 
autonomously regulated proactivity for the indi-
vidual and for the organization contribute in turn 
to the can do, reason to, and energized to processes 
of proactive motivation and stimulate the setting of 
further proactive goals and thus future episodes of 
individual proactivity (Figure 4.1).

Implications: Encouraging Effective 
and Sustained Proactivity in 
Organizations

Organizations can encourage proactivity by cre-
ating work climates that enable the satisfaction of 
psychological needs. These work climates enhance 
the autonomous regulation of proactivity and, as we 
have outlined previously, facilitate internalization of 
proactive goals to encourage proactivity in line with 
organizational goals (Gagné & Deci, 2005).

Designing Jobs that Facilitate 
Effective and Sustained Proactivity

A number of studies have investigated the link 
between job characteristics and proactivity, high-
lighting the importance of such variables as job 
autonomy (e.g., Frese et  al., 2007; Parker et  al., 
2006), leadership support (e.g., Den Hartog  & 
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Fig. 4.1. The upward spiral of autonomously regulated proactivity.
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Belschak, 2012; Morrison  & Phelps, 1999; Rank 
et  al., 2007), and a positive work climate (e.g, 
Griffin et  al., 2007; LePine  & Van Dyne, 1998). 
This research has been extensively reviewed else-
where (see e.g., Bindl & Parker, 2011b) and we do 
not repeat this work here, but rather identify dif-
ferent mechanisms through which these positive 
effects of work design might occur. To date, it has 
been argued that these work variables can promote 
the motivational states of can do, reason to, and 
energized to motivation, which in turn shape pro-
activity (see Parker et  al., 2010). We additionally 
suggest that job characteristics not only potentially 
motivate proactivity per se, but are more likely to 
motivate autonomously regulated proactivity, such as 
via a process of psychological need satisfaction.

Thomas and Velthouse (1990) provide a theo-
retical framework for this link and propose that 
autonomous motivation at work is based on 
employees’ experiencing feelings of impact, com-
petence, meaningfulness, and choice. Impact refers 
to the assessment that one’s behavior is “making a 
difference” toward accomplishing the intended pur-
pose. Thomas and Velthouse equate this construct 
with Hackman and Oldham’s (1976) “knowledge 
of results.” In Bandura’s (1977) terms, it captures 
outcome expectations, rather than efficacy expecta-
tions, which are reflected in the assessment of one’s 
competence. Meaningfulness reflects the value of 
the goal in relation to a person’s ideals or standards. 
Choice finally reflects a person’s assessment of his or 
her autonomy and sense of volition. In a sample of 
199 employees of a Canadian telephone company, 
Gagné, Senécal, and Koestner (1997) showed that 
autonomy support (a composite score of skill vari-
ety, task significance and task identity, feedback 
on one’s performance obtained from supervisors 
or coworkers, and feedback on one’s performance 
obtained from job activities) was significantly related 
to employees’ assessments of impact, competence, 
meaningfulness, and choice, which in turn explained 
significant variance in intrinsic motivation.

In a sample of 124 volunteers at a commu-
nity clinic, Millette and Gagné (2008) found that 
Hackman and Oldham’s (1976) Motivational 
Potential Score, a multiplication of core job char-
acteristics intended to reflect their impact on criti-
cal psychological states, was positively related to 
volunteers’ autonomous motivation. Specifically, it 
was signifcantly related to their intrinsic motivation 
and, marginally, to their identified motivation.

Job-demands resources theory also proposes 
that job characteristics translate into autonomous 

motivation by allowing the satisfaction of psycho-
logical needs (e.g., Bakker  & Demerouti, 2007). 
For example, feedback is proposed to foster learning 
and satisfy the need for competence. In line with 
this argument, Kelloway and Barling (1991) found 
that skill variety, autonomy support, and feedback 
from the job significantly predicted employees’ 
perceived competence. Parker (1998) found that 
increased job autonomy predicted the development 
of role-breath self-efficacy (which is similar to the 
experience of competence) over time. Decision lati-
tude or job control is likely to enable the satisfac-
tion of individuals’ need for autonomy, and social 
support is likely to satisfy their need for relatedness 
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2007).

Van den Broeck and colleagues (Van den Broeck, 
Vansteenkiste, De Witte, & Lens, 2008) provided 
empirical support for the link between job demands 
and resources and psychological need satisfaction. 
In a sample of 745 employees across 17 Belgian 
organizations, need satisfaction was positively 
related to the job resources of task autonomy, skill 
utilization, and positive feedback. A  latent job 
demand factor encompassing workload, emotional 
and physical demands, and work-home interference 
showed a small negative relationship with need sat-
isfaction. The zero-order correlation between work-
load and need satisfaction was, however, positive. 
The effect of workload on autonomous motivation 
is likely to depend on individuals’ assessments of 
autonomy (Marinova et  al., 2010). Under condi-
tions of high autonomy, increasing job demands 
were accompanied by an increase in intrinsic moti-
vation in a sample of 555 nurses (Van Yperen  & 
Hagedoorn, 2003).

In sum, we extend existing arguments that job 
characteristics can influence proactivity via their 
effect on individuals’ can do, reason to, and ener-
gized to motivational states by also suggesting that 
these job characteristics result in psychological need 
satisfaction, which encourages autonomous moti-
vation of proactivity. As we have argued already, 
autonomously motivated proactivity is more likely 
to be successful, for individuals and organizations, 
than controlled proactivity.

Providing Autonomy Support
Autonomy has long been identified as crucial 

for intrinsic motivation at work (e.g., Hackman & 
Oldham, 1976), and autonomy support is the 
most important social-contextual variable that 
predicts autonomous forms of motivation (Deci, 
Egharri, Patrick, & Leone, 1994; Nicholson, 1984; 



64  Effective and Sustained Proactivity in the Workplace

Williams  & Deci, 1996; Williams, Freedman,  & 
Deci, 1998; Williams, Gagné, Ryan,  & Deci, 
2002). Deci, Connell, and Ryan (1989) argue that 
autonomy support in organizations is primarily 
provided by the supervisor. Baard and colleagues 
even more explicitly state that autonomy sup-
port is the “interpersonal climate created by the 
manager in relating to subordinates” (Baard et al., 
2004, p. 2048). Supervisor behavior can be seen as 
either informational (i.e., promoting competence 
and supporting autonomy) or controlling (i.e., 
pressuring employees to think, feel, or behave in 
specified ways) (Deci & Ryan, 1985). A controlling 
supervisory style has been found to have a detri-
mental effect on subordinates’ intrinsic motivation 
(Richer  & Vallerand, 1995). Supervisors who try 
to restrict and control employees’ behavior rather 
than supporting their autonomy are thus likely to 
undermine autonomous motivation of proactiv-
ity. Autonomy supportive supervision, however, 
encourages autonomous forms of motivation.

Facilitating Alignment of Proactive 
Goals through Internalization

As outlined previously, when individuals’ pro-
active goals are based on their internalization of 
organizational values, they are in line with orga-
nizational aims and contribute to organizational 
effectiveness. The social-contextual factors outlined 
so far that enhance and maintain autononomous 
forms of motivation also enable the internalization 
of behavioral standards. Autonomy support con-
tributes to autonomous motivation of proactivity, 
but it can also promote the alignment of employees’ 
proactive goals with organizational aims through 
internalization. In a field study, Parker et al. (1997) 
showed that the internalization of organizational 
goals (as measured by flexible role orientation) 
occurred as a result of the introduction of autono-
mous work groups. In a laboratory experiment, 
Deci et  al. (1994) found that internalization was 
facilitated by acknowledgement of the participants’ 
perspective, by providing a rationale for the respec-
tive behavior that highlights its personal utility for 
the participant, and by providing opportunities 
for choice. By highlighting the value of proactivity 
for  the organization, by acknowledging the costs 
and risks, but also the opportunities it may involve 
for the employee, and by providing autonomy and 
choice, supervisors can encourage the setting and 
pursuit of proactive goals that benefit the organi-
zation without undermining employees’ sense of 
volition. Autonomy support not only encourages 

the internalization of proactive goals, it also ensures 
that this internalization is integrated (i.e., that it 
becomes an integral part of a person’s work-related 
identity) rather than being introjected (i.e., engaged 
in out of a sense of obligation), thus contributing to 
its sustainability.

In addition to these factors, Gagné and Deci 
(2005) note two factors that uniquely contribute to 
internalization but are not important for intrinsic 
motivation. First, internalization depends on the 
presence of structures and contingencies that can 
be internalized. Second, internalization is facilitated 
by the endorsement of the respective behavior by 
significant others.

In the case of effective proactivity, organizations 
can facilitate the internalization of proactive goals 
by creating a clear vision of the future the organi-
zation is trying to achieve (Griffin et  al., 2010). 
A successful vision of the organizational future also 
allows employees to imagine themselves as part of 
this future (Levin, 2000) and to work toward their 
Future Work Self, a representation of an individual’s 
hopes and aspirations in relation to work that can 
serve as a further source of proactive goals (Strauss 
et  al., 2012). Providing visions of the future thus 
provides essential guidance for proactivity, which 
can be internalized and stimulate proactive behavior 
in alignment with organizational goals.

Organizations can further enhance proactivity by 
encouraging the internalization of a sense of respon-
sibility for bringing this future about (Parker, 2000; 
Strauss, Griffin, & Parker, 2009). In a sample of 115 
employees of a not-for-profit utility company in the 
United States, Fuller et al. (2006) found that access 
to resources was a critical determinant of employ-
ees’ felt responsibility for constructive change in the 
organization (see also Spreitzer, 1996). Autonomy 
to use resources signals the organization’s support 
for proactivity (Scott & Bruce, 1994) and trust that 
the resources will be used responsibly. Access to 
resources to pursue proactive goals also communi-
cates to employees the organization’s endorsement 
of proactivity.

Leaders and managers can also facilitate the 
internalization of proactive goals in line with orga-
nizational aims by signaling their endorsement and 
approval of employee proactivity. They may com-
municate their endorsement by demonstrating 
proactive behavior and acting as role models. They 
can also contribute to the internalization of proac-
tive goals through autonomy support, as outlined 
previously, and by shaping the work environment 
accordingly. Formal and informal organizational 
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practices and procedures can guide and support 
proactivity at work. By creating a “climate for ini-
tiative,” organizations can encourage high levels of 
proactivity in the workforce (Baer & Frese, 2003, 
p. 48). This is likely to facilitate the internalization 
of proactive ways of behaving.

Rewarding Proactive Behavior
The unpredictable nature of proactivity makes 

it difficult to introduce clear reward-behavior 
contingencies (Parker et  al., 2010). In addition, 
despite some controversy over the undermining 
effect of rewards on intrinsic motivation, there 
is meta-analytical evidence that contingent tan-
gible rewards undermine intrinsic motivation 
(Deci, Koestner,  & Ryan, 1999). Attempts to 
monitor, assess, and reward proactivity are thus 
likely to undermine its autonomous motivation 
(Harackiewicz, Manderlink,  & Sansone, 1984; 
Lepper  & Greene, 1975), and encourage a focus 
on proactive behavior rather than full engagement 
in the proactive goal-regulation process. Making 
proactivity part of performance appraisal systems 
and compensation contingent on employees having 
displayed proactive behavior can thus be problem-
atic. However, rewards may have a positive effect 
on autonomous proactivity when they function as 
positive feedback. Meta-analytical evidence of labo-
ratory studies suggests that positive feedback may 
have a positive effect on the autonomous regulation 
of proactivity (Deci et al., 1999). Providing positive 
feedback for desirable forms of proactivity is likely 
to contribute to sustaining proactivity, because it 
may enhance feelings of competence (Gagné  & 
Forest, 2008), which in turn is likely to feed into 
future can do motivational states. Importantly, this 
positive feedback has to be informational rather 
than controlling. Controlling positive feedback that 
emphasizes the pressure for employees to maintain 
their high level of proactivity is likely to lead to 
lower levels of autonomous motivation than infor-
mational positive feedback (Pittman, Davey, Alafat, 
Wetherill,  & Kramer, 1980; Ryan, 1982). These 
ideas have yet to be tested.

Practical Recommendations
In summary, these findings highlight the cru-

cial role of supervisors in enabling and maintaining 
autonomously regulated proactivity and have impli-
cations for leaders aiming to enhance proactivity in 
the workplace. As discussed, employees are increas-
ingly expected to be proactive (Bolino et al., 2010; 
Erdogan  & Bauer, 2005). How these expectations 

are communicated determines whether employees 
engage in proactive behavior that is driven by con-
trolled motivation and unlikely to be sustained or 
effective, or whether they engage in autonomously 
regulated, effective proactivity. When expectations 
about proactive behavior at work are communicated 
in a controlling or pressuring way this is likely to 
impair internalization and integration of proactive 
goals (Deci et al., 1994). Instead, organizations can 
encourage the internalization of proactive goals in 
line with organizational aims and values by provid-
ing autonomy support, by increasing job autonomy, 
by communicating a compelling vision of the future 
that can guide proactivity, and by instilling a sense 
of responsibility for bringing this future about, for 
example, by making relevant resources available. To 
encourage effective proactivity, organizations need to 
provide jobs that facilitate the satisfaction of psycho-
logical needs and provide positive feedback on desir-
able forms of proactivity without creating a sense of 
pressure and undermining employees’ sense of voli-
tion. Under these circumstances, employees will fully 
engage in the proactive goal regulation process, mak-
ing the achievement of their proactive goals more 
likely. They will experience personal growth and con-
tinuous learning, and proactivity will contribute to 
organizational effectiveness and individual thriving.

Conclusion
Conceptualizing proactivity as a goal-driven 

process and drawing on self-determination theory, 
we have investigated the consequences of different 
motivations for individual proactivity. We pro-
pose that proactivity is most effective when it is 
autonomously motivated. Proactivity that is driven 
by autonomous motivation is likely to result in a 
positive upward spiral. It enables enhanced fit 
between the individual and their environment, 
and contributes directly to the satisfaction of psy-
chological needs. By facilitating psychological need 
satisfaction, enhancing psychological resources, and 
contributing to personal growth, it is likely to be 
sustained over time, and contribute to individual 
well-being, as well as positive outcomes for the 
organization. The proposed differential outcomes of 
proactive behavior, depending on how it is moti-
vated, have important practical implications for 
organizations aiming to enhance the proactivity of 
their workforce.

Future Directions
Although there is preliminary support for the 

idea that autonomously regulated proactivity is 



66  Effective and Sustained Proactivity in the Workplace

more effective (Grant et al., 2011), our propositions 
have yet to be tested empirically. In particular, fur-
ther research is needed to explore whether effective 
proactivity does indeed require full engagement in 
the proactive goal-regulation process, and whether 
this is facilitated by autonomous motivation, and 
potentially impaired by controlled motivation.

Future research may also explore whether indi-
vidual proactivity makes a unique contribution to 
the satisfaction of psychological needs at work, and 
focus on the well-being outcomes of proactivity. To 
date, there is surprisingly little empirical research 
exploring the consequences of proactivity for indi-
viduals’ work-related well-being. The proposed pos-
itive effect of autonomously motivated proactivity 
on psychological need satisfaction makes positive 
well-being outcomes likely, for example, because 
autonomously regulated proactivity may require less 
self-regulatory resources. These mechanisms have 
yet to be tested.

Further research is also needed to explore 
the potential negative consequences of failing to 
achieve an autonomous proactive goal. We argued 
that autonomously motivated proactivity is likely 
to be positive for individuals’ well-being, such as 
through a process of need satisfaction. Nevertheless, 
it is important to recognize that failed proactive 
efforts might jeopardize employees’ well-being 
more strongly if these are autonomously motivated 
than if their proactivity is controlled. We argued 
that the greater engagement of the self means that 
autonomously motivated proactivity is more likely 
to involve persistence than controlled proactivity. 
As well as this upside, however, we also suspect that 
autonomous proactivity that is ultimately thwarted 
or goes awry is more threatening to an individual’s 
well-being than thwarted controlled proactivity. 
Some evidence supports this. Sheldon and Kasser 
(1998) found that goal attainment is only associ-
ated with enhanced well-being for autonomous 
goals, not for controlled goals, and that not achiev-
ing goals is associated with lowered well-being for 
autonomous but not controlled goals (see also Ryan 
et al., 1999). In other words, autonomously moti-
vated proactivity might be positive for well-being 
when the proactive goal is achieved, but might also 
be quite damaging to well-being when the goal is 
not achieved. Although the exact role of affect in 
relation to thwarted proactivity needs further inves-
tigation, one potentially significant implication 
of this reasoning is that individuals might need 
additional support from their work environment 
when their autonomous proactive efforts are not 

successful. Supervisors and leaders might thus need 
to be particularly strongly attuned to addressing the 
emotional consequences of unsuccessful autono-
mous proactivity. Such a possibility needs to be fur-
ther investigated.

Finally, we have focused our arguments here on 
proactivity. Whether similar processes apply to related 
outcomes, such as creativity, needs to be investigated. 
If innovation includes both creativity (novel idea 
generation) and proactivity (implementation of these 
ideas) as others have suggested (e.g., West, 2002), 
then our discussion also likely has implications for 
stimulating innovation in organizations.
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Cognitive1 evaluation and self-determination 
theory (SDT) inspired one of the most dramatic 
changes in economic theory. When Bruno Frey 
demonstrated in the 1990s (Frey, 1992, 1997a, 
1997b) that the so-called relative price-effect (i.e., 
the performance-enhancing effect of incentives), in 
certain cases is counterbalanced, even outruled by a 
negative effect on individual performance termed 
“crowding-out effect,” many economic theories 
needed to be rewritten. Bruno Frey was one of the 
pioneers of behavioral economics whose proponents 
started to test the behavioral assumptions of economic 
theory rigorously by means of a bold empirical “inva-
sion” (Camerer, Loewenstein, & Rabin, 2004). This 
article summarizes the findings of behavioral econom-
ics on the negative and positive effects of incentives 
on intrinsic motivation and individual performance.

At the core of behavioral approaches to eco-
nomics lies the idea that social communities 

cannot flourish without voluntary, intrinsically 
motivated contributions to public goods (Ostrom, 
2000). We show, from this behavioral econom-
ics view, which institutional conditions inhibit or 
boost intrinsic motivation. In particular, variable 
“pay-for-performance” schemes, which are com-
monly used by practitioners, can have a negative 
effect on employees’ intrinsic motivation. A  posi-
tive effect on intrinsic motivation, however, can 
be achieved through mechanisms of participation, 
fairness, normatively affected decision contexts, and 
market-driven salaries.

Is “Pay-for-Performance” Recommendable? 
A Taste of Heated Discussion in the Field 
of Economics

In many companies, incentive pay has caught 
on as the embodiment of modern management 
methods. Such pay-for-performance schemes 

Abstract

In the last two decades, economic motivation research has undergone a paradigm shift when it comes to 
the effect of incentive schemes on individual performance and motivation. Inspired by self-determination 
theory, a new branch in economics evolved called behavioral economics. Especially by evidencing 
the negative effect of “pay-for-performance” on intrinsic motivation, called the “crowding-out” or 
“overjustification” effect, it challenges the economic paradigm of the relative price-effect and its 
inherent belief in incentives as universal remedy for motivation and individual performance. This article 
reviews the findings of behavioral economics on motivation. Drawing on these results we discuss which 
institutional conditions strengthen rather than weaken intrinsic motivation. We demonstrate that fairness, 
participation, market-driven wages, and normatively affected decision-making contexts have a positive 
effect on intrinsic motivation.

Key Words: intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, pay-for-performance, crowding-out effect, 
overjustification effect, behavioral economics, institutional conditions
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focus on the relative price-effect, which states that 
behavior depends on relative prices and assumes 
that for employees low engagement becomes more 
costly when they are paid for their performance; 
hence with pay-for-performance less “idling” is 
expected. Standard economic theory assumes that 
the promise of higher payment tied to measur-
able performance always leads to increased perfor-
mance. Empirically, such a positive effect has been 
confirmed particularly for piece-rate wages paid for 
simple jobs (Stajkovic & Luthans, 1997). A much 
quoted example is the field experiment of the per-
sonnel economist Lazear (2000) on the US com-
pany Safelite Glass: after changing from fixed hourly 
wages to piece rate, the productivity increased by 
an astounding 36% (incentive effect, 20%; selec-
tion effect, 16%), whereas the labor costs only rose 
by 9%. Those human resource management schol-
ars that rely strongly on economic theories have 
also welcomed these insights. For instance Barry 
Gerhart and Sara L.  Rynes (2003) in their com-
prehensive review on compensation—particularly 
on the effect of pay-for-performance on individual 
performance—clearly seem to recommend the use 
of incentive pay because it “can produce substantial 
increases in productivity” (p.  195) and will assist 
companies in “getting rid of the poor performers 
through turnover” (p.  195). Hence the universal 
recommendation for human resource managers is 
to install what has been termed “high performance 
work practices,” which always entail some form of 
individual incentive pay (Becker & Huselid, 1998; 
Huselid, 1995). As a consequence, the principle 
of piece-rate wages has been increasingly trans-
ferred to all employment forms, for example to 
companies’ middle and upper management (e.g., 
Bebchuk & Grinstein, 2005), government agencies 
(e.g., Bertelli, 2006; Schneider, 2007), and even 
to the public sector (i.e., the new W-salary levels 
in German universities; Osterloh  & Frey, 2002). 
However, in contrast to typical piece-rate work, 
these occupations are characterized by a large scope 
of action, complexity, and are intrinsically interest-
ing. They are difficult to control, and therefore call 
for much more personal initiative (Osterloh, 2006; 
Osterloh & Frey, 2000).

Psychological theories have questioned the uni-
versal validity of the relative price-effect for a long 
time, particularly for tasks that call for more personal 
initiative. They show that, under certain conditions, 
variable performance-related payment lessens per-
formance (Deci & Ryan, 1985). This is referred to 
as the “hidden costs of rewards” (Deci, 1976), the 

“overjustification effect” (Lepper & Greene, 1978), 
or the “corruption effect” (Kruglanski, 1975). 
Bruno Frey (1992, 1997b) introduced this effect 
to economics as the so-called crowding-out effect, 
which states that extrinsic and intrinsic motivation 
are related in such a way that external interventions 
(aimed to strengthen extrinsic motivation) can 
diminish intrinsic motivation. He thereby fructified 
one of the fundamental new orientations called for 
by behavioral economics. By now, a sizeable num-
ber of experiments and field studies from behavioral 
economics have demonstrated such a crowding-out 
effect caused by pay-for-performance in a variety of 
sectors. Coincidentally and more recently, the find-
ings that examined the crowding-out effect have 
been supplemented with a number of findings on 
the crowding-in effect, dealing with institutional 
conditions that strengthen intrinsic motivation. 
In addition, behavioral economics has provided a 
number of theoretical explanations for these effects, 
which nicely complement the self-determination 
framework.

What is “Behavioral Economics”?
For more than 30  years standard economic 

theory has dominated business school research 
and economic research in dealing with human 
motivation (Gintis & Khurana, 2008). Standard 
economic theory has been highly valuable in its 
capacity to explain competitive markets and it 
has been successful in permeating managerial 
practice through prominent subtheories, such as 
the principal-agency theory and transaction cost 
economics. For example, nowadays it seems to be 
common wisdom to view CEOs as agents, who 
are knowledgeable “contractors” steering compa-
nies for their owners, which are in turn seen as 
principals. In addition, one theoretical assump-
tion of the standard-economic principal-agent 
model has been taken for granted in the business 
press and elsewhere, namely that CEOs are often 
portrayed as employees with their own hidden 
agenda, who mainly use their formidable inside 
knowledge of the company to satisfy their own 
interest (Jensen & Murphy, 1990).

However, standard economic theories use a 
behavioral model that disregards psychological 
factors almost completely (Frey  & Benz, 2004). 
The Homo Economicus model treats individuals 
as utility maximizers, who are rational (cognitive 
limitations resulting in systematically subopti-
mal decisions are disregarded), self-controlled 
(self-control problems and emotions are not 
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considered), and self-interested (the Homo 
Economicus does not have prosocial preferences) 
(Camerer  & Loewenstein, 2003; for a recent 
account see Tomer, 2007). Each of these key 
assumptions is now systematically challenged by 
findings in behavioral economics, which suggest 
that “humans are dumber, nicer, and weaker than 
the Homo Oeconomicus” (Thaler, 1996, p. 227). 
Yet, the challenge of the motivational charac-
teristics of the Homo Economicus, namely the 
assumption that individuals on average are “nicer” 
than assumed so far, entices by far the most heated 
discussion between standard and behavioral econ-
omists (Osterloh & Frost, 2009).

The underlying motivational assumptions of 
standard economic theory can be typified by the 
following three assumptions (e.g., Frey, 1990; 
Kirchgässner, 1991):

1. There is a strict division between preferences 
(i.e., needs, values, and utilities, which underlie 
motivation) and restrictions (i.e., external 
incentives and limitations of one’s freedom of 
action).

2. The individual’s preferences are fixed and 
relatively enduring (Stigler & Becker, 1977). As a 
consequence, changes in individual behavior are 
mainly a result of changes in restrictions.

3. Individuals only know self-serving 
preferences. Other person’s preferences are not 
included in one’s own preference function.

In addition, standard economic theory 
often adapts an even narrower version of the 
self-interested human being than the “traditional” 
Homo Economicus model: individuals are assumed 
to maximize their own tangible interests, that is, 
their own monetary or goods payoff (Camerer, 
2005)  and are depicted to be solely extrinsically 
motivated by tangible rewards or avoidance of pun-
ishment. Preferences, and thus, intrinsic motiva-
tion, cannot be influenced in the short term and are 
therefore excluded from the analysis.

Behavioral economics rigorously tests these 
assumptions and usually proceeds as follows 
(Camerer & Loewenstein, 2003):

1. Identification of an assumption within the 
standard economic model

2. Identification of deviations from this 
assumption

3. Use of these deviations in order to generate 
an alternative hypothesis to the standard 
economic model

4. Construction of a behavioral economic 
model out of the alternative hypothesis

5. Testing of this model
6. Development of new implications

The aim of behavioral economics is to step-
wise modify conventional assumptions of 
standard economics in order to set up a more real-
istic psychological-empirical foundation of (usu-
ally mathematical) models, keeping the standard 
economic model at the same time as a reference 
(Camerer, 2005; Frey & Benz, 2004; Rabin, 2002). 
This proceeding explains behavioral econom-
ics’ preference for laboratory experiments because 
they allow the isolation of individual variables and 
their modification under controlled conditions 
(Camerer & Fehr, 2006). In addition, adhering to 
the skepticism of economics toward survey data, 
observable facts, such as a change in the quantity or 
quality of performing a task, are taken as explanan-
dum and in a reverse engineering process the 
explanans is concluded (Camerer  & Loewenstein, 
2003). Despite the preference for laboratory 
experiments, field experiments (e.g., Gneezy  & 
Rustichini, 2000) and experimental survey studies, 
such as vignettes, recently have complemented the 
behavioral economist’s toolkit. These latter stud-
ies often also incorporate actors’ subjective inter-
pretation (i.e., they seek to measure motivation 
as well as changes in motivation; Weibel, Rost, & 
Osterloh, 2007).

The Motivational Perspective of 
Behavioral Economics

In contrast to standard economics, behavioral 
economics has developed a much richer under-
standing of the motivational characteristics of 
human beings. Particularly, it is proposed that an 
empirically grounded Homo Economicus is typified 
by the following:

1. Proself and prosocial preferences 
(Meier, 2006)

2. Heterogeneous preferences (Andreoni, 1990; 
Fischbacher, Fehr, & Gächter, 2001)

3. Preferences, which are plastic and 
systematically susceptible to the design of 
institutions, working conditions, and the quality of 
human interactions (Ostrom, 2000)

4. Preferences, which are often not known to 
the individuals (Ariely, Loewenstein, & Prelec, 
2006) or are falsely interpreted by them (Stutzer & 
Frey, 2007)



Weibel,  Wiemann,  Osterloh 75

The most ubiquitous finding of behavioral eco-
nomics is that prosocial behavior is much more 
prevalent than standard economic theory suggests 
(Meier, 2006), a fact that cannot be explained 
assuming individuals to be solely self-interested and 
extrinsically motivated. For instance, a large body of 
research has been accumulated on whether, when, 
and why individuals contribute to (the) commons. 
Large-scale survey studies show that individuals con-
tribute substantial amounts of money and time to 
public goods. In the United States almost 70% of all 
households make charitable contributions, exceed-
ing 1% of the Gross Domestic Product (Andreoni, 
Gale, & Scholz, 1996). Volunteer work in Europe 
is estimated to amount to 4.5  million full-time 
equivalent volunteers for 10 European countries 
studied (Anheier & Salamon, 1998). Similar “self-
less” behavior is observed in laboratory experiments, 
where behavioral economists have studied partici-
pants’ behavior in social dilemma situations. In this 
situation, standard economic theory assumes that 
for a self-interested individual, the unique dominant 
strategy would be to defect, for example to free-ride 
on others’ contributions. In contrast to this gloomy 
prediction, experiments of behavioral economists 
(and social psychologists) show that people cooper-
ate quite often. For example, it has been demon-
strated that participants in such experiments invest 
up to between 40% and 60% of their endowments 
in public goods (Fehr & Gächter, 1998). Henrich 
et al. (2001, p. 77) conducted a series of ultimatum 
games in 15 societies around the world and came 
to the conclusion that “the canonical model of the 
self-interested material pay-off—maximizing actor 
is systematically violated.”

The most popular explanation of these “anoma-
lies” is the introduction of motivational propensities 
to economic theory. Next to the standard assump-
tion of “egoism”, two further “intrinsic motivation 
propensities” have been introduced, namely altru-
ism (i.e., unconditional prosocial motivation) and 
strong reciprocity (i.e., conditional prosocial moti-
vation). Altruism depicts the tendency of an indi-
vidual to pay a personal cost to provide benefits to 
others in general (Fowler  & Kam, 2007). Strong 
reciprocity is understood as a tendency to recip-
rocate kind intentions of the interaction partner 
because of a moral obligation. Thus, reciprocitists’ 
moral obligation is conditioned by the intentions 
and the behavior of others (i.e., uncooperative 
and proself-oriented behavior is met by a change 
in ones’ own behavior; Nyborg, 2010). In labora-
tory experiments, different types of motivational 

tendencies are found:  overall about 50% of the 
test persons can be characterized as reciprocitists, 
20% as altruists, and 30% as egoists (Andreoni & 
Miller, 2002; Fischbacher, et al., 2001). Field stud-
ies show a smaller proportion of altruists (Frey & 
Meier, 2004).

A second way to explain this high amount of 
prosocial behavior is to introduce different types 
of motivation to economic theory. Extrinsic moti-
vation is directed by external incentives for the 
individual (awards or penalties). These make medi-
ated satisfaction possible, especially by the means 
of money. In the situations studied by behavioral 
economics, extrinsic motivation cannot explain 
prosocial behavior completely. Intrinsic motivation 
is understood as the direct satisfaction of needs 
(i.e., activities that are performed for their own 
sake). Intrinsic motivation can, on the one hand, 
be seen as a hedonistic preference, self-serving for 
one’s own fulfillment or well-being. On the other 
hand, intrinsic motivation can be directed to the 
well-being of others as a prosocial preference. This 
is included in one’s own preference function and 
imparts a “warm glow” (Andreoni, 1990). In this 
case, motivation is derived from internalized social 
norms (Lindenberg, 2001). Both types of intrin-
sic motivation have been used to explain the high 
proportion of prosocial behavior in the studies 
mentioned previously and both types of intrinsic 
motivation are seen as plastic, and, hence, are influ-
enced systematically by institutions.

Thus, behavioral economics, just like SDT, 
seeks to differentiate different qualities of moti-
vation but it is done so in slightly different ways. 
Intrinsic motivation in the economic understand-
ing means autonomous motivation in SDT lan-
guage. Hence although economists do not care to 
differentiate different forms of extrinsic motiva-
tion it is still apparent that their understanding 
of intrinsic motivation includes what SDT views 
as identified—or integrated extrinsic motivation 
and as pure intrinsic motivation. Furthermore, 
behavioral economics concurs with the SDT dis-
tinction of intrinsic motivation as the desire to ful-
fill a task, because it is inherently interesting, and 
prosocial motivation as the desire to serve others 
(e.g., Grant & Berry, 2011). Nevertheless, behav-
ioral economists rather concentrate on analyzing 
whether both types of preferences are governed 
by the same set of mechanisms (like both being 
control-independent, autonomous forms of moti-
vation), than on targeting their separate underlying 
psychological processes.
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Managing Intrinsic Motivation: 
Crowding-Out and Crowding-In

Behavioral economics states that extrinsic and 
intrinsic motivation cannot be seen as additive 
phenomena. Rather both forms of motivation 
interact in a predictable way (Frey, 1997b). The 
crowding-out effect states that intrinsic motivation 
for an activity can be repressed by extrinsic rewards 
(or punishments) and by certain forms of control. 
The crowding-in effect states that specific institu-
tional conditions might increase intrinsic motiva-
tion for an activity (e.g., Andreoni, 1990; Frey & 
Osterloh, 2002). There are different theories used 
to explain the two effects (see Bolle & Otto, 2010; 
Frey, 1997b; Sliwka, 2003). In this section we syn-
thesize the literature on crowding effects, assigning 
the crowding-out of intrinsic motivation to effects 
of pay-for-performance as well as to the exertion of 
control, and the crowding-in effect to participation, 
procedural fairness, priming, and market-driven 
wages. At the end, we conclude how crowding 
effects are conditioned and what implications 
researchers and practitioners can derive from these 
findings.

The Crowding-Out Effect
croWdiNg-ouT Through 
Pay-for-PerformaNce

There are many different explanations for why, 
and through which mechanisms, performance-  
related compensation leads to a crowding-out of 
intrinsic motivation. The most famous theory, 
imported to behavioral economics in order to 
explain the crowding-out effect, is the psychologi-
cal theory of cognitive evaluation (Deci, 1980; Frey, 
1997b), which also constitutes the basis for SDT 
(Deci, Connell,  & Ryan, 1989; Deci  & Ryan, 
1985). Cognitive evaluation theory draws on unob-
servable cognitive processes to explain the nega-
tive effects of rewards on motivation. One of those 
governing processes is depicted by the concept of 
“locus of causality” (De Charms, 1968), which 
provides a systematic explanation for the transi-
tion from intrinsic to extrinsic motivation, because 
it accounts for why and under which conditions 
external incentives lead to a shift in motivation. 
The so-called perceived locus of causality pictures 
a person’s attribution concerning a certain behav-
ior, whereby holding an internal locus of causality 
means to attribute an activity to one’s own initiative 
and endorsement, and holding an external locus of 
causality means to ascribe one’s own behavior to 
external constraints (De Charms, 1968). According 

to Deci et al. (1989), an internal locus of causality 
results in intrinsic motivation, relative to an exter-
nal locus of causality, which is linked to extrinsic 
motivation.

External conditions are proposed to foster an 
internal locus of causality, and hence intrinsic 
motivation, if they provide informational feedback 
and thereby enable individuals to learn and to feel 
self-determined (Ryan, 1982). Incentive pay, how-
ever, is perceived as controlling feedback, which 
reduces the perception of self-determination (Deci, 
Koestner, & Ryan, 1999a, 1999b). Individuals feel 
like “puppets on strings”, experience a strong exter-
nal locus of causality, which thwarts their intrinsic 
motivation (Deci, 1971), and, as a consequence, 
motivation shifts to be predominantly extrinsic. 
Bruno Frey has “imported” this explanation to 
behavioral economics:  monetary incentives and 
tight, punishment-oriented regulations crowd-out 
intrinsic motivation if these are perceived to be con-
trolling and hence do not offer acknowledgement of 
voluntary engagement (Frey & Benz, 2004).

Another cognitive explanation of the phe-
nomenon of crowding-out has been developed by 
Lindenberg (2006). In his goal-framing theory he 
assumes that all behavior is goal-oriented and that 
these goals affect the orientation of motivation. At 
any time, there are a number of goals competing 
for an individuals’ attention. The goal that eventu-
ally wins this competition acts as a dominant frame, 
which steers attention processes (Lindenberg, 
2001). The so-called hedonic frame enables intrin-
sic motivation, the normative frame prosocial moti-
vation and the gain frame extrinsic motivation. In 
this view, tangible, contingent rewards strengthen 
the gain frame and let the hedonic and/or norma-
tive frame fade to the background of the individual’s 
attention. As a consequence, an activity, formerly 
framed as enjoyable or appropriate, looks less 
enjoyable and appropriate if a strong gain frame is 
induced by external incentives (Lindenberg, 2001). 
Lindenberg and Steg (2007) exemplarily show how 
to apply framing theory to the policy question of 
how to encourage proenvironmental behavior. They 
conclude that the normative frame is central to the 
issue of environmentally friendly behavior, because 
this type of behavior is often framed in a norma-
tive way as a behavior that is “good and right.” In 
contrast, a prominent gain or hedonic frame would 
work in the opposite direction, because “environ-
mental protection” is often associated with high 
expenditures, thus reducing individual rewards, 
and a lot of personal constraints thereby lowering 
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individual comfort and pleasure. Therefore effective 
institutional interventions would have to actively 
increase individuals’ moral obligation while at the 
same time, the competing gain and hedonic frame 
need to be de-emphasized, for instance by creating 
low-cost possibilities to engage in environmental 
friendly behavior.

Other authors hold “the information aspect 
of extrinsic incentives” responsible for their 
crowding-out effect on intrinsic motivation. 
Extrinsic incentives are proposed to signal to the 
agent that the principal does not trust in him or 
her or that the principal considers a certain task 
to be either not attractive, generally difficult to 
achieve, or particularly difficult to achieve for the 
agent (Bénabou & Tirole, 2003). Thus, contingent 
rewards signal which tasks are not enjoyable, and 
hence cannot create any intrinsic motivation (e.g., 
Gneezy, Meier, & Rey-Biel, 2011). Bolle and Otto 
(2010) extend this view by demonstrating that 
such a signaling effect of prices can have persistent 
effects. The authors argue that rewards attach val-
ues to activities, which can be problematic, particu-
larly in situations where no “official price tag” to 
an activity is available. For instance, blood donation 
is a voluntary act in many countries; introducing 
rewards in return for a blood donation implies an 
economic valuation. Those clearly defined prices 
have been found to often have a negative effect on 
the amount of blood donation in a country. Bolle 
and Otto (2010) argue that such crowding-out 
takes place because individuals previously attached 
a higher, symbolic price to their contribution to this 
public good, and that such a crowding-out effect 
is persistent once the prices are officially defined. 
Finally Bénabou and Tirole (2006) extend their 
argument on the signaling effect of prices: rewards 
also inform individuals about their intentions. The 
authors claim that individuals are not clear about 
their preferences and thus about their real “good-
ness.” As a consequence, individuals experience 
a warm glow in observing themselves behaving 
prosocially, because it confirms their self-serving 
assumption to be intrinsically “good.” However, as 
soon as fines or rewards are linked to these “good 
deeds” people face the possibility that their contri-
butions are rather motivated by extrinsic incentives 
than by high moral values as originally assumed. As 
a consequence, individuals tend to stop contribut-
ing to such deeds voluntarily and in the absence of 
rewards.

Irrespectively of the different mechanisms 
underlying the crowding-out effect, Frey and Jegen 

(2001) identify three conditions, under which vari-
able, performance-related compensation leads to a 
reduction in effort at work:

1. The activity was originally intrinsically 
motivated.

2. The reward is interpreted as a monitoring 
device.

3. And the extrinsic motivation generated by 
reward does not counterbalance the loss of intrinsic 
motivation.

By now, there are a large number of labora-
tory experiments as well as meta-analyses of these 
experiments that studied influencing factors of the 
crowding-out effect in detail. The effect is stronger 
with expected rewards than with unexpected ones, 
and stronger with pecuniary incentives than with 
symbolic ones (Deci, et  al., 1999a; Heckhausen, 
2006). Moreover, there is a stronger crowding-out 
effect with interesting activities than with less inter-
esting, monotonous jobs (Weibel, Rost, & Osterloh, 
2010). Jenkins, Gupta, Mitra, and Shaw (1998), 
although not finding a negative effect of rewards, 
still provided evidence that these rewards are inef-
fective when it comes down to performance quality 
rather than quantity. Furthermore, crowding-out 
was found to effect contributions to public goods 
that are delivered in public, but not always to pri-
vately delivered public goods (Ariely, Bracha,  & 
Meier, 2009).

In addition, a number of field experiments have 
supported the existence of a crowding-out effect (e.g., 
Ariely, Gneezy, Loewenstein, & Mazar, 2009; Frey, 
Eichenberger,  & Oberholzer-Gee, 1996; Frey  & 
Götte, 1999; Holmas, Kjerstad, Luras, & Straume, 
2010). Holmas and colleagues (2010), for example, 
show in a unique natural experiment that monetary 
punishment strongly crowds out prosocial behavior. 
A long-standing problem in the Norwegian heath-
care system is the transfer of elderly patients that 
need specialist care from the treatment hospital to 
the care facility in the patients’ home municipali-
ties. This transfer has to be arranged by the local 
facilities but is often delayed for a number of rea-
sons. In order to speed-up this transfer some munic-
ipalities started to fine their long-term providers for 
transfer delays, whereas other municipalities were 
at the same time abolishing their already existing 
fining system. Holmas et  al. (2010) demonstrated 
that the implementation of these monetary punish-
ments results in a “bed-blocking behavior” from the 
owners of long-term care institutions. Thus, fines 
seemed to prolong rather than to shorten patient 
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stays in state hospitals. In contrast, where fines had 
been formerly in place and were suddenly abolished, 
patients’ length of stay was significantly shortened. 
Hence, in this case contingent punishments dimin-
ished performance, whereas the abolishment of fines 
had a positive effect on performance. Another recent 
study reveals how salient rewards negatively influ-
ence performance (Ariely, Gneezy, Loewenstein, & 
Mazar, 2009). The authors conducted a set of 
experiments in India and the United States to look 
at how rewards influence respondents’ performance 
on different tasks. In India, respondents showed 
lower performance across different types of tasks 
when performance-contingent rewards were high 
in comparison with a situation where rewards were 
rather low. Thus, it could be argued that only salient 
contingent rewards crowd-out intrinsic motivation. 
In the United States, the effect of rewards on per-
formance was moderated by the task at hand. On 
tasks that require motor skills, performance signifi-
cantly increased with high rewards (in the experi-
ment the high reward condition offered 10 times 
the rewards of the low reward condition). However, 
performance decreased when rewards were tied to 
cognitive or creative tasks.

Some experiments conducted by behavioral 
economists also show how both crowding-out and 
the price-effect operate in conjunction. Gneezy 
and Rustichini (2000), for instance, demonstrated 
how crowding-out and the price effect operate in 
opposite directions:  the authors investigated the 
influence of financial incentives on the voluntary 
fundraising behavior of 180 students. These were 
divided into three groups. The first group received 
no financial bonus, the second received 1%, and 
the third 10% of the fundraising. The group with 
the 1% bonus fundraised considerably less than the 
group that received nothing. The third group fun-
draised more than the second group, but still fell 
short of the achievement of the first group. Thus, 
the price and crowding-out effect work in opposite 
directions (Frey  & Osterloh, 2002):  according to 
the price effect, the increased bonus boosts work 
effort (Figure 5.1). Without a bonus (i.e., being 
intrinsically motivated) the children engage at the 
A1 level. As long as there is no crowding-out effect, 
intrinsic motivation stays constant, so the addition 
of a bonus B raises work effort from A1 to A2.

According to the crowding-out effect, a bonus 
decreases work efforts as soon as it is being perceived 
as autonomy-thwarting. The supply curve moves 
from S to S’ (Figure 5.2), indicating that intrin-
sic motivation decreases. As a result, work effort 

drops to A3. If the crowding-out effect is weaker, 
that is, the intrinsic motivation is not reduced to 
zero, a lesser decline or even a slight but expen-
sive rise in work effort can result. For this reason, 
the authors Gneezy and Rustichini (2000, p. 791) 
entitled their article:  “Pay enough or don’t pay at 
all.” This trade-off has recently been substantiated 
by Pouliakas (2010, p. 618), who finds, that “mon-
etary incentives may have a positive effect on work-
ers’ utility and performance as long as they are large 
enough.”

Summarizing the vast evidence about the effects 
of performance-pay on performance and intrinsic 
motivation, pay-for-performance is clearly shown 
to have a negative effect on individual-level perfor-
mance for interesting and more challenging tasks 
as well as for complex tasks. The crowding-out 
effect tends to be stronger for tangible and salient 
incentives, although current research has yet to 
unravel what drives the “salience” of rewards in a 
company context. However, it is safe to say that 
the current omnipresent use of individual-level 
pay-for-performance does not reflect scientific 
evidence:  the effect of pay-for-performance on 
knowledge-based work and higher level managerial 
work is dubious and cannot be recommended based 
on current evidence from behavioral economics. 
These findings are also in accordance with research 
from psychology as a recent review of Gagné and 
Forest (2008) shows.

Bonus

B

S

A1 A2 Work effort

Fig. 5.1. The price effect.
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Fig. 5.2. The net effect of the price effect and the crowding-out 
effect.
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croWdiNg-ouT Through formal coNTrol
The second institutional mechanism, which is 

closely linked to crowding-out, is formal control. 
Here we define control as the purposive influence on 
the regulation of an individual’s behavior through 
hierarchical authority, which leads to the attain-
ment of institutional goals (see Fayol  & Urwick, 
1963; Gulati, 1998; Snell, 1992). Thus, formal 
control is firmly built on influencing extrinsic moti-
vation: common goals are defined, goal attainment 
is monitored by supervisors, and individuals are 
rewarded or sanctioned depending on their com-
pliance. The negative effect of formal control on 
intrinsic motivation is still a matter of debate, but 
by now, many authors suggest that formal control 
undermines intrinsic motivation if certain condi-
tions are met (Weibel, 2010). Two arguments are 
advanced to explain the possible negative effects of 
formal control on intrinsic motivation. First, formal 
control, almost by definition, is seen as a form of 
externally devised influence on the work context as 
well as the work process of employees, and is thus 
naturally “at odds” with the need for autonomy 
(Argyris, 1957; Walton, 1985). Second, formal con-
trol is often portrayed to interrupt social relations 
(Bijlsma-Frankema & Costa, 2005; Fox, 1974), it 
signals suspicion (Falk  & Kosfeld, 2006; Kramer, 
1999; McGregor, 1960; Sitkin  & Stickel, 1996), 
and exacerbates the hierarchical distance between 
the controller and the controlled (Weibel, 2007).

A number of empirical studies show that for-
mal control crowds-out intrinsic motivation. For 
example, Barkema (1995), in an econometric study, 
demonstrates that managers in Dutch companies 
are more willing to do overtime when they are less 
monitored by their supervisors. The crowding-out 
effect of formal control is particularly strong if the 
controller holds a “controlling,” that is, a suspicious 
intention. In this spirit, current empirical stud-
ies of behavioral economists supports McGregor’s 
(1960) conceptual model of the negative effect 
of monitored working relations on intrinsic work 
engagement under the condition that the controller 
initiates control with a “theory X” in mind, that is, 
a suspicious and negative view of employees’ work 
morale. For example, Falk and Kosfeld (2006) tested 
the effect of managerial monitoring in a two-stage 
principal agent game. The principal could choose to 
monitor the agents’ effort either lightly, moderately, 
severely, or not at all. The experiment showed that 
principals who chose to trust, that is, not to moni-
tor their agents at all, fared best. To put a figure on 
it, agents who were trusted showed twice the effort 

of agents who were lightly controlled. In an effort 
to understand the underlying reason for the perfor-
mance reduction, the authors designed two games 
with different types of control: in the first case mon-
itoring was chosen by the principal, whereas in the 
second case control was exogenously given. Agents 
reduced their efforts only in the first case, which 
means that agents seemed to react negatively to the 
principal’s suspicious mind-set, and not the moni-
toring per se (see also Strickland, 1958). These find-
ings from behavioral economics are corroborated by 
findings from SDT research, which similarly show 
that a nonsuspicious and supporting managerial 
style has a positive effect on autonomous motiva-
tion (Deci, et al., 1989).

In addition, Sliwka (2007) proposed that for-
mal and suspicion-based control affects above all 
individuals with a specific motivation propensity, 
which he dubbed “conformist.” He argues that four 
types of motivation propensity should be distin-
guished: (1) altruists, (2) reciprocitists, (3) egoists, 
and (4)  conformists. Conformists are proposed to 
behave in the way that is perceived to be the most 
prevalent in their environment: conformists behave 
in a prosocial way if their environment is seen to be 
prosocially oriented and in an egoistic way if their 
environment is seen to be egoistically oriented. 
Thus, if a supervisor signals trust, even when enact-
ing formal control, the controlled is much more 
likely to act in a trustworthy way in response, as 
prosocial behavior is framed as “prevalent” in this 
environment.

The Crowding-In Effect
The crowding-in effect has been investigated to 

a much lesser extent than the crowding-out effect. 
Still, many findings show that certain institutional 
measures can have a positive impact on intrinsic 
motivation and job performance in the long run.

croWdiNg-iN Through ParTiciPaTioN aNd 
Through orgaNizaTioNal fairNess

Participation, that is, codetermination at work 
(Frey  & Osterloh, 2002), increases employees’ 
intrinsically motivated efforts. Participation can 
also buffer against the crowding-out effect caused 
by variable performance-related compensation: It 
has been shown that at the same income level, 
self-employed persons obtain higher intrinsic 
benefit from their work than salaried employ-
ees (Benz  & Frey, 2008). Further support for 
the crowding-in-through-participation effect is 
provided by Feld and Frey (2002) and Frey and 
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Torgler (2007), who show that participation in 
political decision-making processes increases 
tax morale. Tax morale can be understood as an 
individual’s willingness to pay taxes out of moral 
obligation. A  number of laboratory experiments 
conducted in different countries show that such 
an intrinsic motivation to pay taxes differs across 
countries. Alm and Torgler (2006) speculate that 
countries with direct-democratic elements in their 
political system consistently feature higher tax 
morale than countries with fewer political partici-
pation possibilities. Alm and Torgler (2006) argue 
that such an offer for active political participation 
signals a trusting stance and thereby fosters citi-
zens’ identification and loyalty toward their coun-
try, which translates into their higher willingness 
to pay taxes.

Participation is strongly linked to organizational 
fairness perceptions, which have also been found 
to be positively related to intrinsic motivation. 
Tyler and Blader (2000) showed that procedural 
fairness has a positive effect on employees’ proso-
cial behavior and on their intrinsic motivation. 
Procedures are perceived to be fair if these allow for 
participation, that is, codetermination, neutrality, 
impartiality, respect, and appreciative treatment. 
This positive relationship between procedural 
justice and intrinsic motivation was also dem-
onstrated by justice researchers (Zapata-Phelan, 
Colquitt, Scott,  & Livingston, 2009). In a labo-
ratory experiment, Fehr and Rockenbach (2003) 
provided further evidence for the importance of 
impartiality:  principals who imposed sanctions 
out of self-interest received less support within the 
team than principals who imposed sanctions for 
the team’s interests.

The evidence is less conclusive as to whether 
distributive fairness, which refers to the perceived 
justice of decision outcomes, also fosters intrinsic 
motivation. Gagné and Forest (2008) reviewed 
studies demonstrating that both forms of fairness 
contribute to psychological need satisfaction, and 
thereby to intrinsic motivation. Other authors, 
however, link distributive fairness to instrumen-
tal expectations, and thus to extrinsic motivation 
(Tyler, 1999; Tyler  & Blader, 2003). A  study by 
Maier, Streicher, Jonas, and Frey (2007) adds an 
interesting facet to this debate. The authors found 
that an inherent personal need for procedural jus-
tice was positively related to intrinsic motivation, 
whereas an inherent personal need for distributive 
justice was negatively related to intrinsic motivation. 
They argued that individuals who are intrinsically 

motivated and strive for autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness also acquire appropriate procedural 
justice conditions (for themselves and others) that 
allow for the satisfaction of those needs. In con-
trast, individuals who are naturally oriented toward 
distributive justice are highly susceptible to extrin-
sic incentives and in turn generally experience less 
intrinsic motivation.

croWdiNg-iN Through NormaTively 
shaPed decisioN-makiNg frames

Individuals contribute more to public goods if 
the decision-making frame signals unambiguously 
that prosocial behavior is expected (Lindenberg, 
2006). Such a strong signaling effect has been 
demonstrated very vividly in a public goods 
game2: cooperation in two identical test arrange-
ments differed highly depending on whether the 
public goods game was labeled as a “Community 
Game” or as a “Wall-Street-Game.” In the first 
case, about 70% of the respondents contributed to 
the public goods, whereas in the second case only 
about 30% did so (Liberman, Samuels, & Ross, 
2004). A recent experimental test by Reeson and 
Tisdell (2008) showed that people’s behavioral 
choices depend on whether or not a normative 
frame is signaled. Participants were also play-
ing public goods games. Results demonstrated a 
significant increase in public contribution every 
time after participants were reminded that they 
should contribute (i.e., a normative frame was 
signaled), and a significant decrease following-up 
the regulation treatment that exercised a certain 
kind of institutional control (consistent with the 
findings presented earlier). Ariely, Bracha and 
Meier (2009) provided an explanation for people’s 
strong response to the signaling of social norms. 
Next to intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, the 
authors identified image motivation as a deter-
minant of people’s decision to act prosocially. In 
other words, individuals wanted to be considered 
“good” by others and by themselves (consistent 
with Bénabou  & Tirole, 2006). In a laboratory 
and a field experiment the authors showed that 
if a certain public goods is socially considered 
“good” and the contribution to that public goods 
is visible (e.g., blood donations), image motiva-
tion is crowded-in, adding an “image value” to the 
contribution; and that monetary incentives crowd 
out such publicly visible contributions, because 
they decrease the image value, signaling to others 
(or oneself ) that one’s contribution could also be 
motivated by opportunistic motives.
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croWdiNg-iN Through 
markeT-driveN Wages

Wages can reinforce employees’ intrinsic motiva-
tion if they are perceived as a signal for the com-
pany’s goodwill and as appreciation of the employee’s 
performance (Akerlof, 1982). Field studies (Kuvaas, 
2006)  and laboratory experiments (Irlenbusch  & 
Sliwka, 2005)  show that a principal’s offering of 
high fixed wages is recompensed by high voluntary 
cooperation of the agents. More recently, a num-
ber of behavioral economists have demonstrated 
that fixed pay, particularly “generous” fixed pay, 
is positively related to self-esteem and to non-
extrinsic motivation (Bénabou  & Tirole, 2003; 
Ellingsen  & Johannesson, 2008). Moreover, fixed 
pay has been shown to strengthen trust and thereby 
leads to higher intrinsic motivation. Sliwka (2007), 
for instance, demonstrated that the choice of pay, 
namely the decision to either introduce incentive 
pay or to stick with fixed pay, sends strong signals 
to employees: fixed pay is taken as a strong signal 
of trust, and, as a consequence, employees that are 
receptive to social norms show much higher indi-
vidual performance under fixed pay than under 
variable pay schemes.

Conclusion
Behavioral economics shows that prosocial 

behavior is more common than assumed in stan-
dard economics. This finding concurs with the 
imposing evidence on the prevalence of prosocial, 
citizenship, and contextual performance behav-
ior studied in the field of organizational behavior 
(Penner, Dovidio, Piliavin,  & Schroeder, 2005). 
In addition, behavioral economics has clearly 
shown that preferences are plastic, that is, subject 
to systematic influences, and thus contingent on 
institutional mechanisms. Like SDT, behavioral 
economics expects performance-contingent rewards 
and control to have a detrimental effect on intrin-
sic motivation under certain conditions: if intrinsic 
engagement was present before rewards were intro-
duced; if these rewards are tangible, contingent, and 
salient; and if the controls are authoritative and mis-
trusting (Deci, et al., 1999a; Weibel, et al., 2010). 
In addition, such a crowding-out effect is expected 
to reduce individual performance if it is stronger 
than a possible price-effect exerted by rewards or 
controls. Overall these findings are quite similar to 
findings in the field of psychology; however, these 
additional findings should be seen as producing 
more robustness for the field because these results 
were produced using different methods than those 

used in psychology. Finally, small but growing evi-
dence shows that participation, fairness, norma-
tive framing, and fair market-oriented fixed wages 
strengthen intrinsic motivation.

In addition, findings from the field of behav-
ioral economics have clear practical implica-
tions. First, companies should refrain from using 
pay-for-performance schemes for challenging, cre-
ative, and complex work. Second, generous fixed 
pay, participation, procedural fairness, and clear 
normative signals to behave prosocially are robust 
drivers of intrinsic motivation. In addition, several 
aspects merit further investigation. At present it is 
unclear what drives the salience of incentive pay 
and hence its negative effect on intrinsic motiva-
tion. Although it seems clear that a high fraction of 
variable pay in the overall pay mix and frequent per-
formance evaluations drive salience perceptions, we 
still do not know what “high” and “frequent” means 
in practical terms. Further research is also needed to 
unravel the conditions under which formal control 
can have a positive effect on intrinsic motivation—
such a crowding-in effect has been partially shown 
in research in the field of organizational behavior 
but findings are still fragile and scattered. Finally, 
it is unclear whether distributive fairness crowds-in 
or crowds-out intrinsic motivation. To conclude, 
behavioral economics clearly shows that the univer-
sal application of pay-for-performance as practiced 
today is not warranted by scientific facts.

Notes
1. This chapter is an extended and refreshed version of a 

German journal article: Osterloh, M., & Weibel, A. (2008). 
Managing Motivation—Verdrängung und Verstärkung der 
intrinsischen Motivation aus Sicht der psychologischen 
Ökonomik. WIST, 37, 406–411.

2. In a public goods game participants are asked to choose how 
many of their private tokens they contribute to a shared pool. 
The tokens in the shared pool are multiplied by a factor and 
this “public goods” payoff is then evenly shared among all par-
ticipants. In addition, all subjects also keep the tokens they 
do not contribute.
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“Nothing is as important as passion. No matter
what you do with your life, be passionate”

(Jon Bon Jovi)

The above quote from famous rock star Jon 
Bon Jovi underscores one major point: If you want 
to succeed in your field of endeavor, be passion-
ate! And Bon Jovi is not the only one to believe 
so. For instance, the late Steve Jobs, founder and 
former CEO of Apple, underscored the role of 
passion in persisting and reaching one’s business 
goals, and business mogul Donald Trump believes 
in the energy that passion provides while working 
toward one’s goals. Even the famous philosopher 
Hegel (1770–1831) suggested that “Nothing great 
in this world has ever been accomplished without 
passion.” But is it the case? Does passion matter 

with respect to performance? What about other 
outcomes, such as the quality of relationships that 
one develops and maintains at work and one’s psy-
chological well-being? Does passion for one’s work 
matter as well?

Until recently, it was difficult to answer these 
questions because little to no psychological research 
was conducted on passion, let  alone passion for 
work. However, roughly 10 years ago, psychologists 
started to empirically study passion, largely using 
the dualistic model of passion (DMP; Vallerand 
et  al., 2003)  as a basic structure. Since then, an 
increasing amount of research has been conducted 
in a variety of areas including the workplace (e.g., 
Vallerand & Houlfort, 2003). This chapter reviews 
such research. The first section describes the con-
cept of passion, the DMP (Vallerand, 2008, 2010), 
and initial research on elements of the model. The 
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second section reviews research dealing with the 
role of passion in different outcomes relevant for 
the workplace. The third section reviews research on 
the determinants of passion, again with an emphasis 
on research conducted in the workplace. Finally, the 
last section offers suggestions for future research as 
well as some conclusions.

On the Psychology of Passion
The Concept of Passion

Passion has generated a lot of attention from phi-
losophers, especially from an emotional perspective. 
Two positions have emerged (see Rony, 1990). The 
first posits that passion entails a loss of reason and 
control (see Plato, 429–347 BC and Spinoza, 1632–
1677). In line with the etymology of the word pas-
sion (from the Latin “passio” for suffering) people 
afflicted with passion are seen as experiencing a kind 
of suffering, as if they were slaves to their passion, 
because it comes to control them. The second per-
spective portrays passion in a more positive light. 
For instance, Descartes (1596–1650) sees passions 
as strong emotions with inherent behavioral ten-
dencies that can be positive as long as reason under-
lies the behavior. Similarly, as seen previously, Hegel 
(1770–1831) argues that passions are necessary to 
reach the highest levels of achievement. Thus, this 
second view of passion portrays passion in a more 
positive light because some adaptive outcomes may 
be experienced when individuals are in control of 
their passion. Taken together, these two positions 
highlight the duality of passion, where “good” and 
“bad” outcomes can result from passion.

Very little has been written on the psychology 
of passion up until recently. The few psychologists 
who have looked at the concept have underscored 
its motivational aspect. For instance, some authors 
have proposed that people spend large amounts 
of time and effort in order to reach their passion-
ate goals (see Frijda, Mesquita, Sonemans, & Van 
Goozen, 1991) or working on the activity that they 
love (Baum  & Locke, 2004). Nearly all empirical 
work on passion has been conducted in the area of 
passionate love (e.g., Hatfield  & Walster, 1978). 
Although such research is important, it does not 
deal with the main topic at hand, namely passion 
toward activities.

There has been some research on passion in the 
workplace. Such research has basically focused on 
passion as love for one’s work. For instance, Baum 
and colleagues (Baum  & Locke, 2004; Baum, 
Locke,  & Smith, 2001), Cardon (2008; Cardon 
et  al., 2005, 2009), and Lam and Pertulla (2008) 

define passion as simply love for one’s work. 
Although we agree that one’s love for the activity 
(and in the present case, work) is an important fea-
ture of passion, it is not the only one. As seen below, 
other features are important to consider as pertains 
to passion. Also of importance is the fact that it is 
crucial to distinguish between different types of pas-
sion so as to account for the duality inherent in pas-
sion underscored by philosophers.

A Dualistic Model of Passion
In line with self-determination theory (SDT; 

Deci & Ryan, 2000), we propose that people engage 
in various activities throughout life in order to grow 
as individuals. After a period of trial and error that 
seems to start in early adolescence (Erikson, 1968), 
most people eventually start to show preference for 
some activities, especially those that are perceived as 
particularly enjoyable and important, and that have 
some resonance with how they see themselves. They 
engage on a regular basis in some of these activities 
and only a few turn into passionate activities. In line 
with the above, Vallerand et al. (2003) define pas-
sion as a strong inclination toward a self-defining 
activity that one loves, finds important and mean-
ingful, and in which one invests a significant 
amount of time and energy. These activities come 
to be so self-defining that they represent central fea-
tures of one’s identity. Clearly, work is central to our 
lives. We spend more than half our waking life at 
work (Vallerand  & Houlfort, 2003). We come to 
value it deeply and at some point, work becomes 
part of our identity. Thus, when asked what they 
do, people may typically say “I am a teacher,” “I am 
a nurse,” or “I am a salesperson.” To the extent that 
we love what we do, that we value it and find it 
meaningful, our work is part of our identity and we 
are likely to develop a passion for it.

Past research has shown that values and regula-
tions can be internalized in either a controlled or an 
autonomous fashion (see Deci et al., 1994; Sheldon, 
2002; Vallerand, Fortier, & Guay, 1997). Similarly, 
the DMP posits that activities that people like (or 
love) will also be internalized in the person’s iden-
tity and self to the extent that these are highly val-
ued and meaningful for the person (Aron, Aron, & 
Smolan, 1992; Csikszentmihalyi, Rathunde,  & 
Whalen, 1993). Furthermore, it is proposed that 
there are two types of passion, obsessive and harmo-
nious, that can be distinguished in terms of how the 
passionate activity has been internalized.

Obsessive passion results from a controlled 
internalization of the activity into one’s identity and 
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self. A  controlled internalization originates from 
intrapersonal and/or interpersonal pressure typi-
cally because certain contingencies are attached to 
the activity, such as feelings of social acceptance 
or self-esteem (Lafrenière, Bélanger, Vallerand,  & 
Sedikides, 2011; Mageau, Carpentier, & Vallerand, 
2011), or because the sense of excitement derived 
from activity engagement is uncontrollable. Such an 
internalization process leads the activity representa-
tion to be part of the person’s identity. Furthermore, 
it also leads to values and regulations associated 
with the activity to be at best partially internalized 
in the self, and at worse to be internalized in the 
person’s identity but completely outside the inte-
grating self (Deci & Ryan, 2000). People with an 
obsessive passion can thus find themselves in the 
position of experiencing an uncontrollable urge to 
partake in the activity they view as important and 
enjoyable. They cannot help but to engage in the 
passionate activity. The passion must run its course 
as it controls the person. Consequently, the person 
risks experiencing conflicts and other negative affec-
tive, cognitive, and behavioral consequences dur-
ing and after activity engagement. For instance, if 
a university professor has an obsessive passion for 
his academic work, he might not be able to stop 
working on an important paper knowing that he 
will come late at home for dinner and family activi-
ties. But it is as if he cannot resist the urge to pur-
sue the writing. While writing, however, he might 
feel upset with himself for writing instead of being 
home. He might therefore have difficulties concen-
trating on the task at hand (writing) and he may 
not experience as much positive affect and flow as 
he could while writing. It is thus proposed that with 
obsessive passion individuals come to display a rigid 
persistence toward the activity, as oftentimes they 
cannot help but to engage in the passionate activ-
ity. This is so because ego-invested rather than inte-
grative self processes (Hodgins & Knee, 2002) are 
at play with obsessive passion leading the person 
to eventually become dependent on the activity. 
Although such persistence may lead to some ben-
efits (e.g., high levels of performance, such as more 
papers published for the professor in the preceding 
example), it may also come at a cost for the indi-
vidual, potentially leading to lower levels of func-
tioning both within the confines of the passionate 
activity (e.g., being less happy at work) and in other 
aspects of life because of the conflict it can create 
(e.g., work-family problems). Obsessive passion can 
also lead to frustration and rumination about work 
when prevented from engaging in it. Thus, if the 

professor somehow manages to leave on time for 
dinner with the family, he still may end up suffering 
because he may have difficulties forgetting about 
the lost opportunity to write the ever-important 
scientific paper.

Conversely, harmonious passion results from an 
autonomous internalization of the activity into the 
person’s identity and self. Such internalization occurs 
when individuals have freely accepted the activity 
as important for them without any contingencies 
attached to it. This type of internalization emanates 
from the intrinsic and integrative tendencies of the 
self (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2003) and 
produces a motivational force to engage in the activ-
ity willingly and engenders a sense of volition and 
personal endorsement about pursuing the activity. 
When harmonious passion is at play, individu-
als freely choose to engage in the beloved activity. 
With this type of passion, the activity occupies a 
significant but not overpowering space in the per-
son’s identity and is in harmony with other aspects 
of the person’s life. In other words, with harmoni-
ous passion the authentic integrating self (Deci & 
Ryan, 2000) is at play allowing the person to fully 
partake in the passionate activity with a flexible and 
mindful (Brown, Ryan,  & Creswell, 2007), open 
manner that is conducive to positive experiences 
(Hodgins  & Knee, 2002). Consequently, people 
with a harmonious passion should be able to fully 
focus on the task at hand and experience positive 
outcomes both during task engagement (e.g., posi-
tive affect, concentration, flow, and so forth) and 
after task engagement (general positive affect, sat-
isfaction, and so forth). Thus, there should be little 
or no conflict between the person’s passionate activ-
ity and his or her other life activities. Furthermore, 
when prevented from engaging in their passionate 
activity, people with a harmonious passion should 
be able to adapt well to the situation and focus their 
attention and energy on other tasks that need to be 
done. Finally, with harmonious passion, the person 
is in control of the activity and can decide when and 
when not to engage in the activity. Thus, when con-
fronted with the possibility of writing the scientific 
paper or going home for dinner and family activi-
ties, the professor with a harmonious passion can 
readily go home without thinking about the missed 
opportunity to write some more. Thus, behavioral 
engagement in the passionate activity can be seen 
as flexible.

It is important to underscore that both types of 
passionate involvement reflect an equal level of pas-
sion. Thus, people with a predominant harmonious 
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passion toward work are no less passionate for work 
than people with a predominant obsessive passion. 
The difference between the two types of passion 
does not lie in the level of one’s passion but rather 
in its quality. The two types of passion are quali-
tatively different with harmonious passion leading 
one to experience a more autonomous form and 
obsessive passion a more controlled form of pas-
sionate involvement. In fact, research by Bélanger, 
Lafrenière, Vallerand, and Kruglanski (2013a) 
has indeed shown that statistically controlling for 
the passion criteria (or the passion level) does not 
change the effects of harmonious and obsessive pas-
sion on outcomes.

Passion is often discussed in relation to intrin-
sic and extrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation 
shares some conceptual similarity with passion, 
because both involve interest and liking (or loving) 
for the activity. However, intrinsically motivated 
activities are typically not seen as being internalized 
in the person’s identity and are best seen as emerging 
at the short-term level (Koestner & Losier, 2002). 
Furthermore, intrinsic motivation does not address 
the duality of passion where both adaptive and mal-
adaptive outcomes can result from one’s love for an 
activity. Intrinsic motivation is hypothesized to lead 
to only adaptive outcomes (Deci  & Ryan, 2000). 
On the other hand, extrinsic motivation does not 
entail performing the activity out of enjoyment, but 
for reasons other than for the activity itself, such 
as external or internal pressure. Therefore, although 
some forms of extrinsic motivation, such as iden-
tified and integrated regulation, entail some inter-
nalization of an activity that one does not like in 
the self, a fundamental difference between extrinsic 
motivation and passion is the relative lack of lik-
ing (or loving) for the activity that is present with 
extrinsic motivation.

The difference between integrated regulation 
and harmonious passion deserves additional atten-
tion. The two concepts are very different because 
of the fundamental teleological distinction between 
them. The goal that is sought with the two con-
structs is completely different. With passion one 
engages in the activity out of love. With integrated 
regulation, one does not engage in the activity out 
of love but rather out of extrinsic motivation even 
if there is a high level of autonomy involved. Thus, 
although there is internalization in both constructs 
the basis of such internalization differs. In one case, 
it is based solely in a profound love for the activity; 
in the other in an autonomous valuing of an activity 
that one does not intrinsically love.

Research empirically supports these distinctions 
between passion and intrinsic and the different 
types of extrinsic motivation (external, introjected, 
and identified regulation) and even shows that con-
trolling for intrinsic and extrinsic motivation does 
not change the role of harmonious and obsessive 
passion in the prediction of positive and negative 
affect (Gousse-Lessard, Vallerand, Carbonneau,  & 
Lafrenière, 2013; Houlfort, Philippe, Vallerand, & 
Ménard, 2014; Vallerand et al., 2003, Study 2).

Initial Research on the Concept 
of Passion

There were several purposes to the initial work 
on passion (Vallerand et al., 2003), including three 
mentioned here: (1) to determine the prevalence of 
passion for an activity in one’s life, (2) to develop the 
Passion Scale, and (3) to test the validity of some of 
the elements of the passion constructs. In the initial 
study, we (Vallerand et al., 2003, Study 1) had over 
500 university students complete the Passion Scale 
with respect to an activity that they loved, that they 
valued, and in which they invested time and energy 
(i.e., the passion definition criteria), as well as other 
scales allowing us to test predictions derived from 
the DMP. A  large variety of passionate activities 
were reported ranging from physical activity and 
sports to watching movies, playing a musical instru-
ment, and reading. Participants reported engaging 
in one specific passionate activity for an average 
of 8.5 hours per week and had been engaging in 
that activity for almost 6  years. Thus, clearly pas-
sionate activities are meaningful to people and are 
long-lasting in nature. Of importance regarding the 
first purpose of this research, 84% of participants 
indicated that they had at least a moderate level of 
passion for a given activity in their lives (they scored 
at least 4 out of 7 on a question asking them if their 
favorite activity was a “passion” for them). In a simi-
lar vein, a subsequent study (Philippe, Vallerand, & 
Lavigne, 2009) with over 750 participants ranging 
in age from 18 to 100 years using a more stringent 
criterion of having a mean of 5 out of 7 on the cri-
teria of passion seen previously revealed that 75% of 
participants had a high level of passion for an activ-
ity in their life. It would thus appear that the preva-
lence of passion is rather high and not the exclusivity 
of the happy few, at least in the Province of Québec, 
Canada (see also Liu, Chen, & Yao, 2011; Stenseng, 
2008 for similar results in other countries).

Second, as pertains to the development of the 
Passion Scale, Vallerand et al. (2003, Study 1) con-
ducted exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses 
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that supported the presence of two factors corre-
sponding to the two types of passion. These find-
ings on the factor validity of the Passion Scale 
have been replicated in a number of studies with 
respect to a variety of activities (e.g., Carbonneau, 
Vallerand, Fernet,  & Guay, 2008; Castelda et  al., 
2007; Rousseau, Vallerand, Ratelle, Mageau,  & 
Provencher, 2002; Vallerand  & Houlfort, 2003; 
Vallerand, Rousseau, Grouzet, Dumais, & Grenier, 
2006, Studies 1, 2, and 3). The Passion Scale consists 
of two subscales of six items each reflecting obses-
sive (e.g., “I almost have an obsessive feeling toward 
this activity”) and harmonious passion (e.g., “This 
activity is in harmony with other activities in my 
life”). Furthermore, internal consistency analyses 
have shown that both subscales are reliable (typically 
0.75 and above). Finally, test-retest correlations over 
periods ranging from 4 to 6 weeks revealed mod-
erately high stability values (in the range of 0.80; 
Rousseau et al., 2002). More recently, using archival 
data of more than 3,500 participants, Marsh et al. 
(2013) have shown that the Passion Scale is invari-
ant over gender, language (English and French), and 
five types of activities (leisure, sport, social, work, 
and education). Thus, overall, the factorial validity 
and reliability of the scale is well established.

With respect to the third purpose, a series of 
critical findings with partial correlations (control-
ling for the correlation between the two types of 
passion) revealed that both harmonious and obses-
sive passions were positively associated with the 
passion criteria thereby providing support for the 
definition of passion. These findings were replicated 
in the Marsh et al. (2013) study. These findings sup-
port the view that both harmonious and obsessive 
passions are indeed a “passion” because each one 
reflects the definition of the passion construct. In 
addition, both types of passion were found to relate 
to one’s identity and obsessive passion was found 
to more strongly relate to a measure of conflict 
with other life activities than harmonious passion. 
Furthermore, research provided support for the 
hypotheses dealing with affect, where harmonious 
passion positively predicted positive affect during 
and after engagement in the passionate activity, 
whereas obsessive passion was unrelated to positive 
affect but positively related to negative affect espe-
cially after task engagement and while prevented 
from engaging in the activity. Finally, other studies 
in this initial research (Vallerand et al., 2003) have 
also shown that obsessive (but not harmonious) 
passion correlated to rigid persistence in ill-advised 
activities (Vallerand et al., 2003, Studies 3 and 4).

Initial Research in the Workplace
Interestingly, initial research in the workplace 

has yielded findings highly similar to the initial 
research reported previously. First, with samples of 
workers as diverse as teachers, managers, and tech-
nicians, Vallerand and Houlfort (2003) found that 
77% displayed at least a moderate level of passion. 
Subsequent research found percentages that varied 
from over 90% with teachers (Carbonneau et  al., 
2008)  to 78% with managers, professionals, and 
white collar workers (Houlfort & Vallerand, 2013). 
Thus, although there seems to be some variation in 
the level of passion displayed by workers, presum-
ably as a function of the type of work, the percent-
ages of passionate workers are typically quite high. 
Thus, passion for work (at least at the moderate level) 
is not a feature of the happy few but rather seems 
to be firmly anchored in the workplace. Second, the 
Passion Scale has been fully validated as pertains to 
work. For instance, Vallerand and Houlfort (2003) 
reported results that replicated those of Vallerand 
et al. (2003) with respect to the two-factor solution 
of the scale, as well as to the internal consistency 
of the scale. These findings have been replicated in 
several studies involving workers in different areas 
including teaching (Carbonneau et  al., 2008)  and 
public service (Lavigne, Forest,  & Crevier-Braud 
[2012], Study 1). Finally, Vallerand and Houlfort 
(2003) showed that both harmonious and obsessive 
passion positively correlated with the definitional 
elements of passion (liking one’s work, valuing it, 
and spending time and energy in it), thereby pro-
viding support for the construct validity of the pas-
sion construct.

In sum, initial research provided support for 
the concept of harmonious and obsessive passion 
as well as for the validation of the Passion Scale. 
Furthermore, passion seems to be prevalent in most 
realms of activities, including work. Since the ini-
tial research (Vallerand et  al., 2003; Vallerand  & 
Houlfort, 2003), more than 100 studies have been 
conducted on the role of passion in a host of cog-
nitive, affective, behavioral, relational, and perfor-
mance outcomes experienced within the realms of 
hundreds of passionate activities conducted in both 
our own as well as other laboratories (see Vallerand, 
2010). In the present chapter, we focus on passion 
research conducted in the workplace, and now turn 
to this issue.

Passion and Outcomes
In this section, we review research on the role of 

passion in outcomes that would appear to matter 
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for the work domain. Specifically, we address the 
role of passion for work in cognitive processes, psy-
chological well-being, interpersonal relationships, 
and performance.

Passion and Cognitive Processes
Based on the DMP, harmonious passion should 

facilitate adaptive cognitive processes while obses-
sive passion should not, or at least less so. This is 
so because with harmonious passion, integrative 
self-processes are at play leading the person to fully 
partake in the passion activity with an openness 
that is conducive to mindful attention, concentra-
tion, and flow in the process. The situation is dif-
ferent when obsessive passion is at play because 
ego-invested processes are involved (Hodgins  & 
Knee, 2002). Such processes lead individuals to 
have an eye on the task, but another on external 
elements, such as the outcomes and other partici-
pants, with a defensive orientation that only permits 
a partial investment in the activity. Thus, less than 
full attention, concentration, and flow should be 
experienced in the process.

Research provides support for the above 
hypothesis. For instance, in the Vallerand et  al. 
(2003, Study 1) study, participants were asked to 
complete the Passion Scale as well as indicate to 
what extent they typically experience high levels 
of concentration while they engage in the pas-
sionate activity. The results revealed that harmo-
nious passion predicted significantly higher levels 
of concentration in the passionate activity than 
obsessive passion. The results from Vallerand et al. 
(2003, Study 1) were replicated in several studies 
outside the workplace (e.g., Mageau, Vallerand, 
Rousseau, Ratelle, & Provencher, 2005; Philippe 
et  al., 2009)  as well as in the workplace. For 
instance, with workers from a large service 
company (Forest, Mageau, Sarrazin,  & Morin, 
2011) and an insurance company (Ho, Wong, & 
Lee, 2011) in two different countries (Canada and 
China), it was found that harmonious passion 
facilitated the experience of concentration and 
attention, whereas obsessive passion was either 
unrelated or negatively related to it.

Another cognitive concept that deserves 
attention is flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1978; 
Csikszentmihalyi et  al., 1993). Flow refers to a 
desirable state that people experience when they 
feel completely immersed in the activity (e.g., “I 
have a feeling of total control”). Because harmo-
nious passion allows the person to fully partake 
in the passionate activity with a secure sense of 

self-esteem, flexibility, and an openness to experi-
ence the world in a nondefensive, mindful man-
ner, it should be conducive to focusing on the task 
at hand and consequently to experiencing flow. 
Conversely, with obsessive passion, internally 
controlling rather than integrative self-processes 
are at play leading the person to engage in the 
activity with a fragile and contingent sense of 
self-esteem (e.g., Crocker, 2002; Kernis, 2003; 
Lafrenière et al., 2011), and eventually becoming 
defensive rather than open to experience. Such a 
state should not be conducive to the experience 
of flow.

Much research supports these hypotheses in 
activities other than work where harmonious passion 
has been found to positively predict flow, whereas 
obsessive passion has not (e.g., Philippe et al., 2009, 
Study 2; Vallerand et  al., 2003, Study 1). These 
findings have been replicated in several studies in 
the workplace (e.g., Forest et  al., 2011; Houlfort 
et al., 2011, Study 1; Lavigne et al. 2012, Studies 
1 and 2). Of importance, Lavigne et  al. (2012, 
Study 2)  conducted a longitudinal study wherein 
both types of passion and flow were assessed twice 
over a 6-month interval. Because Lavigne et al. had 
assessed passion and flow at both points in time, 
they were in a position to conduct cross-lagged panel 
design analyses and determine if outcomes (e.g., 
flow) predict changes in passion or if the opposite 
takes place. Two important findings were obtained. 
First, passion was found to predict changes in flow 
that took place at work over the 6-month period, 
with harmonious passion significantly predicting 
increases in flow and obsessive passion being weakly 
related (p < .10) to flow. Thus, Lavigne et al. repli-
cated past findings on the role of passion in flow. 
Second, Lavigne et al. also found that flow at Time 
1 did not predict changes in passion from Time 1 to 
Time 2. Although an experimental design was not 
used in this study, these last results suggest that pas-
sion is involved in some ways in causing changes 
in outcomes, such as flow, whereas the reverse did 
not take place. Interestingly, using the same type of 
analyses, Carbonneau et al. (2008) also found that 
harmonious (but not obsessive) passion predicted 
increases in positive outcomes (work satisfaction), 
whereas the reverse was not true.

Passion and Psychological 
Well-Being

Recently, Vallerand (2012) proposed that 
engaging in a passionate activity on a regular basis 
has the potential to not only provide a boost in 
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psychological well-being but also to lead to sustain-
able gains in well-being. In a nutshell, the rationale 
behind this hypothesis rests on three elements. First, 
passion for the activity is important because it is the 
motivational force that leads the person to engage 
in the activity on a regular basis. This is the sus-
tainable part. Passion for a given activity leads the 
person to return to the activity regularly. Second, 
the type of effects that will be experienced during 
activity engagement depends on the type of pas-
sion. Much research in a variety of life domains, 
including work, reveals that harmonious passion 
leads the person to experience a number of positive 
affective experiences (e.g., positive emotions, task 
satisfaction) during task engagement and may even 
serve to protect against negative task experiences. 
Typically, obsessive passion induces little positive 
experiences and may even facilitate negative experi-
ences (e.g., Mageau & Vallerand, 2007; Vallerand 
et al., 2003, Studies 1 and 2; Vallerand et al., 2006, 
Studies 2 and 3; see also Vallerand, 2008, 2010 for 
reviews). This is the quality part of the equation. 
Finally, in line with the Broaden-and-Build theory 
(Fredrickson, 2001), much research reveals that 
such positive affective experiences facilitate psycho-
logical well-being because they expand the self and 
broaden one’s repertoire of skills. This is the func-
tion part of the equation. Thus, overall, it is pro-
posed that the high quality of affective experiences 
that one derives from having a harmonious passion 
for an activity serves a purpose because it facilitates 
one’s psychological well-being at the short-term 
level. Furthermore, because one’s passion for the 
activity leads us to re-engage in the activity on a reg-
ular basis, these short-term gains in well-being do 
not disappear as they are experienced regularly and 
thus are sustained over time at the long-term level.

The research reviewed by Vallerand (2012) 
provided support for the role of passion in psy-
chological well-being. Specifically, a harmonious 
passion for (nonwork) activities has been found to 
lead to psychological well-being (e.g., Rousseau & 
Vallerand, 2003; Vallerand et  al., 2007, Studies 
1 and 2; Vallerand, Mageau et  al., 2008, Study 
2), whereas obsessive passion for the same activi-
ties was either negatively related (Houlfort et  al., 
2011; Vallerand et al., 2007, Study 2) or unrelated 
(Vallerand et al., 2007, Study 1; Vallerand, Mageau 
et al., 2008, Study 2)  to well-being. Furthermore, 
harmonious passion has been found to protect 
against psychological ill-being, such as anxiety and 
depression, whereas obsessive passion has been 
found to be positively related to it (Houlfort et al., 

2011; Rousseau & Vallerand, 2003). Of additional 
interest, research by Philippe et  al. (2009, Study 
1)  showed that people with a harmonious passion 
toward a given activity displayed higher levels of 
psychological well-being than those with an obses-
sive passion or those without passionate activities 
in their life. In addition, people with a harmoni-
ous passion displayed an increase in psychological 
well-being over a 1-year interval, whereas both those 
with an obsessive passion and those without a pas-
sionate activity experienced a decrease in well-being 
(Philippe et  al., 2009, Study 2). Finally, research 
by Rousseau and Vallerand (2008) provided sup-
port for the hypothesized mediating processes. 
Specifically, using a prospective design and struc-
tural equation modeling analyses, these authors 
found that a harmonious passion for exercise leads 
to situational positive emotions experienced during 
exercise that, in turn, over time, lead to an increase 
in psychological well-being. Obsessive passion was 
found to directly and negatively affect psychological 
well-being but was unrelated to positive emotions.

The above findings were obtained with respect 
to passion for nonwork activities. However, there 
are some important differences between work and 
nonwork activities. Among other things, leisure (or 
nonwork) activities contain mostly positive task fea-
tures, whereas work may contain a number of less 
attractive features in addition to the most enjoy-
able ones. Also, people typically engage in passion-
ate nonwork activities for an average of 8.5 weekly 
hours (see Vallerand et al., 2003, Study 1), whereas 
they typically engage in work for 35 weekly hours 
and sometimes much more. Can the less enjoyable 
features and the long hours at work erode the posi-
tive effects of harmonious passion on psychological 
well-being? Do the positive affective experiences at 
work also account for the positive effects of harmo-
nious passion for work on psychological well-being?

Research conducted in the realm of work led 
to results similar to those obtained with nonwork 
activities. First, harmonious passion for work has 
been found to positively predict psychological 
well-being and to be negatively related to ill-being, 
whereas obsessive passion for work has been found 
to be either unrelated or negatively related to psy-
chological well-being and to be positively related to 
ill-being (e.g., Carbonneau et al., 2008; Forest et al., 
2011; Houlfort et al., 2014; Houlfort et al., 2011, 
Studies 1–3; Lavigne et al., 2012, Studies 1 and 2). 
It thus appears that research in the workplace pro-
vides support for the major hypothesis regarding 
the promotion of psychological well-being and the 
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prevention of ill-being of harmonious passion for 
work, and the less adaptive role of obsessive passion. 
Second, it seems that the same mediating processes 
come into play in the workplace, because positive 
work experiences mediate the positive effects of 
harmonious passion on psychological well-being. 
For instance, in a study with workers from differ-
ent public and private organizations, Houlfort et al. 
(2011, Study 3)  showed that harmonious passion 
for work predicted positive affect experienced at 
work that, in turn, predicted increases in psycho-
logical well-being that took place over a 6-month 
period.

Another significant contribution of the Houlfort 
et  al. (2011, Study 3)  study is that it was found 
that the impact of obsessive passion on psychologi-
cal well-being and ill-being was mediated by the 
experience of positive emotions at work (partial and 
full mediation, respectively). Hence, obsessive pas-
sion for work seems to increase ill-being and reduce 
well-being by preventing workers from experienc-
ing positive emotions. These findings are intrigu-
ing because they differ from those of Rousseau and 
Vallerand (2008) who found that positive affect 
experienced during an exercise session did not 
mediate the negative effects of obsessive passion on 
psychological well-being. Clearly, future research 
is needed to understand why affect would play 
different roles when engaged in work and leisure 
activities.

Forest et al. (2011) studied the role of another 
mediating factor in the passion-psychological 
well-being relationship. In a study with over 400 
employees from a large service company, Forest 
et  al. (2011) found that positive experiences of 
competence, autonomy, and relatedness (i.e., need 
satisfaction in SDT) mediated the positive effects 
of harmonious passion on psychological well-being. 
These findings provide support for SDT on the role 
of need satisfaction in the workplace in psychologi-
cal well-being as well as the role of harmonious pas-
sion in the experience of need satisfaction.

The above research provides support for the role 
of harmonious passion in leading to positive affec-
tive experiences and the role of the latter in pro-
moting psychological well-being. However, such 
research did not address the role of the psychologi-
cal mediators in the second role of harmonious pas-
sion, namely the protective role these mediating 
processes may play in psychological ill-being. If 
harmonious passion protects one from experienc-
ing psychological ill-being, then are positive work 
experiences the mediating processes involved in 

the process? In a longitudinal study on burnout 
with bureaucrats from the Provincial government, 
Lavigne et al. (2012, Study 2) showed that harmo-
nious passion for work predicted increases in flow 
over time that, in turn, predicted decreases in burn-
out over time. Obsessive passion was only found to 
directly predict increases in emotional exhaustion. 
It would thus appear that positive work experiences 
do mediate the protective effects of harmonious 
passion on ill-being.

It is important to note that research discussed 
so far has shown that obsessive passion is negatively 
related to psychological well-being (Lavigne et al., 
2012; Rousseau & Vallerand, 2008). Furthermore, 
Houlfort et al. (2011, Study 3) found that affective 
experiences mediate the obsessive passion–psycho-
logical well-being or ill-being relationship. Vallerand, 
Paquet, Philippe, and Charest (2010) reasoned that 
another likely mediator of the contributive effect 
that obsessive passion should have on ill-being may 
be the psychological conflict experienced between 
the passionate activity (work) and other life activi-
ties (e.g., family activities). Past research has high-
lighted the role of obsessive (but not harmonious) 
passion in conflict between the passionate activity 
and other life activities (see Vallerand et al., 2003, 
Study 1; Vallerand, Ntoumanis, et al., 2008, Studies 
1 and 3), including conflict between work and other 
life activities (see Caudroit, Boiché, Stephan, Le 
Scanff,  & Trouilloud, 2011). Because with obses-
sive passion one experiences an uncontrollable urge 
to engage in the passionate activity, it becomes 
very difficult for the person to fully disengage from 
thoughts about the activity (or from disengaging 
in the activity altogether), leading to conflict with 
other activities in the person’s life. Such conflict can 
prevent the person from replenishing himself or her-
self in other life pursuits. The person thus remains 
mentally stale, which over time may contribute to 
ill-being (Garland et al., 2010). In addition, because 
obsessive passion is typically unrelated or negatively 
related to positive affective experiences both during 
task engagement in the passionate activity (work) 
and in other life pursuits outside of it, obsessive pas-
sion does not trigger the protective function against 
ill-being like harmonious passion does. Conversely, 
with harmonious passion, the person can let go of 
the passionate activity after task engagement and 
fully immerse in other life pursuits without expe-
riencing conflict between the two (see Carpentier, 
Mageau,  & Vallerand, 2012). Thus, harmonious 
passion should allow the person to experience affec-
tive rewards both during task engagement in the 
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passionate activity as well as in other life pursuits, 
thereby protecting the person against ill-being.

The above reasoning was tested with respect to 
psychological burnout in two studies with profes-
sional nurses from two cultures (France and Canada; 
Vallerand et al., 2010, Studies 1 and 2). In Study 1, 
100 nurses from France completed scales assessing 
passion, psychological conflict, work satisfaction, 
and burnout. The results from structural equation 
modeling analyses supported the model, even when 
controlling for the weekly number of hours worked. 
Specifically, obsessive passion facilitated the experi-
ence of burnout through the psychological conflict 
it induced between work and other life activities. 
There was also an absence of relationship between 
obsessive passion and work satisfaction. However, 
harmonious passion prevented the experience of 
conflict and contributed to the experience of work 
satisfaction that, in turn, negatively predicted burn-
out. Through its effects on work satisfaction and 
conflict, harmonious passion was able to protect the 
person from experiencing burnout. These findings 
were replicated in a second study using a prospec-
tive design with nurses from the Province of Québec 
(Vallerand et al., 2010, Study 2), allowing research-
ers to predict changes in burnout over a 6-month 
period.

In sum, it seems that harmonious passion 
promotes psychological well-being and prevents 
ill-being, largely because it leads the person to expe-
rience some affective rewards during task engage-
ment and allows the person to fully disengage from 
the passionate activity when not engaging in it (see 
Carpentier et al., 2012). Conversely, it seems that 
obsessive passion may not promote psychologi-
cal well-being because it is unrelated or negatively 
related to positive work experiences during task 
engagement. In addition, obsessive passion may 
facilitate negative states of ill-being, such as burn-
out, because of the rigid persistence it entails and 
the conflict it creates with other aspects of one’s life.

Passion and Interpersonal 
Relationships

Passionate individuals are typically seen as highly 
engaging and full of energy. As such they should be 
highly popular and able to make friends easily. Is 
it the case? And if it is the case, what is the pro-
cess through which they make friends? In line with 
the reasoning presented thus far, the DMP posits 
that the passion that one holds toward work should 
have an impact on the quality of relationships that 
one develops and maintains at work. As has been 

shown previously, harmonious passion is conducive 
to positive affect much more than obsessive passion, 
whereas the latter has been found to lead to nega-
tive affect (see Vallerand, 2010). Of importance, 
the work of Waugh and Fredrickson (2006) has 
shown that positive affect is important for relation-
ships. Specifically, positive affect opens up people’s 
thought-action repertoires and self, leading one to 
experience the environment and surroundings more 
fully, thereby facilitating smiles, positive sharing of 
the activity, and connection and openness toward 
others that are conducive to positive relationships. 
The reverse is true for negative emotions. It thus 
follows that harmonious passion for work should 
lead to better relationships at work than obsessive 
passion through their differential effects on positive 
and negative emotions.

A series of studies conducted in a variety of 
settings, including the sport and work domains 
(Lafrenière, Jowett, Vallerand, Donahue,  & 
Lorimer, 2008, Studies 1 and 2; Philippe, Vallerand, 
Houlfort, Lavigne, & Donahue, 2010, Studies 1 to 
4), provides support for the previous hypotheses. 
In all six studies, harmonious passion was posi-
tively correlated with the quality of relationships 
experienced within the purview of the passion-
ate activity, whereas obsessive passion was not. Of 
particular interest are two studies conducted in 
work-related settings (Philippe et al., 2010, Studies 
1 and 4). In the first study (Philippe et al., 2010, 
Study 1), close to 200 teachers and managers com-
pleted the Passion Scale for work, positive emotions 
experienced at work, as well as a scale assessing 
the quality of relationships with one’s workmates. 
As expected, results revealed that harmonious pas-
sion predicted positive emotions that, in turn, 
positively predicted better relationships. Obsessive 
passion was unrelated to relationships or positive 
affect. In a subsequent study, Philippe et al. (2010, 
Study 4), sought to replicate the findings of the first 
study while incorporating negative emotions in the 
model. Furthermore, this study was conducted with 
management students working in teams on various 
projects over an entire semester and only students 
who had never met before participated in the study. 
Thus, the present study focused on the develop-
ment of new friendships. Results from structural 
equation modeling analyses revealed that harmo-
nious passion positively predicted positive affect, 
but negatively predicted negative affect, whereas 
obsessive passion only positively predicted negative 
affect. In turn, positive and negative affect experi-
enced over the semester positively and negatively 
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predicted relationship quality, respectively. Of addi-
tional interest, Philippe et al. (2010) also had work-
mates assess the relationship quality that they had 
with each other. The same results were obtained for 
both self and other assessments of relationship qual-
ity. Overall, these two studies underscore the role 
of harmonious passion in the development of new 
relationships (Philippe et  al., 2010, Study 4)  and 
the maintenance of existing relationships (Philippe 
et al., 2010, Study 1) in work-related settings.

Finally, other research has revealed that the posi-
tive effects of harmonious passion on the quality 
relationships also applies to relationships where 
one is a supervisor and the other a subordinate, 
as assessed by people in both positions (Lafrenière 
et  al., 2008, Studies 1 and 2). Specifically, it was 
found that both coaches and players with a har-
monious passion for their sport enjoyed a better 
relationship with each other than those with an 
obsessive passion. Similarly, it appears that positive 
emotions also mediate the quality of such relation-
ships (Lafrenière et  al., 2008, Study 2). However, 
these latter findings were obtained in the sport 
domain (with coaches and athletes) with already 
existing relationships. Future research is needed to 
replicate these findings in the workplace with both 
new and existing one-up relationships.

There is a second process through which pas-
sion for work can affect relationships. Specifically, 
passion for work can negatively influence relation-
ships in other areas of our lives through the conflict 
it might create. This negative effect should result 
from obsessive passion as people typically have dif-
ficulties disengaging physically and mentally from 
work and thus may experience conflict between 
work and relationships in other spheres of one’s 
life, especially family and love relationships. Such 
should not be the case for harmonious passion. No 
research to date has tested these hypotheses directly 
with respect to passion for work. However, research 
in other fields lends credence to these hypotheses. 
For instance, Vallerand et al. (2003, Study 1) have 
shown that obsessive (but not harmonious) passion 
for a nonwork activity was positively associated 
with experiencing conflict between activity engage-
ment and other aspects of one’s life. Caudroit et al. 
(2011) have shown that nurses with an obsessive 
passion experienced conflict between their work 
and engaging in leisure physical activity. Finally, 
other research has shown that having a passion for 
the Internet (Séguin-Lévesque, Laliberté, Pelletier, 
Blanchard, & Vallerand, 2003) and for being a soc-
cer fan (in Europe; Vallerand, Ntoumanis et  al., 

2008, Study 3), conflicted with the quality of the 
relationship with one’s spouse. Because these find-
ings were obtained with respect to an obsessive pas-
sion for nonwork activities, future research should 
attempt to replicate them with respect to passion 
for work.

Passion and Performance
So far, we have seen that passion, and especially 

harmonious passion, can contribute to several posi-
tive work outcomes. But what about performance 
at work? Does passion matter? Over the years, sev-
eral authors have suggested that it does. Years ago, 
the philosopher Hegel (1770–1831) suggested that 
passion was essential for high levels of achievement 
to take place. Thus, according to Hegel and others 
(as discussed in the Introduction section), passion is 
essential to high levels of performance. Is it the case?

One approach we took (Vallerand, 2014, Study 
1) in order to test the above question was to com-
pare individuals who had been selected by a pro-
vincial committee as “Personalities of the Week” 
for their major contributions to Québec society in 
a variety of areas (business, music and arts, sports, 
and so forth) over the past 10  years with regular 
workers. Results revealed that the Personalities of 
the Week were significantly more passionate than 
regular workers. Indeed, using a stringent average 
score of 5 out of 7 on the passion criteria, 96% of 
the Personalities indicated being highly passionate 
for their activity, whereas only 33% of the regular 
workers did so. Furthermore, the Personalities of 
the Week displayed higher levels of both harmoni-
ous and obsessive passion than the regular workers. 
Finally, the Personalities of the Week reported work-
ing 9 hours more per week than regular workers (47 
vs. 38 hours). Interestingly, when statistically con-
trolling for the number hours worked, the differ-
ences in passion remained. Thus, passion seems to 
be involved in high-level performance at work.

So, if passion is involved in high-level per-
formance, what is the process through which it 
affects performance? There seems to be two key 
dimensions of performance that need to be distin-
guished:  short-term and long-term performance. 
With respect to short-term performance, it would 
appear that one needs to take into account the fac-
tors involved in facilitating high performance at a 
given moment. It seems that the positive situational 
factors (e.g., positive affect, flow) that harmonious 
passion allows one to experience at work may be 
conducive to high performance. Results from two 
studies by Liu et al. (2011) provide some support for 



Vallerand,  Houlfort,  Forest 95

this hypothesis. Using a total of over 1,000 employ-
ees from a manufacturing firm (Study 1) and a large 
commercial bank (Study 2)  in China, the authors 
found in the two studies that harmonious passion 
positively predicted individual performance (in this 
case creativity) as assessed by the supervisor. These 
findings held up even after controlling for a num-
ber of variables, such as participants’ age, gender, 
level of education, tenure, technical positions, and 
work unit.

Obsessive passion and the potential mediating 
role of experiential factors were not assessed in the 
Liu et al. (2011) studies. However, the role of these 
variables was tested in a study by Ho et al. (2011). 
These authors measured both types of passion, lev-
els of absorption in their work (a construct similar 
to flow), and performance as assessed by supervi-
sors in over 500 employees from an insurance com-
pany. Results from a path analysis revealed that 
harmonious passion positively predicted levels of 
absorption that, in turn, positively predicted objec-
tive performance. Obsessive passion was unrelated 
to absorption or performance. These findings thus 
provide some support for the positive role of har-
monious (but not obsessive) passion in short-term 
performance.

With respect to long-term performance, research 
reveals that to reach high-level performance in any 
given field one needs to spend several years (spe-
cifically 10  years and 10,000 hours; Ericsson  & 
Charness, 1994)  of considerable engagement in 
one specific type of task engagement called deliber-
ate practice. Deliberate practice entails engaging in 
the activity with clear goals of improving on certain 
task components. For instance, an economist has 
to go through formal university training and sev-
eral years of internship and coaching before being 
in a position to make educated decisions regarding 
the economy. We believe that passion represents 
the underlying motivational force that leads indi-
viduals to remain engaged in the activity and to 
spend so much time in perfecting their skills in the 
long-term. Indeed, if one is to engage in the activity 
for long hours over several years and sometimes a 
lifetime, one must love the activity dearly and have 
the desire to persist in the activity especially when 
times are rough. Thus, the two types of passion 
(harmonious and obsessive) should lead to engage-
ment in deliberate practice that, in turn, should lead 
to improved performance.

The above model was tested in research with 
elite basketball players (Vallerand, Mageau et  al., 
2008, Study 1)  and among the best dramatic arts 

students in the Province of Québec (Vallerand 
et al., 2007, Study 1). The results of these two stud-
ies were essentially the same. The dramatic arts 
study is particularly relevant, as the participants 
will become professionals working in a variety of 
areas in dramatic arts in the Province of Québec. 
In this study, a prospective design was used where 
students completed scales assessing their passion for 
dramatic arts as well as deliberate practice (based 
on Ericsson & Charness, 1994) early in the term. 
Teachers independently rated the students’ perfor-
mance at the end of the term. Results from a path 
analysis revealed that both types of passion led to 
engagement in deliberate practice that, in turn, led 
to high levels of objective performance.

Initial research by Baum and Locke (2004; 
see also Baum et  al., 2001), had shown that the 
CEO’s passion for entrepreneurship predicted 
the company’s growth (or performance) through 
the mediating role of different factors, including 
goals. However, such research did not assess the 
two types of passion. Subsequent research on pas-
sion and performance did. Such research conducted 
with athletes (Vallerand, Mageau, et  al., 2008, 
Study 2) and classical musicians (including profes-
sional world-class musicians; Bonneville-Roussy, 
Lavigne,  & Vallerand, 2011)  found support for a 
more elaborate model wherein one adaptive type of 
achievement goals (Elliot & Church, 1997) termed 
mastery goals (having the goal to improve at the 
task) mediates the impact of both types of passion 
on deliberate practice, whereas a maladaptive type 
of goals, performance-avoidance goals (having the 
goal to not do worse than others), mediates the neg-
ative impact of obsessive passion on performance. It 
seems that whereas harmonious passion facilitates 
only the use of adaptive goals, obsessive passion 
leads to the adoption of both adaptive (mastery) 
and dysfunctional (performance-approach) goals as 
pertains to performance.

Also of interest is the finding that in several of the 
passion-performance studies (Bonneville-Roussy 
et  al., 2011; Vallerand et  al., 2007, Study 1; 
Vallerand, Mageau, et al., 2008, Study 2), psycho-
logical well-being was also assessed. Results revealed 
that harmonious passion was positively and signifi-
cantly related to psychological well-being, whereas 
obsessive passion was either negatively related or 
unrelated to it. This is in line with research reported 
previously on passion and psychological well-being. 
It thus appears that both types of passion can 
positively contribute to long-term performance. 
However, with harmonious passion, there is a bonus 
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as one may reach high levels of performance while 
“having a life” (i.e., being happy). Such does not 
seem to be the case for obsessive passion.

Clearly additional research is needed regard-
ing the role of passion in performance at work. 
However, the present findings highlight the fact that 
there seem to be two roads to high performance: the 
harmonious and the obsessive roads. The harmoni-
ous road is characterized by the sole goal of want-
ing to improve (i.e., mastery goal), which leads to 
deliberate practice and high levels of performance 
over time. In addition, through the experience 
of positive experiential factors (i.e., absorption), 
harmonious passion seems to be conducive to 
high-level short-term, performance. Of additional 
interest is that the harmonious road to excellence 
seems to be paved with psychological well-being. 
Thus, high-levels of short-term and long-term per-
formance need not be obtained at the expense of 
happiness. On the other hand, the obsessive path 
to excellence is paved with both adaptive (i.e., mas-
tery) and maladaptive (i.e. performance-avoidance) 
goals and a less intense level of absorption that is 
not conducive to performance or psychological 
well-being. Thus, although passion is necessary to 
reach excellence, harmonious passion seems more 
adaptive than obsessive passion.

In sum, research reviewed in this section reveals 
that passion for work is involved in a number 
of outcomes. Furthermore, the type of passion 
makes a difference. Specifically, having a harmoni-
ous passion for one’s work is positively associated 
with better cognitive functioning, affective experi-
ences, psychological well-being (and the absence of 
ill-being), positive relationship development and 
maintenance, and performance. Although obses-
sive passion has been positively related to some 
positive outcomes (e.g., performance), it is typically 
either unrelated or negatively related to outcomes 
reviewed in this chapter. The fact that obsessive pas-
sion may at times lead to some positive outcomes 
needs to be further studied. For instance, not giving 
up in the face of obstacles is certainly a consequence 
that should follow from obsessive passion because of 
the rigid persistence it creates, and perhaps more so 
than from harmonious passion. Thus, depending on 
whether giving up at some point is adaptive or not, 
there may be situations where obsessive passion may 
lead to better outcomes than harmonious passion. 
Future research on this issue is important.

Perhaps one caveat is in order. In this section, 
we have been using the term “outcomes.” One is 
reminded that the reviewed research mostly used 

correlational designs. Thus, we cannot firmly con-
clude that passion “causes” outcomes. However, 
two important sets of studies need to be consid-
ered. First, the results of two studies conducted in 
the workplace using a cross-lagged panel design 
revealed that although passion predicts changes in 
outcomes, outcomes do not predict changes in pas-
sion (Carbonneau et al., 2008; Lavigne et al., 2012, 
Study 2). Second, recent laboratory research reveals 
that experimentally inducing harmonious passion 
leads to better situational outcomes (more adap-
tive cognitive processes, less energy depletion, and 
so forth) than inducing obsessive passion (Bélanger, 
Lafrenière, Vallerand, & Kruglanski, 2013b). This 
is basically done by having people write extensively 
about a recent engagement in the passionate activ-
ity that was either harmonious or obsessive in con-
tent (see Bélanger et al., 2013b). Clearly, additional 
research on the causality issue between passion and 
outcomes is necessary before one can firmly con-
clude that passion causes outcomes, and especially 
in the workplace. However, the previous research 
suggests that it may indeed be the case.

On the Determinants of Passion
Initial Development of Passion

How does one become passionate for one’s work? 
And if one becomes passionate, how does he or she 
develop a harmonious rather than an obsessive pas-
sion? In light of the important role that passion 
plays in a variety of work outcomes, these questions 
become of major interest. The DMP posits that 
three processes are particularly important:  activity 
selection, activity valuation, and the internaliza-
tion of the activity in identity (Mageau et al., 2009; 
Vallerand, 2008, 2010). Activity selection refers to 
the person’s preference for the activity over other 
activities. In line with SDT (Deci & Ryan, 2000), 
we believe that people explore their environment 
in order to grow as individuals. In so doing, they 
engage in a variety of activities. At some point, peo-
ple start to show preference for some activities, espe-
cially those that are enjoyable and allow them the 
satisfaction of the needs for competence, autonomy, 
and relatedness. Of these activities, a limited few 
are perceived as particularly enjoyable and to have 
some resonance with how people see themselves. Of 
course, this is all subjective and an activity that is 
perceived as enjoyable and as related to identity by 
someone may not be perceived as such by another 
person. To the extent that the person feels that a 
specific activity reflects true choice and interests 
and is consonant with his or her identity, the person 
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may start to value this activity greatly. Activity valu-
ation (or the subjective importance given to the 
activity by the person) represents the second process 
in the development of passion. It is expected to play 
a key role in the internalization of the activity in 
identity. Indeed, theory and research underscores 
the fact that behavior (Kelman, 1968), regulations 
(Deci et al., 1994; Sheldon, 2002; Vallerand, 1997), 
groups we belong to (Tajfel  & Turner, 1986), as 
well as the people we love (Aron et al., 1992) can 
be internalized in identity and self. Thus, what was 
once outside in the environment is now part of us. 
If what we highly value is an enjoyable activity (or 
its representation) that is consonant with our iden-
tity, then the activity will be internalized in the self, 
and a passion for the activity is likely to develop.

In line with SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000), 
the DMP posits that such an internalization process 
is much more than an inside versus outside process. 
Specifically, what has been internalized inside of 
us can be more or less aligned with one’s sense of 
self, depending on the type of internalization that 
takes place. The more aligned with the self is the 
internalized representation, the more the latter is 
in line with our values, regulations, and under our 
control. In other words, what has been internalized 
can be of different quality depending on the type of 
internalization that has taken place. SDT posits the 
existence of two main types of internalization pro-
cess, the autonomous internalization process and 
the controlled internalization process, each lead-
ing to either harmonious or to obsessive passion. 
Obsessive passion results from a controlled inter-
nalization of the activity into one’s identity. A con-
trolled internalization originates from intrapersonal 
and/or interpersonal pressure typically because 
certain contingencies are attached to the activity, 
such as feelings of social acceptance or self-esteem 
(see Mageau et al., 2011), or because the sense of 
excitement derived from activity engagement is 
uncontrollable. Conversely, harmonious passion 
results from an autonomous internalization of the 
activity representation into the person’s identity. An 
autonomous internalization occurs when individu-
als have freely accepted the activity as important to 
them without any or little contingencies attached 
to it. This type of internalization emanates from 
the intrinsic and integrative tendencies of the self 
(Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2003).

The DMP further posits that the type of inter-
nalization process that occurs depends on at least 
two types of variables: the social environment and 
one’s personality. To the extent that one’s social 

environment (e.g., parents, teachers, coaches) is 
autonomy-supportive, an autonomous internaliza-
tion is likely to take place, leading to harmonious 
passion. Conversely, to the extent that one’s social 
environment is controlling, a controlled internal-
ization takes place, leading to obsessive passion. 
Similarly, if an individual has a type of personality 
that fosters one’s autonomy, such as an autonomous 
personality (as indexed by the Global Motivation 
Scale; Guay, Mageau,  & Vallerand, 2003), then, 
the autonomous internalization process should take 
place, leading to harmonious passion. However, 
when one’s personality is more of the controlled 
type (generally doing things out of internal or exter-
nal pressure), the controlled internalization process 
should be in operation, leading to obsessive passion.

These hypotheses were tested in two series of 
studies (Mageau et  al., 2009; Vallerand et  al., 
2006; Studies 1 and 3). In a first series of stud-
ies (Mageau et al., 2009, Study 3), the role of the 
autonomy-supportive social environment as well 
as that of activity selection and valuation and iden-
tity processes in the development of passion were 
assessed. First-year high school students who had 
never played a musical instrument before and who 
were taking their first music class completed a series 
of questionnaires early in the term assessing activ-
ity selection (i.e., preference for music over other 
activities) and valuation (perceived parental activity 
valuation and perceived parental and child activity 
specialization), autonomy support from parents and 
music teachers, as well as identity processes. The 
authors sought to determine who would develop 
a passion for music by the end of the semester, 
and among these passionate students, which type 
of passion they would display (i.e., harmonious 
or obsessive passion). Results from discriminant 
analyses revealed that the students who ended up 
being moderately passionate for music (36% of the 
sample) at the end of the term had, earlier in the 
term, reported higher levels of activity valuation 
and specialization, identity processes, and parental 
and teacher autonomy support than those students 
who did not develop a passion. Thus, these variables 
(activity selection, activity valuation, identity pro-
cesses, and autonomy support from the environ-
ment) seem to represent the key variables in the 
development of a passion for an activity, such as 
music, as hypothesized.

Subsequent analyses focused on the 36% of 
passionate novice musicians and compared those 
who had developed a harmonious passion with 
those who had developed an obsessive passion. It 
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was found that high perceived autonomy support 
from close adults (parents and music teachers) and 
children’s activity valuation were conducive to the 
development of harmonious passion. High levels of 
parental perceived valuation for music and lack of 
autonomy support were found to predict the devel-
opment of obsessive passion. Results of two other 
studies dealing with sports and music revealed that 
both perceived (Mageau et al., 2009, Study 1) and 
actual autonomy support (as reported by the par-
ents themselves; Mageau et al., 2009, Study 2) were 
conducive to harmonious passion. In sum, the 
results of the Mageau et al. (2009) studies demon-
strate the role of activity valuation and autonomy 
support (and control) from significant adults in the 
development of a passion in general, and harmoni-
ous (obsessive) passion in particular.

In the second series of studies, Vallerand et  al. 
(2006, Studies 1 and 3)  tested the role of activity 
valuation and personality variables in the occur-
rence of the two types of passion among athletes. 
In the first study (Vallerand et al., 2006, Study 1), 
results from a path analysis revealed that activity 
valuation coupled with an autonomous person-
ality (as assessed by the Global Motivation Scale; 
Guay et  al. 2003)  predicted harmonious passion. 
Obsessive passion resulted from activity valuation 
coupled with a controlled personality. These find-
ings were replicated in a second study (Vallerand 
et  al., 2006, Study 3)  using a short longitudinal 
design. Thus, overall, in addition to social factors, 
personality factors also appear to play a role in the 
development of both types of passion.

The On-Going Development 
of Passion

The DMP further posits that once a passion for 
a given activity has initially developed, its develop-
ment continues as it is on-going. Thus, increases and 
decreases in activity valuation lead to similar modu-
lation in the intensity of passion. Furthermore, the 
presence or absence of social and personal factors 
that pertain to the autonomous versus controlled 
internalization process influence the on-going 
development of passion in a corresponding fashion 
(e.g., more harmonious than obsessive passion). It 
should be noted that the internalization process is 
not an all or none process. Thus, elements referring 
to both types of passion may have been internal-
ized to different degrees leading both types of pas-
sion to be present within the individual to different 
degrees. One important consequence of this state of 
affairs is that it should be possible to facilitate one or 

the other type of passion by making salient certain 
social or personal factors. In other words, although 
a predominant type of passion is usually in opera-
tion for a given individual toward a specific activity, 
it is possible to further reinforce the predominant 
passion or to make the other type of passion opera-
tive depending on which type of social or personal 
factors is made salient. Recently, research conducted 
in the workplace has looked at the role of both per-
sonal and social factors as determinants of the two 
types of passion.

PersoNal facTors
We have seen in the previous section that indi-

viduals with an autonomous personality (e.g., Guay 
et al., 2003) are more likely to internalize an activity 
in their self in a more autonomous way and thus to 
develop a harmonious passion for a given activity, 
whereas individuals with a controlled personality 
are more likely to internalize things in a more con-
trolled fashion and to develop an obsessive passion 
(Vallerand et al., 2006). Recent research conducted 
in the workplace has also underscored the role of 
two other individual differences in the development 
of passion for work. A  first one pertains to emo-
tional intelligence. Emotional intelligence refers to a 
group of abilities that allows one to work efficiently 
with one’s emotions and those of others at the 
intrapersonal and interpersonal levels (Brackett  & 
Mayer, 2003; Salovey  & Mayer, 1990). Managers 
that have a high level of emotional intelligence are 
more in tune with their strengths and weaknesses; 
show more empathy; know what impact they have 
on others; and are more competent at coping, man-
aging, and making good use of their emotions as 
well as that of others (Salovey & Mayer, 1990). The 
opposite is believed to be true for managers with a 
low level of emotional intelligence.

Workers with high emotional intelligence thus 
should be able to behave and think in a more 
autonomous way—act out of choice and in con-
gruence with their personal emotion and values—
a condition that should facilitate the emergence of 
harmonious passion. In a recent study, Houlfort 
and Rinfret (2010) tested this hypothesis with the 
chief executives of 55 health and social services 
centers from the Province of Québec. The Bar-On 
Emotional Quotient Inventory was used to assess 
the presence and level of emotional intelligence. 
Results from a path analysis found that high level of 
emotional intelligence within chief executives was 
positively and significantly related with harmonious 
passion for work. Unfortunately, obsessive passion 
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was not assessed in this study, and thus we can-
not confirm that the absence or lack of emotional 
intelligence predicts obsessive passion for work. 
However, we hypothesize that because individuals 
with little emotional intelligence are less in-tune 
with their authentic self, when passionate for work, 
they should develop an obsessive passion. Future 
research is needed to determine the role of emo-
tional intelligence (or lack of ) in obsessive passion.

Another important personality variable refers 
to signature strengths use. Strengths are consid-
ered as “pre-existing capacity for a particular way 
of behaving, thinking, or feeling that is authentic 
and energizing to the user, and enables function-
ing, development and performance” (Linley, 2008). 
It has been shown that people use their strengths 
to different degrees and that those who use their 
strengths more seem to experience positive out-
comes to a larger degree than those who use their 
strengths less. For instance, workers who use their 
strengths in their everyday job perform at higher 
levels (Buckingham  & Clifton, 2001; Clifton  & 
Harter, 2003; Harter, Schmidt,  & Hayes, 2002), 
have higher levels of well-being (Berman, 2008; 
Govindji  & Linley, 2007; Park, Peterson,  & 
Seligman, 2004), and remain longer in their organi-
zation (Asplund, Lopez, Hodges, & Harter, 2007). 
Because using one’s strengths allows one to have 
access to the authentic self, it should also make 
operative harmonious passion.

Recently, Forest et  al. (2012) have tested the 
above hypothesis. Seligman, Steen, Park, and 
Peterson’s (2005) intervention program was adapted 
to the workplace, wherein participants in the exper-
imental condition (n  =  186) identified their sig-
nature strengths and were trained to visualize and 
describe themselves at their personal best and to use 
their strengths in their current job for a period of 2 
weeks. The experiment also involved a control group 
(n = 36) and both groups participated in a follow-up 
2 months after the intervention. Harmonious and 
obsessive passions for work were measured before 
and after the intervention. Three key findings were 
obtained. First, the experimental program was suc-
cessful in increasing strengths use. Second, increases 
in the use of signature strengths from Time 1 to 
Time 2 predicted increases in harmonious pas-
sion for work between Time 1 and Time 2. Finally, 
results also showed that harmonious passion medi-
ated the relationship between strengths’ use and 
positive outcomes. No significant relationship was 
found between strengths’ use and obsessive passion. 
Hence, workers who were aware of their signature 

strengths and who could enact them at work were 
more likely to have an increase in harmonious pas-
sion than workers who did not know their strengths 
or could not use them. As hypothesized, it appears 
that the use of one’s signature strengths allows work-
ers to behave and think in an autonomous way that, 
in turn, facilitates the experience of harmonious 
passion for one’s work.

In sum, developing a harmonious or an obsessive 
passion is partly in workers’ hands. Indeed, both 
emotional intelligence and signature strengths use 
are coachable and can be increased as was shown in 
the Forest et  al. (2012) study. By increasing one’s 
emotional intelligence and identifying and using 
one’s signature strengths more often, workers can 
facilitate the emergence of a harmonious passion for 
work and the positive outcomes that follow.

social facTors
It was seen previously that significant adults (e.g., 

parents, coaches, teachers; Mageau et al., 2009) who 
provide children with autonomy support, that is 
who provide room for choices and active involve-
ment, foster harmonious passion while those who 
are more controlling are more likely to either fail to 
promote passion or to facilitate obsessive passion. 
Similarly, it is proposed that organizational contexts 
that are autonomy supportive should promote the 
development of a harmonious passion for work. 
In opposition, a controlling working environment 
would lead to a more obsessive passion.

Houlfort and Vallerand (2013) have examined 
how two key organizational factors, namely lead-
ership style and organizational culture, can affect 
passion for work. Leaders are expected to have a 
great impact on their followers and can become 
significant figures for workers. Leaders color the 
vision, mission, and values of organizations, have 
a say in who gets hired, and what policies will be 
implemented. On top of this, leaders also influence 
how these activities are carried out. Thus, leaders 
determine how much autonomy support will take 
place in the workplace. Two important types of 
leadership are transformational and transactional 
leaderships. Transformational leadership takes place 
when the leader acts toward “the follower beyond 
immediate self-interests through idealized influence 
(charisma), inspiration, intellectual stimulation, 
or individual consideration” (Bass, 1999, p.  11). 
Transformational leaders act in a way that supports 
workers’ autonomy and values behaviors and think-
ing that promote autonomy. Conversely, transac-
tional leadership characterizes the leader-follower 
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relationship when gratification of self-interest is at 
the center of the relationship (Bass, 1999). Leaders 
with a transactional style use monitoring and correc-
tive actions to manage and act in a more controlled 
way. Transformational leadership has repeatedly 
been shown to have more positive consequences 
than transactional leadership (DeGroot, Kiker,  & 
Cross, 2000; Dumdum, Low,  & Avolio, 2002; 
Judge & Piccolo, 2004; Wang, Oh, Courtwright, & 
Colbert, 2011).

Two studies by Houlfort and Vallerand (2013) 
examined the relationship between leadership style 
and passion for work. Participants were teachers 
(Study 1, n = 1,059) and white collars, managers, 
and professionals of an important public organi-
zation (Study 2, n  =  147). The authors used the 
Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (Avolio, 
Bass,  & Jung, 1999)  to assess participants’ per-
ception of the leadership style adopted by their 
immediate supervisor and tested whether leader-
ship, transformational and transactional leadership 
could predict harmonious and obsessive passion, 
respectively. Correlational and path analyses sup-
ported the hypothesized predictions. Specifically, 
transformational leadership positively predicted 
harmonious passion, whereas transactional leader-
ship positively predicted obsessive passion. Hence, 
leaders, just as parents in Mageau et  al.’s (2009) 
research, can promote an autonomous internaliza-
tion of work within the self by supporting workers’ 
autonomy. Conversely, when leaders pressure work-
ers to pursue a task or to engage in it a certain way, 
passionate workers are more likely to develop an 
obsessive passion.

Another important social factor to consider 
is that of organizational culture. Organizational 
culture represents “how things are done around 
here,” and thus reflects the formal and informal 
organizational structures and processes, values 
(strategies, goals, and philosophies), and underly-
ing assumptions (unconscious, taken for granted 
beliefs, perceptions, and thoughts) (Schein, 2009). 
An organizational culture brings a particular flavor 
to workers’ experiences because it influences how 
everyone should behave and think. As such, it can 
have multiple effects on organizational outcomes. 
For instance, organizational culture has been found 
to influence performance (Lee & Yu, 2004), creativ-
ity and innovation (Martins & Terblanche, 2003), 
and knowledge management (Alavi, Kayworth, & 
Leidner, 2005), just to name a few outcomes. Each 
culture thus creates a specific working environment 
with nutrients that can possibly nourish or hinder 

the development of a harmonious or an obsessive 
passion for work. Two types of cultures proposed 
by Cameron and Quinn (2006) were of particular 
importance in the Houlfort and Vallerand’s (2013, 
Study 2)  study. The clan culture is based on col-
laboration, commitment, development, and com-
munication that take place within an organization. 
Leaders are seen as mentors and team builders and 
such an organization identifies with innovative-
ness, vision, and new resources as key ingredients 
to organization effectiveness (Cameron  & Quinn, 
2006). Because of its emphasis on worker support 
and human values, it was hypothesized that a clan 
culture would lead to harmonious passion for work. 
Conversely, a market culture focuses on competi-
tion, goal achievement, and profitability. Leaders 
who endorse such a culture are seen as hard driv-
ing, highly competitive, and focused on productiv-
ity. Because of its aggressive nature and the lack of 
consideration of workers as individuals with psy-
chological needs, a market culture seems to entail 
a more controlled environment, and thus it was 
hypothesized to foster obsessive passion for work.

The above hypotheses were confirmed. Indeed, 
Houlfort and Vallerand (2013, Study 2) found that 
the clan culture is positively related to harmonious 
passion for work. A  clan culture promotes auton-
omy support (i.e., facilitate employees’ participa-
tion in decision making, team work, competence 
feedback, and so forth) and thus fosters the devel-
opment of a harmonious passion because it allows 
for an autonomous internalization of work within 
the self. Conversely, a market culture endorses con-
trol and competition and puts forward tangible 
rewards while minimizing employees’ participa-
tion. Unsurprisingly, it was found to nurture the 
development of an obsessive passion among their 
passionate workers. Indeed, such environments are 
thought to promote a controlled type of internaliza-
tion of work, such that the value of work is, at best, 
partially integrated within the self (Deci & Ryan, 
2000). Sometimes, however, a leader has to com-
mand and dictate what and how work needs to be 
done. SDT, and specifically research on informa-
tional interpersonal contexts, suggests that this can 
still be done in an autonomy supportive fashion. 
By using a noncontrolling language, acknowledg-
ing workers’ feelings, and giving a rationale for the 
imposed rules and structures, leaders can command 
and dictate without affecting workers’ autonomy 
(see Deci et al., 1994). This interpersonal style cre-
ates a work environment favorable for the develop-
ment of harmonious passion.
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In sum, these findings on the determinants of 
passion highlight the importance of activity selec-
tion, activity valuation, and internalization of the 
activity within identity and self in the initial devel-
opment of passion. Once the potential for passion 
is present and well anchored, personal characteris-
tics, such as emotional intelligence and signature 
strengths, as well as the interpersonal style adopted 
by leaders and managers, can affect the on-going 
development of passion for work. In other words, 
the worker’s idiosyncratic interface with the pas-
sionate activity and the organizational environment 
in which he or she works contribute in determining 
if the passion is harmonious or obsessive. Additional 
research is needed to increase the understanding of 
the development of passion. In this light, both per-
sonal and social factors as well as their interaction 
should be further scrutinized.

Conclusions
In the present paper, research on passion for 

work was reviewed using the DMP as an organiz-
ing structure. The DMP posits the existence of two 
types of passion, harmonious and obsessive, which 
can be differentiated in terms of how the representa-
tion of the passionate activity has been internalized 
into one’s identity. Harmonious passion originates 
from an autonomous internalization of the activ-
ity into one’s identity and promotes a mindful 
and open form of activity engagement that should 
facilitate a number of positive work outcomes. 
Conversely, obsessive passion takes origin in a con-
trolled internalization and is hypothesized to instill 
a more rigid and conflicted form of task engage-
ment and thus lead to less adaptive outcomes. In 
addition, the DMP posits that both personal and 
social factors represent important determinants of 
passion. Research conducted in the workplace pro-
vides strong support for the DMP.

Several directions for future research can be 
proposed. A first deals with the mediating role of 
different types of positive work experiences in sev-
eral outcomes (e.g., psychological well-being, rela-
tionships). Specifically, do different types of work 
experiences (e.g., positive emotions, flow, need 
satisfaction) have the same impact on outcomes? 
Which one contributes the most? What is the role of 
passion in these various work experiences? A second 
research direction that seems important deals with 
the fact that harmonious passion typically leads to 
positive effects with respect to most if not all out-
comes. However, is it always the case? For instance, 
Amiot, Vallerand, and Blanchard (2006) found that 

obsessively passionate hockey players were found to 
be happier than harmoniously passionate players 
in highly competitive hockey leagues, whereas the 
reverse was true in less competitive leagues. Does 
the same situation apply to the workplace? Can 
harmonious passion sometimes lead to less adaptive 
outcomes than obsessive passion? And if so, under 
what type of situation does this take place? Research 
is needed on this issue. A  third potential research 
area deals with deviant behavior. Research in sports 
and leisure activities reveals that obsessive passion 
leads to deviant and immoral behavior, whereas 
harmonious passion does not (Bureau, Vallerand, 
Ntoumanis, & Lafrenière, 2013). In light of some 
of the deviant behavior that took place in the bank-
ing system in recent years, such research in the work 
domain seems important. A fourth research direc-
tion pertains to individuals who are nonpassion-
ate for their work. Most of the research reviewed 
compared harmonious with obsessive passion for 
work. Thus, very little is known about nonpas-
sionate workers. How do they fare relative to those 
who have a predominant harmonious or obsessive 
passion with respect to work outcomes? The only 
available research reveals that nonpassionate people 
display lower levels of psychological well-being 
than people who are harmoniously passionate for 
a given activity (Philippe et al., 2009) but do not 
differ from those who display an obsessive passion. 
Would this pattern of results hold up with respect to 
passion for work? Research is needed to shed some 
light on this issue.

Finally, a last research avenue pertains to the 
determinants of passion. Such research should 
attempt to identify how best to promote the devel-
opment of a harmonious passion (and prevent an 
obsessive passion) for work, thereby leading to opti-
mal outcomes. How can we best promote the trans-
ference of passion (see Cardon, 2008), and especially 
harmonious passion in organizations? Already we 
know that both encouraging the use of personal 
strengths (e.g., Forest et  al., 2012)  and fostering 
autonomy-supportive environments through trans-
formational leadership and choice (e.g., Houlfort & 
Vallerand, 2013; Liu et al., 2011) facilitates harmo-
nious passion. However, do these practices work for 
all workers, including those who may have already 
developed an obsessive passion for work? Research 
is needed in order to develop best practices that 
would take into account individual differences in 
one’s passion at entry point to facilitate a harmo-
nious passion and associated benefits in a specific 
work environment.
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In sum, research reviewed in this chapter under-
scores the fact that passion for work does mat-
ter. However, the type of passion also matters. 
Specifically, harmonious passion for work generally 
leads to the experience of positive work outcomes, 
whereas obsessive passion, although ensuring heavy 
work engagement, does not lead to optimal out-
comes and may even lead to some deleterious effects. 
In this light, attention should be given to determi-
nants that promote a harmonious passion for work. 
Future research on some of the issues raised above 
therefore appears rather promising.
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Introduction
In the last decade, evidence has accumulated 

that autonomous motivation is a powerful mode 
of motivation that is associated with a high level of 
individual performance (Koestner & Losier, 2002; 
Shirom et  al., 1999). Self-determination theory 
(SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1980, 1985a, 2000; Ryan & 
Deci, 2000) has indicated that the degree to which 
people are proactive and autonomously motivated 
is largely a result of the sociopsychological condi-
tions in which they grow and function. The theory, 
however, has paid limited attention to underlying 
psychological processes and mechanisms through 
which people become more (or less) autonomously 
motivated. Knowledge about these processes might 
be useful in attempting to understand the devel-
opment of stable orientations toward initiation 
and regulation of behaviors (i.e., general causality 

orientations). Furthermore, such knowledge may be 
used as a guiding tool for promoting autonomous 
motivation and for extenuating controlled behav-
iors at the workplace.

We draw on attachment theory (Bowlby, 1973, 
1982), which was originally developed to explain 
how early relationships with parents establish a 
motivational mechanism through which people 
regulate their behaviors. We also draw on recent 
developments in adult attachment research (e.g., 
Feeney & Thrush, 2010), which elucidate the role 
that secure base plays in autonomous behavior (vis., 
explorative behavior). On this basis, we attempt to 
describe the attachment-related mechanisms that 
underlie the development of general causality orien-
tations, and suggest ways by which this knowledge 
can be applied to support autonomous motivation 
in the work context. The goal of this chapter is 

Abstract

Drawing on attachment theory, we propose the constructs of secure home base and secure work base as 
two psychological mechanisms that shape autonomous motivation in the workplace. Secure home base 
is a sense of security that develops from satisfactory interactions with available, sensitive, responsive, and 
supportive close relationship partners. People with a secure home base feel they receive unconditional 
positive regard from their close relationship partners, and they can rely on them for support and 
protection while autonomously dealing with life challenges. Secure work base is a context-specific sense 
of security that develops from interactions with the organization or its members where employees 
feel that support is available when needed, that their capabilities and efforts are being affirmed and 
appreciated, and where their acts and initiatives are not being interfered with or interrupted. A secure 
home base promotes effective stress regulation and supports the development of an integrated goal 
system. A secure work base facilitates autonomous task engagement.
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twofold. First, we explain how a person’s past and 
current experience in close relationships affects his 
or her orientation toward the initiation and regu-
lation of behaviors; and second, we describe how 
social interactions at the workplace can facilitate 
employees’ context-specific autonomous behavior.

In the following pages, we review the SDT 
and attachment literatures. First, we explain how 
autonomous or controlled orientations toward task 
engagement develop and are maintained. After pre-
senting basic theoretical concepts that are relevant 
to our work, we discuss two major psychological 
mechanisms that can shape the development of 
general causality orientations and context-specific 
autonomous motivation, which we refer to as secure 
home base and secure work base, respectively.

Basic Concepts in Self Determination 
Theory and Research

SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1980, 1985a, 2000; Ryan & 
Deci, 2000) provides a normative and a descriptive 
perspective on the development of autonomous 
motivation and healthy functioning. In the follow-
ing, we focus on both perspectives interchangeably 
and highlight SDT’s emphasis on the role that need 
satisfaction plays in the development of autono-
mous motivation.

Autonomous and Controlled 
Motivation

SDT describes a motivational continuum that 
ranges from amotivation (lack of motivation) to 
intrinsic motivation (an entirely self-determined 
motivation), and focuses mainly on the distinction 
between autonomous motivation and controlled 
motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985a). Controlled moti-
vation refers to a sense of being compelled or forced 
to engage with an activity, without an inner sense of 
choice, and in order to achieve something that is not 
directly related to the activity itself. Autonomous 
motivation refers to acting volitionally and with a 
sense of choice and willingness. Intrinsic motiva-
tion, which refers to engaging with a task because 
it is enjoyable and interesting (a state that Albert 
Einstein called “the enjoyment of seeing and search-
ing”), represents the highest level of autonomous 
motivation or self-determination. Recent studies 
have shown that autonomous motivation (either 
intrinsic or extrinsic) is associated with higher levels 
of performance than controlled motivation in vari-
ous work tasks (e.g., Gagné & Deci, 2005).

Because the lion’s share of most people’s jobs 
is considered as not typically enjoyable or highly 

interesting, productive engagement with work tasks 
requires individuals to set in motion regulatory 
capacities, such as self-control, orderliness, perse-
verance in the face of difficulties, self-discipline, 
and restraint. Following this reasoning, Deci and 
Ryan (2000) suggested that people’s work behavior 
is regulated by internalization processes that facili-
tate engagement with tasks that are not typically 
intrinsically motivating. These internalization pro-
cesses, they argue, link between individuals’ activi-
ties or behaviors and some vicarious consequences or 
rewards that result from these behaviors, and explain 
people’s motivation to engage with their work activi-
ties. Such internalization processes can explain, for 
example, nurses’ willingness to treat their patients, 
soldiers’ motivation to serve their country, and ath-
letes’ drive to exert effort toward achievements.

Deci and Ryan (2000) identify four types of 
internalization processes that underlie four corre-
sponding types of motivations (controlled motiva-
tion, moderately controlled motivation, moderately 
autonomous motivation, and autonomous motiva-
tion): (1) external regulation, (2)  introjected regu-
lation, (3) identified regulation, and (4) integrated 
regulation. External regulation refers to the process 
by which a person is motivated to behave in a cer-
tain way, because the behavior can potentially bring 
about desirable outcomes, such as tangible rewards, 
or prevent nondesired consequences, such as pun-
ishments. This regulation is prototypical of con-
trolled motivation. Introjected regulation refers to 
an internalization process that is not entirely exter-
nal to the person but the person does not accept the 
motivation to behave in a specific manner as part 
of his or her own identity. Contingent self-esteem 
and ego-involvement, which lead people to behave 
in order to feel worthy or to boost their frail egos, 
are examples of this regulation (DeCharms, 1968; 
Ryan, 1982). Introjected regulation is prototypical 
of moderately controlled motivation. Identified reg-
ulation underlies behavior that is more congruent 
with a person’s inner goals and identity. This regu-
lation is prototypical of moderately autonomous 
motivation, because the behavior reflects an aspect 
of a person’s values and beliefs. Integrated regulation 
represents the fullest type of internalization, which 
renders motivation truly autonomous or volitional. 
An integrated behavior is perceived as an integral 
part of one’s own self and thus as self-determined. 
However, integrated regulation does not necessar-
ily underlie intrinsic motivation, because one might 
not find the activity enjoyable or highly interesting 
(Gagné & Deci, 2005).
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Overall, Deci and Ryan (2000) suggest that 
while autonomous motivation that involves integra-
tion results from internalizing the significance and 
values that are associated with a behavior, controlled 
motivation is the outcome of more fragmented or 
imperfect internalization. According to Deci and 
Ryan (2000), being controlled refers to engaging 
with tasks or activities not because one has accepted 
their values as one’s own but rather to gain desired 
external goals or outcomes, such as winning others’ 
approval, boosting a sense of self-worth, or avoid-
ing criticism, punishment, or other types of aversive 
states.

General Causality Orientations
Deci and Ryan (1985b) also describe individual 

differences in stable orientations toward the initia-
tion and regulation of behaviors, which they call 
general causality orientations. These orientations 
are assumed to develop from social contexts that 
support or thwart a person’s basic needs (Deci  & 
Ryan, 2000). SDT describes three types of orien-
tations: (1) autonomy, (2) control, and (3) imper-
sonal orientations. The autonomy orientation refers 
to a general inclination toward internal regulation, 
such as identification and integration, and describes 
a tendency to approach activities with a sense of 
volition, freedom, and choice. The control orien-
tation refers to a general inclination toward exter-
nal regulation, such as introjection, and describes 
a tendency to approach activities with a sense of 
being coerced and pressured to act. Finally, the 
impersonal orientation refers to a general inclination 
toward experiencing lack of motivation. Studies had 
shown that the autonomous orientation is related to 
self-actualization, self-esteem, and satisfying inter-
personal relationships. The control orientation was 
found to be associated with type-A behavior pat-
tern; defensive functioning; and placing emphasis 
on extrinsic motivators, such as pay. Amotivation 
was found to be associated with depression and an 
external locus of control (Deci  & Ryan, 1985b; 
Hodgins, Koestner, & Duncan, 1996; see Gagné & 
Deci, 2005, for a review).

Basic Psychological Needs
Beyond differentiating the content of people’s 

desired outcomes and the regulatory processes by 
which these outcomes are pursued, SDT uses the 
concept of basic psychological needs to explain the 
conditions under which positive (and negative) 
psychological consequences, such as well-being and 
growth (or ill-being), accrue. Needs are defined 

in the theory as “innate psychological nutriments 
that are essential for ongoing psychological growth, 
integrity, and well-being” (Deci  & Ryan, 2000, 
p.  229), and it is suggested that healthy human 
development requires nutriments in the form of 
support from the social environment. Specifically, 
SDT focuses on three fundamental psychological 
needs of relatedness, competence, and autonomy, 
and argues that satisfaction of these needs is neces-
sary for healthy functioning and personal growth.

Satisfying these needs in social contexts, accord-
ing to the theory, is said to facilitate the internaliza-
tion processes that are involved in the development 
of autonomous motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 
In other words, SDT argues that to the extent that 
individuals receive support for experiencing a sense 
of relatedness, competence, and autonomy, they 
internalize the significance and values that are asso-
ciated with their behaviors, and can then develop 
an autonomy orientation. Whereas substantial 
need support is required to promote internalization 
of the significance and values that are associated 
with behaviors, and thus to facilitate autonomous 
motivation, thwarted need support can impede the 
internalization process and lead to either controlled 
motivation or amotivation, depending on whether 
a partial or a total lack of internalization took place.

In sum, SDT postulates that need satisfac-
tion facilitates internalization processes that build 
a stable autonomy orientation toward growth and 
well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The theory, how-
ever, does not elaborate much on the mechanisms 
by which need satisfaction enhances internalization 
processes. Moreover, SDT does not relate to alter-
native or additive paths of influence that link need 
satisfaction with autonomous motivation. Finally, 
whereas SDT emphasizes the significance of need 
satisfaction to autonomous motivation, it does not 
explain how the nature of the social conditions 
within which needs are being satisfied or thwarted 
(e.g., quality of close relationships) affect a person’s 
development and functioning.

To broaden current understanding of the ways 
by which need satisfaction contributes to healthy 
functioning and psychological growth, we build on 
attachment theory and relate to secure home base 
and secure work base as two main psychological 
mechanisms that can explain individual differences 
in both general autonomy orientations and autono-
mous behavior in the workplace. We first discuss 
the contribution of secure home base to the devel-
opment of causality orientations, and highlight two 
main paths by which secure home base may affect 
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motivation:  promotion of effective stress regula-
tion that enables better functioning of the explo-
ration system, and development of an integrated 
goal system that facilitates the internalization of the 
significance and value of one’s behavior. After dis-
cussing the contribution of secure home base to the 
development of causality orientations, we explain 
our notion of secure work base, how it is different 
from secure home base, and how it can facilitate 
autonomous task engagement in the workplace 
(Figure 7.1). Throughout this chapter, we develop 
propositions that can be used to guide future studies 
on the mechanisms that promote autonomous task 
engagement.

Attachment Theory and Research
Attachment theory (Bowlby, 1982, 1973)  is a 

motivational theory that was originally formulated 
to explain how early relationships with parents 
shape children’s regulation of their interpersonal 
behaviors and autonomous explorative endeavors. 
Being influenced by control systems theory, cogni-
tive developmental theory, and ethology, Bowlby 
(1982) suggested that individuals’ behavior at all 
ages is regulated by coordinated operations of a 
few goal-directed behavioral systems, such as the 
attachment and the exploration systems, that have 
evolved through evolution because they serve par-
ticular functions that are critical for survival and 
reproduction. The establishment of an inner sense 

of protection or security (phrased “felt security” 
by Sroufe & Waters, 1977) was viewed by Bowlby 
(1982) as the main goal of the attachment system, 
and he considered proximity maintenance to avail-
able, sensitive, responsive, and supportive parents 
or other relationship partners in times of need 
(“attachment figures”) as the main avenue through 
which this goal is obtained. Bowlby (1973) further 
suggested that repeated and prolonged experiences 
of felt security within close relationships (“secure 
attachment”) not only help sustain relationship 
quality and satisfaction, but also provide the psy-
chological foundation for healthy functioning and 
psychological growth in all life domains. These ideas 
were supported in numerous studies indicating that 
a secure attachment orientation in close relation-
ship is a strong predictor of a healthy approach to 
work and relationships, as well as of psychological 
well-being and mental health in adulthood (see 
Mikulincer and Shaver, 2007, for a review).

Secure attachment in close relationships, accord-
ing to the theory, is developed when a caregiver or 
a relationship partner is reliably available, attentive, 
and supportive to one’s cues of distress and one’s 
needs for exploration, autonomy, and personal 
growth. Bowlby (1973) coined the terms safe haven 
and secure base to metaphorically describe two dis-
tinct types of support that promote secure attach-
ment. Safe haven refers to the provision of support, 
comfort, and reassurance in stressful times with the 
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aim of soothing a person’s fears, pain, and distress 
and assisting him or her in restoring emotional 
equanimity and returning to other activities in a 
relaxed manner. Secure base refers to the support 
of a person’s goal striving, exploration, and per-
sonal growth, and the provision of a dependable 
base from which he or she can engage with nonat-
tachment activities, take risks and challenges, and 
autonomously pursue his or her goals, while feeling 
confident that he or she can return to this base in 
times of need. In the words of Feeney and Thrush 
(2010), a safe haven functions to support a relation-
ship partner coming into the relationship, whereas 
a secure base functions to support a relationship 
partner going out from the relationship. We mainly 
focus here on the secure base function of close rela-
tionships and the ways in which the provision of a 
secure base assists a relationship partner in develop-
ing his or her own personal identity, independence, 
and sense of autonomy outside the relationship, 
including in the workplace.

As mentioned, we focus on two distinct types of 
secure base provisions: secure home base and secure 
work base. We define secure home base as a general 
and relatively stable sense of security that develops 
from satisfactory interactions with available, sensi-
tive, responsive, and supportive close relationship 
partners (e.g., parents, romantic partners, close 
friends, close family members, therapists). People 
with a secure home base feel that they receive 
unconditional positive regard from their close rela-
tionship partners, and that they can rely on them 
for support and protection while dealing autono-
mously with life challenges.

Next, we suggest two ways by which a secure 
home base can contribute to the development of 
autonomous orientation:  by the facilitation of 
effective stress regulation, and by establishing a 
well-integrated goal system.

Secure Home Base and the 
Facilitation of Stress Regulation and 
Exploratory Activities

In this section we explain how secure home 
base can facilitate stress regulation and allow for a 
smoother operation of the exploration system that 
in turn increases autonomous work motivation. We 
then discuss the implications of such a process for 
people’s ability to function in leadership roles in the 
workplace.

The ability to handle stress effectively is impor-
tant for almost any type of activity with which a 
person engages. This idea has been supported in 

numerous studies indicating that stress can have 
detrimental effects on people’s functioning, mainly 
when it is perceived as overwhelming and uncon-
trollable (Lazarus, 1993; Lazarus  & Folkman, 
1984). In fact, one of the problems with stress is that 
it narrows one’s ability to think clearly and freely 
because under the effect of stress, the brain operates 
on a threat mode that gives precedence to “fight or 
flight” reactions rather than to mundane activities. 
Indeed, research has indicated that perceptions of 
stress harm the quality of the decisions people make 
(e.g., Keinan, 1987; Svenson & Maule, 1993), the 
ability to think perspicaciously on problems and to 
behave in an innovative and creative manner (e.g., 
Bunce & West, 1996).

Similar ideas are expressed in attachment theory, 
which describes how stress activates the attachment 
system and inhibits the operation of other behav-
ioral systems that might hinder a person’s survival 
chances under threat conditions. Relying on a bio-
logical survival perspective, Bowlby (1982) sug-
gested that the attachment system protects infants 
from harm by assuring that they will seek proximity 
to caregivers who can provide them with protection 
and safety. Given the high importance of ensuring a 
person’s safety in times of threat, proximity-seeking 
behaviors become highly activated under threaten-
ing conditions, and other behavioral systems, such 
as the exploration system, which drives people 
to learn about their environment and master it 
(Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978; Bowlby, 
1982), are inhibited until felt security is restored. 
Indeed, research has indicated that when people 
feel stressed, they tend to seek proximity to attach-
ment figures, and these proximity-seeking behaviors 
persist until protection and security are attained 
(e.g., Ainsworth et  al., 1978). Furthermore, there 
is evidence that when people are stressed and lack 
a sense of attachment security, both the quality and 
frequency of their explorative behaviors are reduced 
(e.g., Mikulincer, 1997). Thus, a sense of attach-
ment security and consequent effective stress regu-
lation seem essential for optimal functioning of the 
exploration system, which is responsible for goal 
striving and work behavior in adulthood (Hazan & 
Shaver, 1990).

Bowlby (1973) referred to attachment work-
ing models as the main mechanism through which 
interactions with attachment figures affect stress 
regulation. Working models are mental residues or 
representations of experiences with attachment fig-
ures, and they are said to have a strong influence on 
the way the attachment system functions. Working 
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models that are based on relationships with par-
ents and other close relationship partners tend to 
be chronically accessible in a person’s mind; resis-
tant to change; and affect the way the person views 
himself or herself, other people he or she engages 
with, and the world. Adults who, early on, had 
experienced their attachment figures as available, 
sensitive, responsive, and supportive (i.e., providing 
them with a secure home base) accumulate posi-
tive memories of themselves as valued and worthy 
of being cared for, and of others as reliable, warm, 
and dependable. The accumulation of episodic 
memories, where one’s basic need for security has 
been fundamentally supported by close relationship 
partners, develops into neural molds that positively 
bias the way adults view themselves and others. 
That is, people with a history of positive interac-
tions with available, sensitive, responsive, and sup-
portive attachment figures tend to hold positive 
working models of themselves and others and to 
perceive themselves and others with whom they 
interact more favorably. Over time, people with 
chronic positive working models become securely 
attached and people with negative working models 
(that result from negative experiences with attach-
ment figures) become insecurely attached.

Most of the research examining individual dif-
ferences in attachment-system functioning in 
adults has focused on the systematic pattern of 
relational expectations, emotions, and behavior 
that results from one’s attachment history, what 
Hazan and Shaver (1987) called attachment style. 
Research clearly indicates that attachment styles can 
be measured in terms of two independent dimen-
sions:  attachment-related anxiety and avoidance 
(Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998). A person’s posi-
tion on the anxiety dimension indicates the degree 
to which he or she worries that a partner will not 
be available and responsive in times of need. A per-
son’s position on the avoidance dimension indicates 
the extent to which he or she distrusts relationship 
partners’ goodwill and strives to maintain behav-
ioral independence, self-reliance, and emotional 
distance. The two dimensions can be measured with 
reliable and valid self-report scales (e.g., Brennan 
et  al., 1998), and they are associated in theoreti-
cally predictable ways with relationship quality and 
adjustment (see Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007, for an 
extensive review).

Mikulincer and Shaver (2007) proposed that a 
person’s location on the two-dimensional concep-
tual space, defined by attachment anxiety and avoid-
ance, reflects both the person’s sense of attachment 

security and the ways in which he or she deals with 
threats and distress. People who score low on these 
dimensions are generally secure and tend to use 
constructive and effective affect-regulation strate-
gies. Those who score high on either the attachment 
anxiety or the avoidance dimension (or both) suffer 
from insecurity and tend to rely on what Cassidy 
and Kobak (1988) called secondary attachment 
strategies, either deactivating or hyperactivating 
their attachment system to cope with threats.

According to Mikulincer and Shaver (2007), 
people scoring high on avoidant attachment tend 
to rely on deactivating strategies—trying not to 
seek proximity, denying attachment needs, and 
avoiding closeness and interdependence in relation-
ships. These strategies develop in relationships with 
attachment figures who disapprove of, and punish, 
closeness and expressions of need or vulnerability 
(Ainsworth et al., 1978). In contrast, people scor-
ing high on attachment anxiety tend to rely on 
hyperactivating strategies—energetic attempts to 
achieve proximity, support, and love, combined 
with lack of confidence that these resources will 
be provided and with resentment and anger when 
they are not provided (Cassidy  & Kobak, 1988). 
These reactions occur in relationships in which 
an attachment figure is sometimes responsive but 
unreliably so, placing the needy person on a partial 
reinforcement schedule that rewards persistence in 
proximity-seeking attempts because they sometimes 
succeed (Ainsworth et al., 1978).

Because attachment styles reflect the most 
chronically accessible working models a person pos-
sesses, they indicate a person’s typical functioning 
of the attachment system in times of stress. Recent 
studies have shown that securely attached individu-
als are more likely than insecure individuals (either 
anxious or avoidant) to regulate their stress by 
approaching relationship partners for support and 
by activating memories of interactions with sup-
portive figures (e.g., Mikulincer, Florian, & Weller, 
1993; Mikulincer  & Shaver, 2004). These studies 
also show that, whereas secure people are able to use 
these proximity-seeking techniques quite effectively 
to regulate their negative emotions, insecure people 
cannot rely on either real or imagined proximity 
seeking to soothe themselves because their attach-
ment history has left them with mental imprints 
that portray proximity seeking as either completely 
futile (in the case of avoidant people) or partially 
effective (in the case of anxiously attached people) in 
restoring emotional equanimity. Accordingly, adult 
attachment studies have shown that these problems 
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in emotion regulation are directly manifested in a 
person’s approach to exploration, and learning of 
new skills and perspectives, leading more insecure 
people to be less curious, less tolerant of ambiguity, 
and less open to new information, and more prone 
to rely on dogmatic and stereotypic thinking (e.g., 
Mikulincer, 1997; Mikulincer & Arad, 1999).

AttAchment Anxiety, explorAtion, And 
Autonomous motivAtion

Anxiously attached people who tend to hyperac-
tivate their attachment system are constantly preoc-
cupied with attachment-related concerns (Shaver & 
Hazan, 1993). They feel that their basic relatedness 
needs are not being supported in close relationships, 
and they are highly sensitive to signals of social dis-
approval, criticism, or rejection (Ronen & Baldwin, 
2010). This pattern of focusing attention on disrup-
tive rather than on positive aspects of social experi-
ence takes its toll in drawing mental resources that 
could have otherwise been used for exploration, goal 
striving, and personal growth. In addition, anxious 
individuals’ tendency to intensify distress and worries 
(Cassidy & Berlin, 1994) can interfere with and over-
whelm the calm and steady state of mind necessary for 
open, curious exploration of novel stimuli and condi-
tions. Moreover, their chronic sense of insecurity and 
their belief that forceful attempts to get attention and 
care from a nonresponsive partner may succeed not 
only in keeping anxiously attached people fixated on 
these attempts, but also in rendering nonattachment 
activities, such as exploration, as interfering with the 
pursuit of others’ love (Mikulincer, 1997). A recent 
longitudinal study provides strong evidence of the 
harmful effect of focusing on, and worrying about, 
social rejection at the workplace among anxiously 
attached employees (Ronen & Baldwin, 2010). This 
study shows that hypersensitivity to social rejection 
leads anxiously attached people to experience more 
stress and burnout, even after controlling for initial 
levels of perceived stress and burnout.

We propose that, being preoccupied with 
attachment-related concerns, anxiously attached 
people tend to refrain from pursuing autonomous 
goals at the workplace. Their motivation is con-
trolled by the desire to obtain other people’s accep-
tance and protection, and by fear of being rejected, 
disapproved of, or criticized by others. Therefore, 
at work, their behavior tends to be driven more by 
attempts to please others and less by the need to 
pursue autonomous goals (Hazan & Shaver, 1990).

We further propose that, being controlled by 
fears of rejection and relational concerns, anxious 

people are less willing and less able to occupy lead-
ership positions at the workplace. First, leadership 
roles entail being independent, exposed to criticism 
by others, and isolated from others—probably the 
most undesirable outcomes for anxiously attached 
individuals. Second, being controlled by relational 
concerns may make it hard for anxious people to 
become effective in leadership positions that require 
considerable amounts of stability, self-discipline, 
and restraint to carryout carefully planned organiza-
tional objectives. Indeed, anxious people’s extreme 
sensitivity to social threats makes them more erratic 
and prone to mood swings that harm their ability to 
behave in an orderly and coherent manner. Third, 
anxious people’s excessive preoccupation with their 
unlovability and lack of felt security makes it hard 
for them to adopt leadership styles that entail being 
sensitive to followers’ needs and acting as mentors 
or coaches who listen to followers’ concerns (i.e., 
transformational and charismatic leadership style; 
see Bass, 1985; Burns, 1978 for a review). Indeed, 
a recent study that examined the contribution of 
leaders’ attachment styles to their motivation to 
lead found that anxiously attached leaders endorse 
self-enhancing motives as opposed to prosocial and 
task-oriented motives (Davidovitz, Mikulincer, 
Shaver, Ijzak, & Popper, 2007). That is, anxiously 
attached people’s motivation to lead seems to be 
controlled by the desire to gain social approval and 
admiration from followers. Another indication 
to the ineffective leadership of anxiously attached 
people comes from a recent study that looked at 
the relationship between managers’ attachment 
styles and subordinates’ work outcomes in 85 
work groups from a variety of job roles. Findings 
showed that attachment anxiety of managers pre-
dicted higher burnout and lower work engagement 
of their subordinates, and that the ineffective caring 
orientation of the managers mediated these links 
(Ronen & Mikulincer, 2011).

AttAchment AvoidAnce, explorAtion, And 
Autonomous motivAtion

Avoidant people tend to deactivate their attach-
ment system and stay away from situations that may 
require them to cope with stress. Due to their typi-
cal insecure home base where their proximity-seeking 
attempts have been consistently ignored or rejected, 
their attachment system is not geared for resolv-
ing stress effectively by using other people’s support. 
Moreover, stressful situations may bring to the sur-
face painful memories of being rejected on attempt-
ing to seek support from one’s caregivers. As means 
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of protecting themselves from re-experiencing such 
pain and anxiety, avoidant people adopt a compulsive 
self-reliance stance and they draw away from chal-
lenges and risks that may put their coping abilities 
into test (Mikulincer  & Shaver, 2003). As a result, 
the activity of their exploration system is bounded 
to experiences that do not jeopardize their ostensibly 
cool state of mind and sense of mastery. We propose 
that, although avoidant people are more motivated to 
pursue autonomy as means of becoming less depen-
dent on others and more self-reliant, their motivation 
is still likely to become controlled because autono-
mous motivation entails acting with a sense of free-
dom from contingencies, such as risk aversion and 
fear of closeness. In other words, we suggest that 
avoidant people’s fear of being close to and dependent 
on others obstruct their motivation from becoming 
autonomous. This is reminiscent of recent research on 
the dependency paradox (Feeney, 2007) and of other 
research findings (e.g., Allen & Land, 1999; Moore, 
1987; Noom, Dekovic, & Meeus, 1999)  that show 
that independence is most easily established not at the 
expense of close relationships with attachment figures, 
but against a backdrop of secure relationships where 
people feel that they can depend on their attachment 
figures for care and support when needed.

We further propose that avoidant people are less 
likely to perform well in challenging work activi-
ties and especially in leadership roles that require, 
among other things, perseverance in face of difficul-
ties. Indeed, recent findings show that avoidant indi-
viduals are less likely to endorse mastery goals due to 
their tendency to avoid the excitement and challenge 
of achievement activities (Elliot & Reis, 2003). In 
addition, avoidant people’s motivation to lead oth-
ers seems to be controlled by the desire to evade 
close relationships and to remain self-reliant. Recent 
research findings showed that more avoidant army 
leaders endorsed more self-reliance motives to lead 
and less prosocially oriented motives (Davidovitz 
et  al., 2007). That is, they were less interested in 
leading as a way to promote followers’ well-being 
and growth and more as a way to achieve a sense of 
self-control. That is, avoidant people who defensively 
distance themselves from involvement in interper-
sonal relationships are less likely to adopt leadership 
styles that emphasize empowering followers (e.g., 
transformational and charismatic leadership styles).

AttAchment security, explorAtion, And 
Autonomous motivAtion

Securely attached people, who owe their effec-
tive stress regulation abilities to their secure home 

base, enjoy a relatively steady sense of security 
that allows them to “make sorties into the outside 
world” (Bowlby, 1988, p.  11), being confident in 
their self-worth and abilities, and trusting that sup-
port will come their way whenever they would need 
it. Being treated by caregivers who had consistently 
supported their basic needs of relatedness, compe-
tence, and autonomy (by being unconditionally 
supportive, warm and available, encouraging, and 
noninterfering), secure people tend to be less preoc-
cupied with concerns over their interpersonal rela-
tionships or over their abilities to cope with threats 
and challenges they may encounter at work. As a 
result, their prolific mental resources are readily 
available to be invested in challenging and interest-
ing work activities. On this basis, we propose that 
securely attached individuals experience high levels 
of autonomous motivation when engaging with 
work tasks. That is, they report acting with a sense 
of free will when carrying out their job responsi-
bilities and their functioning at work tends to suf-
fer less from relational concerns. This proposition 
has received support in research findings indicating 
that, as compared to less secure individuals, secure 
individuals report higher levels of job satisfaction, 
less interpersonal problems inside or outside of the 
workplace, higher work-related self-efficacy, and 
more trust in peers and supervisors (e.g., Hazan & 
Shaver, 1990; Ronen & Mikulincer, 2009).

We further propose that securely attached people 
are more successful than insecure people in mastery 
positions that require a considerable amount of self 
confidence in one’s abilities and trust in others to 
lead followers effectively in executing organizational 
goals. Moreover, we think that given their fully devel-
oped prosocial tendencies, securely attached people 
have better chances to become effective leaders in 
their organization. Indeed, a few studies have found 
important links between leaders’ secure attachment 
and effective leadership (e.g., Mikulincer & Florian, 
1995; Popper, Amit, Gal, Mishkal-Sinai, & Lisak, 
2004; Popper, Mayseless, & Castelnovo, 2000).

In sum, secure home base facilitates stress regu-
lation that deactivates the attachment system and 
allows for a smoother operation of the exploration 
system that can render people’s work motivation 
more autonomous. In contrast, insecure home base 
introduces more stress into people’s life. Being over-
whelmed with fears of rejection or being intimidated 
by the anxiety and pain that such rejection may 
inflict, insecure individuals’ attention and energy is 
directed at lowering their anxiety level. As a result, 
their motivation to explore the environment and to 
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engage in challenging and interesting activities are 
controlled by such relational concerns and attempts 
to achieve solace rather than by the genuine interest 
and joy that is inherent in exploration, goal pursuit, 
and task engagement.

Secure Home Base and the 
Promotion of Internalization 
Processes

In our view, secure home base contributes to 
the development of an integrated goal system that 
facilitates internalization processes and the resulting 
autonomous motivation. SDT views internalization 
as the highway to autonomous motivation. The the-
ory suggests that the more a behavior is integrated 
with or stems from inner values and personal goals 
that are coherent with one another, the more auton-
omous the motivation to enact the behavior will 
become (Deci & Ryan, 2000). For example, if Dan 
strongly believes in the importance and significance 
of helping others in need and if he sees himself as 
a caring and a sensitive person, showing care and 
concern for others will become a second nature to 
him because there is a considerable amount of fit 
between his authentic self and his behavior. Using 
SDT terminology, we would say that Dan’s caring 
behavior is well integrated with other aspects of his 
identity (e.g., values, self views, and goals) that are 
coherent with one another. This type of regulation 
process (i.e., integrated regulation) reflects the high-
est level of internalization and it underlies autono-
mous motivation. Moreover, because the behavior 
stems from a person’s inner self, it is expected to 
be more durable, less superficial, and more coordi-
nated with external demands than a behavior that 
has its origin in outer contingencies. Using another 
example, if showing care and concern for others is 
not rooted in David’s goal system, SDT would argue 
that David’s caring behavior is externally regulated 
or that the motivation that underlies it is controlled 
by external contingencies, such as the need to create 
a good impression or the sense of having to display 
expected emotions (e.g., emotional labor that is typ-
ically experienced by service agents during service 
encounters).

As mentioned previously, SDT argues that need 
satisfaction facilitates internalization processes but 
it does not elaborate much on the process by which 
need satisfaction leads to internalization. For exam-
ple, it is not very clear why supporting Dan’s needs 
of relatedness, competence, and autonomy should 
make his caring behaviors more congruent with his 
inner goals and values, or how need support is said 

to influence internalization processes in people with 
an incoherent or fragmented set of personal goals. 
Furthermore, SDT does not specify the type of 
relationship wherein need satisfaction should yield 
robust versus frail effects on internalization pro-
cesses. Building on attachment theory, we propose 
that the provision of a secure home base in close 
relationships sets the foundation for building an 
integrated goal system. We propose that people with 
a secure home base, and especially with a history 
of attachment security in their close relationships, 
hold goals that are related to, and harmonious with, 
but yet distinct from, one another. Such a relatively 
consolidated but flexible goal structure facilitates 
the internalization processes that underlie autono-
mous motivation.

individuAl differences in GoAl-system 
orGAnizAtion

Theory and research on personal goals have 
indicated that people are different in the way 
they organize their goals and in the extent to 
which their goals are coherent with one another 
(e.g., Cantor & Langston, 1989; Emmons, 1986, 
1997). In his work on motives and goals, Emmons 
(1997) suggests that there are three dimensions 
along which people vary when organizing their 
strivings within a goal system. The first dimen-
sion, level of intergoal conflict, refers to the degree 
to which people believe that the pursuit or attain-
ment of one goal interferes with the pursuit or 
attainment of another goal. The second dimen-
sion, goal differentiation, refers to the degree to 
which people perceive their goals as distinct, dis-
similar, and unrelated to one another. The third 
dimension, goal integration, refers to the degree 
that people possess superordinate goal categories 
that connect different subordinate goals without 
eliminating their uniqueness and contradictions. 
Whereas highly integrated people possess sets of 
differentiated goals that are part of higher level 
goal categories, less integrated people have frag-
mented goal systems in which different goals are 
not coherently linked to an overarching, unifying 
goal or set of goals. Research findings indicate that 
a high degree of goal integration predicts higher 
commitment to, and success in, personal striving 
(Sheldon & Emmons, 1995), and that high levels 
of intergoal conflict hinder goal engagement and 
elicit negative affect (e.g., Emmons, 1986, 1992; 
Emmons & King, 1988).

Recently, Mikulincer and Shaver (2008) inves-
tigated how variations in attachment-system 
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functioning affect the way people construe and 
organize their personal strivings. They suggested 
that anxious people, who rely on hyperactivat-
ing strategies, may perceive more conflict between 
goals (especially between the goal of achieving oth-
ers’ love and other nonattachment goals), which 
may interfere with the formation of an integrated 
and coherent goal system. They further suggested 
that avoidant people’s deactivating strategies that 
promote segregation of attachment-related goals 
from other kinds of goals in their goal system can 
also interfere with the formation of an integrated 
and coherent superordinate system. Indeed, their 
research findings showed that attachment anxiety 
and avoidance were associated with lower ratings 
of goal integration and failure to integrate goals 
into superordinate meaning structures. Attachment 
anxiety was further associated with higher ratings 
of intergoal conflict and lower ratings of success in 
goal pursuit (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2008).

In sum, secure home base seems to contribute 
to the development of an integrated goal system 
that can facilitate internalization processes and the 
resulting autonomous motivation. Internalization 
is most easily established against a backdrop of 
an integrated goal system where new goals can be 
assimilated into a solid set of coherent personal 
goals and values. On this basis, we suggest that the 
provision of secure home base can be viewed as one 
explanatory mechanism by which need support in 
close relationships contributes to integrated inter-
nalization and autonomous motivation.

Secure Work Base
In this chapter we present secure home base and 

secure work base as two different sources of felt 
security that are important for the development 
and maintenance of autonomous motivation in the 
workplace. Whereas secure home base refers to a 
general and relatively stable sense of security, secure 
work base is regarded as a context-based sense of 
security that promotes employees’ confidence in 
themselves as valuable, competent, and autono-
mous members of a working group.

We define secure work base as a sense of secu-
rity that develops from daily interactions with the 
organization or any of its members, where employ-
ees feel that support is available when needed, that 
their capabilities and efforts are being affirmed and 
appreciated, and where their acts and initiatives 
are not being interfered with or interrupted. This 
definition is based on Feeney and Thrush’s (2010) 
view of secure base provision as involving three 

elements:  (1)  being available to fulfill a person’s 
need in comfort and assistance, (2)  encouraging 
a person to pursue his or her personal goals, and 
(3)  not interfering with a person’s initiatives and 
activities. Recently, Ronen and Lane (manuscript in 
preparation) developed and validated a secure work 
base measure that includes three subscales: (1) avail-
ability, (2) encouragement, and (3) reduced interfer-
ence. Sample items include: “At work, I am usually 
willing to take risks and try new things because 
I  know that others will be available to help and 
comfort me if things don’t turn out well” (avail-
ability); “At work, others are complimenting my 
efforts” (encouragement); “At work, others are too 
dominating in their support attempts” (reduced 
interference—reversed item).

Interestingly, these three secure work base ele-
ments seem to match the three basic psychologi-
cal needs identified by Deci and Ryan (1985a). To 
wit, whereas availability mainly supports the need 
for relatedness, encouragement mainly supports the 
need for competence, and noninterference mainly 
supports the need for autonomy. On this basis, we 
argue that secure work base can support a person’s 
basic needs and thus promote autonomous motiva-
tion in the context of the workplace.

relAtedness support in the WorkplAce
Attachment theory does not explicitly discuss 

relatedness as a major human need. Nevertheless, it 
argues that proximity seeking and proximity main-
tenance are essential for healthy psychological devel-
opment and autonomous functioning (Ainsworth 
et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1988). Indeed, extensive find-
ings have pointed to the negative consequences of 
not being able to establish close connections with 
others (e.g., DeWall, Baumeister,  & Vohs, 2008). 
These theoretical assertions and empirical evidence 
are consistent with SDT’s notion of relatedness sup-
port as an essential nutriment for people’s well-being 
and growth.

According to attachment theory, being avail-
able to respond to a relationship partner’s proximity 
bids in times of need is an important predictor of 
exploratory behavior (Bowlby, 1988). Availability 
of a caregiver or a close relationship partner is 
one of the main sources of people’s “felt security,” 
which allows them to explore most effectively and 
peacefully (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1988). 
That is, when people are confident that a relation-
ship partner is available to comfort and assist them 
should things go wrong, it is much easier for them 
to get involved in explorative activities away from 
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their relationship partners, and to accept challenges, 
take risks, and try new things (Mikulincer & Shaver, 
2007). Indeed, the few studies that have looked at 
the outcomes of a relationships partner’s availability 
during exploration have shown that it is a good pre-
dictor of the other partner’s autonomous function-
ing. For example, Ryan, Stiller, and Lynch (1994) 
assessed perceived availability of parents and teach-
ers among middle-school children and found that 
children who perceived parents and teachers as more 
available in times of need felt better about them-
selves, coped more positively with instances of aca-
demic failures, were more autonomous in regulating 
their behaviors at school, and were more engaged 
with their learning activities. Other studies indi-
cated that children who experienced their teachers 
as warm and caring showed greater intrinsic motiva-
tion (Ryan & Grolnick, 1986; Ryan et al., 1994). 
In addition, Feeney and Thrush (2010) found that 
when partners were more available to each other 
during an exploration activity, they persevered lon-
ger at the activity and were less stressed or anxious. 
These results are consistent with previous findings 
showing that the ability to depend on a relationship 
partner in times of need allows people to function 
more autonomously (Feeney, 2007).

These studies looked at how a relationship 
partner’s availability supports people’s exploratory 
behavior by making them feel more related to and 
supported by the partner. SDT does not specifically 
state which work environment features or events 
may be associated with a sense of relatedness among 
employees. However, clues are available from exist-
ing research on that subject. For example, a study 
that looked at how participation in daily activities 
at the workplace promotes individuals’ sense of 
relatedness showed that performing a meaningful 
talk with an interaction partner, feeling understood 
and appreciated by him or her, and participating 
in shared and enjoyable activities, contribute to a 
sense of relatedness and elevated well-being (e.g., 
Reis, Sheldon, Gable, Roscoe,  & Ryan, 2000). 
Other studies have explored the effects of a number 
of social-contextual factors on relatedness support, 
mainly among athletes and students, and found 
that support exhibited by coaches and teachers had 
a significant effect on need support (e.g., Hagger & 
Chatzisarantis, 2007).

These preliminary findings lead us to think 
that three factors may be relevant to relatedness 
satisfaction in the workplace:  (1)  group cohesion, 
(2) leader-member exchange (LMX), and (3) super-
visors’ prosocial behavior. These factors represent 

different sources of support where availability to 
respond to one’s peers’ or subordinates’ needs is a 
key to the relationship and to work engagement.

From each group member’s perspective, appraisal 
of work group cohesion refers to a person’s evalua-
tion of the level of care, cooperation, and support 
he or she feels in his or her group (Hogg, 1992; 
Levine  & Moreland, 1990). From a group per-
spective, group cohesion reflects the tendency of a 
group to stick together and remain united in the 
pursuit of the group’s goals (Carron  & Brawley, 
2000). Because the need for relatedness is fulfilled 
by feeling that one is close and connected to oth-
ers (Deci & Ryan, 1985a), it makes sense that the 
more the group is cohesive, the more a person feels 
related to his or her peers and feel more confident 
that they will provide him or her with instrumental 
or emotional support when needed. Indeed, Rom 
and Mikulincer (2003) found that more cohesive 
groups facilitated the formation of a more secure 
attachment to the group and buffered the detrimen-
tal effects of a group member’s attachment anxiety 
on his or her task performance within the group. 
On this basis, we propose that group cohesion can 
contribute to group members’ sense of secure work 
base and satisfy their need for relatedness, which, in 
turn, enhances their autonomous motivation.

Another variable that may explain individual dif-
ferences in relatedness satisfaction at the workplace 
is the prosocial behavior exhibited by managers and 
supervisors in the organization. Descriptions of 
leaders in the literature suggest that effective lead-
ership behavior depends fundamentally on leaders’ 
relational competencies or social capabilities. These 
capabilities entail guiding and supporting follow-
ers, attending to followers’ needs, acting as men-
tors or coaches, and listening to followers’ concerns 
(e.g., House & Howell, 1992; Mumford, Zaccaro, 
Harding, Jacobs,  & Fleishman, 2000; Shamir, 
House, & Arthur, 1993). Recent adult attachment 
studies have shown that managers’ ineffective provi-
sion of care, comfort, and support to subordinates 
predicts job burnout and job dissatisfaction among 
them (Ronen  & Mikulincer, 2011), and that it 
harms subordinates’ socioemotional functioning 
and mental health (Davidovitz et  al., 2007). On 
this basis, we propose that leaders’ prosocial behav-
ior contributes to subordinates’ sense of secure work 
base and supports their need for relatedness, which, 
in turn, enhances their autonomous motivation at 
the workplace.

Another stream of research that may be rel-
evant is LMX, which shows that the quality of 
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exchange relationship and trust that develops 
between employees and supervisors greatly affects 
followers’ behavior and attitudes (Gerstner & Day, 
1997). Followers who have high LMX relationships 
were shown to engage in citizenship behavior (e.g., 
Deluga, 1994), report higher levels of affective com-
mitment (e.g., Liden, Wayne, & Sparrowe, 2000), 
higher levels of performance and job satisfaction, 
and less absenteeism and turnover (e.g., Cogliser, 
Schriesheim, Scandura,  & Gardner, 2009). These 
positive effects are often attributed to the emotional 
attachment that followers develop toward the super-
visors with whom they have high exchange relation-
ships (e.g., Klein, Becker,  & Meyer, 2009). On 
this basis we propose that high LMX relationships 
support followers’ relatedness needs, which then 
enhance autonomous motivation.

competence support in the WorkplAce
The need for competence fits the description of 

effectance motivation, a term that was coined by 
White (1959) to describe people’s basic motivation 
to be effective and competent in their social envi-
ronment. Effectance motivation entails a desire for 
understanding and mastering one’s surrounding, 
which causes people to experience pleasure by being 
effective. This energizing force, which is prototypi-
cally manifested in intrinsically motivated activ-
ity, is believed to be one of the sources of healthy 
human development (White, 1959). According to 
SDT, the need for competence is fulfilled by the 
experience that one can effectively bring about 
desired effects and outcomes (Deci & Moller, 2005; 
Deci & Ryan, 2000).

The ways by which the need for competence 
is supported in the workplace have not been well 
studied. However, there is some knowledge on the 
conditions that support or thwart competence in 
other social contexts. For example, Danner and 
Lonky (1981) showed that optimal challenges 
within a classroom contribute to a child’s sense of 
competence. Optimally challenging activities, Deci 
(1975) argues, provide people the opportunity 
to experience a sense of competence by overcom-
ing the challenges. Other studies have found that 
positive feedback has a similar effect on perceived 
competence. For example, a laboratory experiment 
indicated that the provision of positive feedback on 
performance at a puzzle-solving activity (as com-
pared with no feedback) led students to heighten 
their subsequent engagement with the activity 
(Deci, 1971). In addition, Vallerand and Reid 
(1984) found that felt competence mediated the 

effects of positive feedback on intrinsic motivation. 
These effects of positive feedback seem to be maxi-
mized when it contains information about how to 
perform a task autonomously (e.g., Deci, 1975; 
Ryan, 1982). In contrast, negative feedback, partic-
ularly if it is critical and evaluative or administered 
in a controlling manner, tends to diminish perceived 
competence (e.g., Deci, Ryan, & Williams, 1996).

According to Feeney and Thrush (2010), rela-
tionship partners’ encouragement and acceptance 
of a person’s exploration and autonomy needs is an 
important component of secure base support and 
it motivates people to take on challenges, pursue 
personal goals, and learn and discover new skills 
and perspectives. Feeney and Thrush (2010) suggest 
that encouragement is expected to facilitate explo-
ration and make it pleasurable because it conveys 
a positive message of excitement regarding explo-
ration and also because it conveys confidence in 
the performer’s abilities to explore effectively. In 
their study with married couples, they found that 
when spouses exhibited encouragement during an 
exploration activity, their partners performed better 
and expressed greater enthusiasm while exploring. 
Moreover, after the activity, their mood was more 
positive, they felt more knowledgeable and smart, 
and perceived their spouses as being more helpful 
and supportive. The authors suggested that encour-
agement was the only component of secure base 
support, among the three they explored, that served 
an important emotional, and hence motivating, 
function. They concluded that encouragement plays 
a key role in making people feel more competent at, 
and positive about, what they do.

It seems that optimal challenges, positive 
feedback, and relationship partners’ encourage-
ment support peoples’ need for competence. 
Because there has been no research on the condi-
tions that support competence in the workplace, 
more detailed empirical examination of these 
issues seems warranted. Deci and Ryan (2000) 
contend that “competence motivation is not a 
content-specific mechanism, but rather is a rela-
tively nonspecific tendency of humans, for whom 
a curious, assimilative nature is a defining feature” 
(p.  253). Although we tend to agree with that, 
we also think that competence motivation can be 
contextually enhanced. Based on our review, we 
propose that encouragement can be viewed as a 
component of secure work base and can include, 
among other things, the administration of opti-
mal challenges and the provision of positive feed-
back to employees, and messages that convey 



Ronen,  Mikulincer 121

confidence in their ability to deal effectively with 
work tasks and challenges.

Autonomy support in the WorkplAce
Feeney and Thrush (2010) identified noninter-

ference as another important component of secure 
base provision. They suggest that interfering with a 
partner’s explorative endeavors is antithetical to sen-
sitive and responsive support provision. Moreover, 
interfering may be perceived by the explorer as a sign 
that he or she is not qualified or capable of engag-
ing in independent acts, and that he or she cannot 
be trusted to carry out explorative tasks successfully. 
This may undermine the explorer’s self-confidence, 
which may in turn hinder his or her performance. 
Moreover, the person may develop negative atti-
tudes toward exploration and the interest and joy 
that is typically inherent in the exploration process 
may be blocked.

Interference can thwart people’s need for auton-
omy, because it interrupts the natural flow of activi-
ties that are authentically endorsed by them. In 
other words, interference may thwart people’s need 
for autonomy because it deprives them from deter-
mining how to do things and how much effort to 
exert to accomplish their tasks. Such an obstruc-
tion can be costly for both their motivation and 
performance. Indeed, research on autonomy sup-
port in schools has shown that teachers’ controlling 
approach and interference with students’ learning 
has detrimental effect on students’ competence, 
motivation, and self-esteem (e.g., Chirkov & Ryan, 
2001; Vansteenkiste, Simons, Soenens,  & Lens, 
2004). For example, Deci et al. (1981) found that 
autonomy-supportive teachers who adopted a non-
interfering and noncontrolling approach to teach-
ing (by promoting students’ initiatives and allowing 
students to learn from their own experiences, rather 
than by relying on teacher’s instructions) had more 
intrinsically motivated students who felt more com-
petent at schoolwork and showed more autonomy, 
curiosity, and preference for a challenging learning 
environment. Similar findings were obtained in 
studies that examined the relationship between par-
ents’ autonomy-supportive behaviors and children’s 
motivation, psychological health, learning attitudes, 
and school performance (e.g., Grolnick  & Ryan, 
1989; Williams, Cox, Hedberg,  & Deci, 2000). 
A similar pattern of finding was detected in studies 
that examined the importance of autonomy sup-
port in other kinds of relationships. For example, 
autonomy support provided by physicians has been 
found to positively affect patients’ motivation to 

adopt a healthier lifestyle (e.g., Williams, Grow, 
Freedman, Ryan,  & Deci, 1996; Williams et  al., 
2006; Williams, Rodin, Ryan, Grolnick,  & Deci, 
1998). In addition, coaches’ autonomy support 
was found to promote athletes’ autonomous moti-
vation to engage in sport activities (e.g., Hagger, 
Chatzisarantis, Culverhouse,  & Biddle, 2003; 
Pelletier, Fortier, Vallerand,  & Brie`re, 2001). 
Close relationship partners’ autonomy support was 
also found to increase the relationship quality and 
the general well-being of their spouses (e.g., Blais, 
Sabourin, Boucher,  & Vallerand, 1990; Patrick, 
Knee, Canevello,  & Lonsary, 2007). Moreover, 
managers’ autonomy support was found to predict 
employees’ satisfaction with the job and with vari-
ous aspects of the work setting (Deci et al., 1989), 
and to contribute to work engagement, subjective 
well-being, and task performance among employees 
(Baard, Deci, & Ryan, 2004).

In many of these studies, a person or an envi-
ronment are considered less autonomy supportive 
or more controlling if they (1) do not allow enough 
choice about behavioral enactments, (2)  do not 
provide a meaningful rationale for doing a task, 
and (3)  do not acknowledge that people might 
not find activities interesting or enjoyable. To our 
knowledge, no research has examined the extent to 
which intrusive and interfering behavior impairs 
autonomy support and autonomous motivation 
at the workplace. Although not allowing enough 
choice may have common qualities with interfering 
behavior, these two concepts are by no means syn-
onymous. It is possible that a context or a person 
will not allow much choice but will not interfere 
with another person’s activities. Moreover, a context 
or a person may allow more choice but may also 
interfere with a person’s activities. In addition, in 
many work contexts, where the choice offered to 
employees is limited, interfering behaviors can have 
more pervasive effects on employees’ motivation 
and functioning than merely having less choice.

In two studies, Feeney (2004) and Feeney and 
Thrush (2010) have shown the negative effects intru-
sive behavior can have on a relationship partner’s 
exploration. Feeney (2004) showed that more intru-
sive partner’s behavior during a couple’s goal-related 
discussion led to less individualized thinking, and 
that this behavior was perceived by partners more 
negatively. Moreover, partners’ negative views of 
interfering behavior predicted a decrease in their 
self-esteem and positive mood after an explora-
tion activity (Feeney, 2004). Recently, Feeney and 
Thrush (2010) found that spouses’ interferences 
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during the exploration activity of their partner had 
a negative effect on their partner’s performance, per-
sistence at the activity, enthusiasm for the activity, 
and attitudes toward the spouse. Additionally, after 
the activity, the partner experienced a decrease in 
self-esteem and perceived his or her spouse as being 
less helpful and less supportive (Feeney & Thrush, 
2010). To the best of our knowledge, with the 
exception of these two studies, no research hereto-
fore had examined the effects of intrusive, interfer-
ing behavior on exploration in adulthood. Although 
these two studies examined these effects among 
married couples, we believe that the findings can be 
generalized to other types of relationships and set-
tings, including those in the workplace.

Interfering behavior, based on the items Feeney 
and Thrush (2010) used to assess this variable, refers 
to interference with a relationship partner’s activi-
ties (when he or she is exploring or performing a 
challenging activity or task), trying to get involved 
and do the task for the partner, or interfering with 
the partner’s ability to accomplish his or her per-
sonal goals. We suggest that such interfering behav-
iors in the workplace might undermine a person’s 
sense of secure work base and thwart his or her 
need for autonomy as well as his or her autonomous 
motivation.

Future Directions
One question that could be raised regarding the 

constructs of secure work base and secure home 
base concerns the interactive effect of secure home 
base and secure work base on work motivation. We 
believe that attachment security (that is associated 
with secure home base) influences not only stable 
orientations toward initiation and regulation of 
behaviors (i.e., general causality orientations), but 
also the ability to satisfy the needs for relatedness, 
competence, and autonomy in the work context. 
For example, it is more likely that secure individu-
als (high secure home base) will benefit more from 
their managers’ prosocial behavior (high secure 
work base) and would become more autonomously 
motivated as a result, compared with insecure indi-
viduals (low secure home base) who lack important 
emotional resources and social skills. Secure work 
base can therefore play the role of a moderator and 
a mediator in the relationship between secure home 
base and motivation. That is, the positive relation-
ship between secure home base and autonomous 
motivation can become stronger in situations where 
people perceive higher levels of secure work base. 
Additionally, the perception and experience of 

higher levels of secure work base depend not only 
on contextual factors, but also on the level of attach-
ment security a person possesses. In a related man-
ner, it would be interesting to know who benefits 
more from higher levels of secure work base—secure 
employees, who tend to be less stressed out and who 
are also more confident and satisfied, or insecure 
employees, who have difficulties trusting others but 
who also crave more needed support.

Another interesting topic for future research is 
the prediction of different work outcomes based on 
the interaction between high or low secure work 
base and secure home base. It seems likely that 
high levels of job performance and job satisfaction 
can be observed in work contexts that are higher 
in secure work base and where the employees are 
more securely attached. In contrast, work contexts 
that are characterized by low levels of secure work 
base might lead to higher turnover rates, and the 
combination of lower secure work base and lower 
secure home base might predict low performance 
and more exploitation of employees.

Finally, it will be interesting to know whether 
a strong and stable sense of higher or lower secure 
work base can affect people’s attachment styles over 
time. In light of the predictions presented in this 
chapter, these and other models need to be tested.

Practical Implications
This chapter views work motivation as being 

affected by both dispositional attachment security 
(secure home base) and by contextual factors at the 
workplace that support people’s basic needs (secure 
work base). Although turning insecure people into 
securely attached people is beyond the ability and 
the scope of work organizations, designing the work 
context to address important employee needs should 
be an important task of every organization. We sug-
gest that relatedness, competence, and autonomy 
are three important needs that can be supported in 
the workplace and that enhance employees’ autono-
mous motivation. We also explain how each of these 
needs can be fulfilled in the work context. Based on 
a review of the literature, we conclude that group 
cohesion, LMX, and supervisors’ prosocial behavior 
are relevant to relatedness satisfaction in the work-
place; that optimal challenges, positive feedback, 
and encouragement can help support people’s need 
for competence; and that noninterfering behaviors 
can contribute to people’s sense of autonomy in the 
work context. We believe that each of these factors 
can affect autonomous motivation and job perfor-
mance. However, although we provided theoretical 
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and empirical rationales to support our predictions, 
it is important that future research examines and 
confirms these and other predictions before any 
practical application is to take place.

Summary and Concluding Remarks
In this chapter, we have drawn on attachment 

theory to describe and illustrate two psychologi-
cal mechanisms that may shape the development 
of a person’s general causality orientations and 
context-specific autonomous motivation:  secure 
home base and secure work base. We define secure 
home base as a sense of security that develops from 
satisfactory interactions with available, sensitive, 
responsive, and supportive close relationship part-
ners (e.g., parents, romantic partners, close friends, 
close family members, therapists), and explain that 
people with secure home base believe that they 
receive unconditional positive regard from their 
close relationship partners, and can rely on them for 
support and protection while autonomously deal-
ing with life challenges. We define secure work base 
as a context-specific sense of security that develops 
from interactions with the organization, or any of 
its members, where employees believe that support 
is available when needed, that their capabilities 
and efforts are being affirmed and appreciated, and 
where their acts and initiatives are not being inter-
fered with or interrupted.

We suggest that secure home base affects moti-
vation by promoting effective stress regulation and 
the smooth functioning of the exploration system, 
which, in turn, contributes to autonomous behavior 
in adulthood. We further suggest that secure home 
base contributes to autonomous motivation through 
the development of an integrated goal system that 
facilitates integration of behavior with one’s values 
and identity. We discuss ways in which secure work 
base may facilitate autonomous task engagement in 
the workplace. Specifically, we identify group cohe-
sion, LMX, and supervisors’ prosocial behavior as 
relevant factors to relatedness satisfaction in the 
workplace; optimal challenges, positive feedback, 
and encouragement as supporting people’s need for 
competence; and noninterfering behaviors as con-
tributing to people’s sense of autonomy in the work 
context.

This application of attachment theory to the 
motivation field encourages us to think that the 
psychosocial conditions within which people 
develop and operate have a fundamental effect on 
their motivation and performance. Whereas nur-
turing conditions facilitate the development of 

autonomous motivation and yield behaviors that 
are more self-determined, conditions of insecurity 
impede people’s healthy development and force the 
use of defenses that render their behaviors more 
controlled by external contingencies.

It is hoped that the ideas and findings presented 
in this chapter stimulate scholars to apply Bowlby’s 
attachment theory to the study of human motiva-
tion. Throughout this review, we have developed 
propositions that can be used to guide future studies 
on the mechanisms that promote autonomous task 
engagement. We believe that exploring these propo-
sitions would yield a much broader conception of 
autonomous motivation in the workplace.
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As anyone who has experienced failures knows, 
some losses sting more acutely than others. Although 
I may accept my early exit from a poker tournament 
with equanimity, or laugh off comments about the 
quality of my cooking, I may become despondent 
or feel validated depending on if I  solve the daily 
newspaper’s Sudoku puzzle, or experience depres-
sion or a surge of self-worth when a manuscript 
submitted for publication is rejected or accepted. 
However, I  need only turn on the latest cooking 
reality show to see that not everyone feels the same 
way; indeed, for some people, whether or not their 
sorbets are frozen provokes tears (yet I strongly sus-
pect these same individuals would care little about 
receiving rejection letters from academic journals).

What determines how we react to success and 
failures in different life domains? In the past decade, 
a new field of research has emerged dealing with 
the construct of contingent self-esteem. Contingent 
self-esteem is characterized as “a domain or category 
of outcomes on which a person has staked his/her 

self-esteem, so that person’s view of his/her value 
or worth depends on perceived successes or fail-
ures or adherence to self-standards in that domain” 
(Crocker & Wolfe, 2001, p. 594). In other words, 
contingent self-esteem represents ego-involvement 
in specific domains (Deci  & Ryan, 1995), which 
in turn influences our actions in a domain and the 
reactions we experience in response to failures and 
successes in that domain. In the pages that follow, 
I introduce and review theory and research on the 
contingent self-esteem construct for organizational 
audiences, and discuss possible future areas for orga-
nizational research on contingent self-esteem.1

Contingent Self-Esteem
Contingent self-esteem represents the extent to 

which an individual’s sense of self-worth is contin-
gent on outcomes in a particular life domain. When 
individuals succeed in domains on which they 
have staked their self-esteem, their self-esteem may 
increase; however, should individuals fail in domains 

Abstract

Contingent self-esteem, or the extent to which one’s self-esteem is contingent on success and failures 
in certain life domains, has major implications for an individual’s well-being and performance. To date, 
however, most research done on contingent self-esteem has been in nonorganizational contexts. The aim 
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a review of the extant social psychological literature on contingent self-esteem. Subsequently, applications 
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on which they have staked their self-esteem, their 
self-esteem decreases (Crocker & Wolfe, 2001). In 
this sense, contingencies of self-esteem potentiate 
the outcomes in a domain to influence one’s state 
self-esteem:  in contingent domains, success makes 
one feel great about oneself and is eagerly sought 
after, whereas failure makes one feel terrible about 
oneself and is anxiously avoided; over the long 
run, continued success or failure in contingent 
domains can influence one’s trait level of self-esteem 
(Crocker & Wolfe, 2001). In contrast, in noncon-
tingent domains, both success and failure hold little 
implication for how an individual feels about himself 
or herself, and success or failure in noncontingent 
domains are hence neither pursued nor avoided with 
any great zeal. Contingencies differ from domain to 
domain and from individual to individual: whereas 
one individual’s self-esteem may be contingent on 
outcomes in the publishing domain yet be unaf-
fected by outcomes in the kitchen, for other individ-
uals the reverse may be true. Moreover, individuals 
may have multiple contingencies: an individual may 
base their self-worth not only on their cooking abili-
ties, but also on their attractiveness or the approval 
of their circle of friends.

Aside from the implication that state self-esteem 
should rise and fall in accordance with success 
and failure in contingent domains, a more pro-
found implication is that through its ability to 
influence how outcomes in a domain make one 
feel about oneself, contingent self-esteem repre-
sents a potent motivational force (Crocker, Brook, 
Niiya, & Villacorta, 2006). In particular, it has been 
argued that individuals pursue increases (or try to 
avoid decreases) in state self-esteem (Crocker  & 
Park, 2004). As a result, individuals tend to invest 
effort in domains on which their self-esteem is 
contingent. For example, studies have found that 
individuals spent more time engaging in activi-
ties congruent with their contingencies:  Crocker, 
Luhtanen, and colleagues (2003) found those with 
appearance-contingent self-esteem spent more time 
grooming and shopping, whereas Wilson, Allen, 
Strahan, and Ethier (2008) found that those who 
base their self-esteem on being virtuous are more 
likely to express behavioral intentions to volun-
teer. Yet at the same time, contingent self-esteem 
represents vulnerability for individuals, in that fail-
ure in contingent domains can make individuals 
feel worthless and depressed. As such, individuals 
may abandon tasks or self-handicap where failure 
is likely (Crocker et  al., 2006) or engage in other 
defensive techniques to deny failure in contingent 

domains (Crocker & Park, 2004). Moreover, when 
failure does occur and is acknowledged, individuals 
experience a variety of maladaptive outcomes, rang-
ing from the aforementioned lowered self-esteem 
to depression to anxiety to behavioral disorders (as 
reviewed below).

Given the plethora of negative outcomes pos-
sible, why might individuals develop contingent 
self-esteem? Although little research has addressed 
this question, contingent self-esteem is thought to 
develop through interactions with caregivers and 
exposure to cultural norms and values at a young 
age (Crocker  & Wolfe, 2001). In particular, chil-
dren learn what actions cause individuals to be 
accepted and valued (or rejected and denigrated). 
For example, some parents may focus on proficiency 
in the classroom or on the sports field, whereas cer-
tain cultures may focus on appearance more so than 
others. Individuals internalize such information and 
begin to stake their self-esteem to domains valued 
by social groups, which facilitates navigating social 
situations and reduces the likelihood of an indi-
vidual being excluded by others (vanDellen, Hoy, 
Fernandez, & Hoyle, 2011).

Contingent Self-Esteem and 
Self-Determination Theory

Self-determination theory has been influential in 
the development and understanding of the contin-
gent self-esteem literature. A 1995 chapter by Deci 
and Ryan provided an initial treatise on the draw-
backs of contingent self-esteem, and subsequent con-
tingent self-esteem research has conceptualized the 
pursuit of self-esteem as negatively impacting basic 
psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness (Crocker, Luhtanen, & Sommers, 2004; 
Crocker & Park, 2004). With respect to autonomy, 
pursuing self-esteem represents a more extrin-
sic form of motivation, in that it involves engag-
ing in behavior to avoid shame and guilt (Deci & 
Ryan, 2000). As Deci, Eghrari, Patrick, and Leone 
(1994, p. 121) note, contingent self-esteem “is an 
example of internally controlling regulation that 
results from introjection. One is behaving because 
one feels one has to and not because one wants to, 
and this regulation is accompanied by the experi-
ence of pressure and tension.” Consistent with this, 
Crocker and colleagues (2006) review a series of 
studies that show contingent self-esteem is related 
to less intrinsic motivation. Pursuing self-esteem 
also undermines satisfaction of the need for com-
petence. When pursuing self-esteem, individuals 
tend to be more concerned with performance than 
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learning, or as Crocker and Park (2004, p.  399) 
put it, “learning becomes a means to desired per-
formance outcomes that validate the self, instead of 
performance outcomes becoming opportunities for 
learning.” Moreover, individuals also react defen-
sively to failure in contingent domains (Crocker & 
Park, 2004; Kernis, Lakey,  & Heppner, 2008), 
limiting opportunities to learn and ultimately feel 
more competent. Finally, pursuing self-esteem neg-
atively impacts an individual’s ability to form and 
maintain nurturing relationships (as summarized 
below), which ultimately thwarts an individual’s 
relatedness needs.

Given its negative impact on basic psycho-
logical needs and intrinsic motivation, contingent 
self-esteem is typically hypothesized to have nega-
tive effects on a variety of different outcomes. In the 
sections below, extant research findings from the 
contingent self-esteem literature are reviewed. To 
begin, issues with the measurement of contingent 
self-esteem are discussed; subsequently, I  review 
the various areas where the effects of contingent 
self-esteem have been examined.

Review of Contingent Self-Esteem 
Research
Contingent Self-Esteem 
Measurement

Modern measures of contingent self-esteem 
have typically taken one of two approaches: assess-
ing contingent self-esteem in particular domains 
(e.g., self-esteem contingent on how competent or 
attractive one is), or assessing contingent self-esteem 
as an overall latent factor (i.e., one tends to have 
contingent or noncontingent self-esteem, leading 
to contingent or noncontingent self-esteem across 
all domains). A  third approach, more rarely used, 
has been to split domain-contingent self-esteem 
measures into two groups: those reflecting internal 
contingencies (i.e., contingent domains that are less 
dependent on others, such as one’s sense of virtue or 
God’s love) and external contingencies (i.e., contin-
gent domains that are more dependent on others, 
such as other’s approval or one’s attractiveness to 
others). Each of these approaches is reviewed below.

meAsures of domAin-specific continGent 
self-esteem

The first approach, assessing contingent 
self-esteem in particular domains, best represents 
how James (1890) originally conceptualized con-
tingent self-esteem. In particular, James noted how 
his proficiency as a psychologist was what he staked 

his self-esteem on, and not his proficiency in Greek. 
In other words, James’ self-esteem is influenced 
by outcomes in one domain (proficiency as a psy-
chologist) and not another (proficiency in Greek). 
Mirroring this approach, Crocker, Luhtanen, and 
colleagues (2003) developed a measure assessing 
the extent to which university student’s self-esteem 
is contingent on different domains. Their measure, 
which is the most frequently used measure in con-
tingent self-esteem research, assesses the extent to 
which self-esteem is contingent on seven differ-
ent domains:  (1) other’s approval, (2)  appearance, 
(3)  competing with (and beating) others, (4)  aca-
demic competence, (5)  support from one’s family, 
(6) being a virtuous person, and (7) God’s love.

Although the Crocker, Luhtanen, et  al. (2003) 
measure outlined seven different domains on which 
self-esteem can be made contingent, the authors 
note that other domains likely exist (an earlier ver-
sion of the scale assessed self-worth contingent on 
power, social identities, and self-reliance; Crocker, 
Sommers, & Luhtanen, 2002). Moreover, whereas 
their measure focuses more on student-relevant 
contingencies (e.g., academic competence), accord-
ing to contingent self-esteem theory the specific 
context is less important than the overarching con-
tingency (e.g., of “competency”; Crocker  & Park, 
2004; Crocker  & Wolfe, 2001). In other words, 
as one moves from a student role to a work role, 
one does not simply abandon one’s contingencies. 
Rather, they transfer from one domain (e.g., aca-
demic competence) to a new domain (i.e., work-
place competence). As such, the contextual wording 
in the original scales should be readily adaptable 
to new domains (see Ferris Lian, Brown, Pang, & 
Keeping, 2010, for an example). In this sense, the 
measure is flexible with respect to its specific target 
domain while still assessing the underlying contin-
gency of competence. This feature is shared with 
other established measures of organizational con-
structs, such as Colquitt’s (2001) measure of pro-
cedural justice, which allows the target referenced 
in the scale items to be changed while still assessing 
procedural justice.

Consistent with this approach, numerous 
studies have either modified Crocker, Luhtanen, 
et  al.’s (2003) measures to assess different con-
texts, or developed measures assessing contingent 
self-esteem in domains not originally examined 
by Crocker, Luhtanen, et  al. (2003). New mea-
sures have been developed assessing the extent 
to which self-esteem is contingent on one’s body 
weight (Clabaugh, Karpinski,  & Griffin, 2008), 
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exercise (Arndt et  al., 2009), being an environ-
mentalist (Vess & Arndt, 2008), voting in elections 
(Britt et al., 2010), the social abilities of one’s child 
(Grolnick, Price, Beiswenger, & Sauck, 2007), one’s 
intelligence (Lemay & Clark, 2008), one’s perfor-
mance in sports (McArdle, 2010), one’s friendships 
(Cambron, Acitelli, & Steinberg, 2010), whether or 
not one is in a romantic relationship (Sanchez  & 
Kwang, 2007), and whether or not one’s roman-
tic relationship is operating smoothly (Knee, 
Canvello, Bush, & Cook, 2008). Aside from these 
new domains, researchers have developed alternate 
measures of existing domains, such as competence 
and other’s approval (Johnson & Blom, 2007), or 
of existing domains but for specific populations, 
such as adolescents (Burwell  & Shirk, 2006). In 
terms of cross-cultural research, Hu, Yang, Wang, 
and Liu (2008) developed a measure of contingent 
self-esteem for use in Chinese populations, assess-
ing contingent self-esteem in the domains of ability, 
behavioral style, appearance, social status, national-
ity, and family. Finally, perhaps of more relevance 
to organizational researchers, measures have been 
developed assessing the extent to which self-esteem 
is contingent on workplace performance (Ferris, 
Brown, Lian, & Keeping, 2009; Ferris et al., 2010; 
Innstrand, Langballe, Espnes, Aasland, & Falkum, 
2010); these are discussed in greater detail next.

meAsures of overAll continGent 
self-esteem

The second approach to contingent self-esteem 
measurement is to assess contingent self-esteem as 
an overall construct—that is, an individual either 
does or does not have contingent self-esteem, regard-
less of domains. This approach is best exemplified 
in the work of Kernis (2003; Kernis & Goldman, 
2006)  and parallels early writings on contingent 
self-esteem (Deci  & Ryan, 1995), which did not 
entertain the notion of domain-specific contin-
gencies (discussed previously). Notwithstanding 
the conceptualization of contingent self-esteem as 
something individuals tend to have or not have, the 
Kernis and Goldman (2006) measure nonetheless 
appears to tap into different domains of self-esteem 
contingencies. For example, such items as “My 
overall feelings about myself are heavily influenced 
by how much other people like and accept me” taps 
into other’s approval, whereas such items as “An 
important measure of my worth is how physically 
attractive I  am” taps into appearance-contingent 
self-esteem. Similarly, researchers have used sub-
sets of items from the Kernis and Goldman (2006) 

scale to assess specific domains, such as competence 
(Hill, Hall, & Appleton, 2011).

Although measures of overall contingent 
self-esteem has been used successfully in past 
research (e.g., Neighbors, Larimer, Geisner,  & 
Knee, 2004; Patrick, Neighbors,  & Knee, 2004), 
domain-specific measures of contingent self-esteem 
seem preferable for conceptual, empirical, and 
practical reasons. Conceptually, it seems it would 
be rare to find an individual whose self-esteem is 
contingent on virtually every domain; similarly, it 
seems difficult to call to mind an individual whose 
self-esteem is not contingent on any domain. Such 
individuals would be either so affected (or unaf-
fected) by everyday events that it would be difficult 
for them to successfully navigate the social aspects 
of living. Although such individuals may exist, one 
presumes they would be extremely rare and such a 
conceptualization would mitigate the relevance of 
contingent self-esteem to everyday audiences.

Empirical research similarly supports the notion 
that overall contingent self-esteem does not exist. 
Crocker, Luhtanen, and colleagues (2003) used con-
firmatory factor analysis to compare whether a sin-
gle factor model where all their domain-contingent 
scale items loaded on a single latent factor, versus a 
seven-factor model where each domain-contingent 
scale item only loaded on its relevant domain-specific 
latent factor, provided a better fit for the data. 
This comparison tests whether or not contingent 
self-esteem is best represented as a single overall fac-
tor (consistent with the measure used by Kernis  & 
Goldman, 2006) or as being domain-specific. Their 
data indicated domain-specific contingencies pro-
vided a better fit to the data than a single overall factor.

Finally, from a purely practical point of view, 
researchers are more likely to find effects when 
using measures that conceptually align with their 
constructs of interest. This maxim has existed for 
a long time in psychological research (see Swann, 
Chang-Schenider,  & McClarty, 2007 for a recent 
discussion) and simply reflects the fact that the extent 
to which a measure captures irrelevant variance in 
addition to one’s construct of interest, the measure 
will be less likely to support one’s hypotheses. Put 
simply, if one wants to see how people react when 
told they are ugly, one should use a measure assess-
ing their appearance-contingent self-esteem, not a 
measure assessing the extent to which self-esteem 
is contingent on appearance, other’s approval, and 
competence. The latter measure may still work, but 
it seems like one would be stacking the odds against 
oneself with such a measure.
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meAsures of internAl versus externAl 
continGencies

Finally, researchers have also grouped 
domain-specific contingent self-esteem measures 
into two classes:  internal and external contingen-
cies, or the extent to which one’s self-esteem is 
contingent on internal aspects of the self or exter-
nal validation from others (see, e.g., Sanchez  & 
Crocker, 2005; Sargent, Crocker,  & Luhtanen, 
2006). This approach, however, retains all of the 
problems inherent in measures of overall contin-
gencies discussed previously. Moreover, it has been 
criticized for confounding internal and external 
conceptualizations with more or less abstract con-
tingencies (Updegraff, Emanuel, Suh, & Gallagher, 
2010). That is, contingencies usually conceptual-
ized as “internal” tend to be quite abstract (e.g., 
being virtuous, having God’s love) and hence allow 
for more defenses to be marshaled to discount nega-
tive feedback; “external” contingencies, however, 
tend to be quite concrete (e.g., looking good, doing 
well at school, beating others in competitions), and 
hence more objective and susceptible to negative 
feedback. This is particularly problematic, because 
Updegraff and colleagues (2010) found that it was 
the abstractness of one’s contingencies, not whether 
they were internal or external, that moderated the 
effect of negative events on one’s state self-esteem. 
This, taken in conjunction with the problems 
associated with measures of overall contingencies, 
suggests that the use of internal and external con-
tingencies cannot be condoned.

self- versus other-reports of 
continGent self-esteem

Aside from the varied measures used to assess 
contingent self-esteem, a different topic in the lit-
erature deals with who should provide ratings of 
self-esteem contingencies:  that is, whether or not 
contingent self-esteem scales should be completed by 
the focal individual, or by another individual (e.g., a 
work peer, friend, significant other, or spouse). The 
debate has focused on whether or not contingent 
self-esteem operates at a conscious or unconscious 
level (and hence whether or not it is better assessed 
using self-reports or other-reports). As Crocker, 
Sommers, and Luhtanen (2002, p.  1285) state, 
“some contingencies of self-worth may operate out-
side of conscious awareness and, hence, outside the 
ability of our [self-report] measures to detect them.” 
Expanding on this, Anthony, Holmes, and Wood 
(2007) have noted that in general, people can be 
inaccurate with self-reports on their own psychology 

(Nisbett & Wilson, 1977) and in particular, individ-
uals are also reluctant to admit that feedback (e.g., 
within a particular domain) influences how they 
feel about themselves (Wood, 1996). These con-
cerns may have particular relevance for self-report 
measures of contingent self-esteem. For example, 
one study found that even though individuals stated 
that their self-esteem was not contingent on other 
individuals’ feedback, under experimental condi-
tions, their self-esteem level was shown to fluctuate 
in response to feedback (Leary et al., 2003).

As this suggests, it is possible that self-reports of 
contingencies of self-esteem are not always accurate. 
Indeed, although self-reports have often been used 
by researchers assessing contingent self-esteem, this 
practice has just as frequently been noted as a limi-
tation (Anthony et al., 2007; Crocker et al., 2006; 
Crocker  & Luhtanen, 2003; Crocker, Luhtanen, 
et al., 2003; Crocker et al., 2002; Park, Crocker, & 
Kiefer, 2007; Sanchez & Crocker, 2005). Moreover, 
some evidence exists that suggests self-report mea-
sures of contingent self-esteem may relate (albeit 
weakly) to social desirability (Crocker, Luhtanen, 
et al, 2003). Yet at the same time, there is no deny-
ing that self-reports of contingent self-esteem are 
useful, given the intriguing and theoretically con-
sistent findings that have accumulated thus far on 
the topic. Notably, and contrary to the Leary et al. 
(2003) finding, such research frequently does find 
that state self-esteem levels do not vary according 
to negative feedback or events in domains that one 
has self-reported as unimportant to one’s self-esteem 
level (e.g., Park & Crocker, 2008).

Given these contradictory findings, and given 
that research on contingent self-esteem is still in a 
fairly early stage, issues such as who (self or other) 
is best suited to report on an individual’s contin-
gencies of self-esteem remain to be settled. Notably, 
one paper (Ferris et al., 2010) presented the results 
of two studies, each using either self-ratings or 
peer-ratings of workplace-contingent self-esteem. 
Across the two studies, results were similar regard-
less of whether self-ratings or peer-ratings were used. 
Although this paper does not resolve the debate 
regarding who is the most valid source of ratings 
of contingent self-esteem, it provides preliminary 
evidence that both self-ratings and peer-ratings of 
workplace-contingent self-esteem operate similarly.

Contingent Self-Esteem Research 
Findings

A remarkable amount of research has been 
amassed in the decade since Crocker and Wolfe’s 
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(2001) paper reintroduced contingent self-esteem 
to researchers. Below, I briefly review and categorize 
general themes and domains on which this work has 
focused; this categorization scheme is not meant to 
be definitive or theoretically derived, but rather to be 
descriptive and provide some preliminary structure 
for understanding the different contexts and variables 
on which contingent self-esteem research has focused. 
Organizational contingent self-esteem research is dis-
cussed separately in the subsequent section.

AppeArAnce And Body concerns
Several studies have examined the effects of 

contingent self-esteem on variables associated with 
concern over one’s appearance. In general, these 
studies argue that individuals with contingent 
self-esteem (typically measured with scales assessing 
appearance-contingent self-esteem, body weight–
contingent self-esteem, external contingencies, or 
overall measures of contingent self-esteem) can have 
several negative consequences. Such contingencies 
have been argued to develop due to internaliza-
tion of societal or gender norms for attractiveness 
(Sanchez & Crocker, 2005; Strathan et al., 2008), 
although others have argued instead that internal-
ization of societal standards is a result of, not a cause 
of, contingent self-esteem (Vartanian, 2009).

A review of the published studies indicates that 
those with contingent self-esteem tend to be more 
concerned with their weight (particularly women) 
and musculature (particularly men; Grossbard, Lee, 
Neighbors, & Larimer, 2009), and tend to be more 
depressed and anxious, less satisfied with life, and 
more likely to exhibit behaviors consistent with eat-
ing disorders (Clabaugh et  al., 2008). One study 
examining relationship-contingent self-esteem also 
found that those whose self-esteem was contingent 
on relationships were more likely to be ashamed of 
their bodies, exhibit bulimic symptoms, and have 
low self-esteem (Sanchez & Kwang, 2007).

Consistent with contingent self-esteem theory, 
studies have shown that perceiving oneself to be 
unattractive is especially devastating for those with 
contingent self-esteem. Contingent self-esteem has 
been shown to moderate the effects of comparisons 
with attractive people, engendering more negative 
(and less positive) affect for those high in contin-
gent self-esteem (Patrick et  al., 2004), and also 
rendering individuals more likely to diet, display 
eating disorders (Bergstrom, Neighbors,  & Lewis, 
2004), or have unstable self-esteem (Clabaugh 
et al., 2008) when they perceived themselves to be 
overweight.

educAtion
A number of studies, almost all of which use 

variations on Crocker, Luhtanen, et  al.’s (2003) 
measure of academic competence–contingent 
self-esteem, have looked at contingent self-esteem 
as a moderator of reactions to negative scholastic 
events. The results indicate that individuals with 
highly contingent self-esteem exhibit more negative 
affect, decreased self-esteem, and less identification 
with their major on days in which they received 
bad grades (Crocker, Karpinski, Quinn, & Chase, 
2003) or received word their applications to grad-
uate schools were rejected (Crocker et  al., 2002). 
Subsequent studies have focused on moderators 
of these interactions (i.e., three-way interactions), 
demonstrating that those high in self-esteem level 
(Park et al., 2007) or those with incremental theories 
of intelligence (Niiya, Crocker, & Bartmess, 2004; 
see also Lawrence  & Crocker, 2009)  tend not to 
exhibit such negative reactions to adverse academic 
events, even with highly contingent self-esteem.

relAtionships
Numerous studies have examined contingent 

self-esteem and relationships (both romantic rela-
tionships and general relationships with others). 
Individuals with self-esteem contingent on one’s 
appearance or being in a relationship tend to show 
greater desire to be in relationships and greater desire 
for their significant others to be physically attrac-
tive (Sanchez, Good, Kwang, & Saltzman, 2008). 
Interestingly, however, once in a relationship, con-
tingent self-esteem tends to undermine the rela-
tionship. For example, basing one’s self-esteem on 
other’s approval has been shown to lead to a lowered 
sense of sexual autonomy and pleasure (Sanchez, 
Crocker, & Boike, 2005). Lemay and Clark (2008) 
argued that contingent self-esteem undermines rela-
tionship satisfaction because individuals with con-
tingent self-esteem constantly seek positive feedback 
from their partners. Consequently, partners provide 
inauthentic feedback, which leaves both individuals 
unsatisfied—the partner for having provided inau-
thentic feedback, and the contingent individual 
because of doubts about the veracity of the feedback 
(see also Cambron & Acitelli, 2010; Cambron et al., 
2010). Park and Crocker (2005) outline another 
way in which contingent self-esteem undermines 
relationships:  by rendering individuals unrespon-
sive to the needs of others. They found that fol-
lowing negative feedback in a contingent domain, 
high self-esteem participants who interacted with a 
novel relationship partner who described a personal 
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problem were rated by the partner as less supportive 
and likable (presumably because they were preoc-
cupied with the negative feedback).

Studies have also examined contingent 
self-esteem as a moderator of reactions to nega-
tive relationship events. Results indicate that those 
whose self-esteem is contingent on relationships, 
friendships, or other’s approval in general tend to 
be more depressed and have lower self-esteem and 
more negative emotions following negative rela-
tionship events (Cambron et al., 2010; Knee et al., 
2008; Park & Crocker, 2008).

Finally, the relation of domain-specific contin-
gencies of self-esteem to attachment and interper-
sonal styles in general has also been examined (Park, 
Crocker, & Mickelson, 2004; Zeigler-Hill, 2006); 
appearance-contingent, competition-contingent, 
and academic competence–contingent self-esteem 
tended to be related to more detrimental styles (e.g., 
preoccupied or fearful attachment styles and hostile 
interpersonal styles), whereas self-esteem contingent 
on family support, God’s love, or other’s approval 
led to more positive styles (e.g., supportive or non-
dismissive attachment styles and nurturing inter-
personal styles). However, such relations might vary 
depending on culture (Cheng & Kwang, 2008).

drinkinG BehAvior
It has been argued that if drinking alcohol is 

motivated by a desire to fit in or to cope with threats 
to one’s self-esteem, then individuals with contin-
gent self-esteem should be more likely to drink 
more and/or engage in binge drinking. Two stud-
ies (Luhtanen & Crocker, 2005; Neighbors et  al., 
2004) found support for this prediction. However, 
Luhtanen and Crocker found that what self-esteem 
was contingent on mattered: basing one’s self-worth 
on appearance was related to more drinking, 
whereas basing one’s self-worth on virtue, God’s 
love, or academic competence was related to less 
drinking. Neighbors et  al. (2004) used an overall 
measure of contingent self-esteem; such distinctions 
consequently cannot be examined. Neighbors et al. 
(2004) also argued contingent self-esteem generally 
develops out of feeling pressured by the environ-
ment (i.e., a controlled orientation), and that con-
tingent self-esteem mediates the relation of external 
pressure on drinking behavior.

Well-BeinG
Although some of the studies reviewed above 

have focused on well-being as an outcome arising 
from a specific context (e.g., increased negative 

affect and decreased self-esteem in reaction to bad 
grades; Crocker, Karpinski, et al., 2003), other stud-
ies have focused exclusively on the relation between 
contingent self-esteem and well-being, regardless of 
context. For example, contingent self-esteem was 
found to relate to greater depression, anxiety, eating 
disorders, and disruptive behavior among a sample 
of adolescents (Bos, Huijding, Muris, Vogel,  & 
Biesheuvel, 2011); the same study also found that 
contingent self-esteem moderated the relation of 
self-esteem level to many of these outcomes, such 
that decreased self-esteem level only produced det-
rimental effects when combined with highly con-
tingent self-esteem. Numerous other studies have 
also looked at the relation between contingent 
self-esteem and well-being–related outcomes, such 
as depression (Burwell  & Shirk, 2006; Sargent 
et al., 2006); self-esteem level (Lemay & Ashmore, 
2006; Zeigler-Hill, 2007); health (Johnson, 2011); 
and social, financial, and academic problems 
(Crocker  & Luhtanen, 2003). These studies gen-
erally find a negative effect of contingencies on 
well-being, although one study found that having 
contingent self-esteem could lead to an increase in 
well-being, so long as one self-perceived they were 
doing well in the particular domain (i.e., having 
self-esteem contingent on appearance and believ-
ing oneself to be attractive; Breines, Crocker,  & 
Garcia, 2008).

perfectionism
Studies have examined the relation between 

contingent self-esteem and perfectionism, gener-
ally suggesting that domain-specific contingencies 
lead to domain-specific perfectionism. For example, 
McArdle (2010) found that self-esteem contingent 
upon sports or academics correspondingly predicted 
perfectionism in sports or school work; Hill et  al. 
(2011) found that demanding perfection from one-
self was related to basing self-esteem on one’s com-
petence or outperforming others, while perceiving 
that others demand perfection of oneself was related 
to basing self-esteem on the approval of others and 
outperforming others.

nArcissism
As with perfectionism, domain-specific contingen-

cies have been suggested to lead to different forms of 
narcissism: vulnerable or covert narcissism (character-
ized by seeking the approval of others) and grandiose 
narcissism (characterized by a disregard for others). 
Zeigler-Hill, Clark, and Pickard (2008) found that vul-
nerable narcissism related positively to all contingent 
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domains in Crocker, Luhtanen, et  al.’s (2003) scale 
except God’s love; grandiose narcissism was found 
to relate positively to competition-contingent 
self-esteem, and negatively to other’s approval, fam-
ily support, and appearance-based contingencies of 
self-esteem. Relatedly, individuals with contingent 
self-esteem were found to exhibit narcissistic behav-
iors (being more verbally defensive when describing a 
personal fault; Kernis et al., 2008).

sociAl motivAtion And coGnition
Separate streams of research provide converg-

ing evidence that contingent self-esteem influences 
social motivation and attention to social informa-
tion. In general, these studies have shown that 
contingent self-esteem acts as an indicator of how 
others expect the individual to act. For example, 
Arndt and colleagues (2009) found that following 
a threat to one’s mortality, individuals engaged in 
(or evaluated positively) activities in their contin-
gent domain (e.g., tanning, exercising, smoking), 
presumably as a way of seeking social approval and 
mitigating the mortality threat (see also Vess  & 
Arndt, 2008). Park and Maner (2009) argued that 
the social activities individuals engage in following 
threat differs depending on self-esteem level, with 
high self-esteem individuals engaging in more direct 
activities (e.g., seeking out others directly) and low 
self-esteem individuals engaging in more indirect 
activities (e.g., engaging in activities to increase one’s 
attractiveness to others). Horberg and Chen (2010) 
also found that priming significant others led to 
individuals staking their self-esteem to domains the 
significant other considered important, again pre-
sumably to seek social approval. Finally, it has been 
argued that individuals pay particular attention to 
events in contingent domains because failure to 
do so could result in social exclusion. Supporting 
this idea, it has been shown that individuals more 
readily associate and access words from contingent 
domains with or after exclusion (vanDellen et  al., 
2011; vanDellen, Hoy, & Hoyle, 2009).

Contingent Self-Esteem Research in 
Organizations

Although more limited in scope in comparison 
with the broader social and personality psychol-
ogy literature on the topic, contingent self-esteem 
has also been applied to organizational settings. 
Although organizations have a variety of domains 
on which one might stake one’s self-esteem, extant 
research has focused on self-esteem that is contin-
gent on workplace performance.

Before reviewing this research, a short diver-
sion into nomenclature is necessary to deal with 
issues specific to contingent self-esteem research 
in organizational domains. In particular, the ques-
tion arises as to what we should label self-esteem 
that is contingent on workplace performance. 
In an earlier paper (Ferris, Brown, Lian,  & 
Keeping, 2009) my colleagues and I used the term 
“workplace-contingent self-esteem” to capture 
this construct, but in retrospect that initial word-
ing was unfortunate for two reasons. First, it does 
not clarify which part or aspect of the workplace 
one’s self-esteem is contingent on (i.e., perfor-
mance); and second, and perhaps most importantly, 
“workplace-contingent self-esteem” sounds quite 
similar to “organization-based self-esteem,” a 
term in use since the late 1980s to refer to one’s 
self-esteem level (i.e., high or low) in the organi-
zational domain (Pierce, Gardner, Cummings,  & 
Dunham, 1989; Pierce & Gardner, 2004). In a sub-
sequent paper (Ferris et al., 2010) we used the term 
“importance of performance to self-esteem” (IPSE) 
to refer to having one’s self-esteem contingent on 
workplace performance. The IPSE term is not nec-
essarily ideal—one surmises that it should denote 
“workplace performance” or “job performance” and 
not simply performance (see also Innstrand et  al., 
2010)—but it strikes a balance between being suc-
cinct and not overlapping with other organizational 
terminology for constructs.

One unfortunate consequence of this name 
changes is that although it avoids overlap with 
organization-based self-esteem terminology, it also 
runs the risk of isolating organizational contingent 
self-esteem research from the broader literature by 
omitting a key term (contingencies or contingent). 
In order to avoid this, my coauthors and I use the 
term “contingent self-esteem” when discussing the 
general concept, and IPSE when discussing the spe-
cific example of having self-esteem contingent on 
workplace performance; this approach is followed 
next when discussing organizational contingent 
self-esteem research.

Research on Discriminant Validity
When introducing any new organizational 

construct it is important to differentiate it from 
pre-existing organizational constructs. For the 
IPSE, its relation vis-à-vis measures of the impor-
tance of work to an individual (including work 
centrality and work involvement) and measures of 
self-worth frequently used in organizational research 
(including the aforementioned organization-based 
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self-esteem and core self-evaluations) seem particu-
larly relevant. With respect to measures of work-
place importance, both work centrality (Paullay, 
Alliger, & Stone-Romero, 1994) and work involve-
ment (Kanungo, 1982) tap into the extent to which 
work is viewed as important to the individual. 
Although these constructs doubtlessly do tap into 
the notion that one’s self-esteem is based on work-
place performance, other sources of variance are 
also assessed by these measures (Innstrand et  al., 
2010). For example, “[t] he most important things 
that happen in life involve my present job,” from 
Kanungo’s (1982, p. 342) work involvement scale, 
may reflect self-esteem contingencies or it may 
reflect an individual’s boring social life. At a theo-
retical level, a distinction can also be made between 
importance and self-esteem contingencies by con-
trasting the self-relevant implications of success and 
failure in contingent domains with merely impor-
tant domains: although one may consider it to be 
important to maintain good dental care, one does 
not necessary experience a burst of self-esteem or 
joy each time he or she successfully deploys his or 
her toothbrush. However, if one’s self-esteem is con-
tingent on good dental care, this is what one would 
expect. Consistent with the above arguments, 
empirical research indicates that the IPSE is separate 
from more general measures of workplace impor-
tance. Ferris and colleagues (2010), for example, 
found that IPSE correlated moderately with work 
centrality (r = .48) and work involvement (r = .34).

With respect to measures of self-worth frequently 
used in organizational research, organization-based 
self-esteem represents a form of domain-specific 
self-esteem level—one’s self-esteem level in the 
workplace. Core self-evaluations similarly repre-
sent a fundamental self-appraisal that is posited 
to be the latent factor accounting for the relation 
between four narrower self-appraisals: (1) self-estee
m, (2)  generalized self-efficacy, (3)  neuroticism, 
and (4)  locus of control (Chang, Ferris, Johnson, 
Rosen,  & Tan, 2012; Judge, Erez, Bono,  & 
Thoresen, 2003). Although not organizational in 
focus, core self-evaluations research has primar-
ily occurred in organizational settings and hence 
its relation to self-esteem contingencies may be 
questioned.

Given contingent self-esteem and self-esteem 
level are thought to be orthogonal (with contingent 
self-esteem typically accounting for unique vari-
ance in outcomes; Crocker, Luhtanen, et al., 2003; 
Kernis, 2003), one would a priori expect similar 
findings to research examining the relation between 

organizational self-esteem contingencies and orga-
nizational measures of self-worth. Indeed, the cor-
relation between the IPSE and organization-based 
self-esteem has been observed to be low (r  =  .26; 
Ferris et  al., 2010). Although no published data 
have been presented on the relation of the IPSE 
and core self-evaluations (or its components), my 
colleagues and I have examined its relation to both 
direct and indirect measures of core self-evaluations. 
We assessed the IPSE using the measure reported 
by Ferris et  al. (2010); a 12-item direct measure 
(Judge et al., 2003) was used to directly assess core 
self-evaluations. We also assessed each of the four 
core self-evaluation traits individually with mea-
sures of trait self-esteem (Rosenberg, 1965), gen-
eralized self-efficacy (Chen, Gully, & Eden, 2001), 
locus of control (Levenson, 1981), and neuroticism 
(Goldberg, 1992). We collected data from 127 par-
ticipants (see p. 575 of Ferris et al., 2010, for more 
information on procedures and demographics); the 
results are presented in Table 8.1.

As can be seen in Table 8.1, IPSE was not signifi-
cantly related to self-esteem level, locus of control, 
neuroticism, or the 12-item core self-evaluations 
scale. In fact, IPSE was only significantly corre-
lated with generalized self-efficacy (r = .27; p < .01), 
although the magnitude of the correlation was 
small, with approximately 93% of the variance 
between IPSE and generalized self-efficacy being 
unique. These results provide further support for 
the notion that measures of self-esteem contingen-
cies are separate from organizational measures of 
self-worth.

Negative Consequences of IPSE
Concerns over discriminant validity aside, orga-

nizational contingent self-esteem research has, 
consistent with the broader contingent self-esteem 
literature, viewed self-esteem contingent on job 
performance as leading to negative consequences. 
In particular, the IPSE has been argued to repre-
sent a type of vulnerability that can lead to burnout. 
Drawing from the work of Hallsten (1993), who 
positioned IPSE as an antecedent of burnout, stud-
ies (Innstrand et al., 2010; Innstrand, Langballe, & 
Falkum, 2011; Langballe, Innstrand, Aasland,  & 
Falkum, 2011)  have correlated the importance 
of performance to self-esteem to higher burnout 
levels, as well as increased levels of work-family 
conflict and family-work conflict. Similar find-
ings were also reported in a sample of Swedish 
medical students (Dahlin, Joneborg,  & Runeson, 
2007). These studies have used different measures 
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developed for the purpose of the studies, includ-
ing a four-item Swedish measure (Dahlin et  al., 
2007) and a three-item Norwegian measure (for an 
English translation, see Innstrand et al., 2010). One 
item from the three-item measure, however, seems 
to tap into concerns with the perceptions of oth-
ers (“If I don’t do a really good job, I will lose the 
respect of others”) and caution should accordingly 
be exercised.

Positive Consequences of IPSE
A second theme of organizational contingent 

self-esteem research has primarily focused on using 
contingent self-esteem as a moderator of self-esteem’s 
relation to job performance (job performance being 
broadly defined as encompassing in-role perfor-
mance, workplace deviance, and organizational 
citizenship behaviors; Rotundo  & Sackett, 2002). 
These studies (Ferris, Brown, Lian,  & Keeping, 
2009; Ferris et  al., 2010, 2011)  have measured 
IPSE by adapting Crocker, Luhtanen, et al.’s (2003) 
five-item measure of competence-contingent 
self-esteem to the workplace (see Ferris et al., 2010, 
for the items). Interestingly, this work stands in 
contrast to most contingent self-esteem research in 
that it suggests that IPSE may not represent vulner-
ability. In particular, it has found that IPSE actually 
mitigates the relation between low self-esteem level 
(as well as high role conflict levels) and job perfor-
mance. That is, when one’s self-esteem is contingent 
on one’s job performance, individuals maintain a 

high level of job performance—regardless of such 
factors as low self-esteem or high role conflict.

This work has primarily set out to contribute 
not just to the contingent self-esteem literature, but 
to the broader motivation literature as a whole. In 
particular, it positions contingent self-esteem as a 
boundary condition for self-consistency and behav-
ioral plasticity theory predictions. Self-consistency 
(Korman, 1970, 1976) or self-verification (Swann, 
1992, 2011) perspectives suggest that individuals act 
in a manner consistent with their self-perceptions. 
As such, individuals with low self-esteem should, 
on average, perform more poorly at work than their 
high self-esteem counterparts (Korman, 1970, 
1976; see also Ferris, Brown,  & Heller, 2009). 
Similarly, from a behavioral plasticity theory per-
spective, individuals with low self-esteem should be 
more negatively affected by negative events at work 
(including role stressors; Brockner, 1988). Given 
that self-esteem acts as a buffer that individuals 
can draw on in times of strain (Hobfoll, 1989), 
high self-esteem individuals are theoretically bet-
ter equipped to deal with stressful situations and 
self-esteem levels should moderate the impact of 
workplace stressors. Unfortunately, the empirical 
support for self-consistency/self-verification and 
behavioral plasticity theory predictions is decid-
edly mixed. For example, narrative (Baumeister, 
Smart,  & Boden, 1996; Baumeister, Campbell, 
Kreuger,  & Vohs, 2003)  and meta-analytic 
(Judge  & Bono, 2001)  reviews suggest that the 

Table 8.1 Correlation of IPSE and core self-evaluation measures.

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Age 35.25 9.59 —

2. Gender .45 .50 .21* —

3. Tenure 69.02 86.42 .62** .16 —

4.  Importance of 
performance to 
self-esteem

5.00 .97 .01 .06 .01 .78

5. Self-esteem level 3.82 .73 .03 −.07 .17 .11 .91

6. Locus of control 4.59 .69 −.02 .03 .09 .00 .54** .84

7. Neuroticism 2.65 .89 −.07 .28** −.13 .05 −.70** −.54** .90

8. Self-efficacy 4.00 .55 .01 −.06 .05 .27** .73** .59** −.52** .90

9. Core-self evaluations 3.56 .70 .02 −.10 .17 .05 .85** .66** −.76** .78** .90

Note. Alphas are on the diagonal in bold.
*p < .05; **p < .01.
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main effect of self-esteem on performance out-
comes is highly variable and subject to moderation; 
similarly, self-esteem’s moderating effect appears to 
be, at best, inconsistent (Grandey & Cropanzano, 
1999; Jex  & Elacqua, 1999; Mossholder, 
Bedeian,  & Armenakis, 1981, 1982; Pierce, 
Gardner, Dunham, & Cummings, 1993).

To reconcile the mixed support for self-consistency/  
self-verification theory predictions, the IPSE has 
been positioned as a moderator of self-esteem 
level’s main effect on counterproductive (Ferris, 
Brown, Lian,  & Keeping, 2009), in-role (Ferris 
et al., 2010), and citizenship behaviors (Ferris et al., 
2011). Similarly, the IPSE has been argued to mod-
erate the moderating effect of self-esteem level on 
role stressors (i.e., a three-way interaction) in the 
prediction of counterproductive and in-role per-
formance (Ferris, Brown, Lian, & Keeping, 2009; 
Ferris et al., 2010). These papers have argued that 
because poor job performance is a threat to the 
individual’s sense of self when self-esteem is contin-
gent on workplace performance, such individuals 
are less likely to lower their job performance even 
in the face of lowered self-esteem or role stressors. 
In other words, individuals only act consistent with 
their self-esteem (i.e., perform poorly when one has 
low self-esteem) or succumb to the combination of 
low self-esteem and workplace stressors when their 
self-esteem is not contingent on job performance. 
Across multiple different samples, using different 
sources as ratings for contingent self-esteem and 
workplace behaviors, Ferris and colleagues (Ferris, 
Brown, Lian, & Keeping, 2009; Ferris et al., 2010, 
2011) have found support for their predictions.

This work positions contingent self-esteem prom-
inently within a motivational framework, in that it 
suggests contingent self-esteem moderates our desire 
to self-verify or exhibit behavioral plasticity. In so 
doing it contributes to the broader debate on if or 
when self-esteem does, or does not, predict outcomes 
(Baumeister et al., 2003; Swann et al., 2007, 2008). 
Finally, it also presents a more positive view of contin-
gent self-esteem, in that it outlines situations where 
highly contingent self-esteem is associated with posi-
tive outcomes: high job performance. Although high 
levels of job performance may be viewed as primar-
ily beneficial to the organization (increasing organi-
zational performance, for example; Johnson, 2003; 
Motowidlo, Borman, & Schmit, 1997), it also plays 
an important part in determining the employee’s pay, 
promotion, assignments, and workplace recognition 
(Cleveland, Murphy, & Williams, 1989) and hence is 
also beneficial to employees.

Lest managers view this as a call to develop 
workforces with contingent self-esteem, it should be 
noted organizational contingent self-esteem research 
is still in its infancy (and hence represents an area 
where enterprising researchers or doctoral students 
can yet make a mark). As a result, future findings 
may outline more negative effects associated with 
the IPSE, consistent with the work reviewed in the 
prior section and the broader contingent self-esteem 
literature. For example, it is entirely possible that 
whereas individuals with high IPSE maintain levels 
of performance, the extrinsic nature of IPSE moti-
vation may undermine creativity (Amabile, Conti, 
Coon, Lazenby, & Herron, 1996).2

Future Directions in Organizational 
Contingent Self-Esteem Research
On the Relation between IPSE 
and Job Performance

To date, work by my colleagues and I  (Ferris, 
Brown, Lian, & Keeping, 2009; Ferris et al., 2010, 
2011)  stands out in that it demonstrates how a 
form of contingent self-esteem (IPSE) can have 
positive consequences:  not only does it buffer an 
individuals’ performance against the negative effects 
of personal (low self-esteem level) and situational 
(stressors) variables, it also tends to have a posi-
tive main effect on performance. These results are 
noteworthy because they seem to contradict con-
tingent self-esteem theorizing (and unpublished 
findings from experimental settings; see Crocker 
et al., 2006). In particular, as a form of introjected 
motivation that negatively impacts basic psycho-
logical needs (Crocker & Park, 2004), contingent 
self-esteem should have a negative effect on motiva-
tion. Clearly, untangling this paradox represents an 
important area for future research.

One possibility is, as noted above, to examine 
alternate forms of performance, such as creativity. 
Although such work would provide an interesting 
counterpoint to the positive findings found (Ferris 
et  al., 2010, 2011), it would not in and of itself 
explain the positive effect of contingent self-esteem 
on other forms of performance. Another possibil-
ity is to look at performance over time: it has been 
suggested that contingent self-esteem can provide 
a powerful motivational force but that, over the 
long term, it ultimately undermines performance 
by engendering anxiety and drains self-regulatory 
capacity necessary for maintaining performance 
(Crocker et  al., 2006). With that being said, one 
study (Ferris, Brown, Lian, & Keeping, 2009) used 
a 6-month time lag between the assessment of the 
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IPSE and employee performance, suggesting that 
the positive relation between contingent self-esteem 
and performance remains robust over at least a 
6-month period.

Alternately, it is possible that these results point 
to a need to reconsider contingent self-esteem theo-
rizing. It is possible that having self-esteem contin-
gent on performance simply does not negatively 
affect performance. It may, however, negatively 
affect outcomes in other domains, as discussed next.

Cross-Domain Behavioral Effects 
of Contingent Self-Esteem

Most contingent self-esteem research has 
focused on the effects of contingent self-esteem in 
the domain of the contingency. For example, the 
effects of the IPSE are examined with respect to 
job performance (Ferris et  al., 2010); the effects 
of appearance-contingent self-esteem are exam-
ined with respect to dieting attitudes and behavior 
(Berstrom et  al., 2004). Although this is logical 
(and entirely consistent with theory), a fruitful area 
for future research may lie in examining the effects 
of domain-contingent self-esteem on outcomes in 
other domains. For example, an individual who 
feels highly stressed at work yet views performance 
as important to self-esteem will not engage in devi-
ant behavior (Ferris, Brown, Lian,  & Keeping, 
2009), but at the end of the day the individual still 
feels stressed. It seems likely that such individuals 
are especially likely to, say, kick the dog (or worse) 
when they return home as a way of venting frus-
tration. In other words, when an individual can-
not engage in negative behavior in one domain, 
in the face of frustrating events, spillover effects to 
other (noncontingent) domains may be observed. 
Spillover effects are frequently invoked as expla-
nations in organizational research (Lian, Ferris, & 
Brown, 2012); contingent self-esteem research may 
help us to understand which individuals are par-
ticularly likely to exhibit spillover effects. Moreover, 
such research may help paint a more complete 
understanding of the IPSE:  although it may have 
positive effects on performance, it may ultimately 
result in negative effects in other domains.

Contingent Self-Esteem and Attitudinal 
and Well-Being Outcomes

As this review indicates, most research has exam-
ined the negative effects of contingent self-esteem 
on attitudinal and well-being outcomes. Although 
some research has examined the relation of contin-
gent self-esteem to burnout (e.g., Innstrand et al., 

2010), other attitudinal and well-being outcomes 
remain to be examined. As with cross-domain 
behavioral effects, demonstrating any negative 
effects of the IPSE on attitudinal or well-being out-
comes can help paint a better picture of its positive 
and negative effects.

What Other Organizational 
Contingencies Exist?

To date, organizational contingent self-esteem 
research has focused exclusively on the IPSE. 
However, the organizational realm undoubtedly 
has other domains on which one might stake one’s 
self-esteem. Using Crocker, Luhtanen, et al.’s (2003) 
domains as a starting point, one can imagine staking 
one’s self-esteem on competing with other firms (or 
fellow employees), on the approval of one’s peers, 
on the approval of one’s supervisor, or on uphold-
ing ethical business practices. Alternately, new con-
tingencies specific to the organizational realm may 
be relevant, such as staking self-esteem to a profes-
sion (e.g., human resources, information technol-
ogy specialist), corporate policies (e.g., corporate 
social responsibility policies), or the performance 
of one’s subordinates or mentees. Although such 
work should clearly be theory driven and relevant 
to a pressing organizational issue rather than explor-
atory, uncovering what specific aspects of organiza-
tions individuals stake their self-esteem to represents 
one way organizational researchers can contribute 
both to the larger contingent self-esteem literature 
as well as organizational research in general.

Development of Contingencies in 
Organizations

Finally, another area where organizational 
researchers can contribute to both organizational 
contingent self-esteem research while address-
ing a fundamental unanswered question in the 
contingent self-esteem literature is regarding the 
development of contingent self-esteem. Although 
contingent self-esteem is thought to develop largely 
in childhood through internalization of important 
societal values and norms from significant others 
(Crocker & Wolfe, 2001), no studies have exam-
ined this proposition. Although employed indi-
viduals are clearly not children, organizations do 
represent novel environments where individuals 
can be exposed to new expectations and values, 
and also represent areas where membership is typi-
cally desired (versus being fired). As such, organi-
zational researchers could fruitfully examine the 
development of contingencies in new employees 
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over time (or expatriate workers in new cultures) in 
response to organizational variables, such as orga-
nizational culture or leader values. Given that few 
studies examine contingent self-esteem as a depen-
dent variable, such research would be of value both 
to understanding employee socialization as well as 
to the broader contingent self-esteem literature.

Conclusion
Contingent self-esteem research has only become 

a topic of active research in the past decade and, in 
many ways, is still in its infancy. This description is 
even more accurate with respect to organizational 
contingent self-esteem research, where studies have 
been infrequent. As such, many questions and areas 
of organizational contingent self-esteem research 
remain open to enterprising researchers. As the 
present chapter indicates, contingent self-esteem 
plays an important motivational role for individu-
als, and has the ability to influence actions, atti-
tudes, and well-being. It is my belief, and hope, that 
researchers can begin examining ways that contin-
gent self-esteem can fruitfully contribute to differ-
ent organizational research areas.

Notes
1. I  thank G. Russ Gott for his helpful comments on earlier 

versions of this chapter.
2. I thank Edward Deci and Richard Ryan for this suggestion.
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Introduction
Self-determination theory (SDT) posits that a 

requirement for individual well-being and thriving 
is that individuals satisfy their basic psychological 
needs (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Such need satisfaction 
is more likely to occur when the environment within 
which a person resides provides opportunities and 
the appropriate “nutriments” to do so (Deci & Ryan, 
2000). Although SDT argues that what is needed 
is universal (i.e., all people have the same needs), 
the particular ways in which needs are satisfied vary 
as a function of a person’s unique constellation of 
characteristics. As such, the level of need satisfac-
tion (and therefore well-being) is the result of per-
sonal attributes, the environmental context, and the 
match between them. Although the idea that the fit 
between the person and environment is important 

seems inherent to many of the propositions of SDT, 
and indeed much SDT research has focused on 
both individual and contextual factors (Sheldon & 
Gunz, 2009), this notion of person-environment 
(PE) fit rarely has received explicit attention in SDT 
research (Greguras & Diefendorff, 2009).

PE fit research focuses explicitly on the match or 
congruence between individuals and their environ-
ments as a key determinant of well-being and effec-
tiveness (Kristof-Brown, Zimmerman, & Johnson, 
2005). Recognizing the importance of this congru-
ency, Arthur, Bell, Doverspike, and Villado (2006) 
noted that “Theoretically, the relation between fit 
and attitudes is predicated on the reasoning that 
when there is fit, the environment affords individu-
als the opportunity to fulfill their needs” (p. 787). 
Thus, both SDT and PE fit research emphasize the 

Abstract
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importance of understanding the person-in-context 
and assume that whether a person thrives depends 
on the degree of correspondence between personal 
attributes and contextual factors.

In the following sections, we first briefly review 
the general theories and research of both SDT and 
PE fit. Next, we discuss various theories and research 
that help to integrate these two frameworks. In 
doing so, we argue that SDT provides explanatory 
mechanisms for the effects of PE fit on well-being, 
effectiveness, and other favorable employee out-
comes. We next discuss social networks theory and 
research and the potential usefulness of integrating 
these literatures. Finally, we highlight opportuni-
ties for future research aimed at integrating these 
literatures.

Self-Determination Theory
Need Satisfaction

Deci and Ryan (2000) developed a model of 
human functioning that focuses on how individu-
als interface with their environments as a key deter-
minant of whether they experience ill-being and 
stunted psychological growth, or well-being and 
thriving. In SDT, the primary determinant of psy-
chological health is whether individuals can satisfy 
their basic psychological needs of autonomy, com-
petence, and relatedness. The need for autonomy 
pertains to the sense that one is in control of one’s 
actions; in short, it is the extent to which one feels 
self-determined versus other-determined in the pur-
suit of activities. The need for competence pertains 
to the belief that one can positively impact one’s 
outcomes and surroundings. The need for related-
ness pertains to the extent to which one feels con-
nected to and close with others. According to Deci 
and Ryan (1985, 2000), need satisfaction is asso-
ciated with experiencing actions as more intrinsi-
cally motivating and less extrinsically motivating. 
Interestingly, different researchers adopt different 
causal orders for need satisfaction and motivation, 
with Deci and Ryan (2000) suggesting that need sat-
isfaction is a precursor to intrinsic motivation, and 
Sheldon and Elliot (1999) arguing that the reasons 
(i.e., motivations) for pursuing activities can deter-
mine the level of need satisfaction. Indeed, research 
exploring the causal relation between intrinsic 
motivation and psychological need satisfaction has 
been equivocal (e.g., Grouzet, Vallerand, Thill,  & 
Provencher, 2004; Guay, Boggiano,  & Vallerand, 
2001). This equivocal research suggests what we and 
others have speculated, namely that the causal direc-
tion is likely reciprocal. Although likely reciprocal, 

we expect that at the level of tasks or events much 
of the direction goes from motivations (i.e., the 
reasons for doing something) to need satisfactions 
given that ultimately it is the satisfaction of our psy-
chological needs that brings about well-being.

Forms of Motivated Action
The pursuit of intrinsically derived goals has been 

associated with better subjective well-being, more 
positive affect, less negative physical symptoms, and 
less negative affect (e.g. Ryan, Sheldon, Kasser, & 
Deci, 1996; Sheldon & Elliot, 1999). In contrast, 
the pursuit and attainment of extrinsic goals may 
thwart psychological need satisfaction and lead to 
lower well-being (Sheldon  & Elliot, 1999). Deci 
and Ryan (2000) argued that task characteristics 
that consistently thwart one’s needs because they 
are experienced as controlling lead to low levels of 
well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000). As such, a major 
contribution of SDT is that it describes how dif-
ferent motivations for action can contribute to psy-
chological need satisfaction and well-being (Deci & 
Ryan, 2000; Gagne & Deci, 2005).

Deci and Ryan (1985, 2000)  argue that any 
action can be categorized as either motivated or 
amotivated. Amotivation occurs when individuals 
lack intentionality with regard to a task and are not 
sure why they engage in the action (Gagné & Deci, 
2005). In contrast, motivated behavior is expe-
rienced as purposefully and deliberately enacted. 
The reasons for goal pursuit fall into two catego-
ries:  intrinsic (i.e., because the task is inherently 
interesting or enjoyable) and extrinsic (i.e., because 
of the influence of an external pressure). Intrinsically 
motivating tasks are always experienced as autono-
mous (i.e., originating from the self ), whereas 
extrinsically motivating tasks can be experienced as 
either autonomous or controlled (i.e., originating 
from outside the self ).

Whether an extrinsically motivating task is expe-
rienced as autonomous or controlling depends on 
the extent to which the reasons for pursuing the task 
have been internalized by the individual (Gagné & 
Deci, 2005). The idea that external tasks can be 
internalized and integrated with the self is a key 
contribution of SDT (Deci & Ryan 1985, 2000). 
The process of internalization involves the individ-
ual “taking in” and identifying with some aspect of 
the activity (i.e., the underlying values, regulatory 
structures), which eliminates the need for a purely 
external force. As a result of this process, individuals 
can experience more or less autonomous forms of 
extrinsic motivation.
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The least internalized type of extrinsic motiva-
tion is external regulation, which is when external 
contingencies guide actions. An example is when 
an employee only performs an activity because of 
the promise of compensation or the threat of pun-
ishment (e.g., pay for performance, performance 
monitoring). Representing a more internalized 
form of extrinsic motivation, introjected regulation 
occurs when the person has come to self-administer 
rewards or punishments associated with the activity. 
As such, the person has not internalized the under-
lying reasons for the activity and does not think it 
is important or valuable, but rather only does it to 
avoid feeling shame or guilt if it is not performed 
(Deci  & Ryan, 2000). With both external and 
introjected motivations, the individual experiences 
tasks as controlling, which make them less likely to 
result in psychological need satisfaction, and there-
fore, well-being.

Another form of extrinsic motivation that is 
more internalized is identified regulation. In this 
circumstance, the individual identifies with the 
underlying value of the behavior and experiences 
the activity as being one’s own (Deci  & Ryan, 
1985). However, the person has not fully internal-
ized the reasons for the doing the tasks, although 
the person understands the tasks and sees them 
as somewhat valuable. Here, the activity is expe-
rienced as being moderately autonomous (and 
moderately controlling). The most complete form 
of internalization is integrated regulation, in which 
the person believes that the task aligns with an 
important aspect of the self (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 
2000). As such, the person sees the task as being 
aligned with one’s true, valued self and pursues it 
independently, even though it has not achieved the 
status of being intrinsically motivating (i.e., it is 
still not inherently enjoyable).

Gagné and Deci (2005) reviewed research on 
these different forms of motivation and reported 
that more autonomous forms of motivation 
(i.e., intrinsic, identified, integrated) are linked 
to higher performance on complex or interest-
ing tasks than controlled forms of motivation 
(i.e., external, introjected). However, researchers 
observed that these differences were not present 
for boring or mundane tasks (e.g., Koestner  & 
Losier, 2002). Further, more autonomous forms 
of motivation are linked to higher job satisfaction, 
organizational commitment, and well-being than 
are more controlled forms of motivation (e.g., 
Baard, Deci, & Ryan, 2004; Gagné, Koestner, & 
Zuckerman, 2000). These findings are consistent 

with SDT such that those behaviors that are more 
self-determined (and therefore more autono-
mously motivated) result in positive outcomes for 
the individual.

To focus on task-specific motivation and to con-
solidate the reasons for goal pursuit into one con-
struct, Sheldon and colleagues (Sheldon & Elliot, 
1998; Sheldon  & Houser-Marko, 2001)  devel-
oped the self-concordance model. This model is 
grounded in SDT and delineates the processes by 
which motivation for specific activities relates to 
well-being, need satisfaction, and other outcomes. 
The model begins when people adopt a goal and 
addresses the longitudinal process from initial goal 
adoption to effort allocation and to goal attainment, 
need satisfaction, and other positive outcomes. As 
implied by the name of the model, it is the degree of 
self-concordance (i.e., the extent to which it is con-
cordant with the true self ) of the goal pursuit that 
is important. Self-concordance is often operational-
ized by creating an overall autonomous motivation 
score and an overall controlled motivation score for 
a goal and then subtracting controlled motivation 
from autonomous motivation.

Propositions of the self-concordance model 
have been largely supportive, although the model 
has not been widely applied to organizational con-
texts (for exceptions, see Bono  & Judge, 2003; 
Greguras  & Diefendorff, 2010; Judge, Bono, 
Erez,  & Locke, 2005); instead many investiga-
tions have used student samples in an academic 
context (e.g., Sheldon, Ryan, Deci,  & Kasser, 
2004; Sheldon & Elliot, 1998, 1999; Sheldon & 
Houser-Marko, 2001). In field samples of employ-
ees, personality traits (Greguras  & Diefendorff, 
2010; Judge et  al., 2005)  and transformational 
leadership (Bono & Judge, 2003)  are among the 
few antecedents associated with setting and pur-
suing self-concordant goals in organizational 
contexts. Specifically, individuals with a positive 
self-regard, measured in terms of core self evalu-
ations, were more likely to pursue self-concordant 
goals (Judge et al., 2005) as were those who score 
higher in proactive personality (Greguras  & 
Diefendorff, 2010). The self-concordance model 
also was specified as a mechanism through which 
transformational leaders affect performance and 
well-being of their followers. It seems apparent 
from the existing literature on self-concordance 
that there may be other, broad precursors to 
autonomous goal pursuit. PE fit is a concept that 
warrants investigation as an antecedent to the 
established self-concordant goals.



146  Person-Environment Fit  and Self-Determination Theory

The Process of Internalization
An important process in SDT is the internal-

ization of extrinsically motivating tasks or goals. 
Given that psychological need satisfaction is influ-
enced by the pursuit of more autonomous tasks, it 
is important to understand what organizations can 
do to better ensure that work tasks are internalized 
by their employees. Although SDT argues that the 
natural tendency of human beings is to internalize 
the external, socially constructed reasons for doing 
tasks, the theory also describes aspects of the person 
(e.g., autonomous orientation vs. controlled ori-
entation) and context (e.g., autonomy supportive 
context) that can facilitate this process. The degree 
to which individuals come to naturally value and 
pursue tasks that important others value, can greatly 
affect acceptance into social groups and the develop-
ment of social networks. Thus, the more individuals 
internalize the socially constructed values underly-
ing activities, the more they will feel accepted by 
others (satisfying the need for relatedness), experi-
ence the work as being autonomously derived (sat-
isfying the need for autonomy), and perceive that 
one is in control of the outcomes of one’s actions 
(satisfying the need for competence).

In addition to the internalization of goals being 
a natural tendency, organizations can attempt to 
facilitate or quicken this process by designing work 
tasks so that individuals have more discretion, tasks 
are more challenging and less routine, and work has 
a greater positive impact on other people (Deci & 
Ryan, 2000; Humphrey, Nahrgang, & Morgeson, 
2007). In sum, the work demands need to align 
with personal values and employee strengths to bet-
ter ensure that the person cares about the work and 
feels fully utilized on the job. Furthermore, chang-
ing the way leaders interact with their employees 
can enhance the internalization process. Specifically, 
leaders who provide a meaningful rationale for 
tasks, acknowledge that tasks may not be interest-
ing, and provide choices in pursuing activities can 
lead individuals to feel more autonomous in the 
pursuit of goals and tasks (Baard et al., 2004; Deci, 
Eghrari, Patrick, & Leone, 1994). We argue in sub-
sequent sections that different aspects of PE fit can 
influence psychological need satisfaction by either 
directly creating opportunities to experience more 
autonomous motivation or through the process of 
greater internalization of external activities.

PE Fit
The match or congruence between a person 

and an environment is a widely used framework 

for understanding the attitudes and behavior of 
organizational actors (Kristof-Brown et  al., 2005). 
The general idea of fit, often referred to as PE fit, 
is defined as “the congruence, match, similarity, or 
correspondence between the person and the envi-
ronment” (Edwards & Shipp, 2007, p.  211). The 
basic premise of PE fit theory is that this alignment 
is a desired state resulting in positive outcomes 
for individuals, and thus organizations (Ostroff & 
Shulte, 2007). Although research is scarce regarding 
the mechanisms accounting for why PE fit results in 
favorable outcomes, as we discuss throughout the 
remainder of the chapter, several theoretical expla-
nations for these relationships suggest a connection 
with SDT and need satisfaction.

PE fit is the overarching framework encom-
passing distinct types of fit and different environ-
mental foci. PE fit includes complementary and 
supplementary types of fit (Cable  & Edwards, 
2004; Edwards  & Shipp, 2007; Kristof, 1996). 
Complementary fit occurs when a “weakness or 
need of the environment is offset by the strength 
of the individual, and vice versa” (Muchinsky  & 
Monahan, 1987, p. 271). Thus, complementary fit 
refers to instances when fulfillment of the demands 
of a task or job requires certain skills and abilities, 
referred to as demands-abilities (DA) fit, or when 
the wants and needs of an individual are provided 
and fulfilled by the environment, referred to as 
needs-supplies (NS) fit (Cable  & DeRue, 2002; 
Cable & Edwards, 2004). Supplementary fit exists 
when a person possesses similar or matching charac-
teristics to the environment and is most often rep-
resented by examining value congruence (Kristof, 
1996). Value congruence frequently is used to oper-
ationalize fit because values are seen as enduring 
and guiding principles that “ . . . organize people’s 
attitudes, emotions, and behaviors, and typically 
endure across time and situations” (Kasser, 2002, 
p. 123).

These types of fit (DA fit, NS fit, and value 
congruence) can be conceptualized at differ-
ent environmental levels or foci. For example, 
person-organization (PO) fit refers to the degree 
to which an individual fits with the organization. 
PO fit is most often conceptualized in terms of 
value congruence (Chatman, 1991; Kristof, 1996), 
a supplementary fit approach, but it has also been 
studied with the complementary approach in 
research investigating how organizational charac-
teristics, such as reward structures, meet employee 
needs (Cable & Edwards, 2004; Kristof-Brown & 
Jansen, 2007). Aside from the organizational level, 
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complementary and supplementary fit have been 
investigated at the group, job, and individual level. 
Person-group (PG) fit, person-job (PJ) fit, and 
person-supervisor (PS) fit are common designations 
for the various conceptualizations at these levels, 
respectively (Kristof-Brown et  al., 2005; Verquer, 
Beehr, & Wagner, 2003).

Several meta-analytic reviews of the fit litera-
ture indicate that the varying operationalizations of 
the construct have resulted in differential relation-
ships with antecedents and outcomes (Hoffman & 
Woehr, 2006; Kristof-Brown et al., 2005; Verquer 
et  al., 2003). For example, PJ fit operationalized 
in terms of NS fit had stronger associations with 
attidudinal outcomes than PJ fit operationalized 
in terms of DA fit (Kristof-Brown et  al., 2005). 
Similarly, value fit (PO fit defined in terms of val-
ues) had stronger meta-analytic correlations with 
outcomes than other PO fit operationalizations 
(Hoffman  & Woehr, 2006). Meta-analyzed cor-
relations in Kristof-Brown et  al. (2005) indicate 
that different types of fit are moderately correlated, 
ranging from .30 (PG-PS fit) to .58 (PO-PJ fit). 
Although the different types of fit are correlated, 
most studies that measure multiple types of fit 
observe that each type differentially predicts various 
outcomes (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005).

In addition to multiple operational definitions, 
there are various techniques for measuring fit and 
analyzing fit data. Terminology with regard to fit 
measurement varies among different authors, but 
in general three main approaches to operationaliz-
ing fit can be identified in the literature: (1) objec-
tive, (2)  indirect, and (3)  direct (Edwards, Cable, 
Williamson, Lambert,  & Shipp, 2006; Ostroff, 
Shin, Kinicki, 2005). Objective fit approaches com-
pare an individual’s perception or rating of them-
selves (P)  on some attribute with independently 
gathered assessments of the focal other (E) on the 
same attribute. These independent assessments 
can come from a variety of sources, including the 
supervisor, workgroup (Vancouver  & Schmitt, 
1991), or company records of the organization 
(OReilly, Chatman, & Caldwell, 1991). Indirect fit 
approaches require the employee to rate both the 
self (P) and a focal other (E) on some dimensions of 
interest. As such, the objective and indirect methods 
primarily differ on from where the information on 
the focal other (E) come: the employee themselves 
(indirect) or some other source (objective). Both the 
objective and indirect approaches require mathe-
matical comparison of the person and environment 
to determine fit. The most appropriate method for 

calculating and representing these mathematical 
comparisons has been the subject of some debate in 
the literature (Edwards, 2001).

In contrast to the first two approaches, the direct 
fit approach elicits a summary judgment from indi-
viduals regarding how well they fit the environ-
ment on a particular dimension or dimensions. This 
measurement strategy has been used most often 
to assess fit (Edwards et  al., 2006; Kristof-Brown 
et  al., 2005). As discussed by Edwards and col-
leagues (2006), the direct approach to assessing fit 
may involve either the discrepancy that a person 
perceives between the self and environment (e.g., 
asking whether the environment has or provides 
more or less of a given resource or attribute than 
is desired or held, reflecting the nature of any mis-
fit) or obtaining an overall evaluation of how well 
one fits with the environment concerning a particu-
lar dimension (in which the direction of misfit is 
ignored). Direct measures of fit based on subjective 
perceptions have been widely used because percep-
tions of fit or misfit are believed to affect employee 
attitudes and behaviors more strongly than objec-
tive or indirect fit that relies on researcher cal-
culations (e.g., Cable  & Judge, 1996; Endler  & 
Magnusson, 1976). However, Edwards et al. (2006) 
argue that the direct approach to fit measurement is 
saturated with positive affect. As such, researchers 
should remain cognizant of the implications asso-
ciated with various approaches to fit measurement.

Several meta-analytic reviews of the fit literature 
indicate that the degree to which PE fit is associ-
ated with behavioral and attitudinal outcomes 
varies depending on type of fit conceptualization, 
environmental foci, and measurement method 
(for detailed reviews see Hoffman & Woehr, 2006; 
Kristof-Brown et  al., 2005; Verquer et  al., 2003). 
Although research is sparse concerning anteced-
ents of fit (Edwards, et  al., 2006), PE fit, and its 
various dimensions, have been associated with a 
myriad of outcomes at the task, individual, and 
organization levels including organizational attrac-
tion, job choice, job satisfaction, organizational 
commitment, task performance, contextual per-
formance, trust in managers, turnover intentions, 
and psychological well-being (Arthur et  al., 2006; 
Cable & Judge, 1996; Kristof, 1996; Kristof-Brown 
et al., 2005).

Despite the application of this PE fit framework 
to many organizational phenomena, little is known 
about the psychological mechanisms and processes 
through which PE fit relates to outcomes. Greguras 
and Diefendorff (2009) argued that SDT may be a 
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useful framework for examining how PE fit relates 
to outcomes. Specifically, they argued that PE fit 
may facilitate the satisfaction of employees’ needs 
and this need satisfaction subsequently predicts 
well-being and favorable outcomes. Although need 
satisfaction or fulfillment is a central aspect of both 
self-determination and PE fit theories, the concep-
tualization of needs differs between these theoretical 
frameworks. Because the needs are conceptualized 
differently, we first discuss these differences before 
discussing how PE fit may satisfy employee needs.

The Concept of Needs
Central to both the PE fit and the SDT litera-

tures is the concept of needs. However, as discussed 
in Greguras and Diefendorff (2009), needs are 
conceptualized differently in these two literatures 
thereby requiring a few words of clarification. In 
the PE fit literature, and indeed in most organiza-
tional research, needs are often equated with desires 
(Baard et  al., 2004). For example, if an employee 
desires a higher degree of work-family balance, the 
PE fit literature would identify this desire for more 
balance as a need. Similarly, if an employee wants a 
higher salary, salary would be considered a need in 
the PE fit literature. However, a better work-family 
balance and a higher salary would be considered 
desires or wants, but not needs, by SDT. According 
to SDT, needs are considered to be “innate, essen-
tial, and universal” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 74). As 
such, a better work-life balance would not be con-
sidered innate, essential, or universal, and therefore, 
would not be considered a need. As discussed pre-
viously, SDT focuses on individuals’ psychological 
needs and proposes that human beings’ needs for 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness meet the 
criteria of being innate, essential, and universal.

In the PE fit literature, the difference between 
what an employee wants or desires and what the 
employee actually receives (NS fit) represents the 
amount of misfit. Theoretically, the amount of fit 
or misfit is predicted to affect one’s motivation, atti-
tudes, and behaviors. In contrast, in SDT, it is not 
the satisfaction of desires that leads to favorable out-
comes per se, but rather it is the satisfaction of our 
psychological needs that lead to favorable outcomes. 
Only to the degree that satisfying desires also sat-
isfies our psychological needs (e.g., obtaining more 
work-life balance may help an individual to spend 
more time with his friends and thereby satisfy relat-
edness needs) would such satisfaction of desires lead 
to favorable outcomes. Indeed, satisfying desires that 
do not lead to the satisfaction of psychological needs 

may lead to positive or negative outcomes (e.g., 
Kasser & Ryan, 1996; Sheldon & Kasser, 1998). In 
contrast, SDT argues that the satisfaction of a psy-
chological need always leads to favorable outcomes 
because the satisfaction of a need that is essential can-
not logically lead to unfavorable outcomes (Deci & 
Ryan, 2000). It is important to note that, although 
all humans have the same psychological needs, ones’ 
ability to satisfy these needs differs between indi-
viduals. When one’s needs are not satisfied and one 
perceives insufficient autonomy, relatedness, or com-
petence need satisfaction, one desires and strives to 
have these needs satisfied (Sheldon & Gunz, 2009). 
A basic premise of this chapter is that PE fit (misfit) 
is one factor that facilitates (thwarts) the satisfaction 
of these innate psychological needs, and therefore 
leads to favorable (unfavorable) outcomes. PE fit 
also can shape the reasons for goal pursuit by directly 
impacting the level of autonomous-controlled 
motivation experienced and by indirectly shaping 
autonomous-controlled motivation through the 
process of internalization. In the next section, we 
consider how PE fit may impact psychological need 
satisfaction and employee motivation.

PE Fit and Direct Links to 
Psychological Need Satisfaction

As noted previously, a fundamental tenet of SDT 
is that individuals strive to satisfy their psychological 
needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence. To 
do so, individuals seek environments in which they 
are able satisfy their needs while attempting to avoid 
environments that might limit their ability to satisfy 
these needs. One such factor is PE fit given that fit 
theoretically relates to favorable employee outcomes 
through the satisfaction of employee needs (e.g., 
Arthur et al., 2006). Although very little research has 
directly linked PE fit with SDT (for exceptions see 
Amiot, Vallerand, & Blanchard, 2006; O’Connor & 
Vallerand, 1994)  or the satisfaction of one’s psy-
chological needs (an exception discussed later is 
Greguras & Diefendorff, 2009), next we discuss the-
oretically why various types of fit might be expected 
to relate to need satisfaction and review research that 
has linked PE fit to related constructs. Consistent 
with Kristof-Brown et  al. (2005), we focus on the 
primary types of fit: PO, PS, PJ, and PG fit.

PO Fit
PO fit refers to the degree of congruence between 

the organization and an employee. Typically, PO fit 
is operationalized by looking at the degree to which 
employee values match those of the organization 
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(Kristoff, 1996). PO fit perhaps has received the 
most research attention out of the various PE fit 
components. Meta-analyses reveal that PO fit 
relates to a variety of favorable employee outcomes 
including increased job satisfaction and organiza-
tional commitment (Kristof-Brown et  al., 2005; 
Verquer et al., 2003).

Several theoretical frameworks and associated 
literatures provide guidance for linking PO fit with 
the satisfaction of psychological needs. For exam-
ple, Schneider and colleagues’ (Schneider, 1987; 
Schneider, Goldstein,  & Smith, 1995)  attraction–
selection-attrition model posits that individuals are 
attracted to, join, and remain in organizations where 
they “fit.” Fit within the attraction–selection-attrition 
model has been operationalized, for example, as 
value congruence, personality congruence, or NS 
fit. The theory of work adjustment similarly argues 
that employees that fit better with their organiza-
tion are better able to satisfy their needs, thereby 
resulting in greater employee satisfaction and less 
turnover. According to theory of work adjustment, 
when the needs of the employee or the organization 
are not met, one or both parties engage in adjust-
ment behaviors aimed at satisfying the unmet needs 
(Dawis & Lofquist, 1984). Fit is important in both 
models because fit allows employees to attain their 
goals, and presumably satisfy their needs. We suggest 
that one’s increased adjustment (fit) over time may 
result as a function of employees increasingly inter-
nalizing organizational goals and values, and this 
internalization results in greater autonomous goal 
striving thereby resulting in greater need satisfaction 
and well-being.

The community psychology literature provides 
another framework for expecting PO fit to relate to 
need satisfaction. This literature argues that a sense 
of community is derived when individuals feel that 
they belong, matter, and can fulfill their needs by 
being a part of a community (McMillan & Chavis, 
1986). Extending this to an organizational context, 
Masterson and Stamper (2003) argued that individ-
uals with greater PO fit also are better able to satisfy 
their needs, and therefore should report a greater 
sense of membership and community in the orga-
nization thereby resulting in more favorable out-
comes. Taken together, these theoretical frameworks 
suggest that, over time, employees will attempt to 
adjust their fit with the organization and that only 
employees who “fit” and develop a sense of belong-
ing with the organization (PO fit) will remain. This 
resultant fit leads to more favorable employee out-
comes via the satisfaction of one’s needs perhaps 

either directly or because of a greater internalization 
of the organization’s goals and values.

PS Fit
The fit between supervisors and subordinates 

also has received significant attention in the lit-
erature. Similar to other types of fit, PS fit may 
be operationalized in many different ways includ-
ing attitudinal similarity, demographic similarity, 
or value congruence. PS fit relates to a variety of 
outcomes including job satisfaction, perceived per-
formance (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005), and organi-
zational commitment (Meglino, Ravlin, & Adkins, 
1989). Research also has observed that the quality 
of the work relationship between a supervisor and 
subordinate influences their attitudes and behaviors 
toward one another (Judge & Ferris, 1993). As with 
PO fit, PS fit often is operationalized based on value 
congruency between a supervisor and a subordinate. 
Given that values determine what is personally ben-
eficial (Locke, 1991), and given that supervisors 
shape employees’ work environments (Lord  & 
Brown, 2001), it is likely that PS fit based on value 
congruency would allow employees to satisfy their 
needs and lead to favorable outcomes.

Several theories highlight the importance of 
the congruence (fit) between the supervisor and 
the subordinate. Drawing from the leadership lit-
erature, leader-member exchange (LMX) theory 
proposes that leaders develop unique exchange 
relationships with each follower. These relation-
ships may be differentiated based on the degree 
to which they range from being based exclusively 
on the employment contract (low LMX relation-
ships) to those that involve a reciprocal exchange 
of valued currencies (e.g., affect, respect) between 
the leader and follower (high LMX relationships; 
Liden & Maslyn, 1998). As such, LMX represents 
the quality (fit) of the supervisor-subordinate 
relationship (Graen  & Cashman, 1975; Graen, 
Novak,  & Sommerkamp, 1982). Based on 
role theory, (Kahn, Wolfe, Quinn, Snoek,  & 
Rosenthal, 1964), LMX theory would suggest 
that higher-quality relationships are those based 
on currency exchanges (e.g., professional respect) 
that allow each other to satisfy one’s needs. For 
example, the degree to which subordinates com-
ply with supervisors’ role expectations influ-
ences the supervisors’ willingness to reciprocate 
by providing work-related resources, challenging 
work assignments, and by increasing a subordi-
nate’s autonomy (Graen & Scandura, 1987). That 
is, based on exchange theory, it could be argued 
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that when there is greater fit, both the subordi-
nate and the supervisor are more likely to help the 
other satisfy one’s needs by supplying what that 
person needs.

As yet another example of a related but relevant 
literature, consider the literature on abusive super-
vision (e.g., Tepper, 2007). Situations in which 
supervisors are abusive toward their employees 
would likely represent poor fit for the subordinate. 
Indeed, Tepper, Moss, and Duffy’s (2011) model 
of abusive supervision hypothesizes that perceived 
dissimilarity in attitudes or values with the subor-
dinate leads to abusive supervision. These abusive 
supervisors control resources and influence the 
employee’s environment. Abusive supervision has 
been associated with a variety of negative subor-
dinate outcomes including decreased well-being 
(e.g., psychological distress; Tepper, 2000). SDT 
would argue that this decreased well-being is 
a likely result of the employees not being able 
to satisfy their needs (Deci  & Ryan, 2000). 
Interestingly, Tepper’s (2000) items measuring 
abusive supervision directly suggest that such 
supervision likely would decrease employee need 
satisfaction. For example, two items nicely dem-
onstrate this point: “Does not allow me to interact 
with my coworkers,” which would be expected to 
influence relatedness need satisfaction; and “Tells 
me I’m incompetent,” which would be expected 
to impact competence need satisfaction.

Although we only present a few examples of 
theories addressing the supervisor-subordinate 
working relationship, these theories and others 
regarding supervisor-subordinate relationships or fit 
suggest that higher fit leads to favorable outcomes 
and greater well-being for the subordinate. We sug-
gest, according to SDT, that this occurs because 
greater PS fit results in employees better being able 
to satisfy their psychological needs and/or enhanced 
internalization of shared values. That is, when PS fit 
is higher, supervisors and subordinates are likely to 
share similar values, goals, and perspectives thereby 
resulting in higher levels of subordinate autono-
mous motivation. One stream of SDT research that 
explicitly investigates how a supervisor treats a sub-
ordinate might influence need satisfaction is the lit-
erature examining supervisory autonomy support.

The extensive literature on controlling versus 
autonomy-supportive environments clearly demon-
strates that controlling environments decrease intrin-
sic motivation and one’s self-determination, whereas 
autonomy-supportive environments increase 
intrinsic motivation and one’s self-determination 

(for a review see Deci, Koestner,  & Ryan, 1999). 
Controlling environments include those that, for 
example, focus on external rewards, provide little 
flexibility regarding one’s job, or allow little discre-
tion regarding how employees complete their work. 
Autonomous environments include those environ-
ments, for example, that allow employees flexibility, 
freedom, and participatory decision making.

Several studies have investigated the degree to 
which supervisors support an autonomous or con-
trolled work environment affects outcomes. For 
example, Pelletier, Fortier, Vallerand, and Brière 
(2002) observed that athletes who perceived their 
coaches as being more autonomy-supportive 
were more self-determined and persistent in their 
goal-related behaviors. Similarly, Guay et al. (2001) 
found that students whose teachers who were 
autonomy-supportive reported feeling more com-
petent in their academic work than students with 
less autonomy-supportive teachers. Numerous 
other studies have shown that subordinates with 
supervisors who are more autonomously-supportive 
report a host of positive outcomes, such as higher 
performance, increased well-being, increased 
intrinsic motivation, and more favorable work atti-
tudes (e.g., Baard et  al., 2004; Deci, Connell,  & 
Ryan, 1989). Research further indicates that an 
autonomy-supportive environment relates to favor-
able outcomes through the satisfaction of one’s psy-
chological needs (e.g., Deci et al., 2001). The good 
news also is that research suggests supervisors can 
be trained to be more autonomy-supportive of their 
subordinates (Deci et  al., 1989; Hardré & Reeve, 
2009) and that teachers can be trained to be more 
autonomy-supportive of their students (Reeve, 
Hyungshim, Carrell, Soohyun,  & Barch, 2004). 
It is important to recall, however, that individuals 
likely prefer different ways or options for satisfying 
their needs for autonomy. In order for supervisors 
to facilitate autonomy need satisfaction, they should 
provide numerous opportunities for employees to 
satisfy this need. Some ideas include providing the 
subordinate with options (e.g., flexible benefits, 
options on how to finish one’s work, scheduling flex-
ibility, participative decision making) and encour-
aging employees to do things on their own (Deci & 
Ryan, 1985). It should also be noted that managers 
who provide various options and opportunities for 
employees to satisfy their needs for autonomy may 
be doing so through increasing fit. That is, tailoring 
options to the desires of subordinates may increase 
PE fit, and in doing so, help employees to satisfy 
their needs.
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PG Fit
PG fit refers to the congruency between an 

employee and ones’ coworkers. In contrast to PO or 
PJ fit, considerably less research has focused on PG 
fit. Meta-analytic results indicate that PG fit relates 
to a variety of positive employee behaviors and atti-
tudes including employee job satisfaction, coworker 
satisfaction, overall performance, and contextual 
performance (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005). As with 
other types of fit, PG fit has been operational-
ized in a variety of ways, including demographic 
similarity, attitudinal similarity, and value congru-
ence. Although demographic similarity is impor-
tant, Harrison, Price, and Bell (1998) argue that 
“deep-level” attributes (e.g., value congruence) is 
especially important in influencing individual-level 
outcomes. Next we discuss why PG fit, especially 
when based on “deep-level” attributes, likely leads 
to favorable employee outcomes.

The similarity-attraction hypothesis (Byrne, 
1971) posits that individuals are attracted to indi-
viduals who are similar to themselves, communi-
cate more frequently with similar others, and as a 
result develop more cohesive work relationships. 
This value congruence and resulting cohesiveness 
translates into less experienced role ambiguity and 
role conflict because sharing similar values allows 
coworkers to better coordinate and understand oth-
ers’ actions (Meglino et  al., 1989). In addition to 
being more attracted to similar others because of the 
reduced role conflict and ambiguity, individuals who 
share similar values are likely to share similar goals, 
and therefore perceive their coworkers as facilitating 
goal attainment (Kristof-Brown & Stevens, 2001). 
Furthermore, individuals may prefer to inter-
act with similar others because such interactions 
serve to self-validate their own beliefs, attitudes, 
and preferences (e.g., Swann, SteiNSeroussi,  & 
Giesler, 1992).

The previous discussion suggests that PG fit 
facilitates the satisfaction of psychological needs. 
For example, the similarity-attraction hypoth-
esis suggests that we like people who are similar 
to ourselves. Indeed, Kristof-Brown et al.’s (2005) 
meta-analysis indicated that PG fit most strongly 
correlated with coworker satisfaction. We would 
expect this coworker satisfaction to help to satisfy 
one’s relatedness needs. Similarly, because less role 
conflict and ambiguity would be expected to facili-
tate goal attainment, we would expect such goal 
attainment to increase one’s competence need sat-
isfaction (or psychological need satisfaction in gen-
eral). Finally, because employees who are attracted 

to a group (PG fit) often feel that they have some 
influence over its members (McMillian & Chavis, 
1986), we would expect that PG fit would positively 
relate to autonomy need satisfaction.

PJ Fit
Unlike the previous types of PE fit discussed, PJ 

is not operationalized by value congruence. Rather, 
either objective measures or perceptions of DA fit or 
NS fit typically are used (Cable & DeRue, 2002). 
DA fit refers to whether the individual has the abili-
ties to meet the demands of the job. NS fit refers 
to whether the job supplies what the employee 
wants. Most research has relied on employee per-
ceptions to measure these types of PJ fit. Overall, 
PJ fit positively relates to employee job satisfac-
tion, organizational commitment, organizational 
identification, and strain (Kristof-Brown et  al., 
2005). Moderator analyses in Kristof-Brown et al.’s 
(2005) meta-analysis indicated that when predict-
ing attitudinal outcomes, overall PJ fit was the best 
predictor, followed by NS fit, followed by DA fit. 
Interestingly, NS fit also predicted job performance 
than did DA fit, suggesting that need fulfillment 
may be more important for employee performance 
and attitudes than DA fit. As with the other types 
of PE fit discussed previously, several theoretical 
frameworks exist that may be used to link PJ fit with 
need satisfaction.

One of the earliest interests of organizational sci-
entists was investigating how to best match the person 
to a job in order to increase proficiency. Recognizing 
that these earlier approaches often resulted in unfa-
vorable employee outcomes (e.g., decreased satis-
faction, increased turnover), subsequent efforts to 
design jobs focused more on employee well-being 
factors, such as employee motivation (Humphrey 
et  al., 2007). One such framework is Hackman 
and Oldham’s (1976) job characteristics model. 
Hackman and Oldham’s model argues that core 
job characteristics (e.g., autonomy) lead to critical 
psychological states (e.g., experienced meaningful-
ness of the work), which lead to favorable outcomes 
(e.g., internal work motivation). Their model subse-
quently has been expanded by researchers to include 
additional motivational (e.g., job specialization), 
social (e.g., social support), and work context (e.g., 
physical demands) characteristics (e.g., Humphrey 
et al., 2007). Other related work design approaches 
include, for example, job enrichment, job enlarge-
ment, and autonomous teams.

Linking PJ fit to psychological need satisfac-
tion seems intuitive. That is, if one has the ability 
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to meet the demands of the job, we would expect 
that person to experience competence need satisfac-
tion. If the job provides one with what one needs, 
we expect that the job allows for the satisfaction of 
each of the three innate needs discussed previously. 
Indeed, recently developed measures assessing job 
design include items measuring such constructs 
as social support and work methods autonomy 
(Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006), which might be 
expected to relate to relatedness and autonomy 
need satisfaction, respectively. However, what hap-
pens if a person is overqualified for a job? Will 
this person still experience need satisfaction and 
increased motivation, or will this person become 
bored, feel unchallenged, and therefore not experi-
ence need satisfaction? As hypothesized by Feldman 
(1996), underemployment (lack of DA fit) likely 
results in a variety of negative employee outcomes 
including decreased motivation, well-being, and 
job performance. Interestingly, in a seminal piece 
on underemployment, Bashshur, Hernández, and 
Peiró (2011) suggest that the negative effects of 
underemployment on employee performance may 
be through different channels. Specifically, these 
authors argue that objective overqualification may 
affect task performance through increased proce-
dural and declarative knowledge but that perceived 
overqualification might simultaneously decrease 
motivation, thereby negating the benefits of the 
increased knowledge. This suggests that the exact 
nature of the fit is important to consider and may 
affect one’s needs differently.

Mediating Role of Psychological 
Need Satisfaction

Previously we suggested that SDT might be 
a useful framework for examining the processes 
through which PE fit relates to favorable employee 
outcomes. We also noted the virtual lack of research 
integrating SDT and PE fit frameworks. One excep-
tion is a study by Greguras and Diefendorff (2009). 
They hypothesized that various types of fit would be 
associated with different types of employee psycho-
logical need satisfaction. Furthermore, they hypoth-
esized that psychological need satisfaction would 
mediate the relations between PE fit and employee 
outcomes (i.e., job performance and affective 
commitment). Consistent with their hypotheses, 
results indicated that PO fit positively related to 
the satisfaction of all three needs, PG fit predicted 
employees’ relatedness need satisfaction, and PJ 
fit (operationalized as DA fit) was associated with 
greater competence need satisfaction. In addition to 

these direct effects, results indicated that PO, PG, 
and PJ fit significantly predicted affective commit-
ment indirectly through their associated relations 
with the psychological needs discussed previously. 
PJ fit also indirectly affected job performance 
through employee competence need satisfaction. 
Furthermore, both PO and PJ fit directly related to 
affective commitment. Taken together, this study 
suggests that SDT is a useful framework for expli-
cating some of the processes through which PE 
fit relates to employee outcomes, mainly through 
the satisfaction of employees’ psychological needs. 
Throughout this chapter we have argued that PE fit 
may influence both psychological need satisfaction 
and one’s motivation. Next we discuss the relations 
between PE fit and employee motivation.

PE Fit and Autonomous-Controlled 
Motivation

As previously articulated, within SDT an impor-
tant consideration is the extent to which work is 
experienced as autonomous or controlling (Deci & 
Ryan, 2000; Gagné & Deci, 2005). Perhaps it goes 
without saying that need satisfaction is most likely 
to occur when individuals pursue tasks for intrin-
sically motivating reasons—these individuals sim-
ply enjoy their tasks and find the tasks interesting, 
which make them feel autonomous and competent. 
However, it may also go without saying that the 
experience of pure intrinsic motivation at work is 
probably relatively rare, and when it does occur, it 
is probably not sustained over time. As such, the 
goal of many employees (and their organizations) 
may be to try to maximize the extent to which work 
is experienced as autonomous (i.e., as being impor-
tant and aligned with one’s values). Thus, job char-
acteristics and social contexts that can facilitate the 
internalization process better enable employees to 
experience work as more autonomous (i.e., inter-
nalized and identified forms of motivation) and less 
controlling (i.e., introjected and extrinsic forms of 
motivation), which results in greater psychological 
need satisfaction.

As discussed, autonomous motivation is achieved 
when individuals pursue tasks for purely intrinsic 
reasons (i.e., the tasks are enjoyable) or because they 
have internalized the reasons for pursuing the tasks 
(i.e., they value the tasks). This process of inter-
nalization reflects the ways in which individuals 
learn to “take in” the external reasons for working 
on something. Organizations and their members 
clearly specify most work goals and tasks. As such, 
the process of internalization is likely to be easier 
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and more complete when the reasons for pursu-
ing the task naturally align with (i.e., fit) how the 
employee views the task (i.e., they naturally see it 
as valuable). We argue that PE fit plays an integral 
role in shaping the level of autonomous motivation 
experienced by employees, with some aspects of fit 
operating directly by creating contexts that match 
existing values and already established intrinsic 
motivators, and other aspects of fit operating indi-
rectly by facilitating the internalization process by 
helping to align external reasons for performing an 
activity with existing employee values. In the fol-
lowing sections we discuss how PE fit may relate to, 
or influence, the reasons for one’s goal pursuit.

Complementary Fit and 
Autonomous Motivation

Fit theory argues that environments can vary 
along several dimensions that correspond to per-
sonal attributes, desires, values, or motives of indi-
viduals. As such, an environment characteristic that 
allows the natural expression of one’s attributes 
should enable individuals to experience greater levels 
of intrinsic motivation. The notion of complemen-
tary fit is that the environment requires something 
that the person possesses, or vice versa. We contend 
that this type of fit is likely to facilitate autonomous 
motivation by providing an environmental con-
text that naturally aligns with existing employee 
attributes (e.g., values, skills, abilities). Perhaps the 
most obvious example of complementary fit is that 
of PJ fit, in which the person has abilities that are 
demanded of the job.

High levels of PJ fit indicate that the person’s 
capabilities are not less than or greater than what 
is needed to do the job well; rather the skills and 
abilities just match what the job requires. This cir-
cumstance is likely to lead to high levels of effort 
and engagement on the part of employees because 
they are sufficiently challenged by the work, but 
not so much so that they become exhausted or 
overwhelmed. This circumstance is reminiscent of 
the antecedents of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), 
which is characterized by absorption, enjoyment, 
and intrinsic motivation (Bakker, 2008). Bakker 
(2008) argued that “the occurrence of flow is most 
likely when people perceive a balance between 
the challenge of a situation and their own skills 
to deal with this challenge” and that “employees 
should particularly experience flow when their job 
demands match their professional skills” (p. 401). 
Similarly, Vancouver, More, and Yoder (2008) 
showed that individuals are most likely to exert high 

effort when there is a good match between challenge 
and ability, with effort decreasing when there is a 
mismatch in either direction. Thus, it seems that PJ 
fit may lead to need satisfaction because it engages 
the more autonomous forms of motivation on the 
part of employees. When PJ fit is high, employees 
are working on tasks that are challenging, absorb-
ing, and enjoyable.

However, there are likely some exceptions to 
the ability of PJ fit to lead to enhanced autono-
mous motivation. Consider situations in which 
the personal attributes needed to perform the job 
are themselves maladaptive for well-being or need 
satisfaction. For instance, bill collectors are often 
required to show negative emotions to delinquent 
customers to get them to comply with requests to 
pay their bills (Sutton, 1991). In this situation, high 
PJ fit may be achieved when the person is high in 
negative affectivity, trait anger, hostility, or neu-
roticism. However, these traits may directly harm 
well-being (Elfenbein, 2007), despite high PJ fit 
occurring. Similarly, Williams, Grow, Freedman, 
Ryan, and Deci (1996) showed that individuals 
high in a controlled causality orientation (i.e., dis-
positional orientation to experience environments 
as more controlling) did not fare better when placed 
in controlling contexts; rather both high controlled 
orientation and high autonomy orientation indi-
viduals were better off when placed in autonomous 
contexts suggesting that the fit hypothesis was not 
supported (Gagné & Deci, 2005). Similarly, Baard 
et  al. (2004) found that autonomy support and 
autonomy orientation both exhibited main effects 
on need satisfaction, rather than an interaction 
effect that might conform to the fit hypothesis (e.g., 
that low autonomy orientation might be better in a 
low autonomy-supportive context). Although these 
studies are suggestive about the potential for PJ fit 
to not always lead to better employee outcomes, 
no research directly examining the impact of fit 
on autonomy-controlled aspects of the person and 
environment has been conducted.

Supplementary Fit and Autonomous 
Motivation

As previously articulated, supplementary fit 
occurs when the person matches the environment 
on some characteristic. The most commonly dis-
cussed type of supplementary fit is that of value 
congruence, which can occur between the person 
and a variety of social targets (i.e., the organiza-
tion, supervisor, group, coworkers). We argue that 
value congruence forms of PE fit largely operate 
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on autonomous motivation indirectly through the 
process of internalization described previously. In 
particular, fit dimensions that emphasize the con-
gruence of values between the employee and oth-
ers in the work environment likely lead to higher 
levels of autonomous motivation and need satisfac-
tion through the process of individuals internaliz-
ing the reasons for performing the work. That is, 
value congruence (e.g., PO fit, PG fit, PS fit) means 
that the employee and other important social enti-
ties at work agree on underlying values, which can 
be thought of as goals that exist toward the top 
of an organizational goal hierarchy and shape the 
goals that exist at lower levels of the goal hierar-
chy (Diefendorff & Chandler, 2010). As such, the 
behavioral goals that are pursued on a day-to-day 
basis serve as the means by which the higher level 
goals (i.e., values) are achieved. Furthermore, the 
higher-level goals give meaning to and serve as the 
basis for pursuing the day-to-day activities. As such, 
the existence of high value congruence can infuse 
more meaning into behavioral goals pursued by 
employees. However, value congruence may come 
about as a result of socialization practices and the 
internalization process described by SDT. The 
internalization process outlined by SDT explic-
itly invokes the idea that individuals have come to 
accept external reasons for performing an activity 
as one’s own; that they have come to value the rea-
sons for doing tasks and see the tasks as important 
in their own right. This notion is similar to partici-
pative goal setting in which the person assigning 
the goals explains the reasons and importance for 
the goal as a way to help the employee understand 
and buy into the underlying value guiding the goal 
(Sue-Chan & Ong, 2002). Achieving value congru-
ence means that an employee agrees with the orga-
nization’s guiding principles. This value congruence 
provides an interpretive frame for the establishment 
of mid- and lower-level goals pertaining to work 
that needs to be done on a shorter-term basis. With 
an important underlying value supporting these 
goals, the person is more likely to experience the 
work as being autonomously derived, which should 
enhance the likelihood of need satisfaction on the 
job. This circumstance is in contrast to one in which 
employees experience low value congruence. Here, 
the person does not value the underlying reasons 
for performing work activities and the only orga-
nizational mechanisms that influence employee 
action involve the performance management sys-
tem (i.e., performance appraisal, compensation, 
discipline practices). Thus, the work is experienced 

as controlling (i.e., extrinsic, introjected) and the 
performance of the work may actually thwart psy-
chological need satisfaction.

As described by Sheldon and Elliot (1999), 
“Identified activity . . . fits with the person’s superor-
dinate values and deeper beliefs” (p. 547). Koestner 
and Losier (2002) purport that “the extent to which 
individuals have consciously integrated the value of 
domain-relevant activities into their personal goals 
and values will be more important [for investment 
and persistence] than their intrinsic interest in the 
domain” (p. 114). So, for one to pursue a goal with 
identified motivation, one must be able to internal-
ize the importance of the goal and make connec-
tions between one’s own beliefs and values. Fit via 
value congruence assumes a similar awareness of 
one’s values and an ability to connect the experi-
ences in one’s environment with one’s personal 
values. Thus, it is likely that those who perceive a 
match between their own values and those espoused 
and exemplified in their environment and among 
social others in their environment are better able 
to identify with and internalize the value of their 
goal pursuits within that environment. In contrast, 
it could be argued that whether value congruence 
relates to intrinsic motivation depends on what is 
actually valued. For example, if the employee and 
organization both value making money, this extrin-
sic value may not relate to autonomous motiva-
tion. We maintain, however, that value congruence 
(which is typically measured generally) most likely 
predicts autonomous work motivation because a 
fundamental value of human beings is to satisfy 
their psychological needs (Deci & Ryan, 2000).

In addition to the theoretical link between the 
concept of value congruence and identified intrinsic 
motivation, there is overlap in recently tested models 
of the relationship between both fit perceptions and 
self-concordance model outcomes. Notably, many 
of the outcomes associated with PE fit overlap with 
those identified as outcomes of the self-concordance 
model. This parallel research suggests the relevance 
of goal self-concordance as a potential explana-
tory mechanism for the bivariate relationships 
observed in the PE fit literature. The connection 
between PE fit and the self-concordance model 
also was mentioned by Judge and Kristof-Brown 
(2004) as a promising avenue for future fit research. 
Additionally, need satisfaction has appeared as a 
proximal influence on employee well-being and 
performance outcomes in both the PE fit lit-
erature (Cable  & Edwards, 2004; Greguras  & 
Diefendorff, 2010)  and investigations expanding 
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the understanding of the self-concordance model 
in organizations (Greguras  & Diefendorff, 2009). 
Although not typically considered within the PE fit 
literature, we believe one’s social network is directly 
relevant to PE and self-determination theories.

Social Networks, PE Fit, and SDT
Social network analysis deals with the web of 

relationships that connects persons in an orga-
nization (Borgatti  & Foster, 2003; Scott, 2000). 
Although interpersonal dyads are the building 
blocks of social network analysis, the added value 
of the social network approach is that it goes 
beyond the dyad and considers indirect relation-
ships through which people are connected (Brass, 
2011). These direct and indirect relationships are 
the channels through which resources flow, identi-
ties form, and opportunities are constrained or pro-
vided. Thus, the unit of analysis is an individual’s 
position within the social network. Social network 
theory views peoples’ behavior, attitudes, and cog-
nitions as outcomes of social structure (Mayhew, 
1980). Although Brass (forthcoming) recently 
reviewed various individual outcomes of social net-
works (e.g., turnover, task performance, creativity), 
need satisfaction and motivation were missing from 
this list. We believe that social network theory offers 
a unique opportunity for integrating itself with PE 
fit and SDT research. Specifically, social networks 
likely provide the channels leading to PE fit, and 
thereby, the satisfaction of psychological need sat-
isfaction and the degree of autonomous-controlled 
motivation experienced by employees.

Social Networks as PE Fit 
Formation

We argue in this section that one’s social network 
presents individuals with different opportunities 
(e.g., opportunities to work for different organi-
zations) and choices (e.g., choice between which 
group to join) that ultimately affect their PE fit. 
For example, recruiters may select individuals from 
their own social networks because they perceive 
doing so to reduce the risk of uncertainty. Indeed, 
Leung (2003) observed that founders of start-up 
companies used their social networks to find new 
employees. Similarly, once individuals enter the 
organization, their networks may influence the tasks 
for which they are responsible (PJ fit), the groups to 
which they join (PG fit), or the supervisor to which 
they are assigned (PS fit).

Social network theory can also inform theo-
ries about the role of organizational socialization 

initiatives aimed at increasing PE fit. In contrast to 
the PE fit literature that has mainly focused on dif-
ferent kinds of socialization tactics (e.g., institution-
alized vs. socialized), the social network literature 
has focused on newcomers’ socialization through 
their interactions with experienced organizational 
members. Morrison (2002) proposed that newcom-
ers’ network diversity should facilitate organiza-
tional learning about norms, goals, policies, history, 
and politics—all of which facilitate both PE fit and 
the internalization of organizational goals. Diverse 
networks, the degree to which people are connected 
to people from different groups, provide access to 
broad organizational knowledge because people 
from the same group are likely to share knowledge 
that is already known by its members and because 
they are less receptive of new information (Stasser & 
Titus, 1985, 1987).

Based on the network diversity argument, 
Morrison proposed a number of network character-
istics that improve socialization through the acqui-
sition of organizational knowledge. First, network 
size (i.e., the number of contacts) should increase 
the chance that contacts have different organiza-
tional backgrounds and thus possess diverse knowl-
edge. Second, newcomers’ number of contacts into 
different organizational units (i.e., network range) 
should provide access to diverse organizational 
knowledge (Reagans  & McEvily, 2003). Finally, 
some of these network contacts might also be con-
nected to each other. Mutually connected contacts 
are likely to share information with each other and 
therefore provide redundant knowledge (Burt, 
1992). Missing ties among employees’ contacts 
(i.e., low network density) therefore increase the 
access to diverse information and broader organiza-
tional knowledge. Thus, large networks of unrelated 
contacts in different organizational units should 
increase access to diverse organizational knowledge 
and therefore PO fit.

Social Networks and DA Fit
Although diverse network contacts are use-

ful when newcomers search for broad and diverse 
knowledge, their benefits are limited when employ-
ees need to develop job competencies. The knowl-
edge to perform a job (task mastery) and knowing 
the responsibilities and constraints associated with 
it (task clarity) require the transfer of complex 
knowledge (Morrison, 2002). Job-related knowl-
edge is often not fully documented or expressed in 
writing and includes tacit knowledge. Moreover, 
tasks in the organization might be related through 
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interdependencies, which further increase the com-
plexity of task-related knowledge. However, ties 
into diverse and distal parts of the organization are 
often infrequent and of low emotional intensity 
(i.e., the notion of weak ties; Granovetter, 1973). 
Ideally, newcomers or employees who want to 
increase their understanding of their jobs seek out 
contacts that are motivated to provide this complex 
information, are motivated to invest time and effort 
in explaining the matter, and are familiar with the 
recipients’ information needs (Borgatti  & Cross, 
2003). Employees are less likely to find this motiva-
tion and understanding in contacts to which they 
are only loosely linked through infrequent interac-
tions. Instead, complex knowledge transfer requires 
strong ties where people frequently exchange infor-
mation with each other and feel emotionally close 
(Hansen, 1999). Strong ties have greater motiva-
tion to assist and be available (Granovetter, 1973). 
This gives employees the opportunity to try, err, and 
seek instructions and feedback from strongly tied 
organizational members (Hansen, 1999). Moreover, 
strong ties might have developed communication 
styles that support the transfer of complex knowl-
edge (Uzzi, 1997). Strong ties should therefore 
promote task mastery and role clarity and help new-
comers align their abilities with the job demands 
(i.e., DA fit).

Social Networks and PG Fit
A frequent finding in social networks is that 

people who have friends in common but do not yet 
know each other sooner or later meet and find simi-
larities that bring them closer to each other. Thus, 
friendship works as an integrative force in social 
networks that brings together otherwise unfamil-
iar people and supports the development of strong 
interpersonal connections. These strong ties are 
important for the fit with the group because they 
confer strong normative expectations (Coleman, 
1988) and help newcomers to internalize a clear and 
consistent set of values (Podolny & Baron, 1997). 
For example, Rentsch (1990) found that the inter-
actions between organizational members increased 
their similarity in the interpretation of organiza-
tional events, and Burkhardt (1994) showed that 
communication frequency increased similarity in 
task-related beliefs. Moreover, it requires time and 
energy to maintain close and interconnected rela-
tionships, which limit the size of dense and cohe-
sive networks (Burt, 1992). PG fit is defined as 
the congruency between an employee and her or 
his coworkers. We propose that small networks of 

strong and cohesive ties foster integration into the 
group and PG fit.

Direct Effects of Social Networks on 
Need Satisfaction

Of course, networks might also have a direct 
effect on need satisfaction and thus motivation. 
The most obvious relationship is probably the one 
between relatedness need satisfaction and networks. 
Small and dense networks of strong ties should be 
an important source of relatedness need satisfaction. 
In these networks, the intimacy and connected-
ness among its members are the greatest. Network 
members in these networks are emotionally closely 
linked and reciprocally connected. Cohesive net-
works therefore form a source of mutual support 
for tangible (e.g., money) but also social resources 
(i.e., help) (Colemann, 1988; Wellman & Wortley, 
1990). Thus, we propose a direct effect of small and 
dense networks of strong ties on its members’ relat-
edness need satisfaction.

Another possible direct link between social net-
works and need satisfaction is the link of networks 
and competence. Job-related complex knowledge 
should come from strongly connected network 
contacts in similar job positions, which have the 
motivation and the expertise to transfer complex 
and often job-related knowledge (cf. Borgatti  & 
Cross, 2003). The second network correlate of need 
competence satisfaction comes from the employ-
ee’s ability to creatively solve job-related tasks and 
anticipate and proactively engage with task-related 
challenges. Specifically, employees with large and 
fragmented networks of loosely connected indi-
viduals have access to more diverse and nonredun-
dant information and are aware of more alternative 
ways of thinking and behaving, which increase their 
ability to foresee problems and make better deci-
sions (Burt, 1992). Moreover, these networks allow 
them to communicate ideas across a broader range 
of issues and reach a broader audience, which, in 
turn, increases their influence and potential to elicit 
support for their enterprises (Cohen and Levinthal, 
1990; Reagans & McEvily, 2003). Thus, large and 
fragmented networks of weak ties should increase 
competence need satisfaction through employee’s 
experience of their efficacy.

Finally, simmelian ties—strong ties that recipro-
cally connect at least three individuals (Krackhardt, 
1999)—might reduce autonomy because once a 
group of this nature is formed, group norms develop 
by which each member must play (Schein, 1965). 
Simmelian ties become even more restraining when 
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they associate the individual with more than one 
group. In this case, a person has even less choice 
of permissible behaviors because he or she has 
to conform to the norms of at least two groups 
(Krackhardt, 1999). Thus, autonomy may likely 
decrease with the number of groups to which an 
individual is connected.

PE Fit and Social Network 
Formation

We have argued that weak ties in large uncou-
pled networks and strong ties in intimate and 
cohesive networks promote employees’ fit with 
their organization because it helps them to find 
out “how to fit in here.” This might be particu-
larly true for newcomers because they face a real-
ity shock when they enter a new organization, 
which should increase the importance of social 
networks for the development of their fit with the 
organization. However, it might also be possible 
that employees’ fit with their organization affects 
the development of their social networks. First, 
PG fit measures the perceived value similarity to 
coworkers. Following the similarity-attraction 
paradigm (Byrne, 1971)  perceived similarity 
should increase attraction to and liking of other 
employees. Consequently, employees high in PG 
fit might initiate more friendly interactions, which 
should increase the strength of their relationships 
to their coworkers. Finally, people with high DA 
fit are more time efficient in their role and might 
use the saved time to build relationships at work 
(Anderson, Spataro, & Flynn, 2008).

PE Fit and Social 
Networks: A Summary

The relationship between social networks and 
motivation has received surprisingly little attention. 
We proposed that PE fit serves as a viable mecha-
nism for linking both concepts. PO fit is established 
through the transfer of broad, organizational knowl-
edge about cultural norms and values. According to 
the social network perspective this is best accom-
plished through large, low-density network of 
weak ties that reach into diverse social units of the 
organization. Although weak ties might suffice to 
acquire broad organizational knowledge, strong ties 
are necessary to transfer complex job-related knowl-
edge (DA fit). Moreover, small, dense networks 
of strong ties foster integration into work groups 
(PG fit). Interestingly, strong ties therefore might 
also directly increase motivation and competence 
need satisfaction and relatedness need satisfaction. 

Finally, it might be that PE fit facilitates the forma-
tion of new relationships.

In sum, social networks, PE fit, and SDT 
share many common themes. We also believe that 
research and theorizing in each area can help inform 
the other. With this discussion, we hope to encour-
age research that integrates themes and findings 
from these different research areas to facilitate a bet-
ter understanding of social networks, PE fit, moti-
vation, and the satisfaction of psychological needs.

Future Directions
Our review and integration highlights several 

directions for future research. We discuss these next.

• The complex interplay between fit and 
intrinsic motivation has yet to be directly 
tested. Given the myriad of environmental 
foci, and operationalizations of fit, research on 
the relationship between fit with autonomous 
motivation, controlled motivation, and goal 
self-concordance seems to be a promising 
avenue for exploration. Future research may 
examine the extent to which greater autonomous 
motivation (and less controlled motivation) 
flows from the experience of different types of 
fit, and whether the level of autonomy-control 
experienced mediates the links of fit perceptions 
with employee outcomes. Future research could 
test the proposition that complementary forms of 
PE fit relate to autonomous motivation directly 
(i.e., by activating already established values, 
skills, interest), whereas supplementary forms of 
PE fit relate to autonomous motivation indirectly 
by facilitating the process of internalization (i.e., 
by having the person come to adopt the values 
underlying organizational activities). That is, 
socialization processes and the amount of time 
on the job may be important for observing the 
effects of supplementary fit, whereas the effects of 
complementary fit may occur more rapidly and 
without the need for internalization processes.

• The directionality and causal ordering of the 
fit, motivation, and need satisfaction relationships 
could be examined. Although we reviewed the 
literature assuming fit may be an antecedent to 
intrinsic motivation and subsequent goal pursuit, 
need satisfaction, and attitude and behavioral 
outcomes, it could be argued that experiencing 
intrinsic motivation precludes the experience of 
fit with one’s environment. The experience of 
need satisfaction could similarly be conceived as 
a possible antecedent to fit. Research is needed 
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to determine whether experiencing intrinsic 
motivation and/or need satisfaction influences an 
individual’s evaluations of their fit with different 
environmental foci or, measuring fit another 
way, whether need satisfaction may motivate one 
to alter oneself or the environment to achieve a 
better fit. Longitudinal research designs aimed 
at isolating the causal direction by including the 
lagged independent variable and lagged dependent 
variable as predictors of the dependent variable—
and then switching which variable is the dependent 
variable—could be useful for determining the 
relative strength of the causal direction of effects.

• Specification of the mechanism by which the 
established relationships between fit and desirable 
workplace outcomes function could provide 
clarity and opportunity for managers regarding 
ways to leverage or ameliorate the effects of fit 
on well-being. Establishment of a more specific 
mechanism of fit’s influence on attitudinal and 
behavioral outcomes also bolsters the argument 
that fit is an important entry criteria (Kristof, 
1996). Linking the two concepts also addresses 
a general lack of research incorporating PO fit 
and organizational identification with motivation 
concepts (Diefendorff & Chandler, 2010).

• Existing theoretical frameworks and empirical 
research suggest that intrinsic motivation is 
optimal while extrinsic motivation is suboptimal. 
We encourage research that looks at the interplay 
among intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. 
Polynomial regression that seeks to understand the 
levels at which intrinsic and extrinsic motivation 
combine for optimal performance or well-being 
might be especially useful in better understanding 
the effects of motivation on employee outcomes.

• Surprisingly little is known about the 
relationship between social networks and 
motivation. We think that fit provides an 
interesting mechanism through which both can be 
linked. We have provided arguments for different 
aspects of social networks and how they can be 
linked to different kinds of fit. We also argue that 
fit can affect the development of social networks. 
Future research will have to test whether these 
propositions hold.

Conclusion
Although PE fit, SDT, and social network theory 

historically have represented parallel streams of theo-
rizing and research, we argue that there are many 
commonalities and that these bodies of work can 
complement and inform each other. As such, future 

research aimed at integrating these areas of research is 
needed. We propose that PE fit and social networks 
directly and indirectly (via the internalization of goals) 
affect psychological need satisfaction, and ultimately 
individual well-being. Because PE fit represents fit 
between individuals and their environments, numer-
ous existing theoretical frameworks (e.g., LMX theory, 
social networks theory) also have the potential to guide 
research aimed at understanding the complex interplay 
between PE fit, SDT, and employee well-being.
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Introduction
Job design is as important today as it was in the 

early 1900s, when scientists began to pay attention to 
the design of jobs during the early industrial revolu-
tion. Job design has for a long time been defined as 
“the set of opportunities and constraints structured 
into assigned tasks and responsibilities that affect how 
an employee accomplishes and experiences work” 
(Grant, Fried, & Juillerat, 2010, p.  418). As tech-
nology and globalization of the economy changes 
the way we work nowadays, the design of our jobs 
remains as important a source of motivation, but 
we now define it more broadly as “encapsulating the 
processes and outcomes of how work is structured, 
organized, experienced, and enacted” (Grant et  al., 
2010, p.  418). This definition takes into consider-
ation not only how organizations divide labor and 
coordinate the work to be done, but also how the 
individual influences the process of designing his or 
her own job, as well as his or her reactions to it.

It is not the goal of this chapter to provide a review 
of the job design literature. The reader can find excel-
lent recent reviews of this large and complex litera-
ture (e.g., Grant, Fried, & Juillerat, 2010; Parker & 
Ohly, 2008, 2009). Instead, we revisit this literature 
from the point of view of self-determination theory 
(SDT). Using the concepts offered by SDT, such 
as the different types of regulations and the three 
psychological needs, we explain how and why job 
design influences the motivation, performance, 
and attitudes of workers. As is shown throughout 
this literature review, much of what constitutes the 
body of job design research assumes that motiva-
tion is a major explanatory mechanism in the effect 
of job design on the worker. However, motivation 
is rarely assessed in job design research, and we 
consequently argue that assessing autonomous and 
controlled motivation, and assessing the satisfaction 
of psychological needs, are useful to advance job 
design research. Using SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985), 
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we argue that autonomous motivation is more likely 
to be promoted if the design of jobs satisfies basic 
needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. 
We therefore orient this review of the job design lit-
erature toward examination of this issue.

We start by discussing early approaches to job 
design, such as Taylorism and the Human Relations 
Movement. We continue with the multimethod 
job design model, which reconciles these two early 
views, followed by the most popular model, namely 
the job characteristics model (JCM) and its recent 
extensions. We then discuss the sociotechnical 
systems model and the job demands/job resource 
models. We end by touching on two recent phe-
nomena of interest, namely proactive work behavior 
and job crafting.

Early Approaches
Early approaches to job design stemmed from 

economics and engineering (Babbage, 1835; Smith, 
1776; Taylor, 1911). These approaches emphasized 
cost cutting and efficiency, but did not consider the 
experiences of the worker doing the job. In other 
words, the psychological effects of job design were 
not taken into consideration. Examples of what 
was considered adequate design included break-
ing down jobs into simple tasks, so that people 
could “specialize” in particular tasks and waste 
less time during task rotations. Scientific man-
agement emerged during this period, and advo-
cated job specialization and standardization, and 
the use of performance-contingent pay systems 
(Taylor, 1911).

Evaluating these job design methods from the 
point of view of SDT, we can expect that breaking 
down a job into several tasks to be done by differ-
ent workers is likely to make the tasks less enjoy-
able, challenging, and interesting, and this is likely 
to decrease the intrinsic motivation of workers. 
Intrinsic motivation requires matching task diffi-
culty with the actor’s current level of competence, 
such that task difficulty slightly exceeds current com-
petence level. This provides the optimal stimulation 
required to feel aroused during task engagement 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). However, it is possible 
that for minimally educated or minimally skilled 
workers, such tasks may still provide them with 
some challenge, though perhaps only for a short 
period. This challenge could increase their feeling 
of competence, but most likely not maximally and 
not for the long term. Breaking down tasks is also 
likely to not only make the job less interesting, but 
less meaningful. It is likely to make the outcomes of 

a job well done less obvious to workers, who do not 
have access to the “big picture” or to the impact that 
their work has on stakeholders. Because job special-
ization also involved determining how each job task 
is most efficiently done, thereby standardizing how 
it is to be accomplished, such a design also neces-
sarily involves taking away a lot of decision-making 
power. This is likely to make people feel less autono-
mous, because internalization of the value of work 
tasks is diluted through job specialization. Finally, 
job specialization was often done using an assembly 
line design at the time, which is likely to decrease 
contact between workers, thereby reducing the sat-
isfaction of the need for relatedness.

Scientific management also involves the use of 
piece-rate pay systems, and such compensation 
systems are still a matter of debate today. SDT has 
contributed greatly to feeding this debate. Although 
piece-rate systems can offer some form of perfor-
mance feedback that can enhance feelings of com-
petence, they can also make people switch from an 
internal to an external locus of causality (Deci & 
Ryan, 1985), thereby decreasing feelings of auton-
omy. Although this has been shown quite clearly 
in the laboratory (Deci, Koestner, & Ryan, 1999), 
the overall effect of such pay systems is quite com-
plex (Gagné & Forest, 2008) and should be stud-
ied systematically in the field. Moreover, individual 
performance-contingent pay systems are known to 
decrease cooperative behavior and group cohesion 
(Baker, Jensen, & Murphy, 1988), and we argue 
that they are likely to decrease feelings of relatedness 
(Gagné & Forest, 2008). Overall, the Tayloristic 
approach is unlikely to yield high autonomous work 
motivation because of its potentially negative effects 
on the satisfaction of the three psychological needs 
(see also Fay & Kamps, 2006).

The Human Relations Movement closely fol-
lowed Taylorism. Because Taylorism was found to 
create monotonous jobs where people could not exer-
cise any discretion, felt dissatisfied and alienated (Fay 
& Kamps, 2006), the Human Relations Movement 
was an attempt to rectify this situation by consider-
ing the psychological needs of workers. The famous 
Hawthorne studies (Roethlisberger & Dickson, 
1939), conducted in the 1920s, were one of the insti-
gators of this movement, where researchers found 
that, no matter what manipulation was introduced 
to test different work conditions, workers increased 
their productivity. This was interpreted as a reaction 
to the attention they were getting from the research-
ers during the study. Dubbed the Hawthorne effect, 
this iatrogenic phenomenon has become a matter 
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of concern in the design of psychology experiments 
(Adair, 1984). Although measurements of attitudes 
were not taken in the Hawthorne studies, and some 
of the conclusions drawn from them have since been 
questioned quite critically (Adair, 1984; Sonnenfeld, 
1985; Yorks & Whitsett, 1985), we can, in a post hoc 
fashion, guess that whatever positive outcome was 
obtained from the attention given by the research-
ers increased feelings of relatedness in the employees, 
which in turn fostered a more autonomous form of 
motivation in them.

Approximately 40 studies subsequently attempted 
to clarify and explain the Hawthorne effect (Adair, 
1984), although none of them directly measured 
motivation or need satisfaction. Many of these stud-
ies failed to replicate the Hawthorne effect, which 
led researchers to question its very existence. One 
possible moderator that could explain the variabil-
ity found in the results is the research participants’ 
baseline levels of need satisfaction. Hawthorne par-
ticipants were blue-collar workers in the 1920s and 
1930s, who worked in what we could consider today 
to be dire work conditions. Manufacturing work in 
those years was physically taxing, and the work con-
tract involved long work hours (often more than 60 
hours per week), poor job security, and authoritarian 
management. Participants in later experiments were 
most often children in schools or college students, 
who were more likely to experience higher daily 
need satisfaction. It could therefore be argued that 
participants in the Hawthorne studies started out 
so low in terms of need satisfaction, compared with 
participants in subsequent studies, that the pres-
ence of the researchers was enough to significantly 
increase their need satisfaction and consequently 
their productivity.

We could possibly test this hypothesis today 
by comparing plants in developing countries with 
plants in developed countries. If the hypothesis is 
supported, we could conclude that the Hawthorne 
effect is something specific to people who start out 
disadvantaged. One study actually provides pre-
liminary support for this hypothesis. Rosen and 
Sales (1966) detected a Hawthorne effect only for 
older workers, nonunionized workers, and workers 
who came from a rural background. In short, the 
Hawthorne studies have served to alert researchers 
and practitioners to the importance of psychologi-
cal needs in motivating workers, and subsequently 
led to the development of many management theo-
ries that take them into consideration.

Likert’s (1967) four management systems serve 
to categorize management styles from exploitative 

to participative, arguing that participative styles 
yield better outcomes for the organization, because 
they respect the needs of the workers. Examining the 
features of exploitative versus participative manage-
ment styles, one can observe that participative styles 
are likely to yield greater need satisfaction through 
the use of team work, group decision-making, and 
the setting of challenging goals. McGregor (1960) 
similarly discussed differences between Theory X 
versus Theory Y management styles, which resemble 
Likert’s typology. McGregor argued that managers’ 
own beliefs about their workers’ motivation could 
lead to self-fulfilling prophecies, such that when 
a manager believes that workers are unmotivated 
(Theory X), he or she ends up having to control their 
behavior through coercive measures to get anything 
out of them, whereas when a manager believes that 
workers are self-motivated (Theory Y), he or she can 
give them autonomy as they seem to be self-driven.

Herzberg’s hygiene versus motivators frame-
work (Herzberg, 1966; Herzberg, Mausner, & 
Snyderman, 1959), considered a classic theory 
of motivation, is relevant to job design because it 
introduced the notion of job enrichment to orga-
nizational behavior and applied psychology (Grant 
et  al., 2010). In essence, this “dual factor” theory 
proposes that job satisfaction and job dissatisfaction 
are different states that result from different forces. 
Job satisfaction was proposed to derive from “moti-
vators” (i.e., characteristics related to the nature and 
content of the job itself, such as opportunities to 
achieve, recognition, interesting work, responsibil-
ity, and the possibility to grow and advance within 
the organization). By contrast, job dissatisfaction 
was thought to result from “hygiene” factors (i.e., 
characteristics related to the context of the job, such 
as policy and administration, supervision, interper-
sonal relations, working conditions, salary, status, 
and security). Enhancing the motivators was pro-
posed to be a key to enriching a job (i.e., increasing 
its motivational power).

Herzberg’s theory has been criticized on various 
grounds, including the confusion between moti-
vation and job satisfaction (cf. House & Wigdor, 
1967), and the fact that it has received little empiri-
cal support (House & Wigdor, 1967; Locke, 1969; 
Parker & Ohly, 2009). Unsurprisingly, this theory 
is rarely used in contemporary motivation research. 
However, the two-factor theory provides inter-
esting insights into the role that need satisfaction 
may play in eliciting motivation. Indeed, making a 
parallel with other classic needs theories of motiva-
tion, such as Maslow’s (1943, 1954) and Alderfer’s 
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(1972), the hygiene factors in Herzberg’s theory 
fulfill lower-order needs, such as physiological and 
safety needs, whereas motivators contribute to satis-
fying higher-order needs, such as achievement and 
self-actualization. The idea that motivators (i.e., 
positive characteristics related to the nature of the 
job) contribute to intrinsic motivation through 
the fulfillment of the basic needs is consistent with 
SDT, because this theory emphasizes psychological 
versus physiological needs. In Herzberg’s theory, 
motivators would fall within the category of “social 
circumstances and task characteristics” that contrib-
ute to satisfying psychological needs.

The difference between these early need theo-
ries and SDT is that SDT has been more careful 
and systematic in crafting testable propositions 
and basing them on empirical research, yield-
ing a well-validated account of what constitutes a 
need and providing evidence for the importance 
of each of them for growth and well-being (Deci 
& Ryan, 2000; Sheldon, Elliot, Kim, & Kasser, 
2001; Sheldon & Filak, 2008). Like Maslow and 
Alderfer, Herzberg viewed the structure of need as 
being relatively universally distributed (Salancik 
& Pfeffer, 1977). This is also consistent with evi-
dence amassed by SDT researchers that the basic 
needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness 
as universally held needs (Deci & Ryan, 2000; 
Ryan, Sheldon, Kasser, & Deci, 1996). In sum, 
Herzberg’s two-factor theory is conceptually linked 
with SDT because it highlights the importance of 
providing work conditions that contribute to ful-
filling “higher-order needs,” such as the basic needs 
for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, which 
occupy a central role within SDT.

We can conclude from the human relations era 
that it has brought to the forefront two important 
considerations. First, human beings must have a 
certain level of autonomy in their job in order to 
be fully engaged. Second, human beings are social 
beings, a fact that cannot be ignored when design-
ing jobs. These two points touch on two of the psy-
chological needs postulated in SDT: autonomy and 
relatedness.

The Multimethod Job Design Model
A contemporary approach that attempts to inte-

grate scientific management and the human rela-
tions movement into a unique model, and allows 
the examination of the benefits and drawbacks of 
each, as well as their interaction, is Campion and 
Thayer’s (1985) multimethod job design model. 
This model includes motivational, mechanistic, 

biological, and perceptual/motor subcomponents 
of job design. The motivational approach borrows 
from the JCM (discussed at length later), whereas 
the mechanistic approach draws from engineering 
and scientific management. The biological approach 
borrows from medicine, which emphasizes physical 
comfort and health, whereas the perceptual/motor 
approach draws from ergonomics and cognitive sci-
ences, which emphasize the reduction of informa-
tion processing and physical requirements through 
the use of technology and monitoring.

Campion (1988) showed that motivational 
designs are linked to satisfaction outcomes, whereas 
mechanical designs are linked to efficiency out-
comes, biological designs are linked to health out-
comes, and perceptual/motor designs are linked 
to reliability outcomes. Campion and McClelland 
(1991, 1993) showed a tradeoff between the moti-
vational and mechanistic approaches, whereby an 
increase in the motivational characteristics often 
results in a decline in mechanistic characteris-
tics and vice versa, with associated consequences. 
Some research has shown that it is not easy to have 
a design that is motivationally and mechanically 
sound (Campion, 1988). Indeed, the introduction 
of just-in-time methods, for example (a mechanistic 
approach), has been shown to decrease individual 
autonomy (Klein, 1991). Similarly, the introduc-
tion of lean production practices (lean teams, assem-
bly lines, and workflow formalization) is associated 
with decreased perceptions of job characteristics, 
such as job autonomy and skill utilization, which 
in turn is associated with reduced organizational 
commitment, self-efficacy, and depression (Parker, 
2003; Parker, Wall, & Jackson, 1997).

However, more recent research shows that 
there are ways to design jobs to make them sound 
both motivationally and mechanically (Morgeson 
& Campion, 2002), by increasing specialization 
without decreasing motivational characteristics. 
Using task clusters, defined as the smallest collec-
tion of logically related tasks performed by a sin-
gle person to form naturally designed jobs where 
the person performs a whole identifiable piece of 
work, Morgeson and Campion examined how to 
combine interdependent task clusters to form the 
most mechanistically and motivationally sound 
jobs. Task clusters were evaluated in terms of job 
characteristics (e.g., simplicity, autonomy, impact, 
feedback) and then combined in a way to maximize 
both the mechanistic and motivational potential of 
the overall job. This approach ultimately results in 
breaking down several jobs into task clusters and 
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recombining them differently to form new jobs 
constituting a new organizational structure, which 
is quite involving for an organization. However, it 
may be the most efficient way to maximize gains 
from such an intervention.

What has not been evaluated within the multi-
method job design model is the impact of redesign-
ing jobs on motivational mechanisms, such as need 
satisfaction and work motivation. We argue that the 
results obtained in research, such as the one con-
ducted by Morgeson and Campion (2002), could be 
explained by examining how each approach affects 
the satisfaction of psychological needs. Although 
a mechanistic approach may make the person feel 
more competent in their job tasks (as long as the 
person is still challenged), it may decrease feel-
ings of autonomy and relatedness. In contrast, a 
motivational approach may foster autonomy and 
relatedness at the expense of feelings of efficiency. 
Morgeson and Campion (2002) found a good trad-
eoff by increasing specialization without making the 
job too simple and repetitive, thereby maintaining 
the challenge, and increasing or maintain motiva-
tional characteristics all the same, thereby maintain-
ing feelings of autonomy and relatedness.

Parker et  al. (1997) were also able to dem-
onstrate that one can introduce lean produc-
tion practices by combining them with the use of 
autonomous work groups, and reap the benefits of 
both: reducing production costs, while maintaining 
and even enhancing employee engagement. These 
researchers undertook a rigorous study comparing 
three types of work groups:  (1)  work groups that 
were not redesigned, (2) work groups where just-in-
time and total-quality-management methods were 
introduced, and (3) work groups where just-in-time 
and total-quality-management methods were intro-
duced in conjunction with establishing autono-
mous work groups. The authors observed that the 
latter group cognitively redefined their role in the 
organization more than the other two groups, such 
that employees in this group developed a more stra-
tegic orientation (i.e., endorsing the organization’s 
key strategies) and a broader role orientation (i.e., 
changing their views of their work responsibilities). 
Parker et al. argued that it was the addition of job 
autonomy in the third group that made the differ-
ence. These results concur with other research show-
ing that increasing task variety without increasing 
autonomy can have detrimental long-term effects 
on how people perceive their organizational role, 
and on their productivity (Axtell & Parker, 2003). 
We could interpret these results as showing that 

increasing feelings of competence (e.g., through 
increasing variety) is a necessary but insufficient 
condition for increasing autonomous work motiva-
tion:  autonomy is also necessary for autonomous 
work motivation to increase. This is supported by 
research showing that feelings of competence are 
related to intrinsic motivation only when feelings 
of autonomy are also high (Dysvik, Kuvaas, & 
Gagné, 2013).

The Job Characteristics Model
The Original JCM

Arguably the best known and influential model 
in job design, the JCM was developed decades ago 
by Hackman and Oldham (1975, 1976, 1980). 
This model focuses on five “core characteristics,” 
which were thought to reflect objective properties of 
jobs: (1) task significance, (2) task identity, (3) skill 
variety, (4)  feedback, and (5)  autonomy. Task sig-
nificance refers to the extent to which the job has 
a substantial impact on the lives or work of others, 
whether in the immediate organization or in the 
external environment; task identity, the extent to 
which it requires completion of a whole and iden-
tifiable piece of work; and skill variety, the extent 
to which it entails a variety of different activities 
that demand the use of a number of different skills 
and talents. Feedback reflects the extent to which 
carrying out the work activities required by the job 
results in the individual being given direct and clear 
information about the effectiveness of his or her per-
formance. Lastly, autonomy is the extent to which 
it provides freedom, independence, and discretion 
to the individual in scheduling the work and in 
determining the procedures to be used in carrying 
it out. Enhancing these five characteristics results 
in “job enrichment.” Although the model suggests 
these core characteristics are objective properties of 
jobs, it emphasizes the importance of employee per-
ceptions in regards to these characteristics, because 
employee reactions are influenced primarily by their 
perceptions (Hackman & Lawler, 1971).

The JCM proposes that enhancing the five core 
job characteristics (in a way that is perceived by 
employees) leads employees to experience three 
critical psychological states. The first of these states, 
meaningfulness of the work, is experienced when 
the individual perceives his or her work as impor-
tant, valuable, and worthwhile. The second state, 
responsibility for the outcomes of the work, is expe-
rienced when the individual feels accountable for 
the results of the work. Lastly, knowledge of results 
of work activities is experienced when the individual 
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has an understanding, on a regular basis, of the 
effectiveness of his or her performance. Specifically, 
the JCM contends that variety, identity, and signifi-
cance lead to experienced meaningfulness; auton-
omy fosters responsibility; and feedback provides 
knowledge of results. In turn, these positive psy-
chological states are thought to result in increased 
internal work motivation, a form of motivation 
that, within the terms of SDT, can be considered to 
include both intrinsic and autonomous motivation 
(Gagné & Deci, 2005), and other positive employee 
and organizational outcomes, such as enhanced job 
satisfaction and performance, and lower absentee-
ism and turnover. Furthermore, the JCM suggests 
that because the strength of higher-order needs var-
ies among individuals, the same job characteristics 
may have different motivational implications for 
different employees. The notion of “growth need 
strength” was proposed to capture this individual 
difference, and is proposed to moderate the rela-
tionships between the core characteristics and the 
psychological states, and between the psychological 
states and the attitudinal and behavioral outcomes.

The JCM draws from classic need theories of 
motivation, such as Maslow’s (1943, 1954)  and 
Alderfer’s (1972) theories. In essence, it is based 
on the idea that enhancing a job’s core characteris-
tics contributes to fulfilling employee higher-order 
needs, such as accomplishment and growth, which 
in turn elicits internal motivation and other posi-
tive outcomes (Hackman & Lawler, 1971; Parker & 
Ohly, 2008). The motivating power of conditions 
that satisfy higher-order needs is due to the fact that 
these needs are not necessarily easily satisfied in con-
temporary society. By contrast, because lower-order 
needs can be satisfied relatively easily, they are gen-
erally void of motivating power. Although the JCM 
does not specifically draw from SDT, the two are 
aligned because SDT also views enhancing the core 
job characteristics as a means of fostering autono-
mous motivation (Gagné & Deci, 2005). The two 
approaches diverge, however, with regards to the 
proposed underlying mechanisms:  SDT contends 
that satisfaction of the basic needs for autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness mediate relation-
ships between work characteristics and motivation, 
whereas the JCM proposes the three psychological 
states of meaningfulness, responsibility, and knowl-
edge of results as mediating mechanisms. Another 
difference is that the JCM emphasizes the role of 
individual differences in higher-order need strength 
(Hackman & Oldham, 1975), whereas SDT focuses 
on individual differences in need satisfaction (Deci 

& Ryan, 2000). However, whereas SDT views needs 
as universal, innate, and essential for well-being, it 
does not contend that there are no differences in 
need strength (Deci & Ryan, 2000), just that it 
focuses more on the level of satisfaction than on 
the level of need as a source of optimal functioning. 
This difference between the two approaches is thus 
more apparent than real.

Although meta-analytic results generally sup-
port the validity of the JCM, in particular with 
regards to the positive relationship between the core 
job characteristics and internal motivation (e.g., 
Fried & Ferris, 1987; Humphrey, Nahrgang, & 
Morgeson, 2007), they also reveal how broadly this 
internal motivation has been defined. In contrast, 
SDT offers a more differentiated and complete view 
of the range of motivation types that can be studied. 
As Gagné and Deci (2005) suggest, it is often use-
ful in the work domain to look beyond the study 
of intrinsic motivation, defined as doing something 
out of enjoyment, to include identified regulation, 
defined as doing something out of personal values. 
Studies looking specifically at autonomous motiva-
tion using the SDT framework have indeed found 
significant relationships between the core job char-
acteristic and this type of motivation (e.g., Derous 
& Ryan, 2008; Gagné, Senécal, & Koestner, 1997; 
Millette & Gagné, 2008). Research thus generally 
supports the contention that the five core job char-
acteristics lead to internal (intrinsic and autono-
mous) motivation.

In addition, relatively few studies have directly 
examined the mechanisms underlying these rela-
tionships. Specifically, empirical studies examining 
the mediating role of the three psychological states 
are surprisingly rare. Notable exceptions are stud-
ies by Johns, Xie, and Fang, (1992) and Renn and 
Vandenberg (1995). Johns and colleagues’ (1992) 
study suggested that meaningfulness is a “particu-
larly encompassing psychological state” (p.  667), 
because it mediated relationships between each of 
the five core job characteristics and some outcomes 
at least partially. Recent meta-analytic results indicate 
a similar pattern (Humphrey et al., 2007). Renn and 
Vandenberg (1995) found that psychological states 
only partially mediated the relationships between job 
characteristics and motivation. In other words, empir-
ical evidence does not entirely support Hackman and 
Oldham’s propositions concerning the mediating 
role of the three psychological states, and their con-
tention that different job characteristics would fos-
ter different psychological states. This suggests that 
further theoretical and empirical work is needed on 



Gagné,  Panaccio 171

the mediating processes underlying the relationships 
between job characteristics and motivation and other 
outcomes, and the use of the concept of need satisfac-
tion may be useful in such an endeavor.

In an attempt to shed light on the mediating 
processes linking job characteristics with motiva-
tion and other outcomes, some scholars have inte-
grated other theoretical advances into the JCM, 
and examined potential mediators other than the 
three psychological states proposed by Hackman 
and Oldham. For instance, Gagné and colleagues 
(1997) examined the four dimensions of psycho-
logical empowerment (autonomy, competence, 
meaning, and impact; Spreitzer, 1995) as potential 
mediators between job characteristics and intrinsic 
motivation. The empowerment framework is a logi-
cal choice, because three of its dimensions closely 
resemble the psychological states of meaningfulness, 
knowledge of results, and responsibility within the 
JCM (Gibson, Gibbs, Stanko, Tesluk, & Cohen, 
2011), but also two of the three psychological needs 
in SDT. Gagné et  al. found meaning to partially 
mediate the relationship between significance and 
motivation, autonomy to mediate the relationship 
between feedback and motivation, and competence 
and autonomy to mediate the relationship between 
job autonomy and motivation. Interestingly, how-
ever, the relationships between job autonomy and 
competence, and competence and motivation were 
negative. Although the other findings were in line 
with SDT, the negative relationship obtained with 
the competence dimension of empowerment is 
somewhat puzzling, especially as prior research has 
shown perceived competence to contribute posi-
tively to intrinsic motivation (Vallerand & Reid, 
1984). A potential explanation is that the partici-
pants in the Gagné et al. (1997) study (technicians 
and sales representatives) were not accustomed to 
having job autonomy, which resulted in threatened 
feelings of competence. This suggests initial reac-
tions to enhanced job autonomy may not always be 
positive, especially when employees are not accus-
tomed to, or do not expect high levels of autonomy. 
Alternatively, the authors did not examine poten-
tial interactions between the four components of 
empowerment. Dysvik et  al. (2013) found that 
competence was only positively related to intrinsic 
motivation when feelings of autonomy were high. 
Perhaps this could explain why competence was 
negatively related to intrinsic motivation in the 
Gagné et al. (1997) study.

One fruitful approach may be to integrate SDT 
within the JCM and, consistent with the view put 

forward by Deci & Ryan (2000), propose satisfac-
tion of the basic needs for autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness as the key mediators between job 
characteristics and motivation. Conceptually, there 
appear to be close connections between these theo-
ries. First, the core characteristic of job autonomy, 
which is the extent to which the job provides free-
dom, independence, and discretion to the individ-
ual in scheduling the work and in determining the 
procedures to be used, is conceptually very close to 
SDT’s psychological need for autonomy, which is 
a desire to experience ownership of one’s behavior 
and to act with a sense of volition (Deci & Ryan, 
2000). It thus seems logical to assume that enhanc-
ing autonomy within the job would contribute to 
fulfilling the need for autonomy.

Increasing task identity, that is, enhancing the 
extent to which the job requires completion of a 
whole and identifiable piece of work, should con-
tribute to fulfilling employees’ need for competence, 
the desire to feel capable of mastering the environ-
ment and bring about desired outcomes (Deci & 
Ryan, 2000; White, 1959). This is consistent with 
Hackman and Lawler’s (1971) view that task iden-
tity should be associated with feelings of worth. 
Task feedback may also contribute to fulfilling the 
need for competence, because felt competence has 
been shown to mediate the impact of feedback on 
intrinsic motivation (Vallerand & Reid, 1984).

Indeed, receiving direct and clear information 
about the effectiveness of one’s performance should 
either convey a message that one is competent (if 
the feedback is positive) or provide some guid-
ance for employees to improve their performance 
(if the feedback is negative), which over time 
may lead to higher performance. Consistent with 
this view, meta-analytic results suggest feedback 
often results in improved performance (Kluger 
& DeNisi, 1996; although this meta-analysis and 
subsequent studies suggest that several variables 
moderate this relationship). Increasing variety 
may also contribute to feelings of competence, 
because it may result in the employee developing 
a broader skill set. Lastly, enhancing significance, 
the extent to which the employee through his or 
her job has an impact on the lives or work of oth-
ers, should contribute to fulfilling the need for 
relatedness, which is a desire to feel connected to 
others (Deci & Ryan, 2000). This last proposition 
is not only supported by recent research (Grant, 
2008), but is an important addition to the JCM, 
which has left out social aspects of job design 
(Grant & Parker, 2009). Moreover, replacing the 
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critical psychological states with the satisfaction 
of basic needs is consistent with the foundations 
of the JCM given that early work on job design 
(e.g., Hackman & Lawler, 1971; Lawler & Hall, 
1970), which led to the development of the JCM, 
clearly emphasized the role of need satisfaction.

Extensions of the JCM
Despite its undeniable influence on job design 

research, the JCM and traditional job design the-
ories have been criticized on several grounds. For 
instance, they offer few useful insights on the medi-
ating mechanisms or processes through which work 
characteristics impact outcomes, and the contin-
gencies that may moderate those links (Parker, Wall, 
& Cordery, 2001). Furthermore, recent changes in 
the work context, such as the prevalence of service 
and knowledge work, the increased use of teams 
and flexible forms of work, and the trend towards 
leaner, more integrated organizations have brought 
on new challenges for which traditional job design 
theories are inadequate. To remedy these shortcom-
ings, Parker and colleagues (2001) proposed an 
elaborated model of work design that includes ante-
cedents to work characteristics at the organizational 
level (external and internal) and at the individual 
level. It expands work characteristics to include 
individual-level characteristics, such as control, 
variety, and feedback, but also cognitive, physical, 
and emotional demands, group-level characteristics, 
such as team autonomy, team feedback and team 
interdependence, and interactions between work 
characteristics at the individual and the group level. 
Motivation is proposed as a mediating mechanism, 
along with quick response, learning and devel-
opment, and interaction processes. The range of 
outcomes is broadened to individual and group 
outcomes, such as job performance, affective reac-
tions, safe working, and creativity, as well as orga-
nizational outcomes, such as productivity, customer 
satisfaction, and innovation. Lastly, organizational, 
group, and individual factors are proposed as mod-
erating factors (contingencies). These include inter-
dependence and uncertainty (organizational level); 
norms; size and skill composition (group level); and 
growth need strength, ability, and context satisfac-
tion (individual level).

Traditional work design theories, such as the 
JCM, have also been criticized for adopting a nar-
row conceptualization of job design, and more spe-
cifically for omitting to take into account contextual 
variables (cf. Grant, Fried, & Juillerat, 2010). 
To remedy this flaw, Morgeson and Humphrey 

(2006) recently proposed a conceptual extension of 
Hackman and Oldham’s original model to include 
knowledge-related characteristics, such as level of 
complexity and problem solving, social character-
istics, such as social support, interdependence and 
feedback from others, and work context characteris-
tics, such as physical demands and work conditions, 
in addition to the JCM’s five task-related charac-
teristics. Parker and colleagues’ and Morgeson and 
Humphrey’s models have yet to be tested extensively; 
however, meta-analytic results already provide some 
evidence that knowledge, support, and context 
characteristics help explain additional variance in a 
variety of outcomes (Humphrey et al., 2007).

In terms of mediating processes, Morgeson and 
Humphrey did not specifically propose variables 
other than Hackman and Oldham’s three critical 
psychological states. However, in line with the pro-
posed view that basic need satisfaction may mediate 
relationships between work characteristics and moti-
vation and other outcomes, Deci and Ryan (2000) 
suggested that relationships observed between 
work characteristics, such as deadlines (Amabile, 
DeJong, & Lepper, 1976) and choice (Zuckerman, 
Porac, Lathin, Smith, and Deci, 1978) were linked 
to intrinsic motivation through their impact on 
employee’s locus of causality, a concept closely 
related to the degree of experienced autonomy. 
Similarly, Parker and colleagues’ (2001) do not pro-
pose specific mediating mechanisms between work 
characteristics and motivation. However, Parker 
and Ohly (2008, 2009) emphasize the role of expe-
rienced meaningfulness, self-efficacy, psychological 
empowerment (of which the meaning component is 
akin to meaningfulness, the competence component 
corresponds to self-efficacy, and the choice compo-
nent represents self-determination), and internaliza-
tion, that is, the process by which employees adopt 
values, attitudes, and regulatory structures such that 
a behavior becomes internally regulated (Gagné 
& Deci, 2005), as potential important mediating 
processes. These mediators are conceptually close 
to the basic needs for competence and autonomy 
within SDT.

Furthermore, Grant and Parker (2009) argue that 
the relational side of job design has been neglected 
following the rise of the JCM, which focused 
mostly on task characteristics, leaving aside social 
characteristics. Grant (2008) focused on task signif-
icance as a characteristic particularly likely to foster 
feelings of relatedness, which he has shown fosters 
meaning-based (identified) work motivation (which 
he calls prosocial motivation). Task significance is 
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argued to be a relational job characteristic, linking 
the worker to a beneficiary (Grant, 2007). Increasing 
contact between workers and beneficiaries may have 
an effect on the workers’ identification processes 
(which could be explained through social identity 
theory) and possibly the workers’ feelings of relat-
edness (which could be explained through SDT). 
Grant and Parker (2009) also argue for the trig-
gering of empathy, which may be affected by both 
identification and relatedness satisfaction. The other 
side of the coin is when contact with beneficiaries 
leads to increased distress, due to the fact that one’s 
job necessarily requires to harm the beneficiary in 
order to bring positive outcomes in the long-term 
(Grant & Campbell, 2007; Margolis & Molinsky, 
2008). Examples include medical professions that 
require inflicting physical pain during medical pro-
cedures. Grant and Campbell (2007) found in two 
studies that perceiving such work as having a posi-
tive impact on beneficiaries attenuates the fact that 
the tasks involve harming them, helps preserve job 
satisfaction, and buffer against burnout. It would be 
extremely interesting to see how workers deal with 
these issues from the point of view of need satisfac-
tion. Does inflicting pain for good reasons increase 
or decrease feelings of competence, autonomy, and 
relatedness? Does experiencing high relatedness to 
beneficiaries enhance feelings of distress resulting 
from such task requirements? Since Fernet, Gagné, 
and Austin (2010) have shown that the autono-
mous motivation of teachers does buffer against 
burnout, would it also buffer against distress caused 
by doing harm?

The Sociotechnical Systems 
Approach

Another stream of research on job design, called 
the sociotechnical systems approach, focuses on the 
interaction between people, technology, and organi-
zational structure (Cherns, 1976; Rousseau, 1977). 
Developed at the Tavistock Institute in London, 
pioneers Trist and Bamford (1951) observed in a 
study that despite improved technology, productiv-
ity remained stagnant, and that increased pay did 
not make a difference. They found, however, that 
the use of autonomous work groups improved 
things considerably, especially when workers were 
given management autonomy. Autonomous work 
groups typically do the following things (e.g., 
Kemp, Wall, Clegg, & Cordery, 1983):  they dis-
tribute work among team members, strive to reach 
production targets and quality standards, solve pro-
duction problems, make maintenance calls, record 

production data, organize schedules, order materi-
als, manage a budget, and participate in the selec-
tion and training of new recruits. Most interesting 
is that these groups are not managed by supervisors, 
but are self-managed and report to a general man-
ager instead.

Research supports the superiority of autonomous 
work groups over conventional plant designs in 
manufacturing organizations in terms of increased 
productivity. Wall, Corbett, Martin, Clegg, and 
Jackson (1990) found that giving machine opera-
tors control over maintenance and programming 
(in addition to loading, monitoring, and unloading 
tasks) improved their productivity and their job sat-
isfaction, and lowered perceived job pressure. Kemp 
and colleagues (1983) found that employees work-
ing in autonomous work groups reported higher job 
satisfaction and perceived greater work role com-
plexity compared with workers in another indus-
trial organization using traditional design. Other 
research demonstrates that the positive effects of 
autonomous work groups are long-lasting, espe-
cially on intrinsic work motivation (Wall, Kemp, 
Jackson, & Clegg, 1986).

Autonomous work groups arguably enrich the 
design of tasks (Campion, Medsker, & Higgs, 
1993; Campion, Papper, & Medsker, 1996; Griffin, 
Patterson, & West, 2001). The tasks accomplished 
by autonomous work group are enriched from the 
point of view of Morgeson and Humphrey’s work 
design model. Not only do members of these auton-
omous work groups have more task and skill variety, 
task identity, and significance, but the responsibili-
ties they have increase their levels of autonomy, and 
they have more sources of feedback. Moreover, the 
task interdependence in these groups is enhanced, 
and so is the level of knowledge. Indeed, some 
researchers have integrated notions from team and 
job design research to develop, for example, a team 
characteristics model (Strubler & York, 2007). 
Cohen, Ledford, and Spreitzer (1996) demonstrated 
that autonomous work groups demonstrated bet-
ter group management, such as clear norms, better 
coordination, and more expertise and innovation, 
because of the enriched design this form of work 
organization creates, that they performed better (in 
terms of quality, productivity, costs, and safety) and 
that they were less absent. Like in the previous sec-
tion on the JCM, the fact that motivational charac-
teristics are enhanced in autonomous work groups 
may be the cause of these positive results, and as 
argued in the previous section, need satisfaction is 
likely to be an important mediator in these effects.
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As discussed earlier, Parker and colleagues 
(1997) showed how the introduction of autono-
mous work groups in manufacturing plants can 
change the way people view their organizational 
roles and responsibilities, thereby increasing effi-
ciency and productivity. We argue that this happens 
through a process of internalization, which in SDT 
is essential to the development of autonomous work 
motivation (Ryan, 1995). Internalization has also 
been shown to be promoted by the satisfaction of 
the three psychological needs for autonomy, com-
petence, and relatedness, and it is very possible that 
when work is organized through autonomous work 
groups, the satisfaction of these needs is enhanced 
from within the teams—although this remains to be 
tested. The use of teams has been related to feeling 
autonomous (Meier, 1984) and to reports of more 
motivating task design, higher-quality relationships 
among team members, decreased work load, and 
increased well-being (van Mierlo, Rutte, Seinen, & 
Kompier, 2000).

The Job Demands/Job 
Resources Models

A different way to conceptualize job design is 
found in work on job demands, control, support, 
and resources by Karasek and colleagues (Karasek, 
1979; Karasek & Theorell, 1990)  and, more 
recently, by other scholars (e.g., Demerouti, Bakker, 
Nachreiner, & Schaufeli, 2001; Schaufeli & Bakker, 
2004). Known as the job demands-control-support 
and the job demands-resources (JD-R) model, 
respectively, these frameworks were developed with 
the goal of understanding how characteristics of the 
work could impact workplace stress and well-being. 
Unlike “narrow” models, such as Hackman and 
Oldham’s JCM, these models seek to consider a 
broad array of work-related variables, including 
contextual variables.

The initial job demands-control (later expanded 
to include support) model proposed that job 
demands exerted a direct, negative effect on work-
place well-being, whereas control (i.e., autonomy) 
and support moderate that effect such that, under 
conditions of high control or high support, the 
negative impact of demands on well-being was 
weaker. This model, and specifically, the proposed 
interactive effect, has received mixed empirical sup-
port (e.g., de Lange, Taris, Kompier, Houtman, & 
Bongers, 2003; Taris & Kompier, 2005; van Yperen 
& Hagedoorn, 2003).

The JD-R model, a revised version of the frame-
work, has received more empirical support (e.g., 

Demerouti et al., 2001). This model proposes inde-
pendent main effects for demands and resources on 
different facets of workplace well-being. Specifically, 
it contends that job demands, defined as features 
of the work context that tax employees’ personal 
capacities (Bakker, Demerouti, Taris, Schaufeli, & 
Schreurs, 2003; de Jonge & Dormann, 2006), are 
negatively related to burnout through an energetic 
process, whereas job resources, “those physical, psy-
chological, social, or organizational aspects of the 
work context that either/or (1) reduce job demands 
and the associated physiological and psychological 
costs; (2) are functional in achieving work goals, and 
(3)  stimulate personal growth, development, and 
learning” (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004, p.  296) are 
positively related to job engagement through a moti-
vational process (Van den Broeck, Vansteenkiste, De 
Witte, & Lens, 2008). Central to these processes is 
the satisfaction of basic needs, such as the needs for 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Schaufeli 
& Bakker, 2004; Van den Broeck et al., 2008).

The JD-R presents clear conceptual links with 
SDT because both theories view the satisfaction of 
basic needs as important motivational mechanisms 
(Deci & Ryan, 2000; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). 
Recently, scholars have begun integrating these 
theories (e.g., Boudrias et al., 2011; Fernet, Guay, 
& Sénécal, 2004; Van Beek, Hu, Schaufeli, Taris, 
& Schreurs, 2012; Van den Broeck et  al., 2008). 
Indeed, both theories recognize that work-context 
characteristics—demands and resources, among 
others—can influence the fulfillment of basic 
needs, and as was recently pointed out, both theo-
ries have implications for occupational health (Van 
den Broeck et al., 2008). In line with this, Van den 
Broeck and colleagues (2008) found job demands 
to be negatively and job resources positively related 
to overall basic needs fulfillment. However, subse-
quent research only found a positive relationship 
between job resources and need satisfaction, failing 
to find a significant negative relationship between 
job demands and need satisfaction (Boudrias et al., 
2011). Further research bridging SDT and the 
JD-R is thus needed to determine whether need sat-
isfaction is mainly influenced by job resources, as 
Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) originally suggested, 
or if job demands can also influence (reduce) need 
satisfaction, as suggested for instance by Van den 
Broeck and colleagues (2008). The distinction 
between challenging versus hindering job demands 
(cf. Podsakoff, LePine, & LePine, 2007) may also 
be relevant in explaining their impact on need 
satisfaction.
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Looking Ahead: Proactive Work 
Behavior and Job Crafting

Proactive work behavior is defined as behavior 
that is meant to initiate change, is self-starting, and 
is future oriented (Griffin, Neal, & Parker, 2007; 
Parker, Bindl, & Strauss, 2010). The motivation 
of such behavior, according to Parker et al. (2010), 
depends on three factors:  (1)  whether the person 
believes he or she can do it, (2)  the reasons for 
wanting to do it, and (3) where the energy to do it 
comes from (affect is proposed to bring this energy 
about). The first factor depends heavily on feelings 
of competence, whereas the second depends heavily 
on feelings of autonomy. Reasons for engaging in 
proactive behavior can be evaluated using measures 
of autonomous and controlled motivation, though 
according to Parker et al. (2010), proactive behavior 
is by definition autonomously regulated. However, 
we leave further discussion of proactive work behav-
ior to Strauss and Parker [Chapter 4].

We will focus instead on the issue of job crafting, 
a particular type of proactive work behavior that 
involves redesigning one’s own job. Wrzesniewski 
and Dutton (2001) more formally developed the 
concept of job crafting to describe the process 
through which employees proactively alter the 
boundaries of their own tasks and relationships to 
enhance meaning and identity in the workplace. 
Employees can change physical task boundaries by 
altering the number or type of tasks that they com-
plete, and they can change relational boundaries 
by altering with whom and how they interact and 
communicate at work. Job crafting usually involves 
attempting to achieve a better fit between one’s own 
skills and knowledge, and those of the work envi-
ronment, including job tasks, through negotiation 
with the employer (Parker et al., 2010).

When thinking about job crafting more deeply, it 
becomes obvious that we must stop thinking about 
jobs, and think instead of roles that workers play in 
an organization (Ilgen & Hollenbeck, 1991). A role 
is defined as a combination of formal and informal 
task elements, and employees, to different degrees, 
initiate the incorporation or transformation of 
new task elements to make the role fit their aspi-
rations and their skills (Grant, Fried, & Juillerat, 
2010). Parker et  al. (1997) capture this phenom-
enon very well through the concept of role orien-
tation, and have found that both competence and 
autonomy are essential for its development (see also 
Morgeson, Delaney-Klinger, & Hemingway, 2005; 
Parker, 1998), which fits SDT’s postulates very 
well. Wrzesniewski and Dutton (2001) similarly 

argue that people attempt to satisfy three needs 
when crafting their job:  (1)  the need for control 
and meaning, (2) the need for a positive self-image, 
and (3) the need for connecting with others. These 
three needs overlap in great part with the needs for 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness postulated 
in SDT.

Essentially, job crafting involves enhancing the 
motivational potential of one’s job through one’s 
own redesign, rather than top-down work rede-
sign. So not only can it be promoted through 
need satisfaction, as mentioned previously, but 
it is likely, and has been shown, to lead to subse-
quently higher need satisfaction (Frese, Garst, & 
Fay, 2007). Because challenge needs to be relatively 
high in order for flow to be possible (Massimini & 
Carli, 1988), individuals need increasingly greater 
challenge to remain intrinsically motivated. Job 
crafting is a good way to obtain more challenging 
and stimulating work. Furthermore, job crafting 
may be both an indicator of internalization and a 
mechanism to bring about internalization, because 
in order for the job to have greater meaning to the 
employee, it must become more consistent with 
his or her goals and values. Through job crafting, 
employees would thus themselves make the job 
more autonomously motivating. In short, recent 
views of job design move away from viewing job 
design as a static construct toward viewing it as a 
dynamic and constantly changing construct (Clegg 
& Spencer, 2007), which is exciting for the devel-
opment of future job design theories.

The Changing Work Environment
From the time early theories of job design 

were developed to the ones used today, many 
changes have occurred in the world of work. These 
changes include a shift from a manufacturing to a 
service-oriented economy, the rise of the knowledge 
worker, an increase in the use of teams (which leads 
to an increase in task interdependence), a global-
ization of the economy and consequently of migra-
tion patterns of the workforce, leading to increased 
ethnic and cultural diversity within organizations, 
as well as transformed psychological contracts. In 
addition, we are dealing with an ageing population, 
and an ever complexifying technology, which is 
partly responsible for more and more creative work 
arrangements, such as virtual work (Grant, Fried, 
Parker, & Frese, 2010). These factors are bound to 
transform our theories of job design, or at least force 
us to revisit them in light of this changing work 
environment.
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Telecommuting, for example, has been argued 
to increase job autonomy (Feldman & Gainey, 
1997; Hill, Ferris, & Martinson, 2003), and to 
require that employees be more self-regulated in 
their work behavior (Raghuram, Wiesenfeld, & 
Garud, 2003). It has also been thought to iso-
late workers by separating them from their social 
network (Kurland & Bailey, 1999). Although the 
use of telecommuting has been positively related 
to firm performance (Sanchez, Perez, de Luis 
Carnicer, & Jimenez, 2007), very little research 
actually tests whether telecommuting increases 
job autonomy and requires more self-regulation 
than traditional jobs, or to what extent it creates 
a feeling of isolation among telecommuters. No 
research, to our knowledge, has ever looked at 
the design characteristics of telecommuting jobs. 
Research on telecommuting should compare the 
design of these types of jobs with the design of 
more traditional and equivalent work arrange-
ments (i.e., the same job done on organizational 
premises). Job autonomy and feelings of isolation 
may actually vary across different telecommuting 
jobs, depending on the rules that are established 
for these workers, the technology they need to 
use, and the type of work that is accomplished.

Another recent trend in work organizations is 
the use of depersonalized work design. Workplace 
decor can be analyzed in terms of physical iden-
tity markers that help individual employees forge 
their identity as organizational members (Elsbach, 
2004). The formation of social identities relies on 
a process of internalization that may function 
similarly to the motivational one proposed in 
SDT (Tajfel, 1982; Ryan, 1995). As mentioned 
previously, internalization depends on the satis-
faction of the psychological needs, and in the case 
of social identity, we argue that the needs for relat-
edness and autonomy may be particularly impor-
tant. What is really interesting in Kim Elsbach’s 
research is the finding that when organizations use 
nonterritorial work environments, where employ-
ees must book their workspace daily and evacuate 
completely at the end of each day, people report 
feeling that their identity is threatened and go to 
great lengths to reaffirm their identity in the orga-
nization (Elsbach, 2003).

Although these arrangements are financially 
attractive to employers, for whom space is expen-
sive (Turner & Myerson, 1998), and may be per-
ceived as a good arrangement for employees who 
travel a lot as part of their job (e.g., consultants, 
salespeople) and for telecommuters, the cost of the 

potential decrease in employee morale and pro-
ductivity is not taken into consideration (Donald, 
1994). Having dedicated office space is one of the 
important factors that forge organizational identity 
(Elsbach, 2003), which is an important factor for 
retention (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). Some noted 
reactions to nonterritorial workplaces include the 
loss of valued employees, conflict over the choice of 
workstations between employees, squatting, more 
idiosyncratic behavior and dress to attract attention 
to themselves, and leaving marks on the desktop of 
workstation computers (Donald, 1994; Elsbach, 
2003). This may be happening because employees 
feel less valued by the organization, are less able 
to forge relationships at work with other employ-
ees because of the constant migration that occurs, 
and because employees feel this standardization is a 
threat to their autonomy. It was also observed that 
people take a long time to “set up” their space when 
they arrive, a setup that often includes portable 
artifacts (Elsbach, 2003), which leaves less time for 
productive work, which in turn could affect their 
feelings of competence. It would be very interesting 
to explore these ideas in future research, along with 
an examination of the impact of such work arrange-
ments on work motivation.

By providing a theoretical framework explaining 
why and how specific work characteristics enhance 
motivation, that is, satisfaction of the three basic 
needs, SDT provides direction for organizations to 
shape these new work arrangements in a manner 
that is conducive to greater autonomous motivation. 
For instance, organizations that use telecommuting 
may implement and encourage employees to use 
in-house social networks, and organize regular social 
events to ensure employees’ need for relatedness is 
fulfilled despite the lack of regular face-to-face inter-
action with coworkers and supervisors. Employers 
using depersonalized work spaces may provide 
employees with opportunities to choose their work 
stations and personalize their work spaces in a way 
that does not preclude others from using it, to avoid 
thwarting their need for autonomy.

Conclusion
We argue for the use of SDT (Deci & Ryan, 

1985) to better understand the explanatory mech-
anisms underlying job design effects on employee 
outcomes. The satisfaction of psychological needs 
for competence, autonomy, and relatedness seems 
particularly helpful in understanding these effects. 
They are useful inasmuch as they help us analyze 
and predict how a particular work environment is 
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likely to affect worker motivation, and they can 
serve as useful guides in determining optimal job 
design. But the effect of need satisfaction may be 
a bit more complex. Job autonomy, for example, 
may have more than just a motivational function. 
Job autonomy has for effect not only to increase 
the satisfaction of the need for autonomy, but 
also to allow the employee to exercise more skills 
and learn new things, which is likely to lead to 
increased knowledge as well as increased compe-
tence satisfaction (Grant & Parker, 2009; Wall, 
Jackson, & Mullarkey, 1995). Other such exam-
ples may exist as well.

SDT can contribute to our understanding 
of why certain job designs have their effects on 
employee outcomes. It provides some of the neces-
sary psychological mediators that help explain the 
effects of job characteristics on employee outcomes. 
Internalization, for example, has not been consid-
ered as an explanatory mechanism through which 
job characteristics may lead to increased worker 
motivation and commitment, but may be at the core 
of the matter (Parker & Ohly, 2008). SDT can also 
be used to better our understanding of how certain 
job characteristics interact with other organizational 
factors, such as organizational structure, leadership 
style, and technologies (Parker et al., 2001).

What is striking when reading the recent lit-
erature is to see that although the way jobs are 
designed has evolved, it varies tremendously. Some 
research argues that some new job designs are as 
“Tayloristic” as they were 100 years ago, dubbing 
contemporary job designs as “electronic sweat-
shops” (Davis, 2010). Other research focuses 
on job crafting (Berg, Wrzesniewski, & Dutton, 
2010). On the one hand, this can been seen as 
exciting, because the view of job design that we 
have today is much broader than it was 100 years 
ago. On the other hand, this can be seen as discour-
aging, because some of the so-called progress seems 
to simply be a masquerade of technology with no 
improvement to the human experience. What this 
really illustrates is that job design research is still 
needed, and that SDT may help forge new grounds 
in this exciting field of research.
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Introduction
For many, organizational leadership is synony-

mous with motivation. The role of organizational 
leaders is largely described in terms of motivating 
the behaviors of others, and there is an extensive 
body of literature that considers how leadership 
in organizations affects organizational behaviors 
and attitudes, such as motivation (for a review, 
see Barling, Christie, & Hoption, 2010). A  cen-
tral research question in the organizational leader-
ship literature has been: what can managers do to 
promote or maintain the motivation of employees 
to be efficient and productive workers? Despite 
the importance of this research question, there 
has been little empirical research directly linking 
motivation to leadership styles and various lead-
ership theories. This chapter addresses this gap in 
the literature in the context of formal leadership 
positions within organizations, including manag-
ers and supervisors.

Diefendorff and Chandler (2011) describe lead-
ership as a proximal external influence on motiva-
tion, meaning that leaders can provide employees 
with external motivation driven primarily by social 
influence, but also by manipulating job characteris-
tics, policies, assigned goals, rewards, and perceived 
equity and fairness. Specifically, the control that 
managers wield over these aspects of the workplace 
gives them considerable influence over how employ-
ees perceive the work environment to be control-
ling versus autonomous, which can in turn impact 
employees’ sense of self-determination. This major 
influence that leaders can exert on followers high-
lights the importance of understanding how leader 
behavior can either motivate or demotivate employ-
ees to work productively in organizations.

This chapter addresses the question of how 
leaders motivate followers within the context of 
self-determination theory. We first review the three 
psychological needs followed by the literature on 

Abstract

This chapter addresses the motivational aspects of leadership within the context of self-determination 
theory. We first review the three basic psychological needs and discuss previous work on autonomy 
support and employee outcomes. Next, we review five prominent leadership theories in the management 
literature and how each theory is related to self-determination theory. We also discuss how specific 
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competence) and how each leadership theory addresses these three needs. We finish with a discussion 
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manager autonomy support and how it influences 
employee outcomes. Here we also provide practi-
cal suggestions for increasing autonomy support. 
Second, we briefly describe five prominent leadership 
theories in the management literature: (1) transfor-
mational leadership theory, (2) charismatic leader-
ship theory, (3)  leader-member exchange (LMX), 
(4) behavioral leadership theory, and (5) authentic 
leadership. We go into detail about what each the-
ory says about motivating employees, and through 
what specific mechanisms each leadership style may 
motivate followers. We also describe how each of 
the five leadership theories covered in this chapter 
addresses each of the three intrinsic psychological 
needs. Finally, we discuss a new program of research 
on motivation to lead, which examines what moti-
vates individuals to be leaders.

The Effects of Leadership Behavior 
on Need Satisfaction

Leader behaviors that promote the satisfaction 
of the basic psychological needs of employees are 
likely to produce positive outcomes like motivation, 
whereas behaviors that prevent need satisfaction will 
likely lead to negative outcomes (Baard, Deci, & 
Ryan, 2004). According to self-determination the-
ory, these basic psychological needs are autonomy, 
relatedness, and competence. Autonomy means 
choosing to engage in behavior that is compatible 
with one’s values, out of personal interest or expres-
sion of the self (Ryan & Deci, 2002). Relatedness 
means feeling connected with others, feeling 
interdependent with others, and feeling a sense 
of belonging to a group or with other individuals 
(Ryan & Deci, 2002). Finally, competence refers 
to the need for a sense of proficiency and feelings 
of effectiveness in one’s work (Deci, 1975; Ryan & 
Deci, 2002). By satisfying employees’ basic psycho-
logical needs, managers are creating an environment 
where all employees can perform optimally and are 
more likely to enjoy participating in work activities 
(Baard, 2002). This enjoyment may promote intrin-
sic satisfaction of engaging in work tasks. When 
leaders or managers take specific action to attempt 
to satisfy these basic needs in employees, they make 
the workplace more conducive to the growth and 
well-being of employees (Ryan & Deci, 2002), and 
the result may be more highly motivated and better 
functioning employees.

Overall intrinsic need satisfaction scale scores as 
measured by a 23-item intrinsic need satisfaction 
scale were positively related to work engagement, job 
satisfaction, and psychological adjustment (Leone, 

1995), as well as work performance as assessed by 
employees’ most recent performance appraisals 
(Baard et al., 2004). Thus, employees who have their 
needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence 
satisfied on the job are more likely to have more 
positive work attitudes and are more likely to receive 
better performance reviews by their managers. The 
intrinsic need satisfaction scale has high internal 
consistency, as shown by Cronbach’s alpha values of 
.87 (Baard et al., 2004) and .90 (Leone, 1995).

The extent to which employees feel that their 
intrinsic needs are satisfied in their jobs may be 
influenced by their autonomy orientation (see 
Deci & Ryan, 1985). Autonomy orientation influ-
ences the extent to which individuals perceive 
leader behaviors to be autonomy-supportive versus 
controlling and it is related to how people regu-
late their behavior and what they attend to in their 
environment (Deci & Ryan, 1987). Those with a 
high autonomy orientation are more likely to take 
initiative on their own, more likely to view their 
managers as supportive, and more likely to seek 
out aspects of the work environment that support 
their self-regulation (Baard et al., 2004). Autonomy 
orientation is related to sustained behavior change 
(Williams, Grow, Freedman, Ryan, & Deci, 
1996) as well as the satisfaction of all three intrinsic 
needs (Baard et al., 2004). Satisfaction of all three 
psychological needs was predicted independently by 
both autonomy support and autonomous causality 
orientation (Baard et al., 2004).

Baard et  al. (2004) found overall support for 
a model in which perceived manager autonomy 
support and autonomous causality orientation 
predicted intrinsic need satisfaction, which in 
turn predicted performance evaluation and psy-
chological adjustment. These findings reinforce 
the importance of leader behaviors on work 
motivation, suggesting that when leaders pro-
mote autonomy in employees, their needs will be 
met, and they may in turn be motivated to work 
more efficiently and productively, resulting in 
more favorable performance reviews. In sum, it is 
important for managers to keep in mind the needs 
of their subordinates and support those needs to 
promote a healthy and productive workplace. 
First, let us review the three psychological needs 
and look at the effects of leaders’ efforts to pro-
mote autonomy.

Autonomy
Need for autonomy refers to initiating a behav-

ior out of personal interest or expression of the 
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self, meaning that the individual chooses to engage 
in a behavior because it is compatible with his or 
her values (Ryan & Deci, 2002). Autonomy must 
be distinguished from independence such that 
an autonomous behavior can still be influenced 
by outside sources, as long as the behavior is still 
personally valued by the individual, whereas inde-
pendence refers to not relying on external influ-
ences at all (Ryan & Deci, 2002). For example, an 
employee may still autonomously complete a task 
that has been assigned by a supervisor as long as 
the employee believes that the nature of the task 
is inherently interesting and congruent with his 
or her values. An independent employee would 
not have a supervisor who would delegate tasks 
to them, and would choose tasks without exter-
nal influence. However, employees may act in the 
absence of autonomy or independence, as in when 
an employee complies with direction from others 
without experiencing choice or enacting the values 
associated with the assigned task. Satisfying employ-
ees’ need for autonomy encourages the employee to 
view their work from an internal locus of causality, 
and is therefore likely to promote intrinsic motiva-
tion (Ryan & Deci, 2002).

Leader behaviors that support autonomy 
include manager autonomy support (Baard et al., 
2004), where managers give employees influence 
over their workplace. This sharing of responsi-
bility and power by the manager is commonly 
known as empowerment. Baard (2002) provides 
many suggestions for managerial behaviors that 
are supportive of autonomy, including sharing 
control and influence with employee about how 
the work gets done, allowing employees to choose 
their tasks, allowing for the possibility of failure, 
providing feedback in a noncontrolling way, com-
municating assertively rather than aggressively, 
using incentives to reward good work, trying to 
understand the subordinates’ perspective, and 
eliminating excessive rules.

Relatedness
Relatedness means feeling connected with 

others, feeling interdependent with others, and 
feeling a sense of belonging to a group or with 
other individuals (Ryan & Deci, 2002). Although 
relatedness does seem to promote intrinsic moti-
vation, this relationship is less straightforward 
than the relationship between both competence 
and autonomy and intrinsic motivation (Ryan & 
Deci, 2002). More empirical evidence is needed 
to explain the relationships between relatedness 

and intrinsic motivation. Autonomous causality 
orientation is also predictive of relatedness need 
satisfaction (Baard et al., 2004). In Baard et al.’s 
(2004) study, relatedness was the psychological 
need most highly related to performance appraisal 
ratings.

Leader behaviors that support relatedness are 
those that foster teamwork, mutual respect, reli-
ance on other team-members, and shared group 
goals. Some examples of opportunities for managers 
to support employees’ need for relatedness include 
holding regular meetings, encouraging coopera-
tion and discouraging competition, speaking only 
favorably about others in the workplace that are 
not present, communicating effectively and sharing 
information, and conducting team-building activi-
ties (Baard, 2002).

Competence
The need for competence is the third innate 

psychological need, which refers to the need for 
a sense of proficiency and feelings of effectiveness 
in one’s work (Deci, 1975; Ryan & Deci, 2002). 
Employees are likely to feel more competent when 
they have the opportunity to engage in challeng-
ing tasks that allow them to use, and to build on, 
their unique existing skills and abilities (Ryan & 
Deci, 2002).

Leaders can satisfy the need for competence by 
delegating tasks that fit well with an individual 
employee’s skills and abilities. Baard (2002) suggests 
the following managerial behaviors as supportive 
of the need for competence: properly training and 
supporting subordinates, discussing and agreeing 
on achievable goals with subordinates, delegating 
interesting tasks that develop new skills, providing 
regular feedback, and removing barriers to efficient 
performance. By attempting to satisfy the need for 
competence, managers may promote well-being in 
employees. When employees’ need for competence 
is satisfied, they are more likely to experience intrin-
sic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2002). Baard et  al. 
(2004) found that satisfaction of need for compe-
tence was negatively related to an index of anxiety 
and depression and was also related to autonomous 
causality orientation.

Self-Determination Theory–Based 
Work on Manager Autonomy 
Support and Employee Outcomes

One way in which leaders can affect employee 
motivation is by providing autonomy support—
promoting intrinsic motivation by providing 
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employees with choices and flexibility in determin-
ing their own behavior so that they may express 
themselves through their work (Deci & Ryan, 
1987). By choosing their own behavior, they are 
self-regulating and such behavior is referred to 
as self-determined (Deci & Ryan, 1987). In an 
autonomy-supportive climate, employees are likely 
to feel like they are initiating their own behavior 
and deciding for themselves how to achieve desired 
outcomes (Deci & Ryan, 1987). Autonomy, how-
ever, is not to be confused with independence where 
an individual acts alone and does not rely on oth-
ers (Deci & Ryan, 2008). One can still be autono-
mous and be a member of an interdependent team 
or be dependent on another employee for certain 
components of their work. The opposite of an 
autonomy-supportive management style is a con-
trolling management style, whereby the manager 
demands certain behaviors from employees without 
providing flexibility in choice or developing creative 
solutions to problems.

Manager autonomy support can be described 
as a social-contextual factor in the workplace per-
taining to the general interpersonal orientation of 
the manager (Deci, Connell, & Ryan, 1989). More 
specifically, autonomy support refers to the inter-
personal style of the manager regarding how they 
interact with subordinates and how they carry out 
their leadership duties (Baard et al., 2004).

Gagné, Koestner, and Zuckerman (2000) argue 
that managers can support autonomy in a given 
task in three ways: (1) by providing a rationale for 
the task they ask the employee to do, (2) offering 
employees a choice about how to do the task, and 
(3)  acknowledging employees’ feelings about the 
task. In illustrating each of these components, we 
use the example of having to complete an employee 
timesheet, which is a common organizational 
practice where employees must account for all of 
the time they spend at work and document what 
tasks they complete during that time. Filling out a 
timesheet is often a daunting task that distracts the 
employee from their work, and is therefore viewed 
negatively by employees. By providing a rationale 
for the task, managers can convey to the employee 
that the task is meaningful and has personal utility 
for them. In the above example, the manager may 
explain to the employee that the timesheet can be a 
useful log of tasks completed that the employee can 
consult at any time. It may also indicate whether 
time is being spent efficiently across important tasks, 
which may help the employee evaluate their time 
management skills to become even more efficient. 

By offering employees with choices about how to 
do the task, managers encourage personal initiative 
and the work can become a form of self-expression 
for the employee, making it more interesting to 
them. In the above example, employees could be 
allowed some flexibility and choice involving when 
to complete the timesheet to satisfy personal pref-
erence (e.g., right after completing each task or at 
the end of the day) and controlling language by 
the manager (e.g., “must,” “have to”) should be 
avoided. By understanding and acknowledging 
employees’ feelings about the task, managers can 
facilitate a trusting relationship and show empathy 
towards the employee. In the above example, con-
veying understanding to employees that filling out a 
timesheet may be distracting may acknowledge the 
legitimacy of the employees’ feelings toward the task 
and reduce tension around that task. Through these 
three critical sociocontextual managerial behav-
iors that support self-determination, employees 
may come to internalize the value of the tasks they 
engage in at work.

Previous research has supported the effective-
ness of these managerial behaviors for promoting 
employee internalization of tasks. Deci, Eghrari, 
Patrick, and Leone (1994) conducted a laboratory 
study looking at how participants internalized a 
boring task when support for self-determination 
was manipulated. Participants who were offered a 
rationale for the task, choice about whether they 
would do the task, and acknowledgement of their 
feelings about doing the task were much more likely 
to continue to engage in a boring task (represent-
ing integrated internalization) during a free activ-
ity period after the completion of the study than 
participants who did not receive these supportive 
behaviors.

Managerial autonomy support is similar to the 
concepts of participative management and vertical 
job enlargement. The primary difference between 
these concepts and manager autonomy support is 
that the latter emphasizes the interpersonal orien-
tation of the manager, whereas the former empha-
size job design or decision-making processes (Deci 
et al., 1989).

Managerial autonomy support can be measured 
using two different scales, which were both devel-
oped by Deci et al. (1989): the Problems at Work 
Scale and the Work Climate Survey. The Problems 
at Work scale (Deci et  al., 1989)  presents eight 
problem situations that managers may encounter 
and four different ways of responding to each of the 
eight situations. This scale may be adapted to either 
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ask managers to rate themselves (e.g., Deci et  al., 
1989)  or to ask employees to rate their manager 
(e.g., Baard et  al., 2004). The participant is asked 
to rate on a seven-point scale the extent to which 
each of the four manager responses to the problem 
is characteristic of their own manager or their own 
managerial style. The four possible responses to each 
vignette represent highly controlling, moderately 
controlling, moderately autonomy-supportive, and 
highly autonomy-supportive managerial leadership 
styles. Highly controlling responses are character-
ized by the manager specifying a solution to the 
problem and demanding that employees follow that 
solution, sometimes involving threat of punishment 
for noncompliance or promise of reward for com-
pliance with their solution. Rewards and punish-
ment play a controlling role in motivating behavior 
because they pressure employees to act in certain 
ways, which undermines intrinsic motivation (Deci 
& Ryan, 1987). Moderately controlling responses 
involve the manager deciding on a solution to a prob-
lem and encouraging the employee to follow that 
choice. Moderately autonomy-supportive responses 
refer to a situation where the manager encourages 
an employee to develop their own plan for address-
ing the problem based on their observation of how 
others in the organization have addressed similar 
problems in the past or other workplace norms. 
Finally, highly autonomy-supportive responses 
involve the manager listening to and acknowledg-
ing employees’ perspectives on the problem, and 
encouraging employees to devise their own creative 
plan for addressing the problem, while providing 
feedback, if necessary, in a supportive way. By focus-
ing on what a manager would do rather than ask-
ing questions about how managers actually behave 
in the workplace, this scale assesses a more abstract 
conceptualization of autonomy support.

In addition to the Problems at Work Scale, 
autonomy support may also be measured using 
the Work Climate Survey (Deci et al., 1989). This 
survey was developed based on Hackman and 
Oldham’s (1975) Job Diagnostic Survey and con-
sists of three sections assessing subordinate reactions 
to management, the workplace, and the organiza-
tion. The first section asks employees to respond to 
questions about aspects of their work climate, such 
as quality of supervision. In the second section, 11 
words or phrases are presented, such as “under the 
gun” or “relaxed.” The employee is asked to indicate 
how applicable each word or phrase is to his or her 
work environment or feelings about the work envi-
ronment. The third section of the survey presents 

10 job characteristics, such as job security and work 
atmosphere, and asks the employee to rate how 
satisfied they are with each characteristic in their 
workplace. An eleventh item asks how satisfied 
the subordinate is with his or her job overall. This 
scale assesses the extent to which the work climate 
itself allows for satisfaction of intrinsic needs, from 
the subordinates’ point of view. In contrast to the 
Problems at Work Scale, which asks how a manager 
is most likely to respond to a hypothetical situation, 
the work climate survey asks subordinates about 
how their managers actually behave at work. This 
type of measure provides a more concrete measure 
of enacted manager autonomy-supportive behav-
ior and autonomy-supportive aspects of the work 
environment.

The impact of autonomy support on various out-
comes has been examined in many work settings. 
Gagné et al. (2000) found that, in an organization 
undergoing organizational change, the degree to 
which managers supported autonomy by explaining 
the reasons for the change, acknowledging employee 
feelings about the change, and providing employees 
with some degree of control or choice in the change 
process, predicted change acceptance 1  year later. 
In an educational setting, teacher’s autonomy sup-
port for students promoted student engagement 
in learning (Jang, Reeve, & Deci, 2010). Further 
work has been done on leader autonomy support in 
nonwork settings. Williams et al. (2006) found that 
when patients were provided with autonomy sup-
port from a smoking cessation counselor who dis-
cussed with them their attitudes toward smoking, 
helped them devise their own smoking cessation 
plan, and provided them with information about 
the consequences of smoking on their health, they 
were significantly more likely to remain abstinent 
from smoking after 6 months than individuals who 
did not have the support of the counselor. Those in 
the counselor treatment condition were also more 
likely to use smoking cessation medications to help 
them remain abstinent from smoking.

Autonomy support is related to employee out-
comes, such as trust in the organization (Deci, 
Connell, & Ryan, 1989), job satisfaction (Blais & 
Brière, 1992; Deci et  al., 1989), self-motivation 
(Deci et  al., 1981), less absenteeism (Blais & 
Brière, 1992), and better physical and psychological 
well-being (Blais & Brière, 1992). Manager auton-
omy support as measured by the Problems at Work 
scale was also significantly related to employee per-
formance evaluation ratings and to psychological 
adjustment characterized by vitality, somatization, 
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and anxiety (Baard et al., 2004). As the aforemen-
tioned evidence suggests, by promoting employee 
autonomy, managers may also promote both 
employee well-being as well as organizational out-
comes, such as productivity and lower absenteeism.

There is evidence that managerial autonomy 
support can be developed in managers through 
interventions. After implementing an intervention 
directed at improving manager autonomy support, 
Deci et al. (1989) saw a significant increase in man-
ager autonomy support in the intervention group 
compared with a control group as measured by the 
managers’ self-reports on the Problems at Work 
scale. Also, subordinates of the managers in the 
intervention group had significantly higher trust 
in the organization and satisfaction with potential 
for advancement, suggesting that the intervention 
also had effects on subordinates’ perceptions. The 
intervention included activities and discussion 
with the managers around how to provide posi-
tive and supportive feedback to subordinates, how 
to promote employee initiative-taking, and how 
to recognize and acknowledge employees’ needs 
and feelings. In a similar study, Hardré and Reeve 
(2009) trained an intervention group of manag-
ers on autonomy-supportive leader behaviors and 
found that they displayed a significantly more 
autonomy-supportive managerial style than did 
managers in a control group who were not trained. 
Furthermore, the employees of the managers in 
the intervention group showed significantly more 
autonomous motivation and work engagement 5 
weeks after the intervention than did employees of 
the managers in the control group. Both of these 
studies suggest that managerial style is malleable, 
and more importantly, that autonomy-supportive 
style can be developed in leaders in order to 
promote internalization and self-regulation by 
employees.

Parallels with Leadership Theories 
in Management

Over the past several decades, many leadership 
theories have emerged in the management litera-
ture, and many of these theories share considerable 
overlap in their conceptualization. This section deals 
with five of the most popular leadership theories in 
the literature, what each theory says about motivat-
ing subordinates, and how they can be distinguished 
from one another with respect to self-determination 
theory and need satisfaction. We begin with one 
of the most widely researched leadership theories, 
transformational leadership theory, followed by 

charismatic, authentic, LMX, and behavioral lead-
ership theories.

Transformational Leadership Theory
The most extensively researched (Barling 

et  al., 2010)  of all the theories of leadership is 
Bass’s (1990) transformational leadership theory. 
Transformational leadership has been defined as 
superior leadership performance that occurs when 
leaders “broaden and elevate the interests of their 
employees, when they generate awareness and 
acceptance of the purposes and mission of the 
group, and when they stir their employees to look 
beyond their own self-interest for the good of the 
group” (Bass, 1985, p. 21). Bass (1985) suggested 
that the transformational leadership style comprises 
four dimensions: (1) idealized influence, (2) inspira-
tional motivation, (3) intellectual stimulation, and 
(4)  individualized consideration. Idealized influ-
ence occurs when leaders engender the trust and 
respect of their followers by doing the right thing, 
thereby serving as a role model. Leaders who engage 
in inspirational motivation “raise the bar” for their 
employees, encouraging them to achieve levels 
of performance beyond their own expectations. 
Intellectual stimulation involves engaging the ratio-
nality of subordinates, getting them to challenge 
their assumptions and to think about old problems 
in new ways. Lastly, individualized consideration 
deals with treating employees as individuals and 
helping them to meet their needs.

Bass (1985) also defined less effective styles of 
leadership, including laissez-faire, active and passive 
management by exception, and contingent-reward 
leadership. Taken together, Bass referred to these 
four leadership styles as “transactional leadership.” 
Laissez-faire leadership occurs when a leader is sim-
ply not involved in the tasks of leadership. Leaders 
who rely on the laissez-faire style avoid decision 
making and the responsibilities associated with 
their position (Bass, 1985; Hater  & Bass, 1988). 
Management-by-exception occurs when leaders 
only intervene when there is a problem, and this 
style may be either active or passive. Active manage-
ment by exception (Bass, 1985) is characterized by 
leaders who actively monitor employees to ensure 
that there are no deviations in performance. Leaders 
engaging in the passive management by exception 
style do not intervene until problems are either 
brought to their attention or become serious enough 
to demand action (Bass, 1985). Finally, contingent 
reward is seen as a more positive form of transac-
tional leadership in which leaders actively engage 
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in goal setting and the provision of task-contingent 
feedback to employees, both positive and negative.

Empirical data largely support the effectiveness 
of transformational leadership behaviors. For exam-
ple, leaders’ display of these behaviors is associated 
with subordinates’ satisfaction (Hater & Bass, 1988; 
Koh, Steers, & Terborg, 1995), commitment to the 
organization (Barling, Weber,  & Kelloway, 1996; 
Bycio, Hacket, & Allen, 1995; Koh et  al., 1995), 
trust in management (Barling et al., 1996), and orga-
nizational citizenship behaviors (Koh et al., 1995). 
Laboratory-based experimental investigations 
show that transformational leadership styles result 
in higher task performance (e.g., Howell & Frost, 
1989; Kirkpatrick & Locke, 1996; Sosik, Avolio, & 
Kahai, 1997). Field studies also support the positive 
performance impact of transformational leadership. 
In longitudinal studies, for example, Howell and 
Avolio (1993) linked transformational leadership to 
better unit financial performance. Similarly, Barling 
et al. (1996) showed that subordinates’ perceptions 
of supervisors’ transformational leadership led to 
enhanced affective commitment to the organization 
and, through this effect on affective commitment, 
to enhanced group performance.

Importantly, the available data also suggest that 
leadership development interventions (e.g., train-
ing and coaching) are effective in enhancing leaders’ 
enactment of transformational leadership theory 
(Barling et al., 1996; Kelloway, Barling, & Helleur, 
2000; McKee, Driscoll, Kelloway, & Kelley, 2009; 
Mullen & Kelloway, 2009). Moreover, when lead-
ers enhance their transformational leadership, both 
personal (e.g., psychological well-being, McKee 
et al., 2009; workplace safety, Mullen & Kelloway, 
2009; work attitudes, Barling et  al., 1996)  and 
organizational (e.g., financial performance, Barling 
et al., 1996) outcomes are enhanced. Because this 
body of literature supporting leadership devel-
opment interventions is still quite small due to 
difficulties in measuring the effectiveness of inter-
vention outcomes, more research is needed in this 
area (Kelloway & Barling, 2010).

By engaging in transformational leadership 
behaviors, leaders can motivate employees by inspir-
ing them to achieve a certain vision (Bass, 1998). By 
communicating a vision, transformational leaders 
may convey their own values to employees, which 
may come to be shared and internalized by employ-
ees (Jung  & Avolio, 2000; Bono  & Ilies, 2006). 
By aligning their values with those of employees’, 
transformational leaders may contribute to employ-
ees’ intrinsic motivation to strive toward achieving a 

shared vision. In support of this idea, value congru-
ence between leaders and followers has been found 
to be positively related to follower performance 
(Jung & Avolio, 2000). Sharing a clear vision may 
also make work seem more meaningful to employ-
ees. Piccolo and Colquitt (2006) found that follow-
ers of transformational leaders found more meaning 
in their work, and in turn, experienced more intrin-
sic motivation. Followers of transformational lead-
ers also tend to be more likely to choose more 
autonomous and intrinsic goals rather than con-
trolled and extrinsic goals (Bono & Judge, 2003), 
supporting a strong link between transformational 
leadership and self-determined behavior of subor-
dinates. Through inspirational motivation from 
their leader, which encourages employees to strive 
for more than they originally thought was possible, 
employees may find satisfaction from performing 
beyond their own expectations, resulting in higher 
intrinsic motivation.

Another mechanism through which this leader-
ship style may influence employees is through emo-
tional processes, whereby the positive emotions of 
the leader spread to employees (Rubin, Munz,  & 
Bommer, 2005). When employees associate positive 
and optimistic feelings with their leader, employees 
may be more likely to show higher performance 
and to act in congruence with their leaders’ wishes. 
Followers tend to have more positive perceptions 
of transformational leaders, which may serve as 
another motivational mechanism. Transformational 
leader behaviors, particularly those related to ide-
alized influence, such as empowering and respect-
ing followers, making sacrifices for the good of the 
group, and involving followers in decision-making, 
are likely to encourage positive perceptions and trust 
(Barling et  al., 2010). As a result of their positive 
perceptions of the leader, employees may be more 
likely to exert effort in their work due to greater 
commitment to the leader (Barling et  al., 2010), 
representing a form of external motivation. There 
are many empirical studies showing links between 
transformational leadership and employee perfor-
mance (e.g., Pillai, Schriesheim, & Williams, 1999; 
Piccolo  & Colquitt, 2006). Through intellectual 
stimulation, transformational leaders empower their 
followers to become involved in decision-making 
and encourage them to voice their opinions (Barling 
et al., 2010), which may foster a sense of ownership 
over the groups’ success. Empowering leadership 
behaviors have been linked to intrinsic motivation 
(Srivatava, Bartol, & Locke, 2006). Finally, trans-
formational leaders may be more likely to promote 
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identification with both the leader and the group 
(Kark, Shamir,  & Chen, 2003), which may be 
motivational such that the employee becomes com-
mitted to the group and its overall success, and may 
therefore be more willing to exert effort toward the 
groups’ goals.

Need SatiSfactioN by traNSformatioNal 
leaderS

Each of the leadership theories described in 
this chapter play a role in promoting the three 
intrinsic psychological needs. Table 11.1 provides 
a summary of the intrinsic needs that each theory 
explicitly addresses. A  checkmark indicates that a 
particular need is addressed by the theory, and if 
one particular component of the leadership theory 
addresses a need, the name of the component is 
given. Here, we address how transformational lead-
ership theory satisfies employees’ intrinsic needs. 
Transformational leaders promote autonomy 
through intellectual stimulation, whereby lead-
ers encourage employees to think for themselves 
and develop their own strategies for approaching 
their work (Barling et al., 2010). Transformational 
leaders may satisfy employees’ need for relatedness 
through individualized consideration, where lead-
ers develop positive relationships with employees 
that are characterized by respect, support, and car-
ing. Idealized influence may also promote relat-
edness by communicating a shared vision, which 
may foster a sense of togetherness among work-
ers. Inspirational motivation by leaders may help 
to satisfy subordinate needs for competence by 
encouraging challenging, but achievable goals, and 
overcoming obstacles to high performance. When 
employees remove barriers in their way to achiev-
ing high goals, they may be more effective at reach-
ing those goals, resulting in feelings of competence, 
resilience, and efficacy.

Charismatic Leadership Theory
The word charisma is Greek for divinely inspired 

gift (Barling et al., 2010). Generally, charisma is asso-
ciated with extraordinary individuals who are like-
able, articulate, and who inspire others. A charismatic 
leader is likely to exhibit unconventional behaviors 
related to changing the status quo, articulating a clear 
vision of the future, transforming followers to share 
their vision, and taking risks or self-sacrificing to 
achieve goals (Conger & Kanungo, 1987). Two theo-
ries of charismatic leadership have been proposed: the 
attribution theory (Conger  & Kanungo, 1987)  and 
the self-concept theory (House, 1977). Both theo-
ries overlap considerably, with very similar measure-
ment tools, and share only minor differences (Barling 
et  al., 2010; Conger  & Kanungo, 1998; House  & 
Podsakoff, 1994).

Conger and Kanungo’s (1987) attributional model 
of charismatic leadership views charisma as an attri-
bution made by followers based on certain behaviors 
exhibited by the leader. In contrast to the attributional 
model of charismatic leadership, House’s (1977) 
self-concept model focuses on the actual leadership 
behaviors exhibited by leaders rather than attributions 
made by followers. This is the key difference between 
the attributional and self-concept theories.

There are several mechanisms through which 
charismatic leaders may motivate followers. These 
mechanisms highlight the similarities between char-
ismatic and transformational leadership theories, 
as Shamir, House, and Arthur (1993) referred to 
three posited effects of charismatic leadership as the 
“transformational effects of charismatic leadership.” 
These effects involve the leaders’ ability to elevate 
the followers’ need satisfaction levels to higher lev-
els in Maslow’s hierarchy, raise followers’ morality to 
higher levels of judgment, and motivate followers’ to 
transcend their own personal interests for the sake 
of the group’s interests. The authors further theorize 

Table 11.1 Leadership theories addressing intrinsic needs.

Leadership Theories

Intrinsic needs Transformational leadership Authentic 
leadership

Behavioral 
leadership

Leader-member 
exchange

Charismatic 
leadership

Autonomy √ (intellectual stimulation) √ √ √

Relatedness √ (individualized consideration 
and idealized influence)

√ √ (consideration) √ √

Competence √ (inspirational motivation) √ √ Initiating 
structure

√ √

√ Theory addresses this need.
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that charismatic leadership behaviors de-emphasize 
extrinsic rewards while encouraging the idea that 
putting effort into work is a reward in and of itself, 
enhancing the intrinsic value of work. That is, put-
ting effort into work represents important values and 
makes a moral statement. Charismatic leaders also 
emphasize goal attainment as a group effort, which 
may enhance meaning in work because the follower 
identifies with the group, and this identification may 
further motivate employees. The most important 
mechanism through which charismatic leaders can 
motivate employees is by articulating a clear vision 
to followers. When followers perceive that the goals 
set forth by leaders are consistent with their own val-
ues, this may increase intrinsic motivation to strive 
toward achieving those goals. Furthermore, setting 
goals can give followers the sense of hope that their 
work makes an impact toward a better future, which 
may increase meaningfulness of the work and pro-
mote intrinsic motivation. Transformational lead-
ership shares these same motivational mechanisms 
in common with charismatic leadership and both 
leadership styles satisfy all three basic psychological 
needs of followers.

Need SatiSfactioN by 
chariSmatic leaderS

Charismatic leaders promote autonomy by pre-
senting goals to followers in terms of the values they 
represent. Associating important values with a task 
may increase its meaningfulness because the fol-
lower can identify with the work and, thus, it may 
contribute positively to their self-concept (Shamir 
et  al., 1993). That is, when followers believe that 
work goals are compatible with their own values, 
they are more likely to engage in self-regulated 
behavior. Charismatic leaders promote collective 
identity of followers with the group by emphasizing 
shared goals (Shamir et al., 1993), which promotes 
relatedness among group members. Charismatic 
leaders also are sensitive to the needs of followers 
(Barling et al., 2010), which may promote positive 
relationships between the leader and each follower. 
According to self-concept charismatic leadership 
theory, when leaders are charismatic, they show 
high expectations of followers, coupled with strong 
confidence that followers can accomplish the goals 
set out for them to achieve, which may promote 
self-efficacy and competence (Shamir et al., 1993).

Authentic Leadership
Another leadership theory that parallels auton-

omy supportive management is authentic leadership, 

which has emerged out of the literature on posi-
tive organizational scholarship. In their integration 
of the body of literature in this area, Walumbwa, 
Avolio, Gardner, Wernsing, and Peterson (2008) 
defined authentic leadership as “a pattern of leader 
behavior that draws upon and promotes both posi-
tive psychological capacities and a positive ethical 
climate, to foster greater self-awareness, an inter-
nalized moral perspective, balanced processing of 
information, and relational transparency on the part 
of leaders working with followers, fostering positive 
self-development” (p.  94). According to this defi-
nition, authentic leadership is conceptualized as 
comprising four components:  (1)  self-awareness, 
(2) relational transparency, (3) balanced processing 
of information, and (4) positive moral perspective. 
Self-awareness refers to the way a leader views him-
self or herself and his or her knowledge of strengths 
and weaknesses. Relational transparency involves 
sharing one’s true self in a transparent manner with 
others. Balanced processing of information involves 
assessing all relevant information before arriving at 
a decision, and soliciting information that is incon-
sistent with one’s views. Internalized moral perspec-
tive refers to self-regulation that is guided by moral 
values. An authentic individual is more likely to 
have higher, more stable, levels of self-esteem and 
be less sensitive to biases of others, and therefore 
more comfortable developing open and transparent 
relationships and behaving in a manner that is con-
sistent with their values (Walumbwa et al., 2008).

Many leadership theories share considerable 
conceptual overlap, so Walumbwa et  al. (2008) 
compared authentic leadership theory with trans-
formational leadership theory and ethical leader-
ship to highlight their similarities and differences. 
Whereas both authentic and ethical leadership 
theories describe the leader as a moral person 
who also models ethical behavior, ethical leader-
ship contains a transactional component that is 
not contained in authentic leadership whereby the 
leader uses rewards and discipline to encourage 
ethical behavior among followers. A second differ-
ence is that the self-awareness, relational transpar-
ency, and balanced processing are all components 
of authentic leadership that are not included in 
the definition of ethical leadership. Authentic and 
transformational leadership theories also share 
considerable overlap; however, authentic lead-
ership does not include aspects of inspirational 
motivation, intellectual stimulation, or individu-
alized consideration in its conceptualization. Both 
theories, however, share an idealized influence 
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component, as well as all components compris-
ing authentic and ethical leadership. Avolio and 
Gardner (2005) argued that to be transforma-
tional, one has to be authentic, but being an 
authentic leader does not necessarily mean that 
the leader is transformational.

Although there has been little empirical research 
on testing proposed models of authentic leadership, 
studies have linked this leadership style to organiza-
tional outcomes, such as follower job satisfaction, 
organizational citizenship behavior, supervisor rat-
ings of follower job performance (Walumbwa et al., 
2008), and work engagement (Walumbwa, Wang, 
Wang, Schaubroeck, & Avolio, 2010).

Authentic leaders may motivate employees by 
serving as role models for followers to themselves 
exhibit authentic leader behavior, which is character-
ized by self-regulated behavior (Ilies, Morgeson, & 
Nahrgang, 2005). This idea is in line with social 
learning theory, whereby individuals change their 
behavior based on observation. Thus, by watching 
an authentic leader in everyday work, a follower 
may learn to become more authentic as well, and 
in turn, to be more intrinsically motivated. Ilies 
et al. (2005) argued that authentic leaders promote 
follower identification with the leader due to the 
transparent nature of their relationship. This per-
sonal identification may further translate into orga-
nizational identification, because leaders represent 
the values of the organization. This identification 
with both the leader and the organization may con-
tribute to the followers’ sense of meaning at work if 
there is high value congruency between the leader 
or organization and the follower. An enhanced sense 
of meaningfulness at work may then translate into 
greater internalization.

Need SatiSfactioN by autheNtic leaderS
Authentic leaders may promote autonomy 

through modeling authenticity in and of itself, 
which may promote authenticity among followers 
and, in turn, promote self-expression by followers. 
This effect is in line with research that supports the 
idea that authenticity is characterized by intrinsic 
motivation and, particularly, self-expression (Ilies 
et  al., 2005). Authentic leaders facilitate related-
ness because they strive toward open, trusting, and 
cooperative relationships with followers. Ilies et al. 
(2005) also argued that authentic leaders promote 
follower identification with both the leader and the 
organization, because the leader represents the val-
ues and interests of the organization. This identi-
fication may promote a sense of belonging within 

the organization. Finally, authentic leadership may 
promote competence in followers because the trust-
ing and cooperative relationship developed between 
leader and follower promotes a free exchange of 
information and knowledge that may facilitate 
performance (Ilies et  al., 2005; Jones  & George, 
1998)  and provides followers with more opportu-
nity to learn and develop new skills (Walumbwa, 
Luthans, Avey, & Oke, 2011).

Leader-Member Exchange
Originally proposed by Dansereau, Graen, and 

Haga (1975), LMX theory focuses on the inter-
actions between leaders and subordinates, which 
are called exchanges. The relationship between 
the leader and a single follower is referred to as a 
dyad, and leaders have a unique dyadic relationship 
with each follower. Within the dyad, each mem-
ber (either the supervisor or the subordinate) can 
contribute valuable outcomes that can influence 
the others’ behavior. The manager can provide the 
subordinate with job latitude, information, sup-
port, and involvement in decision-making, whereas 
the subordinate can reciprocate with greater com-
mitment, higher productivity, or taking on greater 
responsibility (Dansereau et al., 1975). The nature 
of this exchange relationship means that the leader 
must recognize that they are somewhat dependent 
on their subordinate and should not use his or 
her authority against the subordinate (Dansereau 
et  al., 1975). Central to this theory is the idea 
that supervisors develop unique relationships with 
every subordinate, such that every dyadic relation-
ship within the work unit is different in quality 
(Dansereau et al., 1975). High-quality relationships 
are characterized by high mutual respect, trust, and 
obligation, whereas low-quality relationships are 
characterized by distrust, disrespect, and low obliga-
tion (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). In a meta-analysis, 
Gerstner and Day (1997) found that, across mul-
tiple studies, high-quality LMX relationships were 
consistently related to higher job performance, sat-
isfaction and commitment, and lower role conflict 
and turnover intentions. High-quality LMX is posi-
tively associated with transformational leadership 
behaviors (Graen  & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Howell  & 
Hall-Merenda, 1999)  suggesting that transforma-
tional leaders are likely to also have high-quality 
dyadic relationships with followers.

LMX influences employee motivations primar-
ily through direct social influence (Diefendorff  & 
Chandler, 2011). When a relationship is charac-
terized by positive interactions, each member of 
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the dyad may be more likely to reciprocate posi-
tive behaviors, as in social exchange theory. Wang, 
Law, Hackett, Wang, and Chen (2005) found that 
transformational leadership behaviors were related 
to greater subordinate perceptions of high-quality 
LMX relationships with their leader, which in 
turn led to greater follower performance. Thus, 
employees may work more efficiently and produc-
tively when they have positive perceptions of their 
relationship with their leader. Also, because the 
exchange relationship is characterized by mutual 
influence, both the leader and the follower are 
empowered by high-quality LMX relationships to 
move beyond their formal work roles and partner 
with one another to achieve more.

Need SatiSfactioN by high-Quality lmX
LMX theory addresses followers’ need for 

autonomy, in that, when dyadic relationships are 
of high quality, followers are empowered to take 
on greater responsibility in partnership with their 
leader, who trusts the follower to manage their 
own work (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). That is, in 
high-quality LMX relationships, followers are likely 
to be entrusted by leaders with greater responsi-
bility, freedom, and choice at work. High-quality 
LMX relationships may also promote relatedness 
because they are characterized by respectful and 
trusting partnerships between the leader and fol-
lower. High LMX relationships also encourage indi-
viduals to transcend their own self-interests in favor 
of those of the group (Howell  & Hall-Merenda, 
1999), which may promote relatedness among 
group members. Likewise, high LMX relationships 
may promote competence because the supportive 
partnership between the leader and follower facili-
tates goal accomplishment and because followers are 
often entrusted with more responsibility (Graen & 
Uhl-Bien, 1995).

Behavioral Leadership Theory
The Ohio Leadership Studies lead by Stogdill 

(1950) set out to identify the smallest number of 
dimensions that would accurately describe effective 
leadership behaviors. In factor analyses, a total of 
150 examples of leadership behaviors consistently 
fell into two main categories of effective leadership 
behaviors:  initiating structure and consideration. 
These categories represent more task-focused and 
person-focused behaviors, respectively (Barling, 
et al, 2010). Initiating structure refers to the extent 
to which a leader actively organizes his or her 
role, as well as the roles of subordinates, in order 

to accomplish goals (Fleishman  & Peters, 1962). 
Those high in initiating structure would be more 
active in planning, scheduling, delegating, and 
communication. Specifically, behaviors consistent 
with this category of leader behavior may include 
providing constructive criticism for poor work, 
delegating tasks to subordinates and supervising 
the work, encouraging efficiency and good time 
management, and offering new approaches to prob-
lems. Consideration is the second major category of 
effective leader behavior and involves relationships 
between the leader and followers that are charac-
terized by mutual respect, trust, and consideration 
for the others’ feelings (Fleishman & Peters, 1962). 
Highly considerate leaders would develop a good 
rapport with subordinates and engage in frequent 
two-way communication with them. Consideration 
is reflected in leader behaviors, such as consulting 
the group before making decisions, acting friendly 
and approachable, treating group members like 
equals, and doing personal favors for group mem-
bers. During early research on this theory, research-
ers hypothesized that high levels of both initiating 
structure and consideration would generate the 
most positive follower and organizational outcomes 
(see Kerr, Schreisheim, Murphy, & Stogdill, 1974), 
but there has been conflicting evidence in the lit-
erature regarding whether both behaviors tend to 
co-occur in the same leader. Some studies found 
negative relationships between the two catego-
ries of leader behavior (see Judge, Piccolo, & Ilies, 
2004)  and there were inconsistent relationships 
between the leader behaviors and employee out-
comes across studies (see Kerr et al., 1974).

As the leadership literature evolved, however, the 
content validity and measurement of this behav-
ioral theory of leadership was criticized, and the 
theory was quickly replaced with newer theories. 
Particularly, measures were criticized for having 
little predictive validity for outcome variables like 
subordinate satisfaction and the theory in general 
was criticized for ignoring the effects of context on 
subordinates’ perceptions (e.g., Korman, 1966). 
Future theories evolved to take into consideration 
the effects of the situation on leadership behaviors 
and the outcomes of those behaviors. However, in 
their recent meta-analysis, Judge et al. (2004) found 
support for the predictive validity of consideration 
and initiating structure and advocate for the utility 
of the theory such that it should not be abandoned 
in leadership research.

Consideration and initiating structure might 
motivate employees by providing them with 
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specific and challenging goals to achieve while 
also providing necessary support to achieve goals 
(Barling et  al., 2010). By setting challenging 
goals, leaders may inspire followers and create 
meaning in the work. Interestingly, Judge et  al. 
(2004) found that, although both behaviors were 
related to motivation, consideration was more 
highly related to motivation than was initiating 
structure and initiating structure was more highly 
related to follower performance.

Judge et  al. (2004) suggest that organizational 
justice may be a mediational mechanism through 
which initiating structure and consideration influ-
ence motivation and performance. There are three 
types of organizational justice:  (1)  distributive, 
(2)  interactional, and (3)  procedural. Distributive 
justice refers to the perceived fairness of reward 
allocation (Cropanzano  & Greenberg, 1997)  and 
perceptions of distributive justice are thought to be 
based on equity. Procedural justice refers to the fair-
ness of the procedures through which outcomes are 
determined (Greenberg, 1987). Procedures that are 
unbiased, ethical, accurate, subject to appeal, con-
sistently implemented, and representative of all rel-
evant parties are viewed as more fair than those that 
are not (Leventhal, Karuza, & Fry, 1980; Thibaut & 
Walker, 1975). Interactional justice refers to being 
treated fairly in social interactions (Bies & Moag, 
1986; Cropanzano, Byrne, Bobocel,  & Rupp, 
2001). Leaders high in initiating structure are likely 
to set rules regarding standards of performance and 
to determine consequences of goal attainment, 
which may foster perceptions of distributive justice. 
Leaders high in consideration should foster inter-
actional justice because they are concerned for the 
welfare of subordinates and treat them with respect. 
Consideration and initiating structure may both 
promote procedural justice because employees are 
involved in decision-making, and employees have 
clear expectations laid out by the leader for their 
work. However, Judge et  al. (2004) emphasized 
that high initiating structure may also lead to lower 
perceptions of justice because of lower autonomy 
and involvement in decision-making due to strict 
expectations.

Need SatiSfactioN by behavioral leaderS
Behavioral leadership theory does not explicitly 

promote autonomy in employees, but may do so 
implicitly by providing the structure and support 
required to achieve goals, which may be a form of 
empowerment for followers. Leaders high in con-
sideration, which is one component of behavioral 

leadership theory, may promote satisfaction of the 
need for relatedness because they develop posi-
tive social relationships with employees. However, 
consideration promotes relatedness with only the 
manager and falls short of promoting a sense of 
belonging and community among the group of 
workers. Similarly, the initiating structure compo-
nent of behavioral leadership theory may satisfy 
the need for competence by clarifying the process 
through which work should be done by giving 
clear expectations and guidelines, thereby facilitat-
ing the achievement of goals. Leaders high in ini-
tiating structure set challenging goals that, when 
achieved with the leaders’ support, can contribute to 
employees’ feelings of competence and self-efficacy. 
However, although this behavior may facilitate 
the achievement of goals, the goals to be met will 
not necessarily be challenging, because initiating 
structure is also characterized by uniform proce-
dures, which may not allow employees to continue 
to develop their skills by conducting their work in 
innovative ways.

Motivation to Lead
Our discussion of leadership thus far has been 

on the motivational influences that leaders can 
have on subordinates. But what about leaders’ own 
motivations? There are two avenues of research in 
this area: one relating to leader emergence or role 
occupancy and one relating to leader performance. 
First, what makes a follower motivated to occupy a 
leadership role? Second, what makes a leader, once 
in a formal leadership role, motivated to perform 
well as a leader? The discussion next addresses lead-
ers’ motivation to take on a leadership role and to 
perform well in that role by integrating transfor-
mational leadership theory and self-determination 
theory.

Although a great deal of research supports the 
basic propositions of transformational leadership 
theory (see Judge & Piccolo, 2004), comparatively 
little attention has been focused on the question of 
why leaders might choose to engage in transforma-
tional, or transactional, leadership behaviors. What 
motivates individuals to occupy leadership roles? 
Once in a leadership role, what actually motivates 
individuals to behave as good leaders? It is these 
questions that provide the basis for our new pro-
gram of study on motivation to lead, which we 
describe next.

This new program of study seeks to extend trans-
formational leadership theory (Bass, 1985; 1998)—
the single most researched of all leadership theories 
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(Barling et al., 2010; Judge & Piccolo, 2004)—in 
two ways. First, much of the existing leadership 
research is based on the assumption that individuals 
in formal leadership positions in organizations are 
motivated to be leaders. Empirical evidence (e.g., 
Chan & Drasgow, 2001)  suggests that individuals 
vary in the extent to which they wish to assume 
a formal leadership role. The motivation to lead 
study considers individual motivations to enact 
transformational leadership behaviors and examines 
how such motivations to lead might be reflected in 
leadership behaviors and outcomes. Thus, this new 
research links transformational leadership theory 
to self-determination theory—a widely researched 
motivation theory (e.g., Gagné  & Deci, 2005). 
Second, most research on transformational leader-
ship views leadership as a “style”—a relatively con-
sistent attribute of the leaders’ behavior. In contrast, 
this new theory proposes an interactional perspec-
tive on transformational leadership. This approach 
builds on previous research suggesting that trans-
formational leadership varies over time (e.g., daily; 
Hoption, Barling,  & Kelloway, 2010)  and sug-
gests the need to understand the nature of specific 
leader-subordinate interactions in order to under-
stand how leaders enact transformational leadership.

Full-Range Leadership Motivation
Given that individuals from all walks of life 

define good and poor leadership in similar terms 
(Kelloway & Barling, 2000), the question arises as 
to why individuals would not consistently choose to 
engage in positive, and eschew negative, leadership 
behaviors. Unfortunately, the empirical literature 
does not provide a clear answer to this question. 
Indeed, most contemporary models of leadership 
behavior begin with leadership style as the predictor 
variable and ignore the factors that might predict 
leaders’ behavior.

According to transformational leadership 
theory, effective leaders are those who intend to 
elevate followers and do so by enacting four key 
behaviors:  (1)  initiating structure, (2)  individual-
ized consideration, (3)  inspirational motivation, 
and (4)  intellectual stimulation (Bass, 1985). The 
proposed research is predicated on the assumption 
that not all leaders are equally motivated to engage 
in these effective leadership behaviors. Individuals 
assume a leadership position in an organization for 
a variety of reasons (e.g., career advancement, salary, 
prestige) and it is not at all clear that incumbents in 
such positions are equally motivated to engage in 
effective leadership behaviors.

Leadership researchers commonly distinguish 
between leadership role occupancy and leaders’ 
behaviors as two distinct lines of research (Barling 
et  al., 2010). A  focus on role occupancy involves 
examining the factors that lead an individual to 
assume a formal leadership position in an organiza-
tion. Previous accounts of leader motivation have 
focused on an individual’s motivation to hold a 
leadership position (Chan  & Drasgow, 2001). In 
contrast, the proposed research focuses on individ-
ual motivation to engage in transformational lead-
ership behaviors.

This research is situated within the context of 
self-determination theory (Deci  & Ryan, 1985; 
2000), which posits that both the level and the type 
of motivation influence behavior. Self-determination 
theorists distinguish between three basic types of 
motivation. Intrinsic motivation occurs when the 
behavior itself is seen as enjoyable and satisfying. 
For individuals who are intrinsically motivated, the 
behavior is its own reward. For example, a leader 
who is intrinsically motivated to behave as a good 
leader may choose to do so because he or she finds it 
enjoyable, fun, or interesting.

Extrinsic motivation applies to behaviors, such 
as job search, that are primarily instrumental—
being governed by the prospect of reward and pun-
ishment. Self-determination theory further suggests 
that there are different types of extrinsic motivation 
that range along a continuum of self-determination 
(see Gagné & Deci, 2005). For example, a leader 
could be motivated through external regulation, 
where the environment provides rewards and pun-
ishments for being a good leader. Here, an individual 
may put effort into being a good leader in order to 
glean greater job security, a promotion, or to avoid 
losing their job. Extrinsically motivated individuals 
may be likely to accept a formal leadership role for 
the sake of the perks and rewards associated with 
the role. Introjected regulation is when the individ-
ual internalizes control over behavior. Self-esteem 
becomes a source of reward and feelings of anxiety 
and guilt at not performing the behavior become 
a source of punishment (Gagné  & Deci, 2005). 
Specifically, leaders motivated by introjected regula-
tion may behave as a good leader because they feel 
guilty if they do not, or because they feel it is their 
duty to be a good leader. In identified regulation, 
the individual sees their behavior as more congru-
ent with their personal goals and interests, and thus 
feels more autonomous in choosing the behavior 
(Gagné & Deci, 2005). Leaders who are motivated 
by identified regulation are likely to enact effective 
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leadership because they personally value the impor-
tance of effective leadership behavior for achieving 
goals and promoting the well-being of themselves 
and followers. Finally, integrated regulation occurs 
when the behavior has been fully integrated into 
the individual’s self-definition. A  leader motivated 
by integrated regulation is likely to feel that being 
a good leader is a part of who they are, that it fits 
with their life goals, and is a means through which 
to reach self-actualization.

Self-determination theory also recognizes the 
possibility of amotivation—the state that exists 
when an individual experiences a lack of inten-
tional regulation of his or her behavior (Gagné & 
Deci, 2005). Amotivated leadership behaviors are 
mechanical and not typically sustained over a long 
period of time because the leader feels that good 
leadership is not a priority. Amotivated individuals 
are least likely to emerge as leaders, and if they do 
occupy leadership roles, they may be likely to leave 
the position or to be dismissed by their organiza-
tions after a short period of time. However, amo-
tivated individuals who remain in leadership roles 
may be extremely detrimental to the well-being of 
followers and organizational functioning. In order 
to avoid this situation, organizations should screen 
out leader candidates who are unmotivated to enact 
effective leadership.

One can think of the types of motivation listed 
previously as comprising two basic classes: autono-
mous and controlled motivation (Deci  & Ryan, 
2000). Autonomous motivation comprises intrinsic 
motivation, integrated and identified regulation, 
and occurs when an individual chooses to engage 
in a behavior under his or her own volition. In 
contrast, controlled motivation comprises extrinsic 
and introjected regulation and occurs when an indi-
vidual believes he or she has little or no choice but 
engage in a behavior due to external contingencies.

Motivation to Lead Scale
No scale exists in the leadership literature that 

measures motivation to lead as we conceptualize it 
in this theory. Chan and Drasgow (2001) had devel-
oped a measure of motivation to lead; however, it 
measures an individual’s attitude toward taking on 
a leadership role in a more formal sense rather than 
attitude toward behaving as an effective leader. In 
an initial study of motivation to lead, we developed 
a scale adapted from the self-determined safety 
behaviors scale (Scott, Fleming, & Kelloway, forth-
coming) which addresses each level of internaliza-
tion. The scale begins with the question stem “I put 

effort into being a good leader.  .  .” and responses 
are scored on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 
(strongly agree). Items address each type of motiva-
tion, including external regulation (e.g., “Because 
I  risk losing my job if I  don’t”), introjected regu-
lation (e.g., “Because it makes me feel proud of 
myself ”), identified regulation (e.g., “Because I per-
sonally value leadership”), integrated regulation 
(e.g., “Because being a leader allows me to express 
my personal values”), and intrinsic motivation (e.g., 
“Because being a leader makes me happy”). To mea-
sure amotivation, we changed the question stem to 
“Please rate the extent to which you agree or dis-
agree on how you feel about being a good leader” 
(e.g., “I just don’t care about being a good leader”). 
This scale has yet to be validated, so future research 
should determine the validity and reliability of this 
scale and how motivation to lead is related to fol-
lower outcomes and perceptions.

In the context of full range (Bass and Avolio, 
1994)  transformational leadership theory, we 
hypothesize that these three basic classes of motiva-
tion will correspond to the dimensions of leadership 
behavior. Specifically, individuals who are amoti-
vated will be more likely to engage in laissez-faire 
or passive (Kelloway, Mullen,  & Francis, 2006; 
Mullen, Kelloway, & Teed, 2011) leadership behav-
iors. Extrinsic or controlled motivation, including 
external and introjected regulation, is hypothesized 
to result in transactional leadership behaviors, such 
as contingent reward and management by excep-
tion. Finally, autonomous motivation, including 
identified and integrated regulation and intrin-
sic motivation, is hypothesized to result in leaders 
engaging in transformational leadership behaviors. 
In terms of leader emergence, we hypothesize that 
individuals who are amotivated will be unlikely to 
emerge as leaders. Individuals motivated extrinsi-
cally will be likely to emerge as leaders for the sake 
of the rewards that come with the role, whereas 
autonomously motivated individuals will emerge as 
leaders for intrinsic reasons.

Practical Implications
Given this discussion about the importance of 

leader behavior in motivating employees, it seems 
fitting here to provide some practical recommen-
dations for managers and organizations. Managers 
may be able to best motivate employees by exhib-
iting leadership behavior that satisfies employees’ 
basic psychological needs. Baard (2002) provides 
helpful strategies for managers to promote each 
need, which are summarized here. Managers may 
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satisfy employees’ need for competence by properly 
training and supporting subordinates, discussing 
and agreeing on achievable goals with subordinates, 
delegating interesting tasks that develop new skills, 
providing regular feedback, and removing barri-
ers to efficient performance. Behaviors that satisfy 
employees’ need for relatedness may include foster-
ing a culture of teamwork, mutual respect, reliance 
on other team members, and developing shared 
group goals. Managers may also support employees’ 
need for relatedness by holding regular meetings, 
encouraging cooperation and discouraging com-
petition, speaking only favorably about others in 
the workplace that are not present, communicating 
effectively and sharing information, and conduct-
ing team-building activities. Finally, behaviors that 
satisfy employees’ need for autonomy may include 
sharing control and influence with employees about 
how the work gets done, allowing employees to 
choose their tasks, allowing for the possibility of 
failure, providing feedback in a noncontrolling way, 
communicating assertively rather than aggressively, 
using incentives to reward good work, trying to 
understand the subordinates’ perspective, and elim-
inating excessive rules.

As shown in Table 11.1, transformational leader-
ship addresses all three intrinsic needs in employees 
and has been widely supported in the literature as 
an effective form of leadership to enact in the work-
place (Barling et al., 2010; Judge & Piccolo, 2004). 
Transformational leadership theory can also be 
translated easily into practical strategies for leaders 
to implement in their work, according to the four 
behaviors of transformational leaders. Intellectual 
stimulation involves encouraging employees to 
think for themselves and develop their own strategies 
for approaching their work (Barling et  al., 2010), 
which may promote autonomy. Individualized 
consideration involves developing respectful, sup-
portive, and caring relationships with employees, 
which may promote relatedness. Idealized influence 
involves communicating a shared vision, which may 
also satisfy need for relatedness by promoting cohe-
siveness among workers. Finally, inspirational moti-
vation may satisfy the need for competence because 
it involves encouraging followers to set challenging, 
but achievable goals, and to overcome obstacles to 
high performance. When employees remove barri-
ers in their way to achieving high goals, they may 
be more effective at reaching those goals, resulting 
in feelings of competence, resilience, and efficacy.

Organizations must also play a role in support-
ing its leaders in effectively motivating employees. 

First, organizations should recognize that motivat-
ing employees is a basic leadership function. As 
such, leaders should be provided with enough time 
to effectively enact the behaviors described above 
that are likely to satisfy employees’ basic psychologi-
cal needs. Rather than leaving this aspect of leader-
ship until the leader has some “spare time,” flexibility 
should be built into leaders’ schedules so that they 
may regularly satisfy employees’ needs. By support-
ing and recognizing the role of leader as motivator, 
organizations may foster a culture of need satisfac-
tion. Second, organizations should carefully consider 
how leaders are selected, and include candidates’ 
own motivation as a factor in decision-making. 
Candidates who are intrinsically motivated to take 
on a leadership role may make more effective leaders 
than those who are extrinsically motivated. Finally, 
organizations could consider training leaders on the 
satisfaction of employees’ basic psychological needs. 
Hardré and Reeve (2009) and Deci et  al. (1989) 
found that an autonomy-supportive managerial 
style could be developed in leaders through training, 
and that the training positively impacted employee 
outcomes. Similar results may be found for train-
ing leaders to support competence and related-
ness. Thus, training leaders in supporting employee 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness may prove 
beneficial for organizational and employee outcomes 
and promote more effective leadership.

Conclusion
It is easy to see how self-determination theory is 

generalizable to so many life domains including the 
workplace, and in particular, the effects of leadership 
on followers’ motivation. This chapter reviews litera-
ture on how leaders can motivate followers to engage 
in self-determined behavior at work. First, the three 
intrinsic needs of employees that leaders may aim to 
address are reviewed. Second, leader autonomy sup-
port in the workplace and related outcomes for follow-
ers are examined. Third, five main leadership theories 
that are prominent in the literature are reviewed, 
describing how each theory proposes to motivate fol-
lowers, and how each theory addresses each of the 
three intrinsic needs. Finally, a new line of research is 
proposed examining leaders’ own motivations to lead 
within the context of both transformational leader-
ship theory and self-determination theory.

Future Directions
Our suggestions for future research in the area 

of leadership and motivation are threefold. First, we 
suggest that researchers integrate leadership theories 
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and motivation theories by exploring the mecha-
nisms through which leadership style is linked to 
motivation. Second, we suggest that future research 
examine whether certain types of motivation may 
serve as a substitute for leadership. For example, per-
haps intrinsic or autonomously motivated employ-
ees require less leadership in order to be effective, 
because they internally regulate their behavior. 
Conversely, perhaps extrinsically regulated employ-
ees require leadership more, because their behavior is 
regulated largely by external contingencies. Similarly, 
research could examine whether effective leadership 
has more of an impact on individuals at different lev-
els of internalization. Finally, future research should 
examine leaders’ own motivation to lead and how 
it is related to effectiveness of leadership. Different 
levels and types of motivation may lead to different 
leadership styles. Motivation to enact effective lead-
ership may also be examined with respect to other 
leadership theories besides transformational leader-
ship, including the theories discussed in this chapter 
or other theories, such as servant leadership.
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Introduction
Since the works of Frederic W.  Taylor and 

throughout the 20th century, a dominant paradigm 
widely accepted in the context of organizations has 
been that based on the virtues of compensation as an 
incentive. This paradigm considers compensation to 
be an influential factor in motivation at work, and 
has been supported by policies of human resources 
management in companies and in some public 
administrations. Built up by the dominant theories 
of management, economics, and organizational psy-
chology, a paradigm of motivation through incen-
tive has gradually become dominant; this supports 
the general hypothesis that making compensation 
contingent on performance incites employees to give 
of their best. This paradigm is rooted in the earli-
est works on the concept of motivation; from the 
1930s to the 1950s these studied the link between 
work motivation and individual performance (e.g., 
Lewin, Peak, Rotter, and Tolman). From that time 

on, a set of theoretical and empirical work has come 
to light on seeking factors of motivation that could 
act on effort and subsequently affect performance at 
work (e.g., Maslow, Herzberg, and Alderfer). In this 
context, theoretical and empirical research on the 
question of the relationship between compensation 
and work motivation really took off. The outcome 
of this reflexion on the processes activating motiva-
tion then generated highly specific theories on the 
influential role of compensation on work motivation. 
Equity theory (Adams, 1963, 1965), and especially 
expectancy theory (Nadler & Lawler, 1977; Porter & 
Lawler, 1968; Vroom, 1964), proposed highly con-
vincing theoretical perspectives, to the point of 
dominating the academic literature as well as organi-
zational psychology and management research. The 
development of these theories resulted in the influ-
ential goal-setting theory (Locke, 1968; Locke, Shaw, 
Saari,  & Latham, 1981)  and organizational justice 
theory (Bies & Moag, 1986; Greenberg, 1987).

Abstract

The predominant theories of motivation at work in management practice consider compensation as 
an important factor of motivation toward effort and performance. Several theories in psychology and 
economics converge to support this general hypothesis, to the point where they form a paradigm: that 
of work motivation through incentives. Another stream of research, consisting of the theories of intrinsic 
motivation, has long contradicted the former theoretical position. The latest developments in intrinsic 
motivation research, along with the contributions of self-determination theory, make it possible to take 
a new look at the question of the motivational power of compensation. This chapter aims to show that 
self-determination theory offers a promising theoretical perspective for understanding the relationships 
between compensation and motivation. The chapter concludes with a set of theoretical propositions 
drawing together research in psychology, economics, and management.
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In economics, agency theory is included in this 
paradigm, devoting the dominant functionalist ideas 
to the potentially positive effects of compensation 
on work motivation (Jensen  & Meckling, 1976). 
The efficiency wage theory (Solow, 1979), Akerlof 
and Yellen’s fair wage model (1988, 1990), and 
tournament theory (Lazear & Rosen, 1981) made 
particular contributions to the consolidation of the 
dominant theoretical basis in economics. In the first 
part of the chapter, we shall return to the respec-
tive contributions of these fields of research with 
an analysis of the contributions and limitations 
of the dominant paradigm of motivation through 
incentive.

However, a certain number of research fields 
have countered this paradigm of motivation 
through incentives. For the last 10  years, “main-
stream” economists have joined the theoretical 
perspective devoted to intrinsic and extrinsic moti-
vation (Bénabou & Tirole, 2002, 2003), often con-
tested during the previous 40 years. This theoretical 
perspective was initiated in the work of Herzberg 
in the late 1950s and developed by the psycholo-
gists Deci and Ryan during the 1970s. Its theoreti-
cal positioning meant that for many years it was 
sidelined into the fields of management and orga-
nizational psychology, for it placed intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivation in a dual opposition. First it 
considered that only intrinsic motivation could 
have a lasting influence on both an individual’s 
well-being and his or her performance at work. 
Second, it proposed that compensation could not 
act positively on intrinsic motivation. The influence 
of this theoretical perspective was long restricted by 
the lack of empirical studies in the organizational 
setting (Gomez-Mejia  & Balkin, 1992; Pinder, 
1984; Staw, 1977). Conversely, the dominant eco-
nomic trend, particularly in the light of agency 
theory, showed that incentive systems for perfor-
mance were efficient (e.g., Gupta & Mitra, 1998; 
Lazear, 2000) and made it possible to satisfy stake-
holders’ expectations by reconciling the interests of 
the company, the shareholders, and the employees. 
However, with the evolution of Deci and Ryan’s 
thinking, self-determination theory (SDT) gradu-
ally achieved recognition as an influential theoreti-
cal framework in the organizational field (Gagné & 
Deci, 2005; Kohn, 1993). One of the strengths of 
this theoretical framework is to suggest a coherent 
and synergistic explanation of job performance and 
well-being at work through autonomous and intrin-
sic motivation. This growing concern of modern 
economies (Gagné  & Forest, 2009)  probably led 

economists and managers to become more inter-
ested in SDT.

Following on from the work of Gagné and Deci 
(2005) and Gagné and Forest (2008), the second 
part of this chapter examines the contribution of 
this theory to the field of compensation manage-
ment. The literature review attempts to show the 
convergence of research in psychology, economics, 
and management toward the central question of the 
motivational power of compensation according to 
SDT. We formulate a set of theoretical propositions 
and discuss the distinctive conditions explaining the 
effects of compensation on autonomous motivation 
and controlled motivation.

The Paradigm of Motivation 
through Incentives: Contributions 
and Limits of the Dominant 
Theories of Work Motivation

The paradigm of motivation through incentives 
was gradually built up around the viewpoints of 
two complementary and mutually enriching disci-
plines: psychology and economics. In organizational 
psychology, the equity and organizational justice 
theories (Adams, 1963, 1965; Greenberg, 1987), 
expectancy theory (Nadler & Lawler, 1977; Porter & 
Lawler, 1968; Vroom, 1964), and goal-setting theory 
(Locke, 1968; Locke et al., 1981) long dominated the 
literature and research relative to the influence of com-
pensation on work motivation. In economics, agency 
theory (Jensen & Meckling, 1976) influenced thought 
about companies’ compensation policies throughout 
the 1980s. This theory encouraged fields of research 
that consolidated the thinking about the efficiency of 
compensation systems and their incentive power. This 
is particularly the case with efficiency wage theory 
(Solow, 1979), tournament theory (Lazear & Rosen, 
1981), or even the fair wage model (Akerlof & Yellen, 
1988, 1990). This set of research fields completed and 
enriched the analysis of psychologists. Exploring the 
problem of incentive through compensation from dif-
ferent perspectives, it attempted to explain the condi-
tions under which practices intending to encourage 
effort at work were effective.

The Contribution of Theories of 
Organizational Psychology

Theories of organizational psychology highlight 
the stimulating role of performance objectives 
when these are linked to compensation. These theo-
ries postulate that individuals are rational. In this 
sense, they make reasoned choices about activating 
efforts at work as well as the direction and intensity 
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of those efforts and how long they will be main-
tained. The theories also suppose that individuals 
are hedonistic when they make choices, that they 
decide among several possible behaviors in such a 
way as to try to maximize the positive affect and 
minimize the negative affect by adopting behav-
iors directed toward obtaining the results with 
the greatest perceived value or overall usefulness 
(Kanfer, 1990). These theories also suppose that the 
choices individuals make are subject to principles of 
bounded rationality (Simon, 1957). The premises 
of these theoretical bases were laid down between 
1930 and 1950 (Lewin, 1938; Peak, 1955; Rotter, 
1955; Tolman, 1959)  and were particularly influ-
ential in guiding the development of expectancy 
theory (Nadler & Lawler, 1977; Porter & Lawler, 
1968; Vroom, 1964), equity theory (Adams, 1963, 
1965), and goal-setting theory (Locke, 1968). Each 
of these research fields contributes a complemen-
tary perspective for understanding the relation-
ship between compensation and work motivation. 
Each of them has influenced managerial think-
ing and companies’ compensation policies (e.g., 
Gerhart  & Milkovich, 1992; Gerhart  & Rynes, 
2003; Gomez-Mejia  & Balkin, 1992; Heneman, 
1992; Lawler, 1981, 1990).

the coNtributioNS of eXpectaNcy theory
Since Vroom’s work (1964), expectancy theory 

(or valence-instrumentality-expectation theory) has 
been frequently used in the literature as an analytical 
framework for understanding how a compensation 
system can turn out to be motivating or not (e.g., 
Igalens  & Roussel, 1999; Lawler, 1981; Mitchell, 
1974). Further enhanced by the models of Porter 
and Lawler (1968), Lawler (1971), and Nadler and 
Lawler (1977), this theory explains how compensa-
tion can generate positive effects on work motiva-
tion. Expectancy theory presents compensation as 
a potentially powerful lever of motivation (Lawler, 
1971, 1981, 1990). It explains that the choices indi-
viduals make are guided by their perceptions of the 
probable consequences of the various alternatives 
being evaluated. These perceptions are conceived 
of as expectancies of events whose probability of 
being realized are weighed up by the individual 
concerned. Work motivation is thus determined by 
several expectancies: (1) expectancies that providing 
a given level of effort will result in a desired level 
of performance (expectation), (2) expectancies that 
reaching a given level of performance will result in a 
given reward (instrumentality), and (3) the affective 
value of the reward obtained (valence).

According to this perspective, three conditions 
must thus be fulfilled if compensation is to incite 
individuals to increase their efforts at work. The 
first is that the person perceives that he or she is 
capable of achieving the performance goals thanks 
to his or her efforts. The second condition is that the 
person perceives that the achievement of these goals 
will generate rewards (wage increase and/or perfor-
mance bonus). The third and final condition is that 
the person perceives the reward to be obtained posi-
tively; more precisely, this particular reward must 
be desirable. For example, is a holiday offered as 
a reward for good sales performances more highly 
appreciated than a monetary bonus of similar value? 
The answer to this question is eminently subjective 
and thus depends on the individual.

This conceptualization of the motivational pro-
cess and the influential role of compensation have 
dominated managerial thinking since the 1960s. 
Company executives, human resources specialists, 
and compensation experts all receive training in line 
with this theoretical framework (e.g., Gomez-Mejia, 
Balkin,  & Cardy, 2001; Milkovich  & Newman, 
2008; Saint-Onge  & Thériault, 2006). The works 
of Porter and Lawler (1968), Lawler (1971), and 
Nadler and Lawler (1977) have contributed to 
enriching this analytical framework. The theoreti-
cal models they propose offer complete systems for 
comprehending the determinants and consequences 
of the work motivation process. Among their theo-
retical propositions, one is particularly relevant to 
compensation. This is the feedback loop that links 
job satisfaction to work motivation. These three 
theoretical models have in common that each pro-
poses a causal chain between motivation, perfor-
mance, and job satisfaction. What distinguishes the 
models from each other is their reference to differ-
ent theoretical moderating and mediating variables 
that influence the causal process. Concerning the 
influential role of compensation on motivation, it 
turns out that once the three basic conditions of the 
motivational process described previously (expecta-
tion, instrumentality, and valence) have been met, 
individual effort increases. If the work context is 
favorable and if the individual has the necessary 
resources, especially in terms of competence, clear 
distribution of tasks and missions, problem solving 
methods, and so forththen an increased effort should 
generate the expected performance. From their expe-
rience at work, individuals observe the intrinsic and 
extrinsic rewards that they stand to receive according 
to their performance. If these are judged to be fair, 
the individual is satisfied by the job experience. This 
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feeling of satisfaction or dissatisfaction then acts ret-
roactively on future perceptions as to the probable 
effects of efforts on future performance as well as on 
the valence of the rewards individuals might receive 
in return for performance. Thus, the compensation 
(wage increase and/or bonus) plays a positive or a 
negative role in strengthening motivation at work 
depending on the level of satisfaction or dissatisfac-
tion the individual has experienced from previous 
efforts made and rewards obtained.

During the period from 1960 to 1980 a great 
many empirical studies tested the different hypotheses 
put forward by this theory and largely supported it 
(see:  state of the art by Pinder, 1984). For this rea-
son, this theoretical perspective contributed greatly to 
spreading the idea that performance contingent pay 
was an efficient way to motivate employees (Heneman, 
1992; Igalens & Roussel, 1999; Lawler, 1990).

the coNtributioNS of eQuity theory aNd 
orgaNizatioNal JuStice theory

Equity theory (Adams, 1963, 1965)  had a 
profound influence on expectancy theory (e.g., 
Porter & Lawler, 1968) and compensation manage-
ment (e.g., Milkovich & Newman, 2008). Equity 
theory is based on the hypothesis that each individ-
ual compares the advantages derived from his or her 
job (outcomes) and the contributions that he or she 
makes to it (input). This comparison takes the form 
of a confrontation of two types of ratio that individ-
uals develop according to their own perceptions of 
the situation and professional context. Individuals 
compare their personal “advantages/contributions” 
ratio with the “advantage/contributions” ratio of 
others who they take as references. According to 
equity theory, motivation relies on individuals’ dis-
position to compare their personal situation with 
that of others taken as references, either within the 
company (internal equity) or outside it (external 
equity). The discrepancy between what individuals 
perceive as their lot and what they desire is a source 
of psychological tension. This leads them to behave 
in such a way as to reduce both the tension and the 
discrepancy. They compare their own situation with 
that of others: if they are dissatisfied, the perceived 
unfairness creates tension that they seek to reduce. 
This tension triggers individuals into behavior 
aimed at a goal, (the behavior in this case being to 
make the necessary effort, and the goal to reduce the 
feeling of unfairness), thus they are motivated. If the 
individuals are satisfied with their comparisons with 
others, they are motivated to maintain this situation 
of psychological equilibrium.

This explanation of the motivational process also 
influences thinking on compensation management 
(e.g., Milkovich & Newman, 2008; Saint-Onge & 
Thériault, 2006). Specifically, research on internal 
equity was the guide behind the elaboration of com-
pany base-pay scales (job descriptions, analysis and 
evaluation of jobs, job classification, and so forth), 
whereas research on external equity guided the 
benchmarking of salaries among companies on the 
market (fixing wage levels and salary bands).

According to equity theory, compensation is one 
of the main outputs that individuals analyze in their 
evaluation of whether they are fairly or unfairly 
treated in their organization. Greenberg (1987, 
1990)  proposes using the concept of distributive 
justice to designate the feeling of equity toward lev-
els of reward. A second proposal aims to show that 
the level of compensation is not, on its own, enough 
to explain the feeling of fairness or unfairness. The 
individual also observes the procedures used to 
manage these outputs, notably decision processes 
in terms of allocating rewards and compensation, as 
well as individuals’ annual appraisal processes.

Greenberg proposes considering procedural jus-
tice in analyzing organizational justice. Procedural 
justice is high when decision-making concerning 
rewards and recognition is based on procedures 
that are fair, transparent, and relevant, and when 
management facilitates information and explana-
tion, listens to grievances, and is open to revizing 
decisions. This approach is particularly relevant 
to the analysis of personnel assessment systems as 
well as decision-making processes concerning wage 
increases based on merit and performance bonuses 
(e.g., Folger & Konovsky, 1989).

Bies and Moag (1986) specified that another 
form of justice, interactional justice, also has an 
important role. Interactional justice results from 
the perceived behavior of middle or top manage-
ment. According to Greenberg (1993), interactional 
justice first corresponds to informational justice. 
This is fulfilled when management communicates 
information fairly in terms of quality, quantity, and 
transparency. It also corresponds to interpersonal 
justice, this being fulfilled when managers respect 
the dignity of their collaborators, listen to them, 
and treat them courteously. This theoretical per-
spective suggests that compensation management is 
not only about fixing base pay levels and procedures 
governing decisions about wages. It also depends 
on the art of managing collaborators—that means 
making decisions about wage increases and bonuses 
and being able to explain them (e.g., Colquitt, 
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Conlon, Wesson, Porter,  & Ng, 2001; Shaw, 
Wild & Colquitt, 2003; Skarlicki & Folger, 1997).

the coNtributioNS of 
goal-SettiNg theory

Goal-setting theory, developed by Locke and 
Latham (Locke, 1968, 1975, 1997; Locke et  al., 
1981; Locke  & Latham, 1984), provides another 
way of understanding the effects of compensation 
on work motivation. According to this theory, fix-
ing goals for individuals increases their motivation 
and thus their task performance. The initial premise 
is that individuals have goals that they consciously 
try to reach of their own initiative. The theory does 
not, however, try to explain the workings of the psy-
chological process that links these goals to motiva-
tion. It rather tries to explain how or under which 
circumstances goals may affect individual behaviors. 
The theory’s general proposition is that setting goals 
for individuals motivates them and improves their 
performance when five conditions are fulfilled:

1. The individual thinks he or she is capable of 
reaching the goals

2. Feedback is built into the system
3. Rewards are given when goals are reached
4. Management supports and keeps to the goals
5. The individual accepts the goals to which he 

or she is assigned

Three more propositions are defined concern-
ing the qualities of a motivating goal. When set-
ting goals, it is important to make sure that these 
have:  (a)  content, (b)  intensity and precision, 
and (c)  attributes. The content of the goals sup-
poses that precise and full instructions are given as 
to the expected results and the process by which 
these results may be attained. Each party must fully 
understand the goals to be attained. The inten-
sity and precision of the goals supposes that the 
expected level of performance be made explicit, as 
well as the rhythm and amount of working time to 
be devoted to attaining the goal within a precise 
pre-established time frame. Finally, the attributes 
related to motivating goals are their level of diffi-
culty, their specific characteristics, and the feeling 
of self-efficacy they generate. A goal must be dif-
ficult enough to be challenging while remaining 
reachable; it must therefore be stimulating. It must 
also be representative of the specific job occupied 
by the employee and thus be coherent with his or 
her activity and role. Finally, it must arouse feelings 
of confidence in one’s own capacity to grow and 
master the situation.

Goal-setting theory assigns great importance 
to monetary rewards (e.g., Erez, Gopher, & Arazi, 
1990; Guthrie & Hollensbeck, 2004; Locke, 1968; 
Locke & Latham, 1984; Riedel, Nebeker, & Cooper, 
1988). Certain empirical studies have shown that 
some of the negative effects of compensation could 
be explained by the lack of precision or suitability 
of the goals to be attained (e.g., Gerhart & Rynes, 
2003; Locke et al., 1981). For example, when goals 
are perceived as too difficult or even inaccessible, a 
feeling of unfairness can result in reduced effort and 
performance (Lee, Locke, & Phan, 1997). The diffi-
culty for managers is to set goals that are sufficiently 
difficult to be challenging, but accessible enough to 
maintain employee motivation. When this balance 
is achieved, individual compensation seems to act 
positively (Riedel et al., 1988; Wright, 1989, 1992). 
Similarly, group compensation in the form of team 
bonuses, for example, is effective when the goals set 
are difficult, stimulating and, coherent with group 
cohesion if this was previously a characteristic of the 
team in question (Guthrie  & Hollensbeck, 2004; 
Hollensbeck & Guthrie, 2000; Knight, Duham, & 
Locke, 2001).

The Contribution of Economic 
Theories about Pay

The 1970s saw the emergence of economic theo-
ries that contributed to spreading the idea among 
company executives of the importance of perfor-
mance contingent pay. This mode of thinking was 
initiated by agency theory (Jensen  & Meckling, 
1976). Agency theory proposes using compensa-
tion as an instrument to control employee behavior 
with the aim of aligning individual interests to the 
interest of the organization as a whole. The theories 
relevant to this research stream (e.g., efficiency wage 
theory, tournament theory, the fair wage model) 
suggest that effort is highly sensitive to monetary 
incentives and that these incentives have a positive 
effect on motivation and individual performance at 
work; this performance, obtained either by a cumu-
lative or synergistic effect, in turn acts positively on 
the performance of the organization. By the end of 
the 20th century, these theories had contributed to 
impose the model of incentive pay as an effective 
managerial practice, notably using systems of pay 
for performance, merit pay, and stock ownership.

the coNtributioNS of ageNcy theory
Agency theory dealt predominantly with the 

potentially positive effects of incentive rewards on 
motivation and performance at work (Jensen  & 
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Meckling, 1976). This theory defines the relation-
ship of agency as a contract for which the principal 
(the shareholders) engages the agent (the CEO) to 
accomplish a service in their name; this also implies 
delegating part of the principal’s decision-making 
authority to the agent (Jensen & Meckling, 1976). 
In the case of companies, this relationship of agency 
can also be represented by the relationships link-
ing the employer (the principal in the case) with 
the employee (the agent). Agency theory thus relies 
on there being a divergence between the personal 
interests of the principal and those of the agent. 
According to Jensen and Meckling (1976) this diver-
gence can be explained by the fact that the agent 
tends to take over some of the company’s resources 
in the form of privileges for his or her own use. As 
for the CEO in the role of agent, he or she will aim 
above all to strengthen his or her position as exec-
utive at the head of the company. Thus he or she 
will tend to give preference to the company’s social 
interests (e.g., prefer to buy social peace and avoid 
conflict by increasing employees’ wages) rather than 
satisfy the interests of shareholders (e.g., distribute 
dividends). The relationship of agency thus raises 
the problem of opportunism. More generally, the 
executive responsible for running the company has 
privileged information as to how it functions. To 
maintain his or her power of decision, he or she 
might be tempted to adopt opportunistic behavior 
by manipulating this information, communicat-
ing only those elements that serve his or her own 
interests. This results in a situation usually known 
as “information asymmetry” or unequally shared 
information. According to Jensen and Meckling, 
this divergence of interests implies the creation of a 
new balance in order to satisfy both parties. To do 
this, the principal (the shareholders) have to set up a 
system of incentive rewards that push the agent (the 
CEO) to reveal all information and to make deci-
sions that favor the principal’s interests. Next, the 
principal sets up mechanisms to control the agent 
(chartered accountants, auditors, monitoring advi-
sors, compensation committee, clauses in case of 
breach of contract between the agent and the com-
pany, internal versus external selection of directors, 
and so forthto limit the risk of loss brought about 
by this conflict of interests (Jensen  & Meckling, 
1976). One of the best ways to motivate the CEO 
and resolve this conflict of interests is to design 
reward systems related to performance or to allocate 
stock options. Agency theory thus considers incen-
tive rewards as one of the most efficient mechanisms 
for overcoming conflicts of interest and inciting top 

executives to make decisions that are favorable to 
shareholders. This contribution of agency theory 
was subsequently tested by transposing the relation-
ship of agency between chief executive officer (the 
principal in this case) and employees (the agent). 
One example is the study by Bitler, Moskowitz, and 
Vissing-Jorgensen (2005), which attempts to show 
that giving company shares to employees increases 
both their personal effort and the company’s 
performance.

Much of the research based on agency theory 
served to verify efficiency pay or the capacity of 
rewards to produce positive effects on employ-
ees’ behaviors and company performance (e.g., 
Akerlof  & Yellen, 1986; Cahuc,  & Zylberberg, 
1996; Lazear & Oyer, 2004; Lazear & Rosen, 1981; 
MacDonald & Solow, 1981; Solow, 1979). Other 
authors, such as Ashton (1991) and Kaplan (1984), 
also use agency theory to analyze the relationships 
between managers and their collaborators and add 
support to the hypotheses regarding the efficiency of 
systems of variable pay. All this research has encour-
aged the adoption of incentive pay systems aiming 
to make the interests of employees and those of the 
company (represented by the manager) coincide.

We should also note, however, that the analyses 
carried out by some authors put these results into 
perspective (Bruce, Buck, & Main, 2005; Lubatkin, 
Lane, Collin, & Very, 2006). This work highlights 
the limits of agency theory. First, research has not 
been able to establish a solid empirical link between 
top executives’ compensation and company perfor-
mance. Second, agency theory is “under socialized” 
in the sense that it takes no account of the social 
context in which the agency relationship occurs. 
However, according to Gomez-Mejia and Wisman 
(2007), the principal-agent relationship is above 
all part of a social context that plays an important 
role in the definition of the personal interest of each 
stakeholder, as well as in the conception of effective 
mechanisms for aligning the interests of principal 
and agent.

the coNtributioNS of efficieNcy 
Wage theory

One of the essential objectives of incentive 
rewards is to obtain a high level of effort from 
employees. Solow’s (1979) efficiency wage theory 
thus tries to highlight the incentive power of the 
level of base pay by looking at this question for all 
employees rather than limiting the enquiry to the 
relationship between shareholder and chief execu-
tive officer. This theory proposes to explain the 
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effects of wage level on employees’ effort and pro-
ductivity. Solow (1979) supports the existence of a 
positive link between the level of wages and level 
of effort known as the “efficiency relationship,” 
an effect that is supposed to condition employee 
productivity.

Efficiency wage theory thus predicts that an 
increase in employee effort and productivity can be 
directly obtained through increased compensation 
or high wages, that is, wages higher than the mar-
ket rate. This hypothesis was tested in econometric 
studies, such as that of Wadhwani and Wall (1990), 
undertaken on a panel of companies from different 
activity sectors. This study confirms the existence of 
a positive effect of wages level on effort and pro-
ductivity. These results are based on data gathered 
between 1972 and 1982 from 219 companies in 
various sectors of activity in the United Kingdom. 
They establish a positive relationship between the 
wage level and motivation then productivity, but 
also among gainsharing, motivation, and produc-
tivity. A study by Giorgiadis (2007) carried out in 
the United Kingdom in a low-paid activity sector 
(home nursing) maintains that high wages are nec-
essary to encourage employee motivation. Another 
study by Raposo and Menezes (2011) in companies 
in Brazil confirms the predictions of efficiency wage 
theory. This study shows the existence of a signifi-
cant positive relationship between effort and wage 
level. This type of conclusion is widely supported 
by theorists of the standard economics of incentives 
who underline the high incentive effect of monetary 
rewards on motivation at work and employee per-
formance (Brown, Gardner, Oswald, & Qian, 2008; 
Cahuc  & Zylbergberg, 2004; Clark, Masclet,  & 
Villeval, 2006; Gächter  & Falk, 2002; Laffont  & 
Martimort, 2002; Lazear, 2004).

the coNtributioNS of the fair 
Wage model

In the early 1980’s, Akerlof (1982) developed 
a fair wage model inspired by sociology. In this 
model, he used what had been learned from social 
anthropology, maintaining, as Mauss (1923) had 
already done, that the employment contract is 
considered as an exchange of “gift/counter-gift.” 
Akerlof and Yellen (1988, 1990) proposed a second 
model inspired by psychology and based on Adams’ 
(1963, 1965) equity theory. This model holds tha-
temployees are envious of each other and are likely 
to alter their efforts by comparing their wages to 
a level of reference. Akerlof and Yellen thus put 
forward a fundamental hypothesis concerning the 

definition of the function of employee effort, also 
known as the “fair-wage hypothesis.” According to 
them, individuals adapt their efforts in such a way 
as to balance the “fair wage” against the “received 
wage.” According to this proposition, if the real 
wage is lower than the fair wage, employees will 
reduce their efforts proportionally in order to main-
tain the contribution-reward balance. Conversely, if 
the real wage is superior to the fair wage, this will 
contribute to increasing employee’s level of effort 
(Akerlof & Yellen, 1990). Nevertheless, the authors 
insist on the subjective character of what consti-
tutes a fair wage. This fair wage hypothesis was an 
attempt to improve the basis of Solow’s (1979) fair 
wage model, which relies on the hypothesis of a 
positive relationship between effort and wage. There 
is much empirical support for the adoption of an 
efficiency wage for reasons of fairness and effort at 
work (Cohn, Fehr, & Götte, 2010; Fehr, Gächter, & 
Kirchsteiger, 1997; Gneezy, 2002; Gneezy & List, 
2006; Kaufman, 1984). This research strongly sup-
ported the idea that wage increases incite employees 
to provide more effort at work. Among these experi-
mental studies, those of Gneezy (2002) or Gneezy 
and List (2006) confirmed the theoretical consider-
ations of Akerlof ’s fair wage model. These authors 
observed that an increase in basic pay has a posi-
tive effect on personal commitment and increased 
performance at work, although this effect remains 
temporary. The works of Cohnet al. (2010), reveal 
that wage increases significantly increase employees’ 
performance at work when the employees perceive 
their basic wage as unfairly low or when they are 
concerned about fair wages.

the coNtributioN of tourNameNt theory
Tournament theory, developed by Lazear and 

Rosen (1981), approaches the subject from a dif-
ferent angle by combining incentives with setting 
employees in competition with each other. The 
theory studies the conditions of application of an 
incentive pay system based on merit. In this sense, 
tournament theory puts forward incentive mecha-
nisms based on competition among employees. The 
principle of the tournament, according to Lazear 
and Rosen (1981), consists of rewarding the most 
deserving employees with a bonus or a promo-
tion on top of their basic wage. Their theory thus 
uses competition among employees as an instru-
ment of incentive. The underlying idea is that in 
order to encourage the employee to go beyond the 
minimum, merely rewarding effort, as proposed 
by Solow’s (1979) efficiency wage theory, is not 



206  Compensation and Work Motivation

sufficient. Beyond this, it is necessary to motivate 
all the employee’s colleagues to be in competition 
as they try to obtain the same reward. According to 
Lazear and Rosen (1981), making employees com-
pete against each other is an efficient way of stimu-
lating their efforts.

Starting from the contributions of tournament 
theory, McLaughlin (1988) adds that the structure 
of an optimal compensation plan depends on the 
number of employees in competition for the same 
reward. Indeed, the higher the number of candidates 
in the running, the less likely the individual is to 
obtain the reward. This being so, in order to incite 
employees to make optimal efforts, McLaughlin 
(1988) suggests that the value of the reward must 
be proportionate to the number of potential candi-
dates. Lazear and Rosen (1981) similarly hold that 
when there are only small differences between com-
petitors, the best way to incite them to give their 
bestis to give the highest reward to the most produc-
tive. To stimulate employee effort, tournament the-
ory therefore suggests setting up systems of pay for 
performance in which the highest reward—bonus 
or promotion—is attributed to the most productive 
employee.

In summary, this theory supposes the existence 
of a positive relationship between wage disper-
sion, also called wage individualization, and the 
level of effort made by employees. The underlying 
idea of tournament theory is thus to reward certain 
employees significantly more than others because of 
their individual performances.

This hypothesis was later tested in multiple 
studies (e.g., Coupé, Smeet, & Warizynski, 2003; 
Knoeber & Walther, 1994; McLaughlin, 1988). For 
example, a study carried out in the sporting con-
text of golf by Ehrenberg and Bognanno (1990) 
was one of the most often cited empirical tests of 
tournament theory. In this case, the performance 
of golfers varied both according to the amount of 
money at stake in the competition and the effort 
made. Eriksson’s (1999) study based on a sample 
of 2,600 top managers of 210 Danish companies 
is also cited regularly. The results observe a positive 
and significant relationship between the productiv-
ity of companies and employees’ salary dispersion, 
or individualization. According to Eriksson (1999), 
this result confirms firstly that greater employee 
salary dispersion improves companies’ economic 
performance. Secondly, the greater the individual-
ization of employees’ salary, the greater the efforts 
made. However, Erikson (1999) specifies that 
although employees’ cooperation is essential for the 

company’s success, the rewards attributed accord-
ing to individual achievements may not necessarily 
be advantageous for the company. Conversely, in 
companies where such cooperation is less impor-
tant, wage discrepancies can improve performance. 
Finally, regarding the hypothesis that there is a 
positive relationship between individual effort, the 
number of participants in the competition, and the 
amount of the reward at stake, Eriksson’s (1999) 
results show positive correlations between these vari-
ables. Another study carried out by Conyon, Peck, 
and Sadler (2001) examined a database containing 
information on 532 top executives in 100 British 
public companies. This study shows firstly that 
there is a significant relationship between executive 
pay and the size of the organization, and secondly 
that the pay discrepancy among these executives is 
positively correlated to the number of participants 
in the tournament.

The Paradigm of Motivation 
through Incentive: Conclusion of 
Contributions and Limits

To conclude this first part, we can note that 
the contributions of the main theories relative to 
motivation and compensation highlight the fact 
that incentive rewards probably guide employee 
behavior. All these theories converge to suggest 
that effort is indeed sensitive to incentive rewards 
and that these rewards have significant effects on 
the motivation and performance of employees at 
work. It is possible to form a paradigm of motiva-
tion through incentive because of the convergence 
of coherent theoretical propositions supported by 
a set of theories that are influential within their 
disciplinary fields. In organizational psychology, 
equity theory (Adams, 1963, 1965), expectancy 
theory (Nadler & Lawler, 1977; Porter & Lawler, 
1968; Vroom, 1964), and goal-setting theory 
(Locke, 1968, 1975, 1997; Locke et  al., 1981; 
Locke  & Latham, 1984)  form the basis of this 
paradigm. In economics, agency theory (Jensen & 
Meckling, 1976), efficiency wage theory (Solow, 
1979), the fair wage model (Akerlof, 1982, 1984; 
Akerlof & Yellen, 1988, 1990), and tournament 
theory (Lazear & Rosen, 1981) contribute to con-
solidate the paradigm and broaden its influence 
within organizations.

In parallel to the development of these theories, 
companies have transformed their compensation 
plans. Throughout a large part of the 20th century, 
companies and administrations set up fairly egali-
tarian compensation plans that left little room for 
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the recognition of performance. Thus, job base pay, 
based on the job, qualifications, and seniority, grad-
ually became a most common mode of compensa-
tion, especially from 1945 to 1980. After the great 
oil and economic crises of 1973 and 1979, issues of 
productivity, performance, and efficiency took on a 
new importance, especially in conjunction with the 
opening of markets, the arrival of new competitors 
from Asia, and consequently the increase of inter-
national competition. Economic theories took off 
during this period while organizational psychology 
theories were nearing the end of their development. 
It can be seen that in the history of organizations, 
the rapid expansion of these theories converged 
with the development of new models of compensa-
tion that from the 1980s favored the recognition of 
merit and performance. Merit pay and pay for per-
formance developed considerably. Individual pay 
increases, bonuses, gainsharing, profit-sharing, and 
stock ownership became new norms of employee 
compensation. In this context, all these theories 
contribute to legitimizing the deployment of such 
systems.

Finally, these theories, which are both comple-
mentary and relatively concurrent, defend a single 
dominant paradigm that has always relied on the 
incentive virtues of compensation. However, in the 
current organizational context, the fragile social bal-
ance revealed by successive economic crises raises a 
certain number of questions to which researchers try 
to respond. According to our analysis, these ques-
tions relate to two major themes: first, the conflict 
between practices of wage individualization and the 
quest for cooperation and trust within organiza-
tions; and second, the conflict between the prac-
tices of performance pay and health and well-being 
at work. These questions are not developed in this 
chapter but they serve as starting points for new 
avenues of research that raise questions about the 
dominant paradigm of motivation through incen-
tives. This is the subject of the second part of this 
chapter where we try to respond to the following 
question:  how should the question of motivation 
through compensation be addressed today?

SDT: An Alternative to the 
Dominant Paradigm

Since the early 2000s, a set of research in psychol-
ogy, management, and economics has converged to 
integrate the contribution of pay-for-performance 
systems and theories of intrinsic and extrinsic moti-
vation. This effort to integrate two perspectives 
that until now had opposed each other, aims to 

reconcile the quest for interest in and pleasure at 
work (intrinsic motivation) and the need for extrin-
sic rewards through compensation or other forms of 
gratification (extrinsic motivation). This reconcilia-
tion of incentive theory in economics with intrinsic 
motivation theory in psychology was made possible 
through the development of Deci and Ryan’s SDT 
in psychology (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 
2000; Deci & Ryan, 2002; Gagné & Deci, 2005). 
The convergence of several fields of research follow-
ing this direction is explored in this second part of 
the chapter.

Reconciling the Incompatible?
The paradigm of motivation through incen-

tive has been regularly criticized. On this subject, 
one of the first researchers who tried to show the 
possible inefficiency of compensation on motiva-
tion at work was Herzberg. With his collaborators, 
Herzberg (1957, 1959) distinguishes factors related 
to intrinsic motivation (relative to the content of 
the work and the pleasure it procures) from factors 
related to hygiene or extrinsic motivation (relative 
to incentives and working conditions). According 
to Herzberg’s two-factor theory, compensation 
is a hygiene factor with no capacity to motivate 
people. Herzberg opened up new perspectives for 
research, taken up by DeCharms (1968), then by 
Deci (1971, 1972) with cognitive evaluation theory. 
This proposes to distinguish intrinsic from extrin-
sic motivation. These authors’ propositions aim 
to show that the effects of compensation follow a 
vicious circle through the bias of extrinsic motiva-
tion. Extrinsic motivation is held to induce a feeling 
of being controlled and a consequent feeling of loss 
of autonomy; in the end it appears harmful to indi-
vidual well-being and performance at work in the 
medium and long terms. Consequently, compensa-
tion used to increase extrinsic motivation would be 
counter-productive (Deci, 1972, 1975).

This approach was sidelined within research in 
management, organizational behavior, and orga-
nizational psychology. It was regularly criticized 
both on theoretical and methodological levels (e.g., 
Pinder, 1984; Salancik, 1975; Scott, 1975; Staw, 
1977; Rynes, Gerhart, & Parks, 2005). From a con-
ceptual point of view, few theories converge with the 
cognitive evaluation theory in support of this type 
of hypothesis. Most often, the dominant theories 
accept that compensation is motivating, and refuse 
to adopt a perspective that seems to oppose intrinsic 
and extrinsic motivation. Porter and Lawler’s model 
(1968) is a typical illustration of this. It admits that 
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there are intrinsic and extrinsic rewards, but does 
not separate the analysis of motivation between 
these two possible forms, as Deci later did. From an 
empirical point of view, there is a lack of research 
supporting cognitive evaluation theory in the orga-
nizational setting.

Deci and Ryan (1985) developed SDT, which 
is more consensual and suited to the interests of 
organizational management (Gagné & Deci, 2005; 
Sheldon, Turban, Brown, Barrick, & Judge, 2003). 
This theory opens up new perspectives that arouse 
much interest today from researchers in manage-
ment and economics (e.g., Bénabou & Tirole, 2002, 
2003; Cameron  & Pierce, 1994; Eisenberger  & 
Cameron, 1996; Eisenberger, Pierce, & Cameron, 
1999; Tirole, 2008). These new research avenues 
could constitute a new paradigm based on reconcil-
ing different theoretical viewpoints. It is thus neces-
sary to examine how SDT can address the possible 
effects of compensation on work motivation.

SDT and Compensation
SDT takes a step forward in the sense that con-

ceptually, it accepts the hypothesis of a positive link 
between compensation and motivation (Deci  & 
Ryan, 2000, 2002). Nevertheless, the theory con-
ceives of this link under highly specific conditions. 
According to SDT, all individual behaviors can be 
categorized along a continuum ranging from the 
absence of autonomy to self-determination. With 
the exception of amotivation, which reflects a total 
lack of volition to act, this continuum makes it pos-
sible to distinguish “autonomous motivation” from 
“controlled motivation.” Autonomous motivation 
translates the fact that an individual acts by convic-
tion and/or pleasure. It implies that the individual 
behaves with a total feeling of free choice (Deci & 
Ryan, 2008). It supposes that the individual regu-
lates his or her behavior according to an internal 
locus of causality. Autonomous motivation covers 
three possible characteristics:  intrinsic motivation, 
integrated regulation, and/or identified regulation, 
the latter two being forms of extrinsic motivation. 
Controlled motivation is another type of extrinsic 
motivation and supposes that the individual regu-
lates his or her behavior according to an external 
locus of causality. The individual acts under the 
influence of pressures and requirements linked to 
a specific productivity goal, specific objective to be 
attained, or even social expectations (Deci & Ryan, 
2008). Controlled motivation covers two possible 
facets: external regulation and/or introjected regu-
lation. External regulation is typically a form of 

motivation particularly conditioned by the attri-
bution of compensation. Introjected regulation 
implies that the individual pursues a goal in order 
to feel proud of his or her achievements and/or to 
avoid a feeling of guilt towards himself or herself 
and others.

This new conceptualization of motivation con-
stitutes a significant advance relative to Deci’s 
original ideas (1975). Henceforth, incentive is no 
longer invariably incompatible with personal ful-
filment and with autonomous forms of motiva-
tion (Gagné  & Deci, 2005). These relationships 
are made possible in SDT by the identification of 
three basic needs of autonomous motivation: com-
petence, autonomy, and relatedness. Compensation 
plans that are able to act simultaneously on these 
three basic needs could promote autonomous work 
motivation, especially identified regulation and 
integrated regulation, two of the possible facets 
of autonomous regulation (Gagné  & Deci, 2005; 
Gagné & Forest, 2008).

The Key Role of Basic Needs as 
Intermediary Variables between 
Compensation and Motivation

According to SDT, the existence of three basic 
psychological needs determines the individual’s 
motivational orientation (controlled or autono-
mous). SDT theory places feelings of autonomy, 
relatedness and competence at the heart of the moti-
vational process (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2002; Ryan & 
Deci, 2000, 2008). These three motivational fac-
tors turn out to be particularly powerful in most 
social contexts (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Autonomous 
motivation, including intrinsic motivation, is held 
to depend on the satisfaction of these three basic 
needs (Deci & Ryan, 2000, 2008; Gagné & Forest, 
2009; Laguardia & Ryan, 2000; Ryan, 1993; Van 
den Broeck, Vansteenkiste, De Witte, Soenens, & 
Lens, 2009).

In fact, the literature suggests that the effect of 
tangible rewards on intrinsic and/or autonomous 
motivation depends on the true meaning conveyed 
by these rewards for the satisfaction of basic needs 
(Deci  & Ryan, 1985; Gagné et  al., 2008; Ryan, 
1980). Individual perceptions of autonomy, com-
petence, and relatedness act as psychological media-
tors between social factors and motivation (Deci & 
Ryan, 2000; Gagné  & Forest, 2009; Vallerand, 
1997; Vallerand & Losier, 1999). These conclusions 
apply to the possible impact of rewards on the sat-
isfaction of needs for autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness. According to SDT, the effect of rewards 
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depends on the functional significance that individ-
uals attribute to them. When they are perceived as 
a means of control, or even pressure, they compro-
mise the need for autonomy and weaken intrinsic 
motivation; however, when they are perceived as a 
signal of recognition of competence they increase 
the feeling of competence and favor intrinsic moti-
vation (Deci  & Ryan, 1985; Deci, Koestner,  & 
Ryan, 1999). As an example, performance con-
tingent pay should affect autonomy negatively by 
changing the locus of causality from internal to 
external, but it may also have a positive effect on the 
feelings of competence by providing information on 
an individual’s efficiency (Gagné & Forest, 2008).

These explanations show that SDT considers 
possible positive and negative influences of tangible 
rewards on autonomous motivation. The direct rela-
tionship remains negative because of the controlling 
aspect of the rewards, but a positive indirect rela-
tionship could be envisioned if, and only if, other 
basic psychological needs are positively impacted 
by these rewards. When the rewards are perceived 
as a signal of competence recognition, not as rob-
bing one of autonomy at work, and/or as enhanc-
ing feelings of relatedness to coworkers, they should 
increase autonomous motivation and even intrinsic 
motivation. These analyses lead us to suppose that 
the satisfaction of these three basic needs plays an 
important role as an intermediary variable between 
compensation and autonomous motivation.

Compensation, Motivation, and 
Organizational Justice

According to our analysis, linking compensation 
and self-determined motivation requires that orga-
nizational justice research be taken into account. 
This proposition is developed in what follows, for 
the literature makes it possible to first underline 
the role of justice perceptions in work motivation, 
and second to suggest the existence of relationships 
between compensation, organizational justice, and 
the self-determined motivation.

Research has already shown that individuals are 
more motivated at work when they perceive them-
selves to be compensated fairly and equitably (e.g., 
Adams, 1963, 1965; Folger  & Konovsky, 1989; 
Igalens  & Roussel, 1999; Lazear  & Rosen, 1981; 
Scarpello  & Jones, 1996; Tremblay  & Roussel, 
2001). To grasp this question as a whole, research 
in management and organizational behavior adopts 
the approach from the angle of organizational jus-
tice theory (Bies & Moag, 1986; Greenberg, 1987, 
1993). Several empirical studies have shown that 

organizational justice influences the behavior of 
employees at work. For example, the meta-analyses 
of Cohen and Spector (2001), Colquitt et  al. 
(2001), and Konovsky (2000) underlined that the 
perception of procedural justice increases job satis-
faction, confidence toward managers, organizational 
commitment, productivity, and organizational citi-
zenship behaviors. If we keep to the definition of 
autonomous motivation, the concepts of job sat-
isfaction, trust, affective commitment, and orga-
nizational citizenship behaviors seem very close to 
the characteristics of autonomous motivation. This 
leads us to pursue our enquiry: are employees with 
high perceptions of fairness and justice motivated 
by autonomous or controlled motivation? How 
does the nature of motivation relate to fairness and 
justice? Is the perception of justice truly necessary in 
order to increase autonomous motivation?

First it seems important to underline that there 
are very few studies that have examined the effects 
of organizational justice on intrinsic and/or autono-
mous motivation (Deci, Reis, Johnston  & Smith, 
1977; Folger, Rosenfeld,  & Hays, 1978; Gagné, 
Bérubé, & Donia, 2007; Kuvaas, 2006; Tremblay, 
Senécal, & Rinfret, 2001). The first studies carried 
out on this subject by Deci et al. (1977) suggested 
that as far as compensation goes, when employees 
perceive unfairness, they feel less satisfied and make 
less effort in their work. Tremblay et al. (2001) also 
highlighted the contributions of SDT and orga-
nizational justice (Bies & Moag, 1986)  in a study 
undertaken with 611 civil servants in Quebec. Their 
results reveal that the perception of organizational 
justice has a positive influence on intrinsic motiva-
tion at work. A study carried out by Kuvaas (2006) 
in a Norwegian multinational company also showed 
that perceptions of justice can affect the satisfaction 
of autonomous needs and feelings of competence. 
Other relatively more recent results by Gagné et al. 
(2007) over a sample of 167 Canadian employees 
revealed that different forms of justice are positively 
and significantly correlated with autonomous moti-
vation. These conclusions lead us to suppose that 
perceptions of organizational justice play an essen-
tial role in the relationship between compensation 
and autonomous motivation.

Compensation and Work Motivation: 
The Convergence of the Perspectives of 
Psychology and Economics

Recent research in economics undertaken using 
the contributions of SDT opens up new theoreti-
cal perspectives that could influence companies’ 
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compensation policies and human resources man-
agement. These studies in economics recognize the 
crowding-out effect that compensation can cre-
ate toward intrinsic motivation at work (Baron & 
Kreps, 1999; Bénabou  & Tirole, 2002, 2003; 
Fehr & Gächter, 2002; Frey & Goette, 1999; Frey & 
Osterloh, 2005; Gneezy & Rustichini, 2000; Kreps, 
1997; Weibel, Rost, & Osterloh, 2007). One of the 
hypotheses that we can extract from this perspec-
tive is that a compensation plan should be designed 
to avoid employees feeling that they are being con-
trolled. Such a compensation plan should respect 
the needs of individuals to feel autonomous in their 
choices, their decisions, and their commitment at 
work. A  compensation plan based on objectives 
that are the result of consultation between subor-
dinate and superior, or a mechanism of skills-based 
pay would in our view have the capacity to sat-
isfy this condition. Another hypothesis that could 
result from this perspective is that a compensation 
plan should be managed as a tool for recognizing 
past achievements or performance. A  bonus or 
merit-based pay increase not connected to a specific 
goal but recognizing a set of contributions over a 
given period would have the sought-after motiva-
tional power. In this particular case, it would be 
possible to develop pay that is not contingent on 
performance goals (Deci, 1972; Suvurov & Van de 
Ven, 2006).

The perspective of a new paradigm based on 
motivation through compensation that is compat-
ible with SDT could be developed in the light of 
the convergence of different theoretical perspectives 
from several disciplines. However, if a number of 
theories have already converged to support coherent 
and pertinent propositions concerning the relation-
ship between compensation and motivation, this 
still remains a work in progress.

the effect of compeNSatioN baSed oN 
the coNtrol of iNdividual performaNce

SDT demonstrates that resorting to external 
rewards in exchange for increased performance can, 
under some conditions, weaken intrinsic motiva-
tion. This hypothesis supposes that intrinsic and/
or autonomous motivation can decrease after a 
programme of reinforcement based on reward. 
Thenceforth, incentive rewards might demotivate 
the individual if he or she perceives such rewards 
as a means of controlling his or her activity (Deci 
et  al., 1999). In other words, extrinsic gratifica-
tions may erode the intrinsic interest for the job; 
they may engender a feeling of being controlled 

and a reduction of autonomy. The different forms 
of incentive pay based on performance (bonuses, 
bonuses for results, objectives, and so forth) are so 
many means of compensation designed to control 
behavior (Gerhart, 2000; Gerhart & Rynes, 2003; 
Milkovich & Newman, 2008; Rynes et  al., 2005; 
Werner  & Ward, 2004). These forms of reward, 
known by certain economists as “ex ante rewards,” 
may produce not only a feeling of being controlled 
but may also be interpreted by the agent as being 
characteristic of tasks that are boring and devoid of 
interest (Bénabou  & Tirole, 2003). Bénabou and 
Tirole (2003) explain this hypothesis by the fact 
that the introduction of incentives ex ante will be 
perceived as a means of manipulation and control.

The work of other economists Frey, 1993; 
Frey  & Osterloh, 2005; Weibel et  al., 2007 that 
combine the theoretical perspectives of SDT and 
agency theory (Jensen  & Meckling, 1976)  also 
revealed that the effect of incentive rewards, as sup-
posed in agency theory, result in a crowding-out 
effect that runs against intrinsic motivation. This 
hypothesis had already been advanced by studies 
in cognitive evaluation theory (Deci, 1975; Deci & 
Ryan, 1985). More recent work has also proposed 
that not only may these performance-contingent 
rewards negatively affect autonomy, but may also 
change the locus of causality from internal to exter-
nal (Gagné & Deci, 2005). In this situation, instead 
of making choices freely and feeling unconstrained 
by their environment, individuals would see their 
decisions as influenced or even determined by a set 
of constraints, such as objectives, rewards, or sanc-
tions. Thus, a high level of performance-contingent 
pay, may well contribute to a significant reduction 
in intrinsic motivation that in turn may have a neg-
ative effect on performance (Weibel et  al., 2007). 
This theoretical perspective raises questions about 
the widely held belief that money is an efficient and 
even a necessary means of motivation. It refutes 
the view of “conditioned behaviour” supported by 
the behaviorists who put forward that any type of 
activity would be more easily achieved if it were 
rewarded.

In conclusion, the literature offers some convergent 
analyses between the theories of self-determination in 
psychology and incentive in economics. The litera-
ture thus supports the fact that wage increases and 
bonuses based on previously fixed objectives are con-
trary to the development of intrinsic and/or autono-
mous motivation, with all the potentially negative 
consequences on well-being and performance at 
work. This proposition runs against the dominant 
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paradigm that, on the contrary, supports the quali-
ties of these compensation plans known as merit pay 
(Heneman, 1992).

the effect of compeNSatioN baSed oN 
coNtrolliNg group performaNce

We suggested that compensation can act on 
forms of autonomous motivation, particularly iden-
tified regulation and integrated regulation. For this, 
the compensation must be able to act as a lever on 
competence needs, autonomous needs, and related-
ness needs. If we look more closely at relatedness 
needs, we might expect a positive link between 
group compensation and autonomous motivation 
(Gagné  & Forest, 2008). Group compensation 
plans, such as team bonuses and gainsharing, can 
potentially act as levers on feelings of competence, 
relatedness, and autonomy at work. SDT-based 
research has typically used individual rewards. In 
principle, any form of incentive reward designed to 
control individual behavior should produce a feeling 
of being controlled and reduce autonomy. Group 
incentive pay allocated according to the achieve-
ment of group performance (Arthur & Jelf, 1999; 
Gerhart  & Rynes, 2003; Magnan  & Saint-Onge, 
2005; Milkovich & Newman, 2008; Milkovich & 
Wigdor, 1991; Welbourne  & Gomez-Mejia, 
1995) would also be designed to control individual 
behavior if we keep to the propositions of SDT 
(Gagné and Forest, 2008).

Gagné and Forest (2008) explored this propo-
sition. They underline that group compensation 
plans effectively tend to increase the feeling of relat-
edness, for these forms of compensation encourage 
a cooperative culture. However, as certain econo-
mists have underlined (Han & Shen, 2007, cited in 
Gagné & Forest 2008), these modes of group com-
pensation can also be perceived as controlling. In 
fact, because of the free-rider effect, these forms of 
reward push employees to control each other. This 
process of within-team regulation may result in pres-
sure, which possibly reduces the satisfaction of the 
autonomy need. Surveillance mechanisms are set 
up within the work groups themselves (also called 
“mutual incentives” in economics). Consequently, 
this may result in a reduction in autonomous moti-
vation (Gagné  & Forest, 2008). This proposition 
should apply mainly to group compensation based 
on previously fixed objectives. With a collection 
of research derived from game theory and its crit-
ics, the economics literature strongly agrees with 
this analysis (Fitzroy & Kraft, 1987; Kruse, 1992; 
Weitzman & Kruse, 1990).

the effect of Skill-baSed pay
The literature on SDT has already revealed 

that extrinsic incentives may, in certain cases, 
increase intrinsic motivation through their posi-
tive impact on autonomous needs, competence 
needs, and relatedness needs (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 
1999). Analyzing the works of Heider (1958) and 
DeCharms (1968), Deci (1971) underlined that in 
order to understand the effects of rewards, it was 
necessary to consider how individuals interpreted 
these rewards. Specifically, it was important to take 
into account the way individuals interpreted these 
rewards in relation to their own feelings of auton-
omy, competence, and relatedness. In economics, 
certain authors even hold that rewards cannot always 
be negative because any minimal bonus should be a 
potential incentive for the agent to make an effort.

This would be probable when individuals receive 
information via the incentive mechanism inform-
ing them of their own capacities and competen-
cies (Bénabou  & Tirole, 2003). In other words, 
rewards can incite agents to make efforts when such 
rewards are perceived as supplying positive infor-
mation as to employee competence. In this case, 
rewards should produce positive effects on intrinsic 
motivation. Conversely, according to Bénabou and 
Tirole (2003), when employees are not completely 
sure of their capacities, intrinsic motivation dimin-
ishes with the level of reward. These authors con-
clude that rewards provide positive reinforcement 
when they convey information on the individual’s 
competencies.

We can observe a convergence among analyses of 
skill-based pay. Indeed, Weinberg and Gould (2003) 
held that when individuals received positive infor-
mation about their competencies, this increased 
their intrinsic motivation. On this subject, cogni-
tive evaluation theory (Deci, 1975) underlines that 
any reward contains two facets: a controlling facet 
and an informational facet. Rewards provide indi-
viduals with information on their competence and 
degree of self-determination. When rewards are per-
ceived as recognition for competence, they increase 
intrinsic motivation (Deci et  al., 1999), probably 
because they fulfill a psychological need. These 
observations lead us to suppose that skill-based pay 
systems (Heneman  & Gresham, 1998; Heneman, 
Ledford,  & Gresham, 2000; Klarsfeld, 2001; 
Lawler, 1990; Lawler, Mohrman, & Ledford, 1998; 
Lee, Law,  & Bobko, 1999; Murray  & Gerhart, 
1998; Shaw, Gupta, & Delery, 2005; Saint-Onge, 
Haines, & Klarsfeld, 2004; Saint-Onge & Klarsfeld, 
2000)  should also be more apt at satisfying basic 
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psychological needs and thus increasing autono-
mous motivation.

the effect of compeNSatioN oN 
coNtrolled motivatioN

According to SDT, individuals who are moti-
vated by control act under the influence of pres-
sures and demands related to a specific performance 
goal, objectives, or social expectations perceived 
as external to themselves (Deci  & Ryan, 2008). 
An individual’s actions are controlled only by 
their consequences, whether theseare positive or 
negative. Thus pay based on individual or group 
performance should be a true source of external 
regulation (Arthur & Jelf, 1999; Gerhart & Rynes, 
2003; Magnan & Saint-Onge, 2005; Milkovich & 
Newman, 2008). In this type of situation, indi-
viduals find themselves obliged to act according 
to an external demand, external to the task itself. 
Individual bonuses, ex ante rewards, bonuses on 
objectives, group bonuses, and team-based pay are 
all modes of compensation based on the control of 
individual or group performance. This proposition 
thus joins up with the dominant paradigm of moti-
vation through incentive.

the ecoNomic perSpective of the effect 
of eX poSt compeNSatioNS

Authors of incentive theory have often held 
that variable rewards would be enough to induce 
the desired behaviors (Gibbons, 1997; Jensen  & 
Meckling, 1976; Laffont  & Martimort, 2002; 
Lazear, 2000). For the authors of SDT, however, 
rewards and punishments are often counterproduc-
tive because they weaken intrinsic motivation and 
autonomous motivation (Deci, 1975; Deci et  al., 
1999; Deci & Ryan, 1985; Gagné & Deci, 2005). 
Nevertheless, as we have seen, circumstances exist 
where compensation can be effective. This leads 
us to pursue our enquiry:  why should incentive 
rewards be appreciated and efficient in certain con-
texts, but apparently counterproductive in others?

Bénabou and Tirole (2003) analyzed the contri-
bution of SDT in light of incentive theory (Jensen & 
Meckling, 1976; Laffont & Martimort, 2002) with 
the aim of reconciling these two theoretical views. 
Their analysis rests essentially on the control of 
employee behavior through the mediating effects of 
rewards. In this perspective they distinguish ex ante 
rewards from ex post rewards. As we have seen, man-
agers choose ex-ante rewards to encourage efforts or 
performance. According to these authors, employ-
ees interpret such forms of reward partly as a sign 

of distrust and partly as characteristic of uninspir-
ing and even boring tasks. Such rewards thus create 
a crowding-out effect on intrinsic motivation. As 
mentioned previously, the crowding-out hypothesis 
is supported in several economic studies (Baron & 
Kreps, 1999; Fehr & Gächter, 2002; Frey & Goette, 
1999; Frey & Osterloh, 2005; Gneezy & Rustichini, 
2000; Kreps, 1997; Weibel et al., 2007).

On the contrary, ex post rewards are not allocated 
according to the achievement of previously fixed 
objectives (Suvurov  & Van de Ven, 2006). These 
authors define such rewards as any form of discre-
tionary noncontractual bonus offered by a principal 
(top executive or manager) who possesses favorable 
private information about the agent’s (collaborator 
or employee) performance.

According to them, such expost rewards are based 
on a subjective measure of the agent’s performance 
or contribution and do not depend on previously 
defined performance objective. They are part of 
the information asymmetry caused by the agency 
relationship and enable the principal to provide 
the agent with more credible feedback. This prop-
osition was studied by Suvurov and Van de Ven 
(2006). Given that the principal’s (manager’s) aim 
is to increase the agent’s (employee’s) performance 
permanently, relying on a single acknowledgement 
or verbal feedback would be insufficient or even 
ineffective. Their proposition relies on the idea that 
discretionary rewards can be used to ensure the 
credibility of the response from the principal to the 
agent. These ex post compensations are attributed 
in recognition of work that the hierarchy values. 
According to Suvurov and Van de Ven (2006) it is a 
more credible way to communicate with the agent 
and incite him or her to work harder. Ex post rewards 
are thus rewards offered by a principal who possesses 
favorable private information about the agent’s per-
formance. According to Bénabou and Tirole (2003) 
such rewards increase employees’ intrinsic motiva-
tion. Indeed, according to these authors the fact of 
offering an ex post reward for achieving a difficult 
task will not lead the employee to consider his or 
her behavior as being controlled. Quite to the con-
trary, inasmuch as the employee does not know 
how to evaluate his or her performance, receiving 
an ex post reward is an indirect measure connect-
ing the employee to his or her own performance. 
Bénabou and Tirole (2003) thus conclude that a 
frontier exists between an incentive perceived as 
“controlling” and thus counterproductive, and that 
perceived as a signal of the difficulty of the task and 
thus as recognition of a competence. This perceived 
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recognition is likely to increase intrinsic motivation 
and more broadly, autonomous motivation.

However, studies in management hold that 
pay-for-performance may act positively on motiva-
tion on the condition that the individual perceives 
it as fair and equitable (Igalens & Roussel, 1999). 
This implies that there is a frontier between an ex 
post discretionary compensation that may be per-
ceived as fair, and an ex post compensation that may 
be perceived as arbitrary and unfair. To approach 
this question from the basis of studies of organiza-
tional justice, we suppose that there exist mediator 
effects between expost compensation and autono-
mous motivation (Kuvaas, 2006; Gagné et  al., 
2007; Tremblay et al., 2001). The positive percep-
tion of distributive, procedural, and interactional 
justice should ensure effective conditions for expost 
compensation.

Conclusion
Over the past 10  years, mainstream economists 

have joined up with an often contested research 
field, that of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. The 
dominant research streams in economics and orga-
nizational psychology have long shown that perfor-
mance incentive systems were efficient and satisfied 
stakeholder expectations by reconciling the interests 
of the company, shareholders, and employees. This 
paradigm based on motivation through incentives 
contributed to the development of compensation 
mechanisms based on the control of individual per-
formances. However, the hypotheses supported by 
these theories are today discussed from a new per-
spective. Deci and Ryan’s SDT proposes a set of theo-
retical advances that enable researchers from different 
disciplinary fields to converge toward a set of hypoth-
eses that could result in the birth of a new paradigm.

This chapter set out to explore these new research 
perspectives on the question of motivating employ-
ees through compensation. Theoretical propositions 
were developed in order to sustain new theoriza-
tion for the relationship between compensation 
and work motivation. In fact, studies in SDT from 
economics and management have resulted in two 
general propositions that could influence organiza-
tions’ human resources and compensation policies. 
The first proposition is that any compensation plan 
should be designed to avoid employees’ feeling that 
they are being controlled. Compensation plans 
should respond positively to individuals’ needs to 
feel autonomous in their choices, decisions, and 
commitment at work. The second general proposi-
tion is that compensation plans should be managed 

as tools of recognition of past achievements or per-
formances. A  merit-based bonus or wage increase 
that is unconnected with a specific exante objective, 
but that recognizes a set of contributions during a 
given period, will have the sought-after motivational 
power. More specifically, a compensation plan suited 
to the development of feelings of autonomy, com-
petence, and relatedness possesses this motivational 
virtue through the recognition of competencies 
deployed by the individual through his or her com-
mitment to the organization. These propositions are 
combined with conditions relative to the positive 
perception of organizational justice, whether this is 
distributive, procedural, or interactional.
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Employee training and development (TAD), a 
systematic approach to learning and development 
to improve individual, team, and organizational 
effectiveness (Kraiger & Ford, 2007, p. 281), is one 
of the most widespread human resource (HR) prac-
tices (Boselie, Dietz, & Boon, 2005). In 2008, com-
panies in the United States alone spent an estimated 
$134 billion on TAD (Noe, Tews,  & McConnell 
Dachner, 2010). TAD programs now range in 
terms of content and scope from basic skill acqui-
sition programs to more complex contents, such 
as diversity training and leadership development 
(Kraiger & Ford, 2007).

The literature on TAD is substantial and sup-
portive of several of beneficial outcomes follow-
ing training participation, including individual 
knowledge and skill acquisition (Arthur, Bennett, 
Edens, & Bell, 2003; Collins & Holton III, 2004; 
Colquitt, LePine, & Noe, 2000), increased individ-
ual performance (Hall, 1996), and organizational 

productivity and performance (Jacobs  & 
Washington, 2003; Maurer, Weiss,  & Barbeite, 
2003; Tharenou, Saks,  & Moore, 2007). In light 
of the vast amount of research on TAD, a lot is 
already known. This is fortunate for practitioners 
who rely on an evidence-based approach (Briner & 
Rousseau, 2011), but challenging for research-
ers who aim to make novel contributions to the 
field. In that respect, this chapter makes a contri-
bution to the field of TAD, and the emerging field 
of self-determination theory (SDT) research in the 
domain of work, by reviewing TAD research using 
SDT as a theoretical framework. To help clarify 
and structure the content, the chapter is divided 
into different sections. First, we briefly present the 
development of TAD from training to learning, 
and underpin why theories of work motivation 
have become increasingly relevant for understand-
ing how TAD impacts employee attitudes, motiva-
tion, and behaviors. Next, we present SDT within 
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the context of TAD research and argue why SDT is 
a particularly suited framework for understanding 
and integrating empirical research on TAD. In this 
section, we also point to avenues for future research 
linking SDT and TAD. Finally, we provide specific 
advice for organizations and managers interested in 
improving their TAD practices by aligning these 
with the recommendations offered by SDT.

From Training to Learning
Historically, TAD researchers focused domi-

nantly on antecedents for and outcomes from spe-
cific TAD activities (e.g., needs assessment, training 
objectives, evaluation criteria, and training transfer) 
through the lens of the traditional instructional 
design model (Gagné, Briggs,  & Wager, 1992). 
However, as recently noted by Noe et  al. (2010), 
although this string of research has unveiled 
important aspects of training interventions, it is 
predominantly technical and instructor-focused. 
More importantly, the employees or trainees have 
typically held passive roles. In the last decades, the 
nature of work has changed in that jobs are more 
cognitively based, work outcomes more complex 
and diffuse, and both research and practice con-
cerning the process of training and learning at work 
have consequently shifted from supervisors and 
training professionals to the employees’ themselves 
(Kraiger & Ford, 2007). Accordingly, to grasp more 
fully what actually goes on during training, we need 
to consider the more active role of employees dur-
ing training (Bell & Kozlowski, 2008). In addition, 
we need to integrate training into the wider equa-
tion of work because events prior to, during, and 
after training most likely influence the outcomes of 
training interventions (Blume, Ford, Baldwin,  & 
Huang, 2010). Finally, whereas early research on the 
relationship between training and employee knowl-
edge, skills, and performance reported strong direct 
effects (Tyler, 1969), later research that took the 
employees more into account suggested a far more 
complex relationship and employee outcomes. For 
instance, we now know that the direct relationship 
between trainee reactions and work performance 
is marginal. In a meta-analysis by Colquitt et  al. 
(2000), the estimated correlation between training 
reactions and work performance was .04. This find-
ing, along with those of others (e.g., Arthur et al., 
2003), suggests that the impact of training depends 
on several factors, including those of motivational 
origin.

Motivation in the context of training has tradi-
tionally been conceptualized as training motivation, 

formally defined as the direction, intensity, and per-
sistence of learning-directed behavior in training 
contexts (Colquitt et  al., 2000). Whereas training 
motivation is clearly important, such a conceptu-
alization of motivation falls short of incorporating 
motivation to use learning to improve performance 
in the wider equation of work. In addition, it 
ignores broader potential implications of TAD, 
such as intrinsic and prosocial motivation stem-
ming from the perception of being invested in, and 
that work itself may become more meaningful and 
interesting when individuals’ knowledge and skills 
increase. Addressing these shortcomings, Noe et al. 
(2010) recently argued that psychological engage-
ment theory could provide “a valuable new perspec-
tive for expanding our understanding by building 
a stronger theory of learner motivation and work-
place learning.” (p. 282). To a large extent we agree, 
because psychological engagement theory considers 
the more active role of employees when at work, and 
consequently, attending TAD initiatives. Still, the 
direction, intensity, and persistence among train-
ees may stem from different motivational sources. 
And, because psychological engagement represents 
a relatively unitary concept of work motivation, it 
fails to capture extrinsic or controlling motivational 
sources for engaging in learning behaviors at work.

George (2011) recently argued that the work 
engagement literature needs to also consider the 
extrinsic element of work motivation to a greater 
extent, rather than solely focusing on how work 
engagement provides intrinsic rewards for employ-
ees. Because SDT acknowledges and incorporates 
different forms of autonomous and controlled moti-
vation within a unifying framework, we believe that 
SDT is well suited to increase the understanding of 
how TAD influences employee outcomes. By speci-
fying autonomous and controlled forms of extrinsic 
motivation, this may be the key to better understand 
what affects training outcomes. In the following 
sections, we elaborate more fully on the relevance of 
SDT and review established findings from the TAD 
literature within the SDT framework.

The Relevance of SDT for 
Workplace TAD

Recent reviews of the training literature have 
pointed to the need for more research on how 
motivation affects willingness to learn and how 
perceptions of training relevancy affect motiva-
tion (e.g., Chen  & Klimoski, 2007; Kraiger  & 
Ford, 2007). In line with a more active per-
spective of employees participating in TAD 
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(Bell & Kozlowski, 2008), SDT rests on the prem-
ise that all individuals are inherently motivated to 
develop their interests and skills, to connect and 
to contribute to other people, and to develop 
toward enabling their fullest potential (Sheldon, 
Turban, Brown, Barrick,  & Judge, 2003). SDT 
makes a general distinction between amotivation, 
or a lack of intention to act, and motivation that 
is intentional (Gagné & Deci, 2005).

SDT distinguishes between autonomous and 
controlled motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The 
former describes acting based on perceived voli-
tion and choice, and overlaps considerably with 
the conceptualization of psychological engage-
ment (Meyer  & Gagné, 2008). Furthermore, 
and in contrast to the confusion about whether 
the opposite of psychological engagement is 
lack of engagement, disengagement, or strain 
(Cooper, Dewe,  & O’Driscoll, 2001; Crawford, 
LePine,  & Rich, 2010; Meyer  & Gagné, 2008), 
SDT describes more clearly acting based on per-
ceived pressure, and having to engage in actions as 
controlled motivation, and recognizes that indi-
viduals may also be alienated and mechanized, 
or passive and disaffected (Deci & Ryan, 2008). 
Controlled motivation therefore reflects a desire to 
gain rewards or avoid punishment, or avoid feel-
ings of guilt. Autonomous motivation is regarded 
to be of higher quality and lead to more favorable 
outcomes than controlled motivation (Gagné  & 
Deci, 2005). Autonomous motivation can be 
more external, reflecting the attainment of a val-
ued personal goal, expressing one’s sense of self, 
or it can be fully internal in the form of intrinsic 
motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Individuals who 
are intrinsically motivated work on tasks because 
they find them enjoyable and interesting, and that 
participation is its own reward (Deci, Connell, & 
Ryan, 1989). This state reflects an inherent ten-
dency to seek out novelty and challenges, to 
extend and exercise one’s capacities, to explore, 
and to learn (Ryan & Deci, 2000). With respect 
to TAD, employees’ training motivation may be 
both autonomous (i.e., the training content is 
experienced as interesting in itself, or important 
and of significance to learn) and more controlled 
(i.e., the rationale for participating in training is 
more based on acquiring a formal diploma, get-
ting a pay raise, or other external reasons). Even 
so, with a lack of needs assessment and concern 
for the individual needs of the employees, TAD 
may also lead to amotivation and/or resigna-
tion. Accordingly, rather than treating training 

motivation as a unitary construct, through the 
lens of SDT, training motivation may be sepa-
rated along three different dimensions with differ-
ent implications for training outcomes.

In sum, SDT represents a relevant theoretical 
framework for future TAD research that focuses on 
the more active role of the learner and acknowledges 
the influence of motivation from sources that are 
more autonomous or more controlling.

The Importance of Trainee’s Reactions to 
and Perceptions of TAD

There is emerging consensus that trainee reac-
tions are important for our understanding of the 
relationship between TAD and employee out-
comes. For instance, Sitzmann, Brown, Casper, 
Ely, and Zimmerman (2008) showed in their 
meta-analysis that trainee reactions were posi-
tively associated with affective learning outcomes, 
declarative knowledge, and procedural knowl-
edge. Dysvik and Kuvaas found that it is the per-
ception of having TAD opportunities (Dysvik  & 
Kuvaas, 2008)  and the perception of being 
invested in, and having developmental opportu-
nities (Kuvaas & Dysvik, 2009a, 2009b, 2010b, 
2011) that are associated with higher levels of task 
performance, organizational citizenship behavior, 
and lower levels of turnover intention. Similarly, 
positive associations between being invested in 
and having developmental opportunities, and 
both affective commitment and job satisfac-
tion, have also been established (Lee & Bruvold, 
2003). In a cross-level study, Nishii, Lepak, and 
Schneider (2008) theorized that employees’ attri-
butions for why the HR practices exist are crucial. 
In order for HR practices to accentuate individ-
ual and in turn organizational performance, they 
should be experienced as commitment-focused 
rather than control-focused. In support of their 
hypotheses, Nishii et  al. (2008) found that only 
commitment-focused HR practices were associ-
ated with employees’ commitment, satisfaction, 
unit-level helping behaviors, and unit-level cus-
tomer satisfaction. Because employee perceptions 
of HR practices may be significantly different 
from those of management and/or those respon-
sible for HR in the organization (Edgar & Geare, 
2005; Khilji & Wang, 2006), it is the employees 
who should be asked how they experience TAD 
to understand its impact on employees, and in 
turn, organizational outcomes (Arthur & Boyles, 
2007). As discussed next, for TAD to satisfy basic 
psychological needs, the mere presence of TAD 
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is not sufficient; the employees need to perceive 
TAD as more relevant and satisfying.

TAD and Basic Need Satisfaction
With respect to the relationship between training 

and basic need satisfaction, having training oppor-
tunities should nurture the needs for autonomy, 
relatedness, and competence. More specifically, 
when employees experience training as an opportu-
nity, or when they are convinced of the relevance of 
training, this should satisfy the need for autonomy 
by increasing feelings of internal control (Dysvik & 
Kuvaas, 2008; Suazo, Martínez, & Sandoval, 2009). 
The need for competence could be satisfied when 
individuals are encouraged to seek challenges rela-
tive to their capacities and to attempt persistent 
maintenance of skills (Dysvik  & Kuvaas, 2008; 
Stone, Deci, & Ryan, 2009). Furthermore, provided 
that TAD opportunities signal that employees are 
valued, and that their employer is willing to com-
mit to a long-term relationship with them, TAD 
opportunities should satisfy the need for relatedness 
(Dysvik & Kuvaas, 2008; Suazo et al., 2009).

With respect to empirical evidence, available 
research remains limited. Among the few studies 
conducted, Marescaux, De Winne, and Sels (2010) 
found positive associations between perceived train-
ing alignment and the needs for autonomy and 
relatedness, but not for the need for competence. 
Marescaux et  al. (2010) suggested that this con-
traintuitive result may result from training align-
ment could be seen as a sign of incompetence, 
thus thwarting their competence satisfaction. An 
alternative but related explanation is restrictions of 
range because most respondents reported high lev-
els of satisfaction of the need for competence and 
therefore less need for training. Accordingly, when 
designing TAD opportunities, careful attention to 
training content and level of difficulty versus indi-
vidual competence levels seems warranted. In one 
of our recent studies, we found that the need for 
competence is only related to intrinsic motivation 
under the condition of high levels of the need for 
autonomy, so that workers are intrinsically moti-
vated only when they experienced both satisfaction 
of the needs for autonomy and competence (Dysvik, 
Kuvaas, & Gagné, in press). Consequently, and as 
noted by Deci and Ryan (2000, p. 235), “Perceived 
competence tends to enhance intrinsic motiva-
tion, although people must feel responsible for 
the competent performance in order for perceived 
competence to have positive effects on intrinsic 
motivation.” Given the apparent lack of studies on 

TAD and need satisfaction in the domain of work, 
future research attention is warranted to increase 
knowledge of the role of the need for competence 
in TAD activities.

In addition, future research attention is needed 
to unveil conditions under which training oppor-
tunities not only subserve the needs for autonomy 
and relatedness, but also the need for competence. 
For instance, recent research on developmental 
support suggests that the impact of developmental 
initiatives on employee outcomes is contingent on 
perceived career opportunities. More specifically, 
development support positively relates to job per-
formance, but only when perceived career oppor-
tunity within the organization is high (Kraimer, 
Seibert, Wayne, Liden,  & Bravo, 2011). In addi-
tion, recent research on perceived competence 
mobilization (Lai & Kapstad, 2009) underpins the 
importance of providing employees with opportu-
nities to use their previously and newly acquired 
competencies in meaningful and challenging ways. 
This line of research suggests that there needs to be 
a match between job requirements and perceived 
competencies as well as perceived competence 
mobilization when accepting the job. When such 
match is lacking, this may result in less intrinsically 
motivated employees with lower levels of affective 
organizational commitment and higher turnover 
intentions (Lai, 2011). As such, both perceived 
career opportunities and perceived competence 
mobilization represent interesting frameworks for 
providing increased insights into the relationship 
between TAD and the need for competence.

Training and Autonomous Versus 
Controlled Motivation

Providing TAD may create motivational effects, 
but which kind of motivation depends on why 
employees want them, and how and why they are 
offered (Stone et  al., 2009). Like managers, train-
ers need to support employees’ psychological needs 
if internalization is to take place (Gagné, 2009). If 
training is provided primarily as coveted external 
rewards, or is enforced mandatorily with less con-
cern for the say of employees, controlled motivation 
is the most probable outcome. Although extrinsic 
rewards and higher levels of controlled motivation 
could increase training effort and short-term per-
sistence, it may result in poorer training outcomes, 
as evidenced by longitudinal research in educational 
settings (Becker, McElvany, & Kortenbruck, 2010). 
Employees could also feel guilty for not setting aside 
time to participate in training when faced with 
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other work-related expectations, which could lead 
to higher levels of introjected motivation. In con-
trast, if training is experienced as useful for employ-
ees in learning new skills, that they clearly see the 
meaning and purpose of the training intervention, 
and that training participation is based on volition, 
and training content is acquired through collabo-
rating with others, then higher levels of identified 
motivation and/or intrinsic motivation should be 
expected. Higher levels of autonomous motivation 
should, in turn, predict higher levels of effort and 
persistence in training, more knowledge acquisi-
tion, higher levels of training transfer, and elevated 
individual performance. Finally, if employees expe-
rience a lack of available resources and/or support 
for applying knowledge and skills acquired through 
training in their everyday work setting, training 
could in extreme cases lead to amotivation.

So what research evidence is available? With 
respect to the domain of work, we found that the 
amount and frequency of training participation is 
unrelated to intrinsic motivation, but that satisfac-
tion with training and the sufficiency of training 
received is strongly positively related to intrinsic 
motivation (Dysvik & Kuvaas, 2008). Our obser-
vations suggest that providing TAD opportunities 
is not enough to subserve autonomous motivation, 
but what matters is how training is offered and 
experienced by employees. In addition, the general 
perception of being invested in (including informal 
arrangements, such as mentoring programs and job 
rotation, in addition to training opportunities) was 
also strongly positively related to intrinsic motiva-
tion (Kuvaas & Dysvik, 2009a), as was the case for 
trainees’ perceptions of trainee programs (Dysvik, 
Kuvaas, & Buch, 2010).

TAD may also increase employees’ prosocial 
motivation, or wanting to do good for their orga-
nization (Batson, 1987)  provided that TAD sig-
nals that the employees are important, valuable, 
and appreciated (Pfeffer, 1998). Within the SDT 
framework, prosocial motivation is regarded as 
a subtype of autonomous motivation:  identified 
regulation (Gagné  & Deci, 2005). Based on the 
norm of reciprocity (Blau, 1964; Gouldner, 1960), 
investing in employee development may foster a cli-
mate characterized by trust, cooperation, socioemo-
tional attachment, and long-term orientation (e.g., 
Bowen & Ostroff, 2004; Collins & Smith, 2006; 
Shore  & Barksdale, 1998; Tsui, Pearce, Porter,  & 
Tripoli, 1997). In turn, employees respond by con-
tributing with behaviors at work beneficial not only 
for themselves, but for the organization as a whole 

(Shore, Tetrick, Lynch, & Barksdale, 2006). We are 
unaware of studies that focus on the relationship 
between TAD and identified regulation directly in 
the domain of work, but expect that similar patterns 
as those found for prosocial and intrinsic motiva-
tion would occur. In addition, although studies 
indicate that a lack of support and/or resources at 
work for applying training content inhibits train-
ing transfer (Blume et al., 2010), there is a lack of 
studies investigating the mediating role of amotiva-
tion. Accordingly, future studies would benefit from 
investigating the associations between training reac-
tions and the full range of motivational regulations 
proposed by SDT.

Autonomy-Supportive Leaders and 
Trainers

With respect to instructional style, Mesmer-  
Magnus  & Viswesvaran (2010) recently meta-  
analyzed 159 pretraining intervention studies. 
They found that providing attentional advice, or 
information, independent of performance content, 
about the process or strategy that can be used to 
achieve an optimal learning outcome during train-
ing (Cannon-Bowers, Rhodenizer, Salas, & Bowers, 
1998) was a salient pretraining influence of learning 
acquisition. Attentional advice supports individual 
learning processes through gaining trainee attention 
and setting appropriate expectancies, advising indi-
viduals of learning objectives, and prompting the 
activation of their relevant existing knowledge. This 
observation aligns well with a central tenet of SDT, 
namely providing autonomy support. Autonomy 
support refers to what one person says and does to 
enhance another’s internal locus of causality, auton-
omy, and perceived choice during the action (Reeve, 
2002). In sport psychology, studies have shown that 
supportive coaching styles influence athletes’ moti-
vation (Mageau & Vallerand, 2003). In the domain 
of education, Black and Deci (2000) showed that 
students who experienced autonomy-supportive 
organic chemistry instructors increased both their 
autonomous motivation toward chemistry and 
final grades. Studies on intervention programs 
designed to support autonomy were recently sum-
marized in a meta-analysis (Su & Reeve, 2011). The 
results suggest that these interventions are highly 
effective (measured primarily in terms of self- or 
other-rated autonomy support). Subsequent mod-
erator analyses revealed that the programs were 
more effective when focusing on multiple elements 
of autonomy support, specific skill-based activi-
ties, and when conducted in laboratory settings. 
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Clearly, there is a need for further unveiling the 
role of autonomy-support with respect to TAD, 
not only in terms of conducting training, but also 
with respect to needs assessment prior to training, 
and transfer of training following training. For 
instance, it could be that leaders that are perceived 
as autonomy-supportive are more sensitive toward 
identifying the individual needs of trainers. Also, 
such leaders should be able to facilitate training 
transfer among employees to a larger extent than 
those who are less autonomy-supportive.

Outcomes from Autonomous Versus 
Controlled Motivation in TAD Settings

Both proximal and distal outcomes may be 
expected from TAD activities. The former is often 
operationalized by way of declarative and proce-
dural knowledge, skills, and affective outcomes, 
such as self-efficacy, (e.g., Colquitt et al., 2000). The 
latter may be operationalized in terms of behaviors 
and attitudes, such as work performance, help-
ing behaviors, turnover intention, and knowledge 
sharing (e.g., Colquitt et  al., 2000; Gagné, 2009; 
Paré & Tremblay, 2007).

With respect to proximal outcomes from auton-
omous versus controlled motivation in training set-
tings, there is a paucity of studies in the domain of 
work using the SDT framework. A vast number of 
studies have been conducted applying social learn-
ing theory (Bandura, 1986). Social learning theory 
basically proposes that individuals tend to be moti-
vated to perform specific tasks when they perceive 
they have the ability to do so, or when they feel 
efficacious (Bandura, 1986). Compelling evidence 
suggests self-efficacy is both a predictor of training 
motivation, and a proximal outcome of training 
interventions (Colquitt et al., 2000). A shortcom-
ing of this perspective, however, is the emphasis 
on self-assessments of competence while being less 
concerned whether efficacious behaviors are autono-
mous versus controlled (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Given 
the importance of perceived autonomy and con-
trol derived from such areas as stress research (e.g., 
Karasek, 1979), and the compelling meta-analytic 
evidence pointing to the vital role of autonomy as a 
central predictor for a range of employee outcomes 
(Humphrey, Nahrgang,  & Morgeson, 2007), it 
seems that theories attempting to relate training and 
employee outcomes should address the importance 
of autonomy more directly. Furthermore, a recent 
meta-analysis by Judge, Jackson, Shaw, Scott, and 
Rich (2007) found that self-efficacy predicted per-
formance in jobs or tasks of low complexity, but not 

in those of medium or high complexity. In addition, 
Callahan et al. (2003) found that after controlling 
for the variance attributable to intrinsic motivation, 
the relationship between self-efficacy and perfor-
mance failed to attain statistical significance. A pos-
sible explanation for this finding is that self-efficacy 
serves the role of antecedent to intrinsic motiva-
tion, rather than being directly related to individual 
outcomes (Prabhu, Sutton,  & Sauser, 2008). As 
such, highly efficacious individuals may gradually 
find the tasks they master to be more interesting 
(Sansone & Thoman, 2005). This may in turn lead 
to higher levels of autonomous motivation in cases 
where employees’ perceptions of autonomy are not 
thwarted (Deci & Ryan, 2000). In order to further 
clarify under which conditions competence per-
ception may lead to beneficial outcomes following 
training, future research attention is needed.

Findings from the educational domain clearly 
suggest that autonomous motivation is associated 
with far more beneficial learning outcomes than that 
of controlled motivation. Research summarized by 
Reeve (2002) shows that autonomously motivated 
students thrive in educational settings compared 
with control-motivated students in terms of higher 
academic achievement, more positive emotionality, 
greater creativity, and higher rates of retention. These 
observations do not imply that students need to be 
intrinsically motivated at all times, but that the more 
internalized the extrinsic motivation in the form of 
identified regulation (i.e., recognizing  the impor-
tance of acquiring the learning content) and/or the 
more intrinsically motivated, the more beneficial 
the outcomes, as opposed to controlled motivation. 
In support of this, a recent longitudinal study on 
reading literacy development among 740 students 
from 54 classes showed that the more extrinsic their 
reading motivation was in fourth grade, the lower 
their reading literacy was in sixth grade. In contrast, 
the more intrinsic their reading motivation was in 
fourth grade, the more their reading amount was, 
and in turn the higher their reading literacy was in 
sixth grade (Becker et al., 2010).

Because meta-analytic evidence suggests a posi-
tive influence of controlled motivation on simpler 
tasks with less inherent motivational potential 
(Jenkins, Mitra, Gupta,  & Shaw, 1998; Weibel, 
Rost, & Osterloh, 2010), it may be that controlled 
motivation should have less detrimental conse-
quences for similar training contents. Overall, how-
ever, we would expect autonomous motivation to 
be associated with more positive outcomes than 
controlled motivation.
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With respect to the more distal outcomes of 
training, our research suggests that having training 
opportunities influences task performance, organi-
zational citizenship behavior, and turnover inten-
tions, which can be explained through increased 
intrinsic motivation (Dysvik & Kuvaas, 2008). We 
have found similar patterns for the mere generic 
experience of investments in employee develop-
ment (Kuvaas & Dysvik, 2009a), and among train-
ees enrolled in formal trainee programs (Dysvik 
et al., 2010). It therefore seems that intrinsic moti-
vation may explain why employees’ reactions to 
TAD relate to essential outcomes at the individual 
level. Beyond measuring the full motivational con-
tinuum of SDT, we believe future studies should 
benefit from including autonomy-supportive lead-
ership. In contemporary organizations, line man-
agers often implement TAD activities on behalf of 
HR or top management. Because autonomy sup-
port has been found to be essential for training 
outcomes in educational and sport settings (Su & 
Reeve, 2011), these findings could be replicated and 
extended to the work domain. Finally, we encour-
age the pursuit of multilevel designs, because it is 
now established firmly at the individual level that 
the autonomous motivation is a predictor of in-role 
performance, contextual performance, and turnover 
intention (e.g., Kuvaas, 2006; Kuvaas  & Dysvik, 
2009a; Piccolo  & Colquitt, 2006; Vansteenkiste 
et  al., 2007; Zapata-Phelan, Colquitt, Scott,  & 
Livingston, 2009). These findings could be extended 
to the work unit level, to investigate whether TAD 
could collectively accentuate performance through 
autonomous motivation as well.

Transfer of Training
An important subfield of TAD is that of training 

transfer. Training transfer is defined as the extent to 
which the knowledge and skills acquired in a learn-
ing setting are applied to different settings, peo-
ple, and/or situations from those trained, and the 
extent to which changes that result from a learning 
experience persist over time (Blume et  al., 2010). 
Meta-analytic evidence on training transfer dem-
onstrates that perceptions of mastery, voluntarily 
participation, and a supportive work environment 
are among the most salient predictors for transfer 
intention and actual transfer (Blume et al., 2010). 
These observations align well with SDT in empha-
sizing the importance of need fulfillment and con-
sequent motivational regulation in the workplace. 
There is limited research on the role of SDT in train-
ing transfer available, but Roca and Gagné (2008) 

found that employees participating in e-learning 
training programs were more willing to continue 
using IT when they felt autonomous and compe-
tent, and, in turn, more intrinsically motivated. It 
therefore seems that need satisfaction and/or moti-
vational regulation is a relevant theoretical frame-
work for increasing the understanding of how and 
under which conditions training transfer will most 
likely occur. Although much research has examined 
relations between need satisfaction and well-being 
(e.g., Johnston  & Finney, 2010), studies examin-
ing relations between need satisfaction and auton-
omous motivation in the domain of work remain 
relatively rare (Greguras  & Diefendorff, 2009). 
To test the detailed propositions of SDT within a 
training transfer framework, studies should there-
fore include need satisfaction, motivational regula-
tions, and autonomy support in order to capture the 
broad range of influences on training transfer.

Individual Differences
Although SDT emphasizes the more universal 

aspect of basic psychological needs, it also recog-
nizes the existence of individual differences, first 
and foremost with respect to autonomy orientation. 
Autonomy is one of the most fundamental psy-
chological needs (Sheldon, Elliot, Kim, & Kasser, 
2001) and individual differences in autonomy ori-
entation can in part explain why people react dif-
ferently to external interventions, such as training. 
Autonomy orientation refers to a disposition to 
attend to environmental cues that signal personal 
interest and options for free choice behavior (Lee, 
Sheldon, & Turban, 2003). Research on autonomy 
orientation suggests that individuals with a strong 
autonomy orientation are more likely to set mas-
tery goals for themselves (Lee et al., 2003), which 
in turn lead to more beneficial outcomes (Gagné & 
Deci, 2005). With respect to TAD in particular, 
Su and Reeve (2011) found stronger effects for 
autonomy-supportive training interventions among 
individuals high in autonomy orientation. This 
implies that individual attention is needed when 
tailoring TAD interventions to facilitate a concep-
tual change among employees with a more control-
ling orientation.

Second, recent studies suggest that intrinsic 
motivation may moderate the relationship between 
perceptions of TAD and outcomes. The argu-
ment for a moderating role of intrinsic motiva-
tion is found in a recent study on the relationship 
between person-environment fit and need satisfac-
tion (Greguras  & Diefendorff, 2009). Greguras 
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and Diefendorff’s study shows that when a match 
between employer and employee occurs in terms of 
higher levels of person-environment fit, the employ-
ees are more likely to experience need satisfaction. 
Furthermore, Grant (2008) suggests that induce-
ments, such as TAD opportunities, and investment 
in employee development, may foster prosocial 
motivation, in that employees want to do good by 
reciprocating the favor provided. Such reciproca-
tion, however, should be more salient when it is 
pleasure-based rather than pressure-based. Therefore, 
the combination of prosocial and intrinsic motiva-
tion should produce more beneficial outcomes 
than the combination of prosocial and controlled 
motivation. In support of Grant’s propositions, we 
found that intrinsic motivation moderated the rela-
tionship between perceived training opportunities 
and helping behaviors (Dysvik  & Kuvaas, 2008), 
and between perceptions of trainee programs and 
work performance (Dysvik et al., 2010).

In contrast, inducing “learning pressure” in the 
form of perceived training intensity, or employees’ 
perceptions of organizational demands for, expecta-
tions toward, and frequency and duration of par-
ticipation in formal and informal TAD activities 
may lead to outcomes other than those for training 
opportunities or investment in employee devel-
opment. We recently found positive associations 
between perceived training intensity and knowledge 
sharing only for employees low in intrinsic motiva-
tion, whereas employees high in intrinsic motivation 
reported higher levels of knowledge sharing regard-
less of their perceptions of training intensity (Kuvaas, 
Buch, & Dysvik, 2012). Accordingly, the impact of 
inducing “learning pressure” in organizations may 
vary depending on employees’ intrinsic motivation. 
Similar observations with intrinsic motivation as a 
moderator have been derived from studies on mul-
tiple “best-practice” HR activities (Kuvaas & Dysvik, 
2010a) and job autonomy (Dysvik & Kuvaas, 2011).

We are unaware of studies investigating whether 
controlled motivation may moderate the relation-
ship between TAD and individual outcomes. One 
suggestion for future research is to investigate 
whether a lack of person-environment fit and, in 
turn, more controlled motivation, may attenuate 
the impact of training for more complex training 
content.

Concluding Remarks and Practical 
Implications

In their review of the training literature, Kraiger 
and Ford (2007) noted that “I-O psychology’s most 

significant contributions are most likely to come 
from research and theories that address issues such 
as how motivation affects a willingness to learn, 
how perceptions of training relevancy affects moti-
vation to transfer, or how the probability of transfer 
is affected by individual perceptions of transfer cli-
mate” (p. 302). Throughout this chapter, we present 
how SDT may serve as a theory for explaining all of 
these important areas within TAD research. SDT 
research in organizational settings is growing, but 
our review of the literature shows that there are still 
gaps that need future research attention.

Perhaps equally important, what do the find-
ings presented here mean for organizations? How 
should they manage and run their HR practices 
in general, and TAD in particular? First, the avail-
able findings point to the presence of TAD as nec-
essary but insufficient in terms of obtaining vital 
employee outcomes. In order for such a relation-
ship to occur, it seems that employees must expe-
rience satisfaction and relevance with the training 
provided. When experienced as more relevant and 
satisfactory, a positive relationship with autono-
mous (i.e., intrinsic) motivation is found. But in 
daily work life, it is important to keep in mind 
that autonomous and controlled motivation may 
emanate from other sources than from experiences 
with TAD. For instance, research on procedural 
justice (Zapata-Phelan et  al., 2009), job charac-
teristics (Gagné, Senecal,  & Koestner, 1997), and 
transformational leadership (Piccolo  & Colquitt, 
2006)  show how all these factors at work influ-
ence employees’ intrinsic motivation. These find-
ings point to the importance of regarding TAD as 
an integrated part of the wider workplace equa-
tion. In the strategic HRM literature, such align-
ment is referred to as internally consistent HR, 
and meta-analytic evidence suggest even stronger 
relationships between commitment-based HR and 
organizational performance when HR activities 
are aligned and internally consistent (Combs, Liu, 
Hall, & Ketchen, 2006).

Based on these arguments and observations, 
we conclude with specific advice for managers 
and training advocates interested in aligning their 
TAD activities with the available research. The first 
and foremost advice is to focus on providing TAD 
opportunities of high quality and structure as per-
ceived by employees. Provide employees with the 
opportunity to train and develop at work, and work 
actively for employees to see the training measures 
as relevant and adequate for their continued devel-
opment in their jobs (Dysvik  & Kuvaas, 2008). 
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Prior to training participation, efforts should be 
made to align the content and delivery form to 
each of the individuals attending training. Clearly 
show the employees that they are important to the 
organization by investing time and resources in 
their personal development, through courses and 
in daily work through actions like mentor schemes, 
job rotation, and regular feedback on jobs per-
formed. When these important aspects are consid-
ered thoroughly, this should increase the probability 
of improved learning processes and outcomes for 
employees.

Second, offer autonomy support during train-
ing by providing trainees with a meaningful 
rationale for why the task/lesson/way of behav-
ing is important and relevant, establishing an 
interpersonal relationship that emphasizes choice 
and flexibility as opposed to control and pres-
sure (Reeve, 2002). Providing information and 
a rationale for why the training is taking place, 
and helping each trainee relate the content to his 
or her prior knowledge and relevance for work, 
should not only increase the learning outcomes 
of employees (Mesmer-Magnus  & Viswesvaran, 
2010), but also perceptions of autonomy sup-
port and autonomous motivation (Black & Deci, 
2000; Reeve, 2002).

Third, when implementing TAD, regard the 
organization’s HR activities as complementary 
and as a whole. This means that other influences 
on autonomous motivation, in addition to TAD, 
should be aligned so that their combination may 
help increase the employees’ perception of auton-
omy, competence, and relatedness. Because such 
alignment has been found to be beneficial for the 
performance of the organization (Combs et  al., 
2006), it seems profitable to do so. A  beneficial 
“side-effect” is that employees will more likely thrive 
at work as well.
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Introduction
Most theoretical models of job stress hypothesize 

that stress arises from an inadequate fit between the 
individual and the work environment (see Ganster 
& Perrewé, 2011; Kahn & Byosiere, 1992). Based 
primarily on the premise that employee perceptions 
of the environment are determined by their psycho-
logical experience, it is generally held that workplace 
demands that exceed the individual’s capacity (or 
resources) to adapt lead to stress. Prolonged expo-
sure to such conditions can be costly for individuals 
and their employers.

To date, several models have synthesized the 
correlates of job stress. However, they appear to 
be somewhat limited for understanding the psy-
chological processes involved when individuals 
cannot adapt to the workplace environment. Nor 
do they fully explain the resultant stress reactions. 
In this chapter we suggest employee motivation as 
a promising research avenue—one that has been 
understudied. Based on self-determination theory 

(SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985a, 2002), we propose 
and support a motivational model of job stress. We 
begin with an overview of the main antecedents and 
consequences of job stress. We then present SDT 
premises that underlie our conceptual model:  the 
self-determination model of job stress. After pre-
senting the model and some preliminary empirical 
support from the literature, we offer some direc-
tions for future research.

Job Stress
Stress is an increasingly worrisome problem 

for organizations (see Tetrick & Quick, 2011). It 
generates substantial negative consequences for 
the well-being of individuals and the performance 
of the organizations that employ them. In indi-
viduals, stress is evidenced mainly in such symp-
toms as burnout, psychological strain, and health 
problems (e.g., somatization, heart problems, 
musculoskeletal disorders). In organizations, the 
costs of job stress—including lower productivity 
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as well as higher rates of accident, absenteeism, 
and turnover—are largely related to employees’ 
counterproductive behaviors. Other less appar-
ent consequences of stress are equally costful for 
organizations. For instance, workplace conflicts, 
psychological harassment, and lower employee 
motivation can translate into psychological with-
drawal, job dissatisfaction, cynicism, and inten-
tions to quit.

Job Stressors
Our understanding of job stress is based 

mainly on studies of organizational antecedents 
(job stressors) and their consequences (strain or 
stress reactions; see Kahn & Byosiere, 1992). The 
daunting challenge for researchers is to identify 
the environmental factors in the workplace that 
are responsible for the stress that workers perceive 
or experience, and to determine how these affect 
their health and well-being. Although hardly an 
exhaustive list, the most commonly investigated 
environmental factors are job demands and lack 
of resources (Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner, 
& Schaufeli, 2001; Frese & Zapf, 1994; Lee & 
Ashforth, 1996). Generally, even though the 
nature and expression of demands and resources 
vary across jobs (and work environments), these 
broad categories are a part of any job. Job demands 
refer to diverse physical, psychosocial, and orga-
nizational aspects that are inherent to the job 
(Demerouti et  al., 2001). These demands are 
stressors, and are considered hindrances insofar as 
they prevent workers from accomplishing tasks, 
and more particularly, insofar as they impose a 
cognitive, physical, or emotional burden on work-
ers (Cavanaugh, Boswell, Roehling, & Boudreau, 
2000; LePine, LePine, & Jackson, 2004). Examples 
of such hindrances are role-related problems (e.g., 
overload, ambiguity), interpersonal conflicts, and 
organizational policies.

Demands can also be considered challenges 
that unleash positive aspects of the stress expe-
rience when they act as stimulants rather than 
threats (Crawford, LePine, & Rich, 2010; LePine, 
Podsakoff, & Lepine, 2005). For example, workers 
may be required to multitask or to perform complex 
tasks under time constraints—albeit manageable—
and to be accountable for the results. Nevertheless, 
by reducing the available energy that employees 
have to perform their tasks, such demands can 
engender physical and psychological costs. In their 
recent meta-analysis, Crawford et al. (2010) found 
that job burnout—an indicator of ill-being—was 

positively related to job challenges and job hin-
drances, whereas work engagement—an indicator 
of well-being—was positively related to job chal-
lenges and negatively to job hindrances. They also 
demonstrated that job resources were positively 
related to engagement and negatively to burnout.

Job resources refer to various physical, psycho-
social, and organizational factors that provide 
support to individuals as they perform their tasks 
(Demerouti et al., 2001). Like demands, resources 
have different natures (emotional, cognitive, or 
physical). They are evidenced in the form of social 
support, job control, and skill discretion, among 
others. These resources help individuals perform 
their tasks, and by the same token, they help reduce 
job demands (Karasek, 1979) by making the work 
more interesting or by contributing to individual 
development and well-being (Bakker & Demerouti, 
2007; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). However, as sug-
gested by Crawford et  al. (2010; see also Lee & 
Ashforth, 1996), lack of job resources can lead to 
stress reactions.

In addition to exploring the organizational ante-
cedents of stress, the research has revealed that envi-
ronmental factors in the workplace affect workers 
differently. Each worker feels, thinks, and behaves 
in a unique way, which means that they also react 
differently to job demands and the stress they pro-
duce (Parkes, 1994; Spector, 2002). Accordingly, 
studies have attempted to evaluate how indi-
vidual differences can explain the vulnerability 
and resistance thresholds of workers coping with 
job stressors and health-related problems at work. 
Thus, the degree of vulnerability to job stressors 
and strain can be explained by a multitude of fac-
tors: locus of control, self-esteem, self-efficacy, and 
self-determined motivation; or by a combination of 
individual characteristics, such as capital resources, 
which include optimism, hope, self-efficacy, and 
resilience (Luthans, Youssef, & Avolio, 2007). High 
internal locus of control (Daniels & Guppy, 1994), 
self-esteem (Rosse, Boss, Johnson, & Crown, 1991), 
self-efficacy (Schaubroeck, Jones, & Xie, 2001), 
and self-determined motivation (Fernet, Guay, & 
Senécal, 2004)  are generally associated with low 
strain.

Stress Reactions
What are the consequences of a harmful work 

environment and the resultant stress? This ques-
tion has generated (and continues to generate) an 
impressive amount of research. The interest is to 
evaluate the effects of job stressors on the behaviors, 
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well-being, and health of workers and on overall 
organizational functioning. Stress reactions take 
different forms, depending on the individual. 
They can be affective (e.g., anxiety or depres-
sive symptoms), cognitive (e.g., memory lapses), 
physical (e.g., back pain, headaches), or behavioral 
(e.g., impulsivity, lifestyle). These reactions do 
not affect just the worker. They also have ramifi-
cations for interpersonal relations (e.g., hostility 
toward coworkers) and organizational outcomes 
(e.g., lower productivity). It goes without saying 
that the intensity and frequency of job stressors are 
determinant for individual reactions to stress. Over 
time, benign affective reactions (e.g., fatigue or irri-
tability) can progress toward more serious health 
conditions (e.g., cardiovascular, musculoskeletal, or 
digestive dysfunction). From a psychological stand-
point, the burnout syndrome is used to capture the 
psychological experience of an individual subjected 
to prolonged exposure to a harmful work environ-
ment. Although the burnout syndrome has been 
clinically validated and recognized in countries, 
such as the Netherlands and Sweden, researchers 
generally use it to refer to a persistent work-related 
state of mind resulting from prolonged work stress 
(Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001; Schaufeli & 
Enzmann, 1998). Job burnout refers to a psy-
chological syndrome of emotional exhaustion, 
depersonalization (or cynicism), and diminished 
personal accomplishment (or professional efficacy) 
attributable to the job (Maslach, 1982; Maslach 
et  al., 2001). Whereas burnout is tantamount to 
a depletion of emotional resources, depersonaliza-
tion is an attitude of detachment and indifference 
toward the job and the associated people (e.g., col-
leagues, clients). Diminished personal accomplish-
ment refers to a feeling of being less competent and 
productive at work.

It is noteworthy that, in addition to negative out-
comes (e.g., burnout, strain, somatization), stress 
reactions can lead to depleted psychological, physi-
cal, and social well-being (Quick, Macik-Frey,  & 
Cooper, 2007; World Health Organization, 1958). 
In other words, without necessarily producing 
full-blown symptoms or health problems, job 
stressors can sap employees’ energy, vitality, enthu-
siasm, positive affect, and interest—all of which are 
indicators of psychological well-being. The con-
cept of work engagement, characterized by vigor, 
dedication, and absorption, was recently proposed 
and empirically supported to capture this positive, 
work-related state of mind (see Bakker, Albrecht, & 
Leiter, 2011).

Self-Determination Theory
SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985a, 2002)  is a widely 

held theory of motivation that explains psychologi-
cal functioning and well-being (see Vansteenkiste, 
Niemiec, & Soenens, 2010 for a recent review). 
This theory provides an overarching framework for 
understanding job stress. Essentially, SDT addresses 
the socioenvironmental conditions that influence 
motivational processes as well as adaptive and mal-
adaptive psychological functioning. To appraise 
the utility of SDT for understanding job stress, 
we briefly discuss four theoretical postulates that 
encapsulate (1)  the nature of motivation, (2)  the 
satisfaction of basic psychological needs, (3)  the 
role of the social environment, and (4) the role of 
individual differences. The aim is to lay the ground-
work for the presentation of a conceptual model 
that integrates the correlates of stress as reported in 
the literature. For a detailed discussion of the theo-
retical rationale for SDT, the reader is referred to 
Chapter 1.

The Nature of Motivation
SDT makes an important distinction concern-

ing the nature of human motivation. It proposes 
that people may not only invest in an activity to 
varied degrees (a quantifiable aspect) but that they 
do so for various reasons (a qualitative aspect). 
Specifically, three categories of motivation (or 
motivational processes)—autonomous motivation, 
controlled motivation, and amotivation—may dif-
ferentially impact employee functioning (see Deci 
& Ryan, 2000; Vallerand, 1997, for reviews). 
Autonomous motivation refers to acting with voli-
tion, as when employees engage in their job for the 
inherent pleasure and satisfaction they experience 
(intrinsic motivation) and/or because they person-
ally endorse the importance or value of their tasks 
(identified regulation). Controlled motivation refers 
to behaviors that are enacted under internal or 
external pressure, as when employees perform their 
job to gain a sense of self-worth or to avoid feelings 
of anxiety and guilt (introjected regulation) and/or 
because they are pressured by demands, threats, or 
rewards by an external agent (external regulation). 
Amotivation is a relative lack of both intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivation. Amotivation occurs when 
employees do not perceive an adequate fit between 
their actions and the consequences, and therefore 
feel incapable of achieving their goals.

Three methodological approaches are generally 
used to examine motivational processes in employ-
ees. Some researchers look at the effect of each 
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motivation type (intrinsic motivation; identified, 
introjected, and external regulation; and amotiva-
tion) on work-related outcomes (e.g., Lin, Tsai, & 
Chiu, 2009). Others use the two categories that 
address the quality of motivation: autonomous moti-
vation, which encompasses intrinsic motivation, 
integrated and identified regulation, and controlled 
motivation, which includes introjected and external 
regulation (e.g., Van den Broeck et al., 2011). Third, 
in light of the self-determination continuum, some 
researchers have combined the motivation types to 
obtain a single score (e.g., Bono & Judge, 2003; 
Fernet, Gagné, & Austin, 2010). More specifically, 
the more autonomous motivations (intrinsic, iden-
tified) are weighted positively and the more nega-
tive motivations (introjected, external) are weighted 
negatively to create a relative autonomy index. 
Irrespective of the approach used, the empirical 
results generally support the postulate that autono-
mous motivations are positively related to desirable 
outcomes, and inversely, that controlled motiva-
tions and amotivation are associated with undesir-
able outcomes (for reviews, see Deci & Ryan, 2000, 
2008; Vallerand, 1997).

In addition, the research to date has provided 
support for three mechanisms by which motivation 
affects employees’ psychological functioning and 
well-being. It may act as a direct antecedent, as an 
indirect antecedent (i.e., a mediator), or as a mod-
erator between certain environmental factors and 
employee outcomes. These effects have been deter-
mined with various positive and negative indica-
tors, such as the attitudes, behaviors, and well-being 
of people at work and in life in general. Detailed 
empirical results in support of these mechanisms are 
provided in the section on developing the concep-
tual model of job stress.

Satisfaction of Basic Psychological Needs
According to SDT, autonomous motivation 

(the most productive type) can flourish only when 
three basic psychological needs have been satisfied. 
These needs are autonomy (required for initiating 
and regulating one’s behavior; deCharms, 1968; 
Deci, 1975), competence (acting efficaciously to 
achieve objectives; White, 1959), and relatedness 
(feeling connected, or belonging to a social milieu; 
Baumeister & Leary, 1995). These basic needs rep-
resent sources of energy that are indispensable for 
high-quality motivation and optimal functioning 
(Deci & Ryan, 2000).

Many studies conducted in diverse life spheres, 
such as education, health, and sports, support 

this proposition, confirming that the satisfaction 
of these basic needs is positively associated with 
autonomous motivation (e.g., Guay & Vallerand, 
1997; Lonsdale, Hodge, & Rose, 2009; Sarrazin, 
Vallerand, Guillet, Pelletier, & Curry, 2002; 
Vallerand, Fortier, & Guay, 1997), and with diverse 
positive indicators of well-being, such as posi-
tive affect (e.g., Mouratidis, Vansteenkiste, Lens, 
& Sideridis, 2008), vitality (e.g., Adie, Duda, & 
Ntoumanis, 2008; Reinboth & Duda, 2006), and 
emotional well-being (e.g., Reis, Sheldon, Gable, 
Roscoe, & Ryan, 2000). Other studies indicate that 
unsatisfied needs are related to negative indicators of 
well-being, such as emotional and physical exhaus-
tion (e.g., Bartholomew, Ntoumanis, Ryan, & 
Thøgersen-Ntoumani, 2011; Hodge, Lonsdale, & 
Ng, 2008; Quested & Duda, 2011). In a workplace 
study, Van den Broeck, Vansteenkiste, De Witt, 
Soenens, and Lens (2010) corroborated that the 
satisfaction of psychological needs was positively 
associated with autonomous motivation and posi-
tive indicators of employee functioning, including 
vigor, satisfaction, and performance, and negatively 
with burnout.

It is noteworthy that some job stress models (e.g., 
the job demands–control [JD-C] model, the job 
demands–resources [JD-R] model) consider either 
the direct or indirect contribution of the three psy-
chological needs to explain stress and/or well-being 
in employees. For example, in the JD-C model 
(Karasek, 1979), control is a central dimension of 
the work organization, and it enables employees to 
adapt to job demands. Two components make up 
this dimension: decisional latitude and skill discre-
tion. In a revised version of the model, Karasek and 
Theorell (1990) added social support as a further 
significant factor for employee adaptation to job 
demands. Although situated in work organization, 
these dimensions echo the need for autonomy (pos-
sibilities for choosing and deciding), competence 
(possibilities for applying one’s skills), and related-
ness (possibilities for feeling connected, listened to, 
and helped). The JD-R model (Demerouti et  al., 
2001; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004)  more specifi-
cally recognizes the contribution of psychological 
needs satisfaction, proposed as the mechanism that 
relates job resources and employee engagement. 
In support of this proposition, Van den Broeck, 
Vansteenkiste, De Witte, and Lens (2008) found 
that needs satisfaction plays a partial mediating role 
between resources (e.g., job control, decision lati-
tude, social support) and engagement (i.e., vigor). 
Furthermore, they showed that needs satisfaction 
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acts as a partial mediator between demands (e.g., 
overload, emotional and physical demands) and 
burnout (i.e., emotional exhaustion), and as a com-
plete mediator between resources and exhaustion. 
Similarly, Fernet, Austin, Trépanier, and Dussault 
(2013) found that different demands (role overload 
and ambiguity) and resources (decision latitude 
and social support) predicted dimensions of burn-
out through the unsatisfied psychological needs 
of employees. Although the satisfaction of needs 
may directly mediate the relationship between job 
stressors and strain or well-being, it could be more 
informative to examine motivational processes as 
mechanisms to explain how employees channel 
their energy to cope with job stressors. Although job 
stressors can diminish the enjoyment and interest of 
employees (autonomous motivation), they can also 
contribute to controlled motivation through psy-
chological accommodations (e.g., internal pressure 
to meet external demands; Deci & Ryan, 2000) and 
amotivation. Therefore, strain may be exacerbated 
not only by unmet psychological needs, but more 
particularly because when needs are unsatisfied, 
employees tend to channel their energy in unpro-
ductive ways—entailing greater psychological costs.

Social Environment
Unlike theoretical models that expressly address 

workplace factors or work organization, SDT focuses 
on the social environment—particularly management 
styles—and its impact on employee motivation and 
well-being. More specifically, a manager’s interper-
sonal style can be described as autonomy-supportive 
or controlling (Deci, Connell, & Ryan, 1989). 
Managers can provide an autonomy-supportive 
atmosphere for employees by considering their per-
spectives, giving them relevant information, and 
offering them possibilities for exercising choice and 
making decisions (Baard, Deci, & Ryan, 2004; Deci, 
Eghrari, Patrick, & Leone, 1994). In contrast, con-
trolling managers adopt coercive behaviors, which 
are likely to foster stress reactions and strain. They use 
maximum control and oversight, threaten employees, 
and make them feel guilty. They generally give critical 
feedback without acknowledging the employee’s per-
spective. Research has recognized that management 
styles can influence employee motivation by either 
facilitating or hindering the motivational processes 
(e.g., Bono & Judge, 2003). Empirical studies that 
support this proposition are presented in the section 
on the self-determination model of job stress.

The autonomy-supportive style shares some fea-
tures with other commonly studied management 

styles, including transformational leadership 
(Bass, 1985)  and empowering leadership (Conger 
& Kanungo, 1988). Transformational leader-
ship refers to management behaviors that aim to 
transform employees’ standards and values and to 
inspire them to exceed normal expectations (Yukl, 
1989). To do this, leaders must delegate responsi-
bility, allow employees to take initiative, promote 
cooperation and teamwork, and foster constructive 
conflict resolution (Bass, 1985). Empowering lead-
ership means to allow employees to develop auton-
omy by granting decisional latitude and by sharing 
power, responsibilities, and information (Srivastava, 
Bartol, & Locke, 2006). Although the mechanisms 
by which leaders can influence subordinates’ moti-
vation and well-being have been largely ignored 
(Avolio, Zhu, Koh, & Bhatia, 2004; see also Gilbert 
and Kelloway [Chapter 11]), these leadership styles 
appear to have in common a will to promote their 
followers’ sense of self-determination. Bono and 
Judge (2003) suggest that transformational leader-
ship behaviors help employees perceive their work 
as self-congruent—a perception that is critical for 
developing and sustaining autonomous motivation. 
Through autonomy-supportive, transformational, 
or empowering behaviors, managers can therefore 
help employees achieve their objectives. However, 
the motivational effect of management styles and 
the impact on employees’ strain and well-being 
have yet to be examined. For example, management 
styles could help minimize obstacles (e.g., clarify the 
mandate, provide a meaningful rationale) and pro-
vide access to a broader range of job resources.

Individual Differences
SDT research highlights the environmental vari-

ables that are liable for affecting motivation and 
psychological functioning. Nevertheless, it has been 
proposed that motivational orientation in turn influ-
ences how people perceive or react to their environ-
ment. According to Deci and Ryan (1985b), people 
with an autonomy orientation tend to seek oppor-
tunities to interact with the environment on the 
basis of their interests and self-endorsed values, and 
to interpret events as being autonomy-supportive. 
This reinforces their sense of autonomy and facili-
tates the internalization process, whereby a behavior 
that was initially regulated by external factors, such 
as rewards or punishments, becomes internally reg-
ulated (Ryan, 1995). In contrast, control-oriented 
people tend to feel constrained by external and 
internal contingencies. They tend to interpret events 
as pressures, which reinforces their “dependence” 
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on such contingencies. As for impersonal-oriented 
people, they tend to feel incapable of, or inept at, 
exerting any influence over their environment, and 
they interpret events as unpredictable or beyond 
their control. This reinforces their passivity and 
amotivation.

Deci and Ryan (1985b) developed the General 
Causality Orientations Scale, a global measure to 
assess individual motivational orientations, or how 
people understand, perceive, interpret, and react to 
their environment. The research shows that the gen-
eral autonomy orientation is associated with desir-
able outcomes (e.g., self-actualization, self-esteem), 
whereas the controlled and impersonal orientations 
are associated with stress-related problems, such as 
a Type A  behavior pattern, defensive functioning, 
self-derogation, and depressive symptoms (for a 
review, see Gagné & Deci, 2005). Without deny-
ing the importance of these individual differences 
in orientation, we prefer to address motivational 
orientation on the job as such, or work motivation. 
It is reasonable to assume that a person’s general 
orientation is directly linked to that person’s ori-
entations in a variety of life spheres (see Vallerand, 
1997). Nevertheless, based on the extensive litera-
ture on the specificity of constructs (e.g., Marsh & 
Yeung, 1998), we believe that it is more informative 
to examine the specific environment in which the 
motivational processes operate in order to explain 
individual differences in the perceptions of workers. 
Although less related to general orientation, which 
appears to be more of a personality trait, work moti-
vation is relatively stable. For example, Blais, Brière, 
Lachance, Riddle, and Vallerand (1993) showed that 
coefficients of temporal stability varied from .54 to 
.67 over an 18-month period for autonomous and 
controlled motivation and amotivation. Our data 
indicate similar stability coefficients over a 3-year 
period (.54–.62). Albeit fragmentary, these data 
suggest that work motivation, as captured by SDT, 
can constitute a relatively stable individual charac-
teristic that is nonetheless malleable and subject to 

change and development. This stability–malleabil-
ity duality is particularly relevant in examinations 
of stress. It raises the idea that employee motivation 
is not determined solely by environmental factors, 
and that it can also contribute to shape and rede-
fine employee perceptions, and even influence how 
employees adapt to job stressors and respond to the 
resultant strain.

The Self-Determination Model 
of Job Stress

The model (Figure 14.1) emphasizes the motiva-
tional processes that employees use to adapt to the 
work environment, and their responses to job stress-
ors. Drawing on SDT, it integrates the postulates of 
prominent models in job stress research, notably the 
correlates and mechanisms by which the variables 
exert their effects. However, it represents a depar-
ture in that it accounts for the psychological energy 
sources for behaviors (energization and direction), 
and the nature of the regulations responsible for 
adapting to the workplace and responding to stress-
ors. The aim is to better understand the sequence 
in which environmental factors act on employees’ 
stress reactions and well-being. In the next section, 
we describe three propositions that underpin the 
motivational model.

Proposition 1: Job Stressors Lead to 
Strain (and diminished well-being) 
Through Work Motivation

A work environment that contains many stress-
ors would considerably hinder employee motivation 
and result in physical and psychological costs. As 
discussed previously, the research on job stress has 
identified diverse types of job stressors that can affect 
employee health and well-being. Recently, under 
the JD-R model, Demerouti et al. (2001) classified 
them into two overarching categories: demands and 
resources. Many studies have supported the notion 
that job demands constitute a major determinant 
of strain and ill-being (see Demerouti & Bakker, 

Management Style
• Autonomy-supportive
  (relative to controlling)

Employee Motivation
• Autonomous
• Controlled
• Amotivation

Job Stressors
• High Demands
• Low Resources

Stress Reactions
• Strain
• Diminished well-being

Fig. 14.1. Self-determination model of job stress.
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2011; Hakanen & Roodt, 2010). Other studies 
have shown that a lack of job resources can be detri-
mental for well-being and can contribute to ill-being 
(see Crawford et al., 2010). However, research has 
yet to examine the motivational processes by which 
job stressors influence strain and well-being.

Whether physical, cognitive, or emotional 
in nature, all job stressors share a common fea-
ture: they place external pressure on the individual 
(Selye, 1982). They act on employees’ psychological 
energy by influencing the quality of their motiva-
tion, a key determinant of both adaptive and mal-
adaptive functioning. In other words, job stressors 
have the potential to constrain individual behaviors 
and cause people to feel that they are no longer the 
authors of their own actions (deCharms, 1968; 
Deci, 1975). To illustrate, let us take the example of 
a nurse who routinely makes a three-mile commute 
to and from work (physical demands), has to solve 
problems quickly (cognitive demands), and must 
control her emotions (emotional demands). On top 
of all this, she is frequently asked to do overtime 
(overload). How would these demands affect her 
motivation? Even if, at one point, the nurse might 
value the outcomes of her work and feel that she is 
contributing to the collective good, it is highly plau-
sible that with time and the accumulation of these 
demands she would begin to lose interest and find 
less satisfaction in performing her job (diminished 
autonomous motivation). She might also come to 
feel that some, if not most, of her tasks were obliga-
tory (increased controlled motivation). These job 
demands could also culminate in amotivation. This 
type of situation involves job hindrances. However, 
it is equally possible to suppose that a lack of job 
resources would have a similarly detrimental effect 
on motivation. A  nurse who is charged with less 
onerous tasks than the previously mentioned 
one could still be exposed to strain. She might be 
required to use technical equipment that is inade-
quate to handle the physical aspects of her job (phys-
ical resource); have little latitude, such as deciding 
when to take a break when her task requires intense 
concentration (cognitive resource); or have little 
peer support, either emotional or informational 
(emotional resource). In this respect, our model 
hypothesizes that both the presence of job demands 
and the lack of job resources affect employee health 
and well-being, because both are liable to dimin-
ish autonomous motivation and increase controlled 
motivation as well as amotivation.

Although few studies to date have examined this 
sequence in its totality (i.e., that job stressors lead to 

strain and diminished well-being through employee 
motivation), some studies have supported this prop-
osition. However, it is largely held that in both the 
workplace and in other areas of life, qualitatively 
different motivations are distinctly associated with 
individual psychological functioning and well-being. 
Although autonomous motivation is negatively asso-
ciated with a number of indicators of strain, such as 
psychological distress, powerlessness, and somati-
zation, it is positively associated with indicators of 
well-being, such as life satisfaction, job satisfaction, 
a sense of accomplishment and efficacy at work, 
and psychological well-being (e.g., Blais et al., 1993; 
Fernet, Senécal, Guay, Marsh, & Dowson, 2008; 
Gagné et  al., 2010; Tremblay, Blanchard, Taylor, 
Pelletier, & Villeneuve, 2009). Generally, controlled 
motivation and amotivation are inversely associated 
with these manifestations of strain and well-being (see 
Blais et al., 1993; Fernet, 2011). However, some stud-
ies support specific associations between job stressors 
and employees’ motivational processes. For exam-
ple, Pelletier, Séguin-Lévesque, and Legault (2002) 
found that teachers’ perceptions of job demands that 
were stipulated by school authorities (e.g., comply 
with a curriculum, with colleagues, and with per-
formance standards) and demands concerning stu-
dents (e.g., poorly motivated students) negatively 
predicted autonomous motivation compared with 
controlled motivation. In addition, Fernet, Guay, 
Senécal, and Austin’s (2012) study of teachers sup-
ports this proposition: results showed that increased 
perceptions of work overload and students’ disrup-
tive behaviors during a school year led to diminished 
autonomous motivation relative to controlled moti-
vation in teachers, which in turn predicted increased 
burnout. These results were obtained taking into 
consideration the teachers’ feelings of self-efficacy. 
Furthermore, in a study of school principals over a 
9-month school year, Fernet, Austin, and Vallerand 
(2012) found that job resources (job control, recog-
nition, and quality of relationships with school staff) 
had a positive unidirectional effect on autonomous 
motivation, but a negative effect on controlled moti-
vation. Taking into account the cross-lagged effects 
of job resources on emotional exhaustion and occu-
pational commitment, the results also showed that 
autonomous motivation had a negative effect on 
exhaustion but a positive effect on commitment, 
whereas controlled motivation had a positive effect 
on exhaustion. In summary, these findings provide 
preliminary evidence that work motivation acts as a 
mediator between job stressors and strain or dimin-
ished well-being.
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Proposition 2: Work Motivation Buffers 
the Relationship between Job Stressors and 
Strain (including diminished well-being)

More specifically, autonomous motivation miti-
gates the relationship between job stressors and 
strain, whereas controlled motivation and amoti-
vation intensify these relationships. As mentioned 
previously, the research is rather sparse on individ-
ual differences in employee motivation. However, 
by its very nature, employee motivation can 
strengthen (or weaken) the effects of job stressors on 
strain and well-being. Because autonomously moti-
vated employees tend to identify with the values of 
their job and integrate them into their sense of self 
(Deci & Ryan, 2000), they would be expected to 
show initiative and to tend to seek opportunities 
in their environment that concur with and support 
their interests and values, and which enable them 
to achieve their objectives. This would result in not 
only less susceptibility to the effect of environmen-
tal contingencies (Fernet et  al., 2010), but also a 
better use of their resources to adjust to job stressors 
(Fernet et  al., 2004). However, control-motivated 
employees would be more sensitive to environmen-
tal factors, which even when partially internalized 
are essentially external regulators of behavior. These 
employees would therefore be more vulnerable to 
job stressors liable to affect their well-being, as well 
as the associated external and internal contingencies, 
such as self-esteem and self-worth. Faced with job 
demands, they could be more apt to perceive them 
as obstacles, and be more “dependent” on resources 
in the environment. The rigidity of their motiva-
tion could also lead them to invest in their work 
compulsively, which carries the risk of exhaustion 
(Van den Broeck, Schreurs, et  al., 2011). Finally, 
the effect of job stressors on strain and diminished 
well-being would be even more amplified for amo-
tivated employees. These employees would feel rela-
tively powerless before job stressors. They would 
tend to perceive these demands as neither challenges 
nor obstacles, but rather insurmountable burdens. 
Furthermore, they would judge resources as inad-
equate and insufficient to remedy the situation, 
which would be perceived as beyond their control. 
Amotivation at work has been associated with sub-
stantial psychological and physical costs, such as 
psychological strain (depressive symptoms, anxiety, 
irritability, and cognitive problems), somatization, 
and burnout (e.g., Blais et al., 1993).

The research to date on individual differences 
has focused mainly on the buffering role of work 
motivation. More particularly, these studies have 

aimed to examine whether employee motivation 
(autonomous relative to controlled) fosters adapta-
tion to the work environment, and whether it does 
so by mitigating the negative effects of job stressors 
on psychological health and well-being. Instead of 
investigating whether employee motivation affects 
perceptions of environmental factors, these stud-
ies have attempted to determine whether motiva-
tion affects stress reactions that stem from this 
perception. For example, in a two-sample study, 
Trépanier, Fernet, and Austin (2013) showed that 
autonomous motivation (relative to controlled 
motivation) diminished the negative effect of 
three sources of stress (role overload, ambiguity, 
and conflict) on psychological distress (depression 
and anxiety symptoms, irritability, and cognitive 
problems). Specifically, the results revealed signifi-
cant interaction effects, suggesting that the effect 
of stressors on psychological strain is attenuated 
when employees have a higher degree of autono-
mous motivation. Similarly, Fernet et  al. (2010) 
examined whether employee motivation buffered 
the relationship between social resources and job 
burnout. The results of this prospective 2-year study 
showed that low-quality relationships with cowork-
ers contributed significantly to burnout, but only 
for employees with low autonomous motivation. 
This suggests that these employees are more vul-
nerable to certain environmental factors at work, 
and that social resources are crucial for maintaining 
psychological well-being. Furthermore, some stud-
ies have suggested that employees having a higher 
degree of autonomous motivation are more inclined 
to make good use of job resources. To illustrate, a 
two-sample study by Dysvik and Kuvaas (2011) 
showed that job control fostered the performance of 
employees who evidenced high intrinsic motivation 
(relative to low intrinsic motivation).

Other studies have described the complexity of 
the buffering role of motivation in individual adap-
tation to the work environment. In a study inspired 
by the JD-C model (Karasek, 1979), Fernet et  al. 
(2004) examined whether motivation at work buff-
ered the demands–control relationship in order to 
predict job burnout. The results showed that job 
control acted to minimize the negative effect of 
job demands on burnout, but only for employ-
ees who exhibited a high degree of autonomous 
motivation. These results suggest that autonomous 
employees can make better use of certain resources 
to cope with demands. Similar results were found 
by Parker, Jimmieson, and Amiot (2010), who 
looked at autonomous and controlled motivation 



Fernet,  Austin 239

separately and in connection with other psycho-
logical manifestations (work engagement, health 
complaints, and anxiety-depression symptoms). In 
a representative sample of Dutch employees, Van 
den Broeck, Van Ruysseveldt, Smulders, and De 
Witte (2011) also found that job control attenu-
ated the effect of job demands on burnout (i.e., 
emotional exhaustion), but only in employees who 
showed an intrinsic work value orientation (rela-
tive to extrinsic). Finally, in a 2-year longitudinal 
study, Ten Brummelhuis, Ter Hoeven, Bakker, and 
Peper (2011) determined that employee motivation 
explained the extent to which burnout culminated 
in loss of job resources (job control, social support) 
and greater job demands (overload, longer work 
hours). Their results showed that a high degree of 
intrinsic motivation (relative to a low degree) atten-
uated the process of diminishing resources, whereas 
a high degree of external regulation (relative to a low 
degree) increased the accumulation of job demands.

Essentially, these studies show that motiva-
tional processes play a key role in how employees 
adapt to their environment and their consequent 
stress reactions. Employees having a high degree of 
autonomous motivation are less affected by envi-
ronmental demands, perhaps because they have 
more energy—or better energy sources—to adapt 
to these demands, which are perceived as less stress-
ful, or else because they can make better use of the 
resources at their disposal to cope with demands. In 
contrast, employees having a controlled orientation 
appear to be more sensitive and vulnerable to envi-
ronmental factors, particularly self-worth contin-
gencies, such as coworkers’ opinions and superiors’ 
approval. This less flexible orientation means that 
the pressure of these demands (introjection) could 
sap the energy needed to identify, mobilize, and use 
the resources required for optimal adaptation to job 
stressors. It is noteworthy that even though amoti-
vation appears to be the most stress-enhancing type 
of motivation, to our knowledge no studies have 
attempted to explore its effect.

Proposition 3: Management Styles 
Influence Employee Perceptions of 
Job Stressors, Which in Turn Lead to 
Strain (and diminished well-being) 
Through Work Motivation

The research on autonomy-supportive manage-
ment reveals that this interpersonal style affects 
employee motivation as well as their well-being 
in a variety of ways (Gagné & Deci, 2005). 
For example, Deci et  al. (1989) showed that 

employees of supervisors who reportedly adopted 
autonomy-supportive behaviors presented much 
greater trust in the organization, felt less pressure, and 
expressed greater satisfaction with their job. This pat-
tern of results was corroborated in studies that exam-
ined support as perceived by employees. For instance, 
Lévesque, Blais, and Hess (2004) found that the 
more teachers perceived that their superiors granted 
them autonomy, the higher was their autonomous 
motivation (relative to controlled motivation). In 
turn, autonomous motivation was positively related 
to work attitude and psychological well-being. 
Similar results were found by Blais and Brière (2002) 
in a study that examined autonomy-supportive and 
controlling styles separately.

In addition to fostering work motivation, man-
agement style would be expected to influence 
employee perceptions of job stressors. By nature and 
through their actions, managers tend to shape their 
employees’ perceptions, given that they can define 
and design the reality in which their employees 
must work (Smircich & Morgan, 1982). Managers 
who adopt an autonomy-supportive style can help 
lighten the burden of employees’ tasks. This can 
be done in many ways. For example, they can pro-
vide employees with a meaningful rationale for the 
purpose or desirability of the task (Arnold, Turner, 
Barling, Kelloway, & McKee, 2007). They can make 
themselves available to provide information, clarify 
ambiguities related to their role or tasks, respond to 
questions, and offer assistance or guidance as needed. 
Managers can also foster a positive perception of 
resources by creating an autonomy-conducive envi-
ronment, sharing information, and acknowledging 
employees’ contributions. However, controlling 
managers can make tasks more burdensome. They 
can exacerbate the psychological demands asso-
ciated with tasks, for example, by scrutinizing 
employees’ slightest actions, belittling the quantity 
or quality of their work, or setting excessively tough 
goals and deadlines. Controlling managers can also 
misdirect the perception of resources by creating a 
competitive, individual-oriented environment. In 
addition, managers can damage employees’ percep-
tions of their job beyond the performance of pre-
scribed tasks. For example, the study by Piccolo 
and Colquitt (2006) proposes link between man-
agement style and employees’ perceptions of job 
characteristics. Their results showed that employ-
ees’ perceptions of their superior’s transformational 
leadership influenced how they viewed the charac-
teristics of their job (variety, identity, significance, 
autonomy, and feedback), which in turn predicted 
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their performance and organizational citizen-
ship behaviors through motivational mechanisms 
(intrinsic motivation and goal commitment). Our 
recent study (Fernet, Trépanier, Austin, Gagné, 
& Forest, 2014)  provides empirical evidence for 
the motivational effect of transformational leader-
ships in connection with job stressors, strain, and 
well-being. In two occupational settings (nurses and 
school principals), we found that transformational 
leadership is simultaneously related to employees’ 
perceptions of job demands and resources, which 
differently predict employee motivation (autono-
mous and controlled motivation). In addition, 
employee motivation differentially predicts job 
strain (burnout and psychological distress), atti-
tudes (occupational commitment and turnover 
intention), and performance (self-reported indi-
vidual and objective organizational performance). 
Although preliminary, these findings support the 
proposition that managers can influence employees’ 
perceptions of their work environment as well as 
resultant stress reactions.

Future Directions
In this chapter, we support the idea that employee 

motivation furthers the understanding of the psy-
chological processes by which people do or do not 
adapt to their work environment and helps explain 
how stress reactions manifest themselves. Although 
the self-determination and job stress model arises 
from a series of propositions that are supported by 
empirical evidence, further studies are needed to 
establish its full validity. Accordingly, we suggest 
four avenues for exploration.

First, because stress leads individuals to disen-
gage from their jobs, it is important to pay particu-
lar attention to the temporal dimension. Although 
the model presented in this chapter suggests a spe-
cific temporal sequence, whereby environmental 
factors act on employees’ motivational processes, 
which in turn translate into strain or diminished 
well-being, this sequence could actually be more 
complex. Longitudinal studies that include mea-
sures over time would thereby be informative. As 
suggested by Zapf, Dormann, and Frese (1996), 
they would enable identifying the role or mecha-
nism of the variables (direct, indirect, or buffering), 
the time frame required for the effects to appear 
(short- and long-term), and the sequence in which 
the variables exert their influence (normal, reversed, 
or reciprocal). With respect to the proposed model, 
it is highly probable that the variables involved are 
mutually influential. Further studies could gather 

data on various occupational groups of workers and 
at different time intervals to deepen the understand-
ing of this issue.

A second useful research avenue is to examine 
newly hired employees. Among others, this would 
allow verifying how environmental factors in the 
workplace and employees’ motivational processes 
interact, and how strain and diminished well-being 
emerge from this interplay. It would also be help-
ful to examine the internalization process during 
organizational socialization. Many studies have 
shown that this process can explain how individu-
als manage to assimilate the values and behaviors 
that are required or sought by social agents (e.g., 
parents, teachers, and physicians). Nevertheless, 
there is currently little understanding of how work-
ers internalize environmental factors, particularly 
stressors. As mentioned, managers can contribute to 
this process. For instance, they can provide a valid 
rationale for certain demands that employees may 
perceive as unreasonable or unrealistic. It is equally 
possible that, over time, employees can assimilate 
environmental factors and transpose them into their 
motivation and psychological experience. Future 
studies could examine the interplay among moti-
vational processes and their complementary roles 
(e.g., autonomous and controlled motivation and 
amotivation) in order to better understand the ten-
dency to assimilate environmental representations, 
especially when they are related to stressors. It is 
arguable that the more an individual internalizes 
environmental factors in an optimal manner (e.g., 
integrated regulation), the stronger the effect of the 
internalization on that individual’s emotional and 
psychological experience.

Third, although it is implicit in the proposed 
model, it would be relevant to examine the inde-
pendent contribution of the satisfaction and frus-
tration of needs in relation to employee motivation 
and psychological functioning. To date, the research 
in the workplace has concentrated almost exclu-
sively on the role of needs satisfaction. Needs sat-
isfaction has been negatively associated with job 
demands (Fernet et al., 2013) and its nonadaptive 
consequences (e.g., burnout), and positively associ-
ated with autonomous motivation and its adaptive 
consequences (e.g., job satisfaction, vigor, perfor-
mance; Van den Broeck et  al., 2010). However, 
compared to needs satisfaction, the frustration of 
needs would reasonably lead to controlled motiva-
tion and greater strain. For example, an employee 
might strive for a promotion at all costs (external 
regulation), entailing even heavier psychological 
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and physical consequences (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 
Beyond these conceptual differences, it would 
seem reasonable to suggest that employees who feel 
totally incompetent or rejected by coworkers would 
have more trouble adjusting than employees who 
feel that they cannot apply their skills optimally, 
or who feel detached from their coworkers. Recent 
studies in sports have pointed in this direction, in 
that needs frustration in athletes predicts burnout 
over and above the satisfaction of psychological 
needs (Bartholomew et al., 2011).

Fourth, although the proposed model addresses 
job stressors, it integrates both the organizational 
and individual dimensions. This allows for an 
understanding of optimal functioning, well-being, 
and health in employees. Against the background 
principle that the quality of motivation is critical 
for employees’ psychological experience and per-
ceptions, it is reasonable to suggest that environ-
mental factors (e.g., management style and work 
organization) affect employee motivation, and 
therefore influence their development, growth, 
and well-being. A management style that facilitates 
the employee’s work by providing the appropriate 
resources, minimizing the presence of hindrance 
demands, and fostering manageable and suitably 
challenging demands would promote autonomous 
motivation. This would not only help prevent stress 
and the associated adverse reactions, it would also 
contribute to well-being on the job. Although some 
environmental factors may be more determining 
than others in explaining employees’ emotional, 
physical, or behavioral manifestations, we believe 
that the effects of these factors are essentially equiva-
lent on positive (vitality and well-being) and nega-
tive manifestations (strain and ill-being), because 
they stem from the same motivational processes. 
Nevertheless, future studies could seek a deeper 
understanding of how autonomous and controlled 
motivation can coexist in a same employee, and 
explore how strain and well-being can operate 
simultaneously.

Conclusion
This chapter proposes and supports a motiva-

tional model of job stress. Drawing on SDT, we 
identify three motivational processes:  (1)  autono-
mous motivation, (2)  controlled motivation, and 
(3) amotivation. We explain the nature of the rela-
tionships between job stressors and manifestations 
of strain and diminished well-being. We propose 
that motivational processes can play a pivotal, 
multifunctional role in how employees adapt to 

their work environment and their resultant stress 
reactions. In addition, we propose that managers’ 
interpersonal styles exert an indirect effect on the 
motivational processes through perceptions of job 
stressors.

Although the contribution of motivational pro-
cesses to job stress has not yet been fully determined, 
we believe that a close examination of employee moti-
vation will procure a deeper, more detailed under-
standing of workplace issues. The proposed model 
allows targeting not only the processes responsible 
for employee inadaptation, but also the processes 
that enable adaptation to the workplace as well as 
positive outcomes in terms of behaviors, health, and 
well-being. In this sense, interventions designed to 
promote and support high-quality motivation could 
be doubly beneficial, in that they could prevent 
strain and foster well-being in employees, and con-
tribute to positive organizational functioning.
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Introduction
As is true for all living creatures, after an organ-

ism stops growing, it begins the process of dying. 
Growth is an essential human process for life. To 
truly feel alive, individuals need to be growing psy-
chologically as well as physically. Unfortunately, 
although much is known about how human beings 
grow physically over the lifespan, less is known about 
how they grow psychologically. In this chapter, we 
articulate how self-determination theory (SDT) 
and thriving together contribute to building an 
integrative model of human growth. For purposes 
of this handbook, we focus our attention on growth 
in a work context. The thriving construct reflects 
two key markers or indicators of human growth at 
work: vitality and learning. The two indicators help 
us to identify how we would know psychological 
growth when we see it (akin to how more inches or 
pounds are indicative of physical growth). SDT, in 

contrast, identifies key nutriments (or psychologi-
cal antecedents) for human growth more generally. 
SDT specifies the importance of satisfying three 
psychological needs for growth to occur: (1) auton-
omy, (2)  competence, and (3)  relatedness. In this 
way, we suggest that SDT specifies three important 
nutriments for human thriving.

In this chapter, we further develop the interplay 
between SDT and thriving to begin to build an 
integrative model of human growth in a work con-
text. We first provide an overview of thriving and 
distinguish it from related constructs and growth 
theories. Then, we use SDT to articulate how the 
satisfaction of the three psychological needs can 
serve as nutriments to thriving. We also identify 
other possible nutriments to the process of human 
growth at work. We draw on empirical research 
where available to support this integrative model 
of human growth in a work context. Finally, we 

Abstract

Thriving may be defined as the joint experience of vitality and learning. It is a marker of individual growth 
and forward progress. As a result, thriving can serve as a kind of internal gauge that individuals can use 
to assess how they are doing in terms of their well-being at work. We review findings regarding thriving 
including key outcomes and antecedent conditions. Given the focus of this volume on self-determination 
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offer directions for future research as well as practi-
cal implications of the integrative model of human 
growth at work.1

What is Thriving?
The notion of thriving has been embedded in 

a number of literatures. In medicine, failure to 
thrive is a diagnosis pertaining to infants and the 
frail elderly indicated by an acute lack of physical 
growth—manifest in listlessness, immobility, apa-
thy, and no appetite (Bakwin, 1949; Bergland & 
Kirkevold, 2001; Verderey, 1995). In psychology, 
thriving is more about psychological growth than 
physical growth. When psychologically thriving, 
individuals are not merely surviving (Saakvitne, 
Tennen, & Affleck, 1998) or getting by (Benson & 
Scales, 2009), but they are growing (Calhoun & 
Tedeschi, 1998; Joseph & Linley, 2008)—on an 
upward trajectory (Hall et  al., 2009; Thomas & 
Hall, 2008). Although some emphasize thriving 
more specifically as growth in response to trauma 
(i.e., resilience; Carver, 1998; Ickovics & Park, 
1998), others see thriving as an everyday experience 
regarding how people interact with their environ-
ment (Blankenship, 1998). Although people can 
indeed thrive amidst a crisis, thriving is more than 
a rare event experienced only in a crisis or trauma. 
Indeed, in a series of interviews, Sonenshein, 
Dutton, Grant, Spreitzer, and Sutcliffe (2005) pro-
vided preliminary evidence that thriving can occur 
at work during everyday moments. Employees in a 
wide range of jobs across three companies were able 
to provide at least one narrative of their own experi-
ence of thriving at work.

In empirical research in other disciplines, 
thriving is defined broadly with little consen-
sus (Benson  & Scales, 2009; Campa, Bradshaw, 
Eckenrode, & Zielinski, 2008; Haight, Barba, Tesh, 
& Courts, 2002; King et al., 2005; Theokas et al., 
2005; Walker & Sterling, 2007). However, many of 
these definitions are specific to the narrow contexts 
in which these studies were conducted, including 
the progress of adolescents in school, the recovery of 
women dealing with domestic abuse, or the health of 
nursing home residents. For example, in a study of 
delinquent adolescents (Campa et al., 2008), thriv-
ing was conceptualized as being employed, civically 
engaged, and completing high school. In a study of 
women recovering from abuse, thriving included a 
woman’s energy, individual resources, and the nature 
of the relationship with adversity (Poorman, 2002). 
Although informative in understanding the broad 
applicability and multidisciplinary foundations of 

thriving, these definitions are less pertinent to an 
employment setting.

To this end, we draw on the prior, interdisciplin-
ary literature to help provide evidence for the defi-
nition and underlying two dimensions of thriving 
at work advanced by Spreitzer, Sutcliffe, Dutton, 
Sonenshein, and Grant (2005): a feeling of vitality 
at work, and a sense that one is learning or getting 
better at work. Here we draw on the foundational 
paper articulating the theory development of thriv-
ing by Spreitzer et al. (2005). They define thriving as 
the psychological experience of growth in a positive 
capacity. This experience is captured from excerpts 
from two narratives they collected from employees’ 
stories of thriving at work:

One social worker described thriving as: “I know 
thriving as I feel it. It is like going forward. It is not 
staying in place. It is not stagnant. You are moving 
forward; not necessarily in job titles or positions, 
but just being able to move forward thinking and 
in the activities that you are engaged in and in your 
mindset, all of those things.”

A mid-level manager in a large metropolitan non 
profit described thriving as “being energized, feeling 
valued, and that what you do is valued . . . Thriving 
is being productive . . . being open to the challenges 
presented and to learn and grow and having those 
opportunities to grow.” (p. 538)

In both of these examples, employees express 
thriving as the development of some form of 
enhanced capacity that they experience as an upward 
movement or progression associated with height-
ened energy. This definition of thriving is consistent 
with Ryff’s (1989) and Rogers’ (1961) perspectives 
on personal growth. Ryff suggests that when indi-
viduals grow, they consider themselves to be expand-
ing in ways that reflect enhanced self-knowledge 
and effectiveness (Ryff, 1989). Thriving reflects 
“continually developing and becoming, rather than 
achieving a fixed state wherein one is fully devel-
oped” (Ryff, 1989, p.  1071). Individuals have a 
sense of realizing their own potential and seeing 
improvement in the self and their behaviors over 
time (Ryff, 1989). In short, thriving involves active, 
intentional engagement in the process of personal 
growth (Robitschek, 1998).

Like biomarkers in medicine (that is, specific 
indicators used to measure the effects or progress 
of a condition) vitality and learning are markers 
of thriving (Spreitzer et  al., 2005, p.  538), acting 
as an indication of the extent to which a person is 
thriving at any point in time. Vitality indicates the 
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sense that one is energized (Nix, Ryan, Manly, & 
Deci, 1999) and has a zest for life (Miller & Stiver, 
1997), while learning signifies acquisition and 
application of knowledge and skills to build capa-
bility (Edmondson, 1999). Why vitality and learn-
ing as the markers of thriving? The two encompass 
both the affective (vitality) and cognitive (learning) 
dimensions of the psychological experience of per-
sonal growth. Ryff (1989), for example, suggests 
that when individuals grow, they consider them-
selves to be expanding in ways that reflect enhanced 
self-knowledge and effectiveness. Likewise, Carver 
(1998) conceives of thriving as the psychological 
experience of growth in a positive capacity (i.e., a 
constructive or forward direction) that energizes 
and enlivens. Thus, prior research in psychology has 
highlighted both the affective and cognitive founda-
tions of human growth.

Further, building on Spreitzer and colleagues’ 
(2005) conceptualization, thriving is viewed as 
a state rather than as a personality disposition. 
Individual differences can be differentiated between 
distal, trait-like constructs and proximal, state-like 
constructs (Chen, Gully, Whiteman, & Kilcullen, 
2000). Trait-like constructs are more stable over 
time (Ackerman & Humphreys, 1990). In contrast, 
state-like individual differences are more malleable 
over time and influenced by the situation or task in 
which one is embedded. In Spreitzer et al.’s (2005) 
model, thriving is “socially embedded”—that is, 
depending on the specific situation or circumstances 
a person finds themselves in, he or she may be more 
or less thriving at any given point in time. For exam-
ple, certain roles and responsibilities, reporting rela-
tionships, or task constraints may be conducive to 
learning and facilitate vitality or may deplete them. 
At a more macro level, in a downsizing context when 
resources are scarce, there may be many demands on 
people that may deplete energy and reduce resources 
for learning. But in a context of fast growth, employ-
ees may feel more energized and find more oppor-
tunities for learning. This social embeddedness may 
represent the antecedents to feelings of autonomous 
motivation, which in turn predict thriving.

Consistent with this, thriving is conceptualized 
as a continuum where people are more or less thriv-
ing at any point in time. There may be personal-
ity traits that predispose individuals to experience 
more or less thriving at work. For example, Porath, 
Spreitzer, Gibson, and Garnett (2012) found thriv-
ing to be related to a more proactive personality, 
more of a learning orientation, and more positive 
core self-evaluations.

Thriving is a desirable subjective experience 
(Warr, 1990), helping individuals to understand 
what and how they are doing, and whether it is 
increasing their individual functioning and adapt-
ability at work. In this way, thriving can be an 
internally derived explanatory mechanism for 
self-regulation, serving as a type of gauge for indi-
viduals to sense well-being and progress in their 
self-regulatory process (Spreitzer et  al., 2005). As 
markers of thriving, we theorize and have found 
that vitality and learning combine in an additive 
manner to indicate one’s level of thriving. Although 
each can signify progress toward growth and per-
sonal development, more of both markers indicate 
optimal levels of thriving. If one is learning, but 
feels depleted, thriving suffers. Conversely, if one 
feels energized and alive in their work, but finds 
personal learning to be stagnant, limited thriving 
is experienced. Thriving, then, is indicated by the 
joint experience of a sense of vitality and learning.

Recently a measure of thriving has been devel-
oped and validated (Porath et  al., 2012)  across 
five different samples. The researchers collected 
data from respondents and their managers across 
a variety of samples ranging from young adults 
to well-seasoned executives; from students (i.e., 
undergraduates and executive MBAs) in academic 
settings to companies in a range of industries; and 
those who work in blue collar jobs to those who 
hold top executive positions in professional firms. 
The 10 items in Table 15.1 were validated to mea-
sure the two dimensions of thriving. The five items 
measuring each dimension load appropriately on 
each first order factor and then the two first order 
factors load onto a thriving higher order factor. The 
five items measuring vitality are adapted from Ryan 
and Fredrick (1997)—they have also been shown to 
be valid and reliable in prior research. The overall 
thriving scale also has strong item reliability.

Distinguishing Thriving from 
Related Growth Constructs

As articulated in Spreitzer et  al. (2005), thriv-
ing can be distinguished from related constructs 
pertinent to human growth including psychological 
well-being, self-actualization, and engagement. First, 
Ryff’s (1989) theory of psychological well-being 
identifies six core dimensions of well-being. Her 
dimension of personal growth—defined as a sense 
of continued growth and development as a per-
son—is similar but different to our definition of 
thriving. Thriving differs from Ryff’s psychological 
well-being because rather than treating all of these 
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components as indicators of well-being, as Ryff 
does, the learning dimension of thriving is consis-
tent with her personal growth component and artic-
ulates how the other components are nutriments of 
growth (consistent with SDT). For example, posi-
tive relations with others are similar to a sense of 
relatedness. Environmental mastery, the capacity to 
manage one’s life and surrounding world, is similar 
to a sense of competence. Finally, her construct of 
autonomy is directly analogous to a sense of auton-
omy. Her other components do not explicitly cap-
ture the vitality dimension of thriving.

Second, self-actualization may be defined as 
the desire for self-fulfillment and the tendency to 
become, in actuality, everything that one is capable 
of becoming (Maslow, 1943). Thriving is a state 
and may be an indicator that one is on the path to 
self-actualization. We share with Maslow the belief 
in the potency of work organizations as sites for 
human growth.

Third, thriving is distinct from work engage-
ment, which is defined as a positive state of mind 
characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption 
(Schaufeli, Bakker, & Salanova, 2006). Engagement 
and thriving are complementary in their common 
dimension of energy—called vigor in conceptual-
izations of engagement and vitality in our concep-
tualization of thriving. The two also have differences 
as reflected in the additional dedication/absorption 
dimensions for engagement and learning for thriv-
ing (Spreitzer, Lam, and Fritz, 2010). It is possible 

for a person to be engaged at work and not thriv-
ing—or thriving and not engaged. For example, 
an employee can feel engaged at work—energized, 
dedicated to the purpose of their work, and highly 
absorbed (maybe even in flow)—but may not nec-
essarily be learning and growing. This might be 
the case for individuals in a long-term job where 
they feel a real sense of purpose and involvement as 
well as experience a high level of competence and 
efficacy. They may still feel rather stagnant in their 
opportunities for learning and personal growth. 
Conversely, one can be thriving but not necessar-
ily engaged. Such individuals might be growing and 
developing in ways that reduce their dedication to 
their current job as they explore new avenues for 
their personal or career development, their work, 
or even new positions. These may be those people 
seeking significant career changes (Ibarra, 2002).

Finally, thriving is distinct from the personality 
trait of growth-need-strength (Hackman & Oldham, 
1980), which is an individual difference highlight-
ing one’s need to grow. Growth-need-strength is 
more stable and less malleable by changes in the 
work environment. The contrasting assumption 
underlying thriving is that all individuals have a 
propensity to grow.

Why Care About Thriving?
Thriving can serve as a gauge for people to sense 

progress in their growth and development. This 
gauge helps people understand whether what they 
are doing and how they are doing is increasing their 
short-term individual functioning and long-term 
resourcefulness to become more effective at work. 
Like a thermometer, a thriving gauge helps indi-
viduals understand if they are overheating (with a 
propensity for burning out) or too cold (indicating 
stagnation and depletion).

This stands in contrast to the traditional use 
of external cues, largely feedback from others, in 
self-regulation and assessments of personal effec-
tiveness. Prior research has typically focused on how 
individuals assess their progress toward goal attain-
ment and effectiveness using feedback from their 
supervisor, customers, coworkers, or even the job 
itself (e.g., Tsui & Ashford, 1994; Kluger & DeNisi, 
1996). Individuals integrate this information 
regarding their progress toward goal attainment and 
regulate their behavioral choices and efforts accord-
ingly (Klein, 1991). Even in social cognitive theory, 
which offers a more empowered view of volitional 
regulation, the external information gathered from 
others through active feedback seeking is used to 

Table  15.1 Items measuring the two dimensions of 
thriving at work.

Learning items

•  I find myself learning often

•  I continue to learn more as time goes by

•  I see myself continually improving

•  I am not learning (reverse code)

•  I am developing a lot as a person

Vitality items

•  I feel alive and vital

•  I have energy and spirit

•  I do not feel very energetic (reverse code)

•  I feel alert and awake

•  I am looking forward to each new day
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assess one’s progress and make subsequent adjust-
ments (Porath et al., 2012).

Through our articulation of thriving, we are 
learning more about how people use internally 
generated cues, such as how they feel (e.g., their 
affect), in assessing forward progress or growth. In 
current self-regulatory models, affect is theorized as 
an outcome of goal attainment, such as the pride 
that results from achieving one’s goals, or as the dis-
appointment that is generated through externally 
provided negative feedback that motivates correc-
tive changes. However, internal cues can also serve 
as potential gauges for self-regulation. Paying atten-
tion to how one feels is particularly important for 
self-regulating well-being and burnout as well as 
personal progress.

For example, one consultant we know checks in 
with herself multiple times a day to see how she is 
feeling in terms of her vitality and learning and makes 
adjustments accordingly. If she feels like she is drag-
ging, she takes a quick power nap (if possible), takes 
a break and a brief walk outside, and/or grabs a snack 
and breather. She also tries to schedule the work that 
is most important during her high-energy periods of 
the day (typically early morning), and retain other, 
less crucial professional and personal tasks for peri-
ods when she knows she is not typically as energetic 
or likely to be thriving. A  top executive we know 
uses similar strategies over longer term periods. If 
he senses that he is in danger of burning out after 
too many long days and stressful events, he is sure to 
schedule golf into his weekly schedule. Similarly, he 
restrains himself from checking work email during 
much of each weekend. He finds he is far fresher and 
more productive when he uses these self-regulatory 
routines to monitor his thriving. While more diffi-
cult, even an employee with little autonomy can find 
ways to enhance vitality and learning. For example, 
a factory employee on the production line could 
increase learning by seeking new ways to work more 
efficiently and safely. By sharing those innovations 
with coworkers, the factory worker is also likely to 
increase his or her feelings of vitality.

In these and other ways, people may use their 
sense of thriving in their work as a gauge to assess 
progress, in addition to the exogenous feedback 
received from others about how they are doing. 
If individuals pay attention to their vitality and 
learning as they do their work, they can better 
self-regulate for sustained performance over time, 
minimizing the potential for burnout. Indeed, con-
sistent with the ideas of thriving as a self-regulatory 
gauge, as we describe later, thriving has been found 

to be related to both performance and well-being 
outcomes across studies (Porath, et al., 2012).

Thriving and Performance
Individuals who report higher levels of thriving 

in their work are found to have higher levels of job 
performance. In a sample of blue collar employees 
in the plant operations section of a large public 
university, those employees reporting higher levels 
of thriving were rated by their bosses as perform-
ing significantly higher than those reporting lower 
levels of thriving (Porath et al., 2012). Similarly, in 
a sample of white collar employees across six orga-
nizations, employees who rated themselves with 
higher levels of thriving were assessed by their bosses 
as performing at a higher level (Porath et al., 2012). 
In this study of six firms, employees just one stan-
dard deviation (less than one on a seven-point scale) 
above the mean performed more than 14% better 
than those one standard deviation below the mean. 
Additionally, they were 32% more committed to 
the organization, 46% more satisfied with their job, 
and 125% less burned out! Thriving has also been 
found to be related to more career development ini-
tiative, suggesting that thriving employees are more 
proactive in seeking out opportunities to learn and 
grow (Porath, et al., 2012), which may also contrib-
ute to their enhanced performance at work.

Thriving has been found to be particularly 
important for the effectiveness of leaders. In a 
sample of executives cutting across a variety of 
industries, thriving executives were rated substan-
tially higher by their subordinates as more effective 
than executives who report lower levels of thriving 
(Porath et al., 2012). The subordinates of thriving 
leaders describe them as role models of how work 
can be done, who seek opportunities to take initia-
tive, and who enable others to act. Thriving leaders 
are apt to enable thriving followers.

Thriving, Extra-Role Performance, 
and Relationship Building

The theoretical model advanced by Spreitzer et al. 
(2005) suggests when people are thriving, they heed-
fully interrelate with others—that is, they look out 
for the needs of others with whom they work. Our 
findings suggest that this is the case—those reporting 
higher levels of thriving developed more supportive 
relationships from colleagues (after 3 months) than 
those reporting lower levels of thriving.

Because they also look outside the formal task 
requirements as a way of learning new things 
(Spreitzer, et  al., 2005), individuals who report 
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more thriving are also likely to see ways to con-
tribute to their work beyond that specified by their 
formal roles. They see opportunities to engage in 
affiliative behaviors, such as helping others, shar-
ing, and cooperating. An individual must be able 
to identify the opportunities for organizational citi-
zenship behaviors (have the focused intention and 
engage in accumulation of knowledge) and then 
exert the energy to go beyond the call of duty. In 
a study of six firms, we have found that those who 
experience more thriving engage in more organiza-
tional citizenship behaviors, as rated by their bosses.

Thriving and Well-being
Across industries, executives who see themselves 

as thriving report themselves to be healthier with 
fewer physical or somatic complaints. In another 
study, professionals across six firms in diverse indus-
tries also report feeling less burned out. The better 
health and reduced propensity to burn out may be 
what enables employees to sustain their thriving 
over time. In this way, thriving can enable effective 
self-regulation for better well-being over time.

Vitality and Learning Dimensions 
Are Both Important

We should also note that the most positive out-
comes of thriving come when both levels of both 
learning and vitality are high. Just learning or just 
vitality by itself is not enough. Learning and vitality 
help regulate sustained performance. For example, 
those with higher levels of learning and vitality have 
performance scores that are 15% higher (as rated by 
their bosses) than when their levels of either or both 
learning and vitality are low. We have learned that, 
in particular, when people engage in high levels of 
learning over time without accompanying high levels 
of vitality, performance and health may wane. Too 
much learning focus can contribute to overload and 
diminishing returns.

These series of findings regarding thriving sug-
gests that thriving matters for individuals and the 
organizations of which they are a part. Thriving 
individuals not only perform better, but they go 
above and beyond the call of duty in helping others. 
They tend to be healthier and less burned out. We 
turn now to how to enhance individuals’ propensity 
to thrive in their work.

What Can Be Done to Enable More 
Thriving at Work?

By drawing on SDT, we can better understand 
what enables people’s inherent growth tendencies. 

Bringing SDT and thriving together, we can begin 
to flesh out a more integrative model of human 
growth at work. SDT assumes that every human 
being has an innate tendency toward psychological 
growth and development. As a whole, individuals 
strive to master ongoing challenges and to inte-
grate their experiences into a coherent sense of self 
(Gagné & Deci, 2005). SDT is concerned with the 
motivation behind the choices that people make 
without any external influence or control (Deci, 
Connell, & Ryan, 1989). It focuses on the degree 
to which an individual’s behavior is self-motivated 
and self-determined.

Empirical research suggests that when individu-
als are intrinsically motivated (i.e., doing something 
for its own enjoyment rather than compelled for 
instrumental reasons), behaviors are less effortful 
and vitality increases (Nix et al., 1999). Consistent 
with the vitality dimension of thriving, Deci and 
Ryan (2000) define vitality as energy available to the 
self, either directly or indirectly, from meeting basic 
psychological needs. Subjective vitality captures a 
sense of enthusiasm, aliveness, and positive energy 
available to the self (Ryan & Deci, 2008).

The assumption that vitality or energy can be 
renewed stands in contrast to self-regulation theo-
rists (e.g., Baumeister, Bratlavsky, Muraven, & Tice, 
1998) who have posited that self-regulation activity 
depletes energy. A  key assumption of SDT is that 
energy can be maintained and even enhanced, not 
just depleted or expended. Whereas self-regulation 
theory and conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 
1989)  focus on how energy is depleted (through 
self-control activities), SDT focuses on the forces 
that may catalyze or generate energy. SDT assumes 
that although efforts to control the self (such as emo-
tional regulation) can drain energy (Baumeister & 
Vohs, 2007), autonomous self-regulation is substan-
tially less draining (Muraven, Gagné, & Rosman, 
2008; Ryan & Deci, 2008). According to SDT, 
when individuals have choice and their efforts are 
volitional, energy is depleted at a slower rate than 
when activity is imposed (Ryan & Deci, 2008). SDT 
researchers offer an alternative perspective: whereas 
controlled regulation depletes energy, autonomous 
regulation can actually be vitalizing. At its core, 
SDT proposes that when individuals are intrinsi-
cally motivated (i.e., doing something for its own 
enjoyment or interest rather than being compelled 
for instrumental reasons) behaviors are less effortful 
and less depleting.

More specifically, SDT posits that the larger 
social context can contribute to feelings of vitality 
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by satisfying individual psychological needs for 
relatedness (i.e., feeling connected), competence 
(i.e., feeling capable), and autonomy (i.e., feeling 
volitional). Ryan and Deci (2000) suggest that 
these three dimensions provide the essential psy-
chological nutriments for agentic behavior and ulti-
mately for psychological growth and development. 
In each case, the three components of autonomous 
motivation are the key mechanisms explaining how 
context affects behavior (Figure 15.1). Conceptual 
work has suggested that these same needs are 
important for thriving (Spreitzer et  al., 2005). In 
the sections that follow, we address how the SDT 
components promote greater vitality, learning, and 
thriving.

A study using an experience-sampling method 
with college students showed that autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness were associated with 
greater vitality (Reis, Sheldon, Gable, Roscoe, 
& Ryan, 2000). In longitudinal research of elite 
female gymnasts, support was again shown for the 
vitality-increasing effects of autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness, even when they had engaged in 
physically demanding and calorie-draining activi-
ties (Gagné, Ryan, & Bargmann, 2003).

Research on subjective vitality in organiza-
tional settings also has begun to emerge. For 
example, Quinn and Dutton (2005) have theo-
rized how energy can be created in a conversation 
by enhancing one’s feelings of autonomy, compe-
tence, and relatedness. A diary study found that 

people had more subjective vitality when they 
experienced more autonomous motivation in 
their daily work experiences (Ryan, Bernstein, & 
Brown, 2010). Interestingly, they also found that 
vitality was higher on weekends when there were 
more opportunities for autonomy and relatedness 
activities.

Of the three psychological needs, autonomy 
is the strongest predictor of energy. Autonomy is 
defined as the self-endorsement of one’s actions, 
or the extent to which one feels a sense of choice 
concerning one’s behaviors (Ryan & Deci, 2008, 
p.  707). When behavior is autonomous, the 
assumption is that it requires less inhibition, creates 
less conflict, and thus is most energizing. Recently, 
Muravan et  al. (2008) sought to integrate SDT 
with ego-depletion ideas by designing a research 
study that examined autonomy as a moderator in 
determining how depleting a self-control activity 
would be. Drawing from SDT, they hypothesized 
that more autonomous support of the self-control 
activity would reduce the magnitude of depletion. 
In a series of three studies, they found support for 
the idea that “why” someone exerts self-control 
may influence how depleting the activity will be. 
Individuals whose self-control behavior was per-
ceived more as autonomous performed better on 
subsequent self-control activities than individuals 
who felt pressured to engage in self-control activi-
ties. In fact, they found an increase in vitality fol-
lowing autonomous self-control, which helped 
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replenish lost ego-strength. This supports the idea 
that positive experiences help negate the effects of 
depletion (Tice, Baumeister, Shmueli, Muravan, 
2007). Consistent with this, autonomous individu-
als performed better on subsequent self-control 
activities than individuals whose behavior was con-
trolled by external forces, even when controlling for 
anxiety, stress, unpleasantness, or reduced motiva-
tion (Muravan et  al., 2008). Finally, autonomy 
(along with competence and relatedness) has been 
found to reduce feelings of burnout (Fernet, Austin, 
Trépanier, & Dussault, 2012).

Competence involves a sense of efficacy in deal-
ing with the environment (Bandura, 1977)  and 
making effective use of surrounding resources (Ryff, 
1989). Feelings of competence have been tied to 
vitality and cognitive engagement. For instance, 
Vansteenkiste et  al. (2007) found that intrinsic 
motivation is related to vitality via competency. 
Other research suggests that competency increases 
cognitive engagement in work tasks, particularly 
those that require novel thinking (Vinarski-Peretz, 
Binyamin, & Carmeli, 2011). Thus, competency 
should lead to greater thriving because it is related 
to vitality and learning (e.g., cognitive engagement 
on useful and novel tasks).

Finally, relatedness refers to feeling connected to 
others and having a sense of belongingness (Bowlby, 
1979). Feelings of relatedness are also likely to 
increase thriving at work. Feeling connected to oth-
ers increases affective (Carlson, Charlin, & Miller, 
1988)  and physiological (Brown, Nesse, Vinokur, 
& Smith, 2003) energy. People who have a network 
they feel connected with are likely to feel a greater 
sense of enthusiasm for the work they are doing 
within an organization (Gerbasi, Parker, Ballinger, 
& Cross 2011). The broaden-and-build model sug-
gests that the positive affect developed through a 
sense of relatedness with people at work broadens 
thoughts and encourages exploration of people, 
objects, and situations (Frederickson, 2001), which 
also enhances the learning component of thriving. 
Relatedness also promotes psychological safety, in 
which one feels safe to take risks and explore new 
approaches (Edmondson, 1999). In doing so, relat-
edness enables learning (Edmondson, 1999)  and 
subsequently, a sense of thriving.

A key insight from the SDT stream is that when 
one’s context enables autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness, one is more likely to experience vital-
ity (we should note that the SDT literature does 
not make any explicit link to the learning dimen-
sion of thriving; nevertheless, some of the logic does 

link nicely to notions of growth and development, 
which implies at least some learning). SDT is at 
the center of our rationale for how context affects 
thriving because it describes how individuals pursue 
conditions that foster their own growth and devel-
opment (Deci & Ryan, 2000). People do not thrive 
at work simply because they are exhorted to do so by 
a boss or forced to do so by the organizational sys-
tem. Rather, when people act with volition, they are 
more likely to be oriented toward growth and expe-
rience vitality (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Empirically, 
we have tested how need satisfaction is related to 
thriving in our sample of six organizations (n=335) 
(Porath, Gibson, & Spreitzer, 2012). We found that 
the three dimensions of SDT (autonomy, compe-
tence, and relatedness) explained an extraordinary 
amount of variance in thriving—54%. Each of 
the SDT dimensions was a significant predictor of 
thriving. Moreover, each of these SDT dimensions 
significantly predicted both the vitality (affective) 
and learning (cognitive) dimensions of thriving.

In the sections that follow, we draw on Spreitzer 
et al.’s (2005) thriving model to articulate key ante-
cedents in a work context that enable more thriv-
ing through enhanced autonomous motivation (see 
also Figure 15.1). We also go beyond Spreitzer et al. 
(2005) to offer two additional antecedents:  per-
formance feedback and environmental volatil-
ity. Although prior research has established a link 
between SDT and the vitality dimension of thriv-
ing, in the next sections we also make the case for 
the link to the learning dimension of thriving and 
find strong empirical support for it.

Decision-making Discretion
When individuals are exposed to work contexts 

that foster decision-making discretion, their feelings 
of autonomy are strengthened. Decision-making 
discretion creates an opportunity for individuals to 
feel more in control of their work, and to exercise 
choices about what to do and how to do it (Ryan 
& Deci, 2000). Decision-making discretion pro-
vides individuals with freedom and choices about 
how to do their work rather than being externally 
controlled, regulated, or pressured. Individuals 
who perceive that they have little autonomy to act 
volitionally by choosing work strategies or influ-
encing working conditions—or who have doubts 
about their capabilities—prematurely slacken their 
task focus particularly when faced with challenges 
(Wood & Bandura, 1989). In contrast, as SDT the-
ory indicates, when people feel autonomous, they 
are more likely to feel vital (Deci & Ryan, 2000).
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Decision-making discretion is also likely to 
enhance the learning dimension of thriving through 
the SDT dimensions of competence and relatedness. 
When individuals can exercise choice about what to 
do and how to do it, they are more likely to feel 
competent to seek out new directions for doing their 
work (Amabile, 1993). Being part of organizational 
decisions helps individuals build new skills and feel-
ings of competence, which leads them to feel more 
comfortable taking risks and exploring new oppor-
tunities (Spreitzer, 1996). Work contexts that sup-
port discretion can also strengthen relatedness beliefs 
(Ryan & Deci, 2000). Being part of organizational 
decisions contributes to a sense of connectedness 
with others, which encourages individuals to relate 
heedfully (Spreitzer et al., 2005).

Broad Information Sharing
Information sharing also fuels more thriving 

at work through enhanced autonomous motiva-
tion.2 Having access to a broad array of information 
increases the likelihood that individuals will have 
the requisite knowledge to make good decisions 
(Spreitzer, 1996). As a result of this knowledge, 
individuals can feel more competent to perform their 
work. The sharing of information also increases indi-
viduals’ competence because it increases their abili-
ties to quickly uncover problems as they arise, and to 
integrate and coordinate actions. Accordingly, this 
increased capacity to respond effectively in unfa-
miliar or challenging situations fuels learning new 
behaviors (Bunderson & Sutcliffe, 2002). When 
information is disseminated broadly, individuals 
can increase their understanding of how the system 
works so they can feel more autonomous (Weick & 
Sutcliffe, 2001).

Climate of Trust and Respect
A climate of trust and respect also promotes 

more thriving through increased need satisfaction. 
When individuals are situated in climates of trust 
and respect they are likely to feel more competent, 
efficacious, and capable of mastering challenges in 
their environment (Spreitzer, 1995). When indi-
viduals feel that they can trust each other, they 
are more willing to take risks (Edmondson, 1999; 
Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995). Moreover, a 
climate of trust and respect also facilitates learn-
ing and experimentation with new behaviors 
(Bunderson & Sutcliffe, 2002; Spreitzer, 1995), 
in part because individuals feel safe to experiment. 
Finally, when individuals are exposed to a climate of 
trust and respect, they are more likely to believe that 

they are worthy and valued organizational mem-
bers. This fosters a sense of relatedness, because indi-
viduals are likely to feel much more connected to 
others (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002). This sense 
of relatedness may also spark feelings of positive 
emotion, and unleash the broaden-and-build model 
(Frederickson, 2001), which leads to increased vital-
ity and openness to learning.

Feedback
Access to feedback is also likely to be related to 

autonomous motivation, particularly the compe-
tence component. Whereas broad information shar-
ing gives employees access to general organizational 
knowledge, feedback provides specific information 
about their current job performance or personal 
progress on goals and objectives to date (Ashford, 
1986). Studies have consistently revealed that feed-
back increases affective outcomes (cf. Ammons, 
1956; Vroom, 1964). Feedback provides knowledge 
about one’s competence. By resolving feelings of 
uncertainty (e.g., about personal accomplishments 
and superiors’ expectations), feedback allows indi-
viduals to more accurately and easily appraise them-
selves, enabling them to see progress, and reducing 
individual stress (Ashford & Cummings, 1983). 
Because feedback keeps people’s work-related activi-
ties directed toward desired personal and organiza-
tional goals (Locke & Latham, 1990), feedback is 
likely to increase thriving. Feedback provides infor-
mation regarding the relative importance of various 
goals to an individual’s own progress (Ashford & 
Cummings, 1983), allowing them to make adjust-
ments in order to maximize the use of their time 
toward personal growth and improvement.

Environmental Turbulence
In addition to these four enablers, prior research 

also suggests that levels of thriving suffer amidst 
substantial upheaval and change in the work con-
text. Environmental turbulence is likely to reduce 
feelings of autonomous motivation, particularly 
the competence and autonomy components. More 
dynamic and unpredictable environments require 
organizations to spend greater resources for moni-
toring external conditions and responding to them 
(Sutcliffe, 1994; 2005). Here, we suggest that envi-
ronmental volatility creates more uncertainty for 
employees (Dess & Beard, 1984; Mathieu, Marks, 
& Zacccaro 2001), defined as the extent to which 
it is possible to forecast and manage challenges 
(Waller, 1999). One’s feelings of competence may 
be questioned, particularly as uncertainty drains 
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cognitive and affective resources. Individuals pos-
sess a limited pool of cognitive resources that are 
allocated to and withdrawn from various activities 
(e.g., Kahneman, 1973). Prior research has shown 
that task performance is dependent on the extent 
to which this limited attentional capacity is devoted 
to that specific task (Kahneman, 1973; Porath & 
Erez, 2007). Environmental turbulence challenges 
people’s ability to focus on the task, versus thinking 
about how changes may affect them, for example. 
With less attention and cognitive resources devoted 
to work performance, it will likely reduce feelings of 
competence in one’s ability to be effective at work. In 
addition, Quy (2002) found that affective processes 
suffer during times of organizational upheaval, 
which can contribute to feelings of lack of control 
and reduced autonomy. Thus, in just appraising and 
making sense of the ever-changing environment, 
employees are likely to drain scarce resources that 
would otherwise contribute to learning and vital-
ity, in much the same way that additional process-
ing demands distract employees from the task at 
hand, reducing task-focused cognitive resources 
(Montgomery, Kane, & Vance, 2004).

Empirical research provides support for these 
antecedents of thriving at work in a study of pro-
fessionals, managers, and executives across six orga-
nizations in diverse industries. Porath, Gibson, and 
Spreitzer (2012) found decision-making discretion 
and information sharing to be the most powerful 
antecedents with performance feedback, a climate 
of trust/respect and environmental turbulence to 
predict thriving as well. These four antecedents (not 
including environmental turbulence) explained 
42% of the variance in thriving across the six orga-
nizations. In sum, a person may be eager to grow 
and develop, but the work context may enable or 
squash this capacity.

Directions for Future Research
Here we outline many of the opportunities that 

abound for further fleshing out an integrative model 
of human growth at work. First, researchers should 
strive to learn more about how people use thriving 
effectively as a gauge. This might involve studying 
thriving at work over shorter periods of time in an 
effort to better understand the microdynamics of 
thriving, particularly how it ebbs and flows over the 
course of the day or week or work activities, using 
experience sampling or a diary method to capture 
assessments of thriving over time (for an example, 
see Niessen, Sonnentag, & Sach, 2010). Future 
research should use longitudinal data to tease out 

the causal direction of the relationships and better 
address the reciprocal relationships that are pos-
ited in the original theoretical work on thriving. 
Research investigating thriving over the course of 
intense projects or transition periods would provide 
a better understanding of what causes variability in 
thriving over time and across contexts. It may be that 
asking people to pause at various times to assess their 
current level of thriving could be a kind of interven-
tion to self-regulate their thriving to avoid burn out. 
SDT may be at the heart of explaining how people 
successfully navigate and thrive through the work-
day or work week as well as challenging times.

Second, recent research has found thriving to 
be associated with a range of benefits for employ-
ees and organizations. However, much remains 
to be learned about the longer-term benefits of 
thriving, and how the generative nature of thriv-
ing can create (not just deplete) resources to facil-
itate subsequent thriving and lead to sustained 
benefits including more innovation. For exam-
ple, do thriving employees co-create their work 
environments for enhanced subsequent thriving? 
Recent research suggests that when individuals 
spend more time outside, they feel more vitalized 
(Ryan, Weinstein, et  al., 2010). Are there other 
ways through specific work activities like micro-
breaks and helping others that individuals might 
self-generate higher levels of thriving over time 
(Fritz, Lam, & Spreitzer, 2011)? In addition, little 
is known about the potential costs of thriving. 
For example, could thriving lead to unreasonable 
expectations that work must always be energizing? 
Of course, every job has ups and downs.

Third, there is also much to be learned about 
how thriving at work and outside of work may 
interrelate. Research by Porath et al. (2012) revealed 
that thriving at work and in nonwork activities are 
related, but separate. Using SDT, research might 
explore how thriving at work or in nonwork activi-
ties might be used to catapult more thriving in the 
other area. Perhaps thriving at work fuels people 
with positive feelings, energy, and self-efficacy that, 
consequently, sparks thriving outside of work, car-
rying over to nonwork activities in meaningful 
(and perhaps unconscious) ways. However, maybe 
the competence and relatedness driving thriving at 
work pulls people into wanting to do more work, 
tipping the balance heavily in favor of energy and 
focus in work activities. Longitudinal research 
might provide greater insight into how people can 
thrive within and outside of work to achieve the 
best personal and professional outcomes.
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Finally, it may be that some people are better at 
gauging their thriving. These individuals may have 
more self-awareness. Mindfulness, whether as a 
trait or as a mindset induced through meditation 
(Shapiro, Brown, Thorensen, & Plant, 2011), may 
be an important variable in helping people better 
gauge their vitality and learning.

Practical Implications
Based on our findings, the dimensions of auton-

omy, competence, and relatedness are powerful 
facilitators of thriving. Thriving, in turn, predicts an 
impressive range of outcomes for people and organi-
zations, including performance, organizational citi-
zenship behaviors, health outcomes, burnout, career 
initiative, and positive adaptation. If individuals 
or organizations want to promote thriving, then 
thinking about ways to enhance autonomy, com-
petence, and relatedness is a great start. For indi-
viduals, it seems important that people who seek to 
experience more thriving should put themselves in 
contexts where they have a reasonable amount of 
decision-making discretion, feel competent in their 
role, and feel a sense of community or relatedness 
among their colleagues. Given the enormous role 
that these contextual factors play in one’s ability 
to thrive, they should play a role in deciding on 
person-job and person-organization fit. Too often 
external factors may influence job choices and other 
project related choices.

A great example of this is the notion of job craft-
ing. Individuals job craft when they make proactive 
changes to the content and boundaries of their jobs 
(Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). Job crafters may 
engage in three types of crafting: (1) cognitive craft-
ing, which involves changing task-related boundar-
ies and mindsets; (2)  task crafting, which involves 
changing the content of work—the number, scope, 
and type of job responsibilities; and (3)  relational 
crafting, which involves changing the quality and 
amount of our interaction with others while work-
ing. Job crafting offers strategies individuals can use 
to enhance their autonomous motivation and sub-
sequently their thriving at work.

For organizations, leaders can do much to design 
jobs to increase decision-making discretion, share 
information, create a culture of trust/respect, and 
provide performance feedback. In addition, they 
can try to mitigate the volatility inherent in orga-
nization change. Through these levers, leaders can 
enhance the three components of autonomous 
motivation and ultimately thriving. The research 
suggests that autonomy may be especially potent 

in the workplace. For example, more organizations 
offer flexible work arrangements, including more 
discretion over the hours worked, and where the 
work is completed. Some organizations, includ-
ing Best Buy, have seen productivity skyrocket and 
retention as a result (Business Week, 2006).

Reinforcement for work well done rather than 
face time at the office is likely to garner much appre-
ciation, greater confidence, and increased thriving. 
Managers and peers are powerful sources for ignit-
ing feelings of competence (Daniels, 2000). Small 
comments and compliments go a long way in devel-
oping employee competence for greater thriving. 
Many companies, such as Medtronic, share compli-
ments and ideas from customers as a way to build 
efficacy and motivation.

Finally, organizations should pay greater atten-
tion to their culture because it is critical for build-
ing feelings of relatedness, in particular. Leaders who 
are able to craft environments where employees feel 
a sense of community benefit. Southwest Airlines 
and other organizations celebrate employee birth-
days and other events on a regular basis. Caiman 
Consulting holds nights out like Taco Tuesdays on 
a regular basis in addition to various contests and 
annual company culture-building trips to fabulous 
destinations. The point is that many of the top, 
award winning cultures (and Fortune 100 Best 
Places to Work) started with very small programs 
to build a sense of community. Some firms have 
found that volunteering can also provide a real sense 
of relatedness. Orion Associates, for example, was 
founded to serve others and has a rich history of 
encouraging employees to volunteer in the commu-
nity. Their efforts, as evidenced in their “River of 
Hope” project (established after Hurricane Katrina 
to assist New Orleans), have increased a sense of 
relatedness and pride, and greater employee thriv-
ing. All in all, greater attention by employees and 
their organizations to the SDT dimensions, and fac-
tors shown to facilitate employee thriving at work, 
seem like a great investment given the known ben-
efits of thriving at work.

Conclusion
In this chapter we flesh out the beginnings of 

an integrative model of human growth at work. 
The model identifies how the three nutrients of 
autonomous motivation (autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness) mediate the relationship between 
key elements of the social context (including 
decision-making discretion, broad information shar-
ing, a climate of trust and respect, and performance 
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feedback) and thriving at work. By understanding 
the social embeddedness of self-determination and 
thriving, one can understand how organizations can 
enable more positive work and greater employee 
performance, well-being, and sustainability.

Notes
1. The authors thank their thriving research collaborators (espe-

cially Cristina Gibson and Flannery Garnett) for helping to 
provide empirical evidence for how and why thriving matters.

2. Indeed, Gagne (2009) also suggests that enhanced 
self-determination can increase one’s motivation to share 
knowledge with others.
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Emotions are part of daily life; they pre-
pare us for behavioral responses, influence our 
decision-making, and facilitate (or complicate) 
our interpersonal interactions (see Gross  & 
Thompson, 2007). Given that emotions are shared 
by all humans, researchers and practitioners place 
a greater emphasis on emotions at work to better 
understand employee attitudes, well-being, and job 
performance. For instance, customer service repre-
sentatives, waiters, and flight attendants must dis-
play positive emotions vis-à-vis their clientele (e.g., 
enthusiasm, optimism, cheerfulness). However, bill 
collectors, bouncers, and riot squads need to express 
a certain level of hostility. Finally, nurses, physicians, 
and paramedics need to suppress their disgust or 
sadness when facing injured patients (see Rafaeli & 
Sutton, 1987). Hence, although cognitively based 
skills, such as technical knowledge, cognitive ability, 
and manual abilities, remain important, emotionally 

based skills (Salovey & Meyer, 1990) are indispens-
able for many jobs. Examples of organizationally 
relevant emotional skills include the capacity to cre-
ate a positive service experience for the customer, 
the ability to regulate one’s emotions, and the abil-
ity to recognize customers’ emotions and one’s own 
(Brotheridge, 2006).

Organizations are increasingly emphasizing 
the importance of emotional skills because jobs 
require sustained social interactions (Mann, 1999; 
Tschan, Rochat, & Zapf, 2005). Hence, mastering 
these competencies is crucial for job applicants who 
want to be hired as customer service agents (Fox & 
Spector, 2000). However, competencies alone are 
not sufficient: employees need to be motivated to use 
those competencies while interacting with others.

Thus, developing and mobilizing employees’ 
emotional skills have become critical organizational 
issues (Ashkanasy  & Daus, 2002). For example, 
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customers’ attitudes and behaviors are related to 
employees’ emotional displays. More specifically, 
positive emotions displayed by employees lead 
to a more positive service evaluation from both 
the supervisor and the customer (Grandey, 2003; 
Hülsheger & Schewe, 2011; Pugh, 2001; Rafaeli & 
Sutton, 1987; Sutton & Rafaeli, 1988; Totterdell & 
Holman, 2003; Tsai, 2001).

Jobs or organizational demands that dictate the 
expression or suppression of emotions at work have 
a downside, however (Hess, 2003; Hülsheger  & 
Schewe, 2011; Rubin, Tardino, Daus,  & Munz, 
2005):  employees may be expressing emotions 
that are discrepant with their inner feelings. This 
gap between what they truly feel and what they 
manifest as prescribed emotions has been labeled 
emotional dissonance or emotion-rule dissonance 
(Hülsheger & Schewe, 2011; Rubin et  al., 2005). 
Emotional dissonance has several important nega-
tive consequences for employees, such as impaired 
well-being, job dissatisfaction, and lower job perfor-
mance (see meta-analyses from Bono & Vey, 2005, 
and Hülsheger & Schewe, 2011).

In order to reduce emotional dissonance, employ-
ees can use different strategies to align what they 
feel and/or express with what is expected from them 
(Hülsheger & Schewe, 2011; Rubin et al., 2005). In 
Gross’s terms (1998), they try to “influence which 
emotions they have, when they have them, and 
how they experience and express these emotions” 
(p.  275). By doing so, employees perform what 
has been called emotional labor (Grandey, 2000; 
Hochschild, 1983)  or, in other words, they are 
regulating their emotions (Gross, 1998; Gross  & 
Thompson, 2007). Although research on the topic 
of emotional labor is rapidly expanding, with find-
ings appearing to support several predictive mod-
els, other interesting questions are simultaneously 
emerging.

Antecedents of emotional labor have received 
much less attention compared with its consequences 
(Bono & Vey, 2005). Although it is imperative to 
understand “how” employees perform emotional 
labor, it is equally important to understand “why” 
they adopt certain strategies in order to better 
understand the emotional labor process and develop 
organizational practices that optimize positive con-
sequences and diminish negative ones associated 
with emotional labor. We believe that motivation 
is one possible answer explaining “why” employees 
perform emotional labor, and self-determination 
theory (SDT) provides a relevant framework to 
better understand the emotional labor process 

(Cossette, Blais,  & Hess, 2006; Cossette  & Hess, 
2009, 2010, 2012; Kim, Deci,  & Zuckerman, 
2002; Lépine & Cossette, 2010).

In this chapter, building on previous models 
(Grandey, 2000; Rubin et  al., 2005), a motiva-
tional framework grounded in SDT is presented to 
elucidate not only “how” employees regulate their 
emotions but also “why” they adopt certain strat-
egies. The notion of emotional labor is discussed 
first, along with existing models that explain how 
employees regulate their emotions. Second, an 
exposé on SDT is proffered to better understand 
why employees regulate their emotions at work. 
Third, the consequences and the antecedents of 
emotional labor having received attention from 
researchers are reviewed and integrated into a novel 
motivational process model. Finally, the chapter 
concludes with suggestions for future research.

Emotional Labor: Regulating 
Emotions at Work

Emotional labor relies on the tenets of job per-
formance. In the same way that many occupations 
require mastering physical or mental abilities, many 
occupations require the ability to express or sup-
press emotions (Brotheridge, 2006; Brotheridge & 
Grandey, 2002). More specifically, emotion regu-
lation is a task requirement in jobs or occupations 
where employees interact with others (Hochschild, 
1983; Mann, 1999; Tschan et  al., 2005). In this 
context, emotional labor can be a primary or a sec-
ondary task that aims at enhancing the quality of 
interaction between employees and “clients” of vari-
ous types (e.g., customers, students, patients) while 
achieving its organizational goals (Zapf, 2002). For 
example, emotion work is necessary for sales rep-
resentatives because the customer experience relies 
not only on the satisfaction of needs, but also on 
the affective experience felt during interactions with 
employees (i.e., the overall quality of the interac-
tions; Grandey, 2003; Sutton & Rafaeli, 1988; Tsai, 
2001). In contrast, to increase their effectiveness 
at collecting overdue accounts, bill collectors must 
convey a sense of urgency by displaying a hint of 
irritation to debtors (Sutton, 1991).

Hence, organizations and managers demand 
that employees express certain emotions during 
their interactions. Hochschild (1983) labeled such 
organizational demands “feeling rules.” Her early 
contribution was to explicitly address the fact that 
organizations count on employee emotions to per-
form designated roles. It is now widely understood 
that organizations have either formal or informal 
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display rules (Ekman, 1973)  that employees must 
follow using emotion-regulation strategies. The fol-
lowing section describes what emotion regulation 
is, and the different emotional labor strategies that 
employees use to comply with such display rules.

The Emotion Regulation Process
People must comply with rules during social 

interactions (Goffman, 1959) of which are included 
emotion display rules (Ekman, 1973). In order 
to positively influence the customer, many com-
panies incorporate rules in their culture, in their 
job descriptions, or in their formal performance 
appraisals about how employees ought to act when 
interacting with customers. However, to under-
stand the emotion regulation strategies that help 
employees comply with display rules, one needs 
to consider the emotion regulation process. James 
Gross (1998) formalized a theory on emotion regu-
lation that influenced Grandey’s (2000) emotional 
labor model.

Gross’s emotion regulation model relies on the 
following premises:  an emotion (1)  occurs when 
an individual is in a situation that is relevant to his 
or her goals, (2) has many dimensions (i.e., subjec-
tive experience, physiological response, and behav-
ioral and expressive components), and (3) consists 
of response tendencies that can be modulated 
(Gross & Thompson, 2007). It is this third premise 
of emotion that makes emotion regulation possible 
as employees can act on different aspects of their 
emotions. Although emotions can interrupt what 
we are doing, emotions often compete with other 
responses that are shaped by social norms. In an 
organizational context, social norms originate from 
both the display rules and the expectations that 
managers have of employees (Hochschild, 1983).

These three features of emotion regulation con-
stitute the modal model of emotion defined as “a 
person-situation transaction that compels attention, 
has particular meaning to individual, and gives rise 
to a coordinated yet flexible multisystem response 
to the ongoing person-situation transaction” 
(Gross  & Thompson, 2007, p.  5). Hence, people 
can select the situation they want to be in, act on 
the situation in which the emotion emerges, focus 
their attention on different aspects of the situation 
or interaction, interpret the situation in a manner to 
facilitate emotional expression, and act on the emo-
tional responses that can be apparent. Moreover, 
Gross and Thompson (2007) suggested that regula-
tory processes may be controlled or automatic, and 
ranging on a continuum “from conscious, effortful, 

and controlled regulation to unconscious, effortless, 
and automatic regulation” (p.  8). Strategies may 
have their effects on one or multiple points in the 
emotion-generative process. A  person can reduce, 
intensify, or maintain an emotion depending on his 
or her goal.

Based on the focal points of regulation, Gross’s 
model distinguishes between antecedent-focused 
and response-focused emotion regulation strat-
egies (Gross  & Thompson, 2007). Situation 
selection, situation modification, attentional 
deployment, and cognitive change are all con-
sidered “antecedent-focused in that they occur 
before appraisals give rise to full-blown emotional 
response tendencies” (p.  10). In contrast, regula-
tion strategies that aim at modulating the physi-
ological, behavioral, and facial responses constitute 
the response-focused strategies. Based on Gross’s 
(1998) distinction between antecedent-focused and 
response-focused strategies, Grandey (2000) pro-
posed an integrative model of emotional labor.

Research prior to Grandey’s work (2000) defined 
emotional labor based on either the characteristics 
of the job (Morris  & Feldman, 1996, 1997), the 
concept of emotional dissonance (Kruml & Geddes, 
2000), or on the actual act of displaying what-
ever emotion was deemed necessary (Ashforth  & 
Humphrey, 1993). Essentially, Grandey pointed 
out that Morris and Feldman’s (1996, 1997) emo-
tional labor dimensions—frequency of interac-
tion, attentiveness (i.e., intensity of emotions, 
duration of interaction), and variety of emotions 
required—referred to organizational expectations 
toward employees in their interactions with cus-
tomers. As such, these dimensions represented 
antecedents of emotional labor. Moreover, Morris 
and Feldman (1996, 1997)  conceived emotional 
dissonance as another emotional labor dimension 
(for a similar operationalization, see Kruml and 
Geddes, 2000). As Grandey (2000) argued, both 
conceptions, namely characteristics of the job and 
emotional dissonance, cannot adequately reflect 
emotional labor as a process by which employees 
express the prescribed emotions at work. Ashforth 
and Humphrey’s conception focused on the act of 
displaying the prescribed emotions, and were more 
concerned about the observable behavior rather 
than the internal processes underlying the regula-
tion of emotions. Grandey also looked at similari-
ties between studies. One underlying theme that she 
unearthed across the studies was that “individuals 
can regulate their emotional expressions at work. 
Emotional labor, then, is the process of regulating 
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both feelings and expressions for the organiza-
tional goals” (Grandey, 2000, p.  97). Hence, the 
main contributions of Grandey’s (2000) article was 
to integrate different perspectives and to propose 
emotion regulation theory (Gross, 1998) as a guid-
ing theory for investigating the emotional labor 
process. The next paragraphs explain the different 
emotion-regulation strategies.

Emotional Labor Strategies
When interacting with others, employees are 

likely to react to different events or situations 
(Weiss  & Cropanzano, 1996). For example, cus-
tomer service representatives interact with cus-
tomers who can escalate a discussion and become 
impolite, sarcastic, or even aggressive towards them 
(Grandey, Dickter,  & Sin, 2004); police officers 
frequently deal with interpersonal violence, con-
frontational interactions, or intense emotions from 
victims of crime (Berking, Meier, & Wupperman, 
2010); nurses are regularly confronted with severe 
patient illness, suffering, and even death (Bakker, & 
Heuven, 2006). Because employees must act in 
accordance with emotion display rules, their inner 
feelings may not always correspond to the orga-
nizationally prescribed emotions. Hence, when 
employees’ feelings are not consistent with the 
expected emotions, they find themselves in a disso-
nance state (Abraham, 1998, 1999a, 1999b; Rubin 
et al., 2005).

Emotional dissonance is a form of person-role 
conflict, and is a known source of stress for employ-
ees (Abraham, 1998, 1999b; Adelmann, 1995). 
Hence, Rubin et al. (2005) argued that one way to 
deal with dissonance is by performing emotional 
labor. Indeed, an emotional state triggered by dis-
sonance should influence employees’ behaviors (i.e., 
their regulation strategies). Emotional labor arises 
whenever employees perceive a gap between what 
they genuinely feel in a given moment and the 
specific emotion that is required of them to dis-
play. This perceived dissonance drives employees to 
reduce the discomfort associated with it and thus 
leads employees to regulate their emotions either by 
using an antecedent-focused or a response-focused 
strategy. In other words, emotional labor is a moti-
vated behavioral response to perceived dissonance 
(Rubin et al., 2005).

Two main strategies have been discussed that 
deal with dissonance in the literature on emotional 
labor. Researchers define surface acting as the modi-
fication of the observable aspects of emotions, either 
by suppressing, faking, or amplifying the emotion 

displayed (Allen, Pugh, Grandey, & Groth, 2010; 
Brotheridge & Lee, 2003; Diefendorff, Croyle, & 
Gosserand, 2005; Grandey, 2000; Grandey et  al., 
2004; Hochschild, 1983). These strategies cor-
respond to the response-focused emotion regula-
tion strategies mentioned previously (Gross, 1998; 
Gross & Thompson, 2007).

When employees use deep acting, however, they 
try to consciously change how they feel in order to 
express the prescribed emotions; in other words, 
employees are making concerted efforts to align 
their inner feelings with the displayed emotions 
(Allen et al., 2010; Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993; 
Brotheridge & Lee, 2002; Diefendorff et al., 2005; 
Grandey, 2000; Hochschild, 1983). Deep acting is 
an antecedent-focused emotion regulation strategy 
(Grandey, 2000)  and is a more authentic strategy 
than surface acting (Brotheridge  & Lee, 2002; 
Diefendorff et al., 2005).

Nearly 20  years ago, Ashforth and Humphrey 
(1993) mentioned that employees not only use deep 
and surface acting strategies in their designated 
jobs, but also that they spontaneously express the 
prescribed emotions. However, it is only recently 
that naturally felt emotions have received more 
empirical attention. This strategy is a distinct one 
from other strategies (Cossette & Hess, 2010, 2012; 
Diefendorff et al., 2005). For Rubin et al. (2005), 
automatic responses, such as genuine expressions 
of emotion, are not considered as an emotional 
labor strategy. Others have argued that naturally 
felt emotions require employees to continuously 
monitor their emotional responses in order to com-
ply with the display rules (Cossette & Hess, 2010, 
2012; Diefendorff et  al., 2005; Diefendorff  & 
Gosserand, 2003; Gross & Thompson, 2007). Still, 
expressing the naturally felt emotions should be 
negatively associated with emotional dissonance. 
Because employees must be attentive to display 
rules and must continuously monitor their affec-
tive displays and compare them with the display 
norms (Diefendorff & Gosserand, 2003), express-
ing naturally felt emotions can be considered as an 
emotional labor strategy.

Deep acting and naturally felt emotions are 
strategies that are beneficial to individuals, in 
contrast to surface acting (Bono  & Vey, 2005; 
Cossette et  al., 2006; Cossette  & Hess, 2010, 
2012; Diefendorff et  al., 2005; Gross  & John, 
2003; Gross  & Thompson, 2007; Hülsheger  & 
Schewe, 2011; John & Gross, 2004). Emotional 
labor outcomes differ because strategies used 
by employees deal more or less adequately with 
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emotional dissonance, whereas response-focused 
strategies involve high levels of dissonance and 
antecedent-focused strategies aim at aligning 
inner feelings with the emotions displayed. Hence, 
these strategies lead to a more authentic stance 
from employees. It is important to note that some 
contexts might require the use of surface acting 
without compromising employee well-being. For 
example, a person controlling tickets at the cin-
ema may use the surface acting strategy to express 
a short-lived but nonetheless polite smile (see 
Morris & Feldman, 1996; and Zapf, 2002). Even 
so, considering the fact that dissonance gener-
ally has a detrimental effect on individuals and 
organizational outcomes (Hülsheger  & Schewe, 
2011), it is important to understand what can 
predict this dissonance in order to prevent it from 
occurring. One factor that emerged in recent years 
is the motivation to perform emotional labor, a 
notion that is explored in greater depth in the 
next section.

Motivation to Perform 
Emotional Labor

So far, we have discussed two main ideas. First, 
employees have emotional reactions while interact-
ing with others, which can be seen as an “internal” 
message. Second, an “external” message is sent by 
the organization and/or the customers regarding 
which emotions must be expressed in a particular 
situation. The result of these seemingly distinct 
messages is that they sometimes conflict with one 
another. Whenever they do, the employee experi-
ences emotional stress and a desire (or motive) to 
resolve or reduce the conflict (i.e., emotional dis-
sonance) one way or another (Rubin et al., 2005). 
To comply with the display rules, employees must 
behave in a way that is consistent with the pre-
scribed emotions. Although it is only recently that 
authors have begun to formally discuss the moti-
vational mechanism leading employees to perform 
emotional labor, some ideas reflecting the notion of 
motivation were proposed almost two decades ago. 
The next sections discuss these ideas.

Emotional Labor and Role 
Internalization

Ashforth and Humphrey (1993) agreed that 
emotional dissonance is stressful for employees. 
However, these authors have argued that stress is 
not inevitable; it depends on the employees’ percep-
tion of the situation, which fluctuates according to 

the extent to which employees identify with their 
role. These authors suggested that when employees 
identify with their role, fulfilling task requirements 
such as regulating emotions has a positive impact, 
notably on psychological well-being. Therefore, 
emotional labor gives employees the opportunity 
to express their social identity and, more precisely, 
their professional identity. Hence, emotional labor 
will lead to positive outcomes if it is consistent 
with the employees’ salient and valued professional 
identity. Contrarily, if emotional labor is inconsis-
tent with their professional identity, emotional dis-
sonance is more likely to occur and, consequently, 
employees will not feel authentic when interacting 
with others (see Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993).

Role internalization refers to the degree to which 
employees identify with their job or job values 
(Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993; Rubin et al., 2005), 
and it is considered to be an outcome of emotional 
labor (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993). More specifi-
cally, Ashforth and Humphrey (1993) asserted that 
longer interactions would lead to greater internal-
ization of role expectations, which would in turn 
make emotional labor less effortful. Their sugges-
tions were, in fact, confirmed empirically. First, 
debt collectors, members of a military recruiting 
battalion, and members of a state nursing associa-
tion completed a survey designed to assess how job 
characteristics, role internalization, and emotional 
dissonance were related. It seems that longer inter-
actions lead to more internalization, which was neg-
atively related to emotional dissonance (Morris & 
Feldman, 1997). Second, greater role identification 
led to less surface acting but more deep acting in 
a sample of employees working in jobs requiring 
interactions with customers, such as sales clerks, res-
taurant waiting staff, healthcare professionals, and 
office employees (Brotheridge & Lee, 2002). These 
results suggest that, in the long term, employees 
who identify more intensively with their role per-
form emotional labor using strategies that require 
less effort.

In their theoretical paper, Rubin et  al. (2005) 
proposed that role internalization impacts emo-
tional labor by reducing emotional dissonance. The 
authors suggested that employees who have inter-
nalized their roles should experience less dissonance 
because expressing prescribed emotions had become 
second nature to them. An earlier qualitative study 
lent support to this assertion:

 . . . role internalization leads to an experience of 
deep authenticity whereby one’s emotional expression 
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or display is consistent with the display rules of a 
specific identity that one has internalized (or want to 
internalize) as a reflection of self-regardless of whether 
the expression genuinely reflects one’s current feeling 
(Ashforth & Tomiuk, 2000, p. 195).

Rubin et  al. (2005) also indicated that deep 
authenticity should lead to lower levels of emotional 
dissonance. Hence, role internalization should 
buffer the effect of situational demands as well as 
directly impact-perceived dissonance, leading to less 
dissonance.

Role internalization contributed to our under-
standing of “why” employees regulate their emo-
tions. When employees identify with their job and 
its underlying values, they suffer less from emotional 
dissonance and regulate their emotions in a health-
ier way (i.e., more use of deep acting and less use of 
surface acting). However, this conception and the 
empirical results that followed do not allow for any 
firm conclusions to be made about the directional 
effect. Role internalization is an outcome of com-
pliance with display rules over time (Ashforth  & 
Humphrey, 1993). It is also entirely possible that 
compliance with the display rules is the outcome of 
role internalization. Although Morris and Feldman 
(1997) confirmed Ashforth and Humphrey’s (1993) 
assertion, the cross-sectional design of their study 
was limited in its ability to infer causality.

On a conceptual level, a given job generally 
includes many roles and responsibilities, yet the 
notion of role internalization does not permit the 
distinction between different facets of that job. In 
this context, compliance with display rules is only 
one aspect of a job (Zapf, 2002). Hence, to bet-
ter understand why employees regulate their emo-
tions, we need to understand how they perceive the 
display rules.

Commitment to Display Rules: An 
Expectancy Approach to Emotional Labor

Diefendorff and his colleagues conceptualized 
display rules as goals that employees must achieve 
(Diefendorff  & Croyle, 2008; Diefendorff et  al., 
2005; Diefendorff & Gosserand, 2003; Gosserand & 
Diefendorff, 2005). Hence, as Diefendorff and 
Croyle (2008) mentioned, an implicit tenet in emo-
tional labor research is that employees make efforts 
to display the adequate emotion when they encoun-
ter display rules. However, not all employees make 
the necessary efforts to regulate their emotions even 
if they realize that their expressions are not consis-
tent with organizational norms. In this sense, some 

employees may lack the necessary motivation to 
perform emotional labor.

Recently, Diefendorff and his colleagues pro-
posed a motivational mechanism to explain why 
employees perform emotional labor. Diefendroff 
and Gosserand (2003) incorporated motivation as a 
mechanism to explain why some employees follow 
the display rules, whereas others do not. Indeed, 
simply perceiving display rules is not sufficient; 
employees must also be committed to the display 
rules that are conceived of as goal performance 
(Diefendorff  & Gosserand, 2003). Commitment 
is essential for employees to become more willing 
to comply with display rules and to regulate their 
emotions in a consistent manner to achieve this 
goal. Being committed to display rules signifies 
“a person’s intention to extend effort toward dis-
playing organizationally desired emotions, persist 
in displaying these emotions over time, and not 
abandon the display rules under difficult condi-
tions” (Gosserand & Diefendorff, 2005, p. 1257). 
This confirms the importance of ascribing motiva-
tional factors, because more committed employees 
are engaged more intensively in regulation activi-
ties. Specifically, committed employees who are 
performing “people work” (e.g., service and sales; 
professional, technical, and managerial; clerical; 
education; health care) use more surface acting and 
deep acting to comply with the display rules com-
pared with employees who are less committed to the 
display rules (Gosserand & Diefendorff, 2005).

Diefendorff and Croyle (2008) further extend 
the motivational process by using Vroom’s (1964) 
expectancy theory of motivation. They asked partic-
ipants working in customer service jobs that require 
expressing positive emotions to describe, in detail, 
two interactions beginning with the first moment 
of the encounter to the end of the interaction. In 
the first interaction, participants noted a typical 
interaction after which they completed a question-
naire. Participants were then asked to think of the 
aforementioned customer service interaction, but 
to imagine that the customer was being particularly 
tough and rude. Following their description of this 
second scenario, they completed the same question-
naire. Results showed that the kind of interaction 
that employees had with customers impacted their 
motivation to express positive emotions, because 
both expectancy theory variables (expectations [E] , 
confidence that an employee has about displaying 
an emotion; valence [V], employee’s anticipated 
satisfaction or value of expressing an emotion; and 
the motivational force [E*V], reflects the overall 
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motivation) and commitment variables all received 
higher scores in the typical customer interaction 
compared with the one in the incivility condition. 
Diefendorff and Croyle (2008) also found that 
extraversion positively explained commitment to 
display rules in both contexts, whereas agreeable-
ness positively predicted commitment to display 
rules only in the typical interaction. Neuroticism 
negatively predicted commitment to display rules 
in the context of the incivility interaction. Hence, 
interacting with difficult customers reduces employ-
ees’ motivation to express positive emotions and it 
seems that some personality traits act as a motiva-
tional disposition to perform emotional labor, at 
least in certain contexts.

By proposing and testing whether emotional 
labor is explained by a motivational mechanism, 
Diefendorff and colleagues made significant con-
tributions to the emotional labor literature. Most 
research has been focused on emotional labor out-
comes and much less on antecedents (except for 
emotional characteristics mentioned previously). 
This clearly demonstrates that the presence of dis-
play rules alone is insufficient; employees must be 
committed to the display rules for their behavior to 
be impacted. Still, other research questions arise in 
the process of analyzing the extant body of research.

Self-Determined Motivation to 
Regulate Emotions

In an emotional labor context, one should ask 
the following question:  are employees committed 
to display rules because they are obliged to do so 
(controlled motivation) or because it constitutes 
part of their identity (autonomous motivation)? As 
mentioned, it seems that the more employees iden-
tify with their job role, the more willing they are 
to regulate their emotions (Ashforth & Humphrey, 
1993). SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000; Ryan & 
Deci, 2001)  provides an interesting framework 
that simultaneously considers the type of motiva-
tion (controlled vs. autonomous) and the notion 
of identification. Hence, by adopting an SDT per-
spective, motivation to perform emotional labor is 
not only a matter of quantity of motivation (e.g., 
expectancy theory) but also a matter of quality of 
the motivation (see Gagné & Deci, 2005).

SDT distinguishes between two classes of 
intentional behavior:  autonomous and controlled 
(Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000; Deci & Ryan, 2008; 
Gagné  & Deci, 2005; Ryan  & Connell, 1989; 
Ryan  & Deci, 2001). Because emotional labor is 
considered an intentional act (Rubin et al., 2005), 

this distinction can help us to delve further as to why 
employees adopt certain emotion-regulation strate-
gies. Moreover, this framework enables us to build 
on Asfhorth and Humphrey’s (1993) social iden-
tity framework regarding the internalization of job 
roles. More specifically, SDT posits that employees 
perform emotional labor because they feel an exter-
nal or internal pressure to do so, or because they 
endorse the requirement to regulate one’s emotions. 
Although Chapter 1 provided an overview of the 
basic SDT concepts, the following paragraphs illus-
trate how we can apply them to emotion regulation.

SDT posits that there exist different types of 
motivation aligned on a continuum, which distin-
guishes autonomous motivation from controlled 
forms of motivation (Deci  & Ryan, 1985, 2000; 
Gagné & Deci, 2005). At one end of the contin-
uum, there is amotivation (Deci  & Ryan, 1985, 
2000; Gagné & Deci, 2005). Amotivated employ-
ees are those who should regulate emotions without 
volition and with resignation. They might not regu-
late their emotions at all and, if they do, they do 
not feel that they have control over their emotional 
displays.

SDT posits that there are different forms of 
extrinsic motivation that vary in the degree to which 
they are controlled or autonomous, depending on 
the internalization of the activity to be performed 
(Gagné  & Deci, 2005). First, whenever employ-
ees perform emotional labor to obtain a reward or 
to avoid punishment, this behavior is said to be 
externally regulated and the locus is purely external 
(Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000; Gagné & Deci, 2005). 
For example, employees who are externally moti-
vated to regulate their emotions do so because they 
either wish to receive a good performance appraisal 
by their supervisor or because they want to avoid 
irritating their customers.

The other forms of extrinsic motivation can be 
distinguished from their level of internalization. 
Introjection describes a form of motivation in 
which individuals act to feel worthy and to preserve 
their self-esteem. Whereas performing emotional 
labor when adopting an external motivation is due 
to external pressure, introjection implies a pressure 
that comes from within the person. In the con-
text of emotion regulation, introjected motivation 
occurs whenever employees regulate their emotions 
to feel pride or to avoid feeling shame or guilt.

Identified motivation occurs whenever an 
employee recognizes and accepts the value of a 
behavior (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000; Gagné & Deci, 
2005), such as regulating one’s emotions at work. 
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By endorsing the emotional labor requirement, 
individuals internalize its value and the behavior is 
more likely to occur (although it remains externally 
motivated). Hence, employees for whom interact-
ing with others, such as customers, is an endorsed 
challenge regulate their emotions more easily.

Integrated motivation is the most autonomous 
form of extrinsic motivation. Although it is not 
performed because of the pleasure associated with 
it, as is the case with intrinsic motivation, there is 
still a feeling of choice (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000; 
Gagné & Deci, 2005). Hence, the emotional labor 
requirements are completely endorsed by the person 
who is more likely to regulate his or her emotions. 
In that case, individuals performing emotional 
labor according to an integrated form of motivation 
should feel that regulating their emotions is an inte-
gral part of who they are as people. Therefore, they 
are more likely to behave in a way that is consistent 
with their identity.

At the other end, intrinsic motivation occurs 
whenever employees regulate their emotions for the 
sole pleasure of regulating them. In other words, 
there is no contingency or rewards linked with the 
behavior, and individuals act for the interest, chal-
lenge, or sheer pleasure of regulating emotions. 
In the context of emotional labor, expressing an 
authentic smile can be easily seen as an intrinsically 
motivated act, but it is more difficult to see how 
employees could be intrinsically motivated to sup-
press their negative emotions.

At this point, one could ask whether these dif-
ferent forms of motivation represent adequately 
the underlying reasons for performing emotional 
labor. It is important to keep in mind that employ-
ees regulate their emotions in order to satisfy an 
organizational demand, which by definition gives 
an external focus for performing the task at hand. 
Hence, intrinsic motivation may not be the most 
relevant form of motivation for understanding 
why and how employees perform emotional labor. 
However, individuals can select their own goals and 
pursue them in an autonomous fashion. As such, 
emotional display rules are either goals set by the 
organization or are implicit in some job descriptions 
(see Diefendorff  & Gosserand, 2003). This orga-
nizational demand also reflects an organizational 
value, an example of which is serving the customer 
with positive emotions and without negative emo-
tions. If employees’ values also focus on serving the 
customer with the prescribed emotions, then orga-
nizational demands become congruent with each 
employee’s sense of self.

This emphasis on autonomous forms of moti-
vation for explaining human behavior is discussed 
in other domains using SDT. For instance, voting 
behavior is an important social demand on mem-
bers of a community, but individuals vary greatly 
in their interest for following political campaigns. 
A  series of studies focused on political motiva-
tion during different campaigns and demonstrated 
that identified motivation was systematically more 
important for individuals than intrinsic motiva-
tion (Koestner, Losier, Vallerand,  & Carducci, 
1996; Losier  & Koestner, 1999; Losier, Perreault, 
Koestner,  & Vallerand, 2001); moreover, this 
form of motivation better predicted voting behav-
ior than intrinsic motivation (Losier  & Koestner, 
1999). In the domain of health-promoting behav-
ior, intrinsic motivation is rarely measured because 
“intrinsic motivation applies to situations in which 
behaviors are performed because they are interest-
ing and enjoyable and most people do not find 
health-promoting behaviors to be interesting and 
enjoyable” (Lévesque et  al., 2007, p.  693). Still, 
individuals might value the importance of an activ-
ity (e.g., tobacco cessation, exercising, dieting, vot-
ing) and hence perform the activity for autonomous 
reasons. In the context of emotional labor, employ-
ees may find that regulating their emotions is nei-
ther fun, nor pleasant, nor enjoyable, especially 
when negative emotions are involved. However, to 
the degree to which employees endorse the organi-
zational demands imposed on them, their motiva-
tion can still be self-determined.

Besides these theoretical reasons, there is also an 
empirical justification for not considering intrinsic 
motivation in the study of emotional labor. First, 
there is indirect evidence for the usefulness of the 
SDT framework for explaining motivation to 
regulate emotions at work. Sutton (2004) found 
that some of the interviewed teachers regulated 
their emotions because it was part of their job and 
because it kept them professional. These reasons 
correspond to an idealized emotion self image. 
Using SDT terms, it can be said that these teachers 
fully endorsed emotion regulation. By contrast, other 
teachers reported that they felt ashamed of showing 
their anger in the presence of students. Based on 
the definitions discussed previously, this emotion 
regulation seems to be introjected. Other teachers 
wanted to serve as role models for their students, 
whereas others admitted that they did not know 
why they regulated their emotions. In these lat-
ter cases, we can see both external motivation and 
amotivation being manifested. Hence, these reasons 
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reflect SDT’s different types of motivation, but no 
reason seems to represent an intrinsic motive for 
regulating emotions.

Another study, focused more on SDT and deal-
ing with everyday life, provides support for the 
usefulness of this framework in understanding the 
motives underlying emotion regulation. Kim et al.’s 
(2002) research was based on evidence that emo-
tion expression was related to indices of health and 
that individuals differed in their ways of express-
ing or regulating emotions. To help clarify the link 
between the tendency to express negative emotions 
and the ambivalence of expressing negative emo-
tions due to social norms, they developed scales that 
reflected reasons to withhold negative emotions in 
everyday life. First, their scales assessed and con-
firmed the presence of extrinsic forms of motiva-
tion to withhold negative emotions. Second, Kim 
et  al. (2002) found that self-determined motiva-
tion to withhold negative emotions was positively 
associated with psychological well-being and with 
coping styles, again demonstrating the importance 
of considering extrinsic reasons for regulating one’s 
emotions.

Third, based on existing measures of 
self-determined motivation (e.g., Gagné et  al., 
2010; Vallerand, Fortier, & Guay, 1997; Vallerand 
et  al., 1992, 1993), Lépine and Cossette (2010) 
focused on jobs in which “service with a smile” is 
an important requirement and developed parallel 
measures of self-determined motivation to express 
positive emotions and to suppress negative ones. 
Students working in part-time jobs involving cus-
tomer service interactions were invited to partici-
pate in a study in which they were asked why they 
chose to regulate their emotions at work. A  total 
of 223 students volunteered to participate. All 
participants were working in a job that required 
to express positive emotions and to suppress nega-
tive emotions. Participants were asked to respond 
to a series of items representing one of six forms 
of motivation (amotivation, external, introjected, 
identified, integrated, or intrinsic motivation). For 
each reason, participants needed to assess whether 
they (a)  expressed positive emotions, and (b)  sup-
pressed negative emotions, either “exactly for this 
reason” (7)  or “not at all for this reason” (1). In 
other words, for each reason, participants provided 
two answers, one for expressing positive emo-
tions, and one for suppressing negative emotions. 
Results supported the factorial structure of the 
questionnaire, but only when intrinsic motivation 
was excluded from the analysis. Stated otherwise, 

intrinsic motivation prevented good fit from occur-
ring (Lépine & Cossette, 2010).

Hence, it seems that intrinsic motivation is not 
a relevant dimension for studying motivation to 
perform emotional labor and that this assumption 
is supported empirically. Nevertheless, much work 
needs to be done on this measurement issue. The 
next section concludes the discussion about the 
underlying motives for regulating emotions at work.

Self-Determined Motivation and 
Emotional Labor Strategies

Extrinsic forms of motivation seem most rel-
evant in the study of “why” employees are perform-
ing emotional labor, and extend beyond expectancy 
theory, which is mostly concerned with the amount 
of motivation than the quality of motivation (see 
Gagné & Deci, 2005). In this section, the focus is 
on the link between the motives for regulating emo-
tions and the different strategies employees may use 
to comply with display rules.

As mentioned, display rules are goals that 
employees strive to achieve (Diefendorff  & 
Gosserand, 2003). From an SDT perspective, 
goals that are internalized by individuals con-
tribute to an optimal functioning of individuals 
and to their well-being (see Ryan & Deci, 2001). 
More specifically, when goals are self-concordant 
(i.e., when they are aligned with one’s true self ) 
and when those complying with the display rules 
are well-internalized, self-determined motivation is 
more likely to occur, resulting in a person’s enhanced 
well-being; in contrast, nonconcordant goals under-
lie non–self-determined forms of motivation and 
impair an individual’s well-being (Sheldon, Ryan, 
Rawsthorne,  & Ilardi, 1997). Being true to one’s 
self refers to the notion of authenticity (Heppner 
et  al., 2008; Kernis  & Goldman, 2006; Lakey, 
Kernis, Heppner, & Lance, 2008).

Authenticity occurs when individuals possess 
self-knowledge concerning themselves, such as 
their motives and their personal standards; process 
information without distorting, denying or ignor-
ing internal or external sources; engage freely and 
naturally in behavior because of their values and 
beliefs; and desire that close others know who they 
really are (Lakey et  al., 2008). High authentic-
ity relates to healthy psychological and interper-
sonal functioning (see Kernis & Goldman, 2006). 
Because emotion regulation is also concerned about 
interpersonal functioning, authenticity becomes a 
relevant notion for understanding how emotional 
labor is performed.
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As mentioned, when employees endorse the 
importance of regulating their emotions at work, it 
should become less effortful for them to be more 
authentic in their interactions with others and to 
spontaneously regulate emotions that are in line 
with their job demands (Ashforth  & Humphrey, 
1993; Ashforth & Tomiuk, 2000). Evidence exists 
to support this rationale. Brotheridge and Lee 
(2002) found that authentic employees were those 
who identified more strongly with their role, and 
who regulated their emotions by using deep acting 
strategies rather than surface acting strategies.

Hence, based on Brotheridge and Lee’s (2002) 
results, authentic employees should value the 
importance of regulating their emotions. By valu-
ing this task requirement, they should adopt 
emotion-regulation strategies that aim at aligning 
felt and expressed emotions (antecedent-focused 
strategies, such as deep acting) and express their 
felt emotions naturally. In contrast, less authentic 
employees should use response-focused emotion 
regulation strategies, because these strategies aim 
at modifying the observable aspects of emotion 
only; as was previously mentioned, these strategies 
involve a high degree of discrepancy between felt 
and expressed emotions. By focusing on observ-
able displays, these employees are possibly think-
ing more about how customers or their supervisor 
will appraise their behaviors rather than the impor-
tance of regulating their emotions. In this context, 
employees have an external focus over their behav-
ior and regulation should become more effortful. As 
mentioned, the strategy that requires more effort is 
surface acting, which is considered faking in bad 
faith because employees do not endorse the display 
rules (Allen et  al., 2010; Ashforth  & Humphrey, 
1993; Diefendorff et al., 2005; Zapf, 2002).

Based on these arguments, self-determined 
motivation to perform emotional labor is expected 
to be positively related to deep acting and negatively 
related to surface acting. These hypotheses were 
tested in two studies involving students working in 
customer service jobs. If self-determined motivation 
to perform emotional labor predicted, as expected, 
the use of deep acting in both studies (ß = .24 and 
ß = .16), only the second study found a significant 
and negative correlation between self-determined 
motivation to perform emotional labor and sur-
face acting (ß = .03 and ß = −.16) (Cossette, et al., 
2006; Cossette & Hess, 2012). A possible explana-
tion for these discrepant findings is that the first 
study (Cossette et al., 2006) focused on motivation 
to suppress negative emotions, whereas the second 

(Cossette & Hess, 2012) focused on motivation to 
express positive emotions. When focusing on the 
expression of positive emotions, the suppression 
of negative emotions may become a more salient 
strategy for employees. In order to display positive 
emotions, no observable responses should be appar-
ent for others. However, when participants focus on 
suppressing their emotions, they might try harder to 
align their inner feelings with their expressed emo-
tions. This hypothesis is supported and represented 
by the beta weights shown above. Motivation was 
more strongly related to deep acting when the focus 
was on the suppression of negative emotions than 
when the focus was on the expression of positive 
emotions. Hence, the emotion valence (positive 
vs. negative) seems to be crucial when investigat-
ing the motivational process of regulating emotions. 
Although emotional labor refers to the regulation of 
emotions, authors rarely consider which emotions 
are regulated.

Emotional Labor as a Mechanism 
Relating Self-Determined 
Motivation and Job Outcomes

Many peer-reviewed articles address the issue 
of emotional labor outcomes (Bono & Vey, 2005; 
Hülsheger  & Schewe, 2011; Zapf, 2002). In the 
following sections, we present an overview of these 
consequences, some of which were investigated 
using an SDT framework. Hence, we propose that 
emotional labor acts as an intermediate variable 
between employees’ motivation to perform emo-
tional labor and their well-being.

Emotional labor and EmployEE 
WEll-bEing

In her seminal work on emotional labor, 
Hochschild (1983) mentioned that performing 
emotional labor, regardless of the strategy used, 
led to alienation and strain. Hochschild’s work 
inspired subsequent researchers to address the links 
between emotional labor and employee well-being. 
There is now budding evidence that shows how 
the link between emotional labor and well-being 
is much more nuanced in that it depends on both 
the strategy used by employees and the dimen-
sion of well-being under scrutiny. Different indi-
cators of well-being are used in emotional labor 
research, such as burnout and job satisfaction (see 
Hülsheger & Schewe, 2011).

Burnout is a syndrome that comprises three 
sequential dimensions (Maslach, Leiter,  & 
Schaufeli, 2009). The first is emotional exhaustion, 
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described as a lack of energy and fatigue. The second 
dimension, called depersonalization, is character-
ized by negative or inappropriate attitudes toward 
others, irritability, and withdrawal. It is a detach-
ment from the job. The third dimension is the lack 
or diminished sense of accomplishment. As for 
job satisfaction, this concept refers to the extent to 
which employees evaluate their jobs in a positive or 
negative way (Weiss, 2002).

Two meta-analyses have shown that surface act-
ing has a consistent impact on different indicators 
of well-being (Bono  & Vey, 2005; Hülsheger  & 
Schewe, 2011). Specifically, the strategy impacts 
employee burnout by increasing their emotional 
exhaustion and depersonalization, and decreasing 
their sense of accomplishment and job satisfac-
tion. Surface acting depletes individual resources 
(Hobfoll, 1989), such as self-authenticity and 
rewarding social relationships (Brotheridge  & 
Lee, 2002), as well as satisfaction with clients 
(Martinez-Inigo, Totterdell, Alcover,  & Holman, 
2007). In contrast, deep acting is not significantly 
related to emotional exhaustion, depersonalization 
and job satisfaction, but instead increases personal 
accomplishment (Hülsheger  & Schewe, 2011). 
This strategy requires effort although much less 
than surface acting, and has been shown to pro-
mote resource gains (Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002; 
Brotheridge & Lee, 2002). More specifically, deep 
acting creates a sense of authenticity, an important 
resource protecting against burnout symptoms 
(Brotheridge & Lee, 2002). Hence, when perform-
ing emotional labor employees consume more or 
less resources depending on the strategy used.

SDT is concerned with optimal human function-
ing (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2001). To 
ensure this optimality, SDT recommends that indi-
viduals must fulfill three basic psychological needs. 
First, individuals need to feel autonomous in their 
actions. Second, they must feel competent in their 
work. Third, they must feel related with others (see 
Chapter 1 of this book). To the extent that social 
contexts facilitate the fulfillment of these needs, 
motivation becomes increasingly more autonomous 
thereby positively impacting individuals’ psycholog-
ical well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Gagné & Deci, 
2005; Ryan & Deci 2001). Self-determined forms 
of motivation have been found to decrease burn-
out symptoms and increase job satisfaction among 
employees (Blais, Brière, Lachance, Riddle,  & 
Vallerand, 1993).

Because self-determined motivation and emo-
tional labor both impact employee well-being, 

emotion regulation strategies could act as mediat-
ing variables between the motivation to perform 
emotional labor and employee well-being. In a test 
of the mediation model proposed in Figure 16.1, 
deep acting mediated the impact of self-determined 
motivation to perform emotional labor on job sat-
isfaction (Cossette  & Hess, 2012)  and emotional 
exhaustion (Cossette et  al., 2006). More specifi-
cally, self-determined motivation was shown to have 
a positive impact on the use of deep acting strate-
gies among students working in customer service 
jobs. In turn, deep acting strategies reduced burn-
out symptoms (Cossette, et al., 2006) and increased 
levels of job satisfaction (Cossette & Hess, 2012). 
However, in both studies, surface acting did not sig-
nificantly impact outcomes (Cossette et  al., 2006; 
Cossette & Hess, 2012). It seems that surface acting 
was not related to outcomes because it depended on 
whether this strategy was used alone or in combina-
tion with other strategies (Cossette & Hess, 2010). 
Another explanation for this absence of association 
between surface acting and indicators of employee 
well-being may be the nature of the jobs them-
selves. Participants from both studies were students 
working in part-time jobs. First, these jobs typically 
require short scripted interactions with customers 
(e.g., cashier at a coffee shop). Second, because these 
jobs are performed solely on a part-time basis, the 
resources depleted from using surface acting strate-
gies (Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002; Brotheridge & 
Lee, 2002)  may have been compensated with the 
students’ other “professional” activity, namely 
studying and other school-related work.

Job pErformancE
Organizations expect their employees to treat 

customers courteously and empathically. In other 
words, customers expect an emotional perfor-
mance from employees (Grandey, 2003). Despite 
the importance of emotional labor in several jobs, 
it is somewhat surprising that employee job perfor-
mance in relation to displaying positive emotions 
and suppressing negative ones has received much 
less attention from researchers (see Hülsheger  & 
Schewe, 2011). This may be due to the complexity 
of defining and measuring performance (i.e., mul-
tiple meanings, such as overall task performance, 
emotional performance, or customer apprecia-
tion). Moreover, this difficulty may explain results 
from Hülsheger and Schewe’s (2011) meta-analysis, 
which demonstrates little consistency between stud-
ies. Overall, it seems that surface acting and deep 
acting are not related to global task performance; 
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whereas surface acting leads to lower emotional 
performance and customer satisfaction, deep acting 
positively impacts both performance dimensions. 
The absence of a relationship between emotional 
labor and global performance might be explained 
by the fact that global task performance requires 
other skills to perform adequately, such as cognitive 
skills and technical product knowledge.

SDT research also has important implications 
for understanding job performance. Gagné and 
Deci’s (2005) review suggested that self-determined 
motivation should have a positive impact on per-
formance, particularly if the task requires creativity, 
cognitive flexibility, and conceptual understand-
ing, which should be the case in emotional perfor-
mance (e.g., employees must understand others’ 
emotions and situation, relate others’ problems/
needs with organizational products or services, and 
find adequate solutions to a problem/need). Future 
research should investigate whether performance, 
and more particularly service performance, can be 
predicted by the motivational process proposed in 
Figure 16.1.

turnovEr
Many researchers suggested that withdrawal 

behaviors, such as turnover (or voluntary intention 
to quit), constitute outcomes of emotional labor 
strategies (Grandey, 2000; Rubin et  al., 2005). 
Earlier work by Abraham (1998) demonstrated 
that employee emotional dissonance led to height-
ened intentions to quit. More recent work focus-
ing specifically on emotion regulation strategies has 

generated some interesting findings. For example, 
surface acting was found to directly influence turn-
over intentions (Côté & Morgan, 2002) and turn-
over (Goodwin, Groth, & Frenkel, 2011). Others 
have found that surface acting influences turn-
over intentions via emotional exhaustion (Chau, 
Dahling, Levy, & Diefendorff, 2009). As for deep 
acting, Chau et al. (2009) found that this strategy 
reduces turnover intentions, whereas Goodwin et al. 
(2011) found a nonsignificant effect on turnover.

SDT was also used to investigate employee 
turnover intentions. More specifically, research-
ers tested the following SDT assumptions:  social 
contexts influence the forms of motivation; and 
the forms of motivation subsequently impact indi-
vidual outcomes. As predicted, social contexts that 
supported employee autonomy (Otis  & Pelletier, 
2005), competence (Otis & Pelletier, 2005; Richer, 
Blanchard, & Vallerand, 2002), and feelings of relat-
edness (Otis & Pelletier, 2005) led to the adoption 
of a more self-determined motivation at work. This 
self-determined motivation then helped decrease 
employee turnover intentions (Otis  & Pelletier, 
2005; Richer et  al., 2002). Considering previous 
findings on the link between emotional labor and 
job performance on one hand and emotional labor 
and turnover on the other, future research should 
investigate whether emotional labor strategies act 
as a mediator between motivation to regulate one’s 
emotions and turnover intentions. A  motivation 
profile that is more self-determined should lead to 
the use of deep acting, which positively impacts 
performance and facilitate employee retention. In 
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Fig. 16.1. Motivational process of emotional labor and its consequences.
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contrast, less self-determined motivation to perform 
emotional labor should lead to greater use of surface 
acting, which, in turn increases turnover intentions.

Future Directions
The motivational process of emotional labor 

proposed in this chapter demonstrates solid poten-
tial to explain “why” and “how” employees regu-
late their emotions at work. Moreover, emotional 
labor strategies should act as mediating variables 
between the motivation to perform emotional labor 
and such outcomes as employee well-being, job 
attitudes, turnover, and job performance. Overall, 
self-determined motivation to perform emotional 
labor should lead to the adoption of different 
emotion regulation strategies. More specifically, 
self-determined forms of motivation should lead to 
the adoption of more antecedent-focused regulation 
strategies and the expression of naturally felt emo-
tions because these strategies reflect greater authen-
ticity on the part of employees. In contrast, less 
self-determined motivation should lead to increased 
use of surface acting. Although findings support 
most of these predictions, several issues need to be 
resolved. The following paragraphs therefore dis-
cuss what should constitute the next steps in the 
study of the motivational process of performing 
emotional labor.

First, the process “motivation → emotional 
labor strategies → employee well-being” needs to 
be replicated in more homogenous samples. So far, 
the work of Cossette and colleagues has focused on 
jobs requiring “serving customers with a smile.” 
Although their findings support the proposed 
model, contextual factor should also be considered 
in order to get a better picture of when motiva-
tion should impact emotion regulation strategies. 
As mentioned by some scholars, when employees 
are interacting with customers for short periods of 
time and in scripted ways, their motivation may not 
have the same impact as in the case when longer 
interactions take place and in which autonomy is 
more prevalent. Hence, research on our proposed 
model should test for contextual factors that may 
moderate the impact between motivation and 
emotional labor.

Second, motivation to perform emotional labor 
has been tested according to the two display rules 
that have generally garnered the most attention in 
emotional labor research, namely expressing posi-
tive emotions and suppressing negative ones (e.g., 
Diefendorff, Erickson, Grandey, & Dahling, 2011). 
As mentioned, different results were found such 

that when employees focused on their positive 
emotions they were likely paying more attention 
to the observable aspects of the emotional display. 
However, when they focused on suppressing their 
negative emotions, they might have attended more 
carefully to their inner feelings and to situational 
cues as a means of mitigating this affective nega-
tivity. Moreover, they might also have been more 
attentive to the person with whom they interacted 
(i.e., by taking the other’s perspective), thus facili-
tating the alignment of their inner feelings with 
the emotional displays (Gross, 1998). At present, 
these interpretations remain speculative. Therefore, 
future theory and research should attempt to explain 
why divergent findings occurred depending on the 
valence of the emotions regulated.

A third issue, albeit related to the second, con-
cerns the fact that other display rules exist. As 
highlighted in the introduction, debt collectors 
and police officers must convey a certain level of 
hostility to debtors and criminals, respectively (see 
Rafaeli  & Sutton, 1987). In such contexts, one 
should ask how employees are regulating their emo-
tions and how motivation is related to these strate-
gies. Hence, future research should not only address 
whether motivation to perform emotional labor 
can be adapted to different display rules, but also 
how motivation impacts emotional labor strategies 
depending on the display rule concerned. In other 
words, can self-determined motivation to regulate 
emotions be applied to different display rules? If 
the answer is yes, another question looms:  can 
the predictions made here concerning the impact 
of motivation on emotion regulation strategies be 
applied to different work settings? If yes, then this 
will suggest that a similar motivational process lead-
ing to emotion regulation strategies and the distinc-
tion between the display rules should not be made. 
However, if the distinctions are relevant, then this 
will lead to different interventions dedicated to 
optimizing how employees regulate their emotions. 
To answer this question adequately, a critical issue 
is to have a questionnaire measuring the different 
forms of motivation and the same items measuring 
different display rules. So far, preliminary results are 
encouraging (Lépine & Cossette, 2010), but much 
needed research has to be done to properly validate 
these measures.

The fourth issue raised in the proposed 
model concerns the relative effect of individual 
antecedents and organizational antecedents on 
motivation. On one hand, motivation to per-
form emotional labor can be conceived of as an 
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individual difference (see Kim et  al., 2002). If 
this is the case, then personality traits related 
to emotional labor strategies (see Diefendorff 
et  al., 2005)  and to emotion display rules (see 
Diefendorff & Croyle, 2008) may act as anteced-
ents of motivation to perform emotional labor. 
On the other hand, many studies in work set-
tings within the SDT framework suggest that 
work motivation is fostered by the social contexts 
in which employees navigate (Fernet, Guay,  & 
Senécal, 2004; Gagné  & Deci, 2005). In other 
words, the question now becomes:  Is the moti-
vation to perform emotional labor an individual 
predisposition or is it a task motivation? If it is 
the former, then employees should be selected 
according this predisposition and social con-
text should remain unrelated to motivation. The 
working conditions should not influence whether 
the motivation is self-determined or not. On the 
other side, if it is the latter, then the working con-
text should exert a strong influence on employee 
motivation. Still, a third possibility is that both 
sets of antecedents (individual and organiza-
tional) impact motivation to perform emotional 
labor strategies. Considering the fact that emo-
tions are individuals’ reactions to internal and 
external stimuli (Gross & Thompson, 2007), this 
third possibility is highly probable. In this case, 
SDT has much more to offer in the investigation 
of the emotional labor process; for example, one 
may wish to also explore need satisfaction and to 
test the entire theoretical constituency of SDT 
(see Van den Broeck, Vansteenkiste, De Witte, & 
Lens, 2008; Van den Broeck, Vansteenkiste, De 
Witte, Soenens,  & Lens, 2010; Vansteenkiste 
et al., 2007). Other examples include adding job 
characteristics, such as feedback from others and 
task significance (Gagné, Senécal,  & Koestner, 
1997; Millette  & Gagné, 2008)  or even skill 
utilization and social support (Van den Broeck 
et al., 2010) to investigate whether they positively 
impact self-determined motivation to perform 
emotional labor.

Conclusion
SDT provides a promising framework to better 

understand how and why employees are performing 
emotional labor. The strong basis of this framework 
allowed us to propose a motivational process of emo-
tional labor. This model is interesting from a theo-
retical and empirical point of view because we could 
extend SDT to the emotion regulation domain. In 
this sense, this framework should help researchers 

and practitioners alike in their understanding of 
“why” (i.e., underlying or distal motives) and “how” 
(i.e., specific or proximal processes) employees regu-
late their emotions at work.
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Introduction
According to a recent study, nonfatal work-

place injuries cost the United States an average of 
1 billion dollars per week in worker compensation 
costs (Liberty Mutual, 2010). Coupled with the 
financial cost of workplace injuries, is of course 
the cost to human life. In just the year 2012 alone, 
the United States recorded 905,700 nonfatal work-
place injuries and illnesses involving missed work 
days and an additional 4,383 workers lost their 
lives to injuries stemming from the workplace 
(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012). This issue is 
not unique to the United States. Within Canada, 
there were more than 245,000 recorded workplace 
injuries and 977 deaths in 2012 (Association of 
Workers’ Compensation Boards of Canada, 2012). 
Similarly, within the United Kingdom it is esti-
mated in 2012 approximately 5.2 million days of 
lost work occurred due to workplace injuries and an 

additional 148 were killed at work (HSE, 2012/13). 
These workplace injury and fatality statistics high-
light the significant consequences of overlooking 
workplace safety.

The focus over the past 150 years has been on the 
technical aspects of engineering systems to improve 
safety. These efforts have been very successful. Large 
improvements in safety have been achieved through 
better hardware and design, and through upgraded 
safety management systems and procedures. This 
success can be seen in the low accident rates in 
most safety-critical industries, but it does appear 
that they have reached a plateau (Lee, 1998). Since 
the frequency of technological failures in industry 
has diminished, the role of human behavior has 
become more apparent. Safety experts estimate that 
80–90% of all industrial accidents are attributable 
to “human factors” (Hoyos, 1995). It seems likely 
that the most effective way to reduce accident rates 

Abstract
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even further and improve hazard management is to 
address the social and organizational factors that 
impact on safety (Lee, 1995).

Effective hazard management involves designing 
and implementing control measures that prevent 
workplace hazards (e.g., noxious fumes) from caus-
ing harm. These control measures are often referred 
to as barriers or defenses. Given the multiple ways 
that people can be harmed by a hazard, organiza-
tions are required to develop complex systems to 
control hazards. In addition, to reduce the risk of 
harm to a reasonable level, organizations need to 
have multiple layers of defenses (e.g., engineer-
ing, management systems, behavioral) that protect 
against the different factors that contribute to work-
place injuries and accidents (Reason, 2008). The 
causes of safety incidents can be categorized as orga-
nizational (e.g., management decisions), workgroup 
(e.g., supervisory practices), and individual failures 
(e.g., not following safety rules). The behavior of 
employees at all levels within the organization is 
crucial for effective management. Many safety pro-
grams focus on the behavior of frontline employees, 
because they are the last line of defense in prevent-
ing a safety incident. Properly trained and skilled 
employees who perform their work according to 
company policies, rules, and procedures, and who 
take an active role in the organizations safety pro-
gram can act as a barrier, to prevent incidents due to 
breakdowns at other organizational levels (Reason, 
1990, 2008).

In addition to there being a defense mechanism 
for preventing workplace injuries and accidents, 
frontline employees can also contribute to the 
occurrence of workplace accidents by performing 
unsafe acts. When employees behave unsafely by 
disregarding safety policies and procedures, or by 
not being mindful of safety, they can themselves 
become a contributing factor in a safety incident 
resulting in injury. Employees performing unsafe 
acts represent breakdowns in the human line of 
defense protecting against safety incidents (Reason, 
2008). Therefore, employee behavior is a large com-
ponent of workplace safety.

There is good research evidence that employee 
self-reported safety behaviors are associated with 
fewer injuries and accidents (Clarke, 2006; Neal & 
Griffin, 2006; Probst  & Brubaker, 2001; Sinclair, 
Martin,  & Sears, 2010). Furthermore, there is 
a growing body of literature demonstrating that 
employee safety behaviors are largely influenced by 
their motivation to work safely (Christian, Bradley, 
Wallace,  & Burke, 2009; Griffin  & Neal, 2000; 

Neal & Griffin, 2006; Neal, Griffin, & Hart, 2000). 
Therefore, an important component of addressing 
the social and organizational factors that influ-
ence workplace safety includes understanding why 
employees are motivated to work safely.

The goal of this chapter is twofold. First, to 
review the safety motivation research conducted to 
date, and second to describe how self-determination 
theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985) can help advance this 
line of research. Following the general theme of this 
book, applying self-determination theory to work 
and management issues, this chapter concentrates 
on how self-determination theory can be used to 
enhance the understanding of what influences 
employees to work safely, and how the principles 
of this theory can be used to design effective work-
place safety strategies. There is currently limited 
occupational safety research using the framework 
of self-determination theory. A study conducted by 
Burstyn, Jonasi, and Wild (2010) is the only pub-
lished study we were able to identify. Therefore, we 
will also describe the research we have been con-
ducting in this area and present some of preliminary 
results. Finally, it is our belief that self-determination 
theory has tremendous potential to advance many 
aspects of the occupational safety literature. For 
instance, Burstyn et  al. (2010) provide evidence 
of the importance of safety inspectors using an 
autonomy-supportive approach (i.e., a leadership 
style described in self-determination theory) to 
motivate companies to comply with safety regula-
tions. Thus, we conclude this chapter by outlining 
an agenda for future occupational safety research 
based on the application of self-determination the-
ory in the hope of inspiring more use of this theory 
to help explain how organizational, situational, and 
individual factors influence safety outcomes.

Previous Safety Motivation Research
Although the importance of employee safety 

motivation has been recognized since the beginning 
of the 20th century (Heinrich, 1931), it has only 
been recently that researchers have begun to system-
atically study employee safety motivation. Table 17.1 
provides a description of the research studies that 
have investigated the topic of employee safety moti-
vation. One of the first studies to examine what 
motivates employees to work safely was conducted 
in the late 1970s (Andriessen, 1978). Andriessen 
concluded that employee safety motivation is largely 
influenced by the extent to which leaders demon-
strate the importance of safety through actions, 
coworkers and group cohesion, and by the number 
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Table 17.1 Summary of previous safety motivation research.

Study Design Participants Predictor 
Constructs

Criterion 
Constructs

Key Findings

Andriessen 
(1978)

Cross-sectional 270 Construction 
employees

SM Carelessness, 
self-initiative

Expectations of 
supervision and 
accident reduction 
influenced careful 
behaviors; expectations 
of supervision and 
coworker reactions 
influenced self-initiative

Griffin & Neal 
(2000)

Multistudy; 
cross-sectional

N1 = 1,264; 
N2 = 326 
Manufacturing 
and mining 
employees

SC, SK, 
compliance and 
participation 
motivation

SCB, SPB SC influences 
compliance and 
participation motivation 
and SK; both 
motivations and SK 
mediate relationship 
between SC and 
behavior

Neal, Griffin, & 
Hart (2000)

Cross-sectional 525 Healthcare 
employees

Organizational 
climate, SC, SK, 
SM

SCB, SPB SM influences both 
SCB and SPB; SM-SCB 
relationship stronger 
than SM-SPB; SM 
partially mediates 
relationship between SC 
and both safety behaviors

Probst & 
Brubaker 
(2001)

Multistudy; 
cross-sectional; 
Longitudinal

N1 = 92; 
N2 = 76 Food 
processing plant 
employees

Job insecurity, job 
satisfaction, SK, 
SM

SCB, 
self-reported 
injuries and 
accidents

Job satisfaction 
influences future SM; 
SM influences SCB 
across time

Neal & Griffin 
(2006)

Longitudinal N1 = 434; 
N2 = 490; 
N3 = 301 
Healthcare 
employees

SC, SM, negative 
affectivity

SCB, SPB, 
injuries

Found lagged effect 
of SC on SM after 
controlling for prior 
levels of SM; high levels 
of SM in T2 associated 
with increases in SPB 
in T3; found reciprocal 
relationship between 
SPB and SM

Newnam, 
Griffin, & 
Mason (2008)

Cross-sectional 385 Government 
employees, 
88 supervisors

Org. and 
managerial safety 
values, rule 
violation and 
speeding attitudes, 
self-efficacy, SM

Self-reported 
accidents

SM predicts self-reported 
crashes; SM higher when 
perceptions of managers 
and supervisors safety 
values are high; safety 
attitudes and self-efficacy 
related to SM

Larsson, 
Pousette, & 
Torner (2008)

Cross-sectional 189 Construction 
employees

SC, SK, SM Personal, 
interactive, 
and 
structural 
behaviors

SC influences SK and 
SM; SM influences 
personal and interactive 
behaviors; SC influences 
structural behaviors

(continued)
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of hindrances experienced while trying to work safely. 
However, as can be seen in Table 17.1, most safety 
motivation research has been published after the year 
2000. During this time, employee safety motivation 
has been conceptualized as the level of motivation. 
In other words, the focus has been on the overall 
amount of motivation for working safely. For exam-
ple, Neal and Griffin (2006) define safety motivation 
as “an individual’s willingness to exert effort to enact 
safety behaviors and the valence associated with those 
behaviors” (p. 947). This body of research has concen-
trated on linking the level of employee safety motiva-
tion to their safety behaviors in a variety of different 
industries, including manufacturing and processing 
(Griffin  & Neal, 2000; Probst  & Brubaker, 2001; 
Vinodkumar  & Bhasi, 2010), mining (Griffin  & 
Neal, 2000), health care (Neal et al., 2000; Neal & 
Griffin, 2006), construction (Larsson, Pousette,  & 
Torner, 2008), and retail (Sinclair et al., 2010).

Much of the current safety motivation research 
has stemmed from Griffin and Neal’s (2000) model 
of workplace safety. This model proposes that 
employee safety motivation is a proximal determi-
nant of two main types of employee safety behav-
iors (i.e., compliance and participation), and distal 
factors (e.g., organizational and situational factors) 
have an indirect effect on employee safety behav-
iors by influencing employees’ safety motivation 
(Griffin  & Neal, 2000; Neal  & Griffin, 2002, 
2003). Employee safety behaviors play an impor-
tant role in maintaining a safe work environment 
and have been previously shown to be associated 
with workplace injuries (Clarke, 2006; Christian 
et al., 2009; Neal & Griffin, 2006).

Safety compliance behaviors are the core of 
safety activities required by formal work procedures 
in order to maintain a minimum level of safety 
(Griffin  & Neal, 2000; Neal  & Griffin, 2002). 

Study Design Participants Predictor 
Constructs

Criterion 
Constructs

Key Findings

Christian, 
Bradley, 
Wallace, & 
Burke (2009)

Meta-analysis N/A SC, leadership, 
personality, job 
attitudes, SM, SK

SCB, SPB, 
injuries and 
accidents

SC moderately related to 
safety behaviors; found 
stronger effect of SC and 
leadership for SPB than 
SCB; SC more strongly 
related to SM than 
SK; Conscientiousness 
related to SM; SM 
related to SCB and SPB, 
SCB and SPB decreases 
accidents and injuries

Vinodkumar & 
Bhasi (2010)

Cross-sectional 1,566 Chemical 
factory employees

Safety 
management 
practices, SK, SM

SCB, SPB Safety training 
influenced SM; SK and 
SM influenced SCB and 
SPB; different safety 
management practices 
predicted SCB than SPB

Sinclair, 
Martin, & Sears 
(2010)

Cross-sectional 535 Unionized 
retail employees

Perceived 
stakeholders safety 
values, perceived 
hazards, safety 
training, SK, SM

SCB, SPB,
self-report 
injuries and 
near misses

Employees who 
perceived supervisors 
and union valued safety 
reported higher levels 
of SM; employees with 
higher levels of SM 
reported more SCB and 
SPB; SPB increased 
reported near misses; 
SCB but not SPB related 
to decreased injuries

Note. SC = safety climate; SCB = safety compliance behavior; SK = safety knowledge; SM = safety motivation; SPB = safety participation 
behaviors.

Table 17.1 Continued
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Examples of safety compliance behaviors include fol-
lowing safety rules and procedures, and complying 
with occupational safety regulations. Alternatively, 
safety participation behaviors are voluntary activi-
ties that support a company’s safety program and 
help develop an environment that supports and 
encourages a safe working environment (Neal  & 
Griffin, 2002). Safety compliance behaviors include 
helping coworkers with safety issues, voicing safety 
concerns, keeping informed about safety issues, 
and initiating safety-related changes (Hofmann, 
Morgeson, & Gerras, 2003). Research consistently 
concludes that employees who report higher levels 
of safety motivation also report engaging in more 
safety compliance and participation behaviors 
(Christian et al., 2009; Neal & Griffin, 2006; Neal 
et  al., 2000; Sinclair et  al., 2010; Vinodkumar & 
Bhasi, 2010).

There are two dominant psychological approaches 
to safety improvement:  behavior-based safety, and 
the promotion of a safety culture or climate (Dejoy, 
2005). These two approaches are different from 
each other, and in many ways have opposing views 
about how to motivate employees to work safely. 
Although these two approaches propose very dif-
ferent strategies for organizations to enhance safety, 
there is evidence supporting the effectiveness of 
both behavior-based (McAfee & Winn, 1989) and 
safety culture (Guldenmund, 2010) interventions.

Behavior-based safety is founded on behavior 
modification theory (Skinner, 1938), which has 
extensive evidence of efficacy in a wide range of set-
tings. Behavior-based safety proposes that employee 
behavior is dependent on contingencies and that 
behavior can be controlled by altering these contin-
gencies (Dejoy, 2005). Thus, behavior-based safety 
aims to control employee behavior by introducing 
specific consequences in order to motivate employ-
ees to adopt safe behaviors. Typically behavior-based 
safety interventions involve the following five 
stages:  (1)  identifying critical safety behaviors, 
(2)  observing employee behavior, (3)  identifying 
the consequences that are reinforcing both the safe 
and unsafe behaviors, (4) altering the consequences 
to promote safe behaviors, and (5) assessing behav-
ioral change. Typically, safe behaviors are reinforced 
by introducing positive feedback to employees 
(Fleming & Lardner, 2000). This feedback is either 
provided by peers or by supervisors.

Safety culture improvement interventions tar-
get the shared values within the organization in 
order to enhance the value placed on safety (Dejoy, 
2005). Safety culture interventions focus on leader 

behavior, specifically leader behaviors demonstrat-
ing commitment to safety and encouraging subor-
dinates to value safety above other competing goals 
(e.g., production targets). For example, Mullen and 
Kelloway (2009) demonstrated that safety leader-
ship training produces changes in subordinate per-
ceptions about the relative priority of safety (i.e., 
safety culture). Furthermore, Zohar (2002) has also 
demonstrated that promoting specific supervisory 
leadership behaviors can reduce injury rates.

Research conducted to date highlights the 
importance of considering the influence of 
employee safety motivation on occupational safety 
outcomes, and demonstrates that organizations can 
influence employee safety behaviors both directly 
and indirectly by influencing employees’ motiva-
tion to work safely (Christian et al., 2009; Neal & 
Griffin, 2006). However, one of the shortfalls of 
this research is that it solely focuses on the level of 
employees’ safety motivation. Evidence of the effec-
tiveness of both behavior-based and safety culture 
strategies for motivating employees to work safely 
supports the argument that there are different types 
of safety motivation, one driven by external reward 
(or punishment) and a second based on the rela-
tive value employees place on safety. In moving the 
safety motivation research forward, it is therefore 
also important to investigate the reasons why people 
are motivated to work safely so that we can better 
understand the mechanisms that drive behavior 
change. Self-determination theory (Deci  & Ryan, 
1985)  is particularly relevant to this new way of 
thinking about employee safety motivation.

In addition to providing a theoretical structure 
to base the investigation of different reasons why 
employees are motivated to work safely, occupa-
tional safety research can also benefit from apply-
ing self-determination theory to gaining a better 
understanding of the mechanisms behind many of 
the established relationships between factors that 
influence workplace safety outcomes. For example, 
although there is good evidence demonstrating the 
relationships between organizational approaches to 
safety (e.g., safety culture), employee safety motiva-
tion, and self-reported safety behaviors, there is con-
siderably less knowledge regarding the mechanisms 
behind all of these relationships. Self-determination 
theory can help explain the context in which these 
relationships exist.

Self-Determination Theory
Self-determination theory asserts that indi-

viduals are motivated to perform behaviors for a 
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variety of reasons and classifies different types of 
motivation according to these reasons. Specifically, 
self-determination theory distinguishes between 
amotivation (i.e., a lack of motivation) and five cat-
egories of motivation (external, introjected, identi-
fied, integrated, and intrinsic; Deci & Ryan, 1985). 
The type of motivation varies in the extent to which 
it is internalized (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000, 2002). 
Internalized motivation results in self-directed 
(i.e., autonomous) behavior (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 
2000, 2002; Gagné  & Deci, 2005). Therefore, 
self-determination theory views motivation as a 
multidimensional construct and takes into account 
both the level and the type of motivation when 
determining individual behavior (Ryan  & Deci, 
2002). An extensive review of self-determination 
theory is beyond the scope of this chapter; however, 
we systematically address each type of motivation 
next in describing a more comprehensive frame-
work of employee safety motivation than has been 
used to date by applying self-determination theory 
to the construct of safety motivation. Interested 
readers seeking a more thorough description of 
self-determination theory should consult the first 
chapter of this book. Deci and Ryan (2000) and 
Gagné and Deci (2005) provide excellent overviews 
of the theory as well.

A Self-Determined Perspective 
of Employee Safety Motivation

Self-determination theory (Deci  & Ryan, 
1985) builds upon Porter and Lawler’s (1968) work 
in which they classify the reasons for work behav-
iors as either extrinsic or intrinsic. Extrinsic reasons 
for behavior include receiving an outcome that is 
contingent upon the performance of the behavior. 
Conversely, intrinsic reasons for behavior include 
experiencing enjoyment and pleasure from per-
forming the behavior. Within the context of occu-
pational safety, this distinction between extrinsic 
and intrinsic motivation may not be particularly 
useful in determining why employees behave safely 
because most safety activities are not designed to be 
fun or enjoyable, but rather are designed to keep 
employees safe.

For example, employees typically do not enjoy 
wearing their personal protective equipment. In 
fact, employees often complain that personal pro-
tective equipment is uncomfortable and irritating to 
wear, that it slows them down, and gets in the way 
of doing their job. Therefore, if we only considered 
whether employees were extrinsically or intrinsically 
motivated to work safely we would likely conclude 

that employees are generally extrinsically motivated 
to work safely and that they only engage in safety 
behaviors that are contingent upon receiving a posi-
tive or negative consequence. Following this logic, 
we would also conclude that the most successful 
way to change employees’ safety behaviors is to 
reward safe behaviors and to provide negative con-
sequences for risky or unsafe behaviors. We know 
from behavior-based safety approaches that this 
method can be successful (Dejoy, 2005; McAfee & 
Winn, 1989); however, given the equally positive 
results of alternative approaches to safety (e.g., 
safety culture and leadership approaches), there is 
likely more to being motivated to work safely than 
just receiving rewards and avoiding negative conse-
quences for unsafe behavior.

Self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 
2000; Ryan & Deci, 2002) goes beyond categoriz-
ing employee safety motivation as either extrinsic or 
intrinsic and further argues that employees can expe-
rience extrinsic motivation as controlling or auton-
omous depending on the extent to which employees 
internalize the extrinsic reason or goal of the safety 
behavior. Controlled safety motivation results in 
contingent-based behavior, whereas autonomous 
safety motivation results in self-directed safety 
behavior. Therefore, instead of focusing on whether 
extrinsic or intrinsic reasons motivate employee 
safety behaviors, self-determination theory argues 
that the focus should be on distinguishing between 
controlled and autonomous forms of safety motiva-
tion, and on the extent to which employee safety 
behaviors are self-directed.

Figure  17.1 illustrates employee safety motiva-
tion in accordance with self-determination theory 
(Deci  & Ryan, 1985, 2000, 2002). As depicted 
in Figure 17.1, it is possible for employees to be 
amotivated to work safely, meaning that employees 
have no reason for working safely and therefore lack 
motivation to perform safety behaviors and activi-
ties. When employees are motivated to work safely, 
their safety motivation can vary in the extent to 
which it is perceived as controlling or autonomous.

Controlled Safety Motivation
Controlled motivation represents feelings of 

having to do something (e.g., work safely) or feel-
ings that you should do something (e.g., work safely) 
(Gagné & Deci, 2005). When employee safety moti-
vation is controlled, safety behaviors and activities 
are performed because the employee feels pressured 
to do so. In other words, employees feel coerced or 
obligated to perform certain safety activities. The 
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pressure to perform safety behaviors can come from 
another person (e.g., supervisor, coworker), a group 
(e.g., the organization), society (e.g., the occupa-
tional health and safety act), or from the individuals 
themselves. Therefore, controlled safety motivation 
can be classified as external pressure (i.e., external 
safety motivation) or as internal pressure (i.e., intro-
jected safety motivation) to behave safely.

ExtErnal SafEty motivation
External motivation represents the most con-

trolling form of motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 
2000). It is what people most commonly envision 
when they think about extrinsic motivation. Safety 
behaviors that are externally motivated require the 
presence of a stimulus in order for the behaviors 
to occur. The stimulus is typically in the form of 
a reward for performing work safely or a negative 
consequence when work is not performed safely. 
Examples of external reasons for performing safety 
behaviors include working safely because a safety 
bonus is contingent on good safety performance, 
or because one has witnessed other employees being 
laid off due to unsafe behavior. In addition, there 
may be pressure from external agencies, such as reg-
ulators or professional associations, to work in a safe 
manner. For example, some provincial governments 
in Canada have recently introduced administrative 
penalty legislation that enables health and safety 
inspectors to fine employees if they are observed 
breaking safety regulations.

introJEctEd SafEty motivation
Classified as slightly less controlling than exter-

nal motivation, introjected motivation still entails 
performing activities because there is pressure to 

do so; however, the pressure comes from within 
the employee as opposed to from another person 
or group (Gagné & Deci, 2005). Introjected safety 
motivation represents internal pressure to behave 
safely, most likely experienced as the avoidance of 
guilt or shame for working safely. For example, an 
employee may be motivated to wear and attach 
their safety harness when they work at height, not 
because they will receive a reward or praise for doing 
so, but because the employee would feel guilty and 
ashamed if they did not wear the safety harness. In 
addition, internal pressure that produces introjected 
motivation can come from employees’ work-related 
self-esteem or self-worth being contingent on being 
a good worker (Gagné & Deci, 2005). Employees 
may be motivated to perform safety activities 
because their self-worth is contingent on being a 
safety-conscious worker.

Autonomous Safety Motivation
Autonomous safety motivation can result from 

both extrinsic and intrinsic reasons for working 
safely. Employees who are autonomously motivated 
to work safely take ownership over performing 
safety activities because they view these activities 
as being consistent with their own personal values 
and interests. As a result, autonomously motivated 
safety behaviors are self-directed and therefore 
should be performed consistently. As illustrated in 
Figure 17.1, employees can have different forms of 
autonomous safety motivation.

idEntifiEd SafEty motivation
Identified safety motivation represents employ-

ees who are motivated to engage in safety activi-
ties because they believe a safe work environment 
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Fig. 17.1. Self-determined safety motivation framework.
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is important and accept that performing safety 
activities are necessary to achieve that goal. Take for 
instance a group of employees who show up to a 
new worksite and immediately begin conducting a 
hazard assessment before starting the new job. They 
do this not because they feel they have too (i.e., con-
trolled motivation), or because this is an interest-
ing and fun work task (i.e., intrinsic motivation), 
but rather because they believe hazard assessments 
can provide useful information that can help make 
the worksite safer, and because the workers value 
having the information this task provides. Because 
the safety behavior (i.e., conducting a hazard assess-
ment) is performed to obtain an outcome (i.e., the 
information it provides), the employees would be 
classified as being extrinsically motivated; however, 
because that outcome is valued, the behavior is 
self-directed.

intEgratEd SafEty motivation
Integrated motivation is the most autonomous 

form of extrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2002). 
As the name suggests, not only do employees value 
activities and the outcomes of those activities, but 
they also assimilate the value into other aspects 
of their self so that they become part of their 
self-identity (Gagné  & Deci, 2005). Workplace 
safety rules, policies, procedures, and activities 
become internal convictions in employees with 
integrated safety motivation. Because employees 
have incorporated the value of safety behaviors into 
their sense of self, they should also perform these 
safety behaviors in non–work-related contexts (e.g., 
home maintenance and repair activities). Safety cul-
ture approaches to motivating employees to work 
safely, in which leaders attempt to create a shared 
value of safety throughout the organization, focus 
on increasing employee’s autonomous safety moti-
vation (identified and integrated).

intrinSic SafEty motivation
Intrinsic safety motivation is characterized as 

performing safety activities (e.g., volunteering 
for the joint occupational health and safety com-
mittee; following rules and procedures) because 
the employee finds these activities pleasurable, 
satisfying, or interesting. Intrinsic safety motiva-
tion represents the fullest form of autonomous 
safety motivation, because the reason for engag-
ing in the safety activity is completely volitional. 
Although self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 
1985)  clearly distinguishes between integrated 
and intrinsic types of motivation, this distinction 

has been much harder to demonstrate empirically 
(Gagné et al., 2010).

This theoretical framework provides a more 
comprehensive explanation of employee safety 
motivation than currently exists in the literature. 
Viewing safety motivation as a multidimensional 
construct provides a better understanding of the 
different reasons why employees are motivated to 
work safely. For example, employees motivated 
by controlling factors (i.e., external and intro-
jected motivation) will likely comply with the 
organization’s safety standards, whereas employees 
who have internalized the value of working safely 
will likely not only comply with the mandatory 
safety standards, but also engage in extra-role 
safety behaviors (i.e., safety participation behav-
iors), such as promoting best practices for work-
ing safely within the organization, voicing safety 
concerns, and making recommendations for how 
to do a job in a safer way. A more comprehensive 
framework of employee safety motivation can also 
help to explain how organizational practices influ-
ence employee safety motivation. In describing 
safety motivation both in controlled and autono-
mous terms, self-determination theory provides a 
theoretical framework to explain the mechanisms 
through which two competing views of how best 
to motivate employees to work safely can both 
have positive effects. Because behavior-based 
safety programs aim to change behavior by chang-
ing the consequences of behavior, they are likely 
to increase levels of controlled motivation. Safety 
culture interventions operate by promoting the 
importance of safety and therefore are likely to 
increase levels of autonomous motivation.

Developing a Self-Determination 
Theory Safety Motivation Scale

Employee safety motivation has not pre-
viously been viewed from the perspective of 
self-determination theory. Therefore, no validated 
scales that measure the different types of safety 
motivation outlined in the theory exist. As with 
any new stream of research, the first step should 
be to develop valid and reliable measures of the 
construct. Therefore, to promote this stream of 
research, we have developed a multidimensional 
measure of safety motivation based on the moti-
vational framework outlined in the previous sec-
tion. The process we undertook to develop the 
Self-Determined Safety Motivation (SDSM) scale 
and the results from our initial evaluation of this 
measure are presented next.
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SDSM Scale Development Process
We developed a scale to assess all six types of 

safety motivation as shown in Figure 17.1. In creat-
ing items for the SDSM scale, we followed similar 
practices to others who have developed motivation 
scales using the framework of self-determination 
theory (e.g., Gagné et al., 2010). Specifically, based 
on the idea that motivation is a reflection of reasons 
for behaving (Ryan & Connell, 1989; Gagné et al., 
2010), we developed items that reflect the pos-
sible reasons why an employee would work safely. 
We used the stem “Why do you work safely?” as the 
basis for all items. To develop items, we consulted 
the definitions of each of the six different types of 
motivation proposed by self-determination theory 
(Deci  & Ryan, 1985; Gagné  & Deci, 2005). In 
addition, when possible, we adapted items from 
previously developed scales from other domains 
(e.g., education, Ryan  & Connell, 1989; health 
care, Ryan, Plant, & O’Malley, 1995).

From the initial item writing stage, we devel-
oped a total of 44 items. Next, four individuals with 
expertise in scale development and who were famil-
iar with self-determination theory were given the six 
definitions of motivation, the list of 44 initial items, 
and were asked to sort these 44 items into the six 
types of motivation. The four individuals initially 
completed the item-sorting task independently, 
then discussed their responses and came to an 
agreement when there were differences in responses. 
Items that were interpreted as belonging to multiple 
types of motivation or that were identified as being 
poorly worded were deleted. Based on the results of 
the item-sorting task, 10 items were deleted to cre-
ate the final version of the scale.

Preliminary Testing of the 
SDSM Scale

We administered the SDSM scale to a sample of 
young workers. Mullen, Kelloway, and Teed (2011) 
directly compared safety experiences of young 
workers with those of an adult full-time employed 
sample. They found that the same processes (i.e., 
predictors of safety experiences) emerged in both 
samples. They concluded that the use of a sample 
of young workers does not impugn the generaliz-
ability of the findings to the traditional workforce. 
We also collected responses to several outcomes that 
have previously been studied in the safety motiva-
tion literature to establish the predictive validity of 
the SDSM scale (i.e., safety compliance and partici-
pation behaviors). We hypothesized that all types 
of safety motivation, except amotivation, should 

be positively related to employee safety compliance 
behaviors. Because complying with safety rules and 
procedures is mandatory, employees may feel pres-
sure to perform these behaviors and therefore we 
expected controlled forms of safety motivation (i.e., 
external and introjected motivation) to be predic-
tive of employee compliance behaviors. In addition, 
employees who value safety and believe that safety is 
an important issue (i.e., identified, integrated moti-
vation), or who have an interest in workplace safety 
(i.e., intrinsic motivation), should also perform 
safety compliance behaviors. Therefore, we also 
expected autonomous forms of safety motivation 
to be predictive of employee compliance behaviors.

In addition, we hypothesized a priori that only 
autonomous forms of safety motivation (i.e., identi-
fied, integrated, and intrinsic) would be positively 
related to, and predictive of, safety participation 
behaviors. Given that safety participation behav-
iors are voluntary, it is not expected that controlled 
forms of safety motivation would be predictive of 
these types of safety behaviors. Finally, we expected 
that amotivation would be negatively associated 
with both safety compliance and safety participation 
behaviors because amotivation represents employees 
who are not motivated to work safely.

participantS
Data were collected from a sample of 312 

employed students (220 females, 89 males, and 3 
individuals did not report their gender). Participants 
were recruited from the Saint Mary’s University psy-
chology department’s research participation bonus 
system. Participants received one point toward their 
final grade in a psychology class for their decision 
to participate in this research. Participants worked 
in a variety of occupational settings, including retail 
and customer service (36.5%), food and beverage 
establishments (16.7%), office settings (9.6%), 
manual labor (5.6%), and homecare (3.5%). 
Participants worked an average of 19.4 hours per 
week (SD = 10.0) and were employed at their cur-
rent job for an average of 1.8 years (SD = 18.9).

mEaSurES
SDSM was measured using the final 34-item 

SDSM scale described previously. Participants used 
a 7-point scale (1 = not at all true; 7 = very true) to 
indicate whether each of the 34 items were a reason 
why they work safely. Safety behaviors were assessed 
using a scale developed by Neal et  al. (2000). 
Respondents used a 5-point scale (1 = strongly dis-
agree; 5 = strongly agree) to indicate if they engaged 
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in safety compliance behaviors and safety participa-
tion behaviors. Three items assessed participant’s 
safety compliance behaviors (e.g., “I use the correct 
safety procedures for carrying out my job”) and three 
items assessed safety participation behaviors (e.g., “I 
promote the safety program within the organization”).

Statistical Analysis Approach
Our goal with the initial testing of the SDSM 

scale was to reduce the total number of items and 
to find a core subgroup of items that measured each 
type of safety motivation. Following data collection, 
we conducted a series of item analyses, deleting items 
that did not contribute to the reliability of the sub-
scales, were redundant with other items, or displayed 
other unacceptable psychometric properties. The 
goal of the item analyses was to develop short sub-
scales of each of the types of motivation. The final 
scale comprised 18 items, with 3 items per subscale.

To examine the extent to which each item rep-
resented the type of motivation it was intended 
to represent we conducted an exploratory struc-
tural equation modeling analysis (Asparouhov  & 
Muthén, 2009; Marsh et  al., 2010; Marsh et  al., 
2009)  using maximum likelihood estimation in 
MPLUS 6.11 (Muthén  & Muthén, 1998-2011). 
Exploratory structural equation modeling combines 
features of both confirmatory and exploratory fac-
tor analysis. In essence, the researcher can specify 
the number of factors but does not constrain the 
items to load on only one factor, as is the case for 
the typical application of confirmatory factor analy-
sis. Our choice to conduct this analysis was based on 
the recognition that we had a well-developed theory 
supporting the number and nature of subscales, but 
we were unwilling to impose unrealistic constraints 
(e.g., no cross-loadings) at the initial phase of scale 
development.

We followed the recommendation of Meyers, 
Gamst, and Guarino (2006) to use the comparative 
fit index (CFI) and the root mean square error of 
approximation (RMSEA) to assess model fit. CFI 
values of .95 and above indicate acceptable model 
fit (Meyers et al., 2006). Conversely, lower values on 
the RMSEA represent better fit, with values of less 
than .08 indicating good fit and close fit is indicated 
by an RMSEA that does not significantly differ 
from .05 (Meyers et al., 2006). We also examined 
the Tucker Lewis Index (TLI) and the p of Close 
Fit (PCLOSE) values when assessing the model 
fit. The validity of the SDSM scale was examined 
by inspecting the correlations between the moti-
vational subscales. In addition, we evaluated the 

extent to which the SDSM scale predicted employee 
safety behaviors (i.e., compliance and participation) 
by conducting multiple regression analyses in which 
we first controlled for job characteristics and demo-
graphics before assessing the combined and unique 
effect of each type of safety motivation.

Results
factor StructurE

We began by estimating a six-factor structure 
based on the six types of motivation described in 
self-determination theory. Consistent with an 
exploratory structural equation modeling approach, 
each item was allowed to load on each of the six fac-
tors. Each loading or parameter estimate was assessed 
for statistical significance. The six-factor structure 
provided a good fit to the data (χ2 [60] = 106.22, p 
< .001; CFI = .98; TLI = .96; RMSEA = .05 [con-
fidence interval =  .03–  .07, PCLOSE =  .49]). We 
also tested several plausible alternative models to 
determine if the theoretical six-factor model was the 
best-fitting safety motivation model. Specifically, we 
tested a five-factor model based on previous litera-
ture that reports integrated motivation often does 
not hold as an independent factor (Gagné et  al., 
2010), a four-factor model in which all types of par-
tially or fully internalized safety motivation form one 
factor (i.e., introjected, identified, and integrated), 
and a three-factor model in which safety motivation 
is broken down into amotivation, controlled (i.e., 
external and introjected), and autonomous (i.e., 
identified, integrated, and intrinsic). Results of each 
model fit are presented in Table  17.2. Although 
models 1 and 2 both demonstrated acceptable fit, 
the χ2 difference test and AIC values support the 
theorized six-factor model.

Standardized parameter estimates for the 
six-factor model are presented in Table 17.3. 
As shown, although there were some significant 
cross-loadings, each item significantly loaded on its 
intended factor.

SubScalE rEliabilitiES and corrElationS
Correlations between the subscales and subscale 

reliabilities are presented in Table 17.4. Each sub-
scale achieved a Cronbach’s alpha of at least .70 and 
there was no indication of scale redundancy based 
on the corrected correlations. Self-determination 
theory proposes that the six different types of moti-
vation fall along a continuum representing the 
extent to which the motivation has been internal-
ized (Deci  & Ryan, 2000; Ryan  & Deci, 2002). 
Therefore, subscales representing the different types 
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of safety motivation should form a simplex pattern 
whereby subscales of types of safety motivation that 
are theoretically similar and adjacent to one another 
along the continuum should have stronger correla-
tions than to nonadjacent subscales (Gagné et  al., 
2010). Furthermore, because amotivation presents 
a lack of motivation, it should be negatively related 
to the remaining subscales, which all represent a 
form of safety motivation. As shown in Table 17.2, 
there is general support for the simplex-like pattern 
with a few exceptions. First, external safety motiva-
tion is not significantly related to any other motiva-
tional subscale (amotivation, r = .14, ns; introjected, 
r = .09, ns; identified, r = .11, ns; integrated, r = .14, 
ns; intrinsic, r =  .18, ns). Furthermore, introjected 
safety motivatvion is more strongly related to inte-
grated (r  =  .61; p <  .01) and intrinsic (r  =  .46; 
p < .01) safety motivation than would be expected 
(because the correlation between introjected and 
identified safety motivation is only r = .23; p < .01).

prEdicting SafEty bEhaviorS
Results from the regression analyses in which the 

six types of safety motivation were regressed on both 
safety compliance behaviors and safety participation 
behaviors after controlling for job characteristics and 
demographics (i.e., occupational setting, tenure, 
hours worked per week, and gender) are presented 
in Table 17.5. Employee safety motivation predicted 

both safety compliance (R2  =  .43; p  <  .001) and 
safety participation behaviors (R2  =  .31; p <  .05). 
Several types of safety motivation were unique pre-
dictors of employee safety compliance behaviors. 
Specifically, intrinsic (β =  .15; p <  .05), identified 
(β = .39; p < .001), and introjected (β = .13; p < .05) 
safety motivation were all unique significant predic-
tors of safety compliance behaviors, whereas only 
intrinsic safety motivation was a unique signifi-
cant predictor of employee participation behaviors 
(β = .38; p < .001).

Discussion
The results from the initial test of the SDSM 

scale provide evidence that items from the SDSM 
scale generally reflect the six types of safety motiva-
tion that they were intended to measure. Seven of 
the items did cross-load on another factor. However, 
all of the items did load on their intended factor 
and most of the cross-loaded items loaded on the 
next closest factor. The two exceptions to this pat-
tern were one introjected and one identified item, 
both of which negatively loaded onto amotivation. 
Furthermore, of the seven cross-loaded items, only 
two items loaded more highly on the opposing fac-
tor than the intended factor. Specifically, the item 
“It makes me feel good” had a stronger loading on 
the integrated factor than on the intrinsic factor, 
and the item “Working safely corresponds to my true 

Table 17.2 Fit statistics for six-factor SDSM scale.

Model and description χ2 df Sig. CFI TLI RMSEA RMSEA 
90% CI

SRMR AIC χ2 diff test

Model 1: six factors 
(amotivation, external, 
introjected, identified, 
integrated, intrinsic)

106.22 60 .000 .98 .96 .05 .03–.07 .02 18719.76

Model 2: five factors 
(amotivation, external, 
introjected, identified, 
intrinsic)

183.17 73 .000 .96 .92 .07 .06–.08 .02 18770.71 M1 vs. M2 χ2 
(13) = 76.95*

Model 3: four factors 
(amotivation, external, 
internalized, intrinsic)

297.73 87 .000 .93 .88 .09 .08–.10 .03 18857.27 M1 vs. M3 χ2 
(27) = 191.51*

Model 4: three 
factors (amotivation, 
controlled, 
autonomous)

444.26 102 .000 .89 .83 .10 .09–.11 .05 18973.80 M1 vs. M4 χ2 
(42) = 338.04*

Note. AIC = Akaike information criterion; CFI = comparative fit index; CI = confidence interval; RMSEA = root mean square error of 
approximation; SRMR = Standardized Root Mean Square Residual; TLI = Tucker Lewis Index.
*p < .001.
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nature” loaded more strongly on the identified fac-
tor than on the integrated factor.

As expected, both controlled and autono-
mous forms of employee safety motivation were 
predictive of employee safety compliance behav-
iors. Specifically, three forms of safety motivation 
influenced compliance behavior. Identified safety 
motivation was the strongest predictor of safety 
compliance behavior, suggesting that employees 
are more likely to comply with safety rules and 

procedures when they understand and identify with 
the importance of these rules or procedures. In addi-
tion, employees are also more likely to comply with 
safety rules and procedures when they put inter-
nal pressure on themselves (i.e., introjected safety 
motivation). Interestingly, external motivation was 
not a significant predictor of safety compliance 
behaviors. It may be that external motivation only 
influences employee safety compliance behaviors 
when there is consistent monitoring of behaviors.1 

Table 17.3 Results from the exploratory structural equation model.

Amotivation External Introjected Identified Integrated Intrinsic

Item
Why do you work safely?

It makes me feel good .48 .32

It makes me happy .96

For the enjoyment it brings to the work 
day

.85

In order to fulfill my personal goals .84

Striving to work safely is part of who 
I am

.71

Working safely corresponds to my true 
nature

.48 .29

I personally value safety .55 .35

I value a safe working environment −.19 .50

Safety is important to me .76

I feel a moral obligation to work safely .54 .29

I would be ashamed if I didn’t work 
safely

−.11 .95

I would feel bad if I didn’t work safely .49 .26

In order to get a pay raise .68

In order to get a promotion .98

Because I want my coworkers to admire 
me

.27

Although it doesn’t make a difference 
whether I work safely or not

.76

I work safely even though I think it’s 
pointless

.63

I work safely even though I don’t have a 
good reason to

.60

Note. All parameters p < .01; nonsignificant parameters are not shown. Loadings corresponding to hypothesis are in bold.
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The results from this initial study do contradict 
our original statement regarding employees view-
ing safety behaviors and activities as uninteresting 
or not enjoyable, as intrinsic safety motivation was 
a significant predictor of both safety compliance 
behaviors and safety participation behaviors. In fact, 
intrinsic safety motivation was the only unique sig-
nificant predictor of safety participation behaviors. 

Thus, the results partially support our hypothesis 
that safety participation behaviors are extra-role 
behaviors and were therefore only influenced by 
autonomous forms of safety motivation.

A few things should be noted about this study and 
the results. First, this study should be considered as 
just the first step in the scale development process. 
Although, the results of this study are promising, 

Table 17.4 Factor intercorrelations and scale reliabilities.

1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Amotivation (.70)

2. External .14 (.73)

3. Introjected −.17 .09 (.85)

4. Identified −.26* .11 .23* (.83)

5. Integrated −.17 .14 .61* .48* (.76)

6. Intrinsic −.11 .18 .46* .39* .75* (.89)

Note. Cronbach’s alpha for each scale presented in parenthesis along the diagonal.
*p < .01.

Table 17.5 Relationship between types of safety motivation and safety behaviors.

Compliance Behaviors Participation 
Behaviors

β ΔR2 β ΔR2

Step 1: Controls .04* .05**

 Occupational setting −.05 .02

 Tenure .06 .13*

 Hrs worked/week −.05 .02

 Gender .18** .19***

Step 2: Safety Motivation Types .38*** .26***

 Intrinsic safety motivation .15* .38***

 Integrated safety motivation .03 −.02

 Identified safety motivation .39*** .09

 Introjected safety motivation .13* .11

 External safety motivation .08 −.05

 Amotivation −.07 −.02

Total R2 .42*** .31***

*p < .05.
**p < .01.
***p < .001.
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more scale development and refinement is needed. 
Further scale refinement may benefit from drawing 
more closely on recent successful measure devel-
opment in the broader work motivation literature 
(e.g., Gagné et al., 2010). These refinements should 
also be tested and confirmed using much larger and 
more diverse samples before firm conclusions can 
be drawn about the reliability and validity of the 
scale. That being said, the 18-item SDSM scale as 
shown here provides a solid basis for future scale 
development.

One of our main goals in writing this chapter 
was to illustrate how self-determination theory 
can be used to bring together competing perspec-
tives in the occupational safety literature on how 
to motivate employees to work safely under one 
theoretical framework. Self-determination theory 
guided the SDSM scale development process and 
results from the initial evaluation of this scale sup-
port our proposition that employees are motivate to 
work safely for a variety of reasons, and that there 
are different types of safety motivation that influ-
ence employees’ safety behaviors. More generally, 
the results presented above also demonstrate that 
the field of occupational safety can benefit from 
viewing employee safety motivation and behavior 
from a self-determination theory perspective. Thus, 
much more research involving the application of 
self-determination theory to understand and solve 
occupational safety issues is warranted. What has 
been described thus far is just one of the many 
potential ways in which self-determination theory 
can contribute to the field of occupational safety. 
In the remainder of this chapter, we build on this 
work by discussing the implications of these results 
for safety practitioners and by identifying a num-
ber of potential future research avenues that can 
be undertaken to further explore the contributions 
that self-determination theory can make to occupa-
tional safety research.

Practical Implications
These results provide evidence that viewing 

safety motivation from a self-determination theory 
perspective is valuable. Specifically, safety practitio-
ners need to consider the type, not just the level, 
of employee safety motivation. Many practices used 
by organizations to increase employee safety moti-
vation involve the provision of rewards for working 
safely (e.g., safety bonuses) or participating in safety 
activities (e.g., prizes for those who identify and 
fix hazards). These practices are likely to promote 
controlled rather than autonomous motivation, and 

based on our findings, they are likely to be of limited 
value. Organizations should focus on promoting 
autonomous motivation, by enhancing employees’ 
sense of competence, autonomy, and relatedness 
around safety. Safety training programs should 
recognize the safety expertise of employees rather 
than focus on their lack of knowledge. Employees 
should be given the opportunity to become experts 
in some aspect of safety (e.g., chemical hazards) that 
they are interested in, rather than just focusing on 
knowledge of rules and procedures designed by oth-
ers. By increasing employee competence, employees 
can understand the purpose of the rules based on a 
deeper understanding rather than just blind compli-
ance. With this additional competence, employees 
may have a greater sense of autonomy, because they 
will know when and why it is important to comply 
with specific rules.

These results support the argument that prac-
titioners should design interventions to encourage 
employees to value and enjoy safety. Most organiza-
tions and safety professionals give the impressions 
that safety management is a necessary evil, which 
is uninteresting and unpleasant. Given the impor-
tance of intrinsic motivation in predicting partici-
pation in safety, this may be counterproductive. 
Organizations should focus on the intellectual chal-
lenge involved in managing occupational hazards, 
and the value of this activity. Organizations should 
focus on promoting the shared value of the impor-
tance of safety to enhance autonomous motivation. 
Safety culture interventions are likely to be effective 
in promoting autonomous motivation. For exam-
ple, transformational safety leadership interven-
tions may be effective in promoting autonomous 
motivation.

Future Directions
Despite the popularity of self-determination the-

ory in many different domains including health care 
(Williams, McGregor, King, Nelson,  & Glasgow, 
2005), education (Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier,  & 
Ryan, 1991), sports and exercise (Wilson,  & 
Rodgers, 2002), and most recently the workplace 
(Gagne  & Deci, 2005; Parker, Jimmieson,  & 
Amiot, 2010; Ryan, Bernstein,  & Brown, 2010), 
it has seldom been used in occupational safety 
research. The results presented above demonstrate 
the usefulness of self-determination theory as a 
framework for understanding what motivates differ-
ent types of employee safety behaviors. This research 
is one of the first to apply self-determination theory 
to the area of occupational safety. Therefore, our 
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predominant suggestion is for more research using 
self-determination theory to explain why employ-
ees work safely (or unsafely), and how organiza-
tional factors influence different types of employee 
safety motivation. Next, we specify a series of future 
research directions that demonstrate a wide array of 
applications of self-determination theory to occu-
pational safety.

Research Question 1: Do Controlled and 
Autonomous Forms of Safety Motivation 
Influence Safety Compliance and Safety 
Participation Behaviors to the Same Degree?

Self-determination theory posits that autono-
mous forms of motivation produce more consistent 
and higher-quality behavior than controlled forms 
of motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2002). Although this 
proposition has been confirmed in several differ-
ent settings (e.g., education, Black & Deci, 2000; 
exercise, Duncan, Hall, Wilson, & Jenny, 2010), it 
has yet to be tested within an occupational safety 
context. Workplace safety provides a unique con-
text to test this particular proposition stemming 
from self-determination theory because unlike 
many of the behaviors examined thus far with 
self-determination theory (e.g., health and exercise, 
academic, and so forth), workplace safety behaviors 
are more strongly regulated through occupational 
health and safety legislation. The controlling nature 
of occupational health and safety regulation may or 
may not have an effect on the type of safety moti-
vation. Moreover, researchers can have the great-
est impact on industry and organizational safety 
practices by providing clear evidence that autono-
mous safety motivation is not only associated with 
improved employee safety behaviors, but is also 
associated with reductions in time-loss injuries, 
workplace accidents, and workers’ compensation 
premiums. This evidence is only possible through 
longitudinal data. This is another worthwhile objec-
tive of future research.

Research Question 2: What Motivates 
Employees to Work Unsafely?

Throughout this chapter, we have focused on 
using self-determination theory to understand what 
motivates employees to work safely. Understanding 
the different reasons why employees are motivated 
to engage in safety compliance and safety partici-
pation behaviors can help develop safety initiatives 
targeted toward these specific forms of motiva-
tion. However, it is equally important to under-
stand what motivates employees to work unsafely, 

to deliberately break safety rules and procedures, 
and engage in generally risky behaviors. It is cer-
tainly plausible to think about situations where 
employees feel external pressure to work unsafely. 
Production pressure, in which employees are under 
high demands to work faster and cut corners, is a 
component of an unsafe work environment (Flin, 
Mearns, O’Connor, & Bryden, 2000), and is often 
cited as a contributing factor to many occupational 
accidents (Fleming & Scott, 2012a). The existence 
of social pressure from coworkers is often present 
in workplaces. For example, Mullen (2004) found 
that being teased and harassed by coworkers (and 
to a lesser extent by supervisors) was a major factor 
motivating employees to behave unsafely. Although 
occurrences of controlled forms of motivation to 
work unsafely can be found in the occupational 
literature, to date there has been limited focus on 
employee motivation to work unsafely. Building 
on these examples of controlled motivation to 
work unsafely, a particularly interesting area for 
future research to explore would be if employees are 
ever autonomously motivated to engage in unsafe 
behaviors.

Research Question 3: Do Employee’s 
Perceptions of Autonomy, Competence, 
and Relatedness Influence Their Safety 
Motivation?

Self-determination theory posits that safety 
motivation will be influenced by three individual 
factors:  (1)  perceived autonomy, (2)  competence, 
and (3)  how connected individuals feel to oth-
ers in the workplace (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000). 
Specifically, self-determination theory hypothesizes 
that in order for employees to be motivated at all 
to work safely, they need to feel capable to perform 
the intended safety activities, and that perceptions 
of autonomy and being related to other individu-
als will help facilitate autonomous safety motiva-
tion (Ryan & Deci, 2002). Within the occupational 
safety literature, the effect of social relationships 
within the work environment (e.g., supervisors, 
coworkers) has received the most attention out of 
these three factors (Burt, Sepie, & McFadden, 2008; 
Mullen, 2004). Moreover, in investigating the rela-
tionship between various work characteristics (i.e., 
job autonomy, role stressors, supervision, training, 
job security, and communication) and self-reported 
safe working behaviors, Parker, Axtell, and Turner 
(2001) concluded that having autonomy over one’s 
job was associated with an increase in self-reported 
safe working over a year later. However, to date no 
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study has examined the combined effect of auton-
omy, competence, and relatedness on employee 
safety motivation, or the combined effect these 
three factors have on safety outcomes (e.g., injuries, 
accidents). Given the evidence for the relationship 
between these three factors (i.e., autonomy, com-
petence, and relatedness) and individual motivation 
in the self-determination theory literature, this is a 
worthy area for future occupational safety research.

Research Question 4: Does Supervisor’s 
Safety Motivation Influence Employee’s 
Safety Motivation?

It is currently unknown whether supervisor’s 
safety motivation has any effect on their subordi-
nate’s safety motivation. Within an educational set-
ting, Wild, Enzle, Nix, and Deci (1997) found that 
individuals learning a skill from a teacher who had 
a controlled form of teaching motivation reported 
less interest in learning the skill than individuals 
who learned the skill from an autonomously moti-
vated teacher. The results from this study support 
the argument that autonomously motivated leaders 
(e.g., teachers, supervisors) encourage subordinates 
to be more intrinsically motivated (i.e., interest) 
than leaders with controlled motivation. Therefore, 
investigating if and how supervisor’s safety motiva-
tion influences employee safety motivation and sub-
sequent safety behaviors is another valuable stream 
of research.

To date, the relationship between employee 
safety motivation and safety behaviors has only been 
examined using frontline employees. Supervisors are 
also expected to engage in similar safety behaviors, 
in addition to engaging in safety leadership behav-
iors. The extent to which supervisors are motived 
to engage in safety leadership behaviors, and what 
motivates supervisors to be good safety leaders, has 
received little attention in the occupational safety 
literature. Self-determination theory provides a 
theoretical framework to explore these questions 
in future research. This research would be practi-
cally significant because the results could be used 
to design supervisor safety training programs that 
promote autonomously motivated supervisors, and 
could be used to guide selection decisions for super-
visory positions.

Research Question 5: Do Safety 
Management Practices have an Effect on the 
Type of Employee Safety Motivation?

Safety management practices not only influ-
ence safety outcomes (e.g., injuries and accidents) 

by controlling hazards and improving the physi-
cal working conditions, but they can also influ-
ence employees’ attitudes and perceptions about 
safety (Vinodkumar  & Bhasi, 2010). Although 
there is no agreed on list of practices that encom-
pass a safety management system, several common 
themes have emerged across different literatures. 
The literatures on high-reliability organizations 
(Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001), low-accident organiza-
tions, (Cleveland, Cohen, Smith, & Cohen, 1979), 
and high-performance work systems (Zacharatos, 
Barling, & Iverson, 2005) all identify similar com-
ponents of effective safety management practices. 
Examples of commonly identified safety manage-
ment practices include effective safety training, 
two-way communication, workforce involvement, 
and safety performance evaluation and feed-
back (Fleming  & Scott, 2012b; Vindkumar  & 
Bhasi, 2010).

These safety management practices may promote 
autonomous forms of employee safety motivation as 
opposed to controlled forms of safety motivation. 
Furthermore, safety management practices may 
indirectly influence employee’s safety motivation 
by increasing employee autonomy, competence, 
and the extent that they are viewed as an impor-
tant part of the work group. For example, receiving 
effective safety training likely increases employees’ 
level of competence for dealing with workplace haz-
ards, and practices designed to involve employees 
in safety decisions should increase employee auton-
omy and their sense of being an important part of 
the organization.

Research Question 6: Does a Positive Safety 
Climate Increase Employees’ Autonomous 
Safety Motivation?

There is good evidence indicating that a posi-
tive safety climate increases the amount of employ-
ees’ safety motivation (Neal  & Griffin, 2006); 
however, there is less evidence about what type of 
safety motivation is associated with a positive safety 
climate. Safety climate is defined as employees’ 
shared perceptions of enacted safety policies and 
procedures (Zohar, 2003). In other words, safety 
climate is a reflection of supervisors’ demonstrated 
safety values and behaviors. Maierhofer, Griffin, 
and Sheehan (2000) investigated the relationships 
between managers’ safety values and behaviors and 
their subordinates’ safety values and behaviors. The 
authors concluded that managers’ safety behav-
iors directly influenced their subordinates’ safety 
behaviors through a behavioral modeling process. 
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Subordinates modeled the managers’ safety behav-
iors to impress the manager, or to receive some type 
of reward. However, Maierhofer et  al. found that 
managers’ safety values also influenced subordinates’ 
safety behaviors. Specifically, employees internalized 
the managers’ safety values, which were reflected in 
subordinates’ safety behaviors.

Both processes found by Maierhofer et al. (2000) 
are possible explanations for how safety climate 
influences employee behavior, and would suggest 
that safety climate may promote both controlled 
safety motivation (through a behavior model-
ing process) and autonomous safety motivation 
(through a value internalization process). There is a 
need for more research like the study by Maierhofer 
et al., which explains the processes through which 
organizational factors influence employee safety 
motivation and behavior.

Conclusion
Despite the fact that self-determination theory is 

a popular theory of work motivation and employee 
well-being, there has been relatively few applications 
in occupational safety research. Self-determination 
theory can advance our understanding of the rela-
tionship between employee safety motivation and 
safety behaviors by specifying different types of safety 
motivation. In addition, self-determination theory 
can be a particularly useful theoretical framework 
for explaining how organizational factors influence 
employee safety motivation and subsequent safety 
outcomes (e.g., behavior, injuries). Because occupa-
tional safety research is often criticized for lacking a 
theoretical basis, more occupational safety research 
applying the principles of self-determination theory 
is strongly encouraged.

Note
1. The authors thank the editor for this suggestion.
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Introduction
Violence in the workplace is certainly not a new 

or emerging concern.1 It is apparent in the daily 
lives of workers around the world, in all economic 
sectors, in all professions, and at all occupational 
levels (Chappell  & Di Martino, 2006). Despite 
the attention given to this endemic problem in 
recent decades, several concerns remain. In addi-
tion, although focus to date has been on the most 
severe forms of violence, including homicide, physi-
cal assault, and harassment, more insidious acts are 
now receiving greater attention (Greenberg, 2010). 
Individual motivations to explain the emergence 
and maintenance of these harmful behaviors, how-
ever, remain to be clarified, and promising avenues 
for interventions regarding these motivations are 
only slowly being validated. Although the work 
of many leading researchers provides compelling 
answers to several aspects of these fundamental 
issues, the social statistics on the prevalence and 

detrimental effects of these acts suggest the need to 
look at new explanatory and preventive avenues.

Several institutions and organizations moni-
tor these behaviors and inform the public about 
the prevalence of workplace violence and its spe-
cific forms (e.g., Occupational Safety and Health 
Organization, National Institute for Occupational 
Safety and Health, International Labor 
Organization), and the statistics available on work-
place violence and similar behaviors are now varied 
and abundant. Some also widely available statistics 
compare this prevalence by segmenting it into vari-
ous contexts (e.g., economic sector, prior or inex-
istent relationship between actors), geographical 
areas (e.g., countries, continents), forms of behavior 
(e.g., harassment, bullying), or impacts (e.g., mon-
etary, physical, or psychological). Indeed, such mis-
conduct is not without consequences for victims, 
organizations, and society as a whole. Calculating 
the cost of the various forms of workplace violence 
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takes into account such negative effects as loss of 
motivation, rise in absenteeism, higher turnover, 
health and rehabilitation costs, loss of efficiency, 
lower revenue, and, ultimately, decline in produc-
tivity. For example, in the United States, the annual 
cost of workplace violence is estimated at $4.1 bil-
lion (Chappell & Di Martino, 2006).

In terms of prevalence, studies by the International 
Labor Organization (Chappell  & Di Martino, 
2006) describe workplace violence as a global prob-
lem affecting all countries to varying degrees. For 
example, according to the US Occupational Safety 
and Health Administration (2002), about two mil-
lion workers a year are victims of some form of 
violence. However, according to the British Crime 
Survey (see Packham, 2010), the risk of being a vic-
tim of severe aggression or of being threatened with 
violence at work, in terms of probability, remains 
low; the results of this survey indicate that 1.4% 
of working adults are victims of one or more vio-
lent incidents at work. In numbers, approximately 
318,000 workers in England and Wales have expe-
rienced at least one incident of assault or threat in 
2009–2010, in comparison with 327,000 work-
ers in 2008–2009. According to the 2009–2010 
British Crime Survey, an estimated 677,000 inci-
dents of violence at work occurred in that period, 
representing 310,000 assaults and 366,000 threats, 
with the highest-risk age groups being 25–34 for 
men (2.2%), whereas it is 16–24 (2.0%) and 45–54 
(1.8%) for women (Packham, 2010).

The prevalence of more insidious forms of vio-
lence, however, reflects a quite different picture. In 
an in-depth analysis of 148 organizations worldwide, 
Hodson, Roscigno, and Lopez (2006) revealed that 
49% of the analyzed workplaces showed evidence 
of bullying on a relatively routine basis. Studies in 
the United States also suggest alarming prevalence 
rates for this specific form of workplace violence. 
A 2010 survey by the Workplace Bullying Institute 
indicated that 35% of workers had been bullied 
(26% over their career, 9% at the time of the sur-
vey), corresponding to 53.5  million US workers 
(Namie, 2010). The European Survey of Enterprises 
on New and Emerging Risks (2005) reported a 
wide variation among European countries in terms 
of prevalence of risk of victimization, ranging from 
2% in Italy and Bulgaria, to 12% in Holland, and 
to as much as 17% in Finland. According to the 
authors of the study, such differences are more likely 
to reflect different degrees of sensitivity or cultural 
awareness of violence than its actual prevalence 
(Milczarek, 2010).

Other agencies report the prevalence of sexual 
violence in the workplace. In 2007, the US Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission received 
more than 12,000 complaints of sexual harass-
ment (cited in Sung, 2008). In India, according 
to a recent survey on sexual harassment against 
women employees, 88% of female workers said 
they had experienced sexual harassment in their jobs 
(Sharma, 2010). In half of the reported incidents, 
female workers described the harassment as extreme, 
including abusive language, physical contact, and 
requests for sexual favors, and supervisors commit-
ted 72% of these acts. Most (91%) of victims did 
not denounce the aggressor because of fear of repri-
sals. In 2008, in Singapore, according to a survey by 
the Association of Women for Action and Research 
(2011), 54% of respondents reported experiencing 
some form of sexual harassment. Among them, 12% 
had received threats of termination if they did not 
comply with the requests of the harasser.

Beyond its alarming prevalence, workplace vio-
lence is a concern because of the damage it causes 
in the workplace. Statistics on workplace violence 
and similar behaviors primarily emphasize the inci-
dence of these behaviors and their impact on vic-
tims and social systems, such as organizations. The 
effects of workplace violence are multiple for vic-
tims; numerous reports, scientific studies, and tes-
timonials emphasize the physical and psychological 
consequences of workplace violence. For example, 
victims of violence at work are more likely than vic-
tims of violence outside of work to declare that it 
is difficult for them to go about their daily activi-
ties because of violence (25% vs. 14%; de Léséleuc, 
2004). Each year in Sweden, bullying is responsible 
for 10–15% of suicides (Priest, 2006). Finally, a 
joint study by several international agencies indi-
cates that in the health community, including that 
of developing countries and transitional economies, 
workplace violence causes health workers to aban-
don their professions (World Health Organization, 
2002). In summary, workplace violence remains a 
topical subject that, although not a new phenom-
enon, still deserves efforts to better understand it in 
order to better prevent it.

What is Workplace Violence?
Workplace violence includes a multiplicity of 

interpersonal deviant behaviors taking different 
forms and names. The terms harassment, bullying, 
mobbing, assault, emotional abuse, and incivility are 
often substituted for or associated with one another, 
or are concepts related to workplace violence. These 
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various similar concepts, however, refer to different 
realities (Caponecchia & Wyatt, 2011; Neuman & 
Keasly, 2010). This section clarifies such distinctions.

Deviant Behavior and Workplace 
Violence

Workplace violence is defined as hostile behav-
ior toward another person (Kelloway, Barling,  & 
Hurrell, 2006). It is part of a wider range of harm-
ful behaviors called workplace antisocial behaviors, 
a concept defined as a set of deviant or delinquent 
behaviors of an individual member of an orga-
nization toward the organization or its members 
(Giacalone & Greenberg, 1997). Sometimes defined 
as a universe of deviant (Robinson  & Bennett, 
1995), or counterproductive (Fox  & Spector, 
1999), behaviors, they include actions both against 
persons, such as workplace violence, and against the 
organization (Griffin & Lopez, 2005), such as sabo-
tage or work slowdown. As Robinson and Bennett 
(1995) specify, workplace violence is seen as antiso-
cial workplace behavior of an interpersonal nature. 
Such actions are aimed at individuals, their physical 
or psychological integrity, their property, or their 
performance (Rioux, Roberge, Brunet, Savoie,  & 
Courcy, 2005). The forms of these actions vary, 
ranging from acts of serious physical aggression 
to more insidious acts. This chapter thus focuses 
solely on workplace violence and excludes antisocial 
behavior aimed at the organization.

Forms of Violence in the Workplace
Four types of violence in the workplace have been 

identified based on who the perpetrators are and 
what their relationship is with the victims:  crimi-
nal violence, occupational violence, domestic vio-
lence, and workplace violence per se (Merchant & 
Lundell, 2001; LeBlanc & Barling, 2005).

Criminal violence (also called Type I) is an act 
committed by a person outside the organiza-
tion who attacks an employee of the organization 
(Merchant & Lundell, 2001). The victim knows lit-
tle or nothing about the aggressor. Examples include 
robberies of banks or taxis, and terrorist attacks. 
Occupational violence (Type II) involves violent 
behavior committed by a client or service user of an 
organization toward one or more members of the 
organization in the course of the latter’s work. Bus 
drivers, police officers, nurses, correctional agents, 
customer service personnel, and teachers are at risk 
for this second category of violence (Merchant & 
Lundell, 2001). Domestic violence (Type IV) is an 
aggression committed by a person maintaining or 

having maintained a personal relationship with 
a member of the organization but not necessar-
ily working for the same company. The most fre-
quently conveyed image of this category of violence 
is the ex-husband who appears at his ex-wife’s work-
place and assaults her. Finally, workplace violence 
(Type III) is a behavior of a member or ex-member 
of an organization in violation of the norms of that 
organization and seeking to harm or coerce another 
member (Courcy, Savoie, & Brunet, 2009).

Workplace violence is in itself a broad concept 
associated with several other more specific concepts 
sometimes used interchangeably. For example, bul-
lying and harassment are specific forms of violence 
characterized by the notion of “repetition” or “chain” 
of assaults against one or several victims, and by 
the asymmetry of power between the “bully” and 
the “victim” (Neuman  & Keashly, 2010; Rayner, 
Hoel, & Cooper, 2002). In turn, mobbing is a “social 
interaction through which one individual is attacked 
by one or more individuals almost on a daily basis 
and for periods of many months, bringing the per-
son into an almost helpless position with potentially 
high risk of expulsion” (Leymann, 1996, p.  168). 
Emotional abuse corresponds to “hostile verbal and 
nonverbal behaviors (excluding physical contact) by 
one or more persons towards another that are aimed 
at undermining the other to ensure compliance” 
(Keashly, Trott,  & McClean, 1994, p.  342). This 
misconduct involves specific forms of workplace 
violence and a deliberate attempt to inflict psycho-
logical and emotional harm on the victim in order 
to achieve a goal (Koonin & Green, 2004). Finally, 
workplace incivility involves “low-intensity deviant 
behavior with ambiguous intent to harm the target, 
in violation of workplace norms for mutual respect” 
(Andersson & Pearson, 1999, p. 457). These behav-
iors are characterized mainly by ambiguity of intent 
and low intensity of action (Blau  & Andersson, 
2005). These conceptual distinctions are useful for 
understanding the severity of the actions discussed 
in the literature, but should also be articulated 
around a typology of observable behavior in order to 
provide a better understanding of the ramifications 
of these manifestations (Griffin  & Lopez, 2005). 
Figure 18.1 illustrates the relationships between the 
concepts associated with workplace violence that are 
the subject of this chapter.

Taxonomies and Typologies of 
Workplace Violence

Models of violence traditionally operate 
around two perspectives:  intentionality and 
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manifested forms. The typology of Feshbach 
(1964) has influenced several proposed models. 
Essentially, according to this theorist, aggressive 
acts are of two kinds. Hostile (or reactive) aggres-
sion is when the aggressor commits an assault fol-
lowing an external stimulus deemed to be aversive 
(Feshbach, 1964). However, the same act can be 
committed to achieve a goal without the trigger-
ing presence of an aversive stimulus. In this sec-
ond type of aggression, the behavior becomes the 
instrument for achieving a goal. This strategy is 
called instrumental aggression.

Buss’s (1961) classic taxonomy of violence mani-
festations follows three axes:  (1)  direct-indirect, 
(2)  active-passive, and (3)  verbal-physical. Some 
violent acts are clearly committed in the presence 
of the victim (direct violence). Other acts are subtler 
and may be committed without the victim knowing 
or being present (indirect violence). Furthermore, 
although most violence is based on an observable 
emission of behavior (active violence), some acts of 
violence may derive from an omission of expected 
behavior involving serious consequences (passive 
violence). Finally, the means used to attack oth-
ers operates along the third axis, physical-verbal, 
in which the use of words, gestures, and symbols 
(verbal violence) is differentiated from acts using 
the body or objects (physical abuse; Buss, 1961; 
Neuman & Baron, 1998).

Explanatory Theories of Violence
Beyond descriptive models, several theories 

have been developed to explain the appearance and 

maintenance of violence. This section presents the 
main theoretical currents on aggression to better 
understand the theoretical framework underpinning 
most studies on the subject. Because such behavior 
usually occurs in the context of social interaction 
and is often preceded by social determinants, the 
presentation focuses on violence from a social per-
spective. It should, however, be noted that other 
theoretical proposals and models have been devel-
oped but are not described in detail here. Instead, 
the aim of this section is to focus on classical theo-
ries to help familiarize the reader with a broad inter-
disciplinary perspective. Theories developed from 
this point of view can be grouped into four main 
perspectives, depending on whether aggression is 
considered principally a function of instinct, drive, 
learning, or cognition.

Instinct Theories of Aggression
The first theoretical approach of aggression 

considers aggressive behavior as instinctive or 
innate. In this perspective, two main theoretical 
approaches have been developed:  psychoanalytic 
and evolutionary. According to the psychoana-
lytic approach of Freud (1920), the death instinct, 
called thanatos, is part of the human makeup and 
guides behavior toward destruction and death. The 
other major instinct, eros, guides human behavior 
toward the preservation of life, and, in so doing, 
is in perpetual conflict with thanatos. This con-
flict results in thanatos energy being redirected to 
other people in the form of aggression. In a man-
ner similar to catharsis, the expression of aggression 
subsequently reduces the death and destruction 
instinct. This perspective has received much criti-
cism and has not gained wide acceptance (Baron & 
Richardson, 1994).

The evolutionary perspective formulated by 
Lorenz (1966, 1974)  suggests that the principle 
of natural selection predisposes human beings to 
aggression. The ethological approach argues that 
humans have a “functional” aggressive instinct serv-
ing three main functions:  (1)  dispersing members 
of a same species over a wide geographical area, 
therefore maximizing resources; (2)  favoring con-
tinuous improvement of the species by ensuring 
that only the strongest reproduce; and (3) protect-
ing offspring (Baron  & Richardson, 1994). This 
approach has received much criticism due to lack 
of proof for the theory and because it does not con-
sider such factors as the “behavioral flexibility” of 
humans (Baldwin & Baldwin, 1981; Gould, 1978; 
Zillmann, 1979).

Workplace Violence 

Mobbing

Emotional
Abuse

Workplace
Incivility

Bullying

Harassment

Fig. 18.1. Graphical representation of workplace violence.
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Frustration-Aggression Hypothesis
In 1939, a group of five authors (Dollard, Doob, 

Miller, Mowrer,  & Sears) published a now-classic 
book, Frustration and Aggression. According to their 
theory, frustration, defined as an interference with 
or threat to attaining a goal, produces an aggres-
sive impulse (drive). Two main basic assumptions 
support this explanation: aggression always presup-
poses the presence of frustration, and the presence 
of frustration always leads to a form of aggression. 
The aggressive response, however, may be temporar-
ily inhibited and shifted to another source because 
of a fear of punishment. The intensity of aggres-
sion resulting from frustration is proportional to 
the strength of the frustration and the importance 
granted by the subject to the desired goal. In addi-
tion, the authors consider that prior or simultane-
ous frustration can have a cumulative effect, which 
subsides after the aggressive behavior is emitted. 
This theory has stimulated numerous studies and 
several research programs. The results of these stud-
ies, however, provide only partial support to the 
theory in its original version (Geen, 1991).

The assumptions of the frustration-aggression 
theory that all aggression is preceded by frustra-
tion and that all frustration leads to aggression have 
raised criticisms (Geen, 1991), and have led to sev-
eral attempts at extending, refining, and delimit-
ing the theory. First, the work of Berkowitz (1965, 
1969) was based on a revision entitled aggressive-cue 
theory. According to this author, an aversive stimulus, 
such as frustration, predisposes a person to aggres-
sion. However, for the aggression to be manifested, a 
cue must be present in the environment (e.g., a fire-
arm). These triggers are environmental stimuli asso-
ciated with anger and aggression through a process 
similar to classical conditioning. Second, Zillmann 
(1983a; 1983b) formulated the excitation-transfer 
theory. According to Zillmann (1971), aggression 
is the result of an observable and measurable state 
of arousal. This state derives from a physiological 
response to stimuli from various sources. Unlike in 
the original frustration-aggression hypothesis, the 
arousal produced by one source can be transferred 
to another target while altering the strength of the 
produced response (Zillmann, 1983a).

In short, drive-related theories explain aggres-
sion as the effect of a frustrating environmental 
stimulus, whether aversive or arousal producing. 
This assertion thus shifts aggression from an instinc-
tual response to an attempt at reducing sources of 
irritation. Despite some criticism (e.g., Felson, 
2006), these theories have been the source of many 

influential studies on aggression and are still quite 
relevant (Kelloway et al., 2006).

Social Learning Theory
Social learning theory considers aggression essen-

tially as an acquired and retained behavior, without 
ignoring the importance of biological determinants 
(Bandura, 1973). The most important factors trig-
gering aggression are prior learning, models, and 
contingencies resulting from the behavior (rein-
forcement and punishment), and self-regulation 
mechanisms as learning retention factors (Baron & 
Richardson, 1994). In addition to these determi-
nants, cognitive mediation (e.g., attention, motiva-
tion, and the ability to learn and reproduce actions), 
and neutralizing strategies (e.g., justifying aggres-
sion, and guilt) are also conditions that instigate 
such behavior (Zillmann, 1988). This approach has 
raised awareness among researchers about the influ-
ence of the social environment in predicting aggres-
sive behavior, and has influenced many intervention 
programs aimed at reducing aggressive behavior 
(Hershcovis & Barling, 2006).

Cognitive Theories
Several theories previously described have 

neglected the importance of cognitive processes 
in explaining aggression. In a revision of his 
excitation-transfer theory, Zillmann (1988) sug-
gests that cognitions can by themselves reduce or 
increase arousal levels. Individuals confronted with 
a potentially provocative behavior generally attempt 
to understand what may have caused this behavior. 
Such attributions play an important role in struc-
turing their response. If individuals attribute this 
behavior to external causes (e.g., accidents), they 
are more likely to respond in a less aggressive way 
than if they believed the behavior to have internal 
causes (e.g., intentional behavior). It is important to 
note, however, that a high arousal level may inter-
fere with cognitions and lead to impulsive reactions 
(Geen, 1991).

A second cognitive model, the cognitive-  
neoassociation theory of aggression, is a revision 
of Berkowitz’s frustration-aggression hypothesis 
(1983, 1988, 1989). In this model, the emphasis is 
on the unpleasant nature, or the negative affect, gen-
erated by an event, which hinders the attainment 
of a goal. Negative affect (the result of cognition) 
here becomes an indispensable mediator between 
frustration and aggression. Whatever the true 
nature of the frustration, the response is modulated 
by one’s interpretation of the obstacles preventing 
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attainment of the goal. When one is faced with 
frustration, two tendencies arise—flight or fight—
depending on one’s interpretation of the negative 
affect. The fight response, expressing aggression, 
can reduce the negative affect (Berkowitz, 1993). 
In their models, Berkowitz (1983) and Zillmann 
(1988) recognize the role of cognitions and emo-
tions in triggering aggression. They also recognize, 
however, that strong emotions can lead to impulsive 
reactions against which cognitive interventions are 
ineffective.

Theoretical Models Specific to the 
Workplace

In industrial and organizational psychology 
and organizational behavior, the classical and con-
temporary theories of aggression presented above 
have greatly influenced the conception of theoreti-
cal models explaining workplace misconduct (see 
Fox & Spector, 1999; LeBlanc & Kelloway, 2002; 
Martinko & Zellars, 1996). The models specific to 
the workplace have in common to propose com-
bining one or more theories with various other 
theories of psychology and organizational behavior 
to predict deviant behaviors, including workplace 
violence. Particular attention is also given to bet-
ter understand the interactions between individu-
als (cognitions, emotions, and personality) and the 
environment (interactions, controls, and opportu-
nities). These models have suggested diverse mech-
anisms in explaining violence and misconduct, 
and have rigorously tested their assumptions and 
hypotheses in organizational settings. These models 
have also pursued the common objective to under-
stand the motivation of perpetrators for behaving 
violently. However, few of these theoretical or heu-
ristic models incorporate key elements of motiva-
tional theories to better understand violent behavior 
(Neuman  & Keashly, 2010; Vardi  & Wiemer, 
1996). One important motivational theory, 
self-determination theory (SDT), may address this 
gap in the literature specific to workplace violence 
and thus make an original and relevant contribu-
tion to understanding the mechanisms that operate 
in triggering and maintaining workplace violence.

Toward a Paradigm Shift? Violence 
from a Humanistic Perspective

The phenomenon of workplace violence is still 
studied as a dysfunctional or pathological facet of 
organizations that must be “treated.” We observe 
that little has been done to develop more optimistic 
models of workplace violence. It is in this innovative 

perspective that SDT has begun to be considered 
by some authors as a useful explanatory avenue for 
violence in different life domains. As a motivational 
theory, SDT is based on a humanistic vision of 
human beings. Although, at first glance, studying 
workplace violence from the angle of SDT may seem 
counterintuitive, this confrontation of paradigms 
may in fact help broaden current knowledge about 
the contexts in which violence emerges and is main-
tained, and about the impact of violence on individ-
uals and organizations. To date, little has been done 
to establish links between SDT and workplace vio-
lence. However, several promising avenues deserve 
consideration to form a body of knowledge from 
several fields of research and from which a promis-
ing research agenda can be identified.

Overview of SDT
SDT provides a theoretical model of human 

motivation according to which humans are active 
beings oriented toward personal growth, inclined to 
include these psychic elements in their identity, and 
to integrate themselves into a larger social structure 
(Deci & Ryan, 2000). Achievement of these goals is 
based on satisfying three fundamental and universal 
psychological needs: (1) autonomy, (2) relatedness, 
and (3)  competence. Several studies have empiri-
cally demonstrated that the more individuals feel 
autonomous, competent, and affiliated with oth-
ers, the more they develop autonomous motivation 
and tend to freely engage in activities. However, 
when individuals act through constraint, their three 
fundamental needs are thwarted (or frustrated), 
and they tend to develop a controlled motivation 
to perform given tasks (Gagné  & Deci, 2005). 
Autonomous motivation, fueled by fulfillment of 
the three needs, is associated with various benefits 
(e.g., perseverance in a task, job performance, job 
satisfaction, work-related positive attitudes, organi-
zational citizenship behaviors, psychological adjust-
ment, and well-being; see Gagné & Deci, 2005 for 
a review). However, controlled motivation leads to 
negative consequences (e.g., more psychological 
distress and burnout, less concentration at work, 
more psychosomatic disorders, less mutual aid and 
sharing of information, greater intention to leave 
the organization, and more absenteeism; see Forest, 
Crevier-Braud, & Gagné, 2009).

Within organizations, various drivers lead to the 
fulfillment or thwarting of the three psychological 
needs, which in turn determine the form of motiva-
tion adopted by workers. First, leadership and inter-
personal relationships can help or hinder satisfaction 
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of these basic needs (e.g., Baard, Deci,  & Ryan, 
2004). According to SDT, supervisors are among 
the social agents most likely to affect fulfillment of 
employees’ fundamental needs (Gagné  & Forest, 
2009). As such, according to SDT, management 
practices can be classified into two motivational 
styles: autonomy-supportive or controlling (Deci & 
Ryan, 1987). Autonomy support is defined as the 
action of a person in a position of authority that 
considers the feelings and points of view of oth-
ers, provides them with meaningful and useful 
information about rules and expectations, offers 
them opportunities to make choices and take ini-
tiative, and gives positive and constructive feedback 
(Black & Deci, 2000; Mageau & Vallerand, 2003). 
An influential person adopting practices that are 
autonomy-supportive has a positive impact on the 
satisfaction of these basic needs and promotes more 
self-determined motivation (Gagné & Deci, 2005). 
Psychological control, in turn, is defined as the motiva-
tional style of “an authority who pressures others to 
behave in particular ways, either through coercive or 
seductive techniques that generally include implicit 
or explicit rewards or punishments” (Black & Deci, 
2000, p. 742). This interpersonal style is character-
ized by such behaviors as giving orders, threatening, 
making others feel guilty, punishing, and manipu-
lating by offering rewards (Mageau  & Vallerand, 
2003). When individuals operate in a controlling 
environment, or with significant others who adopt 
a controlling interpersonal style, their fundamental 
needs are thwarted.

In organizational settings, job design can also 
help fulfill the three basic needs of employees and 
affect their motivation (Gagné  & Forest, 2009). 
Improved job design (based, for example, on the 
model first proposed by Hackman  & Oldham, 
1975) is associated with more autonomous motiva-
tion among workers (Gagné, Senecal, & Koestner, 
1997)  and volunteers (Millette  & Gagné, 2008). 
Finally, compensation can influence need satisfaction 
(Gagné & Forest, 2009). Contrary to organizational 
practices that consider compensation as a source of 
motivation, the effect of monetary rewards can be a 
double-edged sword hindering autonomous moti-
vation (Deci, Koestner,  & Ryan, 1999; Gagné  & 
Forest, 2008). Indeed, compensation is motivating 
for simple tasks (Weibel, Rost, & Osterloh, 2007), 
but potentially detrimental to motivation to per-
form complex tasks that are intrinsically motivating 
(Gagné & Deci, 2005).

In addition to environmental variables, SDT pos-
its that a personality variable may be determinative 

in the type of motivation adopted by an individual. 
General causality orientation refers to a relatively sta-
ble personality orientation concerning the initiation 
and regulation of behavior (Deci & Ryan, 1985). 
Akin to the locus of causality, causality orientation 
can take three forms:  (1)  autonomy orientation, 
(2) control orientation, or (3)  impersonal orienta-
tion. Autonomy orientation is the tendency to per-
ceive one’s behavior as freely chosen, whereas control 
orientation is the tendency to perceive that one’s 
behavior is controlled by external constraints, such 
as punishments and rewards. Impersonal orientation 
is the tendency to believe that achieving desired 
results is outside one’s control and is primarily a 
question of luck or fate (Moller & Deci, 2010).

How Does SDT Relate to Classical 
Theories of Violence?

Classical theories of aggression emphasize 
human biological factors, such emotions as anger 
and frustration, cognitive processes, and environ-
mental conditions in explaining violent behavior. 
In comparison with the classical theories presented 
previously, SDT has the potential to bring a new 
and complementary point of view in understand-
ing the etiology of workplace violence. First, SDT 
encompasses many of the components suggested by 
classical theories, including frustration, cognitive 
processes, and external determinants. For example, 
SDT postulates that environmental and relational 
contexts can facilitate or hinder the fulfillment of 
basic human psychological needs, and shares with 
some classical theories the focus on nonfulfillment/
frustration (in this case, of fundamental needs) as 
a source of unfavorable consequences. According 
to Spector (1978), frustration can be conceived as 
the presence of obstacles preventing individuals 
from reaching their objectives, and creating aversive 
conditions that lead to violence as solution-seeking 
behavior (Felson, 2006). SDT can also help explain 
an issue left unresolved by classical theories of 
violence:  why some people act violently when 
frustrated, whereas others do not. Indeed, this 
theoretical framework offers an explanatory avenue 
linking external influences and intraindividual pro-
cesses by suggesting a self-determination process. 
As discussed previously, basic need frustration leads 
to controlled motivation, which in turn leads to 
negative consequences, such as workplace violence. 
Finally, SDT can contribute to broadening our 
understanding of workplace violence by consider-
ing the positive expressions of the fulfillment and/
or absence of frustration of the three basic needs.
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Workplace Violence: A Self-Determination 
Perspective

The next section focuses on describing the rela-
tionship between workplace violence and SDT. As 
will be seen, violence can be postulated as both a 
determinant and as a result of the various environ-
mental, relational, and individual configurations 
proposed by SDT. At this point, however, a word 
of caution is in order: the state of knowledge about 
the relationships between SDT and workplace vio-
lence is, at most, embryonic. This section connects 
the dots by deriving a series of hypotheses based on 
the literature from various research fields and theo-
retical frameworks. It is hoped that this exercise will 
be fruitful in two ways: first, to clearly identify gaps 
in the literature; and second, to contribute to estab-
lishing the foundations of a research agenda.

Effect of SDT Components on Violence
As postulated by SDT and demonstrated empiri-

cally in different settings, (lack of ) self-determination 
has many consequences for individuals and organi-
zations. Among these consequences is violence in its 
multiple forms.

EffEct of lEadErShip StylE and 
intErpErSonal rElationShipS

As mentioned, one of the main sources of auton-
omy support lies in management, where supervi-
sors appear to play a role of primary importance. 
With regard to workplace violence, Van Fleet and 
Griffin (2006) argue: “Since leaders are an impor-
tant determinant of organizational culture, [ .  .  . ]  
they therefore play an important role in moti-
vating dysfunctional work behaviors” (p.  706). 
Although not adopting an SDT framework, Hoel, 
Glasø, Hetland, Cooper, and Einarsen (2010) have 
recently shown that certain management styles are 
associated with more frequent episodes of work-
place bullying. In particular, autocratic or tyranni-
cal leadership behavior is associated with a higher 
frequency of bullying episodes (Hoel  & Cooper, 
2000; O’Moore, 2000; Vartia, 1996). Although 
this hypothesis has not yet been tested, we postu-
late that autocratic leaders, because of their directive 
and coercive style (Hoel et al., 2010), adopt more 
controlling management practices. This may trigger 
a “domino effect,” in which psychological control 
by managers affects the fundamental needs of their 
employees, creating greater controlled motivation 
among the employees, which in turn creates fertile 
ground for the emergence of occupational violence, 
as discussed later.

In addition, some dimensions of transactional 
leadership are related to bullying. Noncontingent 
punishment, “an unpredictable style of leadership, 
where punishment is meted out or delivered on 
leaders’ own terms, independent of the behavior of 
subordinates” (Hoel et al., 2010, p. 453), emerges as 
a strong predictor of employees’ perception of being 
bullied at work. These findings may be explained 
through the lens of SDT: by making the work envi-
ronment unpredictable, managers do not contrib-
ute to employees’ self-determination or sense of 
control over their environment. As we shall see, the 
thwarting of fundamental needs is associated with 
an increased risk of anger and aggressive behaviors 
or attitudes.

Passive leadership is also a vector of workplace 
violence. Laissez-faire leadership, in which leaders 
offer a physical presence but do not carry out their 
duties, is a determinant of bullying (Hoel et  al., 
2010). A similar result was also obtained by Vartia 
(1996) with regard to mobbing: an “almost helpless 
or uninterested management” characterizes envi-
ronments where bullying is more present. Although 
this link has not yet been empirically established, 
we postulate that such a leadership style does not 
fulfill employees’ needs of competence, relatedness, 
and autonomy. Indeed, although employees have 
some latitude in the way they act with a laissez-faire 
leader, this type of “autonomy” is actually harm-
ful because it offers no real autonomy support from 
immediate superiors, in addition to leaving room 
for deviant behaviors.

Other inappropriate management practices may 
contribute to workplace violence. A  recent study 
showed that abusive supervision (e.g., ridiculing 
and humiliating subordinates publicly, improperly 
blaming subordinates, and invading subordinates’ 
privacy; see Tepper, 2000)  leads to more organi-
zational deviance, and this relationship is medi-
ated by lower employee need satisfaction (Lian, 
Lance Ferris, & Brown, 2012). Although not tested 
empirically by the authors, abusive supervision 
involves, by definition, psychological control over 
employees. However, whether or not these results 
can be generalized to workplace violence specifically 
(i.e., to interpersonal forms of workplace deviance) 
remains to be tested.

Beyond management style, the quality of rela-
tionship between superiors and their employees 
also appears crucial in terms of workplace violence. 
Some studies show that experiencing low-quality 
leader-member relationships increases the risk of 
committing deviant behavior directed at other 
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individuals at work, including rumor spreading, 
verbal abuse, harassment, and stealing from cowork-
ers (Chullen, Dunford, Angermeier, Boss, & Boss, 
2010). Although it remains to be tested empiri-
cally, we can hypothesize from these results that 
poor leader-member relations affect the fulfillment 
of employees’ need for relatedness at the very least. 
This can potentially result in antisocial behaviors of 
various kinds.

In conclusion, management practices and leader-
ship styles involving more authoritarian approaches 
or withdrawal behaviors are associated with more 
workplace violence. Although until now no research 
adopting a SDT framework is available to validate 
such a hypothesis in the workplace, it seems theo-
retically reasonable to postulate that one of the pro-
cesses by which this relationship exists involves the 
thwarting of employees’ basic psychological needs, 
but this remains to be tested.

Beyond the immediate supervisor, peer support 
is another source of autonomy support according 
to SDT. Hence, it seems reasonable to postulate 
that support from colleagues can reduce the risk of 
workplace violence. In a study providing indirect 
evidence on this issue, Fitzgerald, Haythornthwaite, 
Suchday, and Ewart (2003) showed that social sup-
port acts as a moderator between a job offering low 
control and autonomy, and the expression of anger. 
Thus, extrapolating these results to the expression 
of violent behaviors from an SDT perspective, we 
hypothesize that, especially in the absence of an 
autonomy-supportive work environment, peer 
support may act as a buffer in the emergence of 
workplace violence. Informal groups and friendly 
relations at work may indeed support members by 
fulfilling some of their needs (Brunet  & Savoie, 
2003), thereby altering the accumulation of frustra-
tion or allowing the expression of anger in a more 
socially acceptable manner.

Although no research evidence allows confirm-
ing or refuting SDT predictions about workplace 
violence, the inevitable question arises: Why (from 
a theoretical perspective) do control and lack of 
autonomy support lead to increased violence in 
organizations? A  useful avenue for explaining the 
link between support or control and the appear-
ance and maintenance of workplace violence has 
recently emerged. A  process called dehumaniza-
tion, (i.e., the denial of humanness to others; 
Moller & Deci, 2010), seems to be involved at the 
perpetrator-level in several forms of violence and is 
a potentially useful moderator. This hypothesis was 
tested empirically:  Moller  & Deci (2010) showed 

that psychological control tends to increase violence 
via some form of dehumanization, and that con-
versely, autonomy support leads to less violence and 
dehumanization. This seems to be a useful explana-
tory avenue and a worthwhile variable to consider 
in explaining workplace violence.

EffEct of thE Work EnvironmEnt on 
WorkplacE violEncE

Beyond interpersonal relationships, SDT 
acknowledges that the work environment can also 
be autonomy-supportive or controlling. Based on 
the literature on bullying, we postulate that con-
trol or autonomy-support may be related to work-
place violence. Indeed, “organizational cultures 
may contribute to [  .  .  . ] dysfunctional behavior 
in a variety of ways” (Van Fleet  & Griffin, 2006, 
p. 706). With regard to bullying specifically, it was 
reported that workers who perceived low organiza-
tional support also observed more bullying in their 
workplace (Djurkovic, McCormack,  & Casimir, 
2008). According to a review of the literature by 
Salin (2003), job design characteristics, includ-
ing a heavy workload, a hectic work environment, 
organizational constraints, a lack of control or 
autonomy over one’s job, a lack of clear objectives, 
and a presence of role conflict or role ambiguity, 
along with a poor social climate, lead to bullying. 
According to Wheeler, Halbesleben, and Shanine 
(2010), bullying is a response to an unsupportive 
work environment. For example, an organizational 
structure or organizational processes that reward a 
“win-at-all-costs” mentality specific to highly com-
petitive cultures, or a lack of accountability regard-
ing bullying at work, foster the emergence of bullies 
(Wheeler et al., 2010). Although the relationships 
between autonomy-support and workplace violence 
remains to be tested within a SDT framework, this 
environmental parameter appears to be a potentially 
useful lever to prevent bullying and perhaps other 
forms of workplace violence.

A third environmental variable influencing 
motivation and need satisfaction, according to 
SDT, is compensation (Gagné  & Forest, 2009). 
To our knowledge, no study has demonstrated 
the effect of compensation on workplace violence. 
However, following the theoretical premises of 
SDT, some compensation practices may contrib-
ute indirectly to increased psychological control in 
that they are associated with the nonsatisfaction and 
thwarting of the three basic needs and with more 
controlled motivation. All these concepts are linked 
to workplace violence. One may postulate that 
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some rewards, by eliciting a more controlled form 
of motivation (e.g., pay-for-performance incentive 
systems), may encourage undesirable behaviors, 
such as instrumental aggression (e.g., intimidating a 
competitive colleague). This is a worthwhile avenue 
to explore further in order to investigate the nature 
and strength of such links.

In sum, the effect of a controlling work environ-
ment on workplace violence, through its influence 
on need frustration and controlled motivation, has 
not been empirically demonstrated. However, SDT 
has shown that, whether through work organiza-
tion, or reward systems, a controlling work environ-
ment (Gagné & Forest, 2009) potentially hinders 
employees’ basic needs, which when left unfulfilled, 
contribute to the emergence of violence (discussed 
later). It seems therefore legitimate to suggest that 
the work environment, through its effect on other 
psychological variables, may have an indirect effect 
on the emergence of workplace violence.

EffEct of cauSality oriEntation on 
WorkplacE violEncE

Although causality orientation has not been 
studied in connection with violence in organiza-
tional settings, some evidence suggests that this 
personality variable studied within SDT is relevant 
in explaining the phenomenon. Several studies have 
helped to establish a relationship between the vari-
ous causality orientations and correlates of violence.

With regard to autonomy orientation, individu-
als with this orientation tend to commit fewer 
acts of aggression, interpersonal harm, and aggres-
sive driving, and display more prosocial behavior 
(see Moller & Deci, 2010 for a literature review). 
These individuals also report less self-derogation 
and hostility (Deci & Ryan, 1985), and experience 
less domestic violence (Hove, Parkhill, Neighbors, 
McConchie, & Fossos, 2010). Not only do highly 
autonomy-oriented individuals display less vio-
lence and aggression, but they also experience more 
open, honest, and positive interactions (Hodgins, 
Koestner,  & Duncan, 1996). Parallel to this first 
causality orientation, individuals with a control ori-
entation experience more problematic use of alco-
hol, more acts of domestic violence (Hove et  al., 
2010), more self-aggression, more driving anger 
and aggression (Knee, Neighbors, & Vietor, 2001), 
and more antisocial behavior (Moller  & Deci, 
2010, p. 43, see studies cited), and have a greater 
tendency for lying and “saving face” (Hodgins, 
Liebeskind, & Schwartz, 1996). Thus, it seems that 
autonomy orientation is a personality variable that 

reduces the risk of engaging in violent, or at least 
aggressive behavior, whereas the opposite seems to 
be true for individuals adopting a control orienta-
tion. These findings may potentially apply to work-
place violence, but further investigation should be 
devoted to the question.

EffEct of baSic nEEdS on WorkplacE 
violEncE

Most studies making the connection between 
violence and the frustration of basic needs were not 
conducted in work settings; however, these studies 
lead to several interesting observations for research 
in organizational settings. For example, children 
whose developmental needs are hampered tend 
to have a more deviant development (Rossman & 
Rosenberg, 1991). Additionally, in school, unsatis-
fied needs of children were found to be associated 
with more bullying behaviors (Schwamb, 2005).

Some findings suggest the relevance of need frus-
tration in the emergence of violence. For example, 
when people believe their autonomy is thwarted, 
they respond by acting in a less civilized and more 
antisocial manner (see Moller & Deci, 2010 for a 
review). Furthermore, Aquino, Grover, Bradfield, 
and Allen (1999) have shown that individuals expe-
riencing a sense of control over their environment 
are more empowered in terms of avoiding mistreat-
ment or modifying interpersonal interactions in 
order to be less vulnerable to the aggressions of oth-
ers. Similarly, difficult interpersonal relationships at 
work can increase the risk of violence. For example, 
Hauge, Skogstad, and Einarsen (2009) have shown 
that interpersonal conflicts explain a small amount 
of variance for being a perpetrator of bullying. One 
can interpret these results in light of SDT and assert 
that a frustrated need for relatedness increases the 
likelihood of adopting inappropriate conduct at 
work. The presence of interpersonal conflict is 
also a trigger of workplace bullying, as confirmed 
by Wheeler et  al. (2010, p.  556), who state that 
“Bullying emerges from environments where inter-
personal conflict regularly occurs, where employees 
feel pressure to perform in an environment lacking 
support, where employees feel over-worked, and 
where employees feel a lack of control over their job 
and work environment.” These findings illustrate 
that the need for relatedness, autonomy, and compe-
tence, when unfulfilled, or perhaps even thwarted, 
are determinants in the emergence of this type of 
workplace violence. More investigations based spe-
cifically on SDT in relation to workplace bullying 
and other forms of workplace violence, however, 
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should be conducted to further clarify knowledge 
within this theoretical framework.

EffEct of motivation typE on 
WorkplacE violEncE

Proponents of SDT have not yet investigated 
the role of various forms of motivation in the 
emergence of violence at work. However, knowl-
edge derived from other settings may provide an 
interesting perspective on the relationship between 
motivation and workplace violence. In sports teams, 
Ntoumanis and Standage (2009) found that auton-
omous motivation was associated with more sports-
manship and less antisocial moral attitudes, whereas 
controlled motivation led to less sportsmanship 
and more antisocial moral attitudes. Some indirect 
evidence specific to the workplace also suggests the 
important role of motivation type in the emergence 
of violent behavior. Intrinsic motivation, a form 
of self-determined motivation, appears to play an 
important role in reducing the likelihood of devi-
ant behavior (Chullen et al., 2010). The impact of 
other less self-determined forms of motivation on 
the emergence of workplace violence, however, still 
remains to be studied.

Effect of Violence on SDT Components
In studying the relationships between work-

place violence and SDT, it is intuitive to con-
sider violence as one of the many consequences of 
autonomy support or psychological control, need 
satisfaction or thwarting, or an individual’s form of 
motivation. Indeed, we have seen up to now that 
a certain lack of self-determination at work may 
be at the root of workplace violence. Although 
less intuitive, the directionality of SDT-violence 
relationships can be seen as a chicken-and-egg 
situation. Indeed, although not abundant, some 
empirical and theoretical evidence suggests that 
violence may also have a real impact on individu-
als’ self-determination and motivation, suggesting a 
feedback loop. In an effort to better understand the 
dynamic processes that may be involved in work-
place violence, we focus in this section on present-
ing the effects of workplace violence on practices 
supporting autonomy, fulfillment of basic needs, 
and motivation of individuals.

EffEct of WorkplacE violEncE on thE 
Work EnvironmEnt

Although the impact of workplace violence 
on autonomy-supportive or controlling practices 
has been little studied within SDT, we know that 

when confronted with violence, we tend to restrict 
the individual freedoms of the offenders (Moller & 
Deci, 2010). We therefore assume that authority fig-
ures, such has managers, will tend to control more 
closely the behavior of persons acting violently in 
order to minimize their impact on the work envi-
ronment. Other indirect evidence suggests the 
negative impact of workplace violence:  one study 
empirically showed that interpersonal conflicts on 
the job are related to low social support and low 
decision latitude among young adults (Fitzgerald, 
Kolodner, & Ewart, 2003).

EffEct of WorkplacE violEncE on 
baSic nEEdS

The detrimental effect of violence on the fulfill-
ment of basic needs was observed in a variety of 
settings and among diverse populations, such as 
refugees exposed to civil war and violence (Zuniga, 
2002), children exposed to domestic violence or psy-
chological maltreatment (Rossman  & Rosenberg, 
1991, 1997), and children living in violent com-
munities (Akande, 2001). Specific to the work-
place, some indirect evidence suggests that violence 
affects all three basic psychological needs proposed 
by SDT, although this research question remains to 
be addressed. Regarding the need for relatedness, 
it was observed that bullying involves social isola-
tion, social stigmatization, and social maladaptation 
for the victims (Leymann, 1990, 1996), which are 
all elements impeding good interpersonal relation-
ships. Workplace violence may also affect fulfill-
ment of the need for autonomy. For example, it is 
known in this regard that in environments where 
interpersonal conflicts (an important correlate of 
workplace violence) are ubiquitous, workers report 
less job control (Fitzgerald, Haythornthwaite, et al., 
2003). Furthermore, violence may affect the need 
for competence:  a study by Deans (2004) showed 
that occupational violence had a negative impact 
on perceived sense of competence, especially when 
perceived organizational support was low. Another 
study revealed that exposure to bullying diminishes 
self-esteem among nurses (Randle, 2003). Generally 
speaking, workplace bullying impacts negatively on 
self-esteem and self-confidence (see Einarsen, 2000 
for a summary).

EffEct of WorkplacE violEncE 
on motivation

In addition to impeding the satisfaction of basic 
needs, workplace violence may affect the moti-
vation of individuals exposed to it. Indeed, it has 
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been shown in several studies that nurses who are 
victims of workplace psychological violence have, 
among many other consequences, low motivation 
at work (Einarsen, 2000; Yildirim, 2009). In addi-
tion, Gagné and Schabram (2011) demonstrated 
that autonomous, but not controlled, motivation 
is directly impacted by physical and psychological 
violence in the workplace. Little is known about 
how various forms of motivation are affected by 
workplace violence, but this would be an interest-
ing avenue for further investigation.

Where Do We Go From Here?
State of Knowledge

The literature review has shown links between 
violence and the main concepts of SDT in the 
work environment. Although most studies have 
not specifically focused on components of SDT 
in relation to violence at work, this chapter allows 
linking SDT with violence in other life domains, 
as well as associating SDT-related concepts to vari-
ous forms of workplace violence. Furthermore, we 
may suggest from the literature review that SDT 
components and violence have, for the most part, 

bidirectional relationships. Figure 18.2 summarizes 
SDT-violence relationships identified to date.

As the reader can see in Figure 18.2, only one 
relationship between workplace violence and some 
SDT components (in this case, autonomous moti-
vation) is supported through what we call direct evi-
dence (represented by the black arrow), findings that 
(1)  have been tested empirically, (2)  are obtained 
within an organizational setting, and (3)  derive 
from an SDT framework and the operationalization 
of SDT variables.

The vast majority of the relationships identi-
fied in this literature review are supported through 
indirect evidence (represented by the grey arrow), 
empirical demonstrations relying on either an SDT 
framework and the operationalization of SDT vari-
ables, but in a life domain other than work (e.g., 
violence in marital relationship) or the investigation 
of violence in the workplace specifically, but are not 
supported by any SDT theoretical foundations. In 
either case, conclusions relying on indirect evidence 
should be further validated as to their generalizabil-
ity to workplace violence and its relationship with 
key SDT concepts.

Consequences

Controlled
Motivation

Legend
Relationship supported by documented direct evidence 
Relationship supported by documented indirect evidence 
Hypothesized relationship

Autonomous
Motivation

A
ntisocial behaviors 
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• Compensation
• Leadership
• Interpersonal
 Relationships
• Work Organization
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• Compensation
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• Interpersonal
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• Work Organization

Fundamental
Need

Satisfaction

Fig. 18.2. Summary of empirical links documented and postulated between SDT key components and workplace violence. 
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Finally, some direct and indirect (mediation) 
effects appeared to be theoretically coherent with 
SDT assumptions, but we did not find empirical 
findings to support such effects. Hence, we hypoth-
esize their existence (see dashed grey arrows), but 
these links remain to be tested in the context of 
workplace violence.

Some Future Research Avenues
Based on the literature from various research 

fields and theoretical frameworks, the empirical 
results discussed above can be considered as pre-
liminary evidence showing how SDT could be used 
in future research on violence to help understand 
this problem and develop interventions. To better 
understand the phenomenon of workplace violence 
through the innovative lens of SDT, several avenues 
of research may be considered. A  necessary first 
step is to validate, in an organizational context, all 
components of the SDT-violence model proposed 
in Figure 18.2. Indeed, the few studies available to 
date either measure SDT components in contexts 
of violence outside of work, or measure proxies of 
SDT concepts related to various forms of work-
place violence or its correlates. A more systematic 
empirical investigation would help validate the pos-
tulated links beyond the indirect evidence allowing 
us to suggest their existence. For example, the link 
between motivation and violence at work has only 
been studied once within the framework of SDT 
(Gagné & Schabram, 2011), where various forms 
of motivation (from controlled to self-determined) 
were shown to lead to quite different consequences. 
In addition, it is possible to integrate recent refine-
ments of SDT in the study of workplace violence. 
In particular, some authors (e.g., Bartholomew, 
Ntoumanis, Ryan,  & Thøgersen-Ntoumani, 
2011)  have suggested that thwarting of the three 
psychological needs does not equal an absence of 
their satisfaction. Consequently, the intrapsychic 
processes involved in the emergence of phenomena, 
such as workplace violence, may be affected differ-
entially, and this is a promising avenue for further 
investigation.

Second, most of the studies reviewed in this chap-
ter examine direct relationships between the con-
cepts, but there is reason to believe that, in addition to 
these direct links, there are several mediation effects 
that may contribute to explaining the phenomenon. 
For example, several researchers in SDT have pro-
posed the sequence “autonomy support → basic 
needs satisfaction → autonomous motivation →  
positive consequences.” We hypothesize that this 

process, mainly used until now to predict positive 
results, can also apply to negative results, such as 
workplace violence. Another avenue of research, 
therefore, would be to investigate the process by 
which violence occurs at work according to the full 
process of self-determination.

In terms of a dynamic process, the preliminary 
evidence identified in this chapter suggests that 
SDT components and violence may mutually influ-
ence one another through a feedback loop, as seen 
in Figure 18.2. Although the concept of violence as 
the result of exogenous factors has been a subject of 
great interest in the literature, this observation does 
not refute the possibility that violence is also a deter-
minant of certain aspects of SDT, including work 
motivation, satisfaction/frustration of basic psy-
chological needs, and psychological control in the 
work environment. Given the correlational research 
design of the surveyed studies, we cannot conclude, 
beyond conceptual foundations, that the phenom-
enon of workplace violence relies on a unidirectional 
relationship alone. In the absence of more extensive 
literature on the process by which SDT components 
influence violence and vice versa, we are faced with 
a chicken-and-egg situation, which merits further 
empirical investigation. To this end, the “causality” 
of the postulated relationships may be examined 
using longitudinal research designs and quasiexperi-
mental studies to better document the process con-
necting SDT and workplace violence.

The study of workplace violence in itself raises 
interesting research avenues when considering the 
issue from an SDT perspective. For example, are 
the consequences of workplace violence on need 
satisfaction and work motivation different for per-
petrators, victims, and witnesses? Do some working 
conditions or interpersonal parameters at work, by 
their various effects on employees’ basic psychologi-
cal needs, lead to the emergence of different types of 
workplace violence? Do different forms of violent 
manifestations in the workplace have differential 
effects on the victims or witnesses? Do other unde-
sirable behaviors that cannot be classified as work-
place violence but are nevertheless aggressive (e.g., 
counterproductive behaviors toward the organiza-
tion) have an effect on motivation or need satisfac-
tion of the victims or witnesses? It is too early to 
suggest formal hypotheses on such issues, but there 
are vast opportunities to investigate the relation-
ships between the various components of SDT and 
workplace violence.

In sum, in light of the current state of knowl-
edge, much remains to be done to investigate the 
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SDT-workplace violence relationship. In the com-
ing years, the current effervescence of research on 
workplace violence would therefore benefit from 
considering more closely the importance of the 
sociocognitive mechanisms suggested by SDT to 
better understand the factors involved in the emer-
gence and maintenance of violence and its impact 
on individuals and organizations. These future 
studies may eventually be an opportunity to test the 
effectiveness of intervention mechanisms based on 
SDT, because the central goal of this research field 
remains to provide helpful knowledge on prevent-
ing and promptly correcting such misconduct.

Overview of Interventions to 
Prevent Workplace Violence

Many countries, nations, and workers’ rights 
organizations defend, by various means, the right 
for employees to work in a supportive environ-
ment that is protective of their health and safety. All 
organizations have the responsibility to prevent and 
counter negative behavior, such as violence, which 
threatens this right. To this end, much documen-
tation deals with best practices for preventing and 
controlling violence in organizations. This section 
summarizes the contributions of these generally 
accepted practices, and suggests avenues for inter-
vention that can be implemented in light of current 
knowledge on the links between SDT and violence.

Best Practices in Violence Prevention
The responsibility for preventing and managing 

violence in the workplace lies especially with man-
agers, who must strive to take all necessary means 
to prevent and effectively manage violent situations 
(Balicco, 2001; Wheeler et al., 2010). It is generally 
accepted that to do so, managers themselves must 
often overcome two barriers:  denial (e.g., “harass-
ment does not exist here”) and fear of the conse-
quences of an intervention (e.g., reprisals, departure 
of a strategic member of the organization). The 
first step involves recognizing the significance of 
the problem and the need for all personnel to be 
accountable in this regard, particularly those respon-
sible for these actions (Tengilimoğlu, Mansur,  & 
Dziegielewski, 2010). Such a commitment becomes 
an essential condition for success in order to send a 
clear message about the importance of this issue and 
to clarify expectations regarding conduct for each 
and every one (Wheeler et al., 2010). This commit-
ment may be reflected, in particular, by adopting 
normative codes of conduct, such as antiharass-
ment policies (Baillien, De Cuyper, & De White, 

2009; Chappell  & Di Martino, 2006; Harvey  & 
Courcy, 2005).

Operationally, it is recommended to translate this 
normative framework into mechanisms of reporting 
(i.e., complaint filing), prevention, and rapid inter-
vention by immediate supervisors or heads of spe-
cialized departments (see Chappell & Di Martino, 
2006 for a detailed review). Establishing a support-
ive work environment, providing adequate resources 
to reduce job-related stress, adopting “zero-tolerance 
anti-bullying” policies, and ensuring that perpetra-
tors are accountable for their actions, also appear to 
be best practices for reducing bullying and violence 
(Wheeler et al., 2010). According to Baillien and De 
Witte (2009), companies must address job-related 
stress issues by reducing job-based role overload, 
ambiguity, and conflict, to reduce workplace vio-
lence. Fox and Stallworth (2009) specifically rec-
ommend such practices as training managers in 
mediation. Keashly and Neuman (2008) also rec-
ommend that companies use mentoring or coach-
ing programs. Mentoring and coaching are used in 
this context as a mechanism to identify employee 
problems, such as bullying. If employees trust their 
mentors or coaches, they will likely report workplace 
bullying behaviors to them as soon as these behav-
iors are experienced or witnessed.

These recommendations stress the important 
role of managers and their management practices in 
the conduct of team members. Employees need to 
feel the support of their managers (Tuckett, Parker, 
Eley, & Hegney, 2009). As such, one way to reduce 
aggression is for managers to provide a reasonable 
and complete explanation for decisions affecting 
employees, in order to increase the latter’s sense of 
organizational fairness. Such explanation should 
include adequate information and data to support 
the decisions (e.g., employee evaluations and expec-
tations). The manner in which these explanations 
are communicated is equally important. When 
managers encourage participation in decision pro-
cesses that affect employees, they also communicate 
to employees that they respect and value their input 
(Hershcovis  & Barling, 2006). Overall, these rec-
ommendations are not inconsistent with the practi-
cal implications of SDT.

Preventing Violence through a 
Self-Determination Approach

SDT can also provide a framework for reflec-
tion as well as useful avenues for interventions that 
connect with and expand on traditional recommen-
dations for the prevention of workplace violence. 
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Again, when confronted with violence, we generally 
tend to restrict the individual freedoms of the offend-
ers (Moller & Deci, 2010). Accordingly, by adopting 
practices identified in the previous section—from ter-
mination, to disciplinary measures, and even to legal 
action—figures of authority would have more con-
trol over the behavior of aggressors. However, such 
practices may have adverse consequences and create a 
vicious circle in which the presence of workplace vio-
lence leads to increased psychological control, which 
in turn leads to more violence and incivility. In such 
a context, therefore, workplace violence appears to be 
a spiraling process, in which many different factors 
interact (Salin, 2003). In this sense, based on knowl-
edge derived from SDT and the preliminary empiri-
cal evidence surveyed in this chapter, it is possible to 
schematize this process of (de)constructing violence 
through the lens of SDT as a downward spiral com-
bining the behaviors of various actors in the work-
place (Figure 18.3).

This theoretical heuristic quickly and eloquently 
enables practitioners and managers to understand 
the additive effects of measures for preventing and 
managing workplace violence. It is of course impor-
tant to properly weigh the seriousness of violent 
acts against the effects of psychological control 
on aggressors before excluding all repressive mea-
sures, but this model helps demonstrate that if 
caught quickly, workplace violence can be reduced 
while avoiding undue psychological control of the 
perpetrators. That said, before suggesting such a 
model scientifically, further investigation must be 
conducted. Nonetheless, in light of the empirical 
findings identified above, several avenues of inter-
ventions may be suggested.

EvidEncE-baSEd rEcommEndationS
In light of the literature review, it is possible to 

identify practices specifically based on SDT that 
are likely to have a positive impact on the preva-
lence and intensity of violent behavior at work. 
Although the intrapersonal influence of causality 
orientation cannot be easily modified in an orga-
nizational context directly, acting at the level of the 
work environment may offer the most effective-
ness in this regard. Thus, SDT is consistent with 
traditional approaches of responding to violence, in 
that managers play a role of primary importance for 
employees; by adopting a management style sup-
portive of employees and promoting a high-quality 
manager-subordinate relationship, managers ensure 
that the psychological needs of their employees are 
met, thereby reducing the risks of violence at work. 
Moreover, autonomy support seems to be “conta-
gious”:  in one study, autonomy support by physi-
cians supervising medical residents led the latter 
to adopt autonomy-supportive behaviors toward 
patients (Williams & Deci, 1996). Peers also have 
a role to play in promoting a climate of social sup-
port, which can be reinforced or encouraged by 
immediate supervisors and line managers. Although 
enlightening, these conclusions are not based on 
validated interventions but on the results of pre-
dictive studies; it is important, therefore, to bear in 
mind that these practices are related to a decrease 
in violence, but a causal relationship cannot be 
postulated.

intErvEntionS baSEd on Sdt
To our knowledge, no interventions aimed at 

preventing or reducing violence using SDT have 
been developed or tested scientifically. Furthermore, 
studies have shown that management practices sup-
porting self-determination, including those that 
seem to help reduce workplace violence, can be 
taught. Although only a few studies exist on the 
topic, it has been empirically shown that these prac-
tices can be taught in training programs with dif-
ferent populations (Deci, Connell, & Ryan, 1989, 
Reeve, 1998; Reeve, Jang, Carrell, Jeon, & Barch, 
2004; Tessier, 2006). This opens the possibility for 
managers trained in autonomy support to become 
agents of workplace violence prevention. Through 
their management practices supporting autonomy 
and avoiding undue psychological control, they 
may act as multipliers in organizations.

Beyond training, it is difficult to identify with 
certitude the best methods and practices for effec-
tively preventing the emergence of violent behavior 

Workplace
Violence 

Psychological
Control 

Fundamental
Need

�warting

Controlled
Motivation 

Fig.  18.3. Proposed model for the downward spiral of work-
place violence, as seen from the perspective of SDT.
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at work. Certainly, control and suppression should 
be considered as a last resort because, although they 
neutralize the aggressors in the short term, these 
measures create in the medium and long term an 
interpersonal and social climate conducive to the 
re-emergence and maintenance of workplace vio-
lence. In this sense, both traditional approaches to 
violence prevention and SDT concur on the central 
role of managers and, more broadly, the work envi-
ronment, in reducing these behaviors, which have 
serious consequences for organizations.

A Comparison of Traditional 
Workplace Violence Interventions 
and SDT-Derived Applications

Similarly to classical approaches of workplace 
violence prevention, SDT aims to reduce sources 
of frustration and enhance sources of satisfaction in 
the workplace. Classical approaches aim to define 
acceptable and unacceptable behaviors, and in most 
cases, these norms constitute a basis for prevention 
and corrective intervention. However, SDT brings 
an important nuance to these interventions by 
raising awareness about the possible negative side 
effects of controlling approaches on perpetrators. 
Based on SDT principles, both peers and supervi-
sors should rely more heavily on preventive actions 
and early intervention when manifestations of vio-
lence first occur, and on fostering relationships and 
an environment that are strongly supportive. In 
such a perspective, dissuasion and sanctions would 
be last resorts for intervening in cases of workplace 
violence, for these appear to be short-term solutions 
to controlling the problem.

Conclusion
Even if one considers, a priori, that research on 

workplace violence stems from a scientific culture 
that is distinct from, even foreign to research on 
SDT, the links established to date between these two 
areas of research lead to several observations. The 
first is the need to better understand the determi-
nants of human behavior to better grasp how harm-
ful behavior, such as workplace violence, is adopted 
and maintained, in order to prevent it more effec-
tively. Consequently, theoretical models and empir-
ical studies to date suggest the relevance of further 
investigating the contribution of SDT in explain-
ing violent behavior at work. These investigations 
would help better define the role of SDT in predict-
ing such behavior, but also identify mechanisms of 
prevention, such as promoting self-determination, 
and assess their effectiveness. Both the scientific 

community and professionals who, for now, are all 
too often confined to normative and coercive mea-
sures, would certainly welcome such contributions.

Note
1. Preparation of this presentation was made possible by a grant 

to the first author from the Université de Sherbrooke. The 
authors thank Roxanne Gingras for her assistance on the 
preparation of this chapter, and Jeffrey Freedman for linguis-
tic revision.
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Introduction
Industrialization over the last century has had 

a substantial negative impact on the natural envi-
ronment due to extensive economic growth and 
increased quality of life in developed countries. 
In addition to the localized problems of air pollu-
tion, surface-water degradation, and toxic wastes 
in groundwater, we can now observe global scale 
effects, such as ozone depletion, climate change, 
and the worldwide destruction of such resources as 
ocean fisheries (World Resources Institute, 2004; 
United Nations, 2004). Environmental sustain-
ability is becoming an important issue as increasing 
human consumption patterns, increasing popula-
tion, and increasing industrializations are having 
a larger and larger impact on the exploitation of 
the earth’s resources and quality of life (Swim, 
et  al., 2009). The long-term economic impact of 

these effects will be quite substantial as most of the 
world’s economic output is dependent on the viabil-
ity of natural systems (Costanza et al., 1997).

Environmental Sustainability and 
Economic Growth

Interest in environmental sustainability rep-
resents a significant shift in how people view the 
relationship between environmental problems, eco-
nomic growth, and humanity’s well-being. The cur-
rent international scientific consensus is that human 
activities and the exploitation of natural resources 
are changing the climate at a planetary level, and 
that further effects are inevitable because both socio-
economic growth in developing countries and pop-
ulation growth are inevitable (Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change, 2007). The United 
Nations Population Fund (2009) reported that, 
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after growing very slowly for most of human his-
tory, the world’s population has reached 6 billion 
in late 1999. In October 2011, the world popula-
tion reached 7 billion, and it is expected to reach a 
total of 9.1 billion in 2050. The population increase 
expected in the next 40  years is close to the total 
world population in 1950. This dramatic growth in 
population will increase the number of inhabitants 
competing for the world’s finite resources. If present 
patterns of exploitation continue, then the human 
activities needed to reach a high quality of life in 
both developed and developing countries will inevi-
tably lead to an increase in climate change.

This serves to illustrate the complexity of the 
problem of sustainable development, and how closely 
tied it is to human activity and industrialization. In 
fact, many other environmental problems—such as 
the rise of air pollution, the reduction of clean water 
supplies, the depletion of the Earth’s ozone layer, and 
the clearing of tropical rain forests—are the direct 
result of human activities that were initially designed 
to improve humanity’s well-being, generate eco-
nomic growth, and correct socioeconomic dispari-
ties like low quality of life (Gardner & Stern, 2002; 
Hopwood, Mellor, & O’Brien, 2005).

The process of bringing together environmental 
issues, economic growth, and humanity’s well-being 
is the central idea encapsulated in the Brundtland 
Report’s definition of environmental sustainabil-
ity—as meeting the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their needs (World Commission on Economic 
Development, 1987). Although it is increasingly 
clear that human activities cause climate change, 
the solutions that have thus far been proposed 
simply involve trade-offs between environmental, 
economical, and social concerns. For instance, is 
it acceptable to cause large-scale pollution when 
one’s country is using tar sands in order to produce 
energy, stimulate the economy, and increase growth? 
Or is the loss of jobs in the car industry acceptable 
for cleaner air? In other words, the proposed strate-
gies ignore the fact that a sustainable future can only 
be achieved through a substantial shift in the values, 
attitudes, and behaviors of the individuals and insti-
tutions that caused the harm to the environment 
(McKenzie-Mohr & Oskamp, 1995). The current 
environmental situation has made many people and 
entrepreneurs realize that sustainable development 
needs to be a central goal of society and its insti-
tutions. The achievement of this goal is extremely 
difficult and complex because it is intertwined with 
competing socioeconomic and well-being goals.

The Role of the Corporate World
The role of the corporate world and entrepre-

neurship in dealing with the problems of environ-
mental sustainability has been the subject of some 
debate over the last 20 years. For some entrepreneurs 
the relationship between environmental practices 
and corporate performance is quite simple: pursu-
ing environmental goals is inversely related to sound 
business strategy. Conventional wisdom held that 
any investment in improved environmental perfor-
mance would increase lead times, reduce quality, or 
increase costs, all of which would lead to reduced 
profits and decreased returns to stakeholders. Some 
would go as far as saying that the economic system 
motivates environmentally degrading behaviors for 
the purpose of creating economic growth and it pre-
vents entrepreneurial action from resolving environ-
mental problems (Tietenberg, 2000).

In contrast, opportunities for entrepreneur-
ial action have been created due to individuals in 
the marketplace who desire the cessation of envi-
ronmentally degrading products and are willing to 
pay. This type of entrepreneurial action can lead 
to an enhancement of environmental sustainabil-
ity (Schaltegger & Synnestvedt, 2002). Compared 
with an entrepreneurship driven only by profits, a 
sustainable entrepreneurship seeks to reduce envi-
ronmental degradation and even to achieve envi-
ronmental sustainability through the exploitation 
of potentially profitable opportunities (Dean  & 
McMullen, 2005).

Since the beginning of the 21st century more 
and more entrepreneurs are seeing the possibility 
that profitability and environmental responsibility 
are not mutually exclusive goals. As more corpora-
tions now embrace the goal of sustainable develop-
ment, they commit to policies of environmental 
protection and they devote substantial time and 
resources to environmental management, either 
through the application of quality environmen-
tal management processes or through the design 
of products and manufacturing technologies. As a 
result, increasingly proenvironmental corporations 
are searching for ways to encourage employees to 
take actions that reduce their ecological footprint, 
and improve the environmental impact of company 
operations, products, and services. Although it is 
not always apparent to managers how to encourage 
creative environmental ideas, to help their business 
move toward this goal of sustainable development, 
they believe that different forms of environmental 
interventions are necessary to transform business 
into sustainable enterprises (Ramus, 2002).
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There are many ways to create proenvironmen-
tal change, to build a more sustainable future for 
business and the world. Companies themselves can 
create change by investing in greener technology, 
developing sustainable business practices, or doing 
business in one of the emerging environmental 
domains (e.g., build electric cars, recycling materials 
to create new products). A second way to create pro-
environmental change is through individual behav-
ior change. Individual proenvironmental behavior 
(PEB), in this case employee behavior, can have a 
large positive impact on the environment (Statistics 
Canada, 2011).

In other words, there are different ways that 
businesses impact the environment, ranging from 
the type of business to the type of employee behav-
ior. Some businesses can improve the environmen-
tal situation while making a profit from protecting 
the environment (e.g., solar panel production, sus-
tainable lumber, recycled carpet). Although not all 
businesses can derive their profit from protecting 
the earth, they can still have a positive impact on 
the environment through the behaviors of employ-
ees. Businesses and companies are an important 
place to target personal PEB change, regardless of 
the type of business, because many consume a large 
amount of energy, they produce large amounts of 
waste, and sometimes they exploit large amounts of 
natural resources. In sum, they have very significant 
ecological footprints that can effectively be reduced 
with employee PEB.

Why Do Business and Companies 
Adopt Environmental Practices?

Understanding why and how firms adopt 
beyond-compliance environmental practices is a crit-
ically important question to understand the type of 
organizational support necessary to encourage envi-
ronmental actions. Participation in a voluntary envi-
ronmental program may provide financial savings 
(Maxwell & Decker, 2006) or competitive advantage 
(Arora  & Cason, 1996), enable access to technical 
assistance (Khanna, 2001; Delmas & Keller, 2005), 
help firms weaken regulations (Segerson  & Miceli, 
1998; Lyon  & Maxwell, 2002; Johnston, 2006), 
or shape future regulations (Delmas  & Terlaak, 
2001). Further, participation may create an image 
of environmental friendliness for customers, sup-
pliers, employees, or the public (Khanna, 2001; 
Potoski & Prakash, 2002), and demonstrate a firm’s 
responsiveness to community and employee con-
cerns (Henriques  & Sadorsky, 1996; Blackman  & 
Bannister, 1998; Gunningham, Thornton, & Kagan, 

2005). These reasons, however, may be contingent 
on several factors including the firm’s competitive 
environment; exposure to regulatory or technologi-
cal change; and the actions or demands of customers, 
investors, and community groups (Arora & Cason, 
1996; Reinhardt, 2000; Vogel, 2005).

Missing from much of this work on the reasons 
for environmental practice is a theoretical approach 
grounded in the literature on motivation. Without 
a theoretical framework, we are left with at best a 
partial sense of where a particular environmen-
tal management style comes from, why one style 
is distinct from another, and whether a particular 
style will lead to changes that endure over time 
(Howard-Grenville, 2005). Indeed, without refine-
ment and theoretical understanding of the reasons 
for adopting environmental practices, constructs 
like management style or motivation for PEB risk 
becoming catch-all categories.

In this chapter we suggest that the success of cor-
porate environmental initiatives depends not just on 
government intervention and environment policy 
regulation, or on environmental management systems 
and technological innovations, but also on the willing-
ness of individual employees to engage in PEBs that 
preserve or restore the quality of the natural environ-
ment (Boiral, 2009; Daily, Bishop, & Govindarajulu, 
2009). In order to make progress toward sustainable 
development, we argue that a central target is the moti-
vation of individual people, whether they are private 
citizens, managers, heads of industries, or leaders of 
governments. Using self-determination theory (SDT; 
Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000, 2008) as a framework, we 
seek to increase the understanding of engagement in 
PEB at work and explain the processes that facilitate 
such behavior at the employee level. SDT provides 
a useful framework for organizing and understand-
ing society’s response to environmental sustainabil-
ity, and most importantly for promoting PEB. This 
motivation theory can inform organizational practice 
by focusing on the role that environmental policies 
within an organization and supportive supervisory 
behaviors can have on the employees’ motivation to 
engage in PEB and to attempt environmental initia-
tives. Also, SDT can inform us about the psychologi-
cal processes that are needed for individuals to learn 
new environmentally responsible behaviors, adopt 
these behaviors, and more importantly, maintain 
them and integrate them into their lifestyles.

SDT and the Motivation for PEB
As was outlined in Chapter 1 of this book, SDT 

(Deci  & Ryan, 1985, 2000, 2008)  represents a 
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theoretical perspective of human motivation that 
has received a great deal of attention from research-
ers over the last 20  years. SDT is particularly 
focused on the processes through which a person 
acquires different forms of motivation and the con-
sequences that these forms of motivation have for 
the initiation and maintenance of new behaviors. 
SDT proposes that a sense of autonomy, compe-
tence, and relatedness are critical to the processes 
through which a person comes to self-regulate and 
sustain behaviors over time. Thus, contexts that 
afford autonomy and support confidence are likely 
to enhance the initiation of behavior, the main-
tenance of behavior, as well as the outcomes that 
people derive from doing these behaviors. A sense of 
relatedness is equally important for these processes 
to take place; a person is more likely to adopt values 
and behaviors promoted by those to whom they feel 
connected and in whom they trust.

Several behaviors that people do everyday are 
not necessarily inherently enjoyable activities (e.g., 
exercising, working, doing PEBs). Thus, if such 
behaviors are to be successfully performed and 
maintained over time, then people must come to 
value the behaviors and personally endorse their 
importance. These behaviors must somehow be 
regulated. Unfortunately, many people engage in 
behavior only because of controlled motivation.

As illustrated previously in this book, one com-
mon form of controlled motivation is external regu-
lation, in which a person acts only to get an external 
reward or avoid a punishment. Another form of 
controlled motivation is introjection in which a 
person might act to receive approval or praise, or 
to avoid disapproval or feelings of guilt. Both forms 
of controlled motivation (external and introjected 
regulations) lead to less interest for a behavior, less 
well-being, and they are not related to long-term 
maintenance (Deci & Ryan, 2000).

In contrast, behavior initiation and behavior 
change can be a function of autonomous motiva-
tion. Because many PEBs are not enjoyable in and 
of themselves (i.e., intrinsically motivated) research 
has explored ways to motivate these instrumental 
behaviors. One form of autonomous motivation is 
identified regulation in which a person endorses or 
identifies with the value or importance of a behav-
ior. Research shows that identification is facilitated 
when significant persons in our environment pro-
vide relevant information and meaningful rationales 
for a behavior (and that they do not apply external 
pressures or sources of control). A second form of 
autonomous motivation is integrated regulation, 

in which a person values a behavior and has also 
oriented this behavior with other central behaviors 
that are valued and part of a lifestyle pattern. The 
more autonomous the motivation the more a person 
behaves with positive freedom. The behavior origi-
nates with the self and the actions are “up to you.” 
Conversely, controlled motivation involves behav-
ing due to the experience of pressure or demands 
that are external to the self (i.e., nonautonomous). 
The actions are no longer truly “up to you.”

Although the determinants of autonomous 
motivation have not been studied extensively, Deci 
and Ryan (2000) have proposed that this form of 
motivation can be facilitated by supporting people 
as they explore barriers to behavior change and 
maintenance of behavior, and by helping them to 
identify ways to reconcile behaviors that lead to 
goals that are in conflict. Both forms of autonomous 
behavior regulations (identified and integrated reg-
ulations) are associated with enhanced maintenance 
and well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000).

Along with a sense of autonomy, autonomous 
motivation requires that a person experience the 
confidence and the competence to adopt and main-
tain a behavior. Support for competence is afforded 
by providing information on the efficacy of behav-
iors to achieve a significant or personally relevant 
goal and by providing feedback that informs indi-
viduals on the extent to which actions were effica-
cious to achieving a desired goal. This way a person 
is afforded the skills and tools for doing a behavior 
and is informed when these skills and tools are effec-
tive or when barriers emerge.

A social context that involves a supervisor-  
supervisee relationship is an important medium for 
change. In the working environment this is espe-
cially so, because employees often look for technical 
expertise, input, and guidance from their supervisor 
to determine how a behavior should be performed, 
why it should be performed, and which behavior is 
valued. In this process, a sense of being understood 
and respected by their supervisor or their employer 
can significantly enhance employees’ openness to 
information, likelihood of following instructions, 
as well as their adherence to recommendations and 
proposed goals.

Several studies have documented the advantages 
of autonomous motivation, relative to controlled 
motivation, when it comes to persistence, main-
tenance of behavior, information processing, and 
well-being (Deci  & Ryan, 2008); the domain of 
the environment is no exception. More specifically, 
SDT holds the potential to significantly contribute 
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to our understanding of the issues related to envi-
ronmentally responsible behaviors for several rea-
sons. First, it presents clear hypotheses regarding the 
social, contextual, and interpersonal conditions that 
should hinder or facilitate individuals’ motivation 
to adopt a new environmentally responsible behav-
ior. Second, it distinguishes between different types 
of motivation that can have a distinct impact on the 
maintenance and integration of behaviors. Third, 
SDT addresses the issue of internalization, the pro-
cess by which changes that were initially reinforced 
by external sources (e.g., incentives or a significant 
other) become integrated within the individual 
to form a permanent part of his or her character. 
Fourth, it provides the mechanics for the process by 
which people, and more specifically for the purpose 
of the present discussion, employees, could inter-
nalize PEB and even resolve conflicts that could 
result from pursuing different goals.

Also, SDT has been very useful in explaining 
why some environmental strategies are problematic 
or ineffective in motivating PEB, and why some 
people may be motivated at first to do PEB, but 
do not maintain the behavior over time. Among 
others, the strategies used so far to motivate peo-
ple have relied on monetary incentives; external 
forms of pressures, such as laws and regulations; 
a sense of guilt; information that emphasizes the 
importance of doing something to achieve extrin-
sic goals (e.g., to save money, to fit in); or infor-
mation that emphasizes only the importance of 
doing something without educating people about 
what they need to do and how they should do a 
behavior. As a result, research shows that most of 
the strategies used so far can lead to the initia-
tion of PEB, but long-term maintenance of these 
behaviors remains a serious problem (Bamberg & 
Möser, 2007). People seem to react positively to the 
strategies initially, but their behavior declines over 
time, and, more importantly, behavior returns to 
baseline if the source of “motivation” is withdrawn 
(Lehman & Geller, 2004).

There are several reviews of proenvironmental 
promotion research (Osbaldiston, 2004; Pelletier, 
2002; Pelletier, Baxter,  & Huta, 2011; Pelletier, 
Lavergne,  & Sharp, 2008; Pelletier  & Sharp, 
2008) that have focused on the different ways SDT 
can contribute to our understanding of the motiva-
tion for PEB and the factors that could affect moti-
vation. This chapter looks at the research related to 
these contributions and applies the findings to the 
context of the workplace and motivating employee 
PEB change.

Participating in PEB
Following the development of a scale designed 

to measure proenvironmental motivation (Pelletier, 
Green-Demers,  & Béland, 1997; Pelletier, Tuson, 
Green-Demers, Noels,  & Beaton, 1998), recent 
studies have supported the existence of the differ-
ent types of motivation proposed by SDT (i.e., 
intrinsic motivation; integrated, identified, intro-
jected, and external regulation of extrinsic motiva-
tion; amotivation) in the environmental context 
(Osbaldiston  & Sheldon, 2003; Pelletier, 2002; 
Villacorta, Koestner,  & Lekes, 2003). Consistent 
with research on SDT in other life domains, several 
studies have shown that different types of motiva-
tion were related to several PEBs (such as recycling, 
conserving energy, purchasing specific prod-
ucts, and others; Pelletier, et  al., 1998; Villacorta, 
et  al., 2003)  and environmental activism (Séguin, 
Pelletier, & Hunsley, 1998). The more that people 
report being autonomous for PEB, more specifi-
cally having higher levels of integrated and iden-
tified regulation, not necessarily more intrinsic 
motivation, as compared with being controlled, the 
more likely they are to report a higher frequency of 
PEB. Pelletier and Sharp (2007) have also reported 
that higher levels of self-determined motivation for 
PEB were associated with higher maintenance of 
behavior over time (e.g., sustained recycling over 
2 months), along with behavioral patterns consis-
tent with adopting not only one behavior, but sev-
eral behaviors (e.g., recycling, conserving energy, 
conserving water, and buying biodegradable prod-
ucts) that are indicative of becoming somebody that 
cares about the environment.

Some environmental strategies aim at making an 
activity more accessible (e.g., a curbside recycling 
program) and therefore easier to achieve. Recently, 
researchers have examined how self-determination 
relates to behaviors that have been made more easily 
accessible, behaviors for which barriers have been 
removed, and behaviors with different levels of 
difficulty.

In a first study, Green-Demers, Pelletier, and 
Ménard (1997) examined the impact of the per-
ceived level of difficulty of environmental behaviors 
on the magnitude of the relationship between envi-
ronmental self-determination and the occurrence 
of three types of PEB with an increasing level of 
difficulty (recycling, purchasing environmentally 
friendly products, and educating oneself about 
what can be done for the environment). The results 
showed (1) that frequency of behaviors was higher 
when self-determination was higher, and lower 
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when behavioral difficulty was higher; (2) that the 
decrease in the frequency of self-reported PEB caused 
by the behavior’s difficulty was less pronounced 
when people were self-determined; and (3) that the 
positive relationship between self-determination 
and frequencies of PEB was greater for more diffi-
cult PEB. In sum, participants reported doing easier 
PEB whatever their level of self-determined moti-
vation; however, only self-determined people were 
more likely to do more difficult PEB.

In a second study, Pelletier and Sharp (2007) 
used a quasi experimental design and randomly 
selected residents of three municipalities to par-
ticipate in a survey on motivation for PEB. The 
researchers recorded the household recycling of the 
residents and the frequency of other PEB. In one of 
the municipalities, residents had access to a curb-
side recycling program (easy recycling); in the sec-
ond municipality, residents had access to a recycling 
program, but had to bring their recyclables to one of 
the available local municipal depots (moderate recy-
cling); in the third municipality, residents did not 
have access to a local municipal recycling program, 
but could dispose of their recyclables by driving 20 
minutes to the next municipality that had a local 
recycling program (difficult recycling). Thus, it was 
possible to isolate differences in the level of difficulty 
for the same behavior by examining the impact of 
the degree of self-determination and three levels 
of difficulty for recycling behavior on the amount 
of recycling. For the easy recycling condition, the 
quantity of recycling was not significantly different 
for self-determined and non–self-determined indi-
viduals. However, for the moderate condition, the 
amount of recycling for self-determined and non–
self-determined individuals became significantly 
different, although both groups recycled less than 
participants in the easy condition. This trend held 
true for the difficult recycling condition as well, 
indicating that self-determined people recycled even 
when it was difficult.

In addition, analyses revealed that the ease of 
access to recycling had no relationship with the fre-
quency of other PEB but frequency of PEB other 
than recycling was positively related to people’s 
degree of self-determination. Apparently, the ben-
efits of making recycling easier or accessible did not 
transfer to other PEB domains, whereas the ben-
efits of self-determination did generalize to other 
PEB domains. The investigators also examined the 
effects of self-determination and difficulty on the 
residents’ perceived satisfaction with local environ-
mental conditions, satisfaction with government 

environmental policy, and the perceived importance 
of the environment. Self-determined residents were 
less satisfied with current environmental conditions, 
government environmental policy, and considered 
the ecological situation more important than non–
self-determined individuals. However, these percep-
tions did not differ significantly as a function of the 
level of difficulty of recycling behaviors. In sum, 
making recycling more accessible and easier had 
some effect on recycling behavior but did not have 
any effect on frequency of other PEB and it did not 
impact the residents’ perceptions of environmental 
conditions.

In a third study, Aitken, Pelletier, and Baxter 
(2010) measured students’ frequency of PEBs and 
perceived difficulty of those PEBs in two contexts—
at home and at university residence. Results indicated 
once again that higher self-determined motivation 
was associated with more frequent difficult PEB. For 
PEB perceived as being easy, autonomous motiva-
tion had no influence on behavior frequency. This 
pattern was consistent at home and at students’ 
school residence. Furthermore, a mediation analysis 
showed that feeling competent regarding PEB had a 
positive indirect relationship with frequency of dif-
ficult PEB (via autonomous motivation), whereas 
the effect of feeling competent on difficult behaviors 
(via controlled motivation) was not significant. In 
sum, this study suggests that a sense of competence 
and self-determined motivation regarding PEB are 
particularly effective at encouraging difficult PEB, 
potentially leading to a larger environmental impact.

Altogether, these studies suggest that PEBs could 
be encouraged in the workplace by making them 
easier (e.g., providing compost in the lunchroom, 
automatic power down during the night) but this 
strategy has some limitations. First, the behavior is 
less likely to be maintained if the behavior ceases to 
be easy; second, this strategy does not seem to gener-
alize to other PEBs; and third, this strategy does not 
affect people’s attitudes and perceptions regarding 
the environment. Studies regarding SDT and PEB 
suggest that PEBs performed for self-determined 
reasons have a better chance of becoming more fre-
quent and being maintained once initiated because 
as PEBs become more integrated into the person’s 
self-system and lifestyle, the negative impact of the 
behavior’s perceived difficulty diminishes. A  busi-
ness can use both strategies to improve the overall 
impact on the environment. By removing barriers to 
PEB for employees and by fostering self-determined 
motivation in employees, a business can create a 
culture of sustainability.
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The Processing of Information about the 
Environment and About Health Risks

Information that describes justifications for 
doing versus not doing PEB appears to be an impor-
tant predictor of PEB (an aspect examined in more 
detail later). More specifically, the effect of informa-
tion on the perception of health risks has been the 
object of much attention. Although the perception 
of information on health risks can be a determi-
nant of motivation, it could also be a consequence 
of motivation because people who become more 
and more motivated to do something about the 
environment also become more interested to find 
out which environmental conditions could pres-
ent risks for their health. In this section we suggest 
that industry should pay attention to research on 
the way people with different motivational orienta-
tions perceive health risks because several businesses 
and industries are perceived as a threat to the envi-
ronment and to people’s health. Government and 
industry tend to emphasize a different aspect of risk 
than does the general public. Whereas the general 
public is more prone to perceive risk, government 
and industry may be more prone to discount risk 
(Kasperson et  al., 1988; Renn, Burns, Kasperson, 
Kasperson, & Slovic, 1992). These differences can 
lead the public to view the desire of government 
and industry to protect the environment as untrust-
worthy and driven only by financial factors, not as a 
genuine endeavor.

Individuals’ perceptions of risks from ecologi-
cal issues can be affected by the specific informa-
tion they obtain from different sources, such as the 
media, governments agencies, activist organizations, 
public groups, or scientists, and the sources of infor-
mation could either amplify or attenuate the per-
ceptions of environmental health risks of ecological 
issues and consequently lead to more or less PEB 
(Kasperson et al., 1988; Renn et al., 1992). Séguin 
et  al. (1998) tested a model of PEB and environ-
mental activism in which the combined contribu-
tion of self-determined motivation and perceptions 
of various environmental health risks were exam-
ined. It was reasoned that the more people perceive 
health risks in the environment and the more con-
fidence they have in a particular source of environ-
mental information, the more they should try to 
correct a situation by becoming actively involved. 
Participants received environmental information 
from different sources (e.g., university scientists, 
medical doctors, environmental groups, govern-
ment officials, and the industries) and then com-
pleted measures of perceived problems in the local 

environment, perceptions of health risks related to 
environmental conditions, perceptions of the level 
of responsibility of specific organization to prevent 
health risks (e.g., the government, private industry), 
and their personal level of environmental activism 
(e.g., participation in events organized by ecologi-
cal groups, financial support to these groups, cir-
culation of petitions, writing letters to industries 
that manufacture harmful products). Overall, 
results showed that the more individuals were 
self-determined, the more they paid attention to 
information about health risks, to problems in their 
local environment, and to the responsibility of dif-
ferent organizations to prevent health risks. Finally, 
the more individuals perceived health risks in their 
environment, the more they engaged in PEB and 
environmental activism.

In a second study, Séguin, Pelletier, and Hunsley 
(1999) examined more closely the relationship 
between self-determination and environmental 
health risks by asking participants to report their 
perceptions of current environmental health risks, 
the extent to which they were seeking information 
on health risks from different sources, their level of 
confidence in these sources, their motivation, and 
their frequency of PEB. The sources of information 
on health risks included federal government agen-
cies, the government itself, public interest groups, 
environmental groups, the media, scientists, and 
industry. The results showed that self-determination 
was associated with the amount of information 
individuals sought from various sources of infor-
mation on health risks, which led to more confi-
dence in these sources of information. In turn, 
the level of confidence in the different sources of 
information (not the amount of information) was 
a significant predictor of individuals’ perceptions 
of environmental health risks, and these percep-
tions were predictors of PEB. It is noteworthy that 
self-determination toward the environment was a 
direct and strong predictor of PEB over and above 
the perceptions of health risks, even after control-
ling for the effect of motivation on the search for 
information on health risks.

In sum, the research reviewed so far suggests that 
people are not only engaging in environmentally 
responsible behaviors for different reasons, but these 
reasons are related to important consequences. In 
agreement with SDT, the greater people’s autono-
mous motivation toward the environment, the 
more they engage in PEB, the more they engage in 
difficult PEB, and the more they seek out informa-
tion about health risks. Some of the research also 
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suggests that higher levels of autonomous motiva-
tion for PEB are associated with higher mainte-
nance of behavior over time and consistency across 
contexts, with the adoption of multiple PEB indica-
tive of being an eco-citizen.

Although prior to the 1990s there were few pub-
lications on sustainable development, entrepreneur-
ship, and employees’ behavior (Hall, Daneke,  & 
Lenox, 2010), some research has started to exam-
ine more specifically employee PEB in the work-
place (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Bansal, 2003; 
Bansal & Gao, 2006; Barrett, Lee, & McPeak, 2005; 
Korhonen, von Malmborg, Strachan, & Ehrenfeld, 
2004; Stark & Marcus, 2000). To our knowledge, 
no research to date has examined how autonomous 
and controlled motivations relate specifically to 
employees’ PEB. Future research could pay atten-
tion to several types of employee behaviors that have 
been examined in prior studies and rely on SDT to 
guide research activities. These could include typi-
cal PEB that employees do at home and at work, 
such as recycling, use of environmentally friendly 
forms of transportation like car-pooling, turning off 
lights when the employee is not in his or her office, 
buying biodegradable products, water conserva-
tion, composting organic waste, buying recycled 
products, buying or using products that are less 
harmful to the environment, reusing plastic con-
tainers, avoiding littering, help support financially 
an ecological group, questioning practices that hurt 
the environment, and encouraging others to con-
sider the environment. Quasiexperimental designs 
like those used in Pelletier and Sharp (2007) can 
be used in the workplace to test similar hypotheses 
about the relationship between behavior difficulty 
and self-determined motivation. Employees’ PEBs 
may differ in the degree to which they are cogni-
tively simple or complex, easy or difficult. Also, they 
could be actions taken by employees that improve 
the environmental performance of the company. In 
practice, these actions could fall within three cat-
egories:  (1)  those that decrease the environmental 
impact of the company (e.g., recycling, pollution 
prevention), (2) those that solve an environmental 
problem for a company (e.g., reducing the need for 
hazardous waste disposal, eliminating chemicals that 
are harmful to worker health/natural environment), 
and (3) those that develop a more ecoefficient prod-
uct or service (e.g., increasing resource efficiency by 
producing a less energy-intensive product, the rede-
sign of a system to eliminate the use of products 
harmful to environment or that use large amount 
of energy, the development of a cleaner product for 

sale on the consumer market). By relying on SDT 
to guide research, researchers interested in the work 
environment could then examine more specifically 
whether or not the reasons for adopting PEB in the 
workplace lead to more or less persistence and to a 
transfer of the PEB adopted at work to life domains 
outside of work (e.g., at home or when away on 
vacation).

Determinants of Self-Determined 
Motivation for PEB

Given the positive consequences associated with 
a more self-determined profile of motivation, it 
becomes important to investigate possible factors 
that could either enhance or impair motivational 
orientation. In this section, we turn our attention 
to studies that have examined the determinants of 
environmental motivation.

According to SDT, people are inherently moti-
vated to integrate the regulation of activities that are 
useful for functioning in society, even if the activi-
ties are not necessarily interesting (i.e., intrinsically 
motivated). Most people are now aware that the 
environment has important implications for the 
economy, our health, and the quality of our lives. 
Therefore, people’s desire to be effective in dealing 
with the challenges posed by the ecological situa-
tion should prompt them to take in the regulation 
of PEB and gradually to transform socially valued 
behaviors into personally endorsed activities. As 
discussed earlier, SDT proposes that social contexts 
that support the satisfaction of innate psychological 
needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness 
should promote the internalization of autonomous 
regulation or functional forms of regulation, and 
well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Although in prin-
ciple, internalization of behavior should be facili-
tated by significant people in a relatively close social 
environment (e.g., a spouse, friends, children, edu-
cators, and supervisors) that could represent a daily 
source of influence on motivation, we think that 
the impact of broader sources could be influential 
as well (e.g., the government, the media, managers 
of industries, and public role models).

As indicated previously, informative actions 
from closer and broader sources of influence (i.e., 
sources that point the way to being more effective) 
that support autonomy (i.e., sources that provide a 
good rationale for PEB, that let people freely choose 
among different options) foster the development 
of autonomous motivation (Deci  & Ryan, 2000, 
2008). In contrast, actions that pressure people 
toward specific outcomes or that represent attempts 
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to control behaviors, such as financial incentives, 
punishments, or imposed rules, may produce tem-
porary compliance but do not lead to lasting com-
mitment or personal investment. Finally, situations 
where no rationale for acting is provided, where no 
guidance is provided about a solution to the per-
ceived problem, and where people perceive solutions 
to be out of their reach create a sense of helplessness 
that leads individuals to disengage from a behavior 
(Pelletier, Dion, Tuson, & Green-Demers, 1999).

With respect to the environment, we feel that the 
same factors that have been shown to affect moti-
vation in different life domains should also have 
an impact on the motivation for PEB. However, 
we feel that some social-contextual factors should 
be particularly promising for industries and busi-
ness: the extent to which employees are exposed to 
the outdoors or to natural environments and the 
way policies about environmental programs target 
PEB are implemented.

Exposure to the Outdoors and the 
Natural Environment

The physical environment we live in and work 
in could have a significant impact on our mood and 
our well-being. One aspect of the physical environ-
ment that has been the object of more attention 
lately is the extent to which we feel connected to the 
outdoors, to the natural environment or to condi-
tions that make us think about our natural envi-
ronment. Contact with nature has several positive 
benefits, such as the ability to restore attentional 
resources, improve concentration, speed recov-
ery from illness, and reduce stress (e.g., Herzog, 
Black, Fountaine,  & Knotts, 1997; Plante, Cage, 
Clements,  & Stover, 2006), as well as increasing 
productivity at work (Smith, Tucker, & Pitt, 2011). 
People feel less frustrated and more patient, find 
their job more challenging, have greater enthusi-
asm for their job, and report higher life satisfaction 
as well as overall health (Bringslimark, Hartig,  & 
Patil, 2009). It seems that having plants indoors 
can be beneficial to the individual due to increased 
well-being and reduced stress, in the workplace due 
to increased productivity, and for the planet due to 
increased nature relatedness leading to more par-
ticipation in PEB. But can exposure to the outdoors 
or to natural environments influence individuals’ 
motivational orientation toward environmentally 
sustainable attitudes and behavior? Recent research 
suggests that it can.

Ryan et al. (2010) examined whether being out-
doors and in nature had an impact on the experience 

of vitality. Across five studies using varied strate-
gies (including surveys, vignettes, experimental 
manipulations that involved walking outdoors 
versus indoors, and diary methods that assessed 
the extent to which people were outdoors), results 
suggest that being outdoors and around natural ele-
ments had a positive impact on subjective vitality 
above and beyond the effects of physical activities 
or social interactions that can take place in natural 
settings. Nisbet and Zelenski (2011) reported simi-
lar results with participants that took outdoor walks 
compared with indoor walks. Interestingly, the par-
ticipants made affective forecasting errors, such as 
underestimating the effect that nature would have 
on their mood. In reality, once exposed to nature, 
participants felt a stronger sense of connection to 
nature than anticipated (a concept strongly associ-
ated with concern for the environment and PEB).

Finally, Weinstein, Przybylski, and Ryan (2009) 
examined whether immersion in nature would 
increase the value of intrinsic aspirations and 
decrease the value of extrinsic aspirations, com-
pared with immersion in nonnatural environments. 
To test this hypothesis, participants in three studies 
were exposed to images of either natural or nonnat-
ural environments while listening to a guided imag-
ery script. They reported on aspirations both before 
and after image presentations. In a fourth study, the 
presence or absence of plants was manipulated. All 
studies showed that participants exposed to nature 
valued intrinsic goals more and extrinsic goals less 
than they had before exposure. Moderation analy-
ses in all studies showed that individuals more 
immersed in their environments reported increases 
in intrinsic aspirations and decreases in extrinsic 
ones. Interestingly, higher immersion in nature pre-
dicted higher nature relatedness and autonomy. In 
turn, higher nature relatedness and autonomy had 
an effect on decision-making indicative of valuing 
intrinsic aspirations (i.e., altruism) over extrinsic 
aspirations. For instance, participants immersed in 
natural settings were generous in sharing the money 
gained in a previous task, and they showed more 
willingness to promote others’ interest.

Together these findings suggest that contact 
with nature can have positive effects on vital-
ity and well-being, and it can make people more 
aware of the environmental conditions. Also, it can 
have humanizing effects, fostering greater authen-
ticity and connectedness and, in turn, fostering 
other-orientations that enhance valuing of, and gen-
erosity toward others. Businesses can incorporate 
more use of indoor greenspaces and help facilitate 
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access to outdoor natural environments (e.g., place 
picnic tables outside for breaks in green space, orga-
nize nature walks, encourage walking and bike rid-
ing to work, management retreats in nature rather 
than downtown) to take advantage of the benefits to 
employees and the overall workplace.

The Influence of Policies
Fresh insights for corporate environmental gover-

nance can be gained from research related to public 
government (Benz & Frey, 2007). Although people 
assign an important role to their government in the 
pursuit of environmental sustainability, little atten-
tion has been paid to the impact of the government’s 
approach toward environmental policy on the envi-
ronmental behaviors of individuals. Understanding 
this is important, because government environmen-
tal programs and policies are universally applied 
and, therefore, they have the potential to exert a 
systemic influence on every citizen and on every 
enterprise. Governments at a community through 
to a national level are responsible for providing the 
infrastructure for several large-scale PEBs, such as 
curbside recycling programs or energy conservation, 
and they are responsible for the development and 
the implementation of several programs and poli-
cies aimed at motivating individuals to engage in 
PEB (e.g., advertisements, transit pass tax credits, 
rebates for programmable thermostats, discounts on 
insurance of hybrid vehicles).

The effects of the government’s approach toward 
introduction and implementation of such programs 
and policies on the motivation for PEB are not well 
researched. A few studies show that policies are per-
ceived as coercive (e.g., policies that involve induce-
ments for changing or threats of punishment for not 
changing) but they can motivate change in the short 
term. However, policies have been shown to be rela-
tively ineffective over the long run in creating stable 
behavior change. That is, the targeted behaviors tend 
not to be maintained over time or to transfer when 
contexts change. When policy makers rely on the use 
of external controls to promote change, they essen-
tially create a long-term process of using contingen-
cies and policing people’s behavior to administer the 
consequences to those who fail to comply. Examples 
of policies that use external, coercive methods are 
laws intended to control toxic waste or contami-
nation of ground water. These laws are reasonably 
effective, but the contingencies and policing of the 
behavior need to remain indefinitely, making such 
methods enormously expensive and, thus, difficult 
to apply to change PEB. These regulations can even 

end up having the exact opposite effect (Cardenas, 
Stranlund, & Willis, 2000; Frey & Oberholzer-Gee, 
1997; Livernois  & McKenna, 1999). Several poli-
cies also rely on controlling methods, such as the use 
of incentives. When contingencies involve control-
ling incentives (e.g., refunds for recycling aluminum 
cans), the incentives tend to lose their appeal over 
time, making them inadequate for instilling last-
ing change even when the contingencies are still in 
effect (DeYoung, 1993; Geller, Winnett, & Everett, 
1982; Katzev & Johnson, 1984; Pelletier, 2002; see 
Fall and Roussel [Chapter 12], this volume, for an 
overview of research related to compensation in the 
workplace).

Therefore, there is a need to examine if and 
how government environmental regulation affects 
the motivation for PEB. There is also a need to 
examine what individuals perceive to be the most 
efficient ways to motivate people to act in times of 
crisis or when there is need to consider contexts that 
affect the population in general (e.g., use of natural 
resources like water or the choice of more or less 
risky sources of energy like nuclear energy, coal, 
or tar sands). That is, if the protection of the envi-
ronment and climate change are perceived as real 
threats, and there is a sense of urgency to do some-
thing about it, how do individuals believe the gov-
ernment should proceed to motivate people to act?

Most environmental laws and policies are a form 
of control and should lead to a controlled form of 
motivation and low levels of PEB integration in 
one’s lifestyle if they are not implemented with an 
understanding of human needs and psychologi-
cal functioning, as SDT predicts (Deci  & Ryan, 
1987). In one study, Lavergne, Sharp, Pelletier, 
and Holtby (2010) tested a motivational model of 
PEB that used perception of government style in 
the implementation of environmental programs 
and policies as a predictor of motivation for PEB. 
In agreement with previous studies, autonomous 
motivation predicted a higher frequency of PEB, 
controlled motivation did not predict frequency of 
PEB, and amotivation predicted lower frequency 
of PEB. Also, the perception of the government as 
autonomy-supportive (e.g., the extent to which a 
rationale for action was provided, and citizens had 
some form of choice) contributed to higher levels of 
self-determination, which was evidenced by a direct 
positive effect on autonomous motivation and a 
direct negative effect on amotivation. Perception 
of the government as controlling (e.g., the govern-
ment relies on incentives and punishment) did not 
support participants’ self-determination; instead, 
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it had a strong direct positive effect on both con-
trolled motivation and amotivation. In short, the 
way that the government is perceived by the indi-
vidual has a significant impact on that person’s PEB, 
either in a positive direction if government is seen 
as autonomy-supportive, or in a negative direction 
if government is perceived as controlling. Because 
autonomous motivation is much more closely asso-
ciated with PEB, the most valuable form of govern-
ment is one that is autonomy-supportive, to foster 
the type of motivation necessary to encourage mem-
bers of a society to become eco-citizens. These find-
ing can be directly applied to the business world even 
if there is no direct research available. Controlling 
environmental policies in the workplace will likely 
have a negative impact on long-term employee 
participation of PEB. Employees who perceive the 
workplace to be autonomy-supportive will develop 
more self-determined motivation toward the envi-
ronment and will likely participate in PEB.

In another study, Lavergne and Pelletier (2011) 
examined the possibility that individuals may turn 
toward government control when they experience 
psychological threat for environmental issues of 
different psychological distance (i.e., water con-
servation is more concrete and proximal; climate 
change is more abstract and distal). As hypoth-
esized, climate change was rated as more distal 
and associated with a greater preference for a con-
trolling (but not autonomy-supportive) govern-
ment style, compared with water conservation. 
Furthermore, autonomous motivation toward 
the environment predicted preferences for a more 
controlling and less autonomy-supportive govern-
ment style for both issues (i.e., global warming 
and water conservation), especially as perceived 
psychological distance increased. Controlled moti-
vation predicted a preference for a controlling (but 
not an autonomy-supportive) style for water con-
servation (i.e., proximal issue) but did not predict 
preferences for climate change (i.e., distal issue); 
and amotivation predicted preferences for an 
autonomy-supportive (but not a controlling) gov-
ernment style for both climate change and water 
conservation. This research highlights the “moti-
vated preference for control paradox,” that is, indi-
viduals who are more self-determined and who 
consider taking care of the environment as a priority 
seem to prefer a government that imposes rules and 
regulations about the environment to force indi-
viduals who are less self-determined and amotivated 
to change their behavior. To the extent that prefer-
ences for government style are indicative of voting 

intentions and behavior, the most highly motivated 
environmentalists may in fact be creating a political 
climate that undermines environmental motivation, 
especially for far-reaching environmental issues.

In sum, research on the influence of government 
policies suggests that people may see the benefit of 
an autonomy-supportive approach when it is time 
to implement a policy. However, they may prefer a 
controlling approach because they believe that it is 
urgent to do something to protect the environment 
and because they believe that most people either 
are not motivated or are extrinsically motivated 
to adopt PEB. As a result they may be encourag-
ing a government to adopt an approach that creates 
low levels of motivation or controlled motivation 
that is conducive to low levels of PEB (Pelletier & 
Vallerand, 1996). This same process is likely to be 
happening within the business context where cus-
tomers are requesting a company to make imme-
diate and controlling changes to the company’s 
policies, although more research is needed to test 
how much of these findings can be generalized to 
the business world.

The Influence of Information on 
Environmental Issues

An alternative to policies is providing meaning-
ful information that lets people engage in mindful 
consideration of what is right for them. As such, the 
communication of information does not require the 
same level of external monitoring and enforcing by 
agencies that is required by an externally control-
ling approach, and thus it tends to be less expensive. 
Furthermore, the quality of the resulting autono-
mous choices is a direct function of the quality and 
type of information available.

One type of communication strategy consists of 
providing extensive information about different eco-
logical threats (e.g., global climate change, toxic pol-
lution of air and water supplies), urging individuals 
to prevent further deterioration of the environment, 
and stressing the necessity of having individuals 
directly participate in PEB to address current envi-
ronmental degradation. These messages tend to 
focus on those behaviors that people do not perform 
on a regular basis but that are known to effect posi-
tive changes in the environment (e.g., walk to work, 
shut down electronics when not in use). Describing 
the nature and severity of an ecological problem 
could make people more conscious of the situation. 
It can also make them aware that there is a discrep-
ancy between the importance they attribute to the 
environmental situation and their level of activity to 
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correct that situation. As a consequence, this may 
create discomfort or cognitive dissonance.

In this section, we first examine how providing 
knowledge about the seriousness of the situation 
can create discomfort or cognitive dissonance, but 
it can also lead to paradoxical effects in people with 
different motivational orientations. Second, we 
examine how information campaigns on the envi-
ronment could take advantage of recent principles 
of persuasive communication strategies, principles 
of behavior change, and principles derived from 
SDT to make people aware of the importance of 
environmental conditions and lead them to change 
their behavior.

thE rEduction of cognitivE diSSonancE 
folloWing thE procESS of conflicting 
mESSagES

As discussed at the beginning of this chapter, it is 
increasingly clear that human activities cause several 
environmental problems and the solutions to this 
problem involve trade-offs among environmental, 
economical, and social well-being. These trade-offs 
may be a source of psychological discomfort (i.e., 
negative affect) induced by the presence of a con-
flict (i.e., dissonance) between a cognition and a 
behavior. This conflict has been shown to motivate 
individuals to adopt a strategy to reduce the disso-
nance. Discomfort occurs when individuals face a 
dilemma, such as the presence of large-scale pollu-
tion when one’s country is using tar sands to pro-
duce energy and stimulate the economy, or the loss 
of jobs as a result of ocean fisheries protection. The 
cognitive dissonance that results from trade-offs or 
conflicts is an aversive state, and an alleviation of this 
psychological discomfort is the motivation underly-
ing dissonance-induced attitude change (Higgins, 
Rhodewalt,  & Zanna, 1979; Losch  & Cacioppo, 
1990; Zanna, Higgins, & Taves, 1976). However, 
according to Harmon-Jones (2000), when a person 
becomes aware of a discrepancy between their belief 
that environmental degradation has occurred and 
their lack of action to reduce that degradation, they 
may well choose to downplay the seriousness of the 
environmental situation rather than changing their 
behavior. This may occur because changing one’s 
attitude or perception is perceived as being easier 
than changing one’s behavior.

This analysis reinforces the importance of com-
pany leadership having a clear strategy when a mes-
sage is communicated to employees and the public 
(for more information about the role of leader-
ship see Gilbert and Kelloway [Chapter 11], this 

volume). Simply alarming people about the serious-
ness of an environmental situation, without giving 
them clear and accessible means to solve the situa-
tion, or providing the psychological support needed 
to move toward the solution, may create cognitive 
dissonance and a change of attitude toward the seri-
ousness of the environmental situation, rather than 
motivation to adopt environmentally responsible 
behaviors.

Recently, Lavergne, Pelletier, and Aitken (2010) 
explored this issue by examining whether people’s 
level of self-determined motivation plays a role in 
the amount of dissonance people experience and 
in how they decide to reduce (or not reduce) this 
dissonance. In an initial study, people’s reactions 
were assessed after they were made aware of disso-
nance between their perception of the importance 
of environmental sustainability and their participa-
tion in PEB. Four types of reactions were identi-
fied: (1) doing nothing, (2) deflecting (i.e., thinking 
that environmental problems are not their responsi-
bility, or hoping nobody notices their lack of action), 
(3)  self-bolstering (i.e., reminding themselves that 
they try the best they can but sometimes make mis-
takes), or (4)  using self-monitoring and bringing 
their behavior more in line with their beliefs (i.e., 
reminding themselves to pay more attention in the 
future, or planning to do more PEB). In a second 
study, these four types of reactions were related to 
self-determined motivation and dissonance. The 
results revealed that controlled motivation pre-
dicted a tendency to react to dissonance by inac-
tion or deflection, whereas autonomous motivation 
predicted a tendency to use self-bolstering and espe-
cially self-monitoring and planning behavior change 
to address dissonance. In agreement with SDT, it 
appears that when autonomous people experience 
dissonance regarding an issue that is important to 
them, they reduce the dissonance by acting consis-
tently with their values. In contrast, inducing disso-
nance in people with a controlled motivation seems 
to backfire, pushing them in the opposite direction 
of the goal intended by the message. Studies are 
needed to examine what happens when employees 
face conflicting messages that constantly remind 
them that their job may cause damage to the envi-
ronment but that protecting the environment may 
lead them to lose their job.

thE StratEgic uSE of mESSagE tailoring 
and mESSagE framing

Recently, Pelletier and Sharp (2008) proposed 
a theory-based understanding of how information 
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should be provided to people so that it motivates 
people to act and, more importantly, leads to the 
integration of PEB into people’s lifestyles. These 
authors proposed combining two approaches for 
effectively communicating information. The first 
approach proposes the strategic use of persuasive 
communication by tailoring and framing messages 
to influence behaviors and to shape how people 
construe behaviors (Rothman  & Salovey, 2007). 
The second approach, based on SDT (Deci & Ryan, 
2000, 2008), distinguishes the effect that message 
framing in terms if intrinsic/extrinsic goals can 
have on the implementation of a targeted behav-
ior, its regulation, and its integration into a person’s 
lifestyle.

According to the first approach, a message is 
truly effective when it is guided by the processes 
people use to manage and change their behavior 
(Rothman  & Salovey, 2007; Rothman, Stark,  & 
Salovey, 2006). The communication of information 
leads people not only to attend to the messages, but 
also to process them in a manner that optimizes 
their impact on how people think about the infor-
mation (Petty & Wagener, 1998). This suggests that 
a message should be tailored to the decision-making 
processes people rely on when they are in a spe-
cific phase of behavior change (Rothman, Kelly, 
Hertel,  & Salovey, 2003), and the information 
should be communicated in a manner that is rele-
vant to a person’s thoughts when in a specific phase, 
in order to have an impact on behavior, and behav-
ior internalization (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986).

Accumulated research provides considerable 
support for three stages of behavior change (detec-
tion phase, decision phase, and implementation 
phase; Burkholder  & Evers, 2002; Rosen, 2000; 
Rothman & Salovey, 2007). It is likely that differ-
ent messages have different impacts depending on 
the stage of change a person is in. During the detec-
tion phase, people are more sensitive to messages 
that help them gather and interpret information 
and determine whether there is a problem. Once 
people have detected the presence of a problem, and 
see this problem as important, they reach a decision 
phase. During this phase, people become more sen-
sitive to messages that help them decide whether 
to take action and choose a course of action. Once 
people have decided to act, they become more sen-
sitive to messages that provide them with informa-
tion about how to implement behavior, and how 
they can maintain the behavior by integrating it 
into their lifestyle (Rothman  & Salovey, 2007). 
Gollwitzer (1999) suggested that forming a goal 

intention induces a sense of commitment that 
motivates the individual to realize the goal. Simply 
listing one’s goals is not sufficient to ensure that 
the goals will be accomplished (Sheeran, Webb, & 
Gollwitzer, 2005) because people may not be moti-
vated for the activity that they need to perform to 
achieve the goal, or they fail to develop action plans 
for how they are going to implement the actions 
that will lead to the goal. Recent research suggests 
that conceptualizing implementation intentions 
separately from goal intentions helps specify where, 
when, and how specific responses will lead to goal 
attainment (Gollwitzer, 1999; Gollwitzer & Schaal, 
1998; Sheeran et al., 2005). Implementation inten-
tions greatly ease the self-regulatory demands of 
goal pursuit because the mental representation of 
what one wants to achieve becomes highly acti-
vated and easily accessible. Koestner (2008) sug-
gested that these effects can be further enhanced 
by combining implementation intentions and 
self-determined goals because they complement one 
another:  self-determined motivation to achieve a 
goal leads to goal progress and greater progress can 
be achieved when it is combined with implementa-
tion intentions.

According to the second approach, PEB could be 
further facilitated by the way different goals for the 
targeted behaviors are framed, and the way the infor-
mation about different activities is implemented. 
According to SDT, goal framing has an important 
influence on motivation because it defines what 
is valued within a specific context, what people 
attend to, what knowledge and attitudes become 
cognitively accessible, and what behaviors are being 
considered (Vansteenkiste, Lens,  & Deci, 2006; 
Vansteenkiste et al., 2004). Vansteenkiste and col-
leagues (2004) have proposed that people pursue 
qualitatively different types of goals: intrinsic goals 
(e.g., PEB can contribute to a clean and healthy 
environment) and extrinsic goals (e.g., PEB can save 
money), and these goals lead to considerably dif-
ferent outcomes. These authors showed that when 
college students were learning about reusing and 
recycling as part of a class, they learned more and 
persisted with the behavior longer if the relevant 
material was said to be instrumental to an intrinsic 
value (helping save the environment) rather than an 
extrinsic value (helping save money). Furthermore, 
introducing the topic and learning material in an 
autonomy-supportive way rather than a controlling 
way also significantly improved learning and per-
sistence. Thus, this study showed that both intrin-
sic message framing and autonomy-supportive 
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communication styles are effective means of pro-
moting actions and new choices over the long-term.

In sum, Pelletier and Sharp (2008) proposed 
three types of message. The first type of message 
(i.e., detection phase) should serve the important 
purpose of providing people with a rationale for the 
actions. Once people are aware of an issue, the sec-
ond type of messages should serve the purpose of 
identifying the specific behaviors or solutions that 
are effective in meeting the challenges introduced 
in the first phase. Finally, once people have decided 
to take action, they should be more interested by 
information about when, where, and how a specific 
behavior could be implemented (i.e., the imple-
mentation phase). For example, in a company that 
wants to reduce overall energy consumption, the 
initial message should provide information about 
energy consumption rates of the company and 
why this is an issue (e.g., our energy use affects the 
climate). A  second set of messaging should target 
how employees can help by turning off electron-
ics and lights at the end of the day. The third set 
of message would provide specific details on how 
to perform the targeted behavior, like providing 
information about energy saving features of specific 
equipment. Information about how to implement 
an action represents an important step because it 
helps individuals set the conditions that will deter-
mine when they get started and how they stay on 
track. Pelletier and Sharp (2008) also proposed that 
motivation could be further facilitated by messages 
that emphasize intrinsic as opposed to extrinsic goal 
framing. For example, framing messages targeting 
energy reduction in terms of the benefits for future 
generations (i.e., intrinsic) rather than the cost sav-
ing benefits for the company or how it will improve 
the image of the company (i.e., extrinsic). This is 
especially important because research on motiva-
tion suggests that people’s goals for changing their 
behavior are not all equally effective. More specifi-
cally, it is important to pay attention to the type 
of motives used when a goal is framed because this 
influences what people attend to, what knowledge 
and attitudes become cognitively accessible, and 
what behaviors are being considered. As a con-
sequence, when a goal is framed as a function of 
intrinsic motives, relative to extrinsic motives, it 
should lead to more engagement in an activity, 
more persistence over time, and its effects should 
generalize to other PEB.

It is important to emphasize some future 
research pertaining to the influence of informa-
tion on PEB and the propositions described in the 

previous sections. The test of these proposed prin-
ciples should shed some light on the role that moti-
vation plays in the perception and the processing 
of persuasive messages, when individuals form judg-
ments about risk, how they evaluate potential solu-
tions, and when they decide to implement a new 
behavior. Finally, research in this area should also 
help determine if the different reasons for changing 
behavior are equally effective.

Ways to Encourage Employees to 
Take Environmental Actions

So far we have seen that people’s motivational 
orientation matters. More specifically, the distinc-
tion between autonomous and controlled moti-
vation, as proposed by SDT, is useful to predict 
different levels of engagement in PEB, whether 
these behaviors involve processing information 
about the environment or actually doing easy and 
difficult PEB. We have also seen that the extent 
to which people are connected to nature, the way 
environmental policies are proposed and imple-
mented, and the way the information is tailored (in 
terms of stage of change) and framed (in terms of 
extrinsic compared to extrinsic goals) could have 
a positive impact of people’s motivational orienta-
tion. However, paradoxical effects can be created by 
both the way information about the environment is 
presented and the way environmental policies could 
be implemented. When information about the 
environment scares people, it may create cognitive 
dissonance that could lead some people, especially 
less self-determined people, to apathy and deciding 
the environmental situation is not that bad after 
all. We saw that these people are more likely not 
to participate in PEB because behavior change is 
too difficult compared with changing their attitude 
about the current state of the environment. People, 
especially more autonomous and environmentally 
engaged people, are inclined to favor controlling 
environmental policies because it may force others 
who are less autonomously motivated toward the 
environment to do PEB, although implementing 
policies in a controlling way may ironically create 
controlled motivation and lead people to become 
even less engaged toward the environment.

We believe that this research is useful to under-
stand people’s motivation for PEB and can be applied 
to understand employees’ PEB as well. Employees’ 
PEB encompasses a broad set of environmentally 
conscious activities including following established 
environmental rules, performing required environ-
mental tasks, recycling, reusing, conserving energy, 
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learning more about the environment, finding more 
environmentally friendly ways of working, develop-
ing and applying ideas for reducing the company’s 
environmental impact, developing green processes 
and products, questioning practices that hurt the 
environment, and encouraging others to consider 
the environment. More importantly, research on the 
determinants of motivation for PEB will be useful to 
understand how employee motivation is affected by 
conditions in the employees’ environment and man-
agers’ initiatives. In this section we examine how an 
organization’s mission, environmental policies, and 
supervisory behaviors could be implemented to 
have the most important and significant impact on 
employee motivation to initiate, engage, and hope-
fully maintain environmental actions.

Organization’s Mission and 
Environmental Policies

Some companies or organizations decide to 
implement policies that meet the minimal compul-
sory changes to comply with regulations, whereas 
others take voluntary measures above and beyond 
the minimum to reduce their impact on the natu-
ral environment. We believe that this distinction 
between a reactive and a proactive approach to 
environmental management practices should affect 
the relative strength of the signal from the organiza-
tion and from management regarding protection of 
the natural environment, and therefore should have 
a direct impact on the willingness of employees to 
engage in environmental initiatives.

We propose that one way for businesses and orga-
nizations to be proactive and to send a strong signal 
when they decide to implement environmental and 
sustainability policies is to include the protection of 
the environment and to further environmental sus-
tainability in their mission. Including the protection 
of the environment and environmental sustainabil-
ity in a business’ mission, and having environmen-
tal policies, shows managers and employees that 
their organization expects and is willing to support 
environmental initiatives and actions. It also serves 
the purpose of encouraging managers to promote 
and support employee creativity, environmental 
initiatives, and individual PEB. The environmental 
policies and supervisors’ support could target spe-
cific behaviors and encourage new initiatives from 
employees. These initiatives could aim at finding 
more environmentally friendly ways of working, 
developing, and applying ideas for reducing the 
company’s environmental impact, developing green 
processes and products, questioning practices that 

hurt the environment, or encouraging others to 
consider the environment.

In line with research on goal framing, an orga-
nization’s mission statement on environmental 
sustainability, its environmental policies, and its 
managers’ actions should be framed in terms of 
intrinsic goals (e.g., the quality of the environment 
itself, the health and well-being of individuals and 
employees) as opposed to extrinsic goals (e.g., to 
make or save money, to make a profit, to promote 
a good public image, to comply with the public’s 
expectations). Ironically, as the research on goal 
framing suggests, the promotion of intrinsic goals 
could lead to more positive outcomes, more engage-
ment, more persistence, and therefore could be 
more profitable for a business or organization than 
the promotion of PEB to achieve extrinsic goals.

An organization’s environmental policies could 
cover a wide variety of behaviors and activities, such 
as environmental purchasing; a system for imple-
menting, monitoring, and evaluating goals related 
to environmental activities; environmental train-
ing and education; or policies that aim specifically 
at reducing specific activities (e.g., the use of fossil 
fuel, the use of toxic chemical, or the use of products 
that are not sustainable). Finally, all these behaviors 
could be encouraged at home, in the working envi-
ronment, and abroad (e.g., when visiting a client).

Supervisors’ Interpersonal Behaviors
The organization’s written mission statement and 

environmental policies can send a strong signal and 
can act as a guide for employees. However, state-
ments and policies, in themselves, do not make a 
company environmentally sustainable. Supervisors’ 
interpersonal behaviors that demonstrate environ-
mental support for environmental actions also pro-
vide an important message to employees—that the 
organization’s environmental policies are meaning-
ful. In agreement with SDT (Deci & Ryan, 2008), 
the internalization of PEB and motivation should 
be optimal when supervisors provide a good ratio-
nale for PEB, outline effective ways in meetings 
challenges, communicate that employees can freely 
choose among different options, and suggest that 
goals for these PEB are intrinsic. By contrast, super-
visors can hinder internalization when they do not 
supply any rationale for acting, pressure employees 
toward specific extrinsic goals, provide no infor-
mation about the solution to the perceived prob-
lem, or provide no solution about how employees 
could implement behavior in their lifestyle (Pelletier 
et al., 1999).
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More specifically, employees’ autonomous 
motivation for PEB could be facilitated by super-
visors’ interpersonal behaviors that create an 
autonomy-supportive work climate. As indicated 
throughout this book, focusing on how to change 
the environment to promote autonomous moti-
vation, as well as intrinsic motivation, is a fruitful 
approach to organizational commitment. Research 
on SDT proposes several behaviors that could help 
fulfill the core psychological needs of employees and 
their motivation for work (Gagné  & Deci, 2005; 
Stone, Deci, & Ryan, 2009). These behaviors can 
foster employees’ motivation for PEB as well.

• Asking open questions and inviting participation 
in solving problems regarding the environment. This 
approach invites exploration of an employee’s 
perception of an environmental problem and their 
proposed solutions. In contrast, closed questions 
place the manager in the expert role and imply 
the need for passive compliance from employees. 
Open questions raise problems without implying a 
preferred manager solution.

• Active listening, including acknowledging 
the employee’s point of view on an environmental 
issue. Open questions are best followed by active 
listening that includes explicit acknowledgment of 
employees’ perceptions of a problem. Summarizing 
is another effective active listening technique 
that consists of briefly restating employees’ ideas 
or proposed solutions. Such summaries may 
begin with statements that invite clarification of 
misunderstandings or misperceptions. Statements 
of affirmation are also critical to active listening. 
Affirmations are sincere expressions of thanks or 
appreciation that may include acknowledging 
difficulties already encountered.

• Offering choices within structure, including 
the clarification of responsibilities. Offer a menu 
of possible actions that take into consideration 
the other goals of the organization and that 
follows from a dialogue based on open questions 
and active listening. Clarifying employees’ 
responsibilities and contributions is also integral 
to an SDT approach. For example, methods 
for acknowledging employees’ perspective while 
clarifying their responsibilities involve providing a 
meaningful rationale for PEB and acknowledging 
the employees’ feelings of dislike or disinterest in 
an initiative, or possible conflicts with other goals 
pursued by an organization.

• Providing sincere, positive, nonjudgmental 
feedback that acknowledges initiative. Pointing 

out an employee’s behavior that is damaging for 
the environment along with open questions and 
active listening invites mutual exploration of 
the full range of possibilities for addressing the 
problem. This allows employees to learn from their 
less-successful endeavors. Following the exploration 
of possibilities, feedback on the solutions proposed 
and praise for insightful initiatives and suggestions 
can motivate, if it supports competence and 
autonomy, and demotivate if it is perceived as 
controlling. Effective praise is sincere and specific; 
it acknowledges unique and unusual contributions 
and initiatives. Praise that acknowledges mere 
compliance (e.g., “good, you did just as told you 
to do”) tends to feel controlling; in contrast, 
praise that acknowledges proactive engagement 
and initiative supports people’s competence and 
autonomy.

• Develop and share knowledge to enhance 
competence and autonomy for PEB. Employees 
may value educational opportunities primarily 
as opportunities for increasing autonomy, and 
learning new skills (i.e., competence), as opposed 
to opportunities for external rewards. Offering 
environmental educational opportunities as a 
means for personal and professional development 
creates positive motivational effects. In addition, 
similar beneficial effects are created by increasing 
awareness of learning and advancement 
opportunities to help meet core intrinsic goals 
stated in environmental policies. Managers 
should avoid using educational opportunities as 
external rewards to prevent employees from feeling 
controlled, which in turn has a negative impact on 
their motivation for PEB.

• Minimizing coercive controls and maximizing 
the use autonomy-supportive behaviors. Many 
organizations still hold a perspective that money 
is the only relevant consideration in rewarding 
employees for PEB. SDT offers a constructive 
alternative approach. The SDT approach seeks to 
minimize the salience of monetary rewards as a 
motivational strategy because they do not promote 
autonomous motivation. Some organizations 
also use competition-based compensation 
schemes that pit employees against one another. 
These strategies are counterproductive because 
they do not promote fulfillment of the basic 
psychological needs.

• Be mindful of stages of change (detection, 
decision, and implementation). Tailor interventions 
to the stage where the employee is currently 
located. Aim to facilitate movement through 
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the current stage and transition to the next stage 
of change by providing information about the 
environmental problem, while simultaneously 
providing concrete steps for arriving at a solution, 
and by providing step-by-step procedures (i.e., 
implementation goals and implementation 
intentions) as a means of tracking progress and 
providing feedback.

To create a culture of environmentalism among 
employees, management needs to be supportive of 
the employees’ autonomy and they need to lead by 
example. Management involvement is perceived 
to be the most important facilitator to encourage 
and support employees to be “green” (Zibarras  & 
Woods, 2010). When there is backing from man-
agement for proenvironmental initiatives (e.g., car 
pool program), best practices for environmental 
business polices (e.g., green procurement policy), 
and just everyday PEB (e.g., recycling old reports), 
then employees feel supported in making a change 
toward integrating environmentally responsible 
behaviors. It is not surprising that lack of manage-
ment commitment and support is seen as the most 
significant barrier to employee PEB (Zibarras  & 
Woods, 2010). When there is little support from 
management the employees do not feel responsible 
to participate in environmental initiatives or do not 
develop initiatives based on an anticipated denial 
from management. When management dictates 
environmental policy but does not show proenvi-
ronmental leadership, employees can view this as 
a form of controlled support, which leads to con-
trolled motivation rather than autonomous motiva-
tion. In sum, creating a proenvironmental culture 
in a workplace only develops if there is participa-
tion from all levels of the organization, top down 
and bottom up. Autonomously supportive manage-
ment can foster workplace participation in PEB and 
the development of a proenvironmental culture. 
In turn, a proenvironmental culture at work could 
facilitate the internalization of proenvironmental 
values and attitudes, and foster eco-citizenship in 
the wider society.

Conclusion
Employees’ PEBs are critical to the suc-

cess of organizational environmental initiatives. 
Increasingly, businesses, companies, and organiza-
tions are interested in findings ways to encourage 
employees to engage in environmental actions that 
could improve the environmental performance of 
organizational operations, their products, and the 

services they offer. Recent research on SDT mainly 
drawn from the environmental domain provides 
practical information that companies and organi-
zations could use to transform their current opera-
tions if they wish to strengthen their employees’ 
autonomous motivation and their environmental 
programs. In this chapter we focus our attention on 
the difference that the quality of motivation makes 
when individuals deal with more or less difficult 
PEB, as well as the proactive role that autonomous 
motivation plays when individuals search for and 
process information. We also examine how govern-
ment policies could be implemented to affect posi-
tively motivation, we introduce new research on the 
positive and negative strategies people use to reduce 
their cognitive dissonance regarding PEB, and we 
examine how tailoring and framing messages could 
guide individuals and help them become more 
self-determined.

Future Directions
We offer a few avenues for future research. 

Although the studies described in this chapter are 
informative for organizations that aim to encour-
age employees to engage in positive environmen-
tal actions, more research is necessary to test the 
proposed principles in the work environment. We 
also need more research that assesses behavioral 
indicators of employees’ PEB. That is, regardless of 
the type of business, we need to examine whether 
employee autonomous motivation can lead to 
less consumption of energy, more consumption 
of “greener” sources of energy, reduction of waste 
including more recycling, and the development 
of products and services that could have a posi-
tive impact on the environment. In sum, we need 
to examine if it is possible to reduce the ecological 
footprints of organizations by increasing employees’ 
autonomous motivation and individual PEB.

Participation in environmental programs may 
provide financial savings and competitive advan-
tage; enable access to technical assistance; help firms 
weaken regulations or shape future regulations; or 
create an image of environmental friendliness for 
customers, suppliers, employees, or the public. It 
also may demonstrate a firm’s responsiveness to 
governmental policies, as well as to community and 
employee concerns. These reasons may be contin-
gent on several factors, such as the firm’s competitive 
environment; exposure to regulatory or technologi-
cal change; or the actions and demands of custom-
ers, investors, and community groups. However, 
close to nothing is known about how these reasons 
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or motives affect an organization’s participation in 
environmental programs, how they relate to an orga-
nization’s mission and vision, or how these motives 
could affect managers’ behaviors. We think that all 
these factors could represent pressures from above 
(e.g., the ways government policies are implemented) 
or pressure from below (e.g., demands from custom-
ers, low motivation of employees) that could affect 
managers’ or supervisors’ motivation and interper-
sonal behaviors, and in turn the employees’ moti-
vational orientation (Pelletier, Séguin,  & Legault, 
2002; Pelletier & Sharp, 2009). In other words, we 
think that understanding why and how firms adopt 
beyond-compliance environmental practices is an 
important question to determine the quality and the 
type of organizational support that will be provided 
to encourage environmental actions at all levels.

Also, very little is known about the effect that 
corporate social responsibility policies targeting 
the environment have on managers’ interpersonal 
behaviors and the employees’ motivation and PEB. 
It is becoming more frequent now for large organiza-
tions to have a corporate social responsibility policy, 
to value the environment, or have some other sus-
tainability program (if not in the mission statement 
itself ). Future research should examine how specific 
organization policies or mission statements that ben-
efit the environment affect members of an organiza-
tion and their motivation to engage in PEB.

Recent research (Nisbet  & Zelinski, 2011; 
Weinstein et al., 2009) has examined how contact 
with nature (e.g., adding plants to environments, 
using images depicting natural environments, or 
encouraging employees to engage in outdoor activi-
ties during the day) can make people more aware of 
environmental conditions, which can have positive 
effects on vitality and well-being, can have human-
izing effects, and can foster other-orientations that 
enhance valuing of, and generosity toward, oth-
ers. It is important to replicate these studies in a 
work environment and to examine more specifically 
if increasing contact with nature affects employee 
motivation and levels of engagement in PEB.

We also propose other avenues for fostering 
managers’ autonomy-supportive behaviors and 
employees’ autonomous motivation for PEB, such 
as including the protection of the environment and 
the promotion of sustainability in the mission of 
the organization, and adopting and communicating 
environmental policies. A  mission statement and 
environmental policies could play an important role 
because they make employees sensitive to the sig-
nals coming from different levels of management. 

Although no empirical work has been done to test 
the effect that a mission statement could have on the 
protection of the environment and environmental 
policies, these steps could represent organizational 
factors that could have an impact on managers’ 
interpersonal behaviors, employees’ motivation, 
and employees’ PEB and initiatives.

It is a challenging task to motivate employees to 
change behaviors that are harmful to the environ-
ment and lead them to adopt new PEB. Almost 
no SDT research has examined the relationship 
between environmental sustainability, business envi-
ronmental engagement, and performance but our 
review suggests that research, grounded in SDT and 
the motivation for PEB in the general population, 
could have important implications for the business 
world. It is time to take the lead in new research, 
because the degradation of the environment repre-
sents an opportunity to advance our knowledge of 
people’s motivation to change, and thereby reduce 
environmentally degrading behaviors in the busi-
ness and organization world.
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The Economic Utility of Self-Determined 
Motivation

In the last few years, a vertiginous increase in 
psychological problems related to work has been 
observed (Schott, 1999), so much so that these 
problems now represent a multibillion dollar bill 
for corporations and societies around the globe. 
Mental health problems related to work can bring 
deleterious consequences, such as lost productivity, 
increased healthcare cost, poor relationships, dimin-
ished innovative capacity, errors and accidents, and 
even legal actions (Conference Board of Canada, 
2005). In Canada, these problems cost between $14 
billion (Stephens & Joubert, 2001) and $33 billion 
yearly (Global Business and Economic Roundtable 
on Addiction and Mental Health, 2004)  depend-
ing on the estimation. In the United States, direct 
and indirect costs of mental health problems at 
work average around $150 billion (Danna  & 

Griffin, 1999). This estimation goes up to $300 bil-
lion according to the American Institute of Stress 
(Stambor, 2006). At the international level, mental 
health problems associated with work are so impor-
tant and widespread that some authors even argue 
that they can affect the economic competitiveness 
of a country by absorbing 3–4% of its gross national 
product (Liimatainen & Gabriel, 2000).

One possible cause of psychological problems at 
work is the type of motivational orientation an indi-
vidual has toward working. Reasons why people work 
can vary from just earning a paycheck, to gaining 
some self-esteem and self-worth, to making this world 
a better place, to living or doing something interest-
ing. These reasons can lead to differential outcomes. 
The goal of this article is to demonstrate the economic 
utility of self-determined motivation and to translate 
research results in economic terms by using concepts 
taken from economic utility techniques.1

Abstract

This article demonstrates the economic utility of self-determined motivation and translates research 
results into economic terms, by using the cost-procedures-processes-outcomes-analysis, in order to 
reduce the scientist-practitioner gap. These economic utility analyses demonstrate how organizations 
can increase their profits and lessen their expenses by stimulating self-determined work motivation. We 
show how each dollar invested can generate $3.19 in return. It thus seems that being able to translate 
research results in economic terms is one way of reducing the scientist-practitioner gap because it uses a 
language understood by, namely money. Previous research results have shown the positive effect of having 
self-determined types of motivation but never were they translated into the language of money. Using 
economic utility analyses to translate research results in terms of money can efficiently help reduce the 
research-practitioner divide.
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Self-Determination Theory
One theory that covers a wide spectrum of human 

motivation and its different consequences in various 
life settings (including work) is self-determination 
theory (SDT; Deci  & Ryan, 1985, 2000, 2001, 
2008; Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2001). SDT (Deci & 
Ryan, 2008) posits that underlying reasons to per-
form an activity (such as work) vary along a contin-
uum that goes from intrinsic (i.e., I work because of 
my interest and enjoyment of the tasks) to extrinsic 
(i.e., I work for an instrumental reason) to amoti-
vation (the absence of motivation). SDT also pro-
poses that extrinsic motivation can vary in terms of 
how internalized the motivation is, yielding three 
different types of extrinsic motivation. At one 
end of the self-determination continuum (Deci & 
Ryan, 2008), intrinsic motivation refers to the most 
self-determined type of motivation. When intrinsi-
cally motivated, an individual feels that his or her 
actions are freely experienced and self-endorsed. 
Actions are done for the sake of the enjoyment and 
the inherent satisfaction they bring. The first form 
of extrinsic motivation is termed identified regula-
tion, which represents doing something because it 
is personally meaningful or judged to be important 
(Ryan & Deci, 2001). As an example of identified 
motivation behavior, Gagné and Deci (2005) give the 
example of a nurse who strongly values her patient’s 
comfort and well-being. If a nurse understands 
the importance of doing her part of more unpleas-
ant tasks, she might feel relatively autonomous in 
doing tasks such as taking care of the patients’ per-
sonal hygiene, even though these activities are not 
inherently motivating. Next is introjected regula-
tion (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2001), which represents 
doing something out of inner pressures, whether it 
is obtaining internal rewards (e.g., boosting one’s 
self-worth) or avoiding internal punishments (e.g., 
avoiding guilt). The least self-determined type of 
motivation is extrinsic motivation (Deci  & Ryan, 
1985, 2001). This is when behaviors are controlled 
by external factors, such as obtaining something 
positive (e.g., money or an award) or avoiding 
negative consequences (e.g., losing one’s job). On 
the other end of the self-determination continuum 
stands amotivation, which is the absence of motiva-
tion or, in lay person’s term, demotivation. These 
different types of motivation can be measured in 
the realm of work (e.g., Gagné et al., 2010) and its 
structure is invariant across different languages and 
culture (e.g., Gagné et al., 2014). We can regroup 
motivation types into two categories: autonomous 
motivation (comprising intrinsic motivation and 

identified regulation) and controlled motivation 
(comprising extrinsic and introjected regulation). 
These categories are sometimes used instead of the 
four distinct types of motivation (Sheldon, Turban, 
Brown, Barrick, & Judge, 2003).

For the last 30  years, SDT has received wide-
spread attention in the domains of education, 
health care, and sports. In research examining these 
different realms of life, autonomous motivation has 
been linked to various positive consequences, such 
as enhanced creativity (Amabile, 1983), self-esteem 
(Deci, Schwartz, Sheinman,  & Ryan, 1981), and 
general well-being (Langer & Rodin, 1976) just to 
name a few. Recent robust empirical findings support 
SDT as an integrative, coherent, and solid theory of 
work motivation as it is now establishing itself as a 
well-recognized theory of work motivation (Deci, 
Connell,  & Ryan, 1989; Gagné  & Deci, 2005; 
Gagné  & Forest, 2009; Sheldon et  al., 2003)  to 
study important organizational topics, such as com-
mitment (Gagné, Chemolli, Forest,  & Koestner, 
2008; Meyer, Becker,  & Vandenberghe, 2004; 
Meyer & Gagné, 2008), performance and success 
(Baard, 2002; Baard, Deci, & Ryan, 2004; Burton, 
Lydon, D’Allessandro, & Koestner, 2006; Kuvaas, 
2006a, 2007, 2009; Lee, Sheldon, & Turban, 2003), 
compensation (Gagné & Forest, 2008), leadership 
(Bono & Judge, 2003), acceptance of organizational 
change (Gagné, Koestner,  & Zuckerman, 2000), 
turnover (Richer, Blanchard,  & Vallerand, 2002), 
work-family conflict (Senécal, Vallerand, & Guay, 
2001), work conditions in different countries (Deci 
et  al., 2001), training (Dysvik  & Kuvaas, 2008), 
job characteristics (Gagné, Senécal,  & Koestner, 
1997; Millette & Gagné, 2008), and career choice 
and management (Guay, 2005; Guay, Ratelle, 
Senécal, Larose, & Deschênes, 2006; Guay, Senécal, 
Gauthier,  & Fernet, 2003; Vansteenkiste, Duriez, 
Simons,  &  Soenens, 2006; Vansteenkiste, Lens, 
De Witte, De Witte, & Deci, 2004; Vansteenkiste, 
Lens, De Witte, & Feather, 2005; Waterman, 2004, 
2005; Waterman et al., 2003).

Finally, SDT has also been linked to mental 
health. Numerous researchers agree that men-
tal health problems are costly and that they can 
have harmful effects on individual and organiza-
tional outcomes (Driskell & Salas, 1996; Kahn & 
Langlieb, 2002; Motowidlo, Manning, & Packard, 
1986; Quick, Murphy,  & Hurrel, 1992; Quick, 
Quick, Nelson, & Hurrel, 1997; Quick & Tetrick, 
2003). The existing literature on mental health 
makes it possible to emphasize the fact that men-
tal health is not simply the absence of disease or 
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distress (e.g., Achille 2003a, 2003b; Keyes, 2003; 
Lent, 2004) but is characterized both by a nonexis-
tent or low level of negative aspects and a fairly fre-
quent occurrence of positive aspects (e.g., Achille, 
2003a, 2003b; Bruchon-Schweitzer, 2002; Massé 
et  al., 1998). Research linking SDT and men-
tal health (e.g., Lévesque, Blais,  & Hess, 2004a, 
2004b; Lynch, Plant,  & Ryan, 2005; Van den 
Broeck, Vansteenkiste, De Witte,  & Lens, 2008; 
Vansteenkiste et  al., 2007)  has followed this gen-
eral idea by using positive indicators, such as sat-
isfaction (Ilardi, Leone, Kasser,  & Ryan, 1993), 
adjustment (Kasser, Davey,  & Ryan, 1992), and 
affective commitment (Kuvaas, 2006b), and nega-
tive indicators, such as burnout (Fernet, Guay, & 
Senécal, 2004)  and physical symptoms (Otis  & 
Pelletier, 2005).

Translating Research Results in 
Economic Terms

To go beyond theoretical evidence, organizations 
and managers often want to know if theories in orga-
nizational behavior and human resources manage-
ment can help them increase the effectiveness and 
efficiency of their organization. One problem with 
organizational behavior and organizational psy-
chology research results is that they can sometimes 
be difficult to understand for managers because it 
is in a language with which they are not familiar. 
Even though they would entirely comprehend the 
link between the variables we study (such as the 
link between self-determined motivation and men-
tal health), it is often problematic for researchers to 
translate these results into an understandable business 
language (e.g., return on investment). One possible 
solution to find a commonly understood language 
between researchers and managers could be to use 
economic terms to express research results, which is 
precisely the purpose of economic utility analyses.

Overview of Economic Utility 
Analyses

Economic utility analysis is a general term used 
for methods and strategies aimed at putting an eco-
nomic value on things that are not straightforwardly 
quantifiable. This kind of analysis has been success-
fully applied and well-accepted in such domains 
as psychiatry (Hoch  & Dewa, 2005), behavioral 
medicine (Kaplan & Groessl, 2002), environmental 
medicine (Goetzel et al., 2004; Stave, Muchmore, & 
Gardner, 2003), and marital therapy (Fals-Stewart, 
Yates, & Klostermann, 2005). Fields closer to the 
organizational behavior literature where economic 

utility analysis has been accepted and used include 
employee selection systems (Boudreau  & Rynes, 
1985; Boudreau, Sturman,  & Judge, 1994; 
Burke  & Doran, 1989; Cronshaw  & Alexander, 
1985; Hunter, Schmidt, & Coggin, 1988; Judiesch, 
Schmidt,  & Hunter, 1993), performance evalu-
ation (Hunter, Schmidt,  & Judiesch, 1990; 
Judiesch, Schmidt,  & Mount, 1992; Schmidt  & 
Hunter, 1983), human resource intervention pro-
grams (Law, 1995; Rauschenberger  & Schmidt, 
1987), and general human resources management 
(Boudreau, 1991, 1996; Boudreau  & Ramstad, 
2003; Cascio  & Boudreau, 2008; Huselid, 1995, 
1996; Le Louarn  & Daoust, 2008a, 2008b; Le 
Louarn  & Wils, 2001; Macan  & Highhouse, 
1994; Saks, 2000). Specific research topics where 
it has been applied include mental health (Yates, 
1996)  and healthcare services (Drummond, 
Sculpher, Torrance, O’Brien,  & Stoddart, 1997), 
psychological control (Falk  & Kosfeld, 2006), 
employee absenteeism (Harrison  & Martocchio, 
1998), work-life balance (Duxbury, Higgins,  & 
Johnson, 1999), training (Cascio, 1989; Mathieu & 
Leonard, 1987; Morrow, Jarrett, & Rupinski, 1997; 
Phillips, 1997, 2003), engagement (Xanthopoulou, 
Bakker, Demerouti, & Schaufeli, 2009), health and 
wellness programs (Aldana, 2001; Aldana, Merrill, 
Price, Hardy,  & Hager, 2005; Chapman, 2003; 
DeRango  & Franzini, 2002; Parks  & Steelman, 
2008), and stress management programs (Elo, 
Ervasti, Kuosma, & Mattila, 2008; Richardson & 
Rothstein, 2008), as well as high-performance 
workplaces (Lloyd & Foster, 2006).

Reasons why economic utility analysis is not 
more prevalent in organizational behavior research 
are understandable. We agree with authors, such as 
Kaplan and Groessl (2002), who say that economic 
utility analysis can seem unemotional, cold, and 
even offensive. Putting a dollar sign, monetizing, 
or quantifying mental distress or human suffering is 
not a natural reflex in organizational research where 
the human experience is valued over the monetary 
cost it can eventually prompt. Although this argu-
ment is understandable, this must not prevent orga-
nizational psychology or management researchers to 
collect economic data and/or to use notions from 
economic utility analysis. Economic utility calcula-
tions are very important because such information 
as returns on investment or costs/benefit ratio are 
often the only one that a manager or a CEO wishes 
to obtain from an organizational psychology consul-
tant or researcher. For example, influential interna-
tional governing bodies, such as the World Health 
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Organization, identify cost-effectiveness analysis 
as a topic of interest to which researchers should 
devote more energy (Murray, Evans, Acharya,  & 
Baltussen, 2000; World Health Organization, 
2000). Economic utility calculations can also con-
vince organizations of their social responsibility 
toward their workers. Although it may sound ironic 
to rely on extrinsic incentives (i.e., money) to moti-
vate managers to pay attention to this issue, dem-
onstrating to them the economic benefits of good 
practices also educates them about the importance 
of promoting health at work (Conference Board of 
Canada, 2002). Finally, economic utility analyses 
applied to research results could be an efficient way 
to translate research results into intelligible terms to 
practitioners and managers (Shapiro, Kirkman, & 
Courtney, 2007), which would subsequently help 
disseminate research results to a wider public (rather 
than to scientific journal readers only; see Sommer, 
2006) and diminish the research-practitioner divide 
as is emphasized by professional organizations, 
such as Society for Industrial and Organizational 
Psychology (Latham, 2009), specific journals, such 
as the Journal of Occupational and Organizational 
Psychology (Gelade, 2006; Hodgkinson, 2006; 
Symon, 2006; Wall, 2006), and researchers 
alike (Cascio, 2008; Cascio  & Aguinis, 2008; 
Deadrick, & Gibson, 2009; Rynes, 2007a, 2007b; 
Rynes, Bartunek, & Daft, 2001).

Far from reducing the worker’s experience to a 
dollar sign, notions from economic utility analy-
sis have the advantage of exposing and explaining 
important research results in a financial and eco-
nomic language that is understood by a wider range 
of people working in organizations. Moreover, this 
enhanced understanding of research results could 
increase the likelihood that managers listen to our 
recommendations and also the probability that they 
will participate in future studies and use research 
results.

However, the costs/benefit ratio and return 
on investment methods are often too simple for 
detecting and explaining the nuances and subtle-
ties of the impact of our interventions. A  more 
complete and sensible method exists to calcu-
late the economic utility of interventions: the 
cost-procedures-processes-outcomes-analysis 
(CPPOA) technique (Yates, 1996).2 To better  
understand how economic utility analyses can 
be used in organizational behavior research, 
the CPPOA technique is applied next to previ-
ously published research results on SDT (Deci 
et al., 1989).

Economic Utility Analysis 
Applied to SDT

By using the intervention presented in Deci and 
colleagues (1989), we use the CPPOA method to 
show the economic utility of interventions aimed 
at increasing self-determined motivation at work. 
More precisely, we show—by extrapolating on 
these research results—that each dollar invested in 
a training session to increase the frequency of man-
agers’ autonomy-supportive behaviors (intended to 
enhance the degree of self-determined motivation 
in employees) can generate $3.19 in profit for the 
organization after 1  year. The interventions were 
done over a little more than a 12-month period and 
in five different locations, and a delayed-treatment 
study was used in order to evaluate the efficacy of a 
training session aimed at coaching managers to sup-
port their subordinates’ self-determined motivation. 
More precisely, three main themes were covered 
through group workshops and discussions: (1) max-
imizing the opportunity to take initiatives by sub-
ordinates; (2)  improving the quantity and quality 
of informational feedback given to subordinates; 
and (3) helping managers accept, acknowledge, and 
recognize their subordinates’ perspective (see the 
article by Deci and colleagues [1989] for full details 
of interventions). Deci and colleagues (1989) found 
that enhancing the interpersonal skills of manag-
ers through training produced increases in subor-
dinates’ trust in supervisors and the organization, 
feeling less pressured, satisfaction with quality of 
feedback, opportunity for inputs, security, higher 
perception of potential for advancement, and gen-
eral satisfaction. We can also suppose that another 
positive consequence to add to this list is mental 
health. Apart from the psychological benefits of 
enhancing the managers’ capacity to support their 
subordinates’ self-determined motivation, organiza-
tions are also interested in knowing the economic 
impact of the programs by asking: “How much does 
each dollar invested generate in savings/profits?”

Take the example of an organization with 68 
employees (one CEO, two employees within 
human resources and five managers, each one hav-
ing 12 employees under their supervision) in which 
we would apply the training regimen described in 
Deci and colleagues (1989). This company would 
have a wage bill3 of $3,750,000. It is generally rec-
ognized that problems associated with work (e.g., 
absence, disease, burnout) represent, at the very 
least, an expenditure equivalent to 5% of the wage 
bill (e.g., Mercer Human Resources, 2006), which 
translates into $187,500 for the current example. In 
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order to actually use the CPPOA method, we first 
have to calculate the cost4 of the training session. 
This is what is shown in Table 20.1.

By combining notions from CPPOA (Yates, 
1996)  and human resources calculation (Le 
Louarn & Wils, 2001, pp. 110–113), we are able 
to say that at Time 1 (i.e., before the training ses-
sion), and in light of the normal distribution curve, 
17% of employees costs 1.5 times more than the 
normal cost to the organization in terms of expenses 
related to absence (e.g., leave of absence due to 
burnout), that 66% of employees have a normal 
cost (i.e., 5% of their salary) to the organization, 
and that 17% are costing half the normal cost to 
their company (e.g., they are less absent and/or are 
not using employee assistance program services as 
frequently). At Time 2, after training managers, 
we can generally assume that this will have a posi-
tive impact on employees’ self-determined moti-
vation. To calculate this impact on mental health 
and costs, we need to observe what happens when 
people change cost category. In the example, some 
people will change categories resulting in less people 
in the most expensive category (four people less in 

the 1.5 times the normal cost), there will be more 
people in the least expensive category (four people 
more in the half times the normal cost), and the 
same number of people in the middle category. This 
results in a $12,500 savings from Time 1 to Time 2 
(Table 20.2).

The same logic can be applied to increased 
employee performance. On the left hand side of 
Table 20.3, we can see that there is a normal dis-
tribution of employees by output categories:  10 
employees have a 90% output (0.9 x $100,000 in 
output), 40 have a normal output (i.e., $100,000), 
and 10 have a higher output than5 (1.1 x $100,000). 
Again, following managers’ training, four employ-
ees will switch from the 90% output category to 
the normal output category and four employees of 
this middle category will reach the 110% category, 
resulting in a $80,000 increase in employee output 
(right hand side of Table 20.3).

In order to calculate how much each invested 
dollar yields at the end of the year, it is necessary to 
add the savings made on the expenses related with 
mental health and disability ($12,500) and the rise 
in profits ($80,000), and then divide the total by 

Table 20.1 Costs estimation for the training session to enhance the support of managers.

Cost per 
hour

Training 
development

Transportation/room/
food

Training Equipment/
material/
training 
facilities

Follow-up TOTAL

Consultant 
($300/hr)

16 hr × $300/
hr = $4,800

500 × $0.35/km = $175
$150/night × 3 = $50
$25/(meal) × 
8 days = 200$

16 hr × $300/
hr = $4,800

$2,000 1.5 hr × $300/
hr = $450

$12,875

Junior 
consultant 
($150/hr)

16 hr × $150/
hr = $2,400

$150/night x 3 = $450
$25/(meal) × 
8 days = $200

16 hr × $150/
hr = $2,400

— 1.5 hr × $150/
hr = $225

$5,675

Managers 
($75/hr)

0.25 hr × $75/
hr × 5 managers 
= $93.75

500 × .35/km = $175
$150/night × 2 = $300
$25/(meal) × 
6 days = $150
$625 × 5 
managers = $3,125

16 hr × $75/hr 
× 5 managers 
= $6,000

— 1.5 hr × 
$75/hr × 
5 managers 
= $562.50

1956.25 × 
5 managers 
= $9781.25

Human 
resources 
($75/hr)

2 hr × $75/
hr = $150

Employees 
($20/hr)

0.25 hr × $20/
hr × 50 = $250

0.25 hr × 
$20/hr × 
50 = $250

$7,693.75 $4,600 $13,200 $2,000 $1,487.50 $28,981.25
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the cost of training ($28,981.25). On the basis of 
this calculation, it is possible to advance that each 
dollar invested in a training session generates, after 
1  year, $3.19 for the organization. This value in 
profit for each dollar invested in our example is sim-
ilar to what was found in other interventions. For 
example, Lloyd and Foster (2006) presented three 
organizational interventions (two in business orga-
nizations and one in a city administration) where 
each dollar invested generated, a year later, $1.42, 
$3.40, and $3.60, respectively.

General Discussion
Researchers and consultants can learn from this 

exercise that far from reducing the worker to a sim-
ple dollar sign, the CPPOA method makes it pos-
sible to check the economic utility and the financial 
effectiveness of psychological interventions with 
more nuance and subtlety than the simple cost/
benefit ratio or return on investment. More specifi-
cally, the CPPOA method enables the explanation 
of mechanisms or mediating variables on which 
the interventions have an effect (Table 20.4). This 
experience can afterward be quantified in terms of 

savings and/or profits. It is our belief that the use of 
economic-utility analyses in research can help reduce 
the scientist-practitioner gap, which is in line with 
numerous recent calls for action in this direction 
(Cascio, 2008; Deadrick, & Gibson, 2009; Gelade, 
2006; Hodgkinson, 2006; Latham, 2009; Rynes, 
2007a, 2007b; Rynes et  al., 2001; Shapiro et  al., 
2007; Sommer, 2006; Symon, 2006; Wall, 2006). 
The CPPOA method makes it possible to express 
worker outcomes in terms that managers understand 
and care about: money. To have an impact, research-
ers and consultants in organizations should thus 
more systematically use the CPPOA method (Yates, 
1996) or other economic utility analyses in order to 
demonstrate the economic utility of their interven-
tions. Recognized international governing bodies, 
such as World Health Organization (Murray et al., 
2000; World Health Organization, 2000), insist on 
the importance of systematically using simple and 
useful economic utility estimations in health stud-
ies. This will allow for more effective publicity of 
the impact and the effectiveness of our work with 
an economic and financial language understood by a 
wide range of people in work organizations.

Table 20.2 Reduction of organizational expenditures related to psychological problems following the training of 
managers.

Pretraining (Time 1) Posttraining (Time 2) Economies 
made in 
1 year after 
training 
(Time 1—
Time 2)

10 persons 
× (1.5 × 
$3,125)

40 persons 
× $3,125

10 persons 
× (0.5 × 
$3,125)

Total of 
expenses at 
Time 1

6 persons 
× (1.5 × 
$3,125)

40 persons 
× $3,125

14 persons 
× (0.5 × 
$3,125)

Total of 
expenses at 
Time 2

187,500
–175,000

$46,875 $125,000 $15,625 $187,500 $28,125 $125,000 $21,875 $175,000 = $12,500

Table 20.3 Increase in employee performance following the training of managers.

Pretraining (Time 1) Posttraining (Time 2) Increase 
in profits 
from Time 
1 to Time 2 
(Time 2—
Time 1)

10 persons 
× (0.9 x
$100,000)

40 persons 
× $100,000

10 persons × 
(1.1 x
$100,000)

Profits at 
Time 1

6 persons 
× (0.9 x
$100,000)

40 persons 
× $100,000

14 persons 
× (1.1 × 
$100,000)

Profits at 
Time 2

$6,080,000
–$6,000,000

$900,000 $4,000,000 $1,100,000 $6,000,000 $540,000 $4,000,000 $1,540,000 $6,080,000 $80,000
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Conclusion
The goal of this article is to demonstrate the 

economic utility of promoting self-determined 
motivation in work organizations. To fulfill this 
goal, the CPPOA method (Yates, 1996)  is used 
to demonstrate how organizations can turn psy-
chological benefits for their employees into mon-
etary value. As shown in a simulated example, each 
dollar invested in managerial training was able to 
produce $3.19 in return. This value in a theoreti-
cal example is comparable with what was found 
in previous organizational interventions (e.g., 
Lloyd  & Foster, 2006). Although they are not 
immune to critics (e.g., Latham  & Whyte, 1994; 
Whyte & Latham, 1997), the simplicity and use-
fulness of economic utility analysis in general and 
the CPPOA method in particular should encourage 
use by researchers and practitioners alike. Future 
research should thus aim at including economic 
utility analyses, such as CPPOA, in addition to the 
usual effect sizes currently used. This would help 
industrial-organizational psychology, management, 
and other administrative sciences get more recogni-
tion in the business community.

Because mental health problems constitute a 
multibillion dollar problem for organizations, and 
SDT has been identified as a useful model to under-
stand and promote mental health, future research on 
the relation between types of motivation and health 
outcomes seems warranted. In this vein, the present 
article is just a small step to a complete understand-
ing of how, when, and under what circumstances 
the different types of motivation have a proximal 
impact on workers’ health and a distal impact on 
the economy. If it is systematically applied, eco-
nomic utility analyses usage in research can contrib-
ute to recent research movements, such as the study 
of well-being/happiness as an economic advantage 
(e.g., Diener, Kesebir,  & Lucas, 2008; Diener, 
Lucas, Schimmack,  & Helliwell, 2008; Diener  & 
Seligman, 2004; Frey  & Stutzer, 2007), as a tool 
to enhance the quality of life of entire nations (e.g., 
Blustein, 2008; Cummins, Lau, Mellor, & Stokes, 

2009; Dolan & White, 2007; Keyes, 2006, 2007), 
and to attain a sustainable future for mankind 
(O’Brien, 2008). Great research challenges thus lie 
ahead, but it is all worth it if we want healthy work-
ers in a thriving economy.

Future Directions
One option to reduce the scientific-practitioner 

gap is for journal editors and granting agencies to 
request economic-utility analyses as a research out-
put in articles and grant proposals. This could be a 
grassroots’ approach in order to increase the diffu-
sion and adoption of these analyses. To educate the 
scientific community on economic utility analyses, 
a journal editorial could be written to present pit-
falls, challenges, and errors to avoid as well as best 
practices and good examples of use of these analyses.

In published articles where economic utility 
analyses are used, authors should be prudent in 
their monetary estimations and thoroughly explain 
the significance of this monetary increased output 
and/or reduction in costs. In other words, research-
ers should not use economic utility analyses if the 
monetary translation is poorly done. The thing to 
avoid is the development of patterns or habits in the 
production of numbers that would be meaningless. 
In other words, good monetary translation is the 
goal, not monetary number production.

Notes
1. The research and the writing of this article was facilitated 

through a doctoral fellowship from the Fonds Québécois de 
Recherche sur la Société et la Culture to the second author, and 
preparation of the article was facilitated through a postdoc-
toral fellowship from the Institut de Recherche Robert-Sauvé 
en Santé et Sécurité au Travail to the first author. Any infor-
mation concerning this chapter may be addressed to Jacques 
Forest, UQAM—School of Management Science, ORH 
Department, C.P.  8888, Downtown Station, Montréal, 
Québec, Canada, H3C 3P8. Email: forest.jacques@uqam.ca.

2. Economic utility analyses can be separated into three cat-
egories (e.g., DeRango  & Franzini, 2002, p.  418), which 
differ by their measurement of consequences. There is 
cost-effectiveness (where physical units, such as life years 
gained, are used as a consequence), cost-utility (where 
utility-weighted health outcomes, such as quality-adjusted 

Table 20.4 Complete representation of the CPPOA method.

Costs Procedures Processes Outcomes

Costs of the 
training session 
as presented in 
Table 20.1

→ Training managers to 
increase and support 
their subordinates’ 
self-determined 
motivation support

→ Displacement of the 
self-determination 
index toward more 
self-determined 
motivation

→ More mental health 
(more well-being and less 
distress)
More output per 
employee
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life years, are used as a consequence), and cost-benefit (where 
dollars are used as a consequence). The CPPOA method 
could thus be considered as a hybrid between cost-benefit and 
cost-effectiveness because it translates in dollars (cost-benefit) 
psychological consequences (cost-effectiveness). For the sake 
of simplicity, we just present the CPPOA method to raise 
awareness of researchers on economic utility analyses rather 
than explain the different categories of economic utility 
analyses.

3. Details of the wage bill are not important for understanding 
the logic of economic utility analysis but readers interested in 
it can contact the first author.

4. Costs for the training session were derived from the authors’ 
experience as consultants.

5. We voluntarily exaggerated the differences between categories 
of cost and diminished the variation in output categories in 
order to be as conservative as possible. Readers should note 
that output values, just as in the example, are hypothetical and 
presented in order to illustrate the CPPOA method. This is 
in accordance with research on utility analysis, which suggests 
that conservative estimates or ranges of value should be used 
(e.g., Sturman, 2000). It is also suggested to regularly make 
assumption reviews as to what the numbers are really “saying” 
in order to prevent wrong decisions or interpretations.
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Introduction
To understand teacher motivation, two stories 

need to be told. The first concerns the teacher’s own 
motivation. This half of the story begins with an 
analysis of the reasons why someone might want to 
become a teacher, revolves around teachers’ day-to-
day experiences while delivering instruction, and 
concludes with a consideration of how well versus 
how poorly teachers function in terms of enthusiasm 
and satisfaction versus exhaustion and frustration. 
The second concerns teachers’ interpersonal moti-
vating style toward students. This half of the story 
begins with an analysis of autonomy-supportive 
versus controlling teaching, revolves around 
whether teachers take their students’ perspectives 
and support their initiatives (autonomy-supportive 
teaching) or neglect their students’ perspectives and 
prescribe what their students should think and do 

(controlling teaching), and concludes with a con-
sideration of students’ and teachers’ flourishing with 
autonomy support but suffering from psychological 
and behavioral control.

The present chapter tells both of these stories. 
The greater emphasis, however, is on teachers’ 
motivating styles, and this is so for two reasons. 
First, our 15-year-old program of research has 
sought a deep understanding of what motivating 
style is; where it comes from; why it matters; how 
it is expressed in teachers’ words and actions; how 
it affects students’ motivation and functioning; 
whether it can be developed or changed; and how 
it is informed by personality, context, and culture. 
Now that this research literature has matured, we 
would like to pass along what we have learned. 
Second, a focus on teachers’ motivating styles 
affords this chapter with an opportunity to 

Abstract

Teacher motivation involves the desire to teach and one’s interpersonal style toward students while 
doing so. A teacher’s own personal motivation revolves around the extent of psychological need 
satisfaction experienced during the act of teaching, and it manifests itself in terms of teacher enthusiasm 
and job satisfaction. A teacher’s motivating style toward students revolves around what teachers say 
and do during instruction to motivate students to engage in learning activities, and it manifests itself in 
terms of autonomy-supportive versus controlling teaching. Because there are meaningful benefits to both 
students and teachers when teachers give autonomy support, we first identify what autonomy-supportive 
teachers uniquely say and do during instruction, and second explain how teachers can purposively 
become more autonomy supportive toward students. The chapter concludes by addressing the practical 
question of whether autonomy support is realistic and easy-to-implement and by offering directions for 
future research on teacher motivation.

Key Words: autonomy support, autonomy-supportive teaching, motivating style, structure, teacher 
motivation, teaching efficacy, teacher enthusiasm, teachers’ psychological need satisfaction

Johnmarshall Reeve and Yu-Lan Su

Teacher Motivation21
  



350  Teacher Motivation

connect with the other chapters in this Handbook, 
because an analysis of teachers’ motivating styles 
serves as a template to understand the motivating 
style of any supervisor, including the workplace 
manager, CEO, entrepreneur, parent, coach, ther-
apist, doctor, or dentist.1

A Teacher’s Own Motivation
Why Become a Teacher? Intrinsic 
versus Extrinsic Goals

Why become a teacher? While some preservice 
teachers say that they forged the goal during child-
hood, most preservice teachers say that they are 
still working through this career decision (Schutz, 
Crowder,  & White, 2001). The goal to become 
a teacher typically arises from one of the follow-
ing antecedents: a desire to work specifically with 
children or adolescents; a belief that one possesses 
the abilities required of teachers; the sheer joy one 
experiences while teaching; the desire to contrib-
ute constructively to the next generation; a desire 
to do what one can to reverse social inequalities; 
the seeking of job security; the appeal of a profes-
sion that allows time for personal projects and for 
one’s family; an initial spark from a critical inci-
dent in which one successfully enacted the role of a 
teacher (e.g., tutoring, teaching religious school); 
a past teacher who was especially admired—to 
the point of emulation; and the suggestion, rec-
ommendation, or encouragement of family and 
friends (Alexander, Chant, & Cox, 1994; Chivore, 
1988; Moran, Kilpatrick, Abbott, Dallatt,  & 
McClune, 2001; Richardson & Watt, 2005, 2006; 
Schutz et  al., 2001). Once under consideration, 
the goal-setting and decision-making process is 
then filtered through social-cultural factors, such 
as the status and pay of the profession, as well 
as its demands, circumstances, conditions, and 
lifestyle. In communities and countries in which 
teachers invariably enjoy high social status (e.g., 
Asian and African nations), this decision-making 
process often starts with (rather than is modified 
by) a consideration of these sorts of contextual 
factors—even to the point that social-contextual 
factors, rather than personal preferences, give rise 
to the goal to become a teacher.

From a self-determination theory (SDT) per-
spective, why one adopts the goal of becoming a 
teacher matters. This is because engagement and 
well-being are not so much the product of what one 
is striving for as they are why one is striving for it 
(Vansteenkiste, Lens, & Deci, 2006). To make the 
distinction between the what versus the why within 

any goal pursuit, SDT researchers distinguish 
between intrinsic goals and extrinsic goals (Kasser, 
2002; Vansteenkiste et al., 2006). Commonly cited 
reasons to become a teacher that represent intrin-
sic goals include enjoying teaching for its own sake, 
personal satisfaction from contributing to one’s 
community, a desire to help others, and the pur-
suit of one’s own personal growth. Commonly cited 
reasons to become a teacher that represent extrin-
sic goals include seeking a high salary, job security, 
career status, social respect, or a means to a more 
desired end (e.g., to have one’s summers off).

People who pursue a goal for intrinsic reasons, 
compared to those who pursue that same goal for 
extrinsic reasons, experience more favorable levels of 
adjustment, learning, performance, and well-being 
(Vansteenkiste, Simons, Soenens,  & Lens, 2004; 
Vansteenkiste, Simons, Lens, Sheldon,  & Deci, 
2004). The reason for these differences is that the 
pursuit of intrinsic goals engenders an inward ori-
entation that affords frequently recurring oppor-
tunities for psychological need satisfaction (of 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness), whereas 
the pursuit of extrinsic goals engenders an outward 
orientation that distracts one away from intrin-
sic need satisfactions (Vansteenkiste, Niemiec,  & 
Soenens, 2010). Research on the different reasons 
that people decide to become a teacher generally 
confirms that intrinsic reasons to teach predict rela-
tively better levels of instructional effort and per-
sistence (e.g., how much teachers prepare for class, 
how long they stay in the profession) and profes-
sional development (e.g., how open they are to 
new instructional methods and in-service training 
opportunities; Watt & Richardson, 2008). Intrinsic 
goals to teach also lead teachers to adopt a greater 
mastery-oriented approach in their professional 
practice (Malmberg, 2008). When teachers make 
progress in realizing these intrinsic goals—when 
they enjoy teaching, when they relate well to stu-
dents and to colleagues, and when they see personal 
growth in their students and in themselves—they 
report high levels of teaching enthusiasm and sat-
isfaction (Dinham & Scott, 1998; Scott, Stone, & 
Dinham, 2001). This research is important because 
it shows that the pursuit of intrinsic goals predis-
poses the teacher to experience a higher quality of 
motivation to teach.

Are You Good at Teaching? Teaching 
Efficacy

Teaching efficacy is a future-oriented, competency-  
based expectation a teacher holds in reference to his 
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or her capacity to bring desired outcomes to frui-
tion (e.g., enhance students’ engagement, learning, 
achievement). This expectation is a balanced judg-
ment that integrates the teacher’s perceived capacity 
to carry out particular acts of instruction on the one 
hand and the perceived demands, circumstances, 
constraints, and obstacles within the teaching situ-
ation on the other hand. The model of teaching 
efficacy offered by Tschannen-Moran and colleagues 
(1998, 2001) suggests that teaching efficacy reflects 
the integration of (1) a teacher’s appraisal of whether 
a specific teaching task will be easy or difficult, simple 
or complex; (2)  a self-assessment of one’s personal 
teaching capabilities specific to that specific teaching 
task; and (3) a self-assessment of one’s personal teach-
ing vulnerabilities and limitations specific to that spe-
cific teaching task (e.g., when teaching students new 
vocabulary words, teaching efficacy reflects the dif-
ficulty, complexity, and environmental constraints of 
the lesson to be taught; how resourceful the teacher 
feels in delivering the day’s learning activities; and 
how unprepared or overwhelmed the teacher feels in 
delivering the particular lesson).

Teaching efficacy is important to a teacher’s 
motivation for many reasons. It predicts teacher 
enthusiasm (Allinder, 1994; Guskey, 1984)  as 
well as its conceptual opposite—teacher burnout 
(Fernet, Guay, Senecal, & Austin, 2012; Skaalvik & 
Skaalvik, 2007). Teaching efficacy also predicts 
commitment to teaching (Coladarci, 1992), and 
it predicts extent of job satisfaction (Caprara, 
Barbaranelli, Borgogni,  & Steca, 2003; Caprara, 
Barbaranelli, Steca,  & Malone, 2006; Klassen  & 
Chiu, 2010; Tschannen-Moran  & Woolfolk Hoy, 
2001; Wolters & Daugherty, 2007). Teaching effi-
cacy also predicts teachers’ in-class functioning in 
terms of their effort and persistence devoted to 
the delivery of instruction and also to its planning 
(Allinder, 1994). Teaching efficacy further pre-
dicts teachers’ persistence in the face of setbacks, 
and it predicts teachers’ constructive (rather than 
critical) reaction to the errors their students make 
(Ashton  & Webb, 1986), as well as their general 
optimism versus pessimism about student learn-
ing (Ngidi, 2012). A  strong and resilient sense of 
teaching efficacy, once formed and tested through 
the trials of teaching, predicts how long teachers 
stay in the profession (Bruinsma & Jansen, 2010), 
presumably because highly efficacious teachers are 
able to do what less efficacious teachers are unable 
to do:  produce gains in the quality of their stu-
dents’ thinking (Anderson, Greene,  & Loewen, 
1988), motivation (Midgley, Feldlaufer, & Eccles, 

1989), and achievement (Ashton  & Webb, 1986; 
Ross, 1992).

Rather than thinking of teachers’ goals and 
sense of efficacy as stable and enduring character-
istics, both are better conceptualized as develop-
mentally fragile (Alexander, 2008). Constantly, the 
teaching profession communicates new goals and 
requirements for teachers to pursue, and many of 
these profession-imposed goals are extrinsic goals. 
Similarly, the teaching profession gives rise to new 
challenges, obstacles, constraints, and difficulties for 
teachers to cope with. For these reasons, the pro-
fession is stressful (Malmberg, 2008). The profes-
sion also places an emotionally taxing and heavy 
workload on teachers that is paired with a relatively 
low salary. As a classroom teacher, one has respon-
sibilities for the learning of others; for dealing with 
a multitude of imposed external demands; and for 
orchestrating the behaviors of a motivationally, 
cognitively, and socioculturally diverse students 
(Alexander, 2008). That is, there are plenty of occa-
sions within day-to-day teaching to doubt one’s 
teaching efficacy.

A mismatch between teachers’ initial expecta-
tions versus their actually-experienced rewards and 
demands may lead to early attrition. Schools typi-
cally lose 40% of their new K-12 teachings in their 
first five years of the profession, and this is true in 
the United States (Budig, 2006; Roness, 2011)  as 
well as the United Kingdom (Kyriacou  & Kunc, 
2006). These are bleak statistics for anyone reflect-
ing on teacher motivation. But, many teachers do 
find their way to greater passion, enthusiasm, and 
satisfaction (Carbonneau, Vallerand, Fernet,  & 
Guay, 2008; Maskit, 2011). But, it is important to 
note that gains in teaching efficacy are not enough 
to provide a strong sense of professional satisfaction; 
teaching itself needs to be enjoyable (Fernet et al., 
2012; Moe, Pazzaglia, & Ronconi, 2010).

Is Teaching Fun? Teachers’ 
Psychological Need Satisfaction

What makes a task (or job) interesting and enjoy-
able is an intriguing question. In an SDT analysis, 
the answer to this question is that interest and enjoy-
ment emerge out of the experience of psychological 
need satisfaction (in terms of autonomy, compe-
tence, and relatedness) during activity engagement 
(Deci, 1992; Krapp, 2002; Tsai, Kunter, Lüdtke, 
Trautwein, & Ryan, 2008). Whether teaching is fun 
or not—whether teachers experience autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness need satisfaction while 
teaching and interacting with students, colleagues, 
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principals, and parents—depends a great deal on 
the sociocontextual classroom and schooling envi-
ronments. One framework used to understand 
teachers’ psychological need satisfaction versus frus-
tration is to consider teachers’ extent of professional 
support versus pressure from above, from within, 
and from below (Pelletier, Seguin-Levesque,  & 
Legault, 2002; Reeve, 2009; Soenens, Sierens, 
Vansteenkiste, Dochy, & Goossens, 2012). Support 
versus pressure from above refers to how construc-
tive versus coercive teachers experience interac-
tions with administrators and parents, how heavy 
educational policies and societal expectations force 
on teachers the twin burdens of responsibility and 
accountability to produce students’ learning, per-
formance, and targeted behavior. Support versus 
pressure from within refers to teachers’ own auton-
omous versus controlled motivations to teach and 
to the autonomy- and control-oriented beliefs and 
personality dispositions they harbor. Support versus 
pressure from below refers to teachers’ day-to-day 
perceptions about how motivated and engaged their 
students are (or are not) and to their beliefs about 
the nature of student motivation.

The more teachers experience pressuring con-
straints and coercions from above and from within, 
the more they tend toward emotional exhaustion, 
depersonalization of students, and a controlling 
motivating style during instruction (Soenens et al., 
2012). Furthermore, the more teachers perceive 
pressures from below, the less likely they are to use 
autonomy-supportive instructional strategies and 
the more likely they are to use controlling ones 
(Sarrazin, Tessier, Pelletier, Trouilloud,  & Chanel, 
2006; Taylor & Ntoumanis, 2007). Similarly, when 
teachers see their principals promoting intrin-
sic goals for teaching that encourage them to find 
challenge, meaning, and a sense of purpose in 
their teaching, the more teachers experience high 
autonomy and low burnout; but when teachers see 
their principals promoting extrinsic goals for teach-
ing that use contingent rewards to motivate their 
compliance with rules and policies, the more teach-
ers experience high burnout and low autonomy 
(Eyal & Roth, 2011). Overall, a teacher’s experience 
of psychological need satisfaction is affected—for 
better or for worse—by a wide range of job-related 
conditions, and how much psychological need 
satisfaction teachers experience foreshadows their 
enactment of an autonomy-supportive classroom 
motivating style (Taylor, Ntoumanis, & Standage, 
2008), which leads us into the second half of the 
story about teacher motivation.

A Teacher’s Motivating Style toward 
Students

A teacher’s motivating style manifests itself 
during instruction as the tone of his or her senti-
ment and behavior while trying to motivate and 
engage students during learning activities (Deci, 
Schwartz, Sheinman, & Ryan, 1981; Reeve, 2009). 
For instance, a teacher might try to encourage a 
student to read a book, follow a rule, or improve 
performance. Motivating style captures the quality 
of the teacher’s sentiment (the tone of interaction) 
and behavior (what the teacher says and does) while 
trying to spark, encourage, and sustain students’ 
initiative and active involvement in the activity. It 
can be conceptualized along a bipolar continuum 
that ranges from a highly controlling style on one 
end of the continuum through a somewhat neu-
tral style to a highly autonomy-supportive style on 
the other end of the continuum (Deci, Schwartz, 
et al., 1981).

Autonomy support is whatever the teacher does 
to vitalize and support students’ classroom experi-
ence of autonomy. (Autonomy is the inner endorse-
ment of one’s actions—the sense that one’s goals, 
plans, thoughts, emotions, and actions emanate 
from oneself and are one’s own [Deci  & Ryan, 
1985; Ryan  & Deci,  2000]). More specifically, it 
is the interpersonal sentiment and behavior teach-
ers provide during instruction to identify, vitalize, 
nurture, and develop students’ inner motivational 
resources (Assor, Kaplan,  & Roth, 2002; Reeve, 
2009). For instance, in practice, a teacher who relies 
on an autonomy-supportive style at the beginning 
of a lesson would first anticipate and assess students’ 
interest in the upcoming lesson. The teacher would 
then seek to vitalize that interest by offering an 
instructional opportunity capable of sparking situ-
ational interest (e.g., offering a challenge, piquing 
curiosity). Once vitalized, the teacher would then 
work to nurture and grow that interest—through-
out the lesson, but also developmentally as in the 
cultivation of an enduring individual interest in 
the topic.

The opposite of autonomy support is a con-
trolling style, which is the interpersonal sen-
timent and behavior teachers provide during 
instruction to pressure students to think, feel, or 
behave in a specific teacher-defined way (Assor, 
Kaplan, Kanat-Maymon,  & Roth, 2005; Reeve, 
2009; Reeve, Deci, & Ryan, 2004; Soenens et al., 
2012). In practice, controlling teachers discount, 
neglect, or outright thwart students’ inner moti-
vational resources (especially autonomy need 
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satisfaction) and, instead, motivate and engage 
by (1)  telling or prescribing what students are 
to think, feel, or do and (2)  applying subtle or 
not-so-subtle pressure until students forego their 
own preferences (their own inner motivational 
resources) to adopt the teacher’s prescribed way 
of thinking, feeling, or acting. For instance, the 
controlling teacher would prescribe a course of 
action (e.g., “revise your paper,” “follow the rule,” 
“try harder,” “participate more”) and add a twist 
of compliance-pushing pressure until the student 
did indeed enact the prescribed action (e.g., by 
invoking an urgent deadline, by uttering pressur-
ing language).

Benefits from Receiving and Giving 
Autonomy Support

In many respects, students’ perceived auton-
omy is only a latent potential. This is true not 
only of students’ perceived autonomy but also of 
all inner motivational resources, including their 
interest, curiosity, preference for optimal chal-
lenge, and so on. For student autonomy to actual-
ize itself to the point that it energizes and directs 
students’ classroom activity, its latent potential 
needs to be vitalized and, once vitalized, sup-
ported. This is what autonomy-supportive teach-
ers do so well—they identify students’ inner 
motivational resources, vitalize them during 
instructional activities, support their flourish-
ing, and developmentally strengthen them to the 
point that the student gains a greater capacity to 
motivate himself or herself. Another way of saying 
this is that autonomy-supportive teachers provide 
students with an interpersonal relationship that 
affords them with opportunities to experience 
learning activities within a motivational climate 
of personal autonomy.

Students benefit when teachers support their 
autonomy (Assor et al., 2002; Deci & Ryan, 1985; 
Reeve, 2009; Reeve & Jang, 2006; Ryan & Deci, 
2000). Students taught by autonomy-supportive 
teachers, compared with students taught by 
neutral or controlling teachers, experience and 
display more constructive motivation (e.g., per-
ceived autonomy, intrinsic motivation, curios-
ity, internalized valuing; Deci et al., 1981; Reeve, 
Jang, Hardré,  & Omura, 2002; Reeve, Nix,  & 
Hamm, 2003), greater classroom engagement 
(e.g., behavioral engagement, class attendance; 
Assor et  al., 2002; Assor et  al., 2005; Black  & 
Deci, 2000; Reeve, Jang, Carrell, Barch,  & Jeon, 
2004; Vallerand, Fortier, & Guay, 1997), healthier 

development (e.g., creativity, self-worth, preference 
for optimal challenge; Deci, Nezlak, & Sheinman, 
1981; Deci, Schwartz, et al., 1981; Koestner, Ryan, 
Bernieri, & Holt, 1984; Shapira, 1976), enhanced 
learning (e.g., conceptual understanding, deep 
information processing, self-regulation strategies; 
Benware  & Deci, 1984; McGraw  & McCullers, 
1979; Vansteenkiste, Simons, Lens, et  al., 2004; 
Vansteenkiste, Zhou, Lens,  & Soenens, 2005), 
improved performance (e.g., grades, standardized 
test scores; Black & Deci, 2000; deCharms, 1976; 
Grolnick & Ryan, 1987; Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 
2005; Vansteenkiste, Simons, Lens, Soenens,  & 
Matos, 2005), and greater well-being (e.g., psycho-
logical well-being, vitality, biological well-being; 
Chirkov  & Ryan, 2001; Levesque, Zuehlke, 
Stanek, & Ryan, 2004; Nix, Ryan, Manly, & Deci, 
1999; Reeve & Tseng, 2011). These benefits occur 
for students in preschool (Koestner et  al., 1984), 
elementary school (Deci, Schwartz, et  al., 1981), 
middle school (Vansteenkiste, Simons, et al., 2005), 
and high school (Reeve, Jang, et al., 2004), as well 
as for undergraduate (Black  & Deci, 2000)  and 
graduate (Sheldon & Krieger, 2004) students, and 
for students with special needs (Deci, Hodges, 
Peirson, & Tomassone, 1992), in after-school pro-
grams (Grolnick, Farkas, Sohmer, Michaels,  & 
Valsiner, 2007), and for those in classrooms around 
the globe (outside of North American and Europe), 
including those situated in China (Vansteenkiste, 
Zhou, et al., 2005), Singapore (Hagger et al., 2007; 
Lim  & Wang, 2009), Korea (Cheon, Reeve,  & 
Moon, 2012; Jang, Reeve, Ryan,  & Kim, 2009), 
Taiwan (Hardré et  al., 2006), Israel (Assor et  al., 
2005), Brazil (Chirkov, Ryan, & Willness, 2005), 
and Russia (Chirkov & Ryan, 2001).

Teacher-provided autonomy support benefits 
more than just students. Teacher-provided auton-
omy support further benefits the teachers who give 
it. When teachers give autonomy support, they 
experience greater personal accomplishment and 
lesser emotional exhaustion from their teaching, 
compared with their relatively controlling coun-
terparts (Roth, Assor, Kanat-Maymon, & Kaplan, 
2007). They also experience greater psychological 
need satisfaction while teaching, feel more effica-
cious while teaching, and report greater job satis-
faction (Cheon, Reeve, Yu, & Jang, 2014). Some 
research even shows that when asking who ben-
efits more—the person receiving autonomy sup-
port or the person giving it—the answer is actually 
the latter (Deci, La Guardia, Moller, Scheiner, & 
Ryan, 2006)!
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Autonomy Support: What It Is, How 
to Practice It

What one autonomy-supportive teacher says and 
does during instruction varies widely from what 
another will say and do. Still, autonomy-supportive 
teachers all tend to share three fundamen-
tals:  (1)  adopt the students’ perspective and frame 
of reference during instruction; (2) invite, welcome, 
and incorporate students’ thoughts, feelings, sug-
gestions, and behaviors into the flow of the lesson; 
and (3)  enact some constellation of the following 
five instructional behaviors discussed in the para-
graphs below. Here, it is important to point out that 
these five acts of instruction have been empirically 
validated as autonomy (Reeve  & Jang, 2006)  and 
engagement (Reeve, Jang, et al., 2004; Reeve & Jang, 
2006) supports and therefore can function as recom-
mended practice to support student autonomy.

Before detailing what autonomy-supportive 
teachers say and do during instruction, it is impor-
tant to emphasize that any instructional effort to 
support students’ autonomy involves prerequisite 
perspective taking and acknowledging. Such per-
spective taking is reflective mental work in which 
teachers proactively take, appreciate, and ask about 
their students’ perspective on the forthcoming class-
work. For instance, they would develop their les-
son plans in response to such questions as, “Will 
students find this interesting? Is this lesson relevant 
and useful to my students’ goals and aspirations? If 
I  asked students how they might improve the les-
son, what would they likely say—would they want 
to revise the lesson in some way?” At the start of 
instruction, autonomy-supportive teachers often 
openly solicit and integrate students’ ideas, sugges-
tions, and contributions. This might be as simple as 
“Any suggestions?,” but it might also be as involved 
as an open discussion about the lesson or about 
the class more generally. It may take the form of 
a formative assessment. Throughout the lesson, 
autonomy-supportive teachers monitor students’ 
engagement signals so that they can take in infor-
mation about how well their instructional strate-
gies are tapping into and involving their students’ 
motivational resources, because the more teachers 
respond to students’ engagement signals the more 
likely they are to become in synch with their stu-
dents (Lee & Reeve, 2012).

Vitalize inner MotiVational resources
Students walk into any classroom possessing 

a host of latent motivational resources, including 
their inherent psychological needs (for autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness), intrinsic motivation, 
intrinsic goals, self-endorsed (internalized) values, 
individual interests, curiosity, and a preference 
for optimal challenge (see Reeve, Deci,  & Ryan, 
2004). (Of course, they also walk into classrooms 
with smartphones, an intention to update their 
Facebook page, a desire to talk with their friends, 
the strategy to hide and listen only when the teacher 
says “this will be on the test,” and the goal to do 
as little work as possible.) Vitalizing inner motiva-
tional resources means adapting instruction so that 
it taps into and involves students’ inner resources 
to the point that students’ classroom activity is 
initiated and regulated by these inner resources. 
That is, the reason why students begin working 
on a lesson and the reason why they continue to 
do so because it is satisfying (enjoyable), meaning-
ful (important), goal-relevant, curiosity-piquing, 
challenge inviting, and so forth, and not because 
they have to obey a directive, fulfill a request, or 
prepare for Friday’s test. It is a particularly use-
ful ingredient within a teacher’s repertoire when 
introducing a learning activity and seeking initial 
engagement. For instance, when designed to vitalize 
inner motivational resources, the first moment of 
instruction might begin with a curiosity-inducing 
question, such as when a language teacher asks, “In 
which country are more people trying to learn the 
English language—the United States or China?” 
Such a question might pique (i.e., “vitalize”) curi-
osity because, surprisingly, there are five times as 
many people in China trying to learn English. Or, 
a mathematics teacher might use the first moment 
of instruction to offer an optimal challenge, “Here 
is a question/problem for you; let’s see if you can 
figure it out. . .” Similarly, an English teacher might 
begin the day’s lesson by promoting an intrinsic 
goal for writing, “Today we are going to read a pas-
sage by the writer Philip Roth. As you read, notice 
how good the writing is. Ask yourself what makes 
this such good writing, and use your answer to dis-
cover how to become a better writer yourself.” The 
idea is that students’ naturally want to do what is 
curiosity-arousing, optimally challenging, and rele-
vant to their personal goals. In contrast, controlling 
instruction ignores or by-passes such opportunities 
to vitalize inner resources and, instead, relies on 
artificial or pressuring sources of motivation to try 
to manufacture student engagement.

ProVide exPlanatory rationales
A rationale is a verbal explanation as to why put-

ting forth effort during a learning activity might be 



Reeve,  Su 355

a useful thing to do (Reeve et al., 2002). Providing 
rationales means communicating to students the 
usefulness of an activity or a recommended course 
of action. Explanatory rationales are particularly 
engagement-fostering when the personal utility of 
the request or activity is unknown to students. For 
instance, as students face a learning activity that 
they initially find to be unappealing (e.g., “Do we 
really have to do this?”), teachers can help support 
students’ otherwise fragile motivation by providing 
explanatory rationales, such as “The reason I’m ask-
ing you to do this is because.  .  .” It is a particu-
larly useful motivational support when teachers 
ask students to engage in an activity, procedure, or 
rule that is, from their point of view, uninteresting, 
unappealing, or simply “not worth doing.” The idea 
is that honest, valid, and satisfying rationales afford 
students an opportunity to internalize the value of 
what others (e.g., teacher, community) find worth-
while. If internalized and accepted as one’s own and 
if the teacher-provided rationale is believed to be 
useful enough to justify the students’ attention and 
effort, then the now self-endorsed reason becomes 
capable of acting as an inner motivational resource 
for that student (i.e., as a self-endorsed value). In 
contrast, when students do not understand why the 
teacher is making a request of them, they often view 
the request as arbitrary, imposed, or simply mean-
ingless busywork.

Together, vitalizing inner resources and provid-
ing explanatory rationales afford classroom teachers 
with a one-two punch in how to introduce a learn-
ing activity or a teacher request:  when the task is 
potentially interesting then focus on vitalizing an 
inner motivational resource, but when the task is 
expected to be unappealing to students then focus 
on providing explanatory rationales.

rely on noncontrolling, inforMational 
language

Noncontrolling, informational language is 
teacher-provided communication that is non-
evaluative, flexible, diagnostic, and constructive. 
Noncontrolling means avoiding messages that com-
municate external evaluation and pressure (“you 
should . . . you have to . . . you must. . .”); infor-
mational means offering insight that students can 
use to understand, diagnose, and solve a problem 
(e.g., poor performance, disengagement, disrespect-
ful behavior). For instance, when a teacher relies 
on noncontrolling and informational language, he 
or she would begin a discussion of students’ poor 
performance or irresponsible behavior by asking 

the student about it, “I’ve noticed that you made 
a surprisingly low score on the test. Do you know 
why that might be?” Such language is a particularly 
useful to supporting students’ motivation when 
communicating requirements and responsibilities, 
when offering feedback, and when addressing moti-
vational and behavioral problems. The idea is to 
address the problem yet still preserve the student’s 
sense of ownership and responsibility (i.e., perceived 
autonomy) for regulating their own behavior and 
for diagnosing and solving their own problems. The 
teacher essentially takes on the role of an ally who 
helps the student make progress in improving his 
or her adjustment, citizenship, and development. In 
contrast, controlling language would verbally push 
and pressure the student toward a teacher-specified 
behavior or solution without enlisting the students’ 
problem-solving effort (e.g., “you must improve 
your grades”).

disPlay Patience to allow tiMe for 
self-Paced learning

Time constraints, high-stakes testing, and 
panic-laced telephone calls from parents make it 
easy to understand why teachers are sometimes not 
patient, but the reason to be patient (motivationally 
speaking) comes from a deep valuing for the stu-
dent’s autonomy and an understanding that learn-
ing processes, such as conceptual change, and the 
building and revising of sophisticated knowledge 
structures take time. Displaying patience means 
that students need both time and space to explore 
and manipulate learning materials, formulate and 
try out hypotheses, set goals and make plans, make 
mistakes and start over, monitor and revise their 
work, and alter their problem-solving strategies. 
Displaying patience as students struggle to under-
stand a concept or adjust their behavior is a par-
ticularly useful motivational support when students 
involve themselves in learning activities that are 
unfamiliar, complex, or involve new skills, new ways 
of thinking, and new ways of behaving. In practice, 
patience involves postponing advice or intervention 
until understanding and appreciating the student’s 
perspective and goals. It also means timing teacher 
support until it is requested or clearly needed (e.g., 
hints when students seem stuck). In contrast, con-
trolling instruction impatiently rushes in to show or 
tell students the answer or solution according to the 
teacher’s perspective and timetable (i.e., “Here, let 
me show you how to do it.”), thereby by-passing the 
learning opportunity. Teacher patience facilitates 
student autonomy and learning; teacher impatience 
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pushes pressure and compliance (e.g., get the right 
answer, enact a targeted behavior).

acknowledge and accePt exPressions of 
negatiVe affect

As students struggle through motivational con-
flicts and behavioral problems, they often experi-
ence negative emotion that leads them to complain, 
resist, protest, sulk, and display a “bad attitude.” 
Acknowledging and accepting such negative emo-
tionality means taking it to heart and even welcom-
ing such expressions as potentially valid reactions 
to unexplained rules, confusing assignments, 
unwelcomed requests, unrealistic expectations, 
unreasonable demands, or imposed structures. 
Acknowledging and accepting negative affect is a 
particularly useful motivational support when stu-
dents work through conflicts that pit what teach-
ers want students to do (e.g., read a book, revise a 
paper) against what students want students to do 
(e.g., something different, something less demand-
ing). For instance, sensing a rising tide of nega-
tive affect, an autonomy-supportive teacher might 
acknowledge a motivational problem (e.g., “I see 
that you all are not very interested in today’s les-
son.”), accept the negative emotionality (e.g., “Yes, 
we have practiced this same skill many times before, 
haven’t we?”), and welcome suggestions as to how to 
resolve the problem (e.g., “Let’s see; what might we 
do differently—any suggestions?”). The idea is that 
students’ motivational problems and negative feel-
ings, if unaddressed, interfere with their engagement 
and learning. Soothing negative feelings therefore 
becomes a prerequisite to motivationally readying 
students to accept the forthcoming lesson and to 
learn and really benefit from it. In contrast, control-
ling instruction does not see students’ resistance as 
valid (“You’re immature; you’re irresponsible.”) and, 
hence, it counters or tries to change students’ nega-
tive emotionality into something more acceptable 
to the teacher (e.g., “Quit your complaining; grow 
up; get to work.”).

Becoming More Autonomy 
Supportive

On average, most teachers are not autonomy 
supportive during instruction (Jang, Reeve,  & 
Deci, 2010; Reeve, Jang, et al., 2004; Sarrazin et al., 
2006; Tessier, Sarrazin, & Ntoumanis, 2008, 2010). 
Rather, most teachers need to learn how to be auton-
omy supportive. Fortunately, intervention-based 
research in which teachers participate in informa-
tional and mentoring sessions on how to support 

students’ autonomy shows that teachers can learn 
to become significantly more autonomy support-
ive toward their students (Cheon et  al., 2012; 
Cheon  & Reeve, 2013; Su  & Reeve, 2011). This 
positive training effect has been shown to occur for 
both preservice (Reeve, 1998) and veteran teachers, 
including both middle-school (Cheon et al., 2012; 
deCharms, 1976)  and high-school (Reeve, Jang 
et al., 2004) teachers.

In their meta-analysis of the teacher training 
literature on how to become more autonomy sup-
portive, Su and Reeve (2011) located 20 empirical 
investigations in which the research team initiated 
an intervention program designed specifically to 
help teachers and others (e.g., workplace manag-
ers) learn how to be more autonomy supportive. In 
general, these studies first invited classroom teach-
ers to participate in a training intervention that was 
based on SDT principles and provided skill-based 
training of how to enact the earlier-discussed 
autonomy-supportive instructional behaviors and 
then assessed the course-specific outcomes experi-
enced by the students of the trained teachers. The 
two general findings have been that trained teach-
ers do generally learn how to be more autonomy 
supportive during instruction, and the students 
of trained teachers show meaningful and substan-
tial gains in terms of their motivation and indices 
of positive classroom functioning, such as engage-
ment. The average training effect size for all studies 
was d = 0.63 (95% confidence interval, 0.43–0.83), 
and it was d = 1.33 (95% confidence interval, 1.18–
1.49) for those interventions judged to employ par-
ticularly well-designed interventions.

Some of interventions were more effective than 
others. According to Su and Reeve (2011), the rela-
tively more effective interventions tended to include 
most of the following: (1) a training experience that 
featured the full range of the autonomy-supportive 
instructional behaviors; (2) a brief (2 hours) initial 
training experience; (3) an intervention that focused 
more on skill (how to be autonomy supportive) than 
on content (what autonomy support is); (4) a group 
discussion component where teachers could express 
their concerns and share ideas; (5) a reliance on both 
electronic media and supplemental reading materi-
als to deliver the intervention; (6) an explicit effort 
to address participants’ pretraining beliefs, values, 
and personality dispositions that would otherwise 
conflict with the training message; (7) supplemen-
tal follow-up activities to serve as a booster effect 
to the original training session; and (8) a continu-
ing flow of support throughout the intervention’s 
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implementation, as through the availability of an 
on-going mutual support group. These characteris-
tics identify best-practices training programs.

Autonomy Support and Structure
The starting point of autonomy-supportive 

teaching is to appreciate, value, and take the stu-
dents’ perspective during instruction. Such an 
approach to instruction does not, however, down-
play the importance and necessity of appreciating, 
valuing, and taking the perspective of the teacher 
and the larger perspective of the school, parents, 
state, or culture. The principal way that teachers 
communicate their (or the school’s) expectations, 
standards, requirements, priorities, goals, plans, and 
needs is to provide students with a highly structured 
classroom experience, (Jang et  al., 2010; Reeve, 
2006). For instance, to make their perspective and 
priorities salient, teachers communicate what they 
expect students to do, define their standards as to 
what does and does not constitute good work, set 
goals for students to pursue, provide directions for 
students to follow, scaffold students’ learning and 
motivation, provide feedback, analyze strengths and 
weaknesses, and so on.

Teachers generally do a good job of communi-
cating and promoting the needs and preferences of 
the school and its curriculum (Jang et  al., 2010). 
However, the problem with structure is that it 
can, potentially, overscript learning and there-
fore undermine students’ perceived autonomy, 
sense of personal responsibility, or what Richard 
deCharms’ (1976) called “personal causation.” But 
structure’s opposite—permissiveness—is no bet-
ter than is overscripted structure, and it is poten-
tially even worse (Hickey, 1997). A key classroom 
challenge autonomy-supportive teachers routinely 
face, motivationally speaking, is therefore how to 
introduce students to school-valued expected out-
comes, goals, priorities, communications, rules, 
rewards, feedback, and other structure-enhancing 
elements in autonomy-supportive, rather than in 
controlling, ways.

A teacher’s plans, priorities, and goals (i.e., per-
spective) can be expressed in autonomy-supportive 
ways. Furthermore, when trained raters 
observe teachers they consistently find that 
autonomy-supportive teachers are more likely, not 
less likely, to offer their students a highly structured 
learning environment (Jang et  al., 2010; Sierens, 
Vansteenkiste, Goossens, Soenens,  & Dochy, 
2009). That is, the same teachers who clearly com-
municate their expectations, set high standards, 

introduce classroom goals for students to pursue, 
and show strong classroom guidance are the ones 
who are more, not less, likely to vitalize students’ 
inner motivational resources, provide explanatory 
rationales, rely on noncontrolling language, dis-
play patience, and acknowledge and accept negative 
affect. This means, in practice, that teachers do not 
need to overhaul what they do in the classroom to 
become more autonomy supportive. Rather, what 
it means is that teachers need to adapt what they 
already do (provide structure as they implement 
their lessons plans) so that they support autonomy 
rather than control behavior.

From this perspective, autonomy support need 
not be a stand-alone approach to instruction. It can 
be integrated into a highly structured approach to 
motivating and engaging students to the point that 
the teacher’s decision is not to enact autonomy sup-
port or structure but, rather, it is how to provide 
students with high levels of both autonomy sup-
port and structure (Jang et al., 2010). This dualistic 
perspective on a teacher’s motivating style (provide 
both autonomy support and structure) is becoming 
a popular and effective approach to provide students 
with optimal classroom instruction (Ntoumanis & 
Standage, 2009; Standage, Duda,  & Ntoumanis, 
2003; Taylor & Ntoumanis, 2007).

C’mon, Get Real: Autonomy Support 
Is Unrealistic and Too Difficult!

We have conducted about 12 large-scaled inter-
ventions with teachers over the last decade to help 
them become more autonomy supportive toward 
students (e.g., Reeve, 1998; Reeve, Jang, et  al., 
2004; Cheon et al., 2012; Cheon & Reeve, 2013, 
2014). Prior to the intervention experience, teach-
ers tend to believe that autonomy support is a bit 
unrealistic and too difficult to implement, given 
the demands and reality of the classroom situation 
(Reeve et al., 2014; Turner, Warzon, & Christensen, 
2011). Because autonomy-supportive teaching is 
often believed to be difficult to implement, we typi-
cally find it necessary to conduct these teacher inter-
vention programs in three phases, as follows.

Phase 1: introduce autonoMy suPPort
We begin each teaching training program with a 

conversation and PowerPoint presentation to define 
autonomy support, introduce empirical evidence 
on its benefits, and model examples of the five 
categories of autonomy-supportive instructional 
behavior. As we present this information, teachers’ 
typical stream of consciousness goes something like 
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this: Autonomy support—what is that? Oh no, you 
can’t just let students do whatever they want. C’mon, 
get real: This sounds like a lot of work! Okay, this 
might work for highly motivated students, but good 
luck trying this with some of my students!

Phase 2: it is “autonoMy suPPort and 
structure, not autonoMy suPPort or 
structure” Preceded and followed by 
grouP discussion

After teachers have had a chance to digest the 
concept of supporting students’ autonomy and to 
discuss its feasibility in their own classrooms, we 
introduce the concept of teacher-provided struc-
ture, acknowledge its role in effective instruction 
and in motivating and engaging students, endorse 
the instructional goal of high structure with high 
autonomy support, and provide modeled examples 
of how teachers might provide classroom structure 
in highly autonomy-supportive ways. As we present 
this information, teachers’ typical stream of con-
sciousness goes something like this: Okay, structure 
sounds good. I see that you are not trying to totally 
change my motivating style, but rather trying to 
overlay autonomy support onto what I  already 
do. This still sounds like too much work though; 
I don’t have time to do all of this—it sounds kind 
of nice, but it’s naïve, it’s unrealistic. We then invite 
teachers to participate in a group discussion in 
which they voice their concerns; identify potential 
obstacles; and share, suggest, and critique possible 
autonomy-supportive acts of instruction. These 
discussions quickly gain momentum as teach-
ers hear creative ideas and instructional strategies 
from their fellow teachers. We then ask teachers to 
try out one or more of the previously mentioned 
autonomy-supportive instructional behaviors and 
ask them to return for one more group discussion.

Phase 3: grouP discussion 
after exPeriMenting with 
autonoMy-suPPortiVe classrooM 
instruction

After teachers sample autonomy support within 
the context of their own instruction (e.g., provide 
an explanatory rationale for a request, acknowledge 
and accept a student’s complaint, prepare a les-
son to spark students’ interest and curiosity), they 
invariably have an experience—or series of expe-
riences—in which students respond with imme-
diate spikes of engagement. Teachers themselves 
report experiencing at least an occasional surge 
of enthusiasm accompanied by a healthy dose of 

psychological need satisfaction. In this second 
group discussion, teachers again voice their con-
cerns; identify obstacles; and share, suggest, and cri-
tique autonomy-supportive acts of instruction. But 
the sense of autonomy support as being unrealistic 
is typically gone.

a fourth Phase
In one study, we continued the teaching inter-

vention into a fourth phase by following-up teach-
ers who participated a year earlier in a teacher 
intervention program (Cheon  & Reeve, 2013). 
The goal of the study was to ask whether teachers 
were still autonomy supportive toward students 
and whether they continued to experience benefits, 
such as psychological need satisfaction, teacher 
enthusiasm, teaching efficacy, and job satisfaction. 
Specifically, we asked teachers:  Compared with a 
year ago, are you now more autonomy-supportive, 
less autonomy-supportive, or about the same as 
last year? Every teacher (physical education teach-
ers in Korean middle schools) reported being more 
autonomy supportive. When we asked them why, 
some explained that they were more autonomy sup-
portive because their students were now so much 
more engaged than before (i.e., because of student 
benefits), whereas others explained that their teach-
ing was now so much more enjoyable and effective 
than before (i.e., because of teacher benefits). Some 
teachers volunteered that they had no interest in 
returning back to their pretraining (controlling) 
motivating style; their reasoning was that it was 
much easier, less conflictual, and a greater joy to 
teach a class of highly engaged students than it was 
to teach a class of highly unengaged students.

What these trained and highly accomplished 
teachers told us was that, once learned, autonomy 
support was actually easier and more realistic than 
was controlling teaching. It is a reliable and repli-
cated finding that one primary reason why teachers 
are controlling during instruction is because their 
students are unmotivated and misbehaving (Sarrazin 
et al., 2006). That is, when unmotivated, listless, and 
disengaged, students “pull” a controlling style out of 
the teacher’s repertoire (Pelletier et  al., 2002). But, 
autonomy-supportive teacher training programs 
act as opportunities for teachers to build a more 
autonomy-supportive style into their instructional 
repertoire. What autonomy-supportive teaching does 
is promote students’ autonomy and engagement dur-
ing instruction (Cheon et al., 2012; Reeve, Jang, et al., 
2004). Once students become autonomously moti-
vated and highly engaged, the pull for a controlling 
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style evaporates. When students are highly motivated 
and engaged, teacher control seems out of place—
even inappropriate. Under these conditions, teachers 
no longer believe that autonomy-supportive teaching 
is either unrealistic or too difficult.

Conclusion
“How can I  motivate others?” Perhaps you 

read this chapter to find a constructive, practical, 
and satisfying answer to this question. As pointed 
out by Deci (1995), however, the question itself is 
stated in a problematic way because “motivating 
others” implies taking charge and doing something 
to them, such as persuading, modeling, inspiring, 
or just plain yelling at students. A constructive way 
to rephrase this question, as pointed out by Deci 
(1995), is as follows:  “How can I  create the con-
ditions under which people can motivate them-
selves?” This paraphrase guides practitioners toward 
an autonomy-supportive style, because it presumes 
that others are fully capable of motivating them-
selves. What others need from you is some support 
in vitalizing their otherwise latent inner motiva-
tional resources. The practical purpose of the pres-
ent chapter is to provide the rationale and classroom 
practice behind this recommendation. Overall, our 
suggestion is to deeply appreciate the students’ 
perspective, welcome their thoughts and sugges-
tions into the flow of instruction, and find or cre-
ate new ways to vitalize students’ inner motivational 
resources, explain your requests and instructional 
activities, communicate with noncontrolling and 
informational language, be patient, and acknowl-
edge and accept students’ negative emotionality as 
they work through the process of creating the con-
ditions under which they can motivate and engage 
themselves.

Future Directions
1. What predicts and explains teacher 

motivation? Teacher motivation is a multifaceted 
construct, consisting of the positive faces of 
enthusiasm, efficacy, satisfaction, and well-being, 
as well as the negative faces of burnout, 
inefficacy, dissatisfaction, and ill-being. These 
aspects of teacher motivation are affected by 
contextual factors; personal beliefs and values; 
and relationships with colleagues, administrators, 
parents, and students. It would be a welcome 
advance to create a framework that integrated this 
complexity into a full understanding of teacher 
motivation and its fruits (e.g., skill development, 
professional retention).

2. How reciprocal is a teacher’s motivating 
style on the one hand and students’ motivation, 
engagement, and behavior on the other hand? 
Most investigations in the teacher motivation 
literature use a cross-sectional, survey-based 
research design. These studies have generated a 
preliminary understanding of how teachers affect 
students and how students affect teachers. But 
teacher-student relations are reciprocal, dynamic, 
and developmental. This literature now needs 
longitudinally designed investigations that can tap 
into and model the complex interrelations that 
occur within teacher-student relationships.

3. Is teacher-provided autonomy support the 
opposite of teacher control, or do autonomy 
support and control represent two distinct aspects 
of a teacher’s motivating style. The question here 
is whether being autonomy supportive necessarily 
means that one cannot be controlling, or whether 
teachers can be both autonomy supportive and 
controlling, even during a single teacher-student 
interaction.

4. Do teachers benefit from giving autonomy 
support? It is clear that students benefit from 
receiving a teacher’s autonomy support. It is 
beginning to look like teachers too benefit not 
only from receiving autonomy support (as from 
principals) but from giving it as well. This research 
is quite new, and it is a promising new area of 
investigation that holds the potential to contribute 
important findings to teacher motivation.
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In recent decades, the nature of work in indus-
trialized nations has undergone a dramatic change 
from being physically demanding to more seden-
tary and psychologically demanding. Such a shift in 
the nature of work, coupled with consumption of 
calorically dense foods, has contributed to a variety 
of health epidemics, such as obesity, hypertension, 
and hyperlipidemia (Lundberg  & Cooper, 2011). 
Each of these epidemics is a risk factor for the 
development of chronic health conditions, includ-
ing cardiovascular disease, cancer, and diabetes, 
which account for 70% of all deaths in the United 
States (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
n.d.). Accordingly, it is important to consider how 
work-related factors affect employee health and 
wellness.

A considerable body of research has pointed 
toward an association between occupational sta-
tus and health outcomes, such that employees in 

lower-status occupations experience poorer health 
outcomes and shorter life expectancies than those 
in higher-status occupations (Hertzman & Siddiqi, 
2009; Siegrist  & Marmot, 2006; van Rossum, 
Shipley, van de Mheen, Grobbee,  & Marmot, 
2000). This association has been found to be mono-
tonic, such that differences in health emerge across 
incremental levels of occupational status, and is 
referred to as the health gradient (Marmot, 2006). 
At the same time, emerging research has established 
a link between the experience of stress at work and 
employee health and wellness. Workplace stress is 
known to contribute to the development of chronic 
health conditions in two ways (DeSteno, Gross, & 
Kubzansky, in press). First, stress is associated with 
unpleasant emotions that accelerate the process of 
atherosclerosis and inhibit immune system func-
tioning. Second, stress is associated with use of alco-
hol and tobacco to mitigate the experience of those 
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emotions. Workplace stress has psychological and 
behavioral costs as well, including depressive symp-
toms, somatic symptom burden, emotional exhaus-
tion, turnover intention, and absenteeism (Krasner 
et al., 2009; Williams et al., 2012).

There is general consensus that occupational sta-
tus within the employment hierarchy, as well as the 
nature and demands of contemporary work condi-
tions, are important predictors of health outcomes. 
Yet research is only beginning to develop a theo-
retical framework that may explain the psychosocial 
mechanisms that underlie these associations, which 
in turn can be linked to pathophysiological causes 
of disease. In this chapter, we discuss evidence from 
self-determination theory (SDT) on the factors 
that are associated with physical and psychological 
health. In doing so, we hope to lay initial ground-
work for an application of SDT to understanding 
the mechanisms that may underlie the health gradi-
ent and its associated health outcomes. To elucidate 
these ideas, this chapter is divided into three sec-
tions. In the first, we discuss research on the health 
gradient and several of its psychosocial determi-
nants, namely, perceptions of control, reciprocity, 
social support, and stress. In the second, we describe 
research from SDT on the promotion of physical 
and psychological health. In the third, we present 
an application of SDT to understanding the mecha-
nisms that account for the health gradient, and call 
for future research on this topic.

The Health Gradient
In their groundbreaking work with British civil 

servants, Michael Marmot and colleagues showed 
that morbidity and mortality rates differ across 
various levels of occupational status. The first lon-
gitudinal study on the health gradient (Marmot, 
Rose, Shipley, & Hamilton, 1978) was conducted 
during the 1960s and examined the incidence of 
coronary heart disease among 17,530 working 
individuals. Marmot et  al. found that civil ser-
vants in lower-status occupations were more likely 
to die prematurely from coronary heart disease 
compared with those in higher-status occupations. 
Results also showed that several key risk factors 
for coronary heart disease, such as tobacco use, an 
imbalance in plasma glucose levels, blood pressure, 
and physical inactivity, were not evenly distrib-
uted across levels of occupational status. Rather, 
these risk factors were more prevalent among 
those in lower-status occupations. It is important 
to note as well that research has shown evidence 
of the health gradient in a variety of countries, 

including India, Sri Lanka, Costa Rica, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States (McDonough, 
Duncan, Williams, & House, 1997; Smith, 1999; 
Tarlov, 2000).

On the Determinants of the Health 
Gradient

One of the major challenges for those who study 
the health gradient is to understand the factors 
that determine the uneven distribution of health, 
morbidity, and mortality across the employment 
hierarchy. The health gradient is thought to arise 
from an array of biological, social, psychologi-
cal, and economic factors that distinguish various 
levels of the employment hierarchy (Wilkinson, 
2001, 2005). Yet the specificity and relative impact 
of these factors are widely debated topics (Major, 
Mendes, & Dovidio, in press). With respect to the 
level of specificity, some have identified economic 
and social circumstances as the major determinants 
of health disparities among individuals and groups 
(Lynch, Smith, Kaplan, & House, 2000; Ross et al., 
2006), whereas others have suggested that broader 
assessments of socioeconomic status are more use-
ful to consider (Graham, 2007; Lynch, Kaplan, & 
Salonen, 1997). Likewise with respect to their 
relative impact on the health gradient, some have 
found better predictive utility with income and 
education, relative to occupation (Geyer  & Peter, 
2000), whereas others have reported the opposite 
pattern of results (Davey Smith et al., 1998). It is 
clear, therefore, that additional theory and research 
is needed to sort out the multitude of complex fac-
tors that affect the health gradient.

Although the factors that underlie the health 
gradient are still debated, researchers have given 
increased attention to the psychosocial determinants 
of health. Indeed, comprehensive studies have sug-
gested that these factors play a significant role in 
explaining differences in health across the employ-
ment hierarchy (Dunn, Veenstra,  & Ross, 2006; 
Marmot, 2006; Marmot, Bosma, Hemingway, 
Brunner, & Stansfeld, 1997; Marmot & Wilkinson, 
2001). Such a focus may also offer insight into what 
appears to be a paradox within the health gradi-
ent literature, namely, that differences in health are 
observed even among individuals who are not in 
poverty and who are not exposed to workplace haz-
ards. That is, the health gradient also exists among 
those in higher-status occupations (Marmot et al., 
1991). The importance of considering the psycho-
social determinants of the health gradient is, there-
fore, readily apparent.
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Following their earlier research, Marmot et  al. 
(1991) conducted a second study—known as 
Whitehall II—to examine the psychosocial deter-
minants of health disparities. Their results repli-
cated those of Marmot et  al. (1978) and showed 
that psychological stressors contribute to the health 
gradient. For instance, working conditions marked 
by high demand and low control were found to 
be associated with higher levels of physical illness. 
To explain this finding, Marmot et al. (1991) sug-
gested that those in lower-status occupations had 
less control at work and thus were less able to react 
effectively in highly demanding situations. Indeed, 
research has shown that the amount of control that 
individuals have at work accounts for about half 
of the association between the health gradient and 
cardiovascular disease (Bosma et al., 1997; Marmot, 
Bosma, Hemingway, Brunner, & Stansfeld, 1997). 
Interestingly, the adverse consequences of an imbal-
ance between demands and control include work-
place stress (Karasek & Theorell, 1990), which may 
accelerate the rate at which cholesterol builds up 
in the artery walls (i.e., atherosclerosis) and yield 
higher incidences of myocardial infarctions, strokes, 
aneurysms, and sudden death (Karasek, Baker, 
Marxer, Ahlbom, & Theorell, 1981). Therefore, one 
psychosocial factor that appears to influence the 
health gradient is employees’ perceptions of control 
over outcomes at work.

Two other psychosocial determinants of the 
health gradient are employees’ perceptions of 
reciprocity and social support at work. The crite-
ria for reciprocity are derived from the underly-
ing employment contract between employer and 
employee, which defines responsibilities at work 
and the compensation that can be expected to be 
received on successful completion of those respon-
sibilities. Indeed, employee wellness can be jeopar-
dized when fair compensation for effort at work is 
not received (Siegrist, 1996). For instance, work-
ing conditions marked by high effort and low 
reward were found to be associated with symptoms 
of physical and psychological ill-being, including 
high blood pressure, myocardial infarction, anxiety, 
psychological distress, and depression (Siegrist  & 
Marmot, 2004; Stansfeld & Candy, 2006). Social 
support at work has been found to mitigate the 
adverse consequences associated with low percep-
tions of control among employees, specifically for 
their cardiovascular disease risk (Johnson & Hall, 
1994). Such findings point toward an association 
between the social context at work and employee 
health and wellness.

An additional psychosocial determinant of the 
health gradient, indeed one under which percep-
tions of control, reciprocity, and social support may 
be subsumed, is perceived stress at work. There is 
ample evidence suggesting that experiences of pro-
longed and acute stress in the workplace can suppress 
immune system functioning, thereby undermin-
ing psychological health and leaving employees 
at a higher risk for various health problems. For 
instance, experiences of stress at work were found 
to be associated with coronary heart disease, mus-
culoskeletal disorders, cancer, diabetes, and infec-
tions (Brunner & Marmot, 2006; DeSteno et al., in 
press; Marmot et al., 1991), as well as with anxiety 
and depressive symptoms (Gentry, Benson,  & de 
Wolff, 1985; Marmot, Siegrist, Theorell, & Feeney, 
1999). Beyond their direct relations to physical and 
psychological health outcomes, experiences of stress 
at work are associated with engagement in risky 
health behaviors, such as use of tobacco, alcohol, 
and drugs, as well as over-eating (Siegrist & Rödel, 
2006; Wardle et al., 1999). It bears noting that the 
adverse consequences associated with engagement 
in risky health behaviors accumulate over time 
and are synergistic in their detrimental impact on 
health, ultimately increasing the risk of premature 
morbidity and mortality. Importantly, many of 
these health-related factors and outcomes are asso-
ciated with occupational status.

A Summary and Segue
To summarize this brief review of the health 

gradient literature, there is ample evidence to sug-
gest that work-related factors affect employee well-
ness. Yet it seems unlikely that the health gradient is 
solely a function of uneven distribution of income 
across the employment hierarchy and/or differential 
exposure to adverse material and workplace condi-
tions, because health differences are evident even 
among those in higher-status occupations (Marmot 
et al., 1991). One important challenge, therefore, is 
to understand the mechanisms that may explain the 
association between occupational status and health 
outcomes across the health gradient. This knowl-
edge may provide a more refined understanding of 
how experiences in the workplace affect the physical 
and psychological health of employees. Additional 
theory and research is needed (Marks, Murray, 
Evans, & Estacio, 2011), and to bridge this gap we 
turn to a consideration of SDT, which provides a 
theoretical framework that may be useful for under-
standing the health gradient and its psychosocial 
determinants.
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Self-Determination Theory
Self-determination theory (SDT; Deci  & 

Ryan, 2008; Niemiec, Ryan,  & Deci, 2010)  is 
an approach to human motivation, emotion, and 
personality in social contexts with applications to 
the domains of work (Gagné  & Deci, 2005)  and 
health care (Williams, 2002), among others. With 
its philosophical roots grounded in organismic 
theory (Ryan  & Deci, 2002), SDT assumes that 
humans are proactive by nature and are oriented 
toward healthy development, which is marked by 
integration at the psychological (autonomy) and 
interpersonal (homonomy) levels (Angyal, 1965). 
Yet SDT also recognizes that humans are vulner-
able to passivity, psychological fragmentation, and 
interpersonal disharmony, especially when the 
social surround is not supportive of their inherent 
growth tendencies. Such a dynamic gives rise to 
an organismic-dialectic meta-theory that is used to 
guide subsequent theorizing.

At the core of SDT is the proposal of three basic 
psychological needs for (1) autonomy, (2) compe-
tence, and (3) relatedness. Satisfaction of these three 
needs is necessary for psychological growth and 
internalization of ambient values, beliefs, and prac-
tices into the self (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The need for 
autonomy (de Charms, 1968) refers to the experi-
ence that behavior is enacted with a sense of choice, 
volition, and reflective endorsement. The opposite 
of autonomy is heteronomy, or the experience of 
pressure and control to think, feel, and behave in 
particular ways (Ryan  & Deci, 2006). The need 
for competence (White, 1959) refers to the experi-
ence of effectance in interacting with the physical 
and social environment. The need for relatedness 
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Ryan, 1995) refers to 
the experience of warm, caring, and mutual connec-
tions with others. It is important to note that within 
SDT, psychological needs do not refer to desires or 
values, but rather “needs specify innate psychological 
nutriments that are essential for ongoing psychologi-
cal growth, integrity, and well-being” (Deci & Ryan, 
2000, p. 229, italics in original). Thus, satisfaction 
of the basic psychological needs for autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness is expected to promote 
optimal physical, psychological, and social func-
tioning, and adverse consequences are predicted to 
follow when needs are not supported or are actively 
thwarted.

As alluded to previously, social-contextual sup-
port for satisfaction of the basic psychological needs 
is theorized to facilitate internalization, or the natu-
ral, active process of coming to endorse the value of 

a behavior that was originally prompted by exter-
nal sources (Ryan, 1993). Through the process of 
internalization, the value of and requisite skills for 
important (yet nonintrinsically motivated) behav-
iors are brought into coherence with other aspects 
of the self and are regulated with a sense of volition. 
SDT specifies a continuum of internalization along 
which behavioral regulations vary in the extent to 
which they are experienced as controlled versus 
autonomous. To illustrate, an employee is said to 
be controlled if she or he completes tasks on time 
so as to obtain a letter of commendation or to avoid 
reprimand. Indeed, the experiences of pressure and 
coercion that underlie controlled forms of behav-
ioral regulation can also originate from inside the 
person, as when an employee completes tasks on 
time so as to gain a sense of pride or to avoid feelings 
of guilt and shame. In contrast, an employee is said 
to be autonomous if she or he completes tasks on 
time because the value of doing so is self-endorsed 
and aligned with other deeply held values. The rela-
tive autonomy with which behavior is regulated has 
been shown to be associated with full functioning 
and organismic wellness across a variety of life’s 
domains (for a review, see Deci & Ryan, 2008).

More specific to our focus, Gagné and Deci 
(2005) reviewed a considerable amount of empiri-
cal evidence on the importance of need support, 
need satisfaction, and internalization for optimal 
functioning in organizational contexts. This evi-
dence provides some initial support for an applica-
tion of SDT to the health gradient, because Gagné 
and Deci’s (2005) review underscores the impor-
tance of autonomy in the work domain. To provide 
additional support for an application of SDT to the 
health gradient, herein we briefly review empiri-
cal evidence on the importance of need support, 
need satisfaction, and internalization in the health-
care domain. Such a review is warranted given the 
elevation of support for patient autonomy in bio-
medical ethics (Beauchamp  & Childress, 2001, 
2009)  and patient autonomy in medical profes-
sionalism (American Board of Internal Medicine 
Foundation et  al., 2002)  as outcomes that are 
equivalent in importance to enhancing patient 
well-being. Respect for autonomy involves helping 
the patient to make a clear and informed decision 
about whether and how to attempt health-behavior 
change and its maintenance (Williams & Niemiec, 
2012; Williams et  al., 2011). The opposite of 
respect for autonomy is to pressure or coerce the 
patient into health-behavior change, or to leave the 
patient with ambivalence about whether she or he 
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would want to attempt such change. This review, 
in turn, paves the way for our consideration of the 
health gradient using SDT.

On the Promotion of Physical and 
Psychological Health

Much research using SDT has examined the 
relations of need support, need satisfaction, and 
internalization to physical and psychological health. 
Rather than provide a full discussion of this large 
corpus of findings, we describe results from a 
recently completed systematic review of the SDT 
literature on health and wellness (Ng et al., 2012). 
In total, 184 data sets met the criteria for inclusion 
in a meta-analysis, and results provided strong sup-
port for SDT. Provision of need support related 
positively to physical and psychological health, and 
negatively to ill-being. In a similar way, need sat-
isfaction and autonomous self-regulation related 
positively to physical and psychological health, and 
negatively to ill-being. Controlled regulation, in 
contrast, related negatively to psychological health 
and positively to ill-being. It is interesting to note 
that most, but not all, of the associations between 
controlled regulation and physical health were neg-
ative, although they were not always significantly 
different from zero. Taken together, these results 
show that need support, need satisfaction, and 
internalization relate consistently and positively to 
physical and psychological health. In a subsequent 
analysis, Ng et al. found confirmation for a model in 
which (1) need support related positively to auton-
omous self-regulation and perceived competence; 
(2) autonomous self-regulation related positively to 
perceived competence, physical health, and psycho-
logical health; and (3) perceived competence related 
positively to physical and psychological health. This 
set of associations is consistent with the SDT model 
of health-behavior change (Ryan, Patrick, Deci, & 
Williams, 2008; Williams et al., 2002).

Overall, the results of Ng et  al.’s (2012) 
meta-analysis underscore the importance of need 
support, need satisfaction, and internalization for 
physical and psychological health, especially given 
that data were obtained from a large number of 
studies, investigators, domains, and cultures. Yet a 
critical limitation is the correlational nature of the 
data used in the analysis, which precludes a conclu-
sion of causality for these associations. Fortunately, 
several randomized clinical trials have been con-
ducted using SDT to assess whether physical and 
psychological health is improved when interven-
tions provide support for basic psychological 

need satisfaction in the context of treatment. This 
research has demonstrated the efficacy of SDT-based 
interventions for such behaviors as tobacco depen-
dence (Williams, McGregor, Sharp, Levesque, et al., 
2006), cholesterol (Williams, McGregor, Sharp, 
Kouides, et  al., 2006), weight loss maintenance 
(Teixeira et  al., 2009), physical activity (Fortier, 
Sweet, O’Sullivan,  & Williams, 2007), dental 
hygiene (Münster Halvari  & Halvari, 2006), and 
diabetes care (Williams, Lynch, & Glasgow, 2007). 
Together, the trials have shown that autonomous 
self-regulation and perceived competence are facili-
tated in healthcare climates that provide support 
for basic psychological needs, and that autonomous 
self-regulation and perceived competence are the 
psychological mechanisms by which maintenance of 
health-behavior change occurs (Ryan et al., 2008).

Although more work is needed to garner addi-
tional evidence in support of this theoretical 
model among other cultures and behaviors, this 
body of research offers causal evidence for the 
beneficial impact that need-supportive healthcare 
climates have on initiation and maintenance of 
health-behavior change. Therefore, it is useful to 
consider how healthcare practitioners can provide 
support for their patients’ basic psychological needs. 
In the healthcare domain, support for autonomy 
involves eliciting and acknowledging the patient’s 
ideas and perspectives, taking interest in and accept-
ing the patient’s feelings, exploring how the patient’s 
values relate to health-behavior change, providing 
clinical recommendations with a rationale for how 
they may improve health, offering a menu of effec-
tive options for treatment, supporting the patient’s 
self-initiation of change, and minimizing use of 
controlling language (should, must, ought, have to). 
Support for competence involves ensuring that the 
patient is fully volitional with regard to the treat-
ment being offered, remaining positive that the 
patient can succeed, identifying possible barriers 
to change, and assisting the patient in developing 
skills and techniques for problem solving. Support 
for relatedness involves being warm, empathic, and 
nonjudgmental so that the patient can succeed in 
achieving her or his goals (see Williams et al., 2011).

On the Importance of 
Need-Supportive Social Contexts

These correlational and experimental findings 
from the healthcare domain suggest that provision 
of need support and the experience of need satis-
faction are associated with higher levels of autono-
mous self-regulation and perceived competence, 



368  At  the Interface of Work and Health

which in turn predict physical and psychologi-
cal health. Indeed, the dynamics of need support 
(or lack thereof ) extend beyond the therapeutic 
encounter and describe a general interpersonal 
style that is relevant in a variety of domains and 
types of social interactions. To illustrate this, we 
describe additional evidence for the importance of 
need-supportive social contexts for internalization 
and psychological health in the domain of medical 
education.

Williams and Deci (1996) found that medical 
students who perceived more provision of need 
support from instructors reported higher levels 
of autonomous self-regulation, perceived compe-
tence, and interest in medical interviewing. It is also 
important to note that at a 2-year follow-up, those 
with higher levels of autonomous self-regulation 
were rated as more autonomy supportive by stan-
dardized patients. Other evidence suggests that 
need-supportive social contexts affect medical stu-
dents’ career choice. Williams, Saizow, Ross, and 
Deci (1997; also Williams, Wiener, Markakis, 
Reeve, & Deci, 1994) found that medical students’ 
likelihood of selecting either internal medicine or 
surgery as their specialty was predicted by their 
perceptions of need support from the instructors 
of the corresponding third-year clerkships, and this 
association was mediated by perceived competence 
and interest in those medical specialties. Still other 
evidence suggests that need-supportive social con-
texts affect clinicians’ actual therapeutic practice. 
Williams, Levesque, Zeldman, Wright, and Deci 
(2003) recruited healthcare practitioners to attend 
a smoking cessation workshop that was intended 
to support their autonomy, competence, and inter-
est in counseling. Results showed that practitioners 
who perceived more provision of need support 
from leaders reported higher levels of autono-
mous self-regulation and perceived competence 
for tobacco counseling. Furthermore, autonomous 
self-regulation predicted increases in the amount of 
time spent counseling and the use of clinical guide-
lines over 3 months.

The results of these studies highlight the impor-
tance of providing support for autonomy, com-
petence, and relatedness in the domains of health 
care and medical education. Need-supportive social 
contexts have been shown to facilitate autonomous 
self-regulation, perceived competence, and interest, 
which are associated with higher levels of well-being 
and lower levels of burnout among physicians 
(Shanafelt, Sloan, & Habermann, 2003). With the 
experience of need support, medical students and 

physicians may be better able to integrate their 
emotional responses to the overwhelming demands 
on their time (Yarnall, Pollak, Ostbye, Krause,  & 
Michener, 2003), and in turn make the decision to 
use effective interventions in clinical practice.

The Case of Somatization (At the 
Interface of Work and Health)

Thus far, we have reviewed empirical evidence on 
the importance of need support, need satisfaction, 
and internalization in the healthcare domain, and 
have only made passing reference to research using 
SDT in the work domain (again, we refer the inter-
ested reader to [Gagné and Deci’s (2005)] compre-
hensive review of the topic). At this point, however, 
it is important to consider the interface of work and 
health from the perspective of SDT, which may 
offer several important directions for future research 
on the health gradient. One point of intersection 
between the domains of work and health is soma-
tization, or the manifestation of psychosocial dis-
tress as physical symptoms that are unexplained by 
physical illness (Lipowski, 1988). Somatization is 
of particular interest to both employers and health-
care practitioners, because when employees experi-
ence somatic symptoms they often miss work and 
seek medical care and/or testing (Kroenke, 2007). 
Indeed, somatic symptoms account for at least 50% 
of all outpatient medical encounters in the United 
States (Katon, Ries, & Kleinman, 1984; Schappert, 
1993), as well as an estimated $256 billion per year 
in healthcare utilization and lost job productivity 
(Barsky, Orav, & Bates, 2005).

To explain part of the etiology of somatiza-
tion, Williams et  al. (2012) collected data from 
287 employees of four leading Nordic companies. 
Results showed that employees who perceived more 
provision of need support from managers reported 
higher levels of autonomous self-regulation at work, 
and autonomous self-regulation predicted lower 
levels of somatic symptoms. This inverse associa-
tion is important to note given that somatic symp-
toms related positively to emotional exhaustion, 
turnover intention, and absenteeism. Such findings 
provide a motivational model based on SDT that 
explains important outcomes at the intersection of 
work and health. Related to this line of research, 
Vaananen et al. (2005) collected data from 13,795 
employees of a globally operating corporation in 
Canada, China, Finland, France, and Sweden. 
Results showed that employees who had more job 
autonomy reported lower levels of functional inca-
pacity and, interestingly, this association was most 
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pronounced in China. These studies underscore the 
importance of need support and autonomy in the 
domains of work and health in various cultures.

Given that need satisfaction has been shown to 
affect physical and psychological health in the work-
place, it is important to consider whether managers 
can learn to provide support for their employees’ 
basic psychological needs. One of the potential 
benefits for managers is that in need-supportive cli-
mates employees may attend work more regularly, 
be more productive, and experience less stress. Deci, 
Connell, and Ryan (1989) found that employees 
who perceived more provision of need support from 
managers reported higher levels of satisfaction with 
their jobs and trust in top management, and lower 
levels of pressure. Also, managers who received 
an organizational development intervention that 
focused on the concept of supporting employees’ 
autonomy became more need supportive toward 
their employees. Other evidence suggests employees 
who perceive managers as need supportive experi-
ence more well-being, better job performance, and 
less anxiety at work (Baard, 2002; Baard, Deci, & 
Ryan, 2004). Therefore, the importance of manag-
ers’ creating need-supportive contexts for the pro-
motion of employees’ physical and psychological 
health at work is readily apparent.

A Consideration of the Health 
Gradient using SDT

In the introduction of this chapter we noted that 
the nature of work has been transformed over a rela-
tively brief period of time. Such dramatic changes 
carry with them benefits and risks, and one impor-
tant challenge at the interface of work and health 
is to understand how work-related factors affect 
employee health and wellness. A considerable body 
of research points toward the existence of health dis-
parities across various levels of occupational status, 
yet there is no clear theoretical framework that may 
explain the psychosocial mechanisms that underlie 
these associations. Of course, a focus on psycho-
social determinants does not invalidate the social 
factors that contribute to health disparities, such as 
income inequality, unemployment, poor housing, 
and malnourishment. Indeed, it is useful to incor-
porate both social and psychological factors into a 
theoretical framework to provide a more complete 
understanding of prevention and health promo-
tion. Our focus in this chapter is to introduce SDT 
as a framework that can be used to guide future 
research on the health gradient and its psychosocial 
determinants.

From the perspective of SDT, the basic psy-
chological needs for autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness are universal requirements for full func-
tioning and wellness (Niemiec & Ryan, 2013). In 
other words, regardless of their gender, age, ethnic-
ity, level of income, amount of education, occu-
pational status, or any other delimiting factor, all 
individuals require support for basic psychologi-
cal need satisfaction for the promotion of optimal 
physical, psychological, and social wellness. It fol-
lows from this postulate that the etiology of physi-
cal disease and psychological illness can be traced, 
at least in part, to an individual’s not having her 
or his basic psychological needs supported (or 
actively thwarted) by the social context. To depict 
these concepts, Figure 22.1 presents a preliminary 
sketch of SDT dynamics that may be relevant and 
useful for understanding the health gradient and 
its psychosocial determinants. We suggest that 
occupational status and other aspects of the social 
hierarchy (gender, age, ethnicity, level of income, 
amount of education) may be associated with 
provision of need support (or lack thereof ) in the 
workplace, although additional research is needed 
to examine this. Employees’ perceptions of need 
support have been shown to predict their satisfac-
tion of basic psychological needs (Gagné & Deci, 
2005), which in turn has been shown to predict 
autonomous self-regulation and perceived compe-
tence for healthy behavior. Such motivation has 
been shown to predict physical and psychologi-
cal health (Ng et al., 2012). Accordingly, we pro-
pose that the dynamics of need support (or lack 
thereof ), need satisfaction (or lack thereof ), and 
internalization are important to consider in devel-
oping an explanation of how the health gradient 
and its psychosocial determinants relate to physical 
and psychological health. Indeed, González (2012) 
has shown that perceptions of basic psychological 
need satisfaction at work explain part of the asso-
ciation between occupational status and general 
health among employees, thereby providing initial 
support for this set of associations.

This proposal offers a framework for investigating 
the emergence of differences in health across various 
levels of occupational status. For instance, health 
maladies, such as cardiovascular disease and their 
associated risk factors, are not evenly distributed 
across levels of occupational status (Marmot et al., 
1978). Future research, therefore, might examine 
whether perceptions of need support, experiences 
of need satisfaction, and levels of internalization are 
similarly skewed across the employment hierarchy. 
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Such uneven distributions, if found, may explain at 
least part of the association between occupational 
status and health.

SDT may also provide a deeper understanding 
of the psychosocial determinants of health, because 
theories of workplace stress tend to be limited in 
their exclusive focus on the psychological imbal-
ances associated with perceptions of high demand, 
low control, low reciprocity, and low social sup-
port (see Karasek & Theorell, 1990). For instance, 
employees who have low levels of control over out-
comes at work may experience frustration of their 
needs for autonomy and competence. In a similar 
way, employees who perceive low reciprocity and 
social support at work may experience frustration of 
their need for relatedness. Indeed, as we believe that 
perceptions of control, reciprocity, and social sup-
port may be subsumed under the general category 
of stress, employees who experience high levels of 
stress at work may experience frustration of each of 
the basic psychological needs.

In closing, it is worthwhile to note that SDT 
examines the interface between the person and the 
social context to understand the factors that pre-
dict health and wellness. Knowledge of such fac-
tors and how they relate to motivation for healthy 
behavior may assist employers in addressing occu-
pational health problems and may provide a bet-
ter understanding of the uneven distribution of 
health, morbidity, and mortality across the employ-
ment hierarchy. Of course, more research on the 
health gradient and its psychosocial determinants is 
needed to examine these dynamics more thoroughly 
and systematically. Such research may not only have 
theoretical importance, but may also have implica-
tions for policy matters related to employment and 
health.
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Introduction
An important impetus for studying accounting as 

an undergraduate, and eventually becoming a CPA 
and accounting professor, was an early epiphany 
that neither I, nor anyone whom I knew well, had a 
functional relationship to money and material pos-
sessions. A  later, more jolting realization was that, 
although most accounting and finance professionals 
and academics have (perhaps more than) sufficient 
financial resources, they also lacked a functional rela-
tionship to money. Sadly, my undergraduate and mas-
ters’ degrees in accountancy provided fewer insights 
into creating a functional relationship to money than 
I sought. Now, 40 years into this quest, and guided by 
the insights of self-determination theory (SDT) and 
George Kinder’s (1999) model of money maturity 
(KMMM), I offer a nascent understanding of these 

relations. But much investigation and articulation 
remains if the brief sketch that I offer is to become 
the rich, true portrait of a functional human relation 
to money that I first sought more than 40 years ago.

This chapter proceeds as follows. This introduction 
is followed by a brief review of literature investigating 
human relations to money and possessions. Following 
this, consideration is given to the synthesizing model, 
and the evidence (or lack thereof) supporting its ele-
ments and aspects. Practical implications and research 
possibilities are followed by a summation of the 
meaning, importance, and deficiencies of the model.1

Money, Possessions, and Human 
Functioning

Although a relatively recent focus of scholarship, 
psychology-based investigation of human relations 

Abstract

Considerable research and investigation articulates the nature and consequences of a dysfunctional 
relationship to money and material possessions. But in technology-based, capitalistic societies, core 
human needs include a functional relationship to money and possessions. This chapter builds on previous 
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to money and material possessions has proceeded 
consistent with the more general development of 
the psychological literature. Specifically, follow-
ing Freud’s lead that “money is dirty” (Herbert, 
2002), psychological research investigating money 
and material possessions is dominated by research 
investigating the nature and consequences of a 
dysfunctional relationship to money and material 
possessions (e.g., Burroughs  & Rindfleisch, 2002; 
Kasser, 2002; Kasser & Kanner, 2004; Tang, 2007). 
Particularly strange is the near complete neglect of 
issues of personal finance and human relations to 
money in the finance and accounting literature. 
Although these scholarly domains seem to be likely 
focal points for such research, their neglect likely 
results from these literatures’ near-complete focus 
on financing and reporting issues in corporations 
rather than individuals. Although corporations 
may be, according to the common interpretation 
of a recent decree of the Supreme Court of the 
United States (Citizens United v. Federal Election 
Commission 2009)  “people too,” apparently, as 
George Orwell might have put it in Animal Farm 
(1945), to accounting and finance scholars, some 
people (i.e., corporations) are more equal than 
other people (i.e., human beings). More accurately, 
“corporate people” are worthy objects of study, 
research, and acclaim, whereas “individual people” 
are not. One suspects in this regard that the power 
of corporate financial influence is not restricted to 
politicians and political candidates but may also 
extend to accounting, finance, and economic schol-
ars whose professional lives are given to, in some 
cases, the sympathetic study of corporations who 
fund their grants (and research). Is it possible that 
the “orphan” status of the research areas of personal 
finance and human relations to money results, iron-
ically, from the uninvestigated and unexamined per-
sonal financial motivations of researchers?

The Prefinancial Competence Literature: 
Financial Incentives and Motivation

A vast body of scholarly endeavor, extending 
across over 60 years and many disciplines, attempts 
to prove the validity of the central assumption of 
economics that Adam Smith eloquently articu-
lated in The Wealth of Nations:  that money moti-
vates humans through a simple, stimulus-response 
mechanism. The necessity of obtaining evidence 
supporting this relation to ease the work of econo-
mists—be they Marxist or libertarian, Keynesian 
or Friedmanites—is evident. If financial motiva-
tion is other than a simple drive mechanism, if it is 

complex, contingent, and multidimensional, then 
economists must expend scarce resources (i.e., their 
professional careers) understanding and articulat-
ing these complex relations. For a couple of hun-
dred years, it was far easier to assume that Adam 
Smith got it right in his intuitive, simplistic sketch 
and to get on with the business of plotting simple 
demand and supply curves and crafting models 
that embedded the “more-money-is-always-better” 
assumption and ethic. Hence, in mainstream 
neoclassical microeconomics the assumption that 
human financial motivation is, for example, more 
simplistic than the average tribe of bonobos’ moti-
vations for food (Hare & Kwetuenda, 2010) and 
would exclude as inexplicable, play, which research 
indicates is critical to, and considered fun among, 
vertebrates (Chick, 1998; Lewis 1982)  includ-
ing, but not limited to, homo sapiens—or at 
least among those lucky homo sapiens who have 
eschewed graduate degrees in economics, finance, 
and accounting.

Assuming a simpler-than-other-mammal finan-
cial drive response motivation also greatly simpli-
fies the work of scholars investigating and designing 
management and accounting control systems, for 
example, in the large literature that applies agency 
theory to organizational issues (e.g., Kunz & Pfaff, 
2002). Simplistic human financial motivation 
means such systems may ignore, for example, indi-
vidual and cultural differences in motivation. Such 
simplistic assumptions partly explain the otherwise 
inexplicable madness of such systems, where the 
insanity is best documented in comics (e.g., Dilbert) 
and in television comedies (e.g., on “The Office”) 
rather than in the far less entertaining scholarly lit-
erature about such systems.

The alternative (i.e., that human financial 
motivation is complex and contingent) is now 
well-established in research and well-known among 
practicing managers (cf. Gagné  & Deci, 2005; 
Moller, Ryan, & Deci, 2006; Stone, Deci, & Ryan, 
2009), but is less commonly in evidence in the work 
of economic, accounting, and finance scholars. For 
example, in top accounting journals it still seems 
to be a “politically incorrect” impossibility to say a 
single discouraging word about the power and maj-
esty of financial incentives. Hence, the publication 
of papers in top accounting journals (e.g., Sprinkle, 
2000)  that say nothing other than the old time 
religion—perhaps stated first in Genesis, “By the 
sweat of your brow will you have food to eat.  .  .” 
(Genesis 3:19—New Living translation; Group 
Publishing  & Tyndale House Publishers 2008; 
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i.e.,  given an unpleasant task, people work harder 
with an external motivator).

That entire careers and literatures now rest on a 
largely fallacious portrait of a simplistic and mechan-
ical human financial motivation is a certainty. 
The possibilities for replacing the now-known-to-
be-nonsensical simple drive motivation for finan-
cial incentives with a more accurate description 
likely necessitates the accumulation of sufficient 
obituaries, or retirements, among the faith-based 
believers (e.g., see Kuhn, 1970) of this doctrine to 
permit acceptance of a more accurate description of 
motivation. The emerging literature of behavioral 
finance and behavioral accounting offers possibili-
ties for a more complex portrait of financial motiva-
tions (Stone, Bryant, & Wier 2010). But sadly these 
have, to date, remained close to the literatures that 
preceded them in largely assuming “economically 
rational” (Rubenstein 2001), meaning unrealisti-
cally simplistic and mechanical, stimulus-response 
human financial motivations.

Toward a Model of Functional 
Financial Relations

To paraphrase William of Ockham (Duffy, 
1994; Duncan, 1957) and Albert Einstein (Quote 
Investigator, 2011), theories should be as simple 
as possible but not too simple—and the line was 
clearly crossed from simplicity to simplistic with 
economists’ and others need to view human finan-
cial motivation as linear and simplistic. Efforts 
to complicate the portrait of human motivation 
include, among many other important and wor-
thy contributions, multidimensional measures of 
human perceptions of money (e.g., Mitchell  & 
Mickel, 1999), investigations of the motivators for 
saving (Furnham, 1985)  and explorations of the 
meaning and nature of frugality and thrift (e.g., 
Kasser, 2005; Lastovicka, Bettencourt, Hughner, & 
Kuntze, 1999). But comprehensive, holistic models 
of functional relations to money are less in evidence. 
Herein, I adapt and extend two holistic approaches 
to articulate a functional human relationship to 
money: SDT and KMMM.

The Precompetent, Financial 
Childhood: Financial Innocence, 
Pain, and Suffering

No one emerges from the womb knowing about 
credit cards, ATMs, money transfers, investments, 
or retirement accounts. Yet, unless one disavows a 
material life (as in a few roles within the Christian 
[St. Scholastica Monastery,  2012] or Buddhist 

monastery [Yang,  1950]), knowing about such 
technologies is essential to financial well-being in 
modern culture. In addition, there is evidence that 
cultural norms for primary goals of financial mate-
rialism decrease happiness (Kasser & Ryan, 1993). 
Hence, the starting point for many individuals rela-
tionship to money could be called financial child-
hood and “financial suffering.” Given that most 
previous research related to human relationships to 
money focuses, in some form, on this “cycle of suf-
fering,” it is worth noting that the starting point for 
financial wisdom is often financial suffering. Figure 
23.1 illustrates Kinder’s (1999) application of the 
Buddhist Wheel of Life to financial relations (see 
also Kasser, 2009), in showing two stages to finan-
cial suffering: financial innocence and financial pain. 
Hence, Figure 23.1 illustrates “financial childhood,” 
which for many adults is the endpoint of develop-
ment, meaning that many adults remain Peter 
Pan-like in perpetual childhood in their financial 
lives. Furthermore, some argue that the consumer-
ist culture is a powerful impediment to individuals’ 
efforts to advance beyond financial childhood (e.g., 
see Kasser 2002; Kasser & Kanner 2004).

According to Kinder, financial innocence can 
include an absence of knowledge about one’s own 
wants (versus needs) (e.g., see Tatzel, 2003), one’s 
financial resources, and the financial technologies 
articulated in the previous paragraph. The financially 
innocent may also be inappropriately trusting, as is 
evident, for example, in victims’ descriptions of their 
relationship to Bernie Madoff and his Ponzi scheme 
(Henriques, 2011). Madoff victims’ financial inno-
cence seemed to center around an inability to grasp 
a fundamental truth of investing: abnormally high 

Financial innocence

Financial pain

Fig. 23.1. A precompetence model of money relations. Adapted 
from Kinder (1999).
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investment returns cannot be sustained indefinitely, 
despite Madoff’s promises (i.e., lies) to the contrary 
(Henriques, 2011).

For those fortunate individuals who advance 
beyond the perpetual suffering of “financial child-
hood,” financial adulthood (stage 2)  and financial 
awakening (stage 3)  follow (Table 23.1). Viewed 
from the perspective of the healthy ego, financial 
pain is a “call to awaken” to the greater financial 
insight and knowledge (Kinder, 1999) that is found 
in the adult (second) stage of financial maturity. By 
extending SDT to the financial domain, it is possi-
ble to trace the path of development of this financial 
awakening using SDT constructs. SDT is a mac-
rotheory of human motivation that seeks to explain 
the interrelations of human needs with environ-
mental circumstances (Deci, Eghrari, Patrick,  & 
Leone, 1994; Ryan & Deci, 2000). SDT includes 
the capacity to inform efforts to understand when 
behaviors and actions may, versus may not, contrib-
ute to optimal human functioning. For example, 

materialistic values include the belief that pursuing 
financial success, obtaining desirable possessions, 
projecting a desirable image, and achieving high 
status are primary human goals (Kasser & Kanner, 
2004). The insights of SDT were critical to artic-
ulating the failure of financially materialist values 
and behaviors to contribute to human well-being 
(Kasser, 2002). Specifically, materialist values fail 
to contribute to the three core human psychologi-
cal needs articulated by SDT: (1) autonomy, that is 
volitional agency in relation to one’s circumstances; 
(2)  relatedness, that is functional and supportive 
relationships with others; and (3) competence, that 
is an accurate perception that one is or can build 
confidence in relation to critical areas of one’s needs 
and environment (Kasser, 2002).

But do functional financial values exist, and if so, 
what are they? Stone et al. (2010) extend SDT by 
positing four financial need belief constructs, and 
applying them in a model predicting that core finan-
cial need beliefs influence financial values which, in 
turn, influence subjective well-being (SWB; i.e., 
“hedonic” utility or happiness; Figure 23.2). The 
four financial need belief constructs are (1) financial 
self-efficacy, the belief that one is capable of success-
fully managing financial events; (2) financial auton-
omy, the belief that one’s financial decisions are 
volitional choices; (3)  financial community-trust, 
the belief that significant others can be trusted and 
relied on to help with one’s financial issues and 
problems; and (4)  financial community-support, 
the belief that financial resources can contribute to 
supporting communities and interpersonal relation-
ships (Table 23.2 Panel A).

In addition, two measured forms of financial 
values, i.e., altruistic and materialistic (Table 23.2 
Panel B), differentially impacted SWB. Altruistic 
financial values are a desire to use financial 
resources to enhance one’s community or interper-
sonal relationships. Materialistic financial values 
were measured using Richins and Dawson (1992) 
possession-defined success metric, which is a desire 
for financial wealth, economic luxury, and eco-
nomically based expansion of individual power, for 
example through enhanced mating opportunities or 
improved social position or rank.2

The results largely support the validity of con-
structs, and the relations among constructs, in the 
financial domain that extend the core human needs 
posited by SDT. Specifically (1)  the core financial 
need beliefs form cohesive constructs; (2)  finan-
cial values partially mediate the effects of financial 
need beliefs on SWB; and, (3)  financial altruism 

Table  23.1 Kinder’s seven-stage model of money 
maturity.

Childhood

1.  Innocence: The childhood state we are born in, 
devoid of any concept of money

2.  Pain: The discovery that we have more money 
than some and less than others, and that work is 
necessary to make a living

Adulthood

1.  Knowledge: The intellectual task of learning 
financial techniques, such as saving, budgeting, and 
investing

2.  Understanding: The emotional work done in 
coming to terms with feelings around money, such 
as greed, envy, and resentment (which are rooted in 
Pain)

3.  Vigor: The energy (physical, emotional, and 
spiritual) that must be expended to reach financial 
goals

Awakening (Transcendence)

1.  Vision: The direction of Vigor outward toward the 
health and welfare of communities, with or without 
profit motive

2.  Aloha: The compassionate goodwill that allows one 
to use money to perform acts of kindness without 
expecting a “return” (i.e., reciprocity)
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Subjective
Well-BeingFinancial Need Beliefs Financial Values

Financial Competence
Financial Relatedness

• Financial Materialism
• Financial Altruism 

Fig. 23.2. Extension of SDT to financial beliefs and values. Adapted from Stone, Bryant, & Wier (2010).

Table  23.2 Constructs and instruments from Stone 
et al. (2010).

Panel A: Financial Need Beliefs

Financial Self-Efficacy

Definition: The belief that one is capable of 
successfully managing the financial events in one’s life.

1. I am good at managing my money.

2. I am satisfied with my ability to manage my money.

3.  Compared to other people, I think I do pretty well 
at making financial decisions.

4. I am pretty skilled at making financial decisions.

5. I budget my money very well.

6. I use my money very carefully.

Financial Autonomy (reverse scored)

Definition: The belief that one’s financial decisions are 
volitional choices that reflect one’s interests and beliefs.

1. My financial life is out of control.

2. I don’t have a choice about making money decisions.

3.  I make financial decisions because I have to, not 
because I want to.

4.  In making financial decisions, I feel pushed, forced, 
and pressured.

Financial Community-Trust

Definition: The belief that significant others can be 
trusted, and relied upon, to help with one’s financial 
issues and problems.

1.  I can rely on other people to help me when I am in 
financial need.

2.  I can depend on other people for help with money 
problems.

3.  I trust that the people I care most about will keep 
their financial commitments to me.

Financial Community-Support

Definition: The belief that financial resources 
can contribute to supporting communities and 
interpersonal relationships.

1.  I am willing to help the people I care most about 
financially if they need it.

2.  I feel that I can talk about money problems with my 
close friends and loved ones.

3.  Money is valuable because it can help you support 
the people that you love.

4.  The people I care most about are willing to help me 
financially if I need it.

Panel B: Financial Values

Financial Materialism: Possession-Defined Success 
(source: Richins & Dawson 1992)

Definition: A desire for financial wealth, economic 
luxury and economically-based expansion of individual 
power, for example, through enhanced mating 
opportunities, or greater social position or rank.

1.  I admire people who own expensive homes, cars, 
and clothes.

2.  Some of the important achievements in life include 
acquiring material possessions.

3.  The things I own say a lot about how well I’m doing 
in life.

4. I like to own things that impress people.

Financial Altruism

Definition: A desire to use financial resources 
to enhance one’s community or interpersonal 
relationships.

1.  Donating money to charity is a waste of money. 
(reversed)

2.  Either now or in the future, I intend to donate 
money to causes that I care about.

3. Money can be used for acts of kindness.

4.  Money is useful because it can help make the world 
a better place.

5. Money, wisely used, can help build communities.

Table 23.2 Continued

(continued)
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positively, whereas financial materialism negatively, 
predicted SWB. Hence, the results suggest that 
SDT’s core needs extend to the financial domain, 
and provide evidence that the fulfillment of finan-
cial needs can contribute to SWB. However, the 
sample of the study is US college students.

Recent investigation (Guo et al., 2013) using data 
from six countries suggests high levels of cross-cultural 
consistency in the four financial need belief constructs 
from Stone et  al. (2010). Specifically, confirmatory 
factor analysis suggests cross-cultural measurement 
equivalence (i.e., stability) in model of financial 
need beliefs in student samples drawn from China, 
Taiwan, and the United States, and in nonstudent 
samples drawn from Brazil, China, Russia, Tunisia, 
and the United States. In contrast, less support 
obtains for cross-cultural convergence in the financial 
value constructs investigated in Stone et al. (2010). 
These results suggest stronger cross-culture invariance 
(i.e., stability) in the financial need belief model than 
in the financial value model. Hence, the results pro-
vide some support for extending SDT’s arguments of 
the universality of three core human needs (auton-
omy, competence, and relatedness) to the domain of 
financial needs. But the results also suggest greater 
cross-cultural variability in the constructs of financial 
altruism and financial materialism, which are not, 
according to SDT, core psychological human needs. 
Therefore, the results both support SDT, and, because 
differing results obtain across constructs, suggest that 
the results are not easily attributed to monomethod 
or monomeasurement biases.

Financial Adulthood: Financial 
Knowledge and Self-Efficacy

Pondering the nature of financial functionality 
for the previous 40  years leads me to the incau-
tious enterprise of proposing a model of financial 
functionality. This model is incomplete. It benefits 
considerably from, and attempts to integrate, the 
insights of SDT and the KMMM. Some aspects of 
the model are supported by large sample data (e.g., 
the financial need belief constructs); other aspects 
are speculative and based on self and other observa-
tion (i.e., a regrettably small sample) and intuition.

Figure 23.3 presents the proposed model of func-
tional financial achievement; it contains a scaffold-
ing relationship among elements in a pyramid shape, 
meaning that one begins with the foundational element 
of the model, followed by the second tier of the model, 
followed by, at least for some advanced individuals, the 
pyramidal apex or peak. Following from the KMMM, 
its foundational element is financial knowledge, which 

is the initial path out of the cycle of suffering of finan-
cial innocence and financial pain. Financial knowledge 
as a core element of functional financial ability derives 
from the KMMM, whereas knowledge is found only 
implicitly in SDT (i.e., embedded in the construct of 
“competence”). The required foundational financial 
knowledge includes declarative and procedural com-
ponents. One must, for example, know both what a 
savings account is (i.e., descriptive knowledge) and how 
to use one (i.e., procedural knowledge) to advance to a 
functional level of financial knowledge. Several organi-
zations, including Jump$tart (Mandell & Jump$tart, 
2002), and several US states have articulated core 
financial knowledge that is needed for functionality in 
a modern capitalist country.

To illustrate such standards, Table 23.3 presents 
the six core financial literacy standards adopted 
by the State of Indiana (Indiana Department of 
Education, 2011). These standards guide learn-
ing objectives at the middle and high school levels 
for achieving financial literacy. Indiana’s and most 
other such standards include knowledge related to 
financial planning; saving and investment strategies; 
risk management strategies, including understand-
ing multiple types of insurance; concepts related 
to income, expenses, and taxation; and career and 
continuing education decisions and resources. 
Many nonaccountants expect that accounting edu-
cation includes training and education in these 
topics; regrettably, however, most accounting cur-
riculums cover only the topic of taxation. Hence, to 
the extent that accountants learn the principles of 
financial literacy they do so through self-education 
or nonaccounting elective courses.

Financial self-efficacy, the second level of the pyra-
midal structure, follows and builds on foundational 
financial knowledge. Financial self-efficacy roughly 

Fin. Knowledge

Fin.
Self-E�cacy

Fin.
Autonomy &
Relatedness

Fig.  23.3. A  scaffolding model of functional financial 
achievement.
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Table 23.3 Indiana Department of Education: Core standards—personal financial responsibility.

Domain Standard

1.  Financial responsibility and decision 
making

Students demonstrate management of individual and family finances by 
applying reliable information and systematic decision making

2. Relating income and careers Students analyze how education, income, career, and life choices relate to 
achieving financial goals

3. Planning and managing money Students manage money effectively by developing financial goals and 
budgets

4. Managing credit and debt Students manage credit and debt to remain both creditworthy and 
financially secure

5. Risk management and insurance Students analyze the features of insurance, its role in balancing risk and 
benefit in financial planning

6. Saving and investing Students analyze saving and investing to build long-term financial 
security and wealth

Adapted from Indiana Department of Education (2011). Financial literacy education—Content standards. Retrieved from http://www.doe.
in.gov/achievement/career-education/financial-literacy-education.

equates to the SDT construct of competence. Both are 
self-perception, domain-specific constructs of indi-
vidual capability. For example, within SDT, validated 
measures of competence measure individuals’ com-
petence in managing their diabetes (Williams et al., 
2009), and expected competence in learning the con-
tent of a specific domain (e.g., chemistry; Black, & 
Deci, 2000). The tier of financial self-efficacy can be 
related to the KMMM through Kinder’s (1999) con-
structs of “understanding” (i.e., patience and peace) 
and “vigor” (i.e., directed energy and enthusiasm), 
which together with “knowledge” constitute Kinder’s 
adult (second) level of financial maturity. Financial 
self-efficacy promotes and is integral to develop-
ing understanding in that both are concerned with 
increasing self-awareness of one’s feelings, capability, 
and limitations around money and material posses-
sions. Financial self-efficacy promotes and is integral 
to the KMMM’s construct of vigor because without 
financial self-efficacy one lacks the resilience and per-
severance to manage material resources in the face of 
“ . . . the slings and arrows of outrageous (financial) 
fortune” (Hamlet, Act III). Together, financial knowl-
edge and financial self-efficacy provide the knowledge, 
understanding, and vigor that enable movement to a 
higher, transcendent (i.e., beyond self-interest) rela-
tionship to money and material resources.

Financial Transcendence: Financial 
Autonomy and Relatedness

The apex of the pyramidal model of functional 
functionality is financial autonomy and relatedness. 

Financial autonomy is the perception that one makes 
volitional choices with respect to one’s financial and 
material resources. Financial autonomy builds on 
financial knowledge and self-efficacy, because one 
surely cannot accurately perceive self-volition with-
out both financial self-efficacy and financial knowl-
edge. In addition, although the previous elements 
of the model (i.e., financial knowledge, self-efficacy, 
and autonomy) are primary self-focused, financial 
relatedness extends one’s capabilities and compe-
tences beyond the individual to the community 
and world. Specifically, the construct of financial 
community-trust is the belief that significant oth-
ers can be trusted, and relied on, to help with one’s 
financial issues and problems. Of course, the devel-
opment of financial community-trust requires cre-
ating and nurturing trusting financial relationships 
within which one can realistically trust others (ver-
sus, for example, the financial deceptions created 
by Bernie Madoff). In addition, the construct of 
financial community-support is concerned with the 
belief that financial resources are critical to build-
ing and supporting communities and interpersonal 
relationships.

Such constructs can be placed within the 
KMMM in the third or transcendent level of finan-
cial maturity, called “awakening,” which is “vision” 
joined with “aloha.” In the KMMM, individuals 
in the third stage of money maturity evidence two 
attributes:  “vision” (i.e., the directing of financial 
vigor toward the creation and nurturing of com-
munity) and “aloha” (i.e., compassionate goodwill 

http://www.doe.in.gov/achievement/career-education/financial-literacy-education
http://www.doe.in.gov/achievement/career-education/financial-literacy-education
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within which financial resources are means to acts 
of kindness without concern with payback or reci-
procity).3 In contrast, SDT makes no distinction of 
levels or stages in relation to the three core human 
psychological needs (competence, autonomy, and 
relatedness). Hence, the proposed model uses 
adapted SDT constructs within the framework of 
the hierarchical KMMM.

Implications and Limitations 
of the Model
One World versus Two World 
Financial Motivation

The model of financial functionality presented 
herein is radically at odds with the common model 
of financial functionality derived from neoclassical 
economics. The principle point of division between 
the model proposed herein and that found in neo-
classical economics is whether one believes in a One 
World, or Two World, model of financial functional-
ity. The One World (i.e., economic) model of finan-
cial functionality posits that the exclusive motivation 
of the self is a stimulus-drive relation to money and 
material resources. Historically, the common opera-
tionalization of this model in neoclassical micro-
economics posited a (cardinal) utility function that 
often, for simplicity, focused on money; hence, 
money, to economists, became synonymous with 
happiness (e.g., see Bruni, 2006). This One World 
model (i.e., money = happiness), which dominates 
economic discourse and education, may explain 
why economics majors have been found to be less 
cooperative (i.e., more self-interested) than are other 
collegiate majors (Frank, Gilovich, & Regan, 1993; 
Yezer, Goldfarb, & Poppen, 1996; see also Grouzet 
[Chapter 24] in this volume). Although speculative, 
it is possible that the One World (i.e., self-centered) 
model of financial functionality may contribute to 
rising levels of narcissism among college students 
(cf. Joubert, 1992; Wink, 1991). The One World 
model of financial functionality also dominates 
academic discourse in decision sciences and several 
business disciplines (e.g., accounting and finance).

The Two World model of financial func-
tionality includes a two-parameter utility func-
tion:  self-interested and other-interested. Hence, 
the dividing line between neoclassical economics, 
versus the model proposed herein, is that the model 
shown in Figure 23.3 includes a transcendent, 
meaning beyond-the-self, highest level of finan-
cial functioning. Therefore, the Two World model 
allows for the possibility that the “cost” of money, 
in terms of individual autonomy and relatedness, 

may exceed its value. But whereas social science, 
and most specifically economics, have been reluc-
tant to allow more complex models of human rela-
tions to financial resources, neuroeconomic research 
is beginning to suggest that dual-process models of 
brain functioning hold great promise in explaining 
human attitudes and behaviors in relation to money 
and financial resources (Loewenstein, Rick,  & 
Cohen, 2008; Stone, 2011; see also Murayama, 
Matsumoto, Izuma,  & Matsumoto, 2010). The 
remaining resistance to Two World models of finan-
cial functionality would seem to derive from their 
greater complexity, relative to the neoclassical model 
of human financial motivation, and their appar-
ent “fuzziness” or “softness” (e.g., see Rubenstein’s 
[2001] argument that so-called “irrational” investor 
behavior should be considered only as a “last resort 
when all else has failed”). However, the great irony 
of the state of research on human motivation is 
that developing realistic models of human financial 
motivation functioning requires that social scientists 
and economists reconcile themselves to what was 
previously considered “unscientific” in the study of 
human motivation (i.e., transcendent, nonmaterial 
motivations); one hopes that more than 200 years 
of unrealistically simplistic (economic) portraits of 
human financial motivation are enough.

Unresolved Issues and Research 
Opportunities

The validity of the proposed model—conceptual 
and empirical—is unresolved and largely untested. 
There is some evidence that hierarchical models of 
motivation, such as that proposed by Maslow, result 
in greater intuitive appeal than empirical support 
(Wahba & Bridwell, 1976). However, one impor-
tant distinction between Maslow’s and the model 
suggested herein is that whereas Maslow’s is a model 
of human needs, the model proposed herein is of 
human capabilities. In fact, scaffolding models of 
capabilities are now widely accepted in psychology 
and education (e.g., Erikson’s [1977] developmen-
tal models).

In addition, the model advanced herein has par-
allels to “The Evolving Self ” model of Robert Kegan 
(1982, 1994), which adapts Piagetian principles 
to propose six stages of adult social and interper-
sonal development. Interestingly, although Kegan’s 
theory is an important influence on the practice 
of coaching executives, the few tests of its descrip-
tive veracity are mixed (McCauley, Drath, Palus, 
O’Connor, & Baker, 2006), suggesting that theo-
ries of motivation need not necessarily be true, or 
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at least empirically verifiable, to be useful. It would 
be unsurprising if similar results obtained for the 
stage theory advanced herein. At the same time, it 
seems reasonable and feasible to consider empirical 
tests of aspects of the model proposed herein, such 
as assessing whether levels of social and emotional 
development (perhaps measured as emotional intel-
ligence [Goleman, 1995]) predict financial behav-
iors, assessed according to their functionality (e.g., 
opening a savings account) versus dysfunctionality 
(e.g., drinking away one’s paycheck at a local bar 
after work).

At the same time, a number of vexing issues 
remain to investigate, as a part of more completely 
articulating the nature of financially functional rela-
tions to money. For example, data that I  and my 
coauthors (unpublished) and others (Helliwell  & 
Putnam, 2004)  have collected suggest that those 
who are trusting, including trusting regarding 
finances, are, on average, happier. But this is, of 
course, only true if those who are more financially 
trusting have not recently had that trust abused, for 
example, as is evident in Bernie Madoff’s financial 
frauds. Hence, financial trust brings greater happi-
ness only when it is knowledgeable and informed, 
rather than innocent and naive, financial trust. 
Therefore, the valence of financial trust itself seems 
to depend on whether it is well-placed or results 
from financial naiveté, as is implied in Figures 23.1 
and 23.3.

The construct of financial mindfulness, pro-
posed and discussed in Stone (2011) and Brown & 
Ryan (2003), holds promise as a means for advanc-
ing from financial childhood through financial 
awakening (see also Kinder, 1999). Financial mind-
fulness is openness and attention to, and aware-
ness of, present financial events and experiences. 
Financial mindfulness can be argued to incorporate 
several aspects of Kinder’s financial virtues, includ-
ing vigor, understanding, vision, and aloha. Despite 
its extensive investigation in medicine, education, 
and psychotherapy, very few studies consider or 
investigate money mindfulness, although a recent 
book (Gonzalez, 2010)  proposes mindfulness as 
an important mindset for investors riding out 
market turbulence (i.e., normal market behavior). 
One important contribution of such investigation 
may be the discovery of a viable path for advanc-
ing through some stages of financial maturity (e.g., 
see Kasser, 2009; Stone, 2011). The achievement of 
financial mindfulness, which would likely lead to 
moving beyond the cycle of financial pain illustrated 
in Figure 23.1, likely depends on achieving a state 

of broader, nonjudgmental awareness, from which 
it is possible to integrate one’s financial with other 
spheres of one’s life. Short “financial meditations,” 
such as those suggested in Kinder’s book (1999), 
may be one means of achieving such integration.

Economists will argue that my characterization 
of the One World view is overly simplistic—a cari-
cature—of the depth and breadth of the academic 
construct of a utility function. This complaint is 
valid with respect to the academic literature on util-
ity, which is astounding in its depth and complex-
ity. However, this complaint fails with respect to 
the policies and politics advocated by neoclassical 
economists. When neoclassical economists leave the 
ivory tower and (perhaps foolishly) march into the 
realm of political and social policy, they seem to go 
armed with them the caricatured view of the aca-
demic utility function that I articulate in the One 
World model. For example, the neoconservative 
policies advocated by neoclassical economists (e.g., 
Milton Friedman’s work) incorporate the money-as-
king One World view, as do their policies and pre-
scriptions for education reform (i.e., figure out how 
to pay teachers “the right way”).

One suggestion that derives from considering 
the scientific literature related to the model is the 
futility of more experiments investigating whether 
financial incentives motivate human behavior. 
Over 30 years of investigations with human partici-
pants, and the insights of SDT, offer a clear answer 
to this question: yes, but financial motivations are 
complicated by, and often conjoined with, motiva-
tions for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. 
In fact, asking whether humans desire financial 
incentives—in isolated experiments that lack con-
text—is an overly simplistic research question that 
is motivated by the flawed portrait of human moti-
vation that emerged from neoclassical economics 
and its stepchild, behaviorist psychology. Relevant 
questions in relation to the emerging, more com-
plex portrait of financial motivation include the 
following:

1. In specific contexts and settings, do extrinsic, 
introjected, integrated, and intrinsic financial 
motivations follow the simplex relations found 
with respect to nonfinancial motivation in SDT 
research? Does this relation hold across cultures 
(e.g., individualist versus collectivist) and levels of 
wealth (i.e., among richer and poorer)?

2. How do people trade off specific financial 
versus nonfinancial motivations in specific contexts? 
For example, when and how are motivations for 
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financial gain traded off against motivations for 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness?

3. What is the scope and breadth of functional 
financial motivations? Are some cultures more adept 
at achieving functional financial motivations than 
others? Are functional financial motivations tied to, 
and dependent on, socioeconomic variables? Are 
wealthy people really greedier (Miller, 2012)?

4. Is the highest level of financial functioning 
too complex to be operationalized? Is the sample 
size of individuals functioning at the highest level 
of financial ability too small to enable large sample 
research?

Summary and Conclusion
Tolstoy begins his novel Anna Karenina with the 

observation that, “happy families are all alike but 
unhappy families are each unique in their unhappi-
ness” (Tolstoy, 1889, p. 1). The portrait of financial 
functionality offered herein accords with Tolstoy’s 
observations to this extent:  I  sketch the outline, 
and some key components, of a functional rela-
tionship to money that are likely near-universals 
in functional financial relationships within 
technology-based capitalist countries. This model 
integrates evidence suggesting that financial needs 
are near invariants across cultures. But the specifics, 
and mechanics, of how functional humans save, 
spend, borrow, and give are sure to exhibit consid-
erable differences between individuals and cultures. 
In addition, financial values, including the nature 
and meaning of altruism and materialism, are 
closely tied to cultural values, with, for example, 
the nature and meaning of these constructs varying 
considerably between East (e.g., China) and West 
(e.g., United States). Finally, there is likely to be 
greater variability in dysfunctional than in func-
tional financial behaviors, because, for example, 
financial frauds often rely on deception and delib-
erate misdirection.

The model proposed herein is radically at odds 
with the implicit model of financial functionality 
that dominates in academic business and economics 
in its rejection of a One World (i.e., self-centered) 
perspective. In fact, some of the financial material-
ism of Western, and increasingly Eastern, civilization 
may derive from the propagation of economists’, 
and their many acolytes, One (self-centered) World 
view. Ironically, given what we now know about 
these relations, the incorporation of nonmaterialist, 
transcendent elements in economic models of util-
ity functions and financial relations, while strongly 

resisted among economic, finance, and accounting 
scholars, would seem to be essential if these disci-
plines are to regain their status as scientific, rather 
than increasingly faith-based, disciplines. In addi-
tion, the final paradox of the model is that, a func-
tional relationship to money is nonmaterialist and 
transcendent.

Notes
1. The author thanks the Gatton College of Business and the 

Von Allmen School of Accountancy for financial support 
of this research, and Marylène Gagné, Zhe Ni Wang, and 
Mike Larsen for insightful comments on earlier drafts of this 
chapter.

2. Although some would speculate that altruism and mate-
rialism are opposing or contrasting financial values, data 
presented in Stone et al. (2010) indicate a weak, positive cor-
relation among these constructs (r = .09; p < .05).

3. The author thanks Marylène Gagné for noting the similar-
ity of Kinder’s construct of “aloha” to Erikson’s concept of 
“generativity” (Mcadams & Destaubin, 1992).
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Introduction
From 2002 to 2004 Léger Marketing published 

reports on the degree of trust that Canadians asso-
ciate with various professions. Lawyers were con-
stantly at the bottom of the list and the percentage 
of Canadians who trust them decreased every year, 
from 54% in 2002 to 44% in 2004. In the United 
States, the percentage was as low as 25%, sharing 
the same level of trust with CEOs of large corpora-
tions (i.e., 23%; Gallup Poll 2002). Forty percent 
of Americans rated the honesty and ethical stan-
dards of lawyers and business executives as low or 
very low (Gallup Poll 2009). Business people and 
lawyers are often described as cold persons simply 
interested in profits or success. These perceptions 
seem to originate from scandals in the business 
world (e.g., WorldCom and Enron scandals). High 
levels of depression and suicide have also been 
reported in legal professions (e.g., Eaton, Anthony, 
Mandel,  & Garrison, 1990). When people want 
to explain these findings, two main hypotheses are 
proposed:  (1)  individuals with low ethical stan-
dards and love of money are attracted by business 

and law professions; and (2)  business people and 
lawyers have received a professional education that 
has shaped their ethics and values. Although the 
second hypothesis has received some support from 
research on business and law students’ values, eth-
ics, and well-being, one may wonder why young 
adults would choose careers with such low levels of 
public trust.

In this chapter, I start by drawing a general over-
view of the ethical and mental health issues that 
have been identified in business and legal profes-
sions, as well as among students who aspire to these 
professions. Then, I  use self-determination theory 
(SDT) and the concept of valuing to explain the 
role of professional education in selecting and shap-
ing future managers’ and leaders’ ethical standards 
and values. The concept of valuing includes both a 
process and its outcome. As Rohan (2000) summa-
rized, “used as a verb, value refers to the process of 
ascertaining the merit of an entity with reference to 
an abstract value system structure. Used as a noun, 
value refers to the result of this process” (p. 258). 
Values are defined as “desirable transsituational 
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goals” (Schwartz, 1994)  and have been found to 
be important predictors of social judgments, atti-
tudes, behaviors, and more recently well-being. 
This predicting power of values and goals resides 
principally in the circumplex structure. In the sec-
ond section of this chapter, I show how the nature 
and the structure of what individuals or profes-
sional cultures value (i.e., personal value and goal 
systems) explain ethical and mental health issues 
that are prevalent in business and law schools (and 
professions). In the third section, I  present the 
dual valuing process model (Grouzet, 2013)  that 
can serve as a framework to understand the ori-
gin of students’ values and goals. More specifically, 
I  contrast the socialization and self-selection (or 
attraction-selection-attrition-success [ASAS]) mod-
els. In conclusion, I propose some suggestions for 
future research and applications.1

What’s Going Wrong with Business 
and Law Students?
Ethical and Moral Reasoning

The bad reputation of the business world has a 
long history and highly publicized ethical scandals 
(e.g., WorldCom, Enron, Siemens, and Parmalat 
scandals) have engendered considerable distrust 
and cynicism among the general population. 
Many scholars and executives have questioned the 
role of business education and MBA programs to 
explain questionable management practices and 
problems in moral and ethical reasoning (e.g., 
Ghoshal, 2005; Merritt, 2002; Mittroff, 2004; The 
Economist, 2004). One approach has been to inves-
tigate business students’ ethics and other related 
behaviors in comparison with other students. For 
instance, researchers have found that business stu-
dents were more willing to engage into corruption 
than psychology students (Tang, Chen, & Sutarso, 
2008)  and tended to make ethically questionable 
choices when competitive pressure increased (Nill, 
Schibrowsky, & Peltier, 2004).

Other unethical behaviors, like cheating, have 
also been observed among business students. 
Research showed that business students tended 
to cheat more than their nonbusiness peers (e.g., 
Caruana, Ramaseshan,  & Ewing, 2000; McCabe, 
Butterfield,  & Treviño, 2006). At the college 
level, business students were among the most dis-
honest, showing the highest cheating rate (87%) 
when compared with engineering, science, and 
humanities students who averaged 68% (Meade, 
1992 as cited in Caruana et  al., 2000; see also 
Smyth  & Davis, 2004). McNeel (1994) observed 

that business students showed less growth in prin-
cipled reasoning than students in other disciplines 
(e.g., psychology, social work). At the interpersonal 
level, business students scored lower on an emo-
tional empathy test than social sciences students 
(Myyry & Helkama, 2001).

Lawyers and law students have, unfortunately, 
nothing to pride themselves in relative to business 
people. Jokes and negative stereotypes cast lawyers 
as dishonest, liars, and morally biased. Beyond the 
fact that business is sometimes intimately related 
to law, including in the professional education cur-
riculum (e.g., business law programs), the moral 
reasoning of lawyers and law students has been 
questioned and investigated by researchers (for a 
review see Schiltz, 1998). At the interpersonal level, 
recent research showed that law students were less 
altruistic than medical students, or even business 
students (Coulter, Wilkes,  & Der-Martirosian, 
2007). Law students have also showed higher lev-
els of Machiavellianism, scoring lower on measures 
of positive view of human nature and presenting a 
more highly cynical view of human nature than psy-
chology students.

Mental Health and Well-Being
Among various possible careers, some seem to 

be more stressful and more associated with mental 
health issues (e.g., depression, suicide) than others. 
Among them, the legal professions (e.g., attorney 
and lawyers) have received particular attention dur-
ing the last 20  years. From anecdotal reports to 
extensive empirical research, mental health issues 
have been identified as pandemic among lawyers. 
For example, in a widely cited study conducted 
by Eaton and his colleagues at Johns Hopkins 
University (Eaton et al., 1990), lawyers have been 
found to be 3.6 times more likely than any of the 
other 103 sampled occupational groups to suf-
fer from major depressive disorder. Male lawyers 
were reported to commit suicide “at twice the 
expected rate of the general population” (Gatland, 
1997). Other mental health problems have also 
been identified as prevalent among lawyers, such 
as alcoholism and substance use (e.g., Benjamin, 
Kaszniak, Sales, & Shanfield, 1986; Drogin, 1991; 
Schiltz, 1999; Seligman, Verkuil, & Kang, 2005), 
obsessive-compulsive disorders, general anxiety and 
phobic anxiety, paranoid ideation, social alienation, 
and isolation (Beck, Sales,  & Benjamin, 1996). 
In addition, divorce and suicide rates tend to be 
higher in lawyers than in nonlawyers (Schiltz, 1999; 
Sheldon & Krieger, 2004). In a study conducted by 
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the North Carolina Bar Association (1991), it was 
found that 11% of lawyers had experienced suicidal 
ideations at least once a month in the previous year. 
These findings have been replicated in other parts of 
the world, such as in Australia (Priest, 2007) where 
15% of lawyers and 10% of accountants had mod-
erate to severe depression symptoms.

Unfortunately, research with law students paral-
lels findings in the legal profession. Therefore, legal 
education has been identified as the possible starting 
point of lawyers’ mental health problems. In 1986, 
Benjamin and his colleagues found that on enter-
ing law school, students exhibited depression to the 
same extent as did the general population. However, 
by late spring of their first year, 32% of these stu-
dents were characterized as depressed. Furthermore, 
by the spring of their third year, the rate of depres-
sion in these students had risen to 40%. Two years 
after law school, 17% of them reported being still 
depressed. In an extensive review, Dammeyer and 
Nunez (1999) have noted that students in law 
reported higher levels of anxiety and depression 
than control groups, including medical students, 
and in some cases the mean level of anxiety was 
similar to psychiatric populations. Other research 
noted that law students had declining physical and 
psychological states, with depression and negative 
affect increasing in students following their first year 
of law school (Pritchard & McIntosh, 2003).

It is interesting to note that Schiltz (1999) 
made a direct link between ethical, mental health 
issues, and values, proposing some “big picture” 
advice: “Don’t get sucked into the game. Don’t let 
money become the most important thing in your 
life. Don’t fall into the trap of measuring your worth 
as an attorney—or as a human being—by how 
much money you make” (p. 921). In other words, 
“don’t value money more than everything else.”

Values and Goal Contents
Two-Dimensional Structures and 
Circumplex Models

Since Rokeach’s (1968, 1979) seminal work on 
values, researchers have made substantial progress 
toward understanding the basic aims toward which 
people strive, as well as the way in which values 
are organized in people’s psyches. In an attempt 
to understand the basic types of strivings and val-
ues about which people generally care, Shalom 
Schwartz and his colleagues proposed a circumplex 
model (Schwartz & Bilsky, 1987, 1990), which has 
since been refined both methodologically and con-
ceptually over the course of many studies conducted 

in multiple cross-cultural samples (e.g., Schwartz, 
1992; Schwartz  & Bardi, 2001; Schwartz  & 
Boehnke, 2004; Schwartz et al., 2001; Schwartz & 
Sagie, 2000; Schwartz  & Sagiv, 1995). More 
recently, using an approach similar to Schwartz’s, 
my colleagues and I  (Grouzet et  al., 2005)  have 
examined the organization of the life goals that 
people typically value. Like Schwartz, our analyses 
showed that life goals were organized in a very simi-
lar circumplex fashion across 15 different cultures 
(Figure 24.1), because some goals were relatively 
consistent with each other, whereas other goals were 
in conflict with each other. Specifically, we found 
that goals can be differentiated along a horizontal 
axis:  intrinsic goals (i.e., physical health, personal 
growth, affiliation, and community feelings) versus 
extrinsic goals (i.e., amassing wealth, gaining adula-
tion, presenting an attractive image, and conform-
ing to societal standards). A  second orthogonal 
axis organized intrinsic and extrinsic goals along a 
continuum from the physical and intrapersonal self 
(i.e., physical health and self-acceptance vs. finan-
cial success) to an interpersonal self (i.e., affiliation 
vs. popularity and image), to self-transcendence (i.e., 
community feelings vs. conformity). In addition, 
two goals have been found to be prototypical of the 
physical self (i.e., hedonism) and self-transcendence 
(i.e., spirituality).

Although values and goals are distinct constructs, 
they naturally share the same quasi-circumplex 
structure. Indeed, after rotating Schwartz’s model, 
the same types of values and goals juxtapose or 
oppose each other. For example, the intrinsic versus 
extrinsic distinction can thus be discerned among 
values in Schwartz’s model, in which universalism 
and benevolence (akin to the intrinsic goals of com-
munity feeling and affiliation) oppose power and 
achievement (which are akin to extrinsic goals; see 
Kasser & Ahuvia, 2002). According to SDT (Deci & 
Ryan, 2000), the distinction between intrinsic and 
extrinsic goals possesses an important explanatory 
and predictive value. As I  describe below, SDT 
offers a theoretical framework that explains the rela-
tionships between certain types of values and goals 
and ethical and personal judgments, behaviors, and 
well-being (see also Kasser, 2002; Kasser, Kanner, & 
Ryan, 2003).

Guides for Ethical and Healthy 
Lifestyle

SDT proposes that intrinsic goals, such as devel-
oping a sense of agency and personal growth, having 
close and fulfilling relationships, and contributing 
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to making the world a better place to live, are inher-
ently satisfying because they are congruent with the 
fundamental psychological needs experienced by 
all individuals (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Kasser, 2002). 
Pursuing and valuing intrinsic goals leads to fulfill-
ment of relatedness, autonomy, and competence 
needs, which in turn fosters personal well-being. In 
contrast, extrinsic goals, such as amassing wealth, 
gaining adulation, presenting an attractive image, 
and conforming to societal standards, are primar-
ily concerned with obtaining some reward or 
social praise. Because they are typically means to 
some other ends, they are less likely to be inher-
ently satisfying (see Kasser, 2002). Therefore, an 
emphasis on extrinsic goals distracts people away 
from intrinsic goals and the fulfillment of psycho-
logical needs. Furthermore, the pursuit of extrinsic 
goals is associated with a perpetual striving for the 
transient valuation and validation of others, which 
makes individuals more likely to be influenced by 
social comparisons, contingent self-esteem, and 
self-objectification, which in turn undermines their 
need satisfaction. Although direct evidence of the 
link between goals and need satisfaction is limited 
(e.g., Rijavec, Brdar,  & Miljikovic, 2006), indi-
rect and conceptual evidence has been shown (for 
an extensive review see Vansteenkiste, Soenens, & 
Duriez, 2008).

More than 30  years of SDT research has pro-
vided strong supports for the positive relationship 

between psychological need satisfaction and hap-
piness, human potential, and mental health (see 
Ryan & Deci, 2001 and Ryan, Deci, Grolnick, & 
La Guardia, 2006 for extensive reviews). By foster-
ing (vs. thwarting) psychological need satisfaction, 
intrinsic (vs. extrinsic) goals and values are con-
sequently associated with subjective and psycho-
logical well-being (see Kasser, 2002 for a review). 
In SDT, the satisfaction of the basic psychological 
needs is considered the main mediational mecha-
nism that explains the impact of goals on well-being 
(see Vansteenkiste et  al., 2008). For example, 
Vansteenkiste and his colleagues (2007) examined 
the relations among work value orientations, psy-
chological need satisfaction, and job outcomes. 
They found evidence for the mediating role of 
psychological needs in the influence of holding an 
extrinsic (relative to an intrinsic) work value orien-
tation on employee’s dedication, job satisfaction, 
emotional exhaustion, and turnover intentions.

Life goals and values are also associated with 
forms of interpersonal relationships that could lead 
to ethical or unethical behaviors. In an attempt to 
understand the role of values and goals on human 
relationships, I  (Grouzet, 2009)  drew a paral-
lel between the intrinsic-extrinsic dimension and 
Triandis’s (1995) horizontality-verticality dis-
tinction and Hofstede’s (2001) power distance 
dimension (low vs. high). Horizontality refers 
to an emphasis on an egalitarian approach to 
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relationships, considering people on the same level. 
In contrast, verticality corresponds to a hierarchical 
view of people and groups, with some being supe-
rior to others, as well as a detachment from oth-
ers, which could lead to an instrumentalization of 
people and mechanistic dehumanization (Haslam, 
2006). As shown next, empirical research supports 
the idea that a focus on extrinsic goals and values 
can lead to hierarchical and abusive relationships, 
which are commonly associated with problematic 
ethical behavior.

First, values and goals have been found to be 
related to different views of personal and social 
relationships. For example, research has shown 
that extrinsic values and goals are associated with 
a social dominance orientation (i.e., a generalized 
support for group-based inequality and dominance; 
Sidanius  & Pratto, 1999), right-wing authoritari-
anism, and prejudice (e.g., Duriez, Vansteenkiste, 
Soenens,  & De Witte, 2007; Feather  & McKee, 
2008; McKee & Feather, 2008). In contrast, intrin-
sic values, such as universalism, were associated 
with high levels of moral reasoning among MBA 
students (Lan, Growing, Rieger, McMahon,  & 
King, 2010). Second, to attain extrinsic goals, such 
as material affluence and financial success, individu-
als consider other people as instrumental for their 
own desires, or a means to an end (Kasser, 2002). 
For example, holding extrinsic goals and materi-
alistic values has been associated with engaging in 
more antisocial activities (e.g., Cohen  & Cohen, 
1996; Kasser & Ryan, 1993), being more manipu-
lative and Machiavellian (McHoskey, 1999), more 
competitive (vs. cooperative) behaviors (Sheldon, 
Sheldon,  & Osbaldiston, 2000), and vengeance 
attitudes and preferences for capital punishment 
(McKee  & Feather, 2008). In contrast, holding 
intrinsic values and goals has been associated with 
empathy (Myyry  & Helkama, 2001; Sheldon  & 
Kasser, 1995).

To sum up, the type of values and goals that 
people prioritize influence their thoughts, social 
judgment, personal relationships, and well-being. 
Therefore, a closer examination of students’ values 
and goals can explain the prevalence of problematic 
ethical and mental health issues.

Students’ Values and Goals: 
Business, Law, and Other Fields 
of Study

An extensive literature in social psychology 
of education documents the difference of atti-
tudes, beliefs, and values across fields of study 

(Pascarella  & Terenzini, 1991, 2005). Among the 
various comparisons that can be made between 
majors, the contrast between “power professions” 
(i.e., business, law, and related fields; as defined by 
Sidanius, Pratto, Martin, & Stallworth, 1991) and 
“liberal” programs (i.e., social sciences and humani-
ties) received particular attention. This attention 
was directed to differences regarding (1) worldviews 
and sociopolitical beliefs and values, and (2) ethical 
and materialistic values and goals.

First, worldviews and sociopolitical values corre-
spond to people’s beliefs about the way the world is 
or should be. Research showed that students enrolled 
in social sciences and humanities tended to hold rel-
atively liberal, progressive, or leftist views, whereas 
students in business, public administration, law, and 
related fields tended to hold relatively conservative 
and hierarchical views (see Bereiter  & Freedman, 
1962; Guimond, 1998; Hastie, 2007a; Sidanius 
et al., 1991). This preference for the status-quo has 
been observed in students’ legitimization of hier-
archies through intergroup attitudes. For example, 
business and law students have reported higher levels 
of “consensual racism” and prejudice against immi-
grants (Guimond, Dambrun, Michinov, & Duarte, 
2003; Guimond  & Palmer, 1996; Sidanius et  al., 
1991; Van Laar, Sidanius, Rabinowitz,  & Sinclair, 
1999), more negative attitudes toward socialists and 
labor unions, and more positive attitudes toward 
capitalists (Guimond & Palmer, 1996) than students 
in other fields of study. Guimond and his colleagues 
(2003) evidenced that students’ social dominance 
orientation is a mediator that explained the observed 
difference between law and psychology student 
groups. Similarly, Guimond and Palmer (1996) 
observed that, in comparison with students in social 
sciences, students attending business programs were 
more likely to attribute poverty and unemployment 
to internal dispositions (person-blaming) rather than 
systemic factors (system-blaming), which is also an 
indication of preference for status quo in hierarchi-
cal relations and structure (see also Hastie, 2007b). 
Furthermore, research using Schwartz’s value types 
showed that business students value more con-
servatism, but less universalism and benevolence, 
than students of the humanities and social sciences 
(Lindeman & Verkasalo, 2005; Myyry & Helkama, 
2001; Verkasalo, Daun, & Niit, 1994). Also, Myyry 
(2008) found that social science students tend to 
associate social justice with an ideal value, while only 
7% of business students make such association.

Second, business and law students have also 
been found to espouse higher competitive value 
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orientation (Killeen & McCarrey, 1986) and love-of-
money orientation (Cunningham, Frauman, Ivy, & 
Perry, 2004; Tang et  al., 2008), as well as have a 
much higher probability to face issues regarding 
unethical behavior than psychology students (Tang 
et  al., 2008). Business students tend to prioritize 
power and achievement more than students in social 
sciences (Myyry  & Helkama, 2001). In the same 
vein, social science students seem to associate the 
value “ambitious” to intrinsic goals (e.g., pursuing 
maturity, personal development, self-esteem, and 
integrity), whereas business students associate the 
same value to extrinsic goals (e.g., pursuing money, 
career, degree, and other’s respect; Myyry, 2008). 
Vansteenkiste, Duriez, Simons, and Soenens (2006) 
also found that business students place higher 
importance for extrinsic goals, such as financial suc-
cess, image, and popularity, but lower importance 
for intrinsic goals, such as personal growth, affili-
ation, and community feelings, than future school 
teachers.

To sum up, between-field-of-study comparisons 
tend to support the idea that business and law stu-
dents hold extrinsic values, such as conservatism, 
power, and material affluence. Considering that 
extrinsic values and goals were found to be associ-
ated with unethical behaviors and lower well-being, 
it is possible to conclude that business and law stu-
dents’ ethical and mental health issues are the results 
of valuing extrinsic goals (Kasser & Ahuvia, 2002).

Valuing Processes in Business and 
Law Schools

Values and life goals that business and law stu-
dents hold are quite different from those held by 
other students. This difference seems to impact stu-
dents’ ethical reasoning and well-being, not only 
during their education but also later as profession-
als. This has led researchers to wonder if business 
and law schools could be the source of the problem; 
through a socialization process, business and law 
schools may shape students’ identities, including 
their value and goal systems. In order to understand 
the effect of professional education on students’ 
development, I propose to use the dual valuing pro-
cesses model (Grouzet, 2013) as a framework. Then, 
I  contrast the socialization model with alternative 
hypotheses that suggest a self-selection effect.

The Dual Valuing Process Model
The dual valuing process model (Grouzet, 

2013)  provides an account of how valuing can 
occur in two different (but concurrent) ways. The 

dual valuing process model takes its origin from 
two approaches in psychology:  humanistic psy-
chology and social psychology (for a more theo-
retical overview see Grouzet, 2013). In this model, 
I  proposed the existence of two valuing processes 
that operate at the same time: the organismic valu-
ing process (OVP) and the sociocognitive valuing 
process (SVP).

the organisMic Valuing Process
The concept of OVP was first described by 

humanistic psychologist Carl Rogers (1951). 
Congruent with the main postulate of humanis-
tic psychology suggesting that human beings are 
intrinsically “good,” Rogers proposed that people 
are intrinsically motivated to value what is good 
for (or fosters) the growth of the organism. Like 
plants seek light, humans seek psychological nutri-
ents to grow. Therefore, people would naturally 
prioritize values and goals that allow them to fulfill 
their organismic needs, such as the psychological 
needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness 
(see also Deci  & Ryan, 2000; Sheldon, Arndt,  & 
Houser-Marko, 2003). Because intrinsic values and 
goals are associated with the fulfillment of these psy-
chological needs, people would systematically select 
intrinsic over extrinsic values and goals.

Ken Sheldon contributed greatly to the empiri-
cal test of the existence of an OVP. For example, in 
a series of three studies, Sheldon and his colleagues 
(2003) showed that people tended to move toward 
intrinsic goals and away from extrinsic goals over 
periods ranging from 20 minutes to 6 weeks. The 
changes remained significant after controlling for 
social desirability. Interestingly, the OVP seemed to 
operate out of participants’ consciousness. Indeed, 
participants were asked to remember the impor-
tance they placed on intrinsic and extrinsic goals 6 
weeks before. The findings showed that the remem-
bered importance for intrinsic goals was higher than 
the former ratings, but equal to the revised impor-
tance ratings. This memory bias was also observed 
within a period of 20 minutes. This move toward 
intrinsic goals was also observed at the life-span 
level. In a university sample Sheldon (2005) evi-
denced a significant decrease from freshman to 
senior year in the importance placed on extrinsic 
goals and a nearly significant increase of intrinsic 
goal importance. Further evidence for the OVP was 
also provided through negative relations between 
chronological age and extrinsic goal importance 
(e.g., Kasser  & Ryan, 1996; Lyons, Duxbury,  & 
Higgins, 2007; Sheldon & Kasser, 2001).
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Rogers (1964) viewed the OVP as adaptive 
but also added a condition for its activation:  “a 
growth-promoting climate.” In SDT terms, the 
OVP can be activated and operates when the envi-
ronment supports psychological needs. This would 
explain the relationship between need support and 
preference for intrinsic goals. For example, in a 
26-year longitudinal study, Kasser, Koestner, and 
Lekes (2002) found that 31-year-old adults were 
more likely to hold extrinsic values (e.g., confor-
mity) if their parents had reported a restrictive par-
enting style when they were 5 years old. Conversely, 
if their parents had demonstrated a warm parent-
ing style, the kids valued more intrinsic goals (e.g., 
self-direction) 26  years later. Similar evidence for 
the relation between parental need support and 
intrinsic goal orientation was found in other lon-
gitudinal studies (e.g., Cohen  & Cohen, 1996; 
Kasser, Ryan, Zax,  & Sameroff, 1995; Williams, 
Cox, Hedberg, & Deci, 2000). As part of the dual 
valuing process model, I also propose the existence 
of other ways to activate the OVP, such as wake-up 
calls and organismic calls (for a review see Grouzet, 
2013), but they are less relevant in the context of 
professional education.

the sociocognitiVe Valuing Process
Although the OVP implies that the person 

“knows” what is good for the organism and pursues 
values and goals that can foster organismic growth, 
the SVP places the person in a position of infor-
mational dependence on others (Kelley & Thibaut, 
1969)  to discover what is “good” and/or “appro-
priate.” Social psychology and developmental psy-
chology propose that people’s values and goals are 
shaped and influenced by the various “socialization 
agents” or “significant others” with whom they are 
in frequent contact. Influential theories of persua-
sion and social influence have proposed processes to 
explain the development and changes in values and 
goals. The distinction between normative and infor-
mational influences (Deutsch & Gerard, 1955) has 
been central in explaining the social and cognitive 
process involved in valuing. Normative influence 
is when a social group that the person belongs to 
(e.g., other law students) or aspires to belong to 
(e.g., lawyers) conveys the socially expected values, 
thereby influencing the person’s valuing process. 
Informational influence refers to the cognitive pro-
cess of information and argumentation that is used 
to form the person’s knowledge and value system.

More recently, Kruglanski and his colleagues 
(2005) proposed that the concept of “epistemic 

authority” is central in explaining how individu-
als process both the information (social norms or 
arguments) and its source (social groups or experts). 
The concept of “epistemic authority” was first 
introduced in 1989 by Kruglanski and refers to 
the process of relying on and accepting a source’s 
information, which could be persons (e.g., teach-
ers, peers) or objects (e.g., textbooks, media). The 
degree of epistemic authority that is associated 
with a source determines the influence that the 
source has on the individual. Whereas children 
assign epistemic authority only to the primary 
caregivers and indistinguishably for all knowledge 
domains, with age individuals assign epistemic 
authorities to different sources (e.g., peers, teach-
ers) for different knowledge domains (including 
values) (e.g., Raviv, Bar-Tal, Raviv,  & Houminer, 
1990). In contrast to dual-mode theories (i.e., 
elaboration likelihood model, Petty  & Cacioppo, 
1986; heuristic-systematic model, Chaiken et  al., 
1989) but in congruence with the parametric uni-
model (Kruglanski & Thompson, 1999), Kruglanki 
and his colleagues proposed that people use both 
the peripheral (or heuristic) cues that are associated 
with social groups or experts (e.g., “if belongs to the 
group, then correct” or “if expert, then correct”) 
and the “message argument” to assign an “epistemic 
authority” to a group, a person, or an argument. As 
I describe later, the concept of epistemic authority 
has been used and empirically tested in the context 
of socialization in college.

Kruglanski and his colleagues (2005) also pro-
posed that the self may also be assigned degrees of 
epistemic authority in different knowledge domains. 
Resulting from personal development, individuals 
may rely more on their own experience and exper-
tise than on external sources. The self-ascription of 
epistemic authority allows the person to develop 
informational independence from others. The SVP 
operates as a result of negotiation between internal 
and external epistemic authorities that direct the 
individual to prioritize intrinsic and/or extrinsic 
values and goals.

To sum up, the dual valuing process model 
(Grouzet, 2013) proposes that the OVP and SVP 
can explain how people prioritize, develop, and 
change their values and goals. When activated, the 
OVP leads people to move toward intrinsic values 
and goals. However, people’s informational depen-
dence on others places them under the influence 
of epistemic authorities that may make them mov-
ing toward intrinsic or extrinsic values and goals 
through SVP. This influence is reduced while the 
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individual begins to assign epistemic authority to 
oneself. In sum, pending the information transmit-
ted by the epistemic authorities (i.e., promoting 
intrinsic vs. extrinsic values and goals), the OVP 
and SVP may “work” together toward the develop-
ment of an intrinsic orientation or conflict with one 
another. In other words, the SVP may reinforce the 
OVP if congruent in promoting an intrinsic goal 
orientation or thwart it by promoting an extrinsic 
goal orientation.

The Dual Valuing Process Model in 
Business and Law Schools

Educational researchers, sociologists, and social 
psychologists have developed various theories and 
models to explain value differences among fields of 
study that I reviewed previously. Two main groups 
of theories emerged:  socialization theories, which 
focus on the effect of field of study on values and 
goals; and attraction-selection-attrition-success theo-
ries, which imply that students’ values and goals 
create the majors as we see them. In this section, 
I review the empirical evidence that supports these 
theories. Then, I show how the dual valuing process 
model can integrate these two opposite models.

socialization
The popular notion that colleges and univer-

sities shape students’ identity, values, goals, and 
beliefs, which will direct their actions and life 
choices during their adult life, has been largely 
documented and supported by socialization theo-
ries (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005). The main 
proposition is that through interactions with profes-
sors and fellow students, ideas and arguments bring 
changes in students’ values and goals. The ideology 
that is promoted in a particular field of study and 
the associated theories that are taught create differ-
ences among majoring students. The “impression-
able” population of students ascribes high degrees 
of epistemic authority to their professors, their 
peers, but also to their course manuals (Guimond, 
1999), which in turn make them receptive to the 
“hidden curriculum.” For example, Mittroff (2004) 
suggested that “the theories of business that [are] 
developed and therefore [taught] are based upon 
the narrowest and the basest of human motives. 
For instance, two of the most prominent theories 
of business—Transaction Cost Analysis and Agency 
Theory—assume that at their core, humans are 
completely and entirely ruthless, motivated solely 
by greed, opportunistic, purely selfish, and it should 
come as no surprise, totally out for themselves and 

no one else” (p. 185). Findings from longitudinal 
studies support this idea. For example, MBA stu-
dents reported lower importance for intrinsic val-
ues, like being helpful, and higher importance for 
extrinsic values, like a comfortable life, after 2 years 
in the program (Krishman, 2008).

Serge Guimond has made important empirical 
contributions to understand the socialization of 
sociopolitical worldviews within fields of study. In a 
first series of cross-sectional and longitudinal stud-
ies, Guimond and Palmer (1990, 1996)  observed 
that, whereas no significant difference was observed 
among first-year students, 1 year and 3 years later, 
business students showed a more conservative ori-
entation (e.g., blaming the person to explain pov-
erty, being in favor of capitalism and less in favor 
of labor unions), and social science students a more 
liberal orientation (e.g., system-blaming). Similarly, 
Guimond and his colleagues (2003) found that 
third-year law students’ social dominance orienta-
tion was higher than first-year law students’, and 
higher than first- and third-year psychology stu-
dents’. To distinguish normative and informative 
influences, Guimond and Palmer (1996) examined 
the epistemic authority that students ascribed to 
their peers, professors, and courses. They found that 
a higher degree of epistemic authority ascribed to 
professors and course contents was associated with 
greater increases in business students’ conservatism. 
By contrast, social science students for whom pro-
fessors and courses represents epistemic authority 
tended over time to engage less in system justifica-
tion, or to attribute unemployment to the person.

Based on the evidence above, it is clear that 
the socialization theories tend to rely on SVP to 
explain the differential effect of the field of study. 
However, OVP could also explain this effect. 
Indeed, because OVP needs a growth-promoting 
climate to be activated, a school that supports 
students’ psychological needs may foster OVP 
and consequently the development of intrin-
sic goals. Empirical support for this hypothesis 
is rare. Senécal, Pelletier, and Vallerand (1992) 
found that psychology students perceived higher 
autonomy support from their program than busi-
ness students, which could explain why the OVP 
cannot operate in business schools. However, as 
I mentioned in the previous section, some busi-
ness and law schools are doing better than oth-
ers. For example, Sheldon and Krieger (2007) 
compared two law schools and noticed differences 
in the perceived support of psychological needs. 
Other evidence for OVP can be found in Johnson 
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(2002) where the importance that college students 
placed on financial success decreased over time. 
Similarly, Biddle and his colleagues (1990) found 
that social science students showed higher value 
on community feelings than business students, 
but this difference was reduced one semester later; 
business students valued more community feel-
ings over time. However, this last finding may 
challenge the socialization hypothesis because dif-
ferences among fields of study were observed as 
soon as in the first semester.

attraction-selection-attrition-success
Compelling critiques have been made regard-

ing the socialization effect. The alternative hypoth-
esis is known as “self-selection effect” but hides a 
large spectrum of mechanisms through which 
people “make the place” (Schneider, 1987)  rather 
than being influenced by the place. For example, 
Schneider (1987) proposed three interrelated mech-
anisms that could support the alternative hypoth-
esis: (1) the attraction, (2) the selection, and (3) the 
attrition effects. First, students are differentially 
attracted to a field of study based on its perceived 
ideology, or the perceived values of professors and 
fellow students. Then, schools select those who are 
most compatible. Finally, if during the program 
“incompatibilities” are detected, student attrition 
occurs. In a similar vein, Haley and Sidanius (2005) 
proposed four different processes. On one side, 
self-selection and institutional selection processes 
corresponds to “attraction” and “selection,” which 
occur before any exposure to the field of study. The 
other two processes, differential success and dif-
ferential attrition, occur during the program and 
provide an important distinction within the “attri-
tion” mechanism. Overall, the four mechanisms are 
attraction-selection-attrition-success (ASAS).

The attraction (or self-selection) process suggests 
that students evaluate academic majors and select 
those that could help them attain their goals and 
that share similar values and worldviews to their 
own (e.g., Astin, 1993). According to Bourdieu 
(1979, 1984) most student socialization occurs prior 
to starting higher education, as “students generally 
tend to choose the institution [ . . . ] that requires 
and inculcates the (aesthetic, ethical, and political) 
dispositions most similar to those inculcated by 
their family.” Work by Sidanius and his colleagues 
support this idea by showing that students who 
held conservative attitudes and a social dominance 
orientation tended to prefer “hierarchy-enhancing” 
majors and careers (e.g., business and law; Sidanius, 

Sinclair,  & Pratto, 2006; Sidanius, van Laar, 
Levin,  & Sinclair, 2003). Schools also contribute 
to attracting students using specific values. Reedy 
and Learmonth (2009) suggested that “in compet-
ing to attract students, business schools frequently 
stress that lucrative careers and personal success can 
be achieved through [  .  .  . ] the competitive and 
individualistic pursuit of wealth, status and power 
[ . . . ]” (p. 241).

The selection process implies that schools would 
differentially select students based on their values, 
goals, and sociopolitical orientation. Although, the 
selection that operates in business and law schools 
is principally based on grades and standardized 
tests, such as the LSAT, some schools and MBA 
programs may engage in screening, evaluation, 
and selection practices that allow them to accept 
students who already possess the desired value sys-
tem (e.g., Vaara & Faÿ, 2011). In a series of experi-
mental studies, Pratto and her colleagues (Pratto & 
Espinoza, 2001; Pratto, Stallworth, Sidanius,  & 
Siers, 1997) found that students who were asked to 
recruit employees for fictive work positions tended 
to select candidates who demonstrated attitudes 
that fit to the perceived company’s ideology. The 
combination of self-selection and institutional 
selection creates the ideal condition to observe dif-
ferences among fields of study before socialization 
starts.

The attrition process explains why students may 
decide to change their academic major and drop 
out of school. The lack of congruence between their 
expectations and what the school offers might not 
be reduced via socialization, which may create dis-
satisfaction, stress, lack of motivation, and finally 
dropping out. Research in personnel psychology 
showed that employees who perceived a mismatch 
between their ethical values and the organization’s 
ethical climate were more susceptible to turnover 
(e.g., Schwepker, 1999; Sims  & Kroeck, 1994). 
Similar findings have been found with other types 
of values, which supports the relation between per-
ceived person-organization fit and well-being (see 
Edwards, 2008, for a review). The attrition process 
(or lack of person-environment fit) may explain 
mental health issues and the cynism that law stu-
dents experience (Granfield, 1986).

Attrition could also be initiated by the school 
itself through the evaluation of students, which in 
turn leads to their success or failure. What is called 
the “hidden curriculum” (i.e., norms, values, and 
practices) is not only transmitted through deci-
sions about curricular inclusion and exclusion, but 
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also reinforced during evaluations. Therefore, stu-
dents who have already integrated the promoted 
values have a higher chance of success. Empirical 
evidence supports the positive relationship 
between student-major fit and GPA (e.g., Sidanius 
et  al., 2003; Tracey  & Robbins, 2006; van Laar 
et al., 1999).

To sum up, the ASAS model offers an impor-
tant challenge to the socialization model. On one 
hand, the attraction-selection processes suggest that 
business and law students’ values and goals exist 
before entering the program. On the other hand, 
the attrition-success processes suggest that business 
and law students who end up in the program (by 
error) will leave the program and will not appear in 
the statistics of the school.

Putting it all together
The debate between socialization theorists and 

ASAS supporters has received a lot of attention in 
organizational psychology and higher education. 
Empirical evidence has been presented to support, 
with more or less success, one or the other position. 
For example, the absence of significant differences 
among first-year students while a differentiation 
occurs years later has been used to support the 
socialization hypothesis. However, an absence of 
significant differences does not mean that there 
are no differences; it simply means that the differ-
ence has not been detected by the measures and in 
the sample under study. Similarly, the socialization 
hypothesis cannot be rejected because significant 
differences were observed among first year stu-
dents. As Bourdieu suggested, a primary socializa-
tion (childhood) precedes a secondary socialization 
(education). Therefore, values and goals developed 
through a primary socialization may lead students 
to select or be selected by a field of study. In turn, 
these values and goals may be reinforced (through 
success), changed (through secondary socialization), 
or rejected (through attrition).

As discussed above, the dual valuing process 
model (Grouzet, 2013)  can enhance our under-
standing of socialization effects by suggesting that 
a growth-promoting climate and/or epistemic 
authority’s intrinsic orientation is associated with 
students’ move toward intrinsic values and goals, 
whereas a need-thwarting climate and/or epistemic 
authority’s extrinsic orientation may be associated 
with students’ move toward extrinsic values and 
goals. Similarly, the dual valuing process model 
can shed light on the ASAS model. First, the 
OVP suggests that students should be attracted 

by majors and careers that can fulfill their organ-
ismic needs through intrinsic values and goals. The 
SVP (through primary socialization) may, however, 
direct them to majors and careers that promote 
the extrinsic values and goals that were promoted 
by epistemic authorities (e.g., parents, peers). The 
schools then select students based on their expressed 
values and goals. Second, resulting from a maturing 
process (or OVP) students in business or law may 
tend to move toward intrinsic values and goals (e.g., 
Biddle et  al., 1990). It is possible to hypothesize 
that the incongruence between intrinsic values due 
to OVP and extrinsic values due to SVP in busi-
ness or law cultures will generate anxiety and stress, 
which may ultimately result in attrition. However, 
SVP might be so strong that students’ pre-existing 
extrinsic values and goals may be reinforced by 
success and graduation. As discussed previously in 
this chapter, business people and lawyers may pay 
the cost of this success through ethical and mental 
health issues.

Conclusion and Hope for the Future
Business and law professions are currently fac-

ing challenges related to ethical and mental health 
issues. Professional associations and scholars in 
these academic fields question the source of these 
problems and search for possible remedies. Among 
potential suspects, professional education has 
received a great deal of attention. Indeed, business 
and law students seem to have similar ethical and 
mental health problems. Based on research on val-
ues and goals, and more specifically using Grouzet 
et  al.’s (2005) circumplex model of goal content, 
it is possible to explain why business and law stu-
dents’ extrinsic value orientations are associated 
with unethical thinking and poor well-being. The 
dual valuing process model (Grouzet, 2013) sheds 
light on how such extrinsic value orientation could 
be developed through SVP and against OVP. The 
dual valuing process model also explains how stu-
dents’ extrinsic value orientation may lead them to 
choose and succeed in business or law careers, but 
also experience incongruence between their organis-
mic needs and work values, and drop out.

However, it might be premature to generalize 
the above findings to all business and law students. 
First, comparisons among fields of study were gen-
erally conducted within specific universities and 
colleges. Other researchers have failed to find dif-
ferences between business and nonbusiness stu-
dents in other universities (e.g., Neubaum, Pagell, 
Drexler Jr., McKee-Ryan, & Larson, 2009). Second, 
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differences between two business/law schools in two 
different countries and within the same country 
have been found. For example, in a cross-cultural 
study comparing Canadian and Chinese busi-
ness students, Bu and McKeen (2001) found that 
Chinese students exhibited a weaker concern for 
a balanced life but a stronger interest in intrinsic 
rewards, simplicity, and moral congruence. Other 
cross-cultural research has shown that American 
business students reported being more concerned 
by ethics than East-Asian business students (Chung, 
Eichenseher,  & Taniguchi, 2008), but less con-
cerned by environmental issues than Chilean stu-
dents (Cordano, Welcomer, Scherer, Pradenas,  & 
Parada, 2010). Within the United States, Sheldon 
and Krieger (2007) found differences between two 
different law schools regarding the satisfaction of 
psychological needs. Some schools are doing bet-
ter than others, and business and law schools are 
becoming more aware of ethical and mental issues 
that their students are facing. This is what made 
Schiltz (1999) say in a letter to law students:

I have good news and bad news. The bad news is that 
the profession that you are about to enter is one of the 
most unhappy and unhealthy on the face of the earth—
and, in the view of many, one of the most unethical. The 
good news is that you can join this profession and still be 
happy, healthy, and ethical (p. 872).

Therefore, this chapter also includes hope for 
business and law students. A  better understand-
ing of OVP and the importance of supporting and 
activating it should provide professional educators 
with some solutions to enhance ethical reasoning 
and mental health in schools and for future profes-
sionals. For example, Sheldon and Krieger’s work 
clearly showed that some law schools were able to 
reverse the tendencies and support psychological 
needs, which in turn can foster OVP. In addition, 
SVP should be considered as an important pro-
cess. Indeed, professors and textbooks are impor-
tant sources of epistemic authority. Several scholars 
and deans have actually initiated changes by pro-
posing new approaches and new orientations for 
their schools (e.g., Grey, 2004). One example is the 
inclusion of social responsibility and sustainability 
as a pillar in business education.

Future research on OVP and SVP is needed in 
order to better understand how students’ values and 
goals develop and change over time. Longitudinal 
studies have always been privileged to study social-
ization effects and distinguish them from ASAS 
effects. Therefore, one direction of future research 

could be longitudinal research where students’ val-
ues and goals are assessed periodically from selection 
into the program (e.g., in high school) to gradua-
tion and even several years later. Need support and 
social influence processes could then be examined 
to explain changes across time. A second direction 
is the experimental tests of the dual valuing process 
model (Grouzet, 2013) and more specifically of the 
interaction between OVP and SVP. These research 
efforts would contribute to the advancement of 
knowledge in organizational psychology and would 
enable professional educators to offer strategies to 
form the future leaders of the world.
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One important way that individuals strive to 
organize and give meaning to their lives is by setting 
personal goals. Goals refer to end states that one 
strives to achieve. For example, a college student 
may decide at the beginning of the school year that 
she wants to improve her study habits and to begin 
an exercise program. Making progress at one’s goals 
is associated with improved well-being, whereas fail-
ing is linked with diminished well-being (Diener, 
Suh, Lucas,  & Smith, 1999). Unfortunately, pro-
spective studies suggest that failure at personal 
goals is more common than success (Baumeister & 
Tierney, 2011). For example, only about 40% of 
people who make New Year resolutions report being 
successful 6  months later (Norcross, Ratzin,  & 
Payne, 1989). The prevalence of personal goal set-
ting, combined with the high rates for failure, raises 
questions about what individuals can do to improve 
their chance of success at achieving their goals.

How to Set and Pursue Goals 
Effectively

A great deal of research has examined the ques-
tion of how to effectively set personal goals. A con-
sensus has emerged among organizational and 
sports psychology researchers that there are five crit-
ical factors to consider in effectively setting goals, 
with the labels of the five factors corresponding to 
the acronym of SMART goals (Weinberg & Gould, 
2007). It is recommended that individuals frame 
their goals in a highly specific manner, ensure that 
they can measure their progress in relation to the 
goal, be careful to select goals that are achievable by 
their own efforts, guarantee that the level of diffi-
culty of the goals is realistic or moderate, and out-
line a clear time-frame to guide their goal pursuit. 
Research has shown that setting ambiguous goals, 
failing to systematically monitor one’s progress in 
relation to goals, and miscalculating one’s capacity 

Abstract

Self-determination theory has expanded goal-setting research beyond the question of how best to set 
personal goals by exploring questions about the meaning of personal goals. In asking why we pursue 
a goal, researchers can determine the extent to which a goal is truly personal, in the sense that it 
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Key Words: goals, motivation, autonomy, autonomy support, intrinsic aspirations

Richard Koestner and Nora Hope

A Self-Determination Theory 
Approach to Goals25

  



Koestner,  Hope 401

to reach particular goals are all common problems 
that lead to self-regulatory failure (Baumeister and 
Heatherton, 1996). Of the five factors listed previ-
ously, organizational researchers have highlighted 
the central importance of setting specific and chal-
lenging goals as opposed to an ambiguous goal 
like “I will try my best” (Locke & Latham, 2002). 
Specific goals are thought to direct attention and 
effort toward goal-relevant activities and away from 
goal-irrelevant activities. Specific and challenging  
goals have been shown to lead to the exertion of 
greater effort (Locke & Latham, 2002).

More recently, a great deal of research has exam-
ined the question of how to sustain goal-engagement 
over time in the face of inevitable problems, such 
as forgetting to keep the goal in mind, being dis-
tracted by competing goals, and exhausting one’s 
self regulatory capacities because of the demands 
of daily life. There is evidence that carefully for-
mulated implementation plans can alleviate such 
self-regulatory difficulties (Gollwitzer, 1999; 
Webb  & Scheeran, 2004). Implementation plans 
are mental planning exercises in which goal setters 
specify when and where they will initiate their goal 
pursuit and how they will ensure their persistence 
in the face of distractions and obstacles (Gollwitzer, 
1999). For example, an office worker who has the 
goal of drinking 32 ounces of water per day can 
develop an implementation plan that specifies 
when, where, and how he will reach this goal. He 
may decide to keep a water bottle at his desk, drink 
while he is in front of his computer, and refill the 
bottle from an office fountain each time he goes 
to check his mail. The specific implementation 
intention (e.g., drink at my desk, refill bottle) is 
thus placed under the direct control of situational 
cues (e.g., computer screen, unfilled bottle, pass-
ing water fountain) and removed from conscious 
and effortful control. Implementation intentions 
promote successful goal striving because they link 
desired behaviors with certain situations and allow 
for automatic responding (Gollwitzer  & Schaal, 
1998). Implementation intentions can also be 
tied to subjective motivational states (Achtzinger, 
Gollwitzer, & Sheeran, 2008). A meta-analysis of 
more than 100 studies confirmed that people who 
supplemented their goals with implementation 
intentions had markedly higher rates of success 
across diverse goal domains (Gollwitzer & Sheeran, 
2006). Importantly, the benefits of implementation 
intentions held true for goals that were difficult and 
for goals where progress was measured with objec-
tive outcomes.

Why Do We Set a Goal?
Research on how to set goals has contributed 

greatly to our understanding of the ways in which 
individuals can improve their chances of achieving 
personal goals. However, there are other important 
questions about personal goals that concern the 
interplay of human needs and personal goals in psy-
chological health. In an important chapter titled, 
“All goals are not created equal:  An organismic 
perspective on the nature of goals and their regula-
tion,” Ryan, Sheldon, Kasser, and Deci (1996, p. 7) 
argue that

While goal theories typically examine how one can 
efficaciously pursue goals, they typically ignore why one 
pursues particular goals and/or the significance of what 
specific goals are pursued. Yet both of these issues are 
critical for understanding the effectiveness, persistence, 
and experiential qualities associated with goal activity, 
as well as the functional impact of goal activities on 
personal well-being.

Ryan and colleagues outlined a self-determination 
theory (SDT) of personal goals that argued that we 
must consider the role of innate psychological needs 
when trying to understand the motivation underly-
ing personal goals and whether achieving a personal 
goal will translate into improved well-being. The 
outline was elaborated empirically in two largely 
separate programs of research lead by Ken Sheldon 
and Tim Kasser. The present chapter briefly reviews 
SDT and Ryan et al.’s (1996) hypotheses about goal 
motivation and goal content. We then systemati-
cally review the 15 years of goal-related research that 
was inspired by Ryan et  al.’s (1996) seminal con-
tribution. Finally, we suggest that besides exploring 
the why and what of goal pursuit, one additional 
critical question remains:  “with whom will one 
pursue this goal?” Nearly all personal goal pursuits 
require support from important individuals in our 
lives if they are to be successfully achieved. Whether 
such support is forthcoming and what form such 
support takes may have an important influence on 
goal pursuit.

SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000, 2008) uses the 
concept of innate, universal, psychological needs to 
understand human motivation. The theory assumes 
that all humans have the fundamental needs to feel 
related, competent, and autonomous, and that sat-
isfaction of these basic needs is required in order 
to develop and function optimally (Deci & Ryan, 
2000). Relatedness refers to feeling close and con-
nected to others, whereas competence refers to feel-
ings of mastery over one’s environment. Autonomy 
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refers to the experience of freedom in initiating or 
endorsing behaviors, that is, to authentically con-
cur with the internal or external forces that influ-
ence behaviors (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 
2000). The need for autonomy is paramount in 
SDT largely because it has been neglected in other 
broad theories of human behavior, which focus 
instead only on competence and relatedness. The 
need for autonomy should not be confused with the 
traits of independence, individualism, or selfishness 
(Deci & Ryan, 2000). Instead, autonomy is about 
volitional, harmonious, and integrated functioning, 
in contrast to more pressured, conflicted, or alien-
ated experiences.

The central issue for an SDT perspective on goal 
setting is whether the way in which individuals select 
and pursue their goals reflects processes related to 
autonomy. The theory suggests that whether moti-
vation for a goal is autonomous can be discerned by 
asking individuals to report on why they are pursu-
ing the goal. Ryan and colleagues (1996, p. 8) noted 
the following:

The why question concerns the source or impetus 
that gives rise to a goal, and its answer has direct 
implications for how goal pursuit is regulated. More 
specifically, the answer to why people perform an action 
illuminates the regulatory process that underlies it 
and this has a great many experiential and functional 
consequences. Perhaps most crucial to answering the 
why question is whether one perceives the goal-directed 
behavior emanates from one self or, alternatively, is 
brought about by forces or pressures external to the self.

An individual can have many different reasons 
for setting a goal, and these reasons vary in the 
extent to which they represent autonomy. Thus, one 
person can pursue an exercise goal because it reflects 
their evolving interests and personal values, whereas 
another may be prompted to pursue the same exer-
cise goal because of external or internalized pressures. 
Furthermore, it is possible for the same individual 
to simultaneously hold both autonomous and con-
trolled motives for pursuing a goal. The importance 
of autonomous motivation in goal pursuits was 
first explored by Sheldon and colleagues, who com-
pleted a series of short-term prospective studies that 
examined the extent to which the source of goals 
influenced their attainment (Sheldon  & Elliot, 
1999; Sheldon & Houser-Marko, 2001; Sheldon & 
Kasser, 1998). College students were asked to list 
several goals that they planned to strive for during 
the semester and to rate the goals in terms of the 
source of their motivation. Specifically, they rated 

each of four possible reasons, which reflected a con-
tinuum running from highly controlled to highly 
autonomous.

Autonomous goals were defined as those that 
reflected personal interests and values rather than 
something one feels compelled to do by external or 
internal pressures. These studies consistently found 
that autonomous goals were significantly associated 
with greater goal progress over time than nonauto-
nomous goals. Other researchers obtained the same 
pattern of results (Downie, Koestner, Horberg, & 
Haga, 2006; Koestner et al., 2006; Koestner, Lekes, 
Powers,  & Chicoine, 2002). A  meta-analysis of 
prospective studies examining the relation of goal 
autonomy to goal progress yielded an average r of 
.20 (Koestner, Otis, Powers, Pelletier,  & Gagnon, 
2008). Thus, having goals that are tied to personal 
interests and values was consistently related to 
greater goal progress.

The question of why we set goals is more com-
plex when one considers goal pursuit in work set-
tings. Because organizations often prescribe goals 
for their employees, one might think that personal 
goal setting would not be relevant in work set-
tings. However, there is considerable evidence that 
the effects of assigned goals are mediated by per-
sonal goals that people choose in response to the 
assignment (Locke  & Latham, 2002). Thus, pre-
scribed goals are transformed by individual work-
ers into personal goals, which may vary in the 
extent to which they are experienced as volitional 
and autonomous. Allowing workers to participate 
in setting goals appears to result in better perfor-
mance than having the supervisor simply assign 
the goals (Locke & Latham, 2002). Most interest-
ingly, Judge, Bono, Erez, and Locke (2005) tested 
Sheldon’s model of goal autonomy in a prospective 
study of 251 employees. Their results showed that 
goal autonomy in the work setting was significantly 
related to goal progress and job satisfaction. These 
researchers highlighted the implications of their 
findings by noting that personal goals may be flex-
ible and sensitive enough to allow organizations to 
help workers improve their work-life by pursuing 
more autonomous goals at work, ones that are tied 
into their intrinsic interests and identified values.

Several studies also examined the specific nature 
of the relationship between goal autonomy and 
goal progress. Thus, it was shown that the ben-
efits of having autonomous goals were maintained 
after controlling for personality traits, such as neu-
roticism and self-regulatory skill (Sheldon, 2002). 
Autonomous goals were also associated with greater 
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goal progress even when controlling for other 
important goal variables, such as importance, com-
mitment, and difficulty level (Koestner et al., 2002). 
The benefits of autonomy were demonstrated with 
sophisticated goal attainment scaling methods 
(Sheldon  & Elliot, 1998)  and objective measures 
of goal progress, such as weight loss measured in a 
laboratory (Koestner et  al., 2008). Self-reports of 
goal autonomy were confirmed by peer reports, and 
it was shown that the goal progress effects held up 
over a 6-month time span (Koestner et al., 2006). 
Finally, the effect of autonomy on progress was 
shown to be mediated by the capacity to maintain 
sustained effort (Sheldon  & Elliot, 1998, 1999). 
That is, autonomous goals appear to be protected 
and maintained in the face of task-irrelevant temp-
tations because they are continually energized. 
Reduced conflict among personal goals has also 
been associated with goal autonomy (Downie et al., 
2006), reflecting the fact that goals that are tied to 
one’s true self are more likely to be harmonious and 
synergistic.

Although the association between autonomous 
motivation and positive goal progress has been reli-
ably demonstrated, there are two problems with this 
body of research. First, the effect size of the rela-
tion between goal autonomy and progress (Pearson 
r =.20), although statistically significant, would be 
categorized as small. It is the kind of relation that 
could not be easily recognized by observers. The 
second problem is that research on autonomy and 
goals is almost entirely correlational in nature, thus 
leaving open the possibility that some unmeasured 
third variable is accounting for both the level of 
autonomy and the goal progress. For example, one 
might argue that more psychologically mature indi-
viduals (e.g., those high in ego development) are 
likely to report both greater autonomous motiva-
tion and greater well-being, and thus an apparent 
relation between the latter two variables may simply 
be due to their association with level of ego devel-
opment. Experimental evidence in which partici-
pants are randomly assigned to conditions designed 
to enhance autonomous motivation versus a con-
trolled condition are required to demonstrate that 
increases in autonomous motivation will result in 
enhanced goal progress over time.

Two attempts to use experimental procedures 
to enhance autonomy for goals and to measure 
subsequent goal progress yielded only partially 
successful results. Koestner et  al. (2002) demon-
strated that a brief self-reflection exercise, in which 
participants considered the intrinsic, personally 

meaningful reasons for pursuing New Year’s reso-
lutions, increased their level of autonomy for the 
goals and that goal autonomy, in turn, was associ-
ated with goal progress. The study failed, however, 
to find a direct effect of the self-reflection condition 
on goal progress. Sheldon, Kasser, Smith, and Share 
(2002) assigned college students randomly either 
to a goal-training program focused on enhanc-
ing autonomy or to a control condition. The goal 
training program was designed to “promote partici-
pants’ sense of ownership of their listed goals and 
also their ability to regulate their experiences as they 
pursued the goals” (Sheldon et al., 2002, p. 8). The 
intervention consisted of two counseling sessions 
in which diverse methods were used to present and 
reinforce strategies for enhancing goal functioning. 
The results revealed no main effects of program par-
ticipation on later goal attainment, but a significant 
interaction effect indicated that participants who 
were already high in autonomy perceived the pro-
gram as most useful and benefited the most from 
the program in terms of goal attainment. Clearly, 
more experimental studies are required to confirm 
the causal relation between autonomous motivation 
and goal progress.

The obtained small effect size between goal 
autonomy and goal progress may underestimate 
the importance of autonomy in goal pursuit 
because autonomy may exert indirect effects on 
goal pursuit by fostering goal-supporting behav-
iors. Importantly, there is evidence that individu-
als with autonomous goals are better prepared to 
use implementation plans to reach their goals. In a 
pair of studies, Koestner et al. (2002) examined the 
combined effect of autonomous goals and imple-
mentation plans. It was hypothesized that pursu-
ing goals because of personal interest and meaning 
would be especially helpful to progress when such 
autonomous goals were accompanied by implemen-
tation plans specifying “How will I get started?” and 
“How will I stay on task?” The results of both stud-
ies revealed significant interaction effects between 
autonomy and implementations reflecting the fact 
that autonomy moderated the effect of implementa-
tion plans on goal progress, such that implementa-
tion plans were associated with relatively greater goal 
progress when combined with autonomous goals. 
Two later studies confirmed that implementation 
intentions are more effective when individuals hold 
autonomous rather than controlled goals (Koestner 
et al., 2008). Thus, autonomy may indirectly foster 
greater goal progress by potentiating the effects of 
implementation plans.
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The special value of linking autonomy and 
implementation plans was also demonstrated in an 
experimental study in which implementation plans 
were given in an autonomy-supportive, controlling, 
or neutral manner (Koestner et al., 2006, Study 1). 
Students were asked to list their most important aca-
demic and social goals. They were then instructed to 
take a few minutes to outline their implementation 
plans, but they were guided in this exercise in either 
a way that emphasized choice and self-initiation or 
a way that was pressuring and directive. The results 
showed that autonomy-supportive implementation 
plans led participants to feel more autonomous 
about how they made their plans. That is, they 
reported that the plans they developed seemed to 
reflect who they were and in what they believed. 
At a 1-month follow-up, the autonomy-supportive 
implementation plans resulted in greater goal prog-
ress than the no-implementation condition, whereas 
the controlling implementation plans had no effect 
relative to the control condition.

Why does the combination of autonomy and 
implementation plans yield such positive goal 
progress? The interactive effects of having autono-
mous goals along with implementation inten-
tions can be explained in reference to Kuhl and 
Fuhrmann’s (1998) dual-component model of 
volition. These researchers contend that effective 
goal pursuit involves maintaining an awareness of 
aspects of oneself that support the goal while con-
comitantly developing strategies to maintain the 
goal in consciousness when competing motivations 
arise. One can accomplish the former process of 
self-maintenance by selecting goals that are autono-
mous, whereas one can facilitate the latter process 
of goal maintenance by making implementation 
intentions, which have been shown to facilitate 
retrieval of goal intentions in memory, heighten 
accessibility of environmental cues for goal comple-
tion, and reduce the number of interruptions while 
one is in goal pursuit (Gollwitzer, 1999). Both 
self-maintenance and goal maintenance are viewed 
as necessary conditions for goal success.

Some recent research suggests that how auton-
omy is defined and measured in relation to goal 
progress requires refinement. Goal autonomy has 
typically been examined with a summary index 
that subtracts controlled motivation (pressure 
from others and from introjects) from autonomous 
motivation (based on intrinsic and identified rea-
sons). The rationale for this method was previous 
theorizing and evidence that an underlying contin-
uum of self-determination can be identified in the 

correlations among scales assessing intrinsic, identi-
fied, introjected, and external regulation (Ryan & 
Connell, 1989). Researchers have noted two poten-
tial problems in aggregating autonomous and con-
trolled goals to form a summary self-concordance 
index (Judge et al., 2005). First, autonomy and con-
trol are often not significantly negatively related to 
each other, as one may expect if a difference score 
was to be calculated with them. Instead, the scales 
were nonsignificantly positively related. Second, the 
relations of autonomous and controlled reasons to 
various goal outcomes were not mirror image oppo-
sites. Indeed, in two studies of working adults by 
Judge et  al. (2005), autonomous goals were asso-
ciated with positive outcomes, whereas controlled 
goals were unrelated to outcomes (rather than being 
negatively related to positive outcomes).

The results of three studies indicated that the 
relation between autonomous goal motivation and 
controlled goal motivation was surprisingly small, 
with an average r of only −.02 (Koestner et  al., 
2008). Furthermore, although autonomous moti-
vation was substantially related to goal progress, 
controlled motivation was unrelated to progress in 
all three studies. These results suggest that intrin-
sic motivation and identification may represent 
the active ingredients that account for the positive 
relation of autonomous motivation to goal prog-
ress. Stated differently, it seems that having external 
and introjected motivation for pursuing a goal does 
not reliably impede progress; instead, the effects of 
these controlled motives tend to be null. Practically 
speaking, what this refinement means is that indi-
viduals who reflect on their reasons for choosing 
a goal should be most concerned with enhancing 
their level of autonomous motivation rather than 
struggling to reduce their controlled motivation. 
Fortunately, there is evidence that intrinsic moti-
vation and identification can be enhanced by vari-
ous techniques that could be adapted for self-use 
(Cordova  & Lepper, 1996; Green-Demers et  al., 
1998). For organizations, this research suggests 
that a focus on promoting intrinsic and identified 
motivation will be more fruitful than trying to 
curb or eradicate extrinsic and introjected forms of 
motivation.

Many of the studies that examined the relation of 
autonomy to goal progress also included measures 
of well-being, as reflected in reports of positive emo-
tions, life satisfaction, vitality, and the absence of 
negative affect. These studies consistently found that 
achieving goal progress was reliably associated with 
significant improvements in well-being over time 
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(Koestner et  al., 2002). Two studies also obtained 
support for a more fine-grained prediction:  that 
goal progress will especially result in enhanced 
well-being when the goals were rooted in autono-
mous rather than controlled motivation. Thus, 
achieving a fitness goal that was motivated by per-
sonal interests and values was more likely to enhance 
well-being than achieving a similar fitness goal 
motivated by pressure from others. Finally, a mul-
tiwave study by Sheldon and Houser-Marko(2001) 
showed that there are reciprocal relations among 
autonomy, goal progress, and well-being such that 
the enhanced well-being that resulted from students 
success in one semester was associated with setting 
more autonomous goals in the subsequent semester, 
which in turn was associated with greater goal prog-
ress and further increases in well-being. The authors 
suggested that selecting autonomous goals may set 
in motion a virtuous upward cycle involving goal 
progress and well-being.

What Goals Do We Choose to Pursue?
The preceding section highlighted how self-  

determination theorists encouraged a shift in goal 
research from asking “how can people set goals 
effectively?” to the question of “why do we set cer-
tain goals?” We reviewed research that has explored 
the experiential and functional effects of choosing 
relatively more or less autonomous goals. There is 
now mounting evidence that selecting autonomous 
goals (i.e., ones that connect with our interests and 
values) typically results in greater goal progress. This 
greater progress appears to be due to certain experi-
ential benefits of autonomous goals: they allow indi-
viduals to exert more effort, and to experience less 
conflict as they pursue their goals (Koestner 2008). 
Autonomous goal motivation also appears to allow 
individuals to make better use of implementation 
plans that specify how, when, and where they will 
enact goal-directed behaviors.

The second unique addition of SDT to goal-  
setting research is that it has encouraged research-
ers to look more carefully at the specific content of 
the goals that individuals strive for. Thus, in their 
classic chapter in the edited volume The Psychology 
of Action:  Linking Cognition and Motivation to 
Behaviour, Ryan et  al. (1996) argued that not all 
goals are created equal and that there are distinct 
experiential and functional effects that are tied to 
whether the content of the goals allows individu-
als to satisfy their basic psychological needs for 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Although 
most of the research in this area has been done at 

the level of the individual, there is a natural bridge 
between how the content of goals differentially 
impacts the well-being and motivation of a group 
of individuals, and how overarching institutional 
goals (e.g., as expressed by the mission statement 
and workplace culture) impact employee well-being 
and motivation.

Tim Kasser and Richard Ryan hypothesized 
that the pursuit (and attainment) of only certain 
goals provides direct satisfaction of the basic psy-
chological needs, thereby enhancing well-being 
(Kasser & Ryan, 1993, 1996). They differentiated 
between two basic forms of goal striving: the pur-
suit of extrinsic and intrinsic aspirations. Intrinsic 
aspirations are those that inherently satisfy the core 
psychological needs (of relatedness, autonomy, and 
competence), such as striving for personal growth, 
building intimate relationships, and community 
contribution. In contrast, extrinsic aspirations are 
those that are contingent on the approval of others 
or another form of external reward, such as striving 
for wealth, popularity, and beauty.

Initially the research was particularly interested 
in how financial and materialistic aspirations impact 
well-being. Kasser and Ryan observed that there was 
almost no empirical examination of the effects of 
materialistic aspirations on well-being, despite an 
abundance of theorizing on the subject among 20th 
century humanistic psychologists, such as Abraham 
Maslow, Carl Rogers, and Erich Fromm (Kasser 
2002a). Rogers (1961) theorized that the good 
life is one in which the person continues to grow 
throughout life; enjoys every moment rather than 
seeking means to an end; and acts authentically as 
oneself rather than conforming to external pressures 
from others, or presenting a false façade. Fromm 
(1976) warned that the great promise of mass pro-
duction and material expansion that grew from the 
industrial revolution provided false hope and a del-
eterious path away from achieving well-being and 
fulfillment in life. He cautioned that being guided 
by the gain of external rewards, or approval from 
others, was the route to unhappiness.

In their original study, Kasser and Ryan (1993) 
hypothesized individuals who set goals on the basis 
of intrinsic aspirations benefit from enhanced psy-
chological health and well-being in comparison 
with individuals that set goals on the basis of extrin-
sic aspirations. The pursuit of extrinsic goals may 
detract from the fulfillment of basic psychological 
needs, and thus decrease well-being. In order to 
test the hypothesis that the specific content of goals 
can differentially enhance or thwart psychological 
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health, these researchers created the aspirations 
index, which assesses the centrality of a number of 
aspirations in an individual. Aspirations are defined 
as relatively stable beliefs that transcend objects and 
situations and guide our actions. In the original ver-
sion of the aspirations index participants rated the 
importance of aspirations related to financial suc-
cess, affiliation, self-development, and community 
contributions. Results of an initial study showed 
that students who prioritized financial aspirations 
over intrinsic aspirations reported very low levels of 
self-actualization, as well as high levels of depression 
and anxiety (Kasser & Ryan 1993).

In a second study, the centrality of financial 
aspirations was again shown to be negatively cor-
related to college students’ well-being and mental 
health (Kasser & Ryan 1993). In a third study that 
used a clinical interview to assess adjustment in a 
community sample of youth, the researchers found 
that financial aspirations were associated with lower 
global adjustment, lower social productivity, and 
more behavioral disorders (Kasser & Ryan, 1993). 
At this time, the aspirations index was revised to 
include two other common aspirations of capitalis-
tic cultures beyond financial success: the possession 
of good looks or beauty, and fame or social popular-
ity. Factor analyses of the revised aspiration index 
showed that individuals who placed great impor-
tance on one of the three extrinsic aspirations, such 
as beauty, tended to place importance on the other 
two, supporting the validity of a cluster of extrin-
sic aspirations. The intrinsic aspirations were also 
shown to cluster together. The initial study with the 
revised aspirations index revealed that adults who 
reported the strongest orientation towards extrinsic 
aspirations relative to intrinsic aspirations tended 
to report more symptoms of depression, and scored 
lower on self-actualization and vitality.

The negative correlation between orientation 
toward extrinsic aspirations and well-being has 
been replicated in more recent university samples 
in North America (Sheldon, Ryan, Deci, & Kasser, 
2004), as well as extended to Russia (Ryan et  al., 
1999), Germany, (Schmuck, Kasser,  & Ryan, 
2000), Singapore (Kasser  & Ahuvia, 2002), and 
South Korea (Kim, Kasser, & Lee, 2003). In addi-
tion to the evidence from correlational studies, a 
longitudinal study by Sheldon and Kasser (1998) 
found that well-being was significantly enhanced by 
attaining intrinsic goals, whereas attaining extrin-
sic goals conferred no significant benefits. A more 
recent study extended these findings by prospec-
tively following a large group of college graduates 

over 1 year, tracking the attainment of both extrin-
sic and intrinsic goals (Niemiec, Ryan,  & Deci, 
2009). Results revealed that the attainment of 
intrinsic goals was positively related to measures of 
well-being, yet the attainment of extrinsic goals was 
positively related to measures of ill-being (negative 
affect, anxiety, and physical symptoms). In another 
recent study, Sheldon and colleagues demonstrated 
that individuals with a strong orientation toward 
extrinsic aspirations are vulnerable to making 
“affective forecasting errors,” tending to overesti-
mate the emotional benefits of attaining extrinsic 
goals (Sheldon, Gunz, Nichols, & Ferguson, 2010). 
In a correlational study, the researchers found that 
those with an extrinsic orientation are less happy 
than those with an intrinsic orientation, but tend to 
believe that attaining extrinsic goals will bring about 
happiness.

The research on the benefits of intrinsic versus 
extrinsic aspirations seems to have implications of 
goal pursuit in work organizations. Most organi-
zations emphasize salary and benefits as a way to 
recruit and retain valued employees. Although it 
is certainly true that workers must feel that their 
compensation is commensurate with their train-
ing, skills, and contribution, these more “extrinsic” 
aspects may not be as important to workers’ motiva-
tion and satisfaction as are other less salient aspects 
of work organizations, such as the larger values of 
the organization, the work-climate, and the oppor-
tunity for cooperation and autonomy in how one 
pursues one’s work goals. It has been noted that the 
three job qualities that are most strongly associated 
with job satisfaction are autonomy, complexity, 
and strong connections between effort and rewards 
(Gladwell, 2008). Organizations are therefore well 
advised to balance their emphasis on financial 
rewards with an emphasis on opportunities to pur-
sue autonomous, complex, and satisfyingly effortful 
activities.

Do certain environments foster the development 
of extrinsic aspirations? In an important longitudi-
nal study by Sheldon and Krieger (2004), changes 
in both aspirations and subjective well-being were 
investigated in law students from entry into law 
school to the end of the first year. It was hypoth-
esized that the competitive structure and intense 
pressure at law school causes students to orient away 
from intrinsic personal aspirations, toward reward, 
image, and popularity-based aspirations, causing a 
steady deterioration of well-being and life satisfac-
tion. The students were found to have begun law 
school with significantly higher levels of subjective 
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well-being than a comparison sample of undergrad-
uates, but their well-being was shown to decline 
steeply over the course of the year. Importantly, 
Sheldon and Krieger demonstrated that the law stu-
dents’ drastic change in well-being was linked with 
marked decreases in intrinsic aspiration orientation 
relative to extrinsic aspirations over the first year of 
law school. This pattern of results was replicated over 
a longer period of time in a second school, showing 
once again that law students experienced an increase 
in extrinsic aspirations relative to intrinsic aspira-
tions over time, as well as a simultaneous decline 
in well-being. Interestingly, Grouzet (Chapter 24 
in this Handbook) reviews evidence that business 
training may have a similar powerful impact on 
extrinsic aspirations and well-being outcomes.

Although the research that found a relationship 
between the prioritization of extrinsic over intrin-
sic aspirations, and decreased well-being, increased 
anxiety, and depression is striking, causation can-
not be inferred from correlational and longitudinal 
research. That is to say, whereas intrinsic aspiration 
prioritization in goal setting appears to be linked to 
well-being, without experimental research, other 
external factors (e.g., genetics, personality, and fam-
ily environment) cannot be ruled out. The question 
of whether intrinsic orientation leads to enhanced 
well-being can only be answered by directly manip-
ulating aspirations as the independent variable, and 
examining whether an experimentally controlled 
change in aspirations leads to a change in well-being.

Recognizing the need for experimental studies 
on the emergence and consequences of orientation 
toward extrinsic relative to intrinsic aspirations, 
researchers began designing experimental studies 
involving aspirations. In a series of three experimen-
tal studies, Sheldon and Kasser (2008) demonstrated 
that psychological threat increases orientation 
toward extrinsic, compared with intrinsic goals. 
Kasser had previously proposed that environmental 
conditions, or temporary threats, that thwart psy-
chological need satisfaction will provoke orientation 
toward extrinsic goals as a compensatory strategy 
(2002b). An exploratory study showed that when 
individuals are made aware of their own mortality, 
they are more likely to orient toward extrinsic goals. 
A second study showed that imagining an economic 
threat (being unable to find a job and barely scrap-
ing by after graduating from college) was associated 
with displaying a stronger orientation to extrinsic 
goals relative to intrinsic goals, compared with a 
control condition (Sheldon & Kasser, 2008). In a 
final study, Sheldon, Gunz, and colleagues (2010) 

designed a longitudinal experimental study in which 
participants were randomly assigned to pursue three 
extrinsic goals or three intrinsic goals (e.g., get to 
know someone beyond the superficial level) over 
a 4-week period. Results showed that participants 
in the intrinsic goal pursuit condition (regardless 
of whether they were intrinsically or extrinsically 
oriented prior to participation in the study) tended 
to experience increased well-being following the 
attainment of intrinsic goals. Participants did not 
benefit from attaining extrinsic goals, even when 
they had strong extrinsic aspiration orientations 
prior to participation in the study (Sheldon, Gunz, 
et al., 2010).

In another 6-month longitudinal experimental 
study, participants were randomly assigned to set 
goals in one of three experimental conditions, all 
based on enhancing the satisfaction of the three 
core psychological needs, or one comparison condi-
tion (Sheldon, Abad, et  al., 2010). Participants in 
the three treatment conditions were instructed to 
set four goals to pursue in order to enhance feelings 
of autonomy, competence, or relatedness in life, 
whereas participants in the comparison condition 
were instructed to set goals to change their circum-
stances (such as changing one’s appearance, buying 
certain products, or moving to a higher income 
neighborhood) over the next 6 months. Both goal 
progress and subjective well-being were measured 
after 2, 4, and 6 months. The authors predicted that 
there would be a significant interaction between 
treatment and goal progress, more specifically, that 
participants in the intrinsic treatment conditions 
who reported significant progress on their goals 
would experience increased well-being, whereas 
those in the comparison condition would not, even 
if they attained their changing life circumstances 
goals. The results confirmed this prediction, show-
ing that among participants who reported high lev-
els of goal progress, only those in the three intrinsic 
treatment conditions reported significant changes 
in well-being. These experimental studies highlight 
the potential for using life aspiration manipulations 
as a pathway for improving well-being.

Most recently, Lekes, Hope, Gouveia, Koestner, 
and Philippe (2012) explored whether an orienta-
tion toward intrinsic aspirations relative to extrinsic 
aspirations could be increased through a reflection 
intervention, and whether this increased prioriti-
zation of intrinsic aspirations would subsequently 
lead to an increase in well-being. Although this 
represented a first attempt to manipulate orienta-
tion to intrinsic and extrinsic aspirations, there 
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have been other studies that attempted to inter-
vene on participants’ aspirations priorities (e.g., 
value self-confrontation; Rokeach, 1973; Grube, 
Mayton, & Ball-Rokeach, 1994).

In the Lekes et  al. (2012) study, participants 
attended an initial laboratory session, and com-
pleted follow-up activities by email for the follow-
ing 4 weeks. In the laboratory session, participants 
were randomized into the experimental intrinsic 
aspirations group, or an active control condition 
in which they focused on “life details.” Participants 
in the experimental condition were given infor-
mation and exercises that outlined the differences 
between intrinsic and extrinsic aspirations, and 
provided rationale as well as previous research on 
why people who prioritize intrinsic over extrinsic 
aspirations often experience enhanced well-being 
compared with those who prioritize extrinsic aspira-
tions. Experimental participants completed a series 
of exercises to demonstrate that they discerned the 
difference between intrinsic and extrinsic aspira-
tions, followed by a 20-minute written essay in 
which they reflected on their two most important 
intrinsic aspirations as selected from a list, outlining 
why they were important to them, and how these 
aspirations were incorporated into their life. In the 
control group, participants were given a parallel set 
of exercises; however, the topic was “life details” 
(based on the protocol of Sheldon & Lyubormirsky, 
2006)  rather than intrinsic aspirations. In align-
ment with the intrinsic aspirations condition, par-
ticipants were given text that informed them that 
they were receiving an intervention designed to 
increase well-being, because paying attention to life 
details could be beneficial to psychological health.

In order to maintain the effects of treatment 
and prompt further reflection, participants were 
emailed weekly reflection activities and reminded of 
the intrinsic aspirations (or life details in the case of 
the control group) about which they had written. 
The weekly reflection included two quotes reflect-
ing intrinsic aspirations and a new reflection ques-
tion that participants responded to by email. The 
researchers found an increase in well-being in the 
experimental group, demonstrating initial efficacy 
of the treatment. This change in well-being was 
mediated by increased orientation toward intrinsic 
relative to extrinsic aspirations. Furthermore, it was 
found that those participants who reported high 
levels of engagement in the weekly intervention 
activities tended to experience the largest changes 
in well-being. At the end of the 4-week interven-
tion, the more engaged participants had been in the 

reflection exercises, the more they prioritized intrin-
sic over extrinsic aspirations, and the greater their 
well-being.

The recent experimental studies conducted 
by Lekes et  al. and Sheldon et  al. provide initial 
support for the idea that holding intrinsic rather 
than extrinsic life aspirations is causally related to 
enhanced well-being, whereas holding a prepon-
derance of extrinsic aspirations is causally related to 
diminished well-being. It will be interesting to see 
whether such brief interventions can be successfully 
used in work and clinical settings.

The What and Why of Goal Pursuit
One consideration to keep in mind when exam-

ining the what (content) and why (motivation) of 
goal striving, is that there is a significant interplay 
between the two that cannot be neglected. Skeptics 
of the self-determination approach to studying life 
aspirations raised the question, “is an intrinsic aspi-
ration still beneficial to well-being if it is pursued 
for controlled (non-autonomous) reasons?” For 
example, an individual could volunteer for a local 
environmental group involved in cleaning up the 
community (a seemingly intrinsic aspiration) not 
because they personally value the activity, but to gain 
approval from a friend or family member. Carver 
and Baird (1998) posited that both autonomous 
and controlled reasons could influence an individ-
ual’s aspirations, and that this would contribute to 
the influence of an aspiration on well-being. Carver 
and Baird tested this prediction and found that an 
individual’s endorsement of autonomous reasons for 
either intrinsic or extrinsic aspirations was positively 
related to self-actualization, whereas endorsement 
of controlled reasons for intrinsic or extrinsic aspi-
rations was negatively related to self-actualization.

Self-determination theorists responded to Carver 
and Baird’s concerns, and conducted three studies 
that examined both aspirations, and autonomous 
versus controlled motives (Sheldon et  al., 2004). 
However, in contrast to Carver and Baird, these 
SDT researchers predicted extrinsic versus intrinsic 
aspirations would contribute “to the prediction of 
well-being, over and above the influence of autono-
mous versus controlled motives” (p.  477). In the 
first of three studies, Sheldon et al. found that par-
ticipants’ self-reported autonomous motivation for 
a series of aspirations was significant and positively 
related to well-being independent of goal content. 
As the researchers predicted, goal content (endors-
ing intrinsic vs. extrinsic aspirations) was also sig-
nificantly related to well-being, independent of the 
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participants’ motives for pursuing a goal. A second 
correlational study replicated these findings, whereas 
a third study used a 1-year prospective longitudinal 
design to following participants’ evolving intrin-
sic and extrinsic aspirations, as well as the motives 
behind them. Once again, it was found that motives 
behind goal pursuit (the why of goal pursuit) and 
goal content (the what of goal pursuit) had inde-
pendent effects of well-being. Autonomous motiva-
tion for aspirations had a significantly positive effect 
on well-being, controlled motivation for aspirations 
had no effect, and extrinsic relative to intrinsic aspi-
rations had a negative effect on well-being (Sheldon 
et al., 2004). These studies underscore the impor-
tance of considering both content of goals, and the 
motive behind pursuing those goals in psychologi-
cal research on goal striving and well-being.

With Whom Are You Pursuing 
the Goal?

The present review has noted how self-  
determination theorists have extended goal research 
to explore whether the reason why people select a 
goal will influence their progress and whether the 
content of people’s goals (are they related to satisfy-
ing basic needs) will influence adaptive outcomes. 
There is considerable evidence that autonomous 
motivation is associated with goal progress and 
that a focus on intrinsic aspirations is associated 
with well-being. Researchers are currently engaged 
in confirming that the association of autonomy 
with goal progress and intrinsic aspirations with 
well-being are causal in nature.

We suggest that there is one final contribution 
SDT can make to guide research on personal goals. 
Specifically, recent research in diverse domains has 
highlighted the importance of other people in our 
goal pursuits. Thus, if a middle-aged man has a goal 
to improve his health by exercising and eating bet-
ter, the likelihood of him succeeding depends on 
whether important people in his life (e.g., wife, 
friends, and children) support him in his goal 
efforts. Indeed, recent health research attests to the 
dramatic influence of social networks on whether 
individuals change maladaptive health behaviors, 
such as smoking. Social support can take many 
forms, including emotional, tangible, direct, and 
indirect. SDT can provide guidance for this research 
by highlighting the kinds of support that are likely 
to promote effective and fulfilling goal striving.

The motivational role of other people in rela-
tion to goal pursuits has primarily been examined 
in terms of how healthcare providers help motivate 

patients to achieve goals, such as losing weight or 
quitting smoking. The role of both autonomous 
motivation and autonomy support in relation to 
health-related goals has been examined extensively 
by Williams and his colleagues (Williams, Gagné, 
Ryan, & Deci, 2002; Williams, Grow, Freedman, 
Ryan,  & Deci, 1996; Williams, McGregor, 
Zeldman, Freedman, & Deci, 2004). These stud-
ies assessed autonomy in terms of an individual’s 
reasons for pursuing a specific health goal, with a 
distinction made between autonomous reasons for 
goal pursuit (“I plan to stay in this weight loss pro-
gram because it is important to me personally to 
succeed in losing weight”) versus controlled reasons 
(“because I’ll feel like a failure if I don’t”). However, 
Williams and colleagues also assessed the extent to 
which individuals perceive healthcare personnel to 
be supportive of their autonomy as they pursue their 
health goals (“My doctor listens to how I  would 
like to do things”). Both autonomous motivation 
and autonomy support appear to play an impor-
tant role in achieving health-related goals. In one 
study, autonomous motivation predicted greater 
weight loss in a sample of obese patients and also 
predicted better maintenance of that weight loss 
(Williams et  al., 1996). Autonomous motivation 
for weight loss was, in turn, predicted by perceived 
autonomy support from the healthcare providers. 
In a study of diabetes management, autonomy and 
competence were predicted by perceived autonomy 
support from providers, and changes in percep-
tions of autonomy and competence predicted 
greater glycemic control (Williams et  al., 2004). 
Similar results have been found in studies of smok-
ing cessation and adherence to other medical treat-
ments (Williams, Gagné, et  al., 2002; Williams, 
Minicucci, et al., 2002). Furthermore, this line of 
research has been extended to examine the role of 
goal motivation in individuals’ efforts in psycho-
therapy to overcome such problems as depression 
(Zuroff et al., 2007).

Some research has also explored the role of 
friends and family in facilitating personal goal 
pursuit. Social support can facilitate progress on 
personal goals because it serves to enhance feel-
ings of self-efficacy, transforms the interest level of 
goal-related activities, and helps individuals gener-
ate effective coping strategies (Aspinwall, 2004). 
SDT research has shown, however, that the effect 
of other people’s motivational support depends on 
whether it is perceived as autonomy supportive 
versus controlling (Deci, Koestner, & Ryan, 1999; 
Downie et al., 2006).
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Autonomy support involves taking another’s per-
spective, acknowledging feelings, and encouraging 
self-initiation and self direction (Koestner, Ryan, 
Bernieri, & Holt, 1984). Control involves pressur-
ing someone to act, think, or feel in a particular way. 
Earlier studies showed that motivational effect of 
rewards, limits, and feedback depended on whether 
they were delivered in an autonomy-supportive 
rather than controlling manner (Deci et al., 1999; 
Joussemet, Koestner, Lekes, & Houlfort, 2004).

The preponderance of research has examined the 
role of autonomy support from healthcare provid-
ers; however, a measure of autonomy support that 
patients perceived from their “important others” 
was developed by Williams, et  al. (2006). These 
researchers demonstrated that such support was 
associated with increases in perceived autonomy 
and perceived competence, as well as better prog-
ress on goals, such as smoking cessation and dietary 
change. Furthermore, the measure of autonomy 
support from important others provided variance 
distinct from a measure of autonomy support from 
the healthcare providers. When allowed to compete 
for variance, both sources of support contributed to 
smoking outcomes, but the important other mea-
sure appeared to be the stronger and more consis-
tent predictor of dietary outcomes (Williams et al., 
2006). This finding demonstrates the importance 
of partner support, and suggests that autonomy 
support from significant others may be even more 
important than the support of healthcare providers.

Can autonomy support be distinguished from 
other types of support commonly offered to indi-
viduals who are pursuing a goal? A study by Powers, 
Koestner, and Gorin (2008) compared the influ-
ence of autonomy support from family and friends 
with encouraging directive support on participants’ 
goal motivation and weight-related goal progress 
over time. Female college students with a specific 
weight-loss goal reported on the support they 
received from significant others (and their current 
goal progress) three times over a month’s time. All 
participants were also given information on healthy 
weight loss strategies, but this information was 
conveyed in an autonomy-supportive versus neu-
tral manner. The results showed that participants 
reported significantly greater weight loss when 
they perceived their family and friends as support-
ing their autonomy as they pursued their goal. An 
example of an item assessing autonomy support was, 
“I feel that my family and friends understood how 
I see things with respect to my weight.” Autonomy 
support from family and friends also interacted with 

the autonomy-supportive instruction to produce 
higher levels of progress. The effects of autonomy 
support were distinguished from more directive 
support from significant others, which did not show 
similar effects. An example of an item assessing 
directive support was, “My family and friends con-
sistently called attention to situations where I had 
to control my behavior.” The findings highlight the 
specific importance of receiving autonomy support 
as one pursues health-related goals.

A more recent study examined the role of 
autonomy support versus more directive support 
in the context of an 18-month randomized con-
trol intervention for overweight individuals (Gorin 
et  al, in press). The study distinguished between 
autonomy-support from one’s partner or family 
member and more directive forms of support, such 
as encouraging one to eat a healthy diet. The results 
showed that autonomy support and autonomous 
motivation assessed at 6 months were significantly 
positively associated with weight loss at 18 months, 
whereas the more directive form of support was sig-
nificantly negatively related to weight loss. These 
results highlight the uniquely helpful aspects of 
autonomy support from friends and family as one 
pursues health-related goals.

Is autonomy support equally important for 
other kinds of personal goals? A  recent investiga-
tion further explored the functional significance 
of receiving autonomous versus directive sup-
port from close others as one pursued a range of 
personal goals (Koestner et al., 2012). Specifically, 
three studies examined the relations of autonomy 
support versus directive support to goal progress 
over 3 months. Autonomy support was defined in 
terms of empathic, perspective-taking (“my friend 
understands how I  see my goals”), whereas direc-
tive support was defined in terms of the provision 
of positive guidance (“my friend reminds me what 
I need to be doing”). Study 1 involved male-female 
romantic partners reporting about goals in four 
domains; Study 2 included female-friend dyads 
reporting goals in three domains; and Study 3 
involved individuals who reported on a vicarious 
goal another person held for them. Participants’ goal 
progress, relationship quality, and well-being were 
followed over 3 months. Factor analyses supported 
the distinction between autonomous and directive 
forms of support. Results from Study 1 revealed 
that autonomy support was significantly positively 
related to goal progress over 3 months, and that the 
beneficial effect of autonomy support was mediated 
by enhanced autonomous goal motivation. Study 2 
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extended the goal progress results to include both 
self-reports and reports by peers. Study 3 showed 
that autonomy support similarly promoted progress 
at vicarious goals. Across all three studies, autonomy 
support was significantly associated with improved 
dyadic functioning and personal well-being. 
Directive support was not associated with goal 
progress across the three studies and was unrelated 
to relationship quality or well-being. The pattern of 
results points to the importance of distinguishing 
autonomy support from other forms of encouraging 
support that are commonly offered as we pursue our 
personal goals, especially in the context of coequal 
relationships.

The Unique Elements of a 
Self-Determination Perspective on 
Personal Goals

The major contribution of SDT to research 
on goal pursuit is that it has expanded the focus 
beyond the primarily technical questions of how 
best to set personal goals to a deeper set of ques-
tions about the meaning of our personal goals. In 
asking why we pursue a goal, researchers can deter-
mine the extent to which the goal is truly personal, 
in the sense that it emanates from one’s abiding 
interests and values rather than from influences 
outside the self. In asking what is the nature of our 
life aspirations, researchers can estimate the extent 
to which goal pursuit is likely to satisfy intrinsic 
psychological needs of relatedness, competence, 
and autonomy, and thus foster growth and devel-
opment. In asking who will support our goal pur-
suits, researchers can identify the vital supportive 
role that our close others play in our ongoing strug-
gles to reach valued goals. Goal research inspired 
by SDT has provided evidence that goal strivings 
are most successful and adaptive when they are 
aligned with intrinsic, need-satisfying aspirations; 
when they are based in autonomous motivation; 
and when they are supported by empathic rather 
than directive others.

Future Directions
Future research should explore SDT propositions 

about goal setting and goal pursuit in work con-
texts. Here are five questions that merit attention:

1. Why do some workers align their personal 
goals with organizational goals, whereas others 
do not? Leadership qualities and interpersonal 
style of managers no doubt play an important role 
(Gagné & Deci, 2005).

2. What is the role of intrinsic versus identified 
motivation for goals in organizational settings? 
Some previous research has suggested that 
identified motivation may be more important 
than intrinsic motivation in domains where 
participation has compulsory aspects (Koestner & 
Losier, 2002). Indeed, some researchers have 
suggested that intrinsic motivation may distract 
workers from organizational goals (Osterloh & 
Frey, 2000).

3. Who exerts the greatest influence on worker’s 
goal-setting practices, managers or coworkers? 
Some interesting recent research suggests that 
coworkers may have at least as strong of a 
motivational influence as managers (Moreau & 
Mageau, 2012).

4. What role do intrinsic and extrinsic 
aspirations play in the workplace? Will workplaces 
that emphasize opportunities for personal growth, 
good relationships, and community concern 
provide greater opportunities for workers’ need 
satisfaction and well-being.

5. Is it possible to design cost-efficient 
interventions that encourage workers to 
self-regulate in a more autonomous manner, to 
link their goals with intrinsic aspirations, and to 
provide their coworkers with autonomy-supportive 
goal supports? The combination of autonomous 
goal motivation but cooperative work style would 
seem to be ideal for the complex and creative tasks 
required by knowledge-based economies.
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Introduction
Motivation is at the heart of organizational 

behavior. Whether one studies leadership, teams, 
job design, performance, strategy, or compensa-
tion, motivation is always an important explana-
tory mechanism. In this Handbook, several authors 
report on organizational research they and others 
have conducted using self-determination theory 
(SDT). Every chapter of this volume eloquently 
demonstrates the pivotal role that motivation plays 
across a variety of applications, from how we design 
jobs to how we compensate workers, and from pro-
moting well-being to promoting safety. All chapters 
show not only how level, but also how quality of 
motivation matters, how values differentially pre-
dict outcomes, and how a variety of contextual and 
personal factors influence these processes.

Each chapter of this volume reviews existing evi-
dence and highlights new directions for the study 
of motivation in organizations using SDT. In this 
discussion I first extract themes that emerge out of 

the chapters of this volume. In addition, I want to 
provide additional examples of SDT applications 
in organizations that have not been fully covered in 
these chapters as well as ideas for new applications 
of the theory to other important organizational 
phenomena.1

The Themes Explored
The Concept of Psychological Needs

Across the chapters of this Handbook, the theme 
of psychological need satisfaction is omnipresent. 
This theme constitutes one of the strongest and 
distinguishing aspects of SDT. The concept of psy-
chological needs plays a pivotal role in explaining 
and predicting what will lead to the different types 
of motivation, and it helps us understand how we 
can design organizations and jobs in a way that pro-
motes optimal outcomes. For the researcher who 
wants to study how organizational practices and 
individual characteristics influence the motivation, 
performance, and well-being of workers, a key issue 

Abstract

This Handbook covers a wide range of applications of self-determination theory to the world of 
work, and offers a multitude of ideas for future research. In this chapter, I reiterate some of the major 
points raised across the chapters by organizing them into coherent themes. I also cover other areas 
of application that were not covered in the chapters, but where self-determination theory has left its 
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to consider is how these practices and characteris-
tics are likely to affect feelings of autonomy, com-
petence, and relatedness. Because the concept of 
needs in organizational psychology has been used in 
many other theories, the conceptualization of needs 
in SDT had to be explained and distinguished from 
these other conceptualizations. Deci and Ryan 
(Chapter 2) provide this long overdue explanation 
of the unique way in which SDT uses the concept 
of needs. To propose three specific psychological 
needs and to deem them basic and universal is a 
bold statement to make, but compelling rigorous 
research makes these strong assumptions credible 
(Deci & Ryan, 2000, 2012).

Greguras, Diefendorff, Carpenter, and Tröster 
(Chapter 9) provide an interesting angle from 
which to understand psychological need satisfaction 
in organizations by using person-environment fit 
theory. Their model proposes that different types of 
fit, such as person-organization fit and person-job 
fit, fulfil different psychological needs, and that fit 
should lead to higher levels of autonomous work 
motivation, because fit increases the likelihood of 
internalization. The authors also propose the use of 
social network analysis as a way to examine these 
processes, which would provide a fresh and pow-
erful method for examining the dynamics of need 
satisfaction in organizations.

In addition, Stone (Chapter 23) presents a very 
interesting outlook on the concept of a functional 
relationship to money that is based on the idea that 
one’s relationship to money can be “nonmaterial-
istic” if one views money as a means to achieving 
nonfinancial or more transcendent goals in one’s 
life. He uses the psychological needs to argue that 
the belief that one is able to manage one’s money 
(competence), that one’s financial decisions are voli-
tional (autonomy), that one can rely on others to 
make good financial decisions (relatedness), and 
that one’s financial resources can be used to achieve 
community goals (relatedness), leads to higher lev-
els of well-being. This view offers a more nuanced 
analysis of how valuing money can influence one’s 
well-being, because previous research has shown 
that holding materialistic values (such as wanting 
to have lots of money and possessions) negatively 
affects well-being (Kasser & Ryan, 1993).

Practical Applications of SDT in the 
Workplace

Many chapters address how to use or transform 
organizational practices in order to yield maximal 
returns. For example, Dysvik and Kuvaas (Chapter 

13) show how SDT can contribute to transform-
ing trainees from passive recipients into active 
participants. They discuss three important moti-
vational issues with training programs in organiza-
tions:  (1) making training programs into a source 
of need satisfaction and engagement, (2) motivat-
ing employees to attend training, and (3) motivat-
ing trainees to use what they have learned in their 
daily work.

Similarly, Fall and Roussel (Chapter 12) discuss 
the possible motivational effects of compensation 
systems on work motivation. Weibel, Wiemann, 
and Osterloh (Chapter 5) also discuss this topic 
from the point of view of behavioral economics. 
These chapters challenge common assumptions 
in the field of human resources that performance 
must be tied to monetary incentives, which is too 
often considered the primary source of work moti-
vation. I  elaborate on this later in the section on 
“compensation.”

Gagné and Panaccio (Chapter 10) explain how 
and why the design of jobs can influence need satis-
faction and work motivation. Gilbert and Kelloway 
(Chapter 11) discuss how leadership may influence 
need satisfaction and work motivation, as well as the 
role that the motivation to lead may play in influenc-
ing leadership styles. Scott, Fleming, and Kelloway 
(Chapter 17) provide a very interesting review of 
the occupational safety literature through the lens 
of SDT. They show that the safety culture approach 
to promoting safe behaviors in the workplace makes 
similar assumptions about human motivation and 
self-regulation to those made in SDT, and that 
safety programs based on this approach yield better 
results than behavior-based approaches, which rely 
on reinforcement theories. The authors also present 
a promising new safety motivation scale that they 
have been using to examine how “safety culture 
approaches” work from a motivational standpoint. 
Finally, Forest and colleagues (Chapter 20) present 
a new method to calculate the return on invest-
ments derived from SDT-based interventions. This 
method may provide practitioners who wish to con-
vince organizations of the advantages of using prac-
tices and interventions based on SDT principles 
with a tool to do so.

A methodological note is provided by Meyer 
(Chapter 3), who addresses the issue of examin-
ing commitment mindsets using person-centered 
approaches. The same thing could be applied to 
motivation, where instead of focusing on the dif-
ferent types of motivation as variables, one could 
examine motivational profiles at the person-level. 
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This approach has recently been used in the domain 
of sports and work motivation, with interestingly 
unique results. Gillet, Vallerand, and Rosnet (2009) 
found that the performance of tennis players who 
had a less “autonomous” profile, that is, who had a 
profile that consisted of being moderate on autono-
mous motivation and high on controlled motiva-
tion, was lower than the performance of players 
with profiles that were higher on autonomous and 
lower on controlled motivation. However, Van den 
Broeck, Lens, De Witte, and Van Coillie (2013) 
found that workers with high levels of autonomous 
motivation in their profile experienced greater 
job satisfaction and work engagement, as well as 
lower strain. They also found that those who had 
low autonomous combined with high controlled 
motivation experienced the lowest levels of engage-
ment and the highest levels of strain. It therefore 
seems that across these two domains, one’s level of 
both autonomous and controlled motivation affects 
outcomes.

The Darker Side of Psychology
Some chapters discuss issues that would defi-

nitely not be considered as part of the positive 
psychology movement, although SDT is often 
considered to be a positive psychology theory 
(Gagné  & Vansteenkiste, 2013). For example, 
Dagenais-Desmarais and Courcy (Chapter 18) 
develop a model to explain violence at work using 
SDT. In this model, need satisfaction (or perhaps 
more accurately need thwarting) plays a crucial 
role in the downward spiral of workplace violence. 
Not only do they discuss how violence predicts 
need thwarting, but also discuss how need thwart-
ing leads to violence. They further discuss how 
need satisfaction may be the means by which we 
can prevent and put an end to workplace violence. 
By exploring the motivation to engage in violent 
behavior, and by examining the consequences of 
workplace violence through the lens of SDT, they 
provide a nice integration between prominent 
theories of violence and SDT, and argue for a new 
humanistic perspective on violence. Their chapter 
is a good example of how SDT can potentially 
change the way interventions are designed: in this 
case, it shows that instead of focusing on sanctions, 
interventions could focus on prevention and sup-
port as means to end violence.

Deci and Ryan (Chapter 2) also talk about how 
controlled, relative to autonomous motivation, can 
lead to other deviant forms of behavior in the work-
place, such as cheating and taking shortcuts. New 

research on high stakes testing in the education sys-
tem provides another compelling example of how 
controlling contexts can lead to unintended conse-
quences (Ryan & Weinstein, 2009). These phenom-
ena have also been examined through the lens of 
other motivation theories, such as expectancy the-
ory and goal-setting theory, but explanations based 
on SDT are more compelling because the concept 
of internalization can more deeply explain how and 
why these behaviors happen.

Fernet and Austin (Chapter 14) use SDT to bet-
ter understand how stressors affect workers, and 
how to mitigate against their effects by using job 
resources that are likely to affect need satisfaction. 
They propose different routes by which motivation 
impacts on strain (direct, mediating, and moderat-
ing effects). Ferris (Chapter 8) examines the concept 
of contingent self-esteem in the work domain, which 
is strongly related to the understudied regulation 
of introjection. Not only does he argue that need 
thwarting may lead to the development of contin-
gent self-esteem, but that contingent self-esteem may 
hinder a person’s ability to subsequently fulfil their 
psychological needs, thereby creating a vicious cycle.

On Energy
Psychological energy is a concept that is 

becoming more and more popular in the organi-
zational psychology field, and SDT has provided 
an important contribution to our understanding 
of the energy concept. Starting with Ryan and 
Frederick’s (1997) work on subjective vitality, we 
now know that vitality is affected by need satisfac-
tion and by one’s motivational orientation (Nix, 
Ryan, Manly, & Deci, 1999). What has been called 
ego-depletion (Muraven & Baumeister, 2000) has 
also been shown to be affected by one’s motivation, 
as it seems that we only deplete our mental energy 
when we feel controlled or when we have controlling 
reasons to engage in an activity (Moller, Deci, & 
Ryan, 2006; Muraven, Gagné, & Rosman, 2008; 
Muraven, Rosman,  & Gagné, 2007). Spreitzer 
and Porath’s (Chapter 15) concept of thriving at 
work draws heavily from Ryan and Frederick’s sub-
jective vitality concept and from SDT. Gonzalez 
and colleagues’ (Chapter 22) psychosocial model 
of the health gradient also draws heavily from the 
idea that need satisfaction differences across incre-
mental levels of occupational health status may be 
closely linked to differences in health.

Cossette (Chapter 16) discusses how SDT can 
contribute to our understanding of emotional labor 
by helping in the evaluation of individual and 
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contextual factors that may help or hinder employ-
ees’ regulation of their emotions at work. Emotional 
labor is another good example of how we use our 
energy at work and of how our self-regulation 
choices may affect those energy levels. Cossette 
argues that our reasons (motivation) for engaging 
in emotional labor may affect the regulatory choices 
we make (surface vs. deep acting), which has reper-
cussions on our energy levels and on our well-being.

Strauss and Parker (Chapter 4) present a model of 
workplace proactivity that is a good example of how 
recent organizational behavior theories are moving 
away from a reactive view of the worker to a more 
agentic one. This model draws heavily from SDT to 
explain people’s reason to engage in proactive behav-
ior, as well as whether they feel capable and energized 
to do so. As mentioned in the chapter, there is an 
interesting dilemma when it comes to attempting 
to foster and promote proactive work behavior in 
organizations. By making proactive behavior part 
of the job description, and potentially rewarding it, 
one may actually make it “disappear” so to speak, 
given that the very definition of proactivity is that 
it is self-initiated. It will therefore be challenging for 
organizations to find other ways to promote such 
behavior besides the traditional ones, which usually 
involve the development of performance manage-
ment and reward systems that are meant to “direct” 
employee behavior. Another interesting issue, which 
I also apply to knowledge sharing behavior later, is 
to examine what people try to achieve by being pro-
active, and whether this behavior actually helps or 
hurts the organization. As such, future research could 
examine the motivational conditions under which 
proactive behavior is most helpful.

Vallerand, Houlfort, and Forest (Chapter 6) 
feature the role that being passionate in one’s 
work plays in generating the energy necessary for 
high-level performance, and the sorts of repercus-
sions that different types of passion can have on 
one’s well-being. They present the dual model of 
passion; compare and contrast it with motivation; 
and show how it has been applied to understand-
ing work-related outcomes, such as concentration, 
flow, performance, and well-being. Interestingly, 
they also discuss research that examines how pas-
sion develops, including how people select activi-
ties, how they come to value them, and how they 
forge their identity around them.

On Managing Employees
An essential task in an organization is the man-

agement of its members’ goals and behaviors. This 

important area of study has not only focused on how 
to structure organizations in order to get effective 
performance, but also on how to direct and energize 
the behavior of employees. Gilbert and Kelloway 
(Chapter 11) discuss how and why managerial lead-
ership behavior influences subordinate motivation 
and outcomes, while Reeve and Su (Chapter 21) 
present research on what motivates teachers, and 
how this in turn affects their behavior toward stu-
dents. In addition, Ronen and Mikulincer (Chapter 
7) argue that managers can provide a “secure work 
base” out of which employees can form secure 
attachments to their organization, which would 
foster their work engagement. These three chap-
ters provide rich information about how people in 
one-up positions, such as managers and teachers, 
can influence people in one-down positions, such as 
employees and students.

I often hear, during leadership training, manag-
ers saying that their employees are not genuinely 
intrinsically motivated at work, that they want to be 
told what to do, and certainly do not want to take 
on more responsibility. These managers often feel 
compelled to use controlling leadership methods, 
such as telling people what to do without consult-
ing them, and using threats or rewards to get work 
out of their employees. They are more than skepti-
cal about the apparent simplicity of transforming 
their employees into autonomously driven workers. 
Edward Deci has eloquently discussed this issue in 
his book Why we do what we do (1995, p. 148): “if 
you control people enough, they may begin to act 
as if they want to be controlled. As a self-protective 
strategy, they become focused outward—looking 
for clues about what the people in one-up positions 
expect of them, looking for what will keep them 
out of trouble.” If a person has experienced being 
controlled in this way throughout life, from early 
school all the way to the workplace, there is reason 
to believe that he or she will have been transformed 
into a pawn in the process. He or she does not 
expect anything more than control from authorities 
and has lost the energy to truly engage in work.

Some research suggests ways in which this hap-
pens. Students working on anagrams under an 
authoritarian and evaluative teacher have been 
shown to be less willing to choose subsequent tasks 
to work on themselves (Haddad, 1982). They fear 
that their choice will be evaluated negatively by the 
teacher. Unfortunately, this pushes the authority 
figure to use more controlling behaviors, because 
they now feel that control is necessary to get the 
student or the employee to work. Indeed, teachers 
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who perceive their students not to have autono-
mous motivation tend to act in a more controlling 
manner toward them (Pelletier, Séguin-Lévesque, & 
Legault, 2002; Taylor, Ntoumanis,  & Standage, 
2008), even when they are wrong or misled about 
their students’ motivation (Pelletier  & Vallerand, 
1996; Sarrazin, Tessier, Pelletier, Trouilloud,  & 
Chanal, 2006).

These results, which were found in the education 
domain, are likely to apply to management. One 
essential thing to focus on when training manag-
ers (and teachers) is to carefully explain this vicious 
cycle and offer alternative means that gradually 
bring back some spontaneity into employees’ behav-
ior. Although this might require more extensive 
interventions, which might not only require a more 
autonomy supportive management style, but pos-
sibly some work redesign (Clegg & Spencer, 2007), 
the starting point should be to change managers’ 
mindsets from “how do I motivate my employees” 
to “how do I get my employees to motivate them-
selves.” Koestner and Hope (Chapter 25) provide 
some interesting tools that could also be used to 
achieve this, through a combination of proper goal 
setting involving deliberation about why one wants 
to pursue a certain goal, and proper goal imple-
mentation. Strauss and Parker’s proactivity model 
(Chapter 4) may also provide useful tips on how to 
bring about a more proactive mindset in employees.

We often speak of managerial autonomy sup-
port and leadership as if they functioned in a 
vacuum. But managers are also managed, even at 
the top. CEOs and executives must also answer 
to stakeholders, who could (and often do) act in a 
controlling manner. For example, CEO compen-
sation is often heavily contingent on the financial 
performance of the company. Research has shown 
that pressure from above can create trickle down 
effects on motivation throughout the organization. 
For example, it has been demonstrated that teach-
ers who feel controlled by school administration 
are in turn more controlling with their own stu-
dents (Deci, Spiegel, Ryan, Koestner, & Kauffman, 
1982; Pelletier et  al., 2002), and that this may 
be explained by the fact that this pressure from 
above makes them depersonalize their own stu-
dents (Soenens, Sierens, Vansteenkiste, Dochy,  & 
Goossens, 2012). Reeve (2009) and Reeve and Su 
(Chapter 21) define controlling behavior as putting 
pressure on a person to think, feel, and behave in a 
particular way, and includes such acts as relying on 
rewards, punishments, and surveillance, failing to 
provide explanations (e.g., you don’t need to know 

why, just do it!), displaying impatience, asserting 
one’s power, and demeaning or strategically ignor-
ing the person. Reeve describes three major reasons 
why teachers may act controllingly toward their 
students: (1) pressure from above, which may come 
from high-stakes testing, principals’ leadership style, 
parents, and cultural values in general; (2) student 
passivity or lack of interest and motivation; and 
(3) a personality disposition to be controlling and a 
belief that motivation comes from external sources. 
It would be very interesting to examine the same 
factors in managers in order to find the best ways to 
train them not to act in a controlling way (possibly 
based on their reason for acting like this in the first 
place) and to replace the controlling behavior with 
an autonomy-supportive one.

Gilbert and Kelloway (Chapter 11) also pro-
pose that autonomously motivated employees may 
require less leadership than those who are not. 
Some research concurs with this observation. For 
example, Fernet, Gagné, and Austin (2010) found 
that autonomously motivated teachers seem to be 
immune to the negative effects of job demands, and 
thus require less social support from their leaders 
to buffer against the risk of burnout. The fact that 
autonomously motivated employees may require 
less monitoring and less support to sustain their 
engagement implies that as long as leaders ensure 
that psychological needs are fulfilled, they may need 
to monitor and reward employees less in order to 
get high performance.

It would also be useful to dig deeper into how 
autonomy support influences changes in motiva-
tion. For example, because autonomy support 
is most often operationalized as offering choice 
and encouraging initiative, providing rationales 
for goals and tasks, and being empathic (Deci  & 
Ryan, 2008), it implies that managers must trust 
their subordinates in order to do these. Therefore, 
research on trust may be worth examining as a pos-
sible mediator. Trust has been defined as one’s will-
ingness to make oneself vulnerable to the actions 
of another party that one cannot control, and is 
determined by the perception that the other party 
is competent, benevolent, and has integrity (Mayer, 
Davis, & Schoorman, 1995). Trust can be studied 
from different angles. Not only do managers need 
to learn to trust that their employees “have it in 
them” to be autonomously motivated, but employ-
ees must also trust their manager. In regards to the 
first angle, research shows that when managers trust 
subordinates, subordinates feel more autonomous 
and this in turn enhances their trust toward their 
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manager (Seppala, Lipponen, Pirttila-Backman, & 
Lipsanen, 2011). In regards to the second, Deci, 
Connell, and Ryan (1989) showed that managerial 
autonomy support increases trust in management. 
Recent research also shows that trust in manage-
ment is related to the satisfaction of the needs for 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Carpini & 
Gagné, 2013), and that autonomous motivation 
mediates the relation between trust in management 
and employee performance (Gagné, 2009; Kuvaas, 
Buch, Dysvik, & Haerem, 2012). Alternatively, it 
is possible that trusting one’s management frees 
up cognitive resources that can be dedicated to 
tasks instead of monitoring the actions of manage-
ment, thereby increasing performance (Mayer  & 
Gavin, 2005), so this would need to be taken into 
account in future research. Other research shows 
that trust does not have a direct effect on perfor-
mance. Instead, it might be that trust acts as a 
moderator between individual motivation and unit 
performance. In other words, trust would channel 
one’s energy toward reaching organizational goals 
(Dirks, 1999).

On Compensation
Compensation is inextricably linked to working. 

Although self-determination scholars have argued, 
through cognitive evaluation theory, that rewards 
can undermine intrinsic motivation (Deci, 1971), 
the mainstream compensation literature advocates 
linking compensation to performance based on the 
premises of expectancy theory and agency theory 
(Rynes, Gerhart, & Parks, 2005). Fall and Roussel 
(Chapter 12) provide a very good historical review 
of these opposing views and propose some avenues 
for research that aims at arriving at a consensus 
regarding the most efficient use of compensation to 
motivate workers. Weibel, Wiemann, and Osterloh 
(Chapter 5) present the relatively new behavioral 
economics view of incentives, which contrasts with 
the previously dominant view based on agency 
theory, and describes how SDT has influenced this 
movement in economics. Gagné and Forest (2008) 
have also proposed a model to test the effects of 
compensation on autonomous versus controlled 
motivation, which adds elements of need satisfac-
tion and justice into the equation. They argue that it 
is not efficient to examine elements of a compensa-
tion package separately, as most studies have done. 
For example, many studies examine the effects of 
commission plan or profit-sharing on changes in 
organizational performance (rarely do they measure 
individual performance), without controlling for or 

evaluating the effects of other elements of the com-
pensation package, such as base pay and benefits 
(Han  & Shen, 2007; Magnan  & St-Onge, 2005; 
Piekkola, 2005). Gagné and Forest (2008) propose 
to break down the total compensation package into 
basic characteristics, such as the absolute amount of 
pay, the ratio of fixed versus variable pay, the basis 
on which payments are made (e.g., performance 
evaluation, skills), whether payment is based on 
individual or group performance, and the perceived 
equity of the compensation components. Each of 
these is hypothesized to have effects on need sat-
isfaction and on perceptions of procedural justice, 
which in turn have effects on work motivation. 
Moderators are considered as well, such as the cli-
mate and culture of the organization. Such a model, 
if used in empirical research, would help us disen-
tangle the positive and negative effects of different 
compensation components on work motivation, 
and would help us understand why these effects are 
occurring. Such research is critically lacking in the 
area of compensation.

Two elements of compensation systems are 
worth expanding on. The first one is the issue of 
fairness. Emerging research shows that fairness per-
ceptions positively influence need satisfaction and 
autonomous motivation. For example, it has been 
shown that both procedural and distributive jus-
tice are related to autonomous work motivation, 
and that this is mediated through need satisfaction 
(Gagné, Bérubé, & Donia, 2007). Intrinsic motiva-
tion has been shown to mediate the effect of proce-
dural justice on task performance (Zapata-Phelan, 
Colquitt, Scott,  & Livingston, 2009), and need 
satisfaction has been shown to mediate the effect 
of organizational justice on job satisfaction (Mayer, 
Bardes, & Piccolo, 2008). In addition, when people 
are deprived of autonomy satisfaction, they become 
more sensitive to procedural justice considerations 
(van Prooijen, 2009). Lastly, perceptions of both 
distributive and procedural justice around the 
administration of bonus pay have been positively 
related to the intrinsic motivation of managers 
(Hartmann & Slapnicar, 2012).

Secondly, the quality of the feedback matters 
and affects perceptions of justice. People generally 
are more intrinsically motivated after they receive 
positive than negative feedback (Deci, Koestner, & 
Ryan, 1999). However, whether feedback is given 
in a controlling or in an informational manner also 
affects motivation (Ryan, 1982). Research on feed-
back has also focused on how people react to quanti-
tative versus qualitative feedback. Much research on 
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performance appraisals has focused on giving voice 
to the ratee, which should indeed be an integral part 
of any feedback meeting (Levy & Williams, 2004). 
Giving voice is an important component of proce-
dural justice (Colquitt, Conlon, Wesson, Porter, & 
Ng, 2001), and is probably an important driver of 
the relation between justice and autonomous work 
motivation (Gagné et al., 2007) because it is likely 
to increase feelings of autonomy. The quality of the 
relationship between the rater and the ratee is also 
likely to affect ratee reactions (Levy  & Williams, 
2004). SDT predicts that a relationship based on 
satisfying the needs for autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness would yield the best reactions. As 
mentioned previously, a relationship based on trust, 
where the rater is perceived to be competent, benev-
olent, and high on integrity, is also likely to help.

But most organizations would not rely solely 
on the manager for performance appraisals. If we 
strictly follow guidelines based on SDT, the least 
controlling performance management system 
would ask employees to rate their own performance. 
It is possible to obtain self-appraisals that are accu-
rate, honest, and useful, although they do tend to 
be more positive than ratings by others (Murphy & 
Cleveland, 1991). If a performance management 
system supports the psychological needs, people 
should in principle be honest and accurately assess 
their own performance. After all, they are the ones 
with the most information to rate their own per-
formance. If employees perceive that the purpose 
of the appraisal is to help their development (and 
thrive; Spreitzer & Porath, Chapter 15), as opposed 
to using it to make decisions about them (reward, 
promote, or fire them), they are more likely to be 
honest in their self-assessment.

There are many other potential applications of 
SDT in the world of compensation. For example, 
finance scholars typically conduct research on CEO 
and executive compensation using agency theory 
(Jensen  & Meckling, 1976), which advocates for 
the use of contingent compensation (Bartol, 1999). 
It appears from reading this literature that such 
compensation systems have failed miserably at 
yielding the desired behavior from executives, and it 
almost seems like finance experts are at a loss when 
trying to explain why this is happening, and what 
should be done (Kerr, 1995; Pfeffer, 1998). SDT 
could provide some answers to their questions, so 
efforts should be made to make the theory known 
in this field. In contrast to agency theory, which 
assumes that human beings are inherently averse to 
effort and egotistical, SDT assumes inherent growth 

tendencies (which would make human beings seek 
challenges) and a need for human contact (i.e., 
relatedness). These different assumptions would 
yield very different hypotheses regarding the behav-
ior of executives working under different compensa-
tion models.

Another topic touched on in Deci and Ryan’s 
chapter that is embedded within compensation 
is competition. Some theories of compensation 
argue that organizations should create competitions 
between workers based on the assumption that they 
will be motivated to surpass others (see Fall and 
Roussel, Chapter 12). Tournament theory, in par-
ticular, proposes that employees will be motivated 
to work harder if they are competing for a promo-
tion or for a reward (Lazear & Rosen, 1981). A fre-
quent example in practice is the use of performance 
appraisals to rank employees and give the top 10% 
a bonus (and at GE, it was the Jack Welch approach 
of firing the bottom 10% every year). However, 
SDT research has shown that competition can be 
detrimental to intrinsic motivation (Deci, Betley, 
Kahle, Abrams, & Porac, 1981), especially for the 
losers of such competitions (and there are gener-
ally more losers than winners), because it decreases 
feelings of competence (Vansteenkiste  & Deci, 
2003)  and feelings of autonomy (Reeve  & Deci, 
1996). Such systems also discourage cooperation 
among employees, which could decrease feelings 
of relatedness (Gagné  & Forest, 2008). However, 
competition can be perceived as providing an inter-
esting challenge for a somewhat boring task, and 
could provide people with an opportunity to test 
themselves and improve (Frederick-Recascino  & 
Schuster-Smith, 2003). The sports domain is ripe 
with examples of how competition can enhance 
intrinsic motivation. The trick is to find how best to 
use competition in the workplace to get stimulated, 
autonomously motivated employees, and once 
again, SDT can provide a framework from which to 
build testable hypotheses.

Other Areas of Investigation
Performance Monitoring

Organizations are using technology more and 
more to monitor the behavior and performance 
of their employees. The last decades have seen 
increases in the use of card swipe systems; physi-
ological monitoring equipment (eye and finger-
print detectors); location-sensing technologies, 
such as global positioning systems; and computer 
monitoring and the use of cameras to monitor 
employee behaviors. A 2007 Electronic Monitoring 
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and Surveillance Survey (American Management 
Association, 2008)  revealed that 66% of the sur-
veyed US employers reported using Internet moni-
toring, 43% reported using email monitoring, 
45% reported using telephone monitoring, 48% 
reported using video surveillance, and 8% reported 
using global positioning systems to monitor com-
pany vehicles.

These technologies are very useful to organi-
zations, not only for surveillance purposes, but 
also to make retail and marketing decisions. Such 
technologies often replace human surveillance, as 
employees now often work from remote office loca-
tions, knowledge work is more prevalent and more 
difficult to monitor, and today’s managers are typi-
cally overwhelmed with paperwork and meetings, 
preventing close monitoring of employee behavior. 
Many organizations also use these technologies 
to help employees. For example, my university’s 
information technology group is able to enter into 
my computer to fix things and help me, no mat-
ter where I  am on the planet (I guess they could 
also use this to check how I  use my computer). 
Monitoring would appear, through the lens of SDT, 
to be a very convenient means to control people’s 
behavior, and consequently switching their locus of 
causality to external. Some research indeed shows 
that surveillance has detrimental effects on intrinsic 
motivation and creativity (Amabile, 1979; Enzle & 
Anderson, 1993; Lepper & Greene, 1975). But the 
effect of monitoring may depend on what it is used 
for, what message is conveyed through it, and how 
it is actually used.

Early research on performance monitoring has 
shown that it can increase stress levels and lead to 
health problems (Aiello, 1993; Carayon, 1993; 
Smith, Carayon, Sanders, Lim,  & LeGrande, 
1992), whereas other research has shown that it 
can increase work performance (Komaki, 1986; 
Komaki, Desselles,  & Bowman, 1989; Larson  & 
Callahan, 1990), but not so much on complex 
tasks (Aiello & Svek, 1993). These effects may be 
partly due to the effects of monitoring on feelings of 
autonomy (Carayon, 1994), but research also shows 
that it is possible to use monitoring without its neg-
ative effects (Stone & Stone, 1990). For example, 
computer-based performance monitoring is less 
stressful when employees are given more job auton-
omy (Ball & Wilson, 2000) or feedback (Aiello & 
Shao, 1993; Griffith, 1993; Wells, Moorman,  & 
Werner, 2007). Ways to restore feelings of auton-
omy have included allowing employee input into 
the design of the monitoring system (De Tienne & 

Abbott, 1993) and control over the monitoring sys-
tem, such as the ability to switch it off (Stanton & 
Barnes-Farrell, 1996). SDT could be used to make 
sense of all of these findings and to craft a better 
use of monitoring in a way that will not negatively 
impact need satisfaction.

Deadlines and Time
Everyone has goals to reach and expectations to 

meet in their work, and this is usually to be done 
in a (not always) reasonable amount of time. Most 
workers have to either produce goods or render 
services within a specified timeframe, and many 
of us are faced with deadlines for work projects. 
Deadlines have been shown to negatively affect 
intrinsic motivation (Amabile, DeJong, & Lepper, 
1976) because they decrease feelings of autonomy. 
But it is possible to set deadlines in a way that is 
less controlling. Indeed, when people are allowed to 
set their own deadlines or to modify existing dead-
lines, their intrinsic motivation does not seem to 
suffer as much (Burgess, Enzle, & Schmaltz, 2004). 
Setting a deadline for a boring task may also help 
increase task challenge, which may increase intrin-
sic motivation (Amabile, 1988). More research 
could be done to evaluate whether giving a deadline 
with autonomy support (Deci, Eghrari, Patrick, & 
Leone, 1994) could also prevent its negative effects 
on work motivation.

Other time effects on motivation could pos-
sibly be better understood through the framework 
of SDT. We know from research on goals that the 
further away from goal attainment one is, the more 
goal desirability affects goal choice, whereas with 
shorter time frames, feasibility concerns become 
more important (Liberman  & Trope, 1998). If 
we assume that long-term thinking provides more 
meaning to one’s activities than only thinking 
about short-term results, one could then predict 
that being future-oriented would be associated with 
higher levels of autonomous motivation. In fact, de 
Bilde, Vansteenkiste, and Lens (2011) found that 
students with a future-time perspective were more 
likely to be autonomously motivated toward their 
studies than those with a present-time perspective. 
It is therefore reasonable to expect that interest and 
meaning (i.e., intrinsic and identified motivation) 
for a goal may influence goal choice when the person 
has plenty of time to reach the goal, but that more 
“practical” concerns may be more potent when time 
is of essence. It is difficult at this point to say exactly 
how “practical concerns” would translate in motiva-
tional terms. Would this mean more extrinsic forms 



422  Self-Determination Theory in the Work Domain:  This  is  Just the Beginning

of motivation? Schmidt and DeShon (2007) found 
that incentives pushed people to allocate more time 
to goals on which progress had been made, but not 
for goals on which progress was small. So when 
time is of essence, people may consider more tan-
gible costs and benefits than when they have lots 
of time. It would therefore be interesting to extend 
the study of goals through SDT (see Koestner and 
Hope, Chapter 25) by adding a time dimension.

What time represents may also have interesting 
effects on the motivation to engage in various activi-
ties. DeVoe and Pfeffer (2010) found that when 
workers need to account for their time at work 
(e.g., for billing purposes), they are less likely to 
allocate time to volunteering activities (even when 
controlling for their attitudes toward volunteering). 
In essence, people come to view their own time as a 
compensable factor. Although they have shown that 
this effect is not attributable to changing intrinsic 
motivation or feelings of autonomy, they found 
that holding more extrinsic values (such as valuing 
money; Grouzet et al., 2005) enhanced the effect. It 
would be interesting to see if values actually change 
as a function of having to account for one’s time, as 
professional education has been shown to influence 
them (Grouzet, Chapter 24).

Teams
Organizations are increasingly using team work, 

because team work has been shown to be an effec-
tive, economical, and stimulating way to organize 
work. But research on team motivation has used 
theories of motivation that only account for the 
level of motivation within a team without regard 
for its quality (e.g., Chen & Kanfer, 2006). Using 
SDT to examine team motivation requires one to 
take into account the level of both autonomous and 
controlled motivation in the team, and possibly the 
composition of individual members’ motivation 
(e.g., how many are predominantly autonomously 
motivated, vs. controllingly motivated). Grenier, 
Chiocchio, Gagné, and Sarrazin (2013) suggested 
using SDT in such a group composition perspec-
tive. They proposed to study how the composition 
of team members’ individual motivation within a 
team influences team processes, including team per-
formance and individual member satisfaction. For 
example, individual members’ reasons for pursuing 
team goals may affect coordinated action (Koestner, 
Losier, Vallerand, & Carducci, 1996), interpersonal 
conflict within the team, goal progress, and goal 
attainment (Sheldon & Elliot, 1998), such that pre-
dominantly autonomous teams may be less likely to 

experience conflict than heterogeneous or predomi-
nantly controlled teams. This in turn should influ-
ence the need satisfaction of team members and 
team outcomes. Grenier and colleagues (2013) also 
propose that the composition of motivation within 
teams may give rise to a phenomenon of team goal 
motivation that stands apart from individual-level 
motivation, something that may be mediated by 
social identification processes. How needs are sup-
ported within teams may influence this process as 
well. In a first test of these ideas, Grenier, Gagné, and 
Chiocchio (2013) examined lifeguard teams and 
found that both individual autonomous motivation 
and team autonomous motivation (calculated as 
the average level of autonomous motivation across 
team members) influenced member’s satisfaction 
with their work on the team. Moreover, an inter-
action effect was found, whereby team motivation 
enhanced the relation between individual motiva-
tion and satisfaction. These findings tell us that the 
composition of team motivation does indeed affect 
individual team members, beyond their individual 
motivation.

Information Technology Usage
A recent application of SDT is in the field of 

technology acceptance. This field of research has 
relied strongly on other motivational theories, espe-
cially the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991), 
on which the popular technology acceptance model 
is based (Davis, 1989; Davis, Bagozzi, & Warshaw, 
1992). However, Venkatesh and colleagues have 
found that intrinsic motivation also plays a big 
part in getting people to accept new technologies 
and to use them in their work (Venkatesh, 2000; 
Venkatesh & Johnson, 2002; Venkatesh & Speier, 
1999; Venkatesh  & Speier, 2000). More recently, 
SDT has been incorporated into these models to 
better predict technology acceptance. For example, 
the three psychological needs have been shown to 
enhance workers’ and teachers’ willingness to take 
online courses (Roca  & Gagné, 2008; Sorebo, 
Halvari, Gulli, & Kristiansen, 2009), and intrinsic 
motivation to use a new software to book appoint-
ments in hospitals has been related to its acceptance 
and usage (Mitchell, Gagné, Beaudry,  & Dyer, 
2012). Such research can be very useful when plan-
ning new technology implementations.

Knowledge Sharing
Today’s organizations rely more and more on 

the knowledge of employees. The knowledge-based 
theory of the firm (Grant, 1996)  argues that 
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knowledge-sharing firms maximize intangible and 
tangible asset value and profitability by actively 
identifying, collecting, storing, and sharing knowl-
edge. Organizations are more and more aware of 
this fact, and want to encourage the sharing of this 
knowledge among their members (but not neces-
sarily with outsiders or competitors). The use of 
team work, as described previously, can constitute 
a means to increase knowledge sharing, and the use 
of information technology can also facilitate it. But 
employees’ reasons for sharing or for not sharing 
knowledge are crucial variables to consider. I sug-
gested a model of knowledge-sharing motivation 
(Gagné, 2009) in which it is proposed that knowl-
edge sharing is more likely to occur when employ-
ees have identified or intrinsic reasons for sharing 
their knowledge. Such motivation is likely to be 
influenced by different human resource manage-
ment practices, such as job design, compensation 
systems, managerial support, and training, but also 
by norms about sharing behavior and fit between 
personal and organizational values. A  few stud-
ies have found support for this model. Reinholt, 
Pedersen, and Foss (2011) found that autonomous 
motivation toward knowledge sharing interacts 
with one’s place in a network, and with organi-
zational resources that enhance knowledge shar-
ing, in affecting the extent to which one gives and 
receives knowledge with and from colleagues. Foss, 
Minbaeva, Pedersen, and Reinholt (2009) also 
found that job characteristics indirectly influence 
sending and receiving knowledge through intrinsic 
motivation.

Cockrell and Stone (2010) have pointed out 
that the 2009 model focuses exclusively on how to 
increase the sharing of useful knowledge. However, 
they argue that we must also address the issue of 
how to stop people from sharing useless knowledge 
in organizations (what they call pseudoknowledge), 
which may lead to the loss of other resources, such 
as time and money. Contributing such worthless 
knowledge is thought to be done for personal gain, 
such as to appear knowledgeable or cooperative. 
Cockrell and Stone found that financial incen-
tives encouraged pseudoknowledge sharing and 
that autonomous motivation countered it. There 
is also the issue of why people do not share their 
knowledge and there may be many reasons for this 
that would imply using different interventions. For 
example, people may not share because they do not 
see the utility of doing so, because they do not feel 
competent to do so, or because they want to keep 
the knowledge to themselves as a form of power. 

SDT would again be a useful framework to study 
these issues.

Innovation
Organizations want to harness creativity in order 

to innovate and to become or remain competi-
tive. Amabile’s (1983) model of creativity proposes 
three important factors: (1) expertise on the topic; 
(2) intrinsic motivation; and (3) creativity-relevant 
characteristics, such as openness to experience. 
Although there are some debates about this 
(Eisenberger  & Shanock, 2003), research on cre-
ativity derived from SDT has shown that rewards, 
evaluations, and deadlines can undermine it 
(Amabile, 1979; Amabile et  al., 1976; Amabile, 
Hennessey,  & Grossman, 1986; Joussemet  & 
Koestner, 1999), whereas autonomy support can 
enhance it (Koestner, Ryan, Bernieri,  & Holt, 
1984). However, many jobs require workers to be 
creative (e.g., research and development, advertis-
ing, software development), and depending on how 
it is presented to employees, it can have differen-
tial effects on motivation and creative behavior. 
For example, perceiving that one’s work requires 
creative performance has been shown to increase 
creative work behavior (Unsworth, Wall, & Carter, 
2005). Amabile, Conti, Coon, Lazenby, and Herron 
(1996) developed the KEYS scale to measure orga-
nizational factors that influence creativity at work. 
The scale contains subscales to measure support, 
autonomy, pressure, resources and impediments 
to creativity in the workplace. Amabile and Conti 
(1999) demonstrated that changes in each of these 
organizational factors are associated with changes in 
creativity in work groups. It would be interesting to 
evaluate how need satisfaction mediates the effect of 
each factor on creativity and innovation, and know-
ing this could help in the development of interven-
tions aimed at improving the organizational context 
for creativity.

Amabile (1993) also argued that different types 
of motivations may be needed at different stages 
of innovation. Innovation has been argued to 
involve three behavioral steps: (1) idea generation, 
(2) promotion, and (3) realization (Janssen, 2000). 
Amabile (1993) argued that intrinsic motivation 
may be particularly important at the idea-generation 
stage (where creativity is crucial), but that extrinsic 
motivation may help for the other stages. We could 
expect that autonomous forms of extrinsic motiva-
tion would yield better outcomes in each of these 
stages than controlling forms. It might also be worth 
looking at the strength of motivational effects across 
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these stages, because Axtell et al. (2000) found that 
individual factors (such as motivation) are stronger 
predictors of idea generation, whereas organiza-
tional factors (such as support) are stronger predic-
tors of idea realization.

Career and Job Choice Behavior
Grouzet (Chapter 24) presents an interesting 

view of how professional training can influence the 
development of values in young adults. We could 
take this discussion further and consider factors 
that may also affect career and job choices. One’s 
interests, values, abilities, and of course, opportu-
nities influence these choices. In addition, as Guay 
(2005) has shown, young adults’ motivation for 
choosing a career path has an influence over how 
this process unfolds. For example, having autono-
mous reasons for deciding on a career path is related 
to less career indecision than having controlled 
reasons. Moreover, the quality of one’s relation-
ship with parents and one’s self-efficacy have been 
positively related to having autonomous reasons 
toward career decision-making activities. In addi-
tion, Guay, Ratelle, Senécal, Larose, and Deschênes 
(2006) found that not feeling self-efficacious and 
not being autonomously motivated both predict 
chronic inability to make career-related decisions.

Similar interesting findings have been found in 
the domain of unemployment. Vansteenkiste, Lens, 
De Witte, and Feather (2005) found that autono-
mous reasons to search for a job were related to 
job search intensity, whereas controlled reasons to 
search for a job were related to feeling worthless and 
socially rejected. Some recent interesting research 
in the domain of job search behavior focuses not 
only on why people search for jobs, but also on 
why they do not search for jobs. Beyond looking 
at autonomous reasons (e.g., because work is per-
sonally meaningful to me) and controlled reasons 
(e.g., because I need money) for searching for a job, 
Vansteenkiste, Lens, De Witte, De Witte, and Deci 
(2004) also examined autonomous and controlled 
reasons not to look for a job. Instead of assuming 
that people who do not actively search for jobs do 
so out of discouragement or lack of confidence, the 
authors also examined possible autonomous reasons 
not to look for a job, such as giving priority to alter-
native activities (such as hobbies), and possible con-
trolled reasons not to look for a job, such as feeling 
like a bad person if you do not attend to other tasks 
(such as raising children). Although autonomous 
motivation to search for a job was related to inten-
sity of job search behavior, autonomous motivation 

not to search was positively related to well-being in 
this unemployed sample. Unemployed individuals 
are also more flexible in their job search, that is, 
willing to accept jobs that deviate from their ideal 
(in terms of qualifications or conditions) when they 
have high intrinsic job values and low extrinsic job 
values (Van den Broeck, Vansteenkiste, Lens, & De 
Witte, 2010).

Volunteer Work
It is often believed that organizations that rely on 

volunteers are likely to get highly variable perfor-
mance, and that the overall performance will tend 
to be low because the organization cannot rely on 
monetary incentives or on other forms of controls 
(e.g., performance appraisals) to motivate their 
volunteers (Farmer  & Fedor, 1999, 2001). Given 
that most organizations that hire volunteer workers 
have difficulty recruiting and retaining enough of 
them, they often cannot afford to be picky and must 
accept whatever help they can get from them. As 
explained previously, the view that workers can only 
be attracted to work (and put in the effort) through 
incentives and monitoring is a classic example of the 
agency view of human nature (Jensen & Meckling, 
1976). According to this view, human beings are 
inherently self-interested and lazy, and therefore 
one must use incentives and controls to ensure that 
they fulfil organizational goals. This view differs 
drastically from SDT’s view of human nature. SDT 
assumes that human beings are oriented toward 
growth and stimulation, have the capacity to inter-
nalize behavioral regulation, and might be inter-
ested in work activities for their own sake.

Pelletier and Aitken (Chapter 19) have convinc-
ingly demonstrated that identified motivation may 
be a more potent driver of environmental behav-
iors than intrinsic motivation. This shows how 
internalization can serve to engage human beings 
in activities that may be effortful yet not inherently 
interesting, but that come to be seen as important. 
The same may apply to volunteer work. Although 
it is possible for volunteer work to be interest-
ing and enjoyable, many other reasons have been 
shown to drive people to volunteer (Clary et  al., 
1998). Among these reasons are to benefit others, 
to meet new people, to increase one’s self-esteem, 
to reduce one’s guilt over one’s good fortune, to dis-
tract from personal problems, to learn new things, 
and to build one’s career. Some of these reasons 
could be considered forms of identified motivation 
(e.g., benefiting others), because they rely on the 
internalization of values. Volunteers motivated by 
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values commit more to the nonprofit organization 
they work for, especially if they are satisfied by this 
work (Bang, Ross, & Reio, 2013). Other reasons, 
such as furthering one’s careers, can be considered 
more external, and evidence shows that this particu-
lar motive for volunteering is related to lower levels 
of engagement (Farmer  & Fedor, 2001). Because 
many tasks that volunteers do cannot be changed 
to make them more intrinsically motivating (e.g., 
cleaning up patients’ beds or animal cages, carrying 
goods for disabled clients, and so forth), organiza-
tions must attempt to encourage the internaliza-
tion of the value of these tedious tasks in order to 
attract, engage, and retain volunteers (Grube  & 
Piliavin, 2000). This is why SDT is so well-suited 
to explain volunteer work and to find effective ways 
to promote it.

Volunteering is, like knowledge sharing, a form 
of prosocial behavior. Therefore, what has been pro-
posed regarding knowledge sharing in regards to 
differential engagement based on different forms of 
motivation (Gagné, 2009) may apply here as well. 
It could be that people with external reasons for 
volunteering will show less sustained engagement, 
whereas introjected people may volunteer only when 
it can provide an opportunity for self-enhancement 
(Clary & Snyder, 1999), thus leading to volunteer 
performance that is less beneficial to the organi-
zation or to the intended beneficiaries. Again, we 
would expect that identified reasons for volun-
teering may be the most beneficial form, because 
people would in this case do whatever it takes to 
ensure that the organization or beneficiaries profit 
from their work efforts. Some research supports this 
idea by showing that having self-oriented motives 
predicts in-role volunteer behavior (doing what one 
is expected to do), whereas having other-oriented 
motives predicts extra-role volunteer behavior 
(going beyond expectations; Cornelis, Van Hiel, & 
De Cremer, 2013).

Some research has indicated that paid employ-
ees are more attracted to socially responsible firms 
(Turban & Greening, 1997), and that many employ-
ees prefer to work for companies that have volun-
teering programs (Deloitte, 2007). Organizations 
have been quick to pick up on this and strategically 
use volunteering programs to attract applicants. 
But corporate volunteering programs (i.e., allow-
ing employees to volunteer during work hours) 
can also help employees learn new skills that are 
useful to the organization, and serve as a way to 
enhance organizational identity and belongingness, 
which have positive effects on employee retention 

(Bussell & Forbes, 2008; Farmer & Fedor, 2001). 
Organizations should be aware of a few things that 
can hinder participation in corporate volunteer-
ing programs. One factor is their compensation 
system. As mentioned previously, it appears that 
time-contingent pay systems make people see time 
as a compensable factor, which makes them less 
willing to volunteer their time. For example, people 
who bill for their time at work (e.g., accountants, 
lawyers) or who are paid on an hourly basis, and 
who hold more extrinsic values, are less willing to 
volunteer (DeVoe & Pfeffer, 2007, 2010).

A second factor has to do with how volunteers are 
recognized or praised for their work. SDT research 
has clearly shown that praise can have detrimental 
effects on intrinsic motivation if it is perceived to 
be controlling as opposed to being informational 
(Ryan, 1982). Therefore, organizations should take 
care to recognize volunteer work in a noncontrol-
ling and genuine manner (Grant, 2012). A  third 
factor is that organizations should steer away from 
creating mandatory volunteering programs, because 
these have been shown to block the internalization 
of the value of volunteering in high school students 
(Stukas, Snyder,  & Clary, 1999). Organizations 
should also ensure that they make their employees 
feel autonomous in their volunteering work, because 
job characteristics and autonomy support have been 
shown to enhance the satisfaction, engagement, 
performance, and retention of volunteers (Gagné, 
2003; Millette & Gagné, 2008). Therefore, it may 
even be better when corporate volunteer programs 
are initiated and managed by the employees them-
selves (Grant, 2012). In addition, organizations 
who “hire” volunteers also need to ensure that vol-
unteer jobs are designed to be motivating (Grant, 
2012; Millette & Gagné, 2008).

No research to date has directly examined the 
role of need satisfaction in attracting, engaging, 
and retaining volunteer workers. Clary et al. (1998) 
demonstrated, however, that volunteer work that 
satisfies one’s motives for volunteering is likely to 
be sustained over time. Grant (2012) takes this 
idea further by proposing that when paid work is 
not fulfilling those motives, volunteer work can 
serve as a compensatory mechanism, a different 
space where personal motives can be fulfilled. For 
example, research on volunteer motivation often 
identifies social reasons for volunteering, such as 
meeting new people and feeling that one belongs 
to a group that shares one’s values (McDougle, 
Greenspan,  & Handy, 2011; Omoto  & Snyder, 
1995). We could therefore predict that satisfaction 
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of the need for relatedness may be a particularly 
salient factor in these predictions, and that this 
may be a particularly important lever to consider 
when trying to attract and retain volunteer workers. 
There is already good evidence for this idea, because 
Grube and Piliavin (2000) found that the ability to 
form social networks through volunteering is asso-
ciated with the number of hours worked by volun-
teers, whereas another study found that number 
of blood donations is related to how many friends 
donate blood (Piliavin & Callero, 1991). Clary and 
Snyder (1999) also identified “meeting people” as 
an important motive to start volunteering. To take 
this argument further, we could argue that working 
with like-minded people can reinforce one’s values, 
which can enhance internalization for volunteering, 
hence leading to volunteer retention through two 
mechanisms: relatedness and autonomy.

Another important motive of volunteers is the 
perception that one has an impact on beneficiaries 
(Agostinho & Paco, 2012; Omoto & Snyder, 1995). 
Task significance has been shown to have particu-
larly strong motivational power in service-oriented 
jobs, and has been shown to significantly influence 
job performance in paid workers (Grant, 2007, 
2008). This effect may be partly explained by the 
effects of task significance on feelings of competence 
and relatedness, which can be enhanced by allowing 
for direct contact between volunteers and beneficia-
ries (Grant, 2007; Grant et al., 2007). It may also be 
stronger when people already have strong identified 
motivation (i.e., motivated by values and meaning) 
for their volunteer work.

Given all this, we can argue that volunteering is 
not only good for the beneficiaries and society in 
general, but that it also has a direct positive impact 
on the volunteers themselves. There is evidence 
that volunteering is good for one’s mental health 
(Harlow & Cantor, 1996) and career advancement 
(Wilson & Musick, 2003), and that it can also lead 
to longevity (Musick, Herzog,  & House, 1999). 
We could better understand why these effects are 
happening by using the concept of need satisfaction 
from SDT.

Final Personal Reflections
What I hoped to achieve through this Handbook 

was to inspire readers to conduct research and build 
organizational practices using SDT in the work 
domain. I have brought together researchers to talk 
about how they have applied the theory to their 
areas of interest. I asked all authors to also talk about 
what else we could do with the theory in the work 

domain that has not yet been done, and they have 
answered this call by providing plenty of ideas! In 
this concluding chapter, I discuss additional appli-
cations of the theory to give readers an even wider 
array of what has been done to date, and of what 
could be done in the future. I hope that researchers, 
seasoned and neophytes, will pounce on these ideas 
and turn them into new knowledge. Editing this 
Handbook has left me amazed by the variety and 
richness of the applications of the theory, and by 
the endless new things for which it could be used. 
SDT has only recently begun to be applied to the 
work domain. I can only imagine what the future 
holds for SDT in this domain, and I hope to see it 
transform tomorrow’s organizations.

Note
1. I thank Sharon Parker for providing feedback on a previous 

draft of this chapter.
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